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Prologue Meeting Steve

On a cool fall day in November 1999, I sat in a black leather chair outside of a corner office on the fourth floor of Building 1 at 1 Infinite Loop in Cupertino. My interview to develop and lead a retail strategy for Apple was scheduled for 5:00 p.m.

I glanced at my watch.

It read 5:03 p.m.

With no cell phone to look at, my eyes found a copy of Time on the table in front of me. Steve’s face was on its cover. I’d never met him. I knew precious little about him. At Target, where I’d been for the past decade, we didn’t use computers for everyday work. In fact, few people I knew in Minnesota used a computer.

I picked the magazine up off the table.

“Steve’s Jobs,” the cover read. I leafed through it. Steve wasn’t running just Apple but Pixar, too. And at Pixar, he was full-time CEO. At Apple, he was still interim CEO. I had known little about this prior to opening the magazine. As I closed it, I caught another photo of Steve on another magazine cover.

This guy gets a lot of attention, I thought.

“He saved Apple with his hot new iMac,” the subheading read. “He struck gold at Pixar with digital movies like Toy Story 2. You’d think he’d learn to chill. Think different.”

Think different, I thought. I like that.

My watch now read 5:09 p.m. I put down the issue and picked up another with Steve on the cover. This time, Fortune.

“And Now, for My Next Trick . . .” it read. Before I had time to discover what the trick was, I looked up to see a knee sticking out of a ripped pair of jeans.

This must be Steve, I thought.

We introduced ourselves, then entered a conference room attached to his office. The sun had been dipping below the mountains west of Cupertino as I’d entered the building, and what light remained danced on the walls through a window that faced south into the courtyard. I sat, and Steve drew the shades before sitting down adjacent to me. He fidgeted, his hands shifting in and out of a prayer position as he got settled and placed a foot on the table. His eyes bore into mine, his right eyebrow raising just slightly relative to his left. I met his gaze, thinking I had some idea of what would come of our conversation.

I did not.



Poet and philosopher David Whyte coined the term the conversational nature of reality. If reality is a conversation, attempts to control it will always shrink it. The best conversations happen when both parties relinquish control; when they accept that neither can—or should—be able to predict what happens next. This creates space for what Whyte calls “the frontier.” Not a copy of the past or compromise on the future, but a dynamic, ever-evolving present.

The power of presence appears all over Whyte’s writing. For him, it is directly tied to the idea of “genius.” When we think of genius today, we think of individuals and the things they create or discover—say, Steve and the iPhone, or Einstein and relativity. But for Whyte, genius isn’t a person or an object so much as a way of observing the world. It is the quality of your attention. It is the capacity to hear what is being asked of you, then answer in a way that continues the conversation.

Whyte would argue that the genius of the iPhone was downstream of how Steve related to his surroundings. It was a result of his presence: the quality of his attention. The insights that led to the iPhone revealed themselves in Steve’s conversations with Jony Ive, who designed it; Scott Forstall, who created its software; Phil Schiller, who marketed it, and others. These conversations were intense because Steve set incredibly ambitious goals for himself and his team—and with the iPhone, it was none other than reinventing the phone. Still, while Steve had a knack for seeing the big picture ahead of everyone else, he knew that the most important work was in the small details. He understood that the insights revealed in conversations among a small group of people might not look like insights at first, and thus required a profound level of focus to notice. But he also understood that those insights, when caught and combined, could reveal something genius.

I understood this when I met Steve, too, even if I couldn’t have articulated it. I was coming off a decade at Target, and the best ideas for how to serve our customers had always emerged through conversation. The best conversations tended to happen between people with diverse personal geographies, defined as everything we’ve experienced in our work and life: where we grew up, where we’ve lived, what we’ve learned. And while Steve’s and my “geographies” couldn’t have been more different—he was a technologist from Silicon Valley, and I was a retailer from Minnesota—we shared genius as Whyte describes it: an ability to be truly present with one another and thus hear what we needed from each other. Our first conversation revealed ideas that became a store many would describe as “genius,” and one that would reveal Apple’s genius. But that store, too, emerged from conversations I had with myself, which were shaped by the conversations I shared with Steve, my team, and everyone else.

To understand what I brought to those conversations, we have to go back to the beginning.






Chapter 1 In the Beginning

Unconditional love is the greatest gift a child can receive, and it was the first thing I knew.

My earliest memory is walking to Cornelia Elementary with my mom. I’m four years old. My interview with the principal and a few teachers will determine if I’m ready to start school a year ahead of plan. The principal asks a question.

“What color is George Washington’s white horse?”

I pause. I look at my mom. I turn back to the principal.

“Black!” I exclaim.

The interview ends. My mom takes my hand, guides me outside, then stops me, bends down, and gently grasps my shoulder before looking me straight in the eyes.

“Ronnie,” she says. “No matter what happens, I will always love you.”

My mom’s reminder that I was loved no matter what I did was the ultimate gift: freedom from fear. It also drew me to beginnings.

Those who know me well know that my three favorite words are “in the beginning.” I’ve always been drawn to newness. I love new opportunities, new friends, new relationships. I love new stores, new merchandise. And I love finding new ways to serve people.

I credit my mom for this, too. When I think of her, I think of her serving others. I can still hear her gentle tiptoeing past my brother’s and my bedroom in the morning, its barely audible pitter-patter a reminder that she was thinking of us while doing something for us. I can hear our station wagon’s engine turning over in our driveway before sunrise, its low din a reminder that my mom was racing the postman to the mailbox of whoever had a birthday that day. I can even see what she used to bake for kids’ birthday parties, too—train cakes, each car frosted with the name of one of the kids attending the party. My mom’s desire to make others feel at home knew no end, and it gave me an innate sense of places where I felt like I belonged.

One of those places was stores.

To this day, my favorite thing to do is visit stores. I do it regularly, walking through malls, or the best shopping streets in the world. Even today, I can recall great presentations in store windows I visited on Bond Street forty years ago, or the Ralph Lauren polo shirt display from a visit to the Houston Galleria in 1982. The vision of starched folded shirts on a mahogany table—a white, blue, pink, yellow, then a blue stripe and a pink stripe—will never leave me. The stores I remember were always filled with colors.

A few years after my first interview at Cornelia Elementary offered little hope for the one that I’d share with Steve four decades later, I sat in the back seat of our car as my mom drove south from Edina down to Bloomington. I followed dutifully as she ushered me out of the car into a gigantic parking lot and toward a single-story store that was bigger than any I had ever seen. I recall entering to lights, music, and red concentric circles. The store was the fifth location of a new retail concept: a gamble by Douglas Dayton—whose family owned and operated the most significant retailer in Minnesota, the Dayton’s department store—that there existed a middle ground between bare-bones discounters and upscale department stores. Perhaps portending the accuracy of the gamble, he named it Target. It was in 1962 in Duluth, he later said, that he first heard someone call it “Tarzhay.”

Dayton had been willing to bet big on Target for several reasons. One of them was that, by the late 1950s, another bet was beginning to pay off. In 1952, Douglas’s brother Donald—who was then president of Dayton’s—had commissioned a study to quantify the commercial impact of Minnesota’s bone-chilling winters. The study found that Minnesota had only 126 days of ideal shopping weather each year. Those born after 1956 might be wondering why weather had any bearing on people’s tendency to visit indoor malls. The answer is that prior to 1956, indoor malls didn’t exist. Working with an Austrian architect, Victor Gruen, Donald Dayton envisioned a climate-controlled shopping environment with shops turned inward. Together, the two men developed plans for Southdale Center. When it opened in 1956, Southdale was the first indoor shopping mall in the world. I was born two years later, two miles away.

Growing up, my brother, Dwight, and I biked to Southdale. In the winters, our parents brought us there with them. They were there for the merchandise, but Dwight and I didn’t care about that—at least, not at first. What we cared about was the experience. And Southdale was an experience. The year after it opened, Southdale hosted the Truth or Consequences game show with host Bob Barker in their exotic “Garden Court.” At the center of that court was a twenty-one-foot-tall brass cage filled with canaries and parakeets. Trees reached upward along widely set, wood-paneled escalators as planters flanked restaurants and hung from second-floor railings. Atrium cafés overflowed with customers gathered under colorful, tasseled umbrellas and awnings with entrances marked in movie poster fonts. Gruen’s glass skylights shed Edina’s ceaseless snow and bathed the atrium in a warm, gentle light. And people frolicked in that light. They conversed, they smiled, they laughed—and yes, they shopped. Southdale wasn’t a mall. It was a neighborhood. It was the result of two men who looked at everything that had come before and decided to create something different.

The more time I spent at Southdale, the more I felt at home in stores. Our local toy store, Clancy’s, encouraged kids to come in and walk the aisles, touch and open boxes, and play with the toys. Our local sporting goods store, Kokesh Athletic, was the place to get geared up for every season of youth sports—and come high school, I would work there. Even stores whose merchandise didn’t particularly matter to me found ways to make themselves destinations. Korner Plaza, a multicategory specialty store that my mom loved, put a bowl of candy out at their jewelry counter—five round, colored chocolates wrapped in cellophane. Gabberts, meanwhile—a furniture store that remains in its same location fifty years later—had a kids’ area in its basement complete with a koi pond, tables covered with coloring books and crayons, and TVs that played the cartoons we could never watch at home. In the winter, they put out hot chocolate and animal crackers. As a teen, I came back to Southdale with friends. As an adult, I came back with my kids. In a mall that felt like home, stores became playrooms. And what is more fun, I thought, than play?

Of course, there were no bigger playrooms than the department stores. Southdale was anchored at each end by one of them: Dayton’s to the north and Donaldson’s to the south. Those were the “big” stores. The “little” shops—sixty-four of them—then sat in between along an enclosed arcade. As the years went on, this model would be tested and tweaked; initially, Southdale had a grocery store, which was carved into smaller stores once it became clear that those who shopped for groceries didn’t tend to linger in the mall. But soon, the mall caught its stride and began growing quickly. Sixty-four little shops became 107. This expansion was completed a decade and a half after Southdale first opened, and a third department store was introduced to anchor growth. Its name wasn’t significant to me then, though it later would be: JCPenney.

I spent some time at JCPenney during those years. But I spent more time at Dayton’s. The year after JCPenney opened at South-dale, my brother, Dwight, participated in a carolers group that sang every night for thirty days at Dayton’s flagship department store in Minneapolis. Every night they performed, my mom would drive me, Dwight, and our sister, Diane, along a frozen highway 12 into downtown, where we would follow the singers through the store, up all the escalators, through the men’s, women’s, and home departments, before finally reaching the elaborate winter wonderland display on the tenth floor. No sooner had we arrived there than I realized it was the same place I’d first met Santa Claus years earlier. Every meaningful moment of my life, it seemed, was attached to a store. Prom tuxedo fittings, haircuts for school pictures, cleats for baseball. I wouldn’t have known who I was without the stores I grew up in. Maybe that’s why today, my favorite thing to do is walk through stores. Maybe that’s what Steve sensed as the sun set on our first meeting and I was still talking about them.



When I caught up with Steve’s recruiter Dan Walker in the process of writing this book, he explained that I “had Steve at hello.” My knowledge of retail was important to him, but how I treated him made a stronger impression.

This shouldn’t be surprising. Steve did not have the same monopoly on the word nice that Minnesota did. But he was unapologetically himself, and that courage gave others a chance to give him what I believe he struggled to give himself—kindness. I was not the only kind person in his life. Steve Wozniak, Tim Cook, Jony Ive, and Steve’s wife, Laurene—all of them were kind. Not pushovers, mind you. But kind.

Being kind has always been in my nature, and it has benefitted me throughout my life. I first learned this in middle school. To that point, the world had been small. Cornelia Elementary was a few blocks from my house. The teachers all knew me. The students did, too. I walked to and from school every day with my brother, Dwight, and when school ended, he and I would play Wiffle ball in our backyard with our best friends, the Mootys. Around 7:00 p.m., my mom would ring the bell for dinner, the Mootys would head home, and Dwight, Diane, and I would gather around the dining room table with our parents. It was, in virtually every way, the true all-American childhood.

If I grew up in a cocoon, middle school was the first time I left it. More than that, middle school was the first time I even noticed it was there. I boarded a bus for the first time on a warm September day in 1969, not having realized how nervous I was until I took my first step past the driver. I stared down the aisle and saw a bunch of bigger, older students leering at each other—and, it seemed, at me. Pressed forward by the kids behind me, my eyes darted around for a seat. I found one and threw myself into it. My imagination, once filled with images, was empty. All I could see was what was in front of me: the cracked brown leather of the seats, the fabric of my backpack, and—once the bus started rolling—the unfamiliar neighborhoods passing by. I didn’t know where I was, but I knew exactly where I wasn’t. Home. For those earliest days in middle school, I thought of little else.

Out of that experience, I grew in what felt like a different way than I’d been growing. I wanted to feel connected to those around me: the popular kids, the athletes. For a time, that meant wanting to be like them. I wanted the confidence and security it seemed like they had. I wanted to do what it seemed like they did: throw clothes on, flip my hair across my face, and walk out of my house feeling handsome and confident. I wanted my arrival at school to coincide with girls smiling and waving or whispering to each other as I walked by. But with parents who exemplified the importance of earning what you had, I also didn’t want any of it. I was in desperate need of connection, but I also felt like the connections I wanted would turn me into something I didn’t recognize. The dissonance quickly became all-encompassing. In fact, all I remember from middle school is tiptoeing along the fence between who I was becoming and who I wanted to be.

Eventually, I picked a side. I chose the version of myself that I felt like I’d always been: the sweet, if shy, kid. The one who listened and observed. The one who noticed, as he attended middle school, that he wasn’t the only one who felt like he didn’t belong. I began to see in others what I felt in myself: the same lack of belonging, the same need for connection. My dad told me that everyone liked to talk about themselves, so instead of seeking the kindness I needed, I began offering it. And in offering it, I found it. So I continued to be kind. I asked the kids who were quiet like I was how their day was going. I learned about them. We sat together at lunch, studied together, and greeted each other in the halls. The connections weren’t deep, but the need they served—for me and others—was.

I couldn’t have identified this at the time, of course. It didn’t occur to me that my kindness was affecting others’ opinions of me. But then in eighth grade, the assistant pastor at our church—Mount Olivet Lutheran—announced that my confirmation class of 250 kids would be electing a confirmation president. He passed voting slips around. Upon returning to the chapel the following Wednesday, he announced the results.

“As confirmation president,” he began, “the class selects Ron Johnson!”

I looked around for this “Ron Johnson,” and 502 eyeballs stared back at me.

Wait, I thought. That’s my name.

It’s hard to overstate how surprised I was. It was unimaginable that when asked to nominate a confirmation president, anyone would even remember my name, let alone write it down. Except, they did both.

It turned out, too, that the confirmation president was responsible for giving a speech to a packed church of two thousand people at our confirmation graduation ceremony. Prior to having been elected, this would’ve been unimaginable. But having been elected by my classmates gave me confidence. The speech I delivered dwarfed anything I’d believed myself capable of before. It also taught me two things. The first was that kindness earned me the right to lead others. The second was that once I had others’ support, there was no limit to what I could accomplish.

Both lessons followed me into high school, where I was eventually nominated as captain of my varsity soccer team. With the support of my teammates—and the belief that it was a captain’s responsibility to lead—I found myself imagining where we could go. And there was one place that I really, really wanted to go: Minnesota’s state tournament. There was just one problem. We had won only two games the year prior.

It didn’t matter. I called a meeting for those interested in soccer, outlined my vision, and was as surprised as anyone when the room of nearly a hundred kids erupted in support of it. People, I learned, wanted to do big things. And in the end, we did a big thing. A team that had won two games the year before eventually entered the state tournament in Minnesota, not as an underdog but as the number one seed. And while I hesitate to speak in platitudes in a book, I’m hard-pressed to do any better; if there was anything our state tournament run showed me, it was that, well, anything was possible. There were no limits. We could do anything we put our minds to.

A lot of people noticed what we did that season. But it was my dad who recognized what I could do as a result. He saw the fire I’d lit in the heart of my team. And in that ability, he saw something he’d seen before. My dad had worked as a politician during the 1950s in Washington, DC, and was exposed to great leaders. He named my brother, Dwight, after one of them. But what he observed about them—about people like Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, or our Minnesota senator, Hubert Humphrey—was that they didn’t actually “do” so much. Instead, they were people around whom things got done; their success, as another author I loved would later put it, came in the energy they stirred in other people. And while an unlikely state tournament run for a high school soccer team out of a well-to-do Minneapolis suburb might not have seemed predictive of much, for my dad, I believe it planted an idea in his imagination—that maybe I had a flicker of the same ability he’d seen in the leaders he respected; maybe I had the spark in me that could eventually light others’ souls on fire. And maybe it was his job, as my dad, to fan the flames.

Of course, I can’t know any of this for sure. All I can know is what I remember, and what I remember is my dad speaking highly of men like Humphrey, Kennedy, and Eisenhower. I also remember him putting on our living room table a 1973 issue of Time that had Minnesota governor Wendell Anderson—who was elected by Minnesota’s engaged, educated populace on the promise of higher taxation to support programs for people. But as of 1975, I did not see myself as I believe my dad saw me. I was honestly just having fun. I liked the idea of being on a mission with other people, and taking a two-win Edina West Cougars team to the state tournament in a sport that really didn’t matter yet to Minnesota felt like a mission. I found that it was an easy way to make friends, too, and to feel connected. And I did feel connected to them, to the point that I didn’t really want to leave them. That fall, I applied to Stanford, and I encouraged most of my friends to apply as well—especially those on the soccer team. People told me I was crazy, that this would “hurt my chances.” But that hadn’t occurred to me. I just wanted to go with my friends.

In the end, I did. Twenty-five kids from our class applied to Stanford. Nine—including my best friends from the soccer team, Tom Virden and Mike Anderson—got in. It was more admits to Stanford out of Edina West than there had ever been applicants. And it was more proof to me that the things I believed sounded great—like going to Stanford with close friends—would actually be great; it was more proof to me that I could lead, and more evidence for my dad that others would want to follow.

Naturally, when I arrived at Stanford, I came in assuming both things were true. I don’t think it was arrogance, mind you, but maybe it was. I had assumed something that would catch up to me years later, too: that the geography of the place I’d arrived would resemble that of where I was from.

It didn’t.

California was different from Minnesota. And the people were different, too—slightly less trusting, slightly more skeptical. In me, I wonder if they saw someone who was too nice, too good to be true—someone whose manipulative nature would reveal itself the moment they let their defenses down. But the defenses signaled by my openness weren’t hiding. Instead, they simply weren’t there. I’d never really had to develop them. All I’d developed was an ability to play offense—with kindness, imagination, creativity. But I needed other people to believe in me to make anything out of those abilities, and that required believing in myself. On the pitch with the Cougars at Edina West, I’d believed that if I worked hard, I could be great, that the team could be great. The latter might’ve been true at Stanford, but the former didn’t seem to be.

I had gotten to Stanford a few weeks before school started because, like at Edina West, I’d be on the soccer team. But while I started in every game as a freshman, I realized very quickly that I was not special on this team. I was good, but everyone around me was great. Soccer had provided extraordinary meaning to me in high school, but it wouldn’t do the same at Stanford.

I needed a new path.

To find it, I did what I’d always done: I practiced kindness and service. They were my default modes, having been raised in the love-your-neighbor-as-yourself culture of Minnesota. I grew up in a home where service was just what you did; my mom encouraged me and my siblings to shovel snow from our neighbor’s driveway after her husband passed, and then, twice a week, brought us to either volunteer in a home for the mentally disabled or read for the blind. There was something innately grounding to me about serving others. So I sought opportunities to be of similar service at Stanford.

Twice a week, I made the hour-long walk from my dorm to the Ronald McDonald House to physically pump mucus from the lungs of patients with cystic fibrosis. Perhaps honoring my dad’s belief that I had some future in politics, I ran for—and was elected to—the Stanford student government, where I worked to shape a better future for the student body. Then, during my senior year, I worked as a resident adviser and helped students adjust to life on campus. But while these activities filled my calendar at Stanford, they weren’t filling my soul. Service felt good, and I knew it was the right way to spend my days. But I didn’t yet see how it could be what I would do with my life.

By the time I left Stanford, I also knew that I’d just spent four years among many of the greatest athletes, artists, and scientists in the world. It felt like a missed opportunity. Greatness, I determined, would require focus. The problem was that I still had no idea what to focus on.



When we are uncertain about the future, we can do one of two things: look outward or inward. The former—listening to what others tell you to do, or mimicking what others are doing—is easy and natural. The latter—looking inward—is harder. But even when we look inward, the question tends to be: What do I want? What we tend to ask less is: What does the world want from me?

I wouldn’t have asked this question of myself as a twenty-two-year-old if not for my dad. It was in my early twenties, after I left Stanford, that he first started using a word that would become familiar: significance. That, he seemed to suggest, was what I had the opportunity to achieve in my life. And I loved my dad. He was my hero. I wanted to honor that belief, to prove him not wrong but right. The problem was that achieving “significance” would require first understanding what it meant, and I had no idea. So I asked my dad. Again and again and again. And each time, he declined to give me a definition. So, finally, I went to the dictionary.

“Has meaning,” read its definition.

Okay, I thought. Then I looked up meaning.

“Significance,” the dictionary read.

Great, I thought. Perfect.

The point might’ve been lost on me then, but it became clearer to me as time went on. No one could define significance for me. The circularity of its definition—significant things had meaning, and meaning meant significance—was the point. Every person is their own source of meaning; each one of us has to define significance for ourselves. And we define it, my dad seemed to suggest, through what we choose to do.

For my dad, significance meant public service. In his twenties, he worked in Washington, DC, and when he returned to Minneapolis, he ran for the Minnesota state legislature. He later forfeited a life in public service for a job at General Mills, and while that was hard for him, it was what our family needed, and he obliged. In the meantime, his passion for politics grew. He loved our politicians and was proud to be one of their constituents. He respected Humphrey, Anderson, and Eisenhower. He admired their courage, their character. And part of him saw me in them, or them in me. Part of him hoped I’d find my own path to public service. And I would. It just wasn’t my dad’s.

I could say here that I always knew I wanted to be in business. I don’t know if that’s true. But I do know that as I left Stanford, it felt like everyone I knew was going off to a job consulting in Los Angeles, or doing finance in New York City, with the plan to eventually return to business school. That felt right—or at least, not wrong. The shadow of Watergate was still looming large; business felt like a more natural path to significance, now, than politics. I applied and was accepted to a job in the consulting arm of one of the big accounting firms in Minneapolis, Peat Marwick Mitchell. I would cut my teeth there. Then I, too, would apply to business school.

In the meantime, I’d catch glimpses of a truth I’d relearn repeatedly throughout my career: that often, new paths reveal themselves once you’re already on a journey. Getting to Peat Marwick required my walking through the Minneapolis Skyway System—a physical path—designed by the Dayton family to reinvigorate Minneapolis’s decaying downtown in the wake of post–World War II suburban flight. And once I entered that skyway system, getting to the elevator bank to reach Peat Marwick’s offices on the fortieth floor of the IDS Center required walking through a store.

A department store.

Dayton’s department store.

Chance, maybe. Or, perhaps, fate.

Over the next two years, I became familiar with Dayton’s. Part of the reason why was their security guard—their loss-prevention officer—Jim Fuhrmann. Slight, balding, and well into his sixties, Jim was hardly the picture of intimidation, and he didn’t try to be. Instead, he was warm. He was kind. He was, in many ways, like I was—always up on the balls of his feet, ready to greet people with a handshake and a smile.

“Good morning, Ron!” he’d exclaim as he saw me coming. “How are you?”

“Jim!” I’d say back. “If I were any better, I’d be you!”

Those interactions might have seemed insignificant. To me, they were anything but. I found that I cared about Dayton’s because I cared about Jim, and I cared about Jim because Jim cared about me. My heart beat faster in Dayton’s. I could see their fixtures in my mind’s eye even when I wasn’t in the store. I had to set my mind to consulting, but I couldn’t keep my mind off retail. What I didn’t realize yet was that this voice was my intuition—my inner voice trying to tell me what I would find significant—and that its insistence was an indicator that perhaps, I hadn’t just found where the world wanted me to be. Perhaps I’d found where I wanted to go.

For a time, I did what most of us do when our intuition speaks: I failed to listen. I’d created a map of my future. Retail wasn’t on it. In fact, it didn’t even occur to me as I walked through Dayton’s that retail could be on it. Getting into the best business school did not depend on my wonderings about how Dayton’s could reposition their shoe fixture to maximize foot traffic. So, day after day, I pored over hospital feasibility studies at Peat Marwick, reminding myself that they were significant—that they “had meaning”—because they led to the construction of hospitals that served people. I was helping the world and earning a reputation that would follow me into it.

That, at least, is what I told myself.

Less than a year after starting at Peat Marwick, I was in the office at 4:00 a.m. alone. The long hours had recently paid off with a promotion—a reminder that I was on the path to the same greatness I’d had no chance of achieving playing soccer at Stanford. I got up, stretched, and walked to the window, gazing out at the smaller structures below.

I’ve made it, I thought.

Made what? the voice in my head asked.

It was a great question.

A reputation? I wondered. A path to business school? To financial success?

Yes.

But . . . did any of that matter? Did any of it feel significant to me?

No, I thought. The right answers suddenly felt wrong.

I stood there for a while. I gazed out at Minneapolis’s skyline, the lights winking at me in the buildings below. The office was quiet, dark. I found comfort in knowing I was good at what I did, but none in the idea of doing it forever. I didn’t want to spend ten weeks on a project. I wanted to spend ten years on a mission. I wanted to make something, build something. A career. A life. Myself.

What, I wondered, could I build? And from where could I build it?

More than that: What would light me on fire?

Somewhere, forty floors below, was the answer.



Steve, I would come to learn, had somewhat of a similar experience to the one I had at Dayton’s in his early twenties. After dropping out of college at Reed, he dropped in on a calligraphy class, and around the same time I was figuring out my future, he was ensuring that the original Macintosh would ship with multiple typefaces and proportionally spaced fonts. There would’ve been no way for Steve to “connect the dots” looking forward, no way for him to know how what he was doing would influence what he would later do. There was only the ability to do things, to try things, then have faith that the knowledge he accrued would resurface later, when necessary.

I tried a few things after I graduated Stanford. I worked at Peat Marwick. I volunteered with Minneapolis’s Citizens League. I was assistant coach of Edina’s American Legion baseball team—my former squad. Meanwhile, I played on every recreational sports team I could: softball, basketball, and soccer. Then, in 1982, I applied—and was admitted to—Harvard Business School. Whatever I was going to do—consulting, finance, retail—I needed to be on an equal playing field with the best to do it. But from the moment I arrived at Harvard, something felt off. I wanted a training ground. Harvard felt like a victory lap. The sense I got from many around me was that we had all “made it” simply by virtue of having been admitted to Harvard. And in some ways, this was true. We were on the stepping stone to the best consulting and financial firms in the world—to Wall Street, to “success.” But a year past the realization that I didn’t want to be great at consulting, nothing about being stuck on the path to doing it for the rest of my life felt comfortable. I was trying to make a leap to a destination I couldn’t see.

But I was catching glimpses.

Often, the CEOs who were subjects of the cases we were reviewing would visit our classes and present. Those I admired most had made it to the top of their respective industries by making permanent, lasting impacts. When they explained the nature of those impacts, every one of them shared the same message: They absolutely loved what they did. Whether that love was a result of their success or a predictor of it, what they said stuck with me. It was a lesson my dad emphasized, too. If I was going to be significant at something—whatever that meant—I needed to pick an industry I loved and commit to it for a lifetime.

So, what did I love? Toward the end of my first year at Harvard, I sat in my dorm room and tried to figure it out. I sifted through the four-hundred-some-odd cases next to my desk to find my favorites. After fifteen minutes, I had two piles. In the bigger one sat the cases I didn’t love: finance, operations, organizational behavior. In the smaller pile sat the cases that lit me on fire: marketing, retail. I thought back to Southdale, to Dayton’s. Coupled with the memory of Jim’s greetings, it was all starting to feel something like an invitation.



I didn’t say yes to retail immediately. In fact, part of me tried to bury the knowledge I’d unearthed in the letter I’d opened. I accepted an offer the summer after my first year at Harvard to intern at an investment bank, Salomon Brothers, in New York City. It was the expected thing, the “Harvard” thing. I thought, too, that appeasing the outer voices would do the same to my inner voice. The opposite happened. The quieter the outer voices got, the easier it was to hear my own. And the more I tried to ignore that voice, the louder it got.

That feeling sat inside me with all the comfort of a hot coal through my internship that summer. And at Salomon Brothers, the stakes were higher than they’d been at Peat Marwick. The work was more demanding, the hours longer, the job more intense. I was drawn in by the challenge and the rewards of meeting it: the suit, the status, the salary. But as I did the work, I couldn’t justify the rewards I was getting with the value I was creating. I did think about it constantly, but only because I had to continue rationalizing it to myself. I missed retail, where the thoughts came to me unbidden. I missed Jim. Armani suits and Rolexes didn’t fill the hole in my heart. The only thing I liked about being fifty floors up was my ability to look out.

On a trip home that summer, I spoke to my dad about retail. The rubber was meeting the road, so to speak: I was careening toward a decision that would shape my life. My dad listened, as he always did, and later set up a conversation with a family friend, Dick Schall, who was then the vice chairman of the Dayton Hudson Corporation. I shared my thinking with Dick, and he introduced me to an idea. There was a different place I could consider: a mid-tier department store chain on the West Coast, Mervyn’s, which was then Dayton Hudson’s fastest-growing subsidiary. If I were interested in retail, Dick told me, that was the place to go.

I was more than interested. The dots were beginning to connect; I found myself reliving moments with Dwight at Gabbert’s, or with Diane at Dayton’s. I was giddy thinking of creating the same environments in which I’d once felt so at home. I thought, too, about my years engaging in service, about how success in retail meant serving the customer well, and about how serving people well began with kindness. I also thought about how, years after abandoning soccer, retail was, in many ways, like sports. There was a manager, a team, and a scoreboard—the sales report—and at the end of the day, you got to see how you’d done. Then you got to improve on it—not the next week, like in soccer, or the next year, like in most businesses, but the next day. Every day was a new game, a new chance to play. Sure, retail didn’t carry the status of Salomon Brothers, but it carried an energy and potential that just seemed fun. No industry felt more dynamic, and no place felt more like home.

Of course, there was one other thing about retail that scared and thrilled me: very few from Harvard were considering it. In fact, I’m not even sure friends thought that I was truly considering it. But I was. I visited Mervyn’s corporate headquarters and fell immediately in love with their culture of humility and kindness. But I was a kid in business school, and I was drawn to what so many of my classmates seemed drawn towards, too.

Goldman Sachs.

On a Saturday in September of 1983, I made it to a “bake-off” at Goldman—their term for a competition meant to see who could stand the heat. Ten hours later, I was still going. Whistles would blow, and we would switch offices. The exhilaration of the competition made me forget that this wasn’t what I wanted to do. Then, hours after I left, I got a call offering me the chance to do it.

In the moment, I was excited. Friends were, too. I called Tom out in California, told him the news, and accepted his congratulations. Of course I was going to accept the Goldman offer, he seemed to say. Good old Ronnie, good-natured, good family, off to a great company. And I was off to a great company.

It just wasn’t Goldman.

When I told Tom, he was incredulous. No one turned down Goldman. No one did it to go into retail. And no one would ever do it to go where I was going: the stockroom. But I’d gotten some good advice from Dick.

“The net present value of your life is greater than the net present value of your bank account,” he said.

That was the last push I needed to pick Mervyn’s. That, and the bouquet of flowers they sent me. Something to care for. I liked that.

Also, for as crazy as Tom thought my decision was, there was upside to it for him. I’d be in Hayward, California. He was working for a company based not far from there, a startup, and they’d gone public just before he’d arrived, netting their CEO, some guy with a funny last name, $250 million.

“Dude’s a genius,” Tom had said.

“What’s the company?” I asked.

“Apple Computer.”

I had never used a computer coming out of business school, and I didn’t know the first thing about them. Tom told me I would—that maybe someday, we all would.

Maybe, I thought. Someday.

In the meantime, now, I had a different industry to learn.






Chapter 2 I Love Retail

The best foundations—the ones from which you can build the highest—go deep. And for the next several years, I went deep. I buried myself in retail.

First came Mervyn’s Glendale Galleria store in Los Angeles’s San Fernando Valley, where I met one of the best bosses I ever had, Brian Bee. I learned a lot from Brian, but most important was how I wanted to make other people feel. I followed him dutifully as he bounced through the store’s aisles, connected with each employee individually, by name, and shared a quick moment with them. And I listened when Brian explained to me that if he did his job right, he could have a 20 percent impact on the store’s sales that day.

I aspired to eventually do much more than that.

Over the next six months, I had more fun at work than I’d ever thought possible. I unloaded trucks, stocked shelves, and rang up customers. I scraped gum off the floor. I celebrated employees’ birthdays and had my own celebrated. And I played softball with the team on Thursday nights, too. All of this was formative. It was also fun.

When I eventually returned to Mervyn’s corporate headquarters in Hayward, I threw myself into work with a similar gusto. I started off as an assistant buyer in swimsuits and activewear before getting promoted to unit control manager of twenty-five people in the jewelry, cosmetics, and accessories division. I had so many thoughts on how things could be done better, and I flooded my team with ideas, thinking that everyone would be as excited as I was.

They weren’t.

On Halloween in 1987, my boss pulled me into a conference room for my quarterly review. I was wearing some sort of costume, which, when I realized what was happening, felt more than a little ridiculous. Then, when she said what she said, I felt even more ridiculous than that.

“This isn’t working,” she said.

“What . . . the costume?” I asked. “It’s Hallo—”

“No,” she said. “Not the costume. You. Your team likes you, but they don’t like working for you.”

“What?” I said. “But I spend so much time with them!”

She took a deep breath.

“That might be part of the problem,” she said. “They say that every time they bring you an idea, you say, ‘That’s good, but wouldn’t it be great if we did this?’”

I do say that, I thought.

“I’m trying to lead them,” I said.

“You’re not leading them,” my boss said. “You’re suffocating them.”

Suffocating.

The word stuck with me. It made me doubt my instincts, my intuition. Everything that had felt right suddenly felt wrong.

I didn’t know what to do. All I’d been doing was what I’d learned to do in business school. Management, as I understood it from Harvard, was about setting goals and holding people accountable to them. And I had a high bar for what those goals could be. But instead of inspiring anyone, I was smothering them. This was making them fear me. I saw in their eyes a version of myself that I didn’t want to recognize. I saw who I had never wanted to be.

I’d like to say that I turned things around right then and there. I didn’t. Part of this was circumstantial. Not long after that conversation with my boss, I was promoted to the position of senior buyer in Mervyn’s men’s shirts and ties department. I had a small team but was mostly free to indulge myself. So, I did. And it was fun. I loved being a buyer. I would wake up at 4:00 a.m. every day, go directly to the office, and race the sales report to the printer so I could be the first call to New York to reorder what had sold best. Then, on Saturday mornings, I would visit JCPenney, Macy’s, and Nordstrom in nearby Hillsdale Shopping Center to see what might sell even better. I loved seeing those stores’ leaders on buyer’s trips, asking them how a new line was doing, and seeing their eyes widen. They might have wondered how I knew, but it wasn’t a secret. I just loved retail.

My first chance to do something significant came in Mervyn’s men’s shirts and ties department. At the time, Mervyn’s was trying to position itself as
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