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			Dedication

		

		
			To Mom and Dad, thank you for teaching me what is truly important in life and for your never ceasing, unconditional love.

			To Jared, you believe in me when I don’t. Thank you for loving me through all of it.

			To Amelia Kate and Harry, I adore you more
 than you will ever know. Thank you for letting me live this incredible life as your mom.

			And to Meme, who showed me how to have courage. I miss you every day.
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			Preface

			The purpose of life is a life of purpose.   - Benjamin Disraeli
			I have found one common thread that binds us together. One thing most people want, even though it’s hard to attain. Now, you might be thinking of money, power, influence, or fame. Almost everyone wants one or more of those, yes, but the truth is, you can’t really achieve any of those without first reaching your highest potential.

			While you may look good on paper, have a high-paying salary, a lovely home, and a family to come home to, chances are you still have that small voice inside saying, “Something’s missing. There’s more to life.”

			

			For me, that voice turned out to be louder and more unrelenting than anticipated. That’s where my story begins.

			I ignored this voice for most of my life, as many do, because it’s a disrupter—it disrupts a seemingly “good” life. Most people do not want to replace the known with the unknown, no matter how stagnant or complacent they admit they are. I am in no way judging a “good” life—I have spent most of my life living the good life, going through the motions as many of us do, while simultaneously battling the feeling of wanting more.

			It’s funny how even the most mundane memories reappear throughout life, often leaving you questioning, “Why do I remember that?” It happens to me all the time, and there’s one that has paid me plenty of visits in the last decade of my life. One that I didn’t understand the significance of until I turned 39.

			In my second-grade classroom, my teacher asked the students what we wanted to be when we grew up. Do you remember how that felt? I do. My mind was boundless as I pictured myself as a doctor, astronaut, or president. I remember sitting in my blue plastic chair, at my tiny desk filled with books, as well as my Hello Kitty pencil box and my daily journal. Colorful posters and maps, class artwork displays, and themed bulletin boards filled the room. Sitting there, I daydreamed about what amazing title I would hold when I was older, because I knew I’d be just that—amazing. The thought that I couldn’t do something never entered my mind. In that moment, I never questioned my skill set, intelligence, or competence. My heart raced, and my stomach would be in knots as my building excitement took me to the infinite places I could go. I thought of the world as a place with endless possibilities. I could be absolutely anything, and the only thing impossible about that was picking just one. 

			

			Reflecting on where my life has taken me, I now acknowledge this recurring thought serves as far more than just a random childhood jog down memory lane. It wasn’t coincidental that I’d take myself back to that second-grade classroom during the pivotal moments, such as graduation, landing a new job, or getting let go from one, but also moments of boredom, asking myself, “Is this what I’m going to do for the rest of my life?”. It was my inner voice, or intuition, trying to be heard while I was too busy trying to fit the three-step mold of life: graduate from college, get a job, and have a family. Life happened, that inner child’s wonderment was buried, but not lost.

			I had no idea what I wanted to study in college because I hadn’t yet figured out what I wanted to be. Health and wellness had always interested me, so I first chose a nursing major (before realizing organic chemistry and I were never going to see eye to eye). After a semester, I started back at ground zero, knowing I needed to pick another route—again, with no ambition in any one direction. So, I picked the next best thing: a major that most of my friends had chosen, which was public relations.

			I graduated with zero motivation to find a job, but still, I felt a sense of urgency. I saw everyone around me landing jobs, buying their first house or apartment, and enjoying their newfound financial independence. I, on the other hand, was back living with my mom, sitting in my old room, clad with pictures, clothes, and wall décor from my college years, echoing the nostalgic feeling of the four, carefree years I had spent not really paying attention to the definitive timeline in front of me. Why did college have to end? I wasn’t ready to grow up. I scrolled through the internet (before LinkedIn was a thing), wondering whether I should just go backpacking in Europe to ‘find myself’? Isn’t that what people do?

			

			It’s no surprise that I never ended up doing anything with my major, instead choosing a career in pharmaceutical sales. The job paid well. They’d give me a car, a laptop, and an expense account. I did this for a few years until there was a company-wide layoff, when I found myself searching for another job. As I sat down to scour the internet, my mind took me back to that colorful classroom with pretty bulletin boards. I felt comfort as I sat in that memory, becoming that young child full of innocence and big dreams, enveloped in the feelings of youthful energy instead of the anxiety I currently carried as an adult trying to pay bills. I thought, “This is the perfect time to start over. The time when I can pick whatever I want to be.”

			I wanted more for myself than my previous job. 

			I have always had an entrepreneurial spirit. My family was full of entrepreneurs, so I grew up watching in awe the generations before me build and grow companies that are still around today. I always felt such pride driving by my family’s business, with my last name painted on the big building, each time wanting to create something of my own. At this particular time in my early 20s, I dreamed of owning my own boutique selling clothes, shoes, and accessories. But, as quickly as this dream came to me, it left, as I thought about the pressure a small business owner takes on. The next thing I know, I had applied for a medical device position that I ended up getting, and I remained at the company for almost 12 years.

			Some of my most beloved memories come from this period, which helped shape who I am today: becoming a wife and mother as my top two. I endured many career successes that reinforced my confidence in being where I should be in life: sales. I also experienced many heartbreaking failures, resulting in me asking myself: What am I doing here? Throughout these years, that all too familiar vision of that little blonde girl in her blue chair would pop into my memory, and for a fleeting moment, I’d catch myself wondering what if. What if I could do it all over, would I be here? I never allowed the thought to get much further because I was quickly onto the ones that consumed me: Do I have childcare for my work trip next week? What am I making for dinner? Did I forget the dry cleaning again?

			

			I would eventually stop long enough to explore this memory as it related to my life and purpose, but first, I had to go through what, at the time, was an ugly transformation that began about eight years prior.

			In 2015, I was simultaneously pregnant with my second child and battling to save an over $1 million hospital account. I sold heart monitors, and the hospital had to decide between me and my competitor, giving us several months to show who was the best vendor. It was an extremely competitive situation that completely dominated my every thought and action. In the case that you have never called on physicians, these people are pretty much impossible to catch. This meant I worked overtime to see my key customers, often trying to see them in the early mornings before rounds or after 5:30 pm when they were finished with clinic. I traveled countless miles and hours to see important customers just to be told, “I’m sorry, he doesn’t have time to see you today. Try again tomorrow.” A whole day wasted…I guess I could have made my daughter’s Thanksgiving class party after all.

			I would frequently hold presentations in front of intimidating teams of the community’s most renowned cardiologists, electrophysiologists, and their staff. It would be me, standing in front of the large boardroom, going slide-by-slide through my PowerPoint, pretending not to be shaken by the disinterest that grew apparent with each click of my slideshow. Within a few days and numerous pep talks later, I’d shake the feeling of defeat and get back at it, only to be met with the office chatter regarding how amazing my competitor and her products were.

			

			With each visit to these physicians, I felt more and more like the underdog, and my once compelling selling skills took more of the form of begging. I felt so much pressure to win, as we all do in sales, not just for a decent paycheck but to keep my job. This was my second-largest account. To lose this account would be completely devastating not only to me but also to my region and company. It seemed like the harder I worked, the more the account and my customers slipped away. I worked hard, but not smart. I toiled out of a place of fear, which my customers definitely saw; not just by my nervous energy alone, but by my desperate attempts to steal the competition by begging people to meet me out for drinks or dinner. Yes, treating them to food and wine would make them like me. I thought I was doing all the right things: I spent several days a week working in the hospital, I brought in directors and VPs to show how important the customer was to our team, and I worked hard to deliver unmatched customer service, never leaving a phone call unanswered. All I could think about was winning this big account—losing it was not an option.

			The competitive environment grew to be more toxic than professional, as many of them do. My competitor and I were pitted against each other like school rivals on College Game Day. In hindsight, there was space for both of us; collaboration would have benefited the hospital’s patients far more than our egotistical war. But as it goes with any war, players don’t fight fair.

			I remember one day so vividly. I walked into the cardiology office ready to train some nurses on the hookup process for my monitors when the director approached me.

			

			“Good morning! How are you?” I greeted him cheerfully like I always had.

			“Your monitors aren’t in compliance with the hospital’s certification criteria, so you’re going to have to take them all off the shelf right now.” He didn’t share my same cheerful demeanor, and mine became short-lived.

			I looked around the room. Every eye was on me, but no one said a word.

			Confused, I stared up at the 12 medium-sized boxes towering over me, trying to figure out why they couldn’t stay and how I would pile them on one cart.

			As he walked past me, he said, “Oh, and you can’t set foot back on this hospital campus without proper documentation.”

			 Out of all the rejections I experienced in my career, this was a first.

			“My company can provide sufficient data supporting our qualifications to sell heart monitors—I can send you anything you’d like to see, my company wouldn’t be able to service any of our customers without being credentialled.”

			But he kept walking without acknowledgment, so I took my monitors and left. Eight months pregnant, I (more like my belly) pushed a large, bulky cart out to the parking lot. The uneven pavement made it impossible to walk five steps without a box falling. As I finally got to my car, wiping away tears under my sunglasses, I saw him and my competitor leaving for a coffee date.

			I knew what was coming: if my monitors weren’t on the shelf for patients, then the only choice physicians had was to use my competitor’s. And they did. I got home and was completely exhausted, not only physically from pregnancy, but emotionally and mentally depleted from the battleground of a day I had. I came home feeling like a loser, even though I hadn’t lost anything yet. It was a feeling of lack, disappointment, and struggle, as well as an aching back. But I had to put my poker face on, knowing I had an endless list of household chores and a precious child to spend time with.

			

			A lot of people needed me outside of work, and that number was only growing. What’s funny is that an outsider would have said I had it all together, despite my internal work struggles. I always kept up my house, laundry, and cooked most of the meals each night. The structure of the household didn’t suffer, but my ability to remain present and in the moment with my family did. Looking back, I wish I could say the opposite, because I can never get those days back. My little toddler was so full of personality and spunk—watching funny videos, playing dress up, and dancing in the living room with one of her many princess costumes on. The memories often leave me with feelings of nostalgia and regret. Did I give her enough of my time and attention?

			I went on maternity leave in July of that year, knowing this was my last baby and that I wanted to enjoy every single second of his infancy, but I couldn’t put down work. I even felt guilty about extending my maternity leave to 12 weeks. While I was out, I kept answering emails and customer calls because the anxiety of losing business drove me crazy. I remember being in the kitchen, sleep deprived, nursing my baby, and finger painting with my toddler while taking a call with an angry nurse. For the rest of the day, all I thought about was that office leaving me for the competition. I loved being at home, but hated the thought of my competitor being face-to-face with my customers when I couldn’t do anything about it. To say I wasn’t a present mom is an understatement.

			

			When I returned to work, I continued working to save this hospital account, while making sure I didn’t neglect my other customers. While still living this nightmare that I wanted to just go away, I was experiencing the mom guilt of leaving my newborn with a sitter and my toddler at daycare. It was a constant internal struggle of, “Am I doing this right?” I didn’t feel like I was excelling at any of my roles: employee, mom, wife, friend, or daughter. Was life like this for everyone? It wasn’t fair.

			A few months later, I learned I had lost the account. This resulted in a combination of embarrassment, relief, and fatigue, and I never bounced back. I was used to being at the top in sales rankings, winning President’s Club, and being acknowledged as a leader. Yes, the sharp decrease in my sales ranking and bonuses was difficult, but the hardest part was losing my confidence and self-esteem. I felt so insecure in my role that I began to silently retreat from the girl I knew.

			I had always been that starry-eyed rep who viewed this job as an exciting challenge and sold with the utmost confidence and passion. What happened to her? I never managed to recover from that loss and get back to the rep that I once was. I used to be my manager’s go-to girl by helping other under-performing reps in our region reach their sales numbers, motivating the team with my inspirational account wins and latest victories over the competition. They regarded me as a company-wide leader. The CEO knew me by name and would personally congratulate me on my accomplishments. After losing the $1 million account, I was looked at differently.

			My weekly calls with my manager went from “Great job this month, you’ve exceeded your goals yet again,” to “According to the monthly report, your numbers have taken quite a hit from last quarter. Because of this, you will need to turn in an extra report each week explaining how many customers you saw each day, what you talked about, where you went, how many miles you drove, and how many sales you made until you get your numbers back up. If there’s no improvement within a few months, you’ll be put on a performance plan.”

			

			The hits kept on coming. They had no idea what I had been put through. I had fought like hell to win this account, battled with epic betrayal and heartbreak, but they couldn’t see any of that. All they could see was their daily sales report, which had my name highlighted in red. They started questioning everything I did and everywhere I went: my customer interactions, my paid time off, and even my mileage. Every move was analyzed under a microscope. Why were they coming after me? After years of success, I lost one account and became the enemy. Was I going to have to work longer hours to get my numbers back up? Be away from my family even more? That wasn’t fair! I was resentful, no longer felt valued, and now lacked motivation for the job I once loved.

			At the end of the year, my company merged with none other than my competitor’s. Even worse, that rep that I so badly wanted to see lose? Who won the $1 million account? She was promoted to VP of sales in our new company, and now I had to see her name in daily emails, hear her voice on conference calls, and see her stand up on stage at sales meetings. Everyone in the company that we now shared had heard about our situation; everyone knew she had won, and I had lost. Because of the merger, we faced a realignment, meaning some of us were moved from our territories. Due to losing this huge account and my numbers showing stronger east of me, I was also realigned to the South Georgia territory, which was five hours away from my home. Why was this happening to me? I felt like damaged goods.

			

			Somehow, my husband and I made it work, but it was hard and I wasn’t happy. Over the course of several years, this unhappiness kept building, affecting every facet of my life. Work kept me from my family more, and I struggled each time I got in the car. This direct correlation between leaving to go to work and my building frustration at work developed. My job kept suffering because I grew numb to my customers’ needs. Long gone were the days of jumping in my car to visit a customer who had issues with our website when I could email them the troubleshooting PDF. I fell back into doing the bare minimum, which led to even more customer losses. I never won another award or trip or received sales recognition for performance after that.

			I became stuck in this vicious cycle of negativity, unhappiness, and unfulfillment with no idea how to stop it. I was trying to fulfill infinite roles at once, which led to an unbalanced life that benefited nobody. At the time, I thought the emptiness I felt was because I was spread too thin, taking on too much. “If I could just stay at home and not work, I’d be happier,” I thought. I spent many days just dreaming of a different life, a life of less stress and more leisure, with no bosses or customers. I wanted freedom from it all and thought that by eliminating my job, I’d be able to fulfill the role 100% of ‘mom’ and ‘wife’ and be 100% fulfilled. I wouldn’t figure it out until later, but I needed fulfillment, purpose, and just more.

			I probably would have kept on this track of despair if it weren’t for my grandmother’s passing away in October of 2021. I had never experienced heartbreak of that kind. She had always been a huge part of who I was, where I came from, and who I would become. I had never done life without her and knew there would always be a piece of me missing from that point on. Being with her as she lay in her hospital bed on those final days, I couldn’t help but think about the end of my own life. If I were the one in that bed, would I be proud of the life I built, the legacy I would leave? Could I say with 100% certainty that I gave it all I had, ready to leave this Earth with no regrets? My stomach twisted because I knew the answer: no.

			

			After Meme passed away, life looked different, as it does for many after losing a loved one. Life wasn’t a guarantee, but death was. My complacent daze needed to stop. I didn’t know what my next step would be, but I knew I had to be brave enough to take the first one. When Meme died, I made a promise to her that I would start living.

			 That following summer, I decided to quit my job, stay home with my children, and finally be the stay-at-home mom I’d always dreamed of being. My last day was on a Friday in May, and I remember waking up the following Monday, pinching myself to make sure it wasn’t a dream. I didn’t have to bear the “working mom” label anymore; I was just a mom. I took my kids to a friend’s house for a playdate that day and made the conscious decision not to answer my phone …I didn’t have a manager or customers demanding my attention. I think I let every call that day go to voicemail just because I could.

			I felt
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						1  Roxie Nafousi, Manifest (Chronicle Prism, 2022).
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