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	Dedication

	 

	To every guest who graciously shared their story on The Other Side of the Firewall, thank you. Your honesty, perseverance, and insight gave this guide its spark. To my cohosts both past and present, Shannon Tynes, LeVon Maynard, Chris Abacon, and Daniel Acevedo, your dedication and presence kept the show grounded and growing. To my wife, Chamire, and kids, Aiyana, Ryan Jr., and Mason, thank you for your patience, support, and inspiration. And to the countless career switchers, veterans, students, and aspiring cyber professionals—this guide is for you. Keep going. You’re closer than you think.

	 

	Disclaimer

	 

	This guide was born from real conversations with real people navigating unconventional paths into cybersecurity. It’s not a silver bullet—but it is a mirror, a compass, and a source of community. My hope is that these stories show you what’s possible and inspire you to take the next step—whether that’s pursuing a certification, applying for a new role, or finding a mentor. The door is open—you just have to walk through it.

	 

	Watch the full interviews on our YouTube playlist:

	“The Other Side of the Firewall: The Real-Life Stories of Movers, Shakers, & Glass Ceiling Breakers in Cybersecurity”:

	https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLfVugeH-1uZo22ZSNFsUQJ6iNE-DiZ3DV
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	Preface

	No Cap, Just Facts

	 

	I


	’m here to dispel the rumors and nonsense. The snake oil salesmen, the “get rich overnight” shenanigans. The “take this eight-week course and land a six-figure job” BS.

	Cybersecurity—the profession—is a tough gig. No doubt about it. A lot of people are getting curious because of social media clickbait and YouTube theater. Is the money good? Yes. Are the days long? Sometimes. It depends on the role. Can you get rich quick? Maybe. But it depends on how much you’re willing to sell out.

	Are there many people of color, women, neurodivergent folks, or veterans in cybersecurity?

	No. Not nearly enough.

	This space is still heavily populated primarily by white men. And that’s a hard, honest truth.

	This guide? It’s about the other truths, the ones that rarely get told.

	These are the real stories. Of people of color. Women. Neurodivergent professionals. Veterans and career switchers. Each person sat with me on The Other Side of the Firewall podcast to share what it really took. Their sacrifices, their struggles, and their missteps. Their inspirations, their triumphs, and their wisdom gained by doing the hard things—again and again.

	This isn’t hype. This is a collection of excellence. Passed directly to you, the reader, the learner, the builder. Use it to break in. Use it to beat the odds. Use it to take up space and prosper, just like the guests featured here.

	Let’s get it!

	 

	—Ryan Williams Sr., MS-CIA, CISSP, PMP

	Host of The Other Side of the Firewall Podcast

	CEO of RAM Cyber Consulting & Assessments, LLC.

	
 

	 

	Introduction

	Against All Odds

	 

	T


	here is no such thing as a linear path into cybersecurity. Some of us come from IT. Others come into the field through law, medicine, law enforcement, theater, human resources, business— you name it. How you arrive isn’t nearly as important as what you do once you break in. And because the barrier to entry is so high, the moment you’re in, you must make an impact. If not for yourself, then for the ones still pounding on the glass trying to get through.

	I often joke with friends that I beat the odds. Most folks are born into a social class and either stay there or slip lower. Upward mobility is almost nonexistent for many Americans. According to the Brookings Institution, 54 percent of Black men born into the poorest fifth of the income distribution remain in that lowest fifth as adults, compared to just 22 percent of white men. That’s not just a stat; it’s a systemic reality.

	And yet, somehow, I’ve lived three lifetimes. I was born below the poverty line. At around nine or ten years old, I graduated from being poor to being broke. And somewhere in my thirties, I climbed into the middle class. In my forties, I had the audacity to retire from one career and start fresh. This time as an entrepreneur.

	All stories have a beginning. Mine may feel familiar or entirely different from yours, but either way, I hope it encourages you. After four decades, my life feels like something out of a film. Not because I escaped poverty, but because my children have no concept of what it means to be poor— monetarily or mentally. It’s one thing to lack money. It’s another to have a lack of hope. I may have lacked the former, but I never gave up the latter.

	So, let’s rewind.

	I was born in the summer of 1983 at Buffalo’s children’s hospital. My parents were both undergraduates at Canisius University, and I was raised in the Kensington-Bailey area, specifically in Langfield Homes—one of the city’s public housing developments. Today, the community remains Buffalo’s third poorest, with more than 58 percent of residents living below the federal poverty line and a median annual income of just $17,011, according to 2020 census data. My mom went into labor during my grandmother’s birthday party and managed to hold off delivering me until the following day. My birth certificate read “Baby Boy Rhone”—my mother’s maiden name. My father didn’t show up until days later and never signed the certificate.

	That tiny omission wouldn’t mean much until I applied for my first government passport decades later. I had to explain to a senior admin that I wouldn’t be asking my estranged father for a favor just to check a box. I was embarrassed I hadn’t noticed the missing signature sooner, but I reasoned that if the Department of Defense could trust me with a top-secret clearance at nineteen, the Department of State could make a few concessions, too. I still carry that chip on my shoulder. A lack of a father figure shaped many of my decisions, from study habits to marriage to fatherhood. Anybody can learn from good examples. It takes a sharp eye to learn from the bad ones.

	My mother grew up in modest conditions, too. She was one of five kids and the only one to go to college. She enlisted in the Army as a vehicle mechanic shortly after I was born and had to drop out one semester shy of graduating. Officer commissioning was on the table, but diapers and a steady paycheck took precedence. She taught me work ethic, responsibility, and to look people square in the eye when speaking. To this day, my wife and podcast cohost, Shannon Tynes, say I need to ease up on eye contact. I guess I can come across as intense to strangers. I also now realize eye contact for some can be uncomfortable, so I’ve learned to “read the room.”

	My father was the youngest of three college-educated brothers raised by a sharecropper turned entrepreneur. His mother died of cancer early in his life, which I suspect left its own scar. He would complete his degree in accounting and all three of his children, including me, would go on to complete a degree or two of our own. When less than 3 percent of Black men held degrees in my paternal grandfather’s era, we’ve turned a generational struggle into a legacy of academic achievement. I should also mention that my father is the reason I love video games. When I was about four or five, he showed up with a Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) and a tiny thirteen-inch wood-paneled tube TV. That NES ignited a lifelong passion for gaming and brought joy to the red-brick projects that provided limited other options.

	I wasn’t necessarily set up for success, though. What I lacked in inheritance, I made up for in grit—and a solid friend group. My mother, in trying to make ends meet, entrusted me to my grandmother while she served in the Army. My grandmother lived on a fixed income in the projects and raised me with the kind of strength that doesn’t get put in history books. She walked me to school every day, rain or shine, until she befriended my best friend James’s mother, Mrs. Kearney, better known to us grade-schoolers as “Mrs. Bonnie.” I can still hear the sound the snow made when it crunched under my dress shoes on our long walks through blizzards. James and I met in kindergarten; he sat across the table from me pouring Elmer’s glue in his palm and peeling it off like dead skin. He also wore a Cowboys Starter jacket to and from school. You know we were good friends if I could let such an offense slide for almost four decades straight. His family gave me a second home and suburban stability I’ll never forget, or ever repay.

	At school, I was the shy, skinny kid with big glasses, a lisp, and a love of R. L. Stine  books, video games, and anime. I stayed on the honor roll until high school, when numbers and letters started to team up in unholy ways. But even then, I loved learning.

	I bounced between Catholic schools—St. James, then St. Aloysius, and finally Turner-Carroll High. Each one closed its doors not long after I passed through. Not saying I was the reason, but hey, a coincidence?

	High school brought its own growing pains but also my first taste of IT. My friend James and I were recruited to help cable a school computer lab in 2000. Let’s just say I cut more than cable—I needed stitches in my hand. Still, it sparked something. I dreamed of becoming a computer scientist, even if math tried to hold me back.

	That same year, I met the love of my life, Chamire. Beautiful, smart, and driven. I didn’t know it at the time, but I would need her courage and strength every step of the way of our future Air Force journey, building our amazing family through retirement, and then on to entrepreneurship. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

	I applied to several colleges. Most passed. Alfred University accepted me as a computer science major. Canisius accepted me under general studies. I declined Canisius out of pride and pretense. I wanted to go away, thinking I knew what was best. But just before heading off to Alfred, I found out I needed a cosigner for the loans. My mother said no.

	I was crushed. But that “no” was one of the greatest gifts I’ve ever received.

	I regrouped, pivoted to Erie Community College, worked full-time at HSBC bank, and hustled through the brutal Buffalo winters. Still, something was missing. I craved purpose, opportunity, and escape. So, after some soul-searching—and a blunt comment from my best friend, quoting the opening line of the second verse in 50 Cent’s “Wanksta”—I walked right into the Air Force recruiter’s office.

	My path into the Air Force wasn’t seamless, but it was ordained. I started Basic in March 2003. That’s where everything changed. And that, my friend, is where the cybersecurity origin story begins.

	In late March 2003, I boarded a plane to Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio, Texas. It was only the second time I’d ever flown, and the first time I’d left New York for anywhere other than Canada. Over the next six weeks, I got my ass kicked. It wasn’t the yelling—that was familiar territory. My mom, an Army vet, could out-yell and out-stare any training instructor. It was the exhaustion, the relentless running, the uncertainty, and the newness of being completely outside my element that got to me.

	During training, we were offered a few job selections. One of them was telephone maintenance. They lined us up next to telephone poles, one behind the other. Each time someone climbed and came down, they handed off the harness to the next person. When it was my turn, I got maybe halfway up the pole before realizing something deep and fundamental: I don’t do heights. I couldn’t even let go with both hands to lean back like they asked. Back on the ground, the sergeant gave me an earful and marked me unqualified. That left two open jobs—biomedical technology and data maintenance technician.

	I landed in data maintenance, and it turned out to be the perfect pivot. I spent the next seven months at Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Mississippi, learning how to run cables, punch down panels, create Ethernet and crossover cables, build PCs, configure switches and routers, and manage telephone systems. I learned the foundations of what would become my life’s work.

	My first duty station was Mountain Home Air Force Base in Idaho. I worked on Tactical Air Operations Modules—think air traffic control in a box—and deployed to Balad, Iraq, where I narrowly missed daily mortar and rocket attacks. That deployment taught me more about fear, focus, and fragility than any textbook ever could.

	From there, I was stationed in Anchorage, Alaska, at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson on an NSA assignment. I leveled up. I learned tech control, fiber fabrication, asynchronous transfer mode systems, and SONET rings. More importantly, I learned to lead. I took over the help desk, sharpened my IT skills, and finally saw myself as a professional, someone who belonged.

	Next was Langley AFB in Virginia. It was a baptism by fire. I helped manage the Air Force’s global network boundary, which was over 500 switches and routers across 120 bases, both domestic and abroad. I led a team of thirty-three airmen and eleven contractors, and together, we upgraded the Air Force’s aging infrastructure. It was during this time that I met Shannon, LeVon, and Daniel, who became my future podcast cohosts.

	Then came the assignment that changed everything: Joint Communications Support Element (JCSE) in Tampa, Florida. JCSE is where the military’s most capable communicators come to play. It’s where I honed not just my network skills but also added satellite communications, virtualization, Active Directory, radio work, and full-spectrum IT support to my toolkit. I worked alongside special operations, three-letter agencies, task forces I still can’t name, and coalition forces. I saw the world—Germany, Sicily, Morocco, Israel, and the Netherlands—and gained a global perspective.

	It was at JCSE that I earned my PMP, CISSP, CEH, and ultimately completed my master’s in cybersecurity and information assurance. I also met Chris Abacon and two of my favorite mentors: CMSgt (Ret.) Chris Jones and MSG (Ret.) Jeff Lodick, both of whom you’ll learn more about in this guide.

	My final military stop was Incirlik Air Base in Turkey. It
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