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  To Ella, Andrew, Izzy, and Riley,

whose roots are still forming and whose stories are still unfolding.

May they steady you as you grow with courage, curiosity, and the freedom to become fully yourselves.
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Looking in the Mirror with the Courage to See More Fully

This is not a business book about leadership frameworks or best practices. It is a book about the people behind them. In the following chapters, you will read about the values, principles, and lessons that guided a diverse group of inspirational individuals as they built companies, accomplished incredible missions, and pursued remarkable careers. On their own, the lessons presented are instructive. Yet, the real goodness is the firsthand accounts of how these lessons were learned. This is what greatly deepens their impact. The moments you’ll read about have been carefully curated by each author to bring a deeply held leadership truth to light. Their personal experiences are what make them real, not theoretical; lived, not textbook. Credible. The experiences are shared with purpose: to motivate, to connect, to humanize, to teach, to pay it forward.

Every leader carries a unique story they don’t often tell—the story of their personal journey. This is not the polished version offered in bios or showcased on LinkedIn. It’s the earlier version: the formative journey of deeply personal experiences that shaped their beliefs, values, and choices; the one that balances and blends the various roles they played, while reconciling tensions and contradictions; the story that evolves with them and allows them to lead from a place of authenticity. Because it’s that last part that determines if anyone will follow.

Each author who committed to this project did so for their own set of reasons, and at the same time took a risk. Risk meant different things for each of us including time commitment, financial resources, opportunity cost, personal exposure, and last but not least, a degree of discomfort. These risks were evaluated against a variety of potential benefits. Once committed, the authors dove in for an inward journey of reflection, discomfort, clarity, and for some, perspective change.

The essays in this book were not gathered through an open call for submissions. Rather, the authors were invited based on their professional accomplishments, their willingness to introspect, and their orientation toward growth. They were guided through the process with a supportive community, writing workshops, coaching sessions, and feedback. Initial drafts were safe, keeping us, the reader, at a protective distance. With each revision, more was revealed. To us and to them. The writing process thereby offered a pathway for deeper self-awareness and leadership development.

Looking in the mirror is necessary if we want to see ourselves accurately. Without reflection, whole angles remain hidden—our blind spots, our habits under pressure, the gap between our intent and our impact. And real reflection takes courage to see. Mirrors show what is there, not what we wish were there. In leadership and in life, mirrors take many forms: performance evaluations, coaching conversations, therapy, journaling, unsolicited feedback, and even what we see when we observe our children. Some mirrors are distorted by bias or emotion. Some are foggy with incomplete information. Some magnify flaws and imperfections until they feel larger than life. Others reveal strengths we’ve overlooked or discounted.

A single mirror gives only one view. A tri-panel mirror gives depth and perspective—front, side, and back—the fuller picture. In the same way, growth accelerates when we invite multiple forms of reflection: our own self-examination, the perspective of trusted guides, and the lived evidence of how others experience us. Taken together, these views create dimensional understanding, instead of a flattering or condemning snapshot. What appears in that fuller reflection can feel raw and deeply personal, leaving us exposed and open to judgment. Yet it is precisely the willingness to look—and keep looking—that transforms vulnerability into strength.




Sharpening, Not Smoothing Our Edges Builds Followership

When I was in college, I took a history of jazz class. Part of attending a liberal arts school was the expectation to take a range of classes from a variety of disciplines. The class interested me because it was a chance to think differently and study something completely different from the psychology and human development classes that consumed most of my time. It also meant I could trade textbooks for a collection of CDs. (It was the late ’90s.) In this class, I had a key insight that has remained with me and now serves as an important leadership lesson.

While listening to musicians like Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, and Thelonious Monk, I came to appreciate how they pushed boundaries with their phrasing, use of time and space, and intensity. Their sound had passion. Even the wrong note played at the right time was harmonious. Because the class examined the history of jazz, we continued moving through decades. The 1980s introduced more synthesizers and the sound seemed to smooth. It was less edgy, more refined, maybe even easier to listen to.

Until it wasn’t.

At some point along a continuum, what started as improvisational and interesting, became smooth, easy going, boring. To my untrained ear, it was hardly recognizable anymore as jazz. It sounded like elevator music.

As leaders, we are often conditioned to smooth our edges, keep our tone even, and separate our personal and professional selves. We are encouraged to model someone else’s version of “executive presence.” But even a gem can’t be polished without friction. In projecting the gleam of smoothness and perfection, what shaped us often becomes less recognizable, and our unique, sometimes messy backdrops become obscured from view. We didn’t start off leading companies, or departments, or troops, or families. We started off by improvising and figuring it out to determine what’s important, from whom we could learn, and what makes us feel most alive.

These are the stories that we need to be telling now. The ones that take us back to when we were figuring it out. The stories that reflect versions of ourselves when we might have been curious or rebellious; on the right path or the side path; messing it up or cleaning it up. These vulnerable moments that have shaped us are the ones that reveal our strength and courage. And they help others access theirs. When shared, these are the stories that fortify trust and connection and guide us through the uncertainty we face now.

This book proposes a simple but powerful idea: To lead others, especially through uncertainty, we must first understand what shaped us. When we have this clarity, we can lead from a position of strength, build trust, and make deliberate choices.




Listening Deeply to Find and Act on What’s Real

For years, I’ve had the privilege of sitting across from leaders in moments when they allow the armor to slip. Trained with the skills of a psychologist, I listen deeply. When I listen, I hear the most incredible stories. The most extraordinary ones are extraordinary not because of a series of jaw dropping experiences, but because of their honesty and vulnerability. What people reveal are often the things they haven’t shared: doubts, challenges, tragedy, complicated family dynamics, privileges, opportunities, and the significant people that shaped values and decisions. These are the raw materials that form the foundations of the leaders they become.

These are stories they need to tell others too, especially the people they are leading or serving. These are stories that not only inspire, but galvanize trust and followership. They promote stronger relationships. And yet, there is a tension that strongly pulls all of us back to safety and protection.

These stories are vulnerable because they involve facing failure, accepting defeat, enduring embarrassment, processing painful losses, confronting fear and insecurity, and hearing the voices that suggest that we are “less than.” They also required inner strength and perseverance to push through the discomfort and emerge from it. When we hide or deny these experiences, we miss opportunities to lead boldly. In a fast-paced world filled with uncertainty and constant avoidance of friction, we need brave, bold leaders. We need leaders who feel the fear and do the hard thing anyway, and who want to help others to do the same.

Telling these stories has also offered clarity and deeper self-awareness, serving as a pathway for growth and development. It has helped illuminate patterns between people and uncover the power within seemingly discreet events. It’s also helped sharpen awareness of personal values and choices, including what’s next.

This clarity also promotes leaders’ ability to lead with greater authenticity. Authenticity, as later described, is the alignment between beliefs and action that serves to build trust and followership. The leaders we choose to follow are those we trust because they show us who they are and what they are made of. Consistently.

Authenticity has come under scrutiny recently. In this context, it doesn’t mean oversharing private information. The stories you will hear are indeed personal. However, two things differentiate these honest disclosures from oversharing: intent and self-awareness.

Authenticity is also not about “just being yourself” or “bringing your whole self to work.” We’d probably all agree, there are parts we’d all appreciate being left at home. Authenticity is discernment to determine which parts to bring and when. It’s a deeper understanding of oneself, to know the discreet aspect to bring to a situation that will best serve the purpose: to motivate others to elevate performance and achieve amazing things. It also involves awareness and honesty to know what is too raw or not yet fully processed to bring to the moment.

Authenticity = Self-awareness + Discernment + Intention + Action




A Guide for the Reader

To lead others through change and uncertainty, we need to first understand what changed us. These are the authentic stories we are telling in this book. You will hear from company founders, C-Suite leaders, military veterans, mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, students, athletes, teachers. They will share with honesty and vulnerability extraordinary and ordinary moments that shaped them.

These stories are also very relatable. You don’t have to have served on a battlefield or in a boardroom to have confronted similar questions, to have experienced similar emotions, or to have been inspired by powerful role models. We can all deepen our own clarity through what they reveal and also, maybe, feel a bit less alone.

As you read these stories, notice what resonates with you. Notice what challenges you. Notice what reflects your own untold chapters or the ones you are writing or rewriting. And then ask yourself:


	What shaped me?

	How am I still protecting or holding back?

	What story might I need to tell now?




To help you tell your story, we have also included a companion guide in the appendix. Use this guide to prompt your own inward journey and to tell your story. Reflect on the questions independently or with colleagues. Leverage your increased awareness of what shaped you to illuminate patterns and through lines. What looks like isolated moments in childhood, early career, or personal life often reveal a consistent script about worth, control, trust, risk, or belonging. This book invites you to understand your past and your roots, and to choose how to interpret, metabolize, and lead from what happened.

Agency and the ability to choose is especially important when the traits that helped us succeed—like independence, perfectionism, relentless drive, and emotional restraint—could also be the traits that distance us from those we lead now. Writing or telling our stories isn’t just cathartic. It’s about gaining clarity. And clarity changes behavior when the path is anything less than straight and clear. In a world of increasing complexity and uncertainty, people don’t follow titles. They follow leaders whose humanity they understand, connect with, and trust.

During the writing process, several authors shared a challenge in knowing how to end their narrative. For each of them, regardless of what stage of life or stage of career they are in, their stories are still being written. The insights gleaned through this process will continue to evolve and so will all of us.







Erica L. Kaufman is the founder of Evolved Leader Kinetics, LLC, a certified Woman-Owned Small Business focused on developing leaders of change. She discovered the power of story and vulnerability through her own writing when she contributed to Unexpected Gifts: Stories of Change, compiled by Hannah Huber of Storyhouse Works. Erica is also the mother of four. She and her blended family divide their time between Pennsylvania and Virginia.
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Regan Patrick


Some lives unfold as if swimming in a river.

The current may quicken or slow, the channel may narrow or widen, but the direction is unmistakable. Obstacles appear, but momentum remains. For people whose lives resemble rivers, effort usually produces forward motion, and meaning—while not without effort—comes into view early.

Other lives unfold on the open ocean.

Out there, there is no shoreline on the horizon. No obvious path forward. Only water in every direction. There are currents, certainly, but their destination is unknown, and you move with them whether you intend to or not. On the open ocean, effort does not guarantee progress, and direction is not always rewarded with clarity. One can swim hard toward what feels like the right heading, only to discover that the sea has other plans.

Leaders formed in rivers often excel at execution. Leaders formed at sea must learn a more nuanced sense of judgment, adaptability, and an ability to form strong teams when the direction is less certain.


This is a story about leadership forged swimming in an ocean.

For a long time, I firmly believed I was in a swift moving river; a tightly aligned future of singular purpose. From a young age, I knew exactly who I was going to be. That identity arrived early, fully formed, and unquestioned. It required no imagination and no contingency planning. I didn’t wonder who I might become if the plan failed because failure was not part of the plan. The current was strong, and I trusted it completely.

I cannot remember a time when I did not want to be a pilot. More specifically, I cannot remember wanting to be anything other than a fighter pilot in the military. Once I saw Top Gun (God forgive me) the trajectory of my professional identity felt sealed. I was certain I was destined to turn dead dinosaurs into jet noise and deliver violence from above in the service of something larger than myself. All I needed was a leather jacket, a motorcycle, and the keys to an F-14; fame, glory, and purpose would surely follow. I was young, utterly convinced, and impossibly focused.

As an eighteen-year-old kid from California—hungry, aggressive, skinny, and wildly optimistic—I climbed onto my cherry-red Honda motor scooter and made the hour-long ride to Detachment 045 of the Air Force Reserve Officer Training Corps; ROTC, or “Rot-see,” at San Jose State University. In my mind, it wasn’t a commute; it was an appointment with destiny. This was the first step on what I believed was a clearly marked path toward earning my wings and a seat in a high-performance fighter jet. I was in the river and accelerating.

College itself was merely a gate to pass through. I was, by any objective measure, a terrible student, and would remain so for many years. Academic curiosity never competed with the singular clarity of my goal. Flying fighter jets was the objective; everything else was incidental. I never once paused to imagine a life spent doing anything else. That certainty felt like strength at the time. In retrospect, it limited my adaptability and created challenges that might have been avoided with a broader view. All of that was to be discovered later.

I did everything required to graduate college and secure a pilot training slot. The boxes were checked, the milestones met.

Then the river dried up and disappeared.

Presidential budget cuts had reduced the Air Force’s need for pilots. The message was delivered with bureaucratic efficiency and brutal clarity: “Cadet Patrick, you have a choice—become a missileer or end your career aspirations in the Air Force.” I couldn’t believe it. The job of sitting in a nuclear missile silo (a hole in the ground) for the next twenty years while others flew and chased glory was never part of my vision. I declined the offer, my commission, and any hope of becoming a fighter pilot. Bewildered, I began a civilian job search that ended, improbably, with me managing a tire store in San Diego. I took off the uniform and stepped briefly into civilian life, stunned by how quickly certainty can dissolve into hopelessness, purpose into ambiguity. I was adrift; embarrassed, disoriented, and quietly angry at a system that had redirected me without explanation or apology, pulling me out of my river and flinging me into a depthless ocean. I mistook that disorientation for personal failure on the grandest scale.

A narrow opportunity to return to the Air Force eventually surfaced, this time as an administrative officer, with a conditional promise of pilot training down the road. I accepted immediately. What I did not realize then was that those years—working behind the scenes, learning from seasoned noncommissioned officers, watching how organizations actually function under stress—were not a detour from my desired path. They were foundational. Authority, I learned early, means very little without credibility. And credibility is earned, not issued.

True to its word, the Air Force eventually sent me to pilot training. At last.

On a bright June morning, I drove through the front gate of Columbus Air Force Base in Mississippi to attend Undergraduate Pilot Training (UPT). I was eager, hopeful, and finally living the dream I had chased for as long as I could remember. I believed that commitment, passion, and effort would carry me forward on the path to becoming the world’s greatest fighter pilot. Or at least a damn good one. I had survived harder things.

I was wrong.

Pilot training was the most difficult experience of my entire career; not because of the flying, but because of the culture. It was a system built on pressure, comparison, and silence. Struggle was read as weakness, and asking for help carried risk. What I needed most was a strong mentor to help me process the stress and stay in the game, and I did not have one. What I encountered instead was a persistent sense that I did not belong.

Learning to fly an aircraft isn’t particularly difficult, to be honest. Pull back on the stick, the houses get smaller. Push forward, they quickly get bigger. Stick left, go left. Same to the right. The process of becoming a professional military pilot, however, involves a much greater investment in knowledge, judgment, communication, decision making, and political savvy. While that last one may seem rather odd, it is an incontrovertible fact; those who are well liked will do better on average than those who are not. Top Gun’s Maverick need not apply; Lt. Pete Mitchell (aka Tom Cruise) would not have survived USAF UPT. I was fine in the jet. My flying grades were pretty decent. But when it came to the categories of academics and likability, I was dead last. My instructors, many of whom I outranked and had more operational experience, judged me poorly and harshly, and when I showed signs of struggle they attacked mercilessly.

I began to hate them as much as they dismissed me. Their prevailing mantra was, “it sucked for me, so it is going to suck for you.” I bore my anxiety and poor performance badly, for it was surprising and inconsistent with what I had expected of myself. This was the crucible; my learning environment.

I completed Phase I of the program technically qualified but with diminished motivation. As the next phase assignments were handed out, I was sent to fly helicopters instead of fighters. Helicopters? The Air Force had helicopters? I had no clue. More troubling than the outcome was the process itself. UPT didn’t teach me how to be a good pilot, nor did it prepare me for what came next. I had not yet learned foundational lessons I needed to know: how to manage stress, how to learn from failure, and how to remain resilient. In practice, UPT functioned as an institutional “suffer-fest” designed to separate the “best from the rest,” and I was clearly the latter. I bore responsibility for my performance, but I eventually came to understand that the system itself had failed me as well. I graduated 25 of 26 in my class.

At the time, it felt like another painful personal shortfall. In retrospect, it planted a question that would follow me for decades: How does a learning organization take in motivated, capable students and graduate them demoralized and doubting their own worth? That question would eventually draw me into the study of adult learning, leadership development, and organizational behavior. It would ultimately shape how I would learn to lead myself and others. But that would only come later, with time, reflection, and deliberate effort.

Weeks after my undignified departure from Columbus AFB, I arrived at my new home in Enterprise, Alabama, and nearby Fort Rucker—the Home of Army Aviation. “Mother Rucker” is the Army’s aviation Center of Excellence, and for me it represented something far more personal: a chance to begin again. I arrived not as a confident aviator-in-training, but as a humiliated and deeply unhappy student pilot, trying to rebuild my sense of identity and purpose. I had been given a new mission—one I had never anticipated (out of my river and into the ocean again)—and it took time to reconcile myself to the idea that I would now be flying low and slow rather than high and fast. The transition was difficult, and if I am honest, I did not handle it particularly well. It felt like a demotion, as if I couldn’t cut it as a “real pilot” and was now somehow second class. The prevailing feeling was that flying helicopters was an assignment for those who could not quite make it in the fixed-wing world.

At Fort Rucker I was introduced to a very different learning and leadership model. The Army approach was unapologetically practical. On our first day on the flightline, at my first ground training session, my partner and I fumbled through emergency procedures we had not yet memorized. This kind of poor performance in rote memorization skill was heresy at UPT and reason for swift grounding and harsh retribution. Here, my new Army contractor instructor simply closed his notebook, looked at us calmly, smiled, and said, “Ok, let’s go fly.” And just like that, the tension broke. Learning became possible again. I smiled for the first time in seven months.

This was a far better environment to learn how to fly. Our initial instructors were all former Army helicopter pilots—Vietnam veterans and deeply experienced aviators. The old, crusty, grouchy kind. Perfect. The least experienced among them had more than ten thousand hours in helicopters before they stopped counting. One of the most legendary, Mr. Lubert Wing, claimed time in nearly every helicopter the Army had ever flown. According to rumor, his original flight rating had been signed by Orville Wright, and he had jumped into the Battle of the Bulge during World War II. It doesn’t matter if it was true or not. Pilots love lore like this, and given his age and occasionally grumpy disposition (Mr. Wing was in the vicinity of seventy at the time), it seemed entirely plausible.

What mattered most, however, was not the legend, but the leadership. These instructors were patient, creative, unflappable, and deeply competent. They spoke their minds freely, could not be intimidated in the aircraft, and lived by one simple rule: Keep the greasy side of the aircraft pointed down. They also took great pleasure in reminding us that we were Air Force pilots—a form of good-natured hazing that turned out to be good for the soul. “This is so easy,” one would say, “even an Air Force guy should be able to get it.”

Graduating from Fort Rucker marked the beginning of a career I had not planned but was reluctantly ready to embrace. Off I went to Albuquerque, New Mexico to rejoin the Air Force. I would go on to qualify and serve as a Combat Search and Rescue (CSAR, or “see-SAR”) pilot. I slowly accepted I would never know what it felt like to strap into a fighter jet and launch at supersonic speed (the end of my dream), but flying the HH-60G Pave Hawk turned out to be something entirely different—and entirely extraordinary.

There is a moment in every helicopter flight when abstraction gives way to reality. It is where one shifts awareness from daily living to something amazing. In the Pave Hawk, that moment arrives when we turn an idle helicopter at rest on the ground into a machine ready to take to the sky. It begins with a simple call from our flight engineer (FE). The checklist step is Engine start, and this is where theory, training, and teamwork converge.

The Air Force requires two pilots to wrangle a Pave Hawk into the air. The pilot not flying (PNF, or the pilot not handling the flight controls) calls on the crew to clear the arc across which our rotors will eventually be spinning, ensuring we don’t decapitate anyone, strike a nearby building, or chew through a parked fire truck once the rotor blades start turning (all of those things have happened). The PNF then indicates which engine we’re starting (#1 on the left, or #2 on the right). The FE and aerial gunner secure the cabin and make ready to get airborne. The start button on the overhead throttle is pressed. And then, finally, the machine wakes up.

You smell jet fuel and hydraulic fluid first. You hear the whir of navigation gyroscopes spinning to life, the howl of the auxiliary power unit, the grinding snarl of the external power cart. You feel the airframe begin to twist beneath you as torque builds overhead. Metal, carbon fiber, rubber, and lubricants turning, connecting, sliding, twisting. The weight of night-vision goggles presses through your helmet into your neck. And then comes that sound—the gentle thump and low moan of the engine as fuel becomes noise, noise becomes torque, and torque becomes power. The main rotor blades, once drooping lazily, begin to turn and spin. Lights flicker. Gauges come alive. The aircraft sways gently from side to side, as if testing its balance. The beast is alive. The pilot flying has the reins.

The second engine is started. As rotor speed builds to idle, the aircraft rhythmically shakes and bounces; one of the most striking differences between helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft. In an F-16 fighter jet, engine start is barely noticeable from the cockpit, a muted whistle somewhere in the distant background. In a helicopter, motion and noise are constant. From the first turn of the blades until they coast to a stop at the end of the mission, you are never still and it is never quiet. It can be oddly soothing or physically punishing, depending on the physical state of your neck and back. Most of us eventually learned both sensations well.

Once the throttles are advanced from
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