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Growing up, I loved a big maple tree in front of our house, between our yard and the Clancys’ next door.  I would climb up to my spot, the highest branch that would hold me, and see out to the ends of my world.  It was especially fun on a windy day, when I could sway back and forth, hugging the trunk.  One day, Mrs. Clancy called me down, warning me that it was too dangerous.  I descended, crushed.  My mother went and talked with Mrs. Clancy and the next day, I was back, high in the tree.

My mother and father believed in me.  They balanced their belief with love and letting go.  I came to appreciate that balance as the foundation of my life.  I breathed can-do air growing up and got used to it.  Writing “a narrative about my professional journey” – this assignment – necessarily starts with them.  It seems, too, that entrepreneurial genes – both of my grandfathers had their own businesses – had something to do with my professional life, starting with a succession of lemonade stands and ticket sales for “Broadway” shows in the back yard.
Fast forward, looking back over blurred decades:
My first job, at age 12?  Babysitting for the Rileys, our neighbors across the street.  I was proud to bring home fifty cents, a fortune.  Lesson learned:  delight the customer.  I did the expected:  took care of the four kids – fed them, played with them, put them to bed on time.  But I also did the dishes in the sink and cleaned the house.  I made Mrs. Riley’s life easier.  She hired me again and again.

My  girls’ school and women’s college liberal arts education planted seeds, including the “girls can do anything” one that reinforced my parents’ belief in me.  My teachers had high expectations, and the critical thinking and thirst for learning they instilled in me took me far beyond classrooms, into deep conversations, broad travel, community service, profound friendships and lasting intolerance of sloppy thinking and poor punctuation.  Not doing my homework? “It’s” as a possessive?  Never.  Ever.
This art history major headed into a long career journey from Fifth Avenue retail to Wall Street to teaching to non-profit leadership to my current business of helping people grow and manage their careers.  Multiple jobs, multiple lessons learned.  The retail job on Fifth Avenue?  Not a fit, but two big lessons learned:  please the customer, no matter what, and leave a job if your heart isn’t in it.  Working at a small brokerage firm on Wall Street until the company closed?   Lessons learned:  an art history major can go way beyond slides of Michelangelo and Monet – I read the stock market tape and charts and took the breathless ride of trading in commodities.  I also learned that life goes on after job loss.  Working as the Reverend Mother Ruth’s assistant in a NYC private school?  Lesson learned, as I helped two nuns escape from the convent:  do the right thing, even if it’s terrifying.  I moved to California, went back to school for my teaching certification, then moved to Syracuse.  The teaching positions I had, moving from one poor principal to a gifted one?  Lessons learned:  a temporary job can turn into a permanent one and never work for a bad boss.
Things got bumpy.  I married my best friend, who died four years later, leaving me with a beautiful one-year-old.  Raising her in a new town, without family nearby, was the hardest thing I have done.  But it was the best, too.  My daughter is my proudest, most astonishing accomplishment.  Big, big lesson learned:  if I did that, I could do anything.

Six years later, I remarried, again a best friend – I am unbelievably lucky.  My professional life began to crystallize.  Someone who saw beyond a sketchy resume hired me for a part-time job for which I was “unqualified” and I entered the world of non-profit operations in the realm of job training and placement.   Seven years later, with a major industry award and merger of two government job training agencies saving millions under my belt, I was out of a job again.  Lesson learned?  Pay attention to politics.  They count.  
I moved into the corporate world, hired to run outplacement centers for a major international company, then was recruited by a top outplacement firm to be its marketing vice president.  Ten months later, it closed its Syracuse office, but asked me to become a business partner.  I went into a cave, figuring out how to set up a business and emerged a month later, as president of Messenger Associates.  That was fourteen years ago.  

What a ride.  It’s been all about my roots and the people who’ve taught me along the circuitous way.  I am very grateful.
