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Dedication

For Mom and Dad.

To the child inside each of us.





Epigraph

The voice of your conscience can always be singled out above the noise of your other wishes, because it always wants something seemingly useless, seemingly senseless, seemingly incomprehensible, but at the same time something actually beautiful and good, which can be achieved only through effort.

—LEO TOLSTOY
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Prelude
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We all have a special story from childhood—one that can serve as both a beacon during times of darkness and a reminder of hardship and suffering during times of joy. Our perspective on the story’s meaning can change with age, and also depending on the context. The reasons why we cling to a particular childhood story can remain elusive. Mine were, for almost forty years. But when its meaning finally emerged, my little childhood story helped change the course not only of my life, but of countless other lives around the world. All it took was kindness, a little math, and the unexpected friendship of a group of women who gave me permission to rediscover myself, and the courage to sing our collective song aloud.

My story happened when I was five years old and in kindergarten. One morning during drop-off, an unannounced visitor showed up in my classroom. It was the father of one of my good friends. The face of my all-time favorite teacher, Mrs. Griffith, was alight with anticipation as she called my name. Time felt like it stood still for that one moment. The sounds of happy chaos faded, and I felt the weight of many curious eyes watching me on a makeshift stage. Then my friend’s dad handed me a small white bag containing a wrapped present. Inside was a toy red helicopter.

In that moment, I didn’t fully understand why he was giving it to me, but I could sense that he was happy and sad at the same time. I remember feeling uncomfortable under the intense spotlight and the emotion filling the air. How did I respond? Well, I ran around in a fit of frenzied excitement, clutching my new toy, with my friend in close pursuit. In retrospect, I am quite certain that I never said “thank you” to my friend’s dad.

Did I show the toy to my parents when I got home, or did they notice it first? My memories are fuzzy. I was five, after all.

“Why did they give you this red helicopter, James?” they asked.

I was nervous. I answered honestly. “I’m not sure.”

There was a long, confused pause. My mom and dad looked like they were worried I had done something wrong. Maybe I had taken it from my classroom without asking. Or maybe they thought they had done something wrong. The United States was often a baffling place for my mom and dad, who were first-generation Korean immigrants. They didn’t always have a handle on local customs. To put it in musical terms, they were understandably sometimes a beat or two behind, a half measure off. Maybe children in this country exchanged gifts during the holiday season? Maybe every five-year-old had received a red helicopter that day?

There were twenty or so kids in my kindergarten class at Minnesauke Elementary School. Every morning until the day I left for college, my mom packed me a lunch in a brown paper bag, usually deli meats on a kaiser roll with lots of mayonnaise, a snack, and a fruity drink. I was a friendly kid, an equal-opportunity liker, and I generally got along well with all my classmates. This particular friend often came to school without any lunch, so I would share mine with him. Why wouldn’t I? I had enough, and he didn’t. It wasn’t a big deal.

Don’t ask me how, but my parents soon got to the root of the red helicopter mystery (I am pretty sure Mrs. Griffith had something to do with it). One day, they called me into our tiny family room, where they were sitting, and gestured to me to stand in front of them. I did as I was told. My stomach hurt. I didn’t know whether I was in trouble or where this might be going. My dad could be very Socratic—one syncopated question after the next, giving me space to think about and come up with an answer, right or wrong. Excellent preparation, it turned out, for law school. But a little stressful for a five-year-old.

“Why did you share your food with your friend?” my dad asked. So I explained, worried now that I was in trouble for somehow creating unnecessary financial pressure on my family or displaying ingratitude toward my mom, who always woke up early to prepare lunch for her son.

It turns out I wasn’t in trouble at all. Just the opposite. My parents told me that my friend had lost his mom before the start of the school year. Overnight, his dad had become a single parent, responsible for four young children, with my friend being the youngest. He didn’t have the wherewithal, financial or otherwise, to pack his son lunch every day. My friend must have told his family that his friend James sometimes shared his lunch with him on the days he came to school without one. Wanting to thank me, his dad had invested the time to buy a toy red helicopter and to show up to give it to me in person.

When my parents told me all this, I was confused. I felt sad for my friend. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose a mom. I also felt good about what I’d done. It appeared as a warm, good ache spreading deeply inside my chest. You know the feeling I’m talking about, right? But I was a little surprised at my dad’s emotional reaction to what I’d done. Why wouldn’t I share my lunch with my friend?

Part of my confusion stemmed from my dad’s inability, or reluctance, to verbalize complex emotions, especially those relating to matters of the heart. Yes, there was an English-Korean language barrier. But I think the real driving force was my dad’s discomfort with showing much emotion around his two sons. Maybe that explained the whole Socratic methodology. To put a finer point on it, one of my prized possessions to this day is a copy of Aesop’s Fables he bought me when I was little. In the stories, animals talk to one another while playing out morality tales. My dad’s intent was for me to learn and then apply to my own life the metaphors I read about in those stories. He and I never read those stories aloud together.

More than using words, then, my dad generally communicated matters of the heart nonverbally. As a result, as I got older and after I moved away, there were times when we had a difficult time communicating at all. Maybe that’s why the look in his eyes in our family room that day is one I will never forget. A few years later, he and I were at my school bus stop when he pulled out a letter that had come in the mail that day. I had just been accepted into the gifted and talented program in our public school district, the letter said. He didn’t congratulate me, but I remember the skip in my dad’s step, the strong smell of his cologne, and the pride in his eyes.

But even that didn’t compare to how proud he was when he asked me about the red helicopter. My dad was a pediatrician. My mom was a nurse. Good grades and test results mattered, but not as much as how we behaved. Kindness, caring about others, and doing what was right were expected. But so were achievement and success, as the world conventionally defines them—money, titles, credentials, status. It was an apparent contradiction I would spend the next four decades struggling to reconcile during an era when money and power flexed their dominance over humanity.

Where is the red helicopter now? I don’t know. It met the fate of most childhood toys—lost, given away, thrown out. When high school ended, I went off to Harvard College. After college, I taught high school for two years and then enrolled at Harvard Law School, thinking that I might become a public defender. Suffocating under a mountain of student debt, and with high school teacher and law school graduate on my résumé, I made an unlikely and somewhat improbable pivot into investment banking and private equity. I flew in private planes, helped manage billions of dollars, and grew and fed that résumé until it gleamed and would have made any set of parents, particularly ones who were immigrants, proud.

During those years, in my late twenties and thirties, I forgot all about the red helicopter. Or maybe more accurately, I buried that part of me. I will go so far as to say that the red helicopter, and everything it symbolized about my immigrant parents, my upbringing, and their value system, felt like a burden, a constraint. Sometimes even an embarrassment. Sure, I thought about it now and again, but in general there was no room for it in my life and career. Or so I thought.

Then, at a crucial time in my early forties, the red helicopter reappeared. It served as a signal fire for me when I was literally and figuratively in the darkness and feeling alone, and the entire world was telling me I had lost my mind—all while my dad was taking his last breaths. Over the next few years, the true meaning and lesson of the red helicopter unfolded and unfurled. I had resisted it on many occasions—too childish—but at the right moment, after I had walked away from my professional life in Boston and my identity as a “private equity guy” to help lead a broken, shell-shocked clothing company for plus-size, moderate-income Black women living in urban neighborhoods across the United States, the red helicopter resurfaced, and with it all the childhood experiences, values, and beliefs my parents had embedded in me. The red helicopter, and what it stood for, revealed itself gradually at first, and finally, triumphantly. It was at the heart of an unprecedented transformation of a business that on the surface couldn’t have been an unlikelier fit for me—an improbable reinvention that both shocked and inspired the global investment and retail-consumer worlds.

You read that right. Seven years later, this story landed me on a TED conference stage, the covers of leading publications, and the podiums of the world’s most prestigious industry conferences. It also generated laughably high, triple-digit financial returns for investors of FirePine Group, the impact investment platform I had founded several years earlier. Though many years have passed since I left the company, the ripple effects of the positive impact we created are still expanding and now reverberating in circles well beyond just the business community.

The real impact wasn’t the what—the result, or the outcome; it was the how—the process itself. It was the how that ultimately changed people’s minds and made a frenzied world pause, pay close attention, think, and feel. It was the how that linked together the lives of my parents with countless people, of all races and ethnicities, across the United States and the globe. It was the how that gently pushed me to acknowledge that so much of what I thought was truth wasn’t truth, at least not exactly. Especially with regard to my mom, whose courage and leadership I had underestimated and taken for granted. It is this how that I am sharing with you.

The red helicopter is my story, but I’m guessing that you have your own red helicopter story. My story, and this book, is about how the pure, commonsense things we intuitively knew to be true as children are central to understanding who we are and how we should treat one another as human beings. It’s about finding the courage to face down a world that would prefer we forget these truths and blur them with new rules and norms of behavior contrary to the ones we all know deep down are right. It’s about challenging the powers-that-be (even if you are, like me, a card-carrying member of that power structure) and redefining words and concepts like success, kindness, balance, growth, leadership, and goodwill so that they better reflect our shared humanity. But, at its core, this is a story of how the simplest truths that we knew as children can change the trajectory of our lives and, yes, even our businesses. And how, for maybe both life and business, true success centers around balancing life, money, and joy through the creation and measurement of goodwill, and all of the connectedness that comes with it.

So take a walk with me. This book is designed for families, parents, and their children, as well as for any leader accountable for the livelihood and well-being of others. Although the narrative of this book tracks the arc of a gritty business transformation, the story and its teachings are about human beings working hard to make better lives for themselves and their loved ones. For some of you, this might be your first glimpse into the mysterious inner workings of private equity, big law, and other power centers. For all of you, my hope is that you learn, or relearn, a few valuable lessons about how to create a more sustainable balance between life, money, and joy for both yourself and others.

This is not a book of lists. There is no magic formula or elixir that gives you the three or five remedies for all that might ail you. The answers are embedded in the story, in the chorus of different voices and emotions (and a few formulas and frameworks). I’m not going to tell you how to feel, but I will at times pause and tell you what you need to know. I will introduce you to key principles underlying subjects like accounting, finance, behavioral science, economics, and corporate law (trust me, you need to know this stuff, and so do your children—and for some reason, these subjects are generally not taught in school—well before they enter the workforce as adults). But, more importantly, by weaving them into a simple story, I will show you how they all interact with one another in very human terms. Feel free to make the connections to your own life—or not—in whichever ways suit you best. Think of this book as a fable of sorts, though there are no talking horses or sheep. Given that people are involved, the word “parable” is a more fitting description. As hard as it will be to believe, however, everything in this story happened on the biggest stages of capitalism and society.

This book proceeds in a purposeful order, an arc of discovery, perspective change, and emergence. Of the ten chapters, nine are arranged in three distinct triplets (if this were a musical, or a song, chapter 7 is the “bridge”). Each triplet is a mini-book or, if you’re a fan of theatrical musicals, an act in a much bigger show.

In “Act I: Life” (chapters 1–3), we set the stage by introducing a diverse group of actors and the challenges they faced as individuals and as a collective across a broad span of time. It is a convergence of seemingly disconnected experiences. There are glimmers of hope and strands of truth in a sea of chaos and hardship.

In “Act II: Money” (chapters 4–6), you learn alongside the undersized and underresourced cast as they join together to make sense of the systems undergirding capital-L Life and apply a few integrated basics of bankruptcy law, accounting, finance, and operations, on their way to accomplishing something astonishing. There were subtle and yet profound changes in perspective and behavior made possible by kindness plus a little math—just some simple addition, subtraction, and multiplication.

In the “Bridge” (chapter 7), we immerse ourselves in the emotions and feelings of the concepts we learned about in Act II. We do so by sharing in the bittersweetness of that intangible and shared asset we call goodwill.

In “Act III: Joy” (chapters 8–10), we use what we have learned together to celebrate the true value of friendship and human connectedness by exploring alternative ways to measure the success of a person, an organization, and even a society. If this sounds too complicated and difficult, the goal, weirdly enough, is to get you to focus on what you already know to be true. I believe that much of this wisdom is already inside you. In the end, I hope that you feel that this book provides you the space and the tools to rediscover these truths on your own terms, at your own pace.

The triplet design is there for a reason. In this sequence, a creative-minded person might note the act of creation itself. A spiritually minded reader might recognize the stages of an awakening. A teacher or parent might see the makings of a next-generation curriculum. A business-minded reader might glimpse a reinvention or turnaround process. No matter what your lens is (and you probably have more than one), I’m confident this design will lead you to the same right path. My goal, simply, is to help set you free—and to do whatever I can to help you lift off and fly.

Through the pages of this book, I hope you give yourself permission to look at the business of life, and the life of business, in a different way. To perhaps rediscover or rethink a few of your perceptions and perspectives. To find comfort in our shared connectedness, and reassurance about its potential for positivity and growth. This isn’t a self-help book, and it isn’t a business book, and at the same time, it’s both. Nor is it a book about music, or philosophy, or leadership, or the meaning of loyalty, or what it means to lose your parents, though we will brush up against all these subjects and more. Maybe this book is best described as a celebration of humanity.

If nothing else, I hope you finish this book realizing that the boundaries that separate who we are at home and who we are at work are as artificial and learned as the constraints some of you may feel are pinning you down. Like anything invented, those divisions and restrictions can be rethought, reimagined, and improved. Simple is often best. And when it’s done right, simple can create a huge impact with shocking ease.

Maybe you’re at the same point in your life as I was at the start of this story: fighting off a low-level malaise, a disquiet that doesn’t have a name; feeling alone, disconnected, out of sorts, not unhappy exactly, but questioning certain assumptions that so many people around you seem to take for granted; sensing that the rules don’t seem right, and wondering, who made them anyway? Is it you or is it the world that sometimes doesn’t seem altogether real? Are you out of your mind, or is everyone else? Maybe you are even a little bit frightened. You could be any age, in fact, trying to make sense of how your lowercase-l life intersects with capital-L Life, how your past connects to your present, how your present connects to your future, and why they don’t always match up. Guess what, you’re not alone.

Finally, this is a book about change, and how the most transformative and sustainable change lies within us all. Ironically, we just have to slow down long enough to allow for that change to emerge. Meaning, sometimes staying still is the most important action we can take. As we get older, it’s easy to overthink an overcomplicated world, and forget the natural wisdom and values of humanity we understood intuitively as children. Easy to forget, too, that the right thing to do and the right solution to any problem are, most of the time, right in front of us. Simple, right? But remember, simple can be hard.

Despite everything else going on in your life and in the world, I hope this book provides hope. But not just any hope. Hope that is grounded in reality, based on a story that shows what is possible even when it seems like everything is hopeless. It shows that no matter what the world insists on telling us, the pure, commonsense values, the knowing, we felt as children were right all along. We just need a process, a framework, and a bit of knowledge to have the courage to rediscover them, and to trust that warm, good ache deep inside our chest. We just need to find and trust our red helicopter story, and then lift off with the help of a few friends, the old but especially the new.





Act 1

Life
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Chapter 1

Present

A helicopter can land in difficult terrain.

Some people have their revelation in a storybook setting—by an ocean, along a remote mountain pass, under a shady tree. Not me. Mine took place inside a grimy, imposing distribution center with a two-floor office slapped onto it, located in, of all places, Secaucus, New Jersey, fewer than ten miles away from Midtown Manhattan.

The complex was cavernous, and at the same time suffocating. The color palette was mouse gray and mud brown. There were almost no unimpeded sightlines and not much visibility, maybe intentionally. A sea of plastic chairs with faux-leather backrests; dusty file cabinets crammed with two decades of contracts on yellowing paper; cubicle after cubicle separated by imposing partitions. Always a faint stench of industrial soap, failing to cloak the smell of mildew and urine from the bathrooms. There were insects, too—urban-tough water bugs and cockroaches. For around 140 people, this corporate office was where they spent forty hours a week of their lives—all ages, genders, and races, a pretty good sample of the United States of America.

One other thing—there was no Wi-Fi, believe it or not. (It was 2013, by the way.) The only real perk, in fact, was an industrial-size warmer to reheat the employees’ packed lunches. This circa-1970s relic sat in a windowless cafeteria, a room that doubled as the site of the rare town hall meeting.

[image: image]

Secaucus is built on a landfill. The name comes from an Algonquian word that means “place of snakes.” It’s a sprawl of car dealerships, outlet shops, and fast-food and fast-casual restaurants. It’s a living, breathing shrine to capitalism, American style. A flash of steel guardrails keeps the traffic moving in and out of the city, which is also populated by low-rise, modular, and uninspiring office buildings. I was to call this place home for the next six months of my life.

I was there on a short-term “salvage” mission, having just agreed to serve as the interim leader of Ashley Stewart, a company on life support. The key word was interim. I would be there for only six months, and then I could return to my family and my “high-flying” life and identity outside Boston. For many reasons, I didn’t want the company to die. In order to take on this job, I had to resign from my position as non-executive chairman of the board of directors, which is a standard role for a private equity owner to play. It would not be an overstatement to say that my assuming the day-to-day leadership role, no matter how interim, was borderline shocking.

Even beyond this, interim or not, it was a wildly unlikely mismatch between a new leader and a company. Ashley Stewart was a fashion retailer that served plus-size, predominantly middle- and lower-income Black women. Sizes 12 and up. Its stores were in malls, strip malls, and downtown neighborhoods across the United States. With very few exceptions, the workers operating those stores resembled their customers. I was a forty-two-year-old Korean American private equity guy, the son of two immigrants. Though I had leadership experience, I had never been the full-time leader of an operating company. For the previous thirteen years, I had been a senior investment professional in private equity, which means that my firms were paid lots of money by sophisticated investors to own companies on paper and hire executives to run them on a day-to-day basis, with the end goal of selling them for a profit. There was one more small matter. Let’s just say that no one has ever suggested I have an eye for—or any personal sense of—fashion.

To be fair, my experience was not entirely irrelevant. I had invested in many retail-consumer companies and brands at various inflection points in their life cycles, but it would be a farce to say that I was the right person for the job. Running a board of directors meeting is very different from running the operations of a company. Owning a car doesn’t make you a mechanic, just as buying a new house doesn’t mean you know anything about architecture. I’m fairly sure I wore pleated khakis on my first day of work at Ashley Stewart.

Basically, I was one of the least qualified people on earth to assume leadership of a defeated, demoralized company specializing in affordable head-to-toe fashion for a certain segment of plus-size Black women.

I was also dealing with personal stuff. My dad was in and out of a New Jersey hospital forty miles away with a feeding tube lodged in his stomach. My mom was by his side, overseeing his care. My mom had a nursing degree from Seoul National University and had worked for a brief time after immigrating to America. She retired from nursing when I was born, but many years later she got recertified—in English, too, her second language—and went back to work in a Long Island veterans’ home, treating ailing soldiers who had fought for her country and saved her life as a little girl during the Korean War.

My dad was in the final two years of what would ultimately be a gruesome and unwinnable fifteen-year struggle with Parkinson’s disease. Care was expensive, and my parents relied on the New York State health insurance my mom was vested into through her work at the veterans’ home. It was the first time I realized our family had had little to no healthcare insurance when my siblings and I were growing up. Instead, my pediatrician dad had depended on a barter system with other doctors in the area. Needless to say, that barter system wouldn’t have been able to handle the expense of treating Parkinson’s during a very different era of medicine and society.

My parents were confused by my decision to become the leader of this failed and discredited business catering to plus-size Black women. What are you doing, James? What my dad was really asking was, Why are you ripping up the life Mom and I wanted you to have in this country? They had lived through the Korean War when they were children, after all. They had given up their lives in Korea and come to the US knowing no one, and barely speaking the language, in search of hope, a new life for themselves, and a future for their children.

During the early days at Ashley Stewart, as I sat in what can only be described as a sensory-deprivation zone, I felt so alone on every dimension. Geography. Profession. Gender. Race. I couldn’t do anything to fix my dad, either. At least my older brother was a doctor. Me? Well, I knew how to make money investing in private companies. Great. Way to go, James. My résumé, one credential after another, a tasting menu of prestigious schools and jobs that concealed the back-breaking work and student debt involved in getting there—it had come at an exhausting cost—meant very little here. Neither did my Rolodex of connections. I wasn’t Black. I wasn’t plus-size. I wasn’t “urban.” I wasn’t female. I wasn’t a retail executive. I wasn’t fashionable. In short, on the surface, everything in the world the company and its employees needed for me to be, I wasn’t. I’d go so far as to say that I worried my assets would be potential liabilities there. Two things were dying in New Jersey. And I wasn’t qualified to save either.

Worse, my family wasn’t around, as my wife, Meg, and our three young children were at home outside Boston, two hundred miles away. This meant finding nearby lodging. Instead of commuting to Secaucus from a chic Manhattan hotel, I was staying at a local hotel. It felt hypocritical not to. The locks were flimsy; the sheets, threadbare; the bath towels, rags. After work, on the way to the hotel, I would eat dinner, usually at around midnight or 1 a.m., mostly fried and processed foods, almost always accompanied by a large fizzy soda and a side of French fries. That first month, I gained ten pounds. Why am I doing this? I thought as I scarfed down all that junk.

My friends were nowhere to be found, either. I had even lost a few. One board member even resigned shortly after my arrival in Secaucus. What are you doing, James? was the typical response. (They must have been talking to my parents.) James, listen: You are a private equity guy. You know how to play the game, and you’re good at it. Why are you sidelining yourself? You know, don’t you, that this will follow you forever? You will have no goodwill in the deal world. What kind of company is this anyway? Never heard of it. Sounds sketchy.

In fact, why was I there? The surface answer was that I felt accountable to my former firm and its investors. Only three years earlier, Ashley Stewart had filed for bankruptcy after nearly two decades of corporate futility. Failed execution by wave after wave of retail executives, backed by various private equity firms deploying the standard playbook, had resulted in nothing more than a bloated company hemorrhaging cash and contending with lawsuits, unpaid vendors, and antiquated technology. As a private equity investor, I was the person who had backed the then-existing management team to save Ashley Stewart from that bankruptcy and give it one last shot. My firm had installed me as non-executive chairman of the board to oversee the full-time professional operators from behind a desk in Boston, as is customary. But here we were again. By my calculations, the company was potentially only six weeks away from liquidation. What’s liquidation? It happens when a company is worth more dead than alive. The body of the company—it’s even called a corpus—is chopped up and diced into smaller parts. Every organ or limb, no matter how trivial, goes to the highest bidder. Jobs and people are beside the point. In short, it’s the business equivalent of death. A dismal death.

As a seasoned deal veteran with a lot of experience investing money in struggling and down-and-out companies, I thought maybe I could buy the company some time by wringing out some loose change, avert liquidation by gently placing it into an orderly Chapter 11 bankruptcy, and entice a larger company to save frontline jobs by buying the neighborhood stores. Doing so, I reasoned, would also likely maximize cash proceeds for existing shareholders, meaning, my former employer and investors. Once that was done, I could go home and resume my life outside Boston. That was my intent. The situation required leadership—even if the leadership came from a strange source.

The executive team was in denial and battling one another. It seemed they were more concerned about deflecting blame and protecting their reputations than facing the harsh truth that no money was left. The board of directors just wanted the truth so that we could come up with a plan. So I resigned as chairman, put my life on hold, and signed up for six months to lead Ashley Stewart as a full-time operating executive.

Worse, the company was being besieged by angry clothing vendors who had gotten burned in that first bankruptcy just three years before. The distribution and logistics company, which received and shipped out the merchandise, was now threatening to shut off their services until its overdue invoices got paid. A few months later, I ended up having to hire an armed police officer to patrol the downstairs lobby, with its bulletproof glass, chipped tiling, and sad-sack carpeting. He was the first responder in case a vendor tried to assault an employee in the parking lot, which flooded nearly two feet during heavy rainstorms. This was how tense and fraught the situation was.

The whole thing was like a horror movie. This was capitalism, American style, at its worst—and there was more to come. The restructuring lawyers and advisors, members of the “professional class,” hadn’t yet appeared to take their pound of flesh. This is the ugly, unhinged side of the capital markets that the public rarely sees. I was a member of that professional class, too. I was well aware that US bankruptcy laws prioritize the interests of financial capital and corporate entities, not uninformed workers, let alone communities that benefit from the social dynamics created by local commerce.

In retrospect, there were other reasons why I was there—reasons that went beyond professional accountability and proximity to my dying dad. Maybe I was looking for something I wasn’t getting from my private equity identity and life. I loved what I did, but sometimes I didn’t love how I did it. Maybe I had an instinct that a jewel was hidden in the rubble. Maybe the obvious mismatch in firepower between the core workforce and customers of Ashley Stewart and the professional world I was part of brought up certain memories from growing up, not least the struggles of my own immigrant parents and the troubles they had experienced fitting in, being seen and acknowledged, and just plain surviving. In the end, it was all those things, and more. I just knew that I didn’t want this company to liquidate.

But at the time, I couldn’t put my finger on why I felt so strongly about it. All I knew, as I prepared for my town hall speech on the first day of work, was that I remembered the story of the red helicopter. Yup—that was my revelation.

I hadn’t thought about it for years. It was irrelevant. Too cute—corny even—and even a little embarrassing. Childish, too. Overly idealistic. A branch snag in my otherwise relentless pursuit of success. If you’re a man, especially an Asian American man, who attended prestigious schools and works in finance, at some point it’s no longer cool, or a badge of honor, to be the red helicopter kid. From experience, I knew that adulthood and towering office buildings meant hard numbers, suits, briefcases, and turf wars. Not little red helicopters.

Why look to the past when your life is supposed to be a straight line, up and to the right? Isn’t that what we are taught growth and success look like? The red helicopter was a toy from my childhood, and I had a family of my own now. I was a “big shot.” I and everybody else I knew were busy racing around accomplishing “things,” making money, competing for titles, trying to get to that place. Occasionally I had thought about the red helicopter, only to brush the memory aside.

So imagine my surprise when it showed up in my head. A small plastic helicopter whose rotors I used to flick with my fingers to make it spin and “fly.” Mostly I remembered how it made me feel—that warm, good ache deep inside my chest. My friend’s dad had rewarded kindness without cheapening it. With an object and a simple, intentional set of actions, he had made kindness tangible. He had recognized and rewarded the little “system,” nurtured by Mrs. Griffith, that encouraged a mutually positive relationship between two little boys in a public school classroom somewhere in eastern Long Island, New York.

Maybe this memory came back into my head because my dad was dying. Or maybe it was because I was about to embark on something so new, bizarre, and uncharted, so I had the space to allow for reflection. All I knew was that the red helicopter felt like a lifeline at a time and in a place that otherwise felt hopeless.

I didn’t know that over the next seven years (yes, those six months turned into seven years), I would reimagine and redefine a lot of things I thought I knew but didn’t. I would rediscover certain truths I believe are inside us all. I would grow to understand the difference between knowledge and wisdom, and the limitations of the systems in which I belonged, and the unnecessary suffering they inflict on the most vulnerable members of society. I would reevaluate and redefine the meaning of success. And even hope.

It was a good time to think about how I had gotten there.

At age eighteen, I left the suburbs of Long Island to attend college.

After a five-hour car ride to Cambridge, my mom and dad dropped me off at Harvard Yard. As they drove away, my mom was crying, though trying not to show it. Up until that point, I had been a public school kid whose parents had immigrated to the United States. From that perspective, enrolling in Harvard was a huge deal. It was humbling, too—an introduction to a new arena of social stratification. Big money. Ancient lineages. Invisible networks. Prep school boys with flannel shirts, khaki pants, and braided belts. Prep school girls from Manhattan, who smoked cigarettes and had their first cocktail at age fourteen at one of the bars on First or Second Avenue. According to the socioeconomic norms of the Ivy League, I was starting out near the bottom.

Over the next four years, I studied American and English history and literature from King James to World War I (1603–1919), with a focus on the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Adam Smith. The American Revolutionary War. The US Constitution. Jane Austen. Charles Darwin. Frederick Douglass. Ralph Waldo Emerson. Herman Melville. Charles Dickens. The US Civil War. The Industrial Revolution. I studied economics and philosophy, too. And for the first time, I formally studied Korean, spending the summer of my freshman year at Yonsei University in Seoul, Korea. I was eager to travel, and see the world, and transcend the specific in favor of something bigger. What I didn’t realize at the time was that I was studying how countries, leaders, civilizations, and peoples behaved under the relentless pressure of change over a three-hundred-year time period—a mixture of politics, philosophy, and economics. I learned how leaders and ordinary citizens debated, fought for, and brought to life concepts like capitalism and liberty using a symphony of numbers and prose.

It wasn’t always easy being a Korean American student in college. I got used to being the only nonwhite person in my social group. After all, that’s how I had grown up. As a public school kid, the added twist of having no prior exposure to the invisible systems of socioeconomic hierarchy undergirding campus life was at best tiresome, and at worst exhausting. Nor did I have any idea what I was going to do after I graduated. Luckily, my parents didn’t seem all that concerned that their son, who they hoped would have a safer, more predictable life than theirs, was putting his passion for math and science on pause. In retrospect, I am sure they privately fretted about the value of a degree in the humanities.

After I graduated from college, it wasn’t a popular decision at home when I took a job teaching high school, at a yearly salary of $12,600, plus room and board. My parents’ reaction was puzzled and slightly pained. Many of my classmates were hurtling toward law and medicine, with some of them planning to make lots of money as investment banking and consulting analysts—and I was going to teach high school? My mom and dad had mortgaged their one and only meaningful financial asset, our house, to pay for all four years of college (they didn’t own any stocks or bonds for most of their adult lives). And this was the return on their investment?

But I wanted to teach high school. After four years at Harvard, I felt I needed some distance between me and the brand, the credential, and all its expectations. When I was growing up, my mom always did our family’s laundry, and a week or two into my freshman year, I tried out my first load. The dryer opened to reveal a jumble of pink clothes, lightly dyed by the crimson T-shirt I had been given during orientation. Harvard had stained my identity, too, lightly and indelibly, in the same way it colored my shirts and socks. I needed to rinse off a bit. I liked Harvard, and was proud to have gone there, but I didn’t want to be Harvard. Upon hearing that name, people had instantaneous associations and judgments. But that was them; it wasn’t me. I needed to test myself. Maybe even teach students who were potentially not on their way to college.

So I found what felt like a struggling private high school located in western Massachusetts. It was composed roughly of half day students and half boarders. I would say that a third of the student body was economically disadvantaged, the second third was international, and the last third included a fair share of underachievers. I taught history, culture, and a course in basic financial literacy; helped run a dorm; and served as an assistant coach for swimming, football, tennis, and baseball.

It wasn’t a “name” school. The baseball uniforms hadn’t been upgraded in a very long time. This became clear at away games, when the other teams would saunter onto the field dressed in what looked like summer linens. My players would look at me questioningly. “So what?—this school has a lot of money,” I said with a shrug. “Let’s just go out there and play.”

I understood the importance of credentials, especially as someone who had grown up without any, but at the same time I’ve never been quite able to buy in fully to the cult of names, or brands, or institutions. During my Harvard graduation ceremony, held on a patch of lawn between Widener Library and Memorial Church, I was greeted with the words “Welcome to the fellowship of educated men and women.” I always wished they would put it another way—one that emphasized wisdom, not education, a reminder that education without grace and respect for life experience is a short path to arrogance and elitism.

After two years teaching high school, I told myself it was maybe time to do something else. When September came, I enrolled in Harvard Law School. My parents were overjoyed, thinking that I was back on the fast track and would become a corporate attorney. Unbeknownst to them, I was thinking about using what I learned to become a public defender. I didn’t know this was the start of a pattern: learn something, a system or school of thinking, as deeply as I could, and then leave before it turned into a prison. Once I figure something out, I connect it to what I’ve learned before to identify patterns, correlations, possible breakthroughs among seemingly disparate disciplines and ideas. It’s the creative and the scientist in me, the little kid who loves coming up with a hypothesis, testing it with information, and then sharing it with others, especially those looking in from the outside. Back then I didn’t know the term systems thinker. I wish someone had told me.

I never ended up practicing law. The more courses I took, the more I realized there were things I didn’t know and needed to know about money. Where do I learn that? Oh wait—you say you don’t teach that at the law school? But I can learn it at MIT and Harvard Business School? What do you mean I can’t cross-register and take those classes? Well, I’ll figure out a way, even if it means pleading my case with the registrar. Courses in accounting, finance theory, and corporate financial management at the MIT Sloan School of Management and Harvard Business School soon followed. The best part of my time at law school, though, was meeting my future wife. Meg comes from an affluent family in North Carolina and came north to attend Phillips Academy Andover for high school. Different as our backgrounds were, it took me only a couple of weeks to know she was the one. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful and brilliant—Meg is the smartest person I know—she was also refreshingly honest and direct. I pursued her hard. One afternoon, we found ourselves on a beach in Maine. Why not me? I asked her in a rare moment of vulnerability from those days.

Our different backgrounds, however—Meg is white, by the way—shed light on our differences, too. It was spring break, close to the end of my first year there. I would ultimately be chosen to be an editor of Harvard Law Review, but I still couldn’t manage to find a paying summer job. Most big law firms wine and dine students during the summer of their second year, but before that, unless you’re lucky, or know the right people, it can be hard to catch a break. And I needed a job. I was racking up forty thousand dollars a year in debt, and I had two more years to go. My parents were in no position to pay for me to go to law school, and I didn’t expect them to. When I went home to Long Island over the March break, I couldn’t hide how stressed out I was.

“What’s wrong, James?”

“I can’t get a job.”

“But why?”

In their eyes, I was doing everything right. According to their formula for success, everything was set. I had checked all of the boxes on “how to be a successful boy in America,” so why couldn’t I get a job? I explained to them how rare it was for a first-year law student to find paid summer employment at a firm, but they kept pushing. “Don’t your friends have summer jobs?” Yes, I said, most of them did, adding, “But my friends tend to be pretty connected people.” Many, in fact, had landed paid internships. Others, with family money, had parents who were willing to “float” them for a summer and could afford to work without pay.

Meg, for one, had a paying summer job. Her dad, who grew up poor on a farm in Ohio and later became a prominent businessman and philanthropist, introduced her to someone he knew at his former law firm.

“If Meg has a job, then how come you can’t get a job, James?”

“Because I don’t have the right connections, that’s why,” I said at last.

My parents became silent. My dad said, “You mean, we don’t have the right connections.” They were sorry they couldn’t help me, they said. They were sorry they didn’t know those kinds of people in this country. I hated myself for this. I had hurt their feelings without meaning to, so I told a breezy lie, that a lot of recruiting happened after spring break, which it didn’t.

The next day I was flying to North Carolina to meet Meg’s parents and sisters for the first time. Knowing Meg came from a distinguished family, my dad abruptly announced he was taking me to Macy’s.

My dad hated shopping—which meant something else must have been on his mind. In the men’s department, he pulled down an inexpensive blue spring jacket. I still remember the way he put it on me, his hands smoothing both sides, making sure the fit was right. It was as though I were still a little kid, and he was gift-wrapping a special present he hoped would be well received.

He didn’t say a word, but I could almost read his mind: I hope they’re nice to James down in North Carolina. I’ve done everything I can to prepare him. But as much as my own life has been hard, maybe my son won’t have as easy a path here as I thought.

I picked up all his pain, his regrets, his worry. I tried to hide mine from him, too. No matter how much you try to prepare them for life, your children will get banged-up, and overlooked, and hurt. They are your children, but sadly, the world seems increasingly to care less. It’s our own cognitive dissonance at work. We want our children to be happy—while forgetting we are surrounded by other people’s children.

I never became a public defender. In fact, I’m pretty sure if I had become one, I would have spent the rest of my life paying off my student loan debt. Sadly, even back then, based on my research, doing good, taking care of other people, teaching other people, just didn’t seem to add up from a financial perspective. Responsible for what would ultimately balloon to be more than $125,000 in law school loans, not including the interest accruing at more than 7 percent a year, I began attending meet-and-greets at Harvard Business School in preparation for a classic business career and trajectory. Who are you? I was asked. You taught high school? Why? You went to law school but never practiced law? Why? I sent off my résumé to a bunch of well-known investment banks and consulting firms. If they showed interest, I insisted on a face-to-face interview.

“I know this sounds kind of weird for a twenty-something-year-old person to say,” I said to anyone who would listen, “but I think you’re measuring things wrong.”

The analogy I gave was of the plus-minus rating used in ice hockey. It’s easy to measure how many goals a team scores and gives up when a certain player is on the ice. The plus-minus rating is the difference between those two numbers. Though it has its detractors and limitations, it’s a rating that attempts to measure a player’s holistic contribution to the system that is the team, rather than more obvious individual stats, like goals scored or goals assisted. “I think I have a high plus-minus rating,” I said. “I think I’m someone who makes things better for everybody.” Slightly more brazenly, I added, “But maybe you just want to judge me on what’s on that 8.5-by-11 piece of paper.”

Despite my lack of experience—I could barely use Microsoft Excel—I got a job offer from the consulting firm McKinsey & Company and a second one, which I accepted, from an investment bank that housed one of the top mergers and acquisitions groups on Wall Street. My bold thinking, or perhaps my assertiveness, must have appealed to them. I think I was that group’s first-ever direct nontraditional hire out of law school—and Meg went to McKinsey!

After a few years of intense transactions, I left investment banking in New York to move to Boston—Meg was still living there —where I secured a position with what was at the time one of the elite private equity firms in the United States. The firm had a war chest of $3.5 billion that it deployed to invest in growth companies in the consumer products, healthcare services, and retail sectors. There were only six senior deal people, so I had a great opportunity to cut my teeth on some of the firm’s most high-profile deals, without too many layers of bureaucracy. Later, one of the senior partners told me he had no idea why they hired me—they just did. It was the same thing I had heard at my previous job, and before that, at the high school where I taught. We’re not sure why we’re hiring you. It wasn’t clear to me, either.

The firm had a great run. Then, in my seventh year, some belowground tensions about power and economics came to a head. A few of the most senior partners were squabbling over silly money. Three of us just sat there, shaking our heads.

My closest friend in the partnership was a self-made guy from a suburb in Pennsylvania, the son of a widow. Though he had a lot more experience than I did, I thought of him like a younger brother. Once a week, he and I went out for beers and burgers and pool, and later, when he got married, I was a member of his wedding party.

One day, another colleague and I were told that my close friend was no longer welcome at the firm. Hoping to stir and stoke the corporate killer in us, I guess, we were offered full partner titles and a guaranteed amount of money that eclipsed what my dad had made over the previous twenty years or so from his practice as a pediatrician.

Hoping to save my friend’s job, I basically said, “But he has a high plus-minus rating.” It didn’t work. Worse, none of the senior partners in the firm had the decency to tell my friend directly. Apparently, that was our job.

That weekend, the three of us met downtown for a beer. When we told my friend he was being let go, his eyes watered, and his voice broke. We told him we were probably going to quit, too. Over the next two weeks, the three of us went back and forth, ruminating. This is ridiculous, we agreed. We’re not selling our souls for this stupid firm. Looking back, I wish I had paused to breathe, and taken a month or two to figure out what I was going to do next. But I didn’t. I left the company, joined a doomed-to-begin-with start-up, and was soon unemployed. My friend moved to New York, and the other guy rejoined the firm we had just left.

The next few weeks and months were difficult and dispiriting. Meg was supportive as always. “You were right to do what you did,” she said, reminding me that she had married a high school teacher. But we both had practical life concerns, including a jumbo mortgage. We had three children under the age of five. In fact, I had told Meg I was thinking about quitting my cushy job literally only a few weeks before our youngest, Lila, arrived. (Only years later would Meg confess how secretly, quietly stressed-out my quitting had made her, though she did a good job of hiding it.) One day I was sitting on the back lawn, watching Lila’s two older siblings playing on our family swing set. Years of snow and humidity had blistered and damaged the wood. We need a new swing set, I thought, followed by, but I don’t have a job, so I probably shouldn’t be thinking about that. Then, You idiot. You know perfectly well you can afford to buy a new swing set. But no matter how much money you have in the bank, what if after buying a new swing set, you never get another job? The real problem, James, is that you don’t know what’s coming next, and your uncertainty terrifies you. It’s the scarcity mindset at work, that there’s never going to be enough, that it could all fall apart any minute, when the truth is, you have so much compared with most of the people in the world.

In hindsight, I didn’t acknowledge how much the value system my parents had insisted on could be a burden. I continued to be the only Asian in most of my social and business circles. A former high school teacher doing mergers and acquisitions. Remember, I went to law school thinking there was a strong possibility I would become a public defender. Now, here I was, in hand-to-hand combat in private equity. Which one of these things is not quite like the other? I would
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