9 The Courage to Live

Diann XE "Cattani, Diann"  Cattani

Conte Vittorio Alfieri XE "Alfieri, Conte Vittorio" , an Italian poet who lived in the last half of the 1700s, wrote, “Often the test of courage is not to die, but to live.” Given the challenges and heartaches of life, it isn’t such a stretch to conceptualize the courage it takes to live. The uncertainties in life can be more frightening than the unknown of death—when you’re dead, you’re dead.

I experienced a time bringing me to this test of courage in living; a time when my hold on life was so tenuous and fearful that the obscurity surrounding death seemed a peaceful alternative, a relief from the tumult, unpredictability, and hopelessness that had become my existence.

It seems almost unfathomable that one could reach this level of despondency without being diagnosed with something terminal or experiencing an unexpected loss of life, or some other catastrophic event. As it turns out, living a protected and even privileged life and then facing the unknowns of prison can be one of these catastrophic events having a devastating impact and testing one’s courage to live.

I left behind six- and four-year-old daughters and a five-week-old son the day I was ordered to surrender to prison. I pled guilty to stealing close to $500,000 from the company that not only provided me a good salary, benefits, and a meritorious career but that also treated me as family. The crime I committed against the owners of this company is despicable. My children of course are the most innocent and helpless of the victims my betrayal touched, but the ripple effect on countless lives is astounding—it is the very nature of evil XE "evil" . 

Albert Schweitzer XE "Schweitzer, Albert"  wrote, in Civilization and Ethics (1949), that 

Ethics, too, are nothing but reverence for life. This is what gives me the fundamental principle of morality, namely, that good consists in maintaining, promoting, and enhancing life, and that destroying, injuring, and limiting life are evil XE "evil" .

I had become the example of the evil XE "evil"  nature of unethical and even illegal conduct.

I was raised in Preston, Idaho XE "Idaho" , a small town on the border of Utah XE "Utah"  and Idaho. In a small town and a large family: I grew up with five brothers and one sister in a strong, loving, supportive Christian XE "Christian"  home. My parents are the quintessential examples of all that is good. They instilled values of honesty, integrity, love, and selflessness, and they practiced these characteristics seven days a week—they lived as they taught. 

As the fourth child out of seven I was no stranger to competition. Each day posed an opportunity for challenges, also known as sibling rivalry XE "sibling rivalry" . Trying to get bacon before it was gone, the remote control first, the most comfortable chair, the music station you wanted, the shower—most often it was a test simply of agility, but every now and then a brother could be outwitted. 

I attribute the reason sports came so naturally to me to this “friendly competition.” Living in a small community, there was ample opportunity to participate in organized, competitive school-sponsored activities. I ran track and played softball, basketball, and volleyball XE "volleyball" , and I’m quite certain I could have suited up and made the football team—with five brothers I took a few hits and throwing “like a girl” was not acceptable, not even in the back yard.

I excelled in volleyball XE "volleyball"  and our high school team performed well, becoming state volleyball champions and putting us all in the spotlight. I was fortunate to catch the eye of several college scouts, and I was recruited by a number of universities and eventually decided to accept a scholarship from Brigham Young University XE "Brigham Young University" . The volleyball program at BYU XE "Brigham Young University"  was exceptional during these years, consistently ranked in the NCAA XE "NCAA"  top ten of Division IA schools; and BYU XE "Brigham Young University"  had not only an outstanding sports program but also a top-rated academics curriculum.

I studied business management and psychology at BYU XE "Brigham Young University"  in addition to year-round sports, and after leaving I had a burning desire to experience a less disciplined kind of action—the action of a big city. I moved to Atlanta XE "Atlanta"  because it was a long way from Utah XE "Utah" . It appealed to me as a single woman. Action, opportunity, and diversity—these were the things I felt I’d missed growing up in a small town, attending a private university and conforming to the regimen of intercollegiate sports. I was ready for reckless abandonment of the suppressed environment I’d been surrounded by. I appreciated my opportunities, but although everyone’s beliefs and values had varying degrees of personal interpretation, overall it seemed that everyone was the same and was expected to act the same. 

When I moved to Atlanta XE "Atlanta"  I threw myself into the social opportunities of a large city—there was so much to do. I belonged to the Atlanta Snow Ski Club and the Atlanta Water Ski Club, and I began cycling—both road racing and mountain-bike racing. I lived a very active lifestyle, was surrounded by more temptation than I could imagine, flirted with these temptations on the edges, but I was still able to hold fast to the solid values practiced in my home. 

I worked a couple of jobs that were fun, little more than hobbies before getting serious about a career. I was eventually offered a position with a “boutique” (small and specialized) human resources consulting firm. Shortly after beginning my career, I met and married one of the few Atlanta XE "Atlanta"  natives. Between opportunity through BYU XE "Brigham Young University" , individuals I met through various organized clubs, and our two careers I was afforded a variety of unique and prestigious opportunities at a very young age. 

I have had dinner at the White House XE "White House"  and dinner with George and Barbara Bush XE "Bush, President George and Barbara"  in Maui Hawaii XE "Hawaii" . I’ve been to dinners and ceremonies at the Georgia governor’s mansion and attended parties and weddings in the company of numerous politicians and business leaders.
I’ve watched the Braves XE "Atlanta Braves"  lose many World Series games sitting in the box next to Atlanta XE "Atlanta"  Braves XE "Atlanta Braves"  General Manager John Schuerholz XE "Schuerholz, John (General Mgr., Atlanta Braves)" —not an ideal location to enjoy a game when that much money is at stake.

I’ve flown on private jets and corporate jets, and I’ve attended sporting events in the company of some of Hollywood’s most elite. I’ve stayed in the homes of CEOs and been a repeated invitee to the Blockbuster XE "Blockbuster"  Entertainment Awards.

I’ve had the opportunity to facilitate leadership development, team building, and diversity training courses, and I have worked along side executives in not only many Fortune 500 companies but also in government and in privately held companies in a variety of industries. Looking back on these experiences with more mature eyes, I see with clarity the ethical and unethical individuals and companies I’ve been exposed to. I worked with and observed leaders who lead with passion, vision, and well-defined values, their professional behavior consistent with their personal behavior. I have seen leaders in corporations and government who articulate certain standards in the boardroom and act in direct conflict with these standards in the “bar room.” I have witnessed those who vacillate depending on the personal reward or gain—never once considering the impact on the masses. And I’ve been with those who would never consider deviating from their moral code regardless of individual consequences or rewards. 

Had I stopped to contemplate the quality of my life, interactions, and associations, I would have been forced to make some tough choices; instead I was focused on the glamour and prestige—the “headiness” of the experience and unconcerned with ethical or moral issues. I was embracing “life in the fast lane,” the rush that was feeding into a significant ego trip, ultimately having catastrophic results and eventually the loss of all dignity. 

Instead of being haunted by volleyball XE "volleyball"  serves missed in the “Final Four” NCAA championships—instead of such ephemeral sources of pain, I’m haunted, tortured in fact, by being served up (or serving myself): guilt; attorneys; courtrooms; consequences; and the devastating effect my crime has had on my former employers, children, family, friends, colleagues, and clients.

I was an honor student, all-American athlete, raised in a world of black-and-white moral certainty, and had a privileged upbringing. I was surrounded by love, security and opportunity; I had a meritorious career, dined with Presidents and CEOs; I had a husband and children—I had everything going for me. But I moved to fingerprints, mug shots, strip searches, and living, eating, sleeping, and living in—even sharing—what I once had considered a substandard walk-in closet. How? Why? These questions probably still haunt many.
The human resources firm I worked for was very small and I was initially hired to manage a large-scale project with Blockbuster XE "Blockbuster"  Entertainment to implement a hiring process and develop a personality profile, identifying characteristics of strong performing store and district managers throughout the country. The project was in its embryonic stages, so in the interim I began setting up the business—automating their bookkeeping system, interviewing and contracting payroll services, implementing benefits packages, securing vendors, researching information technology companies, working with independent programmers, interfacing with the accountants XE "accountants"  and lawyers, and managing related processes. 

I demonstrated a significant amount of diligence, competency, and loyalty during this period, and the owners felt it would be advantageous to them to leave these functions under my control, freeing them for travel and continued business development. As the project grew I moved into a more consultative role, and all this meant hiring additional staff to maintain the fundamental, daily transactional functions. I maintained overall accountability XE "accountability"  of accounts payable, accounts receivable, collections, taxes, insurance, benefits, legal issues, and related matters. 

I did not fail to implement any internal controls, operating procedures, or relationships with the intention to steal—I wasn’t taught how to steal in my home or school—I didn’t know how; but with opportunity, I learned. My deception started innocuously. We were flying to Utah XE "Utah"  for the Christmas XE "Christmas"  holidays and shortly before leaving I noticed the travel agency had made an error in charging the trip to my corporate American Express account. Things were hectic before leaving and I didn’t get around to calling the travel agent to re-issue the tickets, but I planned to reimburse the company when I returned. It was all quite harmless at the time, but months went by and I didn’t reimburse the company; I rationalized this indiscretion by telling myself it was more of a business trip than vacation anyway. I had to check voice mail, e-mail, take calls from staff, interact with clients, and participate in conference calls—so where was my “vacation”? 

Many in business and especially in the industry of fraud XE "fraud"  and accounting, people like Certified Public Accountants (CPA XE "Certified Public Accountant" s) or Certified Fraud Examiners (CFE XE "Certified Fraud Examiner" s) are familiar with what is known as the “Fraud Triangle XE "fraud triangle" —Opportunity, Pressure, Rationalization XE "rationalization" .” All three sides of this triangle XE "fraud triangle"  were coming into play in my life, feeding off each other in a vicious cycle. 

The opportunity had always been there: I basically set up the business infrastructure of the company. I determined who got paid; signed checks; reconciled the bank statement; called in payroll; signed public relations checks and reconciled public relations accounts; ran monthly, quarterly, and yearly reports; calculated bonuses; interacted with the accountants XE "accountants"  and attorneys; and reported to the owner. I set-up the whole system—it was mine. I solely determined what and how all information was disseminated to various individuals. 

Career pressure was mounting as the business grew—accounts were becoming more numerous as we added vendors, subcontractors, temporary help, information technology support, college interns, and others; we were moving into more executive coaching and team building. Along with the leadership training and Blockbuster XE "Blockbuster"  project, the business was becoming more labor-intensive and stressful as I continued to travel and facilitate programs. 

Being part of a small or “boutique” firm brings with it the expectation of having to wear numerous hats at different times; mine were all becoming extremely heavy, time-consuming, and cumbersome. Compounding the career pressure was the personal pressure. I was pregnant and would be having my first child at the beginning of February. This would mean a significant shift in job structure, taking me off the road, reducing my income and contributing to anticipated financial pressure. Being in front of people was also the most gratifying aspect of my career, and I would soon be moving to working more from home and the office. 

Our peer group had consisted of millionaires since the time I was in my mid-twenties and although my husband and I made an enviable combined income, by comparison it never seemed like enough. I never stopped to consider who I was comparing myself to and the ages of those I was comparing myself to, but instead felt I needed to measure up, adding a self-imposed pressure of “keeping up with the Joneses.’ How was I going to make even less and still maintain a lifestyle I liked and didn’t want to sacrifice? 

After our daughter was born life as I knew it changed drastically. My husband was still working long hours, traveling endlessly, and I was being pulled by the social aspects of his position, struggling to stay on top of my responsibilities/career and also to be the “perfect” mom. I didn’t want to give anything up; I wanted it all. Greed, selfishness, and unthinking devotion to a lifestyle were paramount in contributing to my crime. We were spending a significant amount of money on babysitters because of the social demands of my husband’s career, my career, and our personal relationships. The financial pressure was increasing and the extra money needed seemed easy enough to rationalize. Certainly the company should be paying for a babysitter, gas, and meals. There should be some trade-off for my twenty-four-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week availability. 

I was working out of my home more, and that of course required a state-of-the-art office, equipped with the most recent technological “must haves”—compliments of my company. As the company grew we needed additional office space so we renegotiated leases and exercised build-out options. The company purchased desks, chairs, artwork, all of which I handled—some for the company and some for myself. 

There were times the owners would be snowed in at the airport in the Northeast and I was called to go to their home late at night to feed and let the dog out. The dog disliked me and I disliked the dog—we battled for hours. This type of “inconvenience” certainly demanded extra hours, extra pay, and a tank of gas. Or so I rationalized. At times their children needed things like deposits made when their parents were traveling, or needed to borrow my SUV to move—all of these things fed my sense of justification for padding expenses and using company credit for gas, meals, and personal travel.

The opportunities to steal were numerous and I seized them in countless ways—I reimbursed myself from physical receipts, and when the credit card statement came in, I reimbursed myself again for the same items. Of course each time there was corresponding documentation. I created “dummy” invoices and paid myself; I paid personal credit card accounts with company checks and initiated other forms of deceit and criminal subterfuge. I literally controlled all accounts and decided what information was shared. 

The ability I had to rationalize and compartmentalize my deceit was scary. Not only was I able to justify my crime to myself, but I was also able to conceal it and internally minimize it to the point that it didn’t seem like I’d taken much money anyway. I had “earned it,” and “I deserved it.” The mind as a whole is extremely powerful and I was using it to the destruction of not only myself but many others. However, up to this point I still couldn’t (or wouldn’t) see it. I believe we all have the ability to rationalize, deny, and compartmentalize, to tell ourselves lies to the point we can no longer differentiate fact from fiction. The difference is in our ability to control this power, exercise restraint, and use it for good. 

I had always thought of myself as an honest, ethical person—I was brought up that way—but there was a serious crack in my foundation. When put to a long-term test I failed. Each time I initiated my duplicity I would tell myself that this was the last time; I would pay it back, there would be no more. Unfortunately greed had become a more potent motivator than my conscience, which on some level had become almost nonexistent.

Temptation is insidious XE "insidious"  by nature—almost always beginning small and unobtrusive, but once the line is crossed and corrective action is not taken, it becomes easier to do again until the line is blurred and eventually ceases to exist. My line ceased to exist. My life continued to unravel as career, personal, and financial pressure mounted and it was becoming increasingly difficult to compartmentalize my criminal activity. I no longer knew who I was and which face was the appropriate one to put on at different times—I was constantly on edge and anxious. I now had two children, an absentee husband, a crumbling marriage XE "marriage" , and it was becoming impossible to separate my deceit from my everyday interactions.

I began to get sick often, was unable to sleep, and experienced severe night sweats. I sought out several specialists, expecting to be told I had a “terminal” disease, but every test came back normal. Subconsciously I knew my physical manifestations were most likely symptomatic of the stress of living a dual life, and this was one of the contributing factors leading to my subsequent confession.

The impetus that led me to finally take the “harder right” and show up at the owners’ office to confess was when I was at my home one day with the “Oprah XE "Winfrey, Oprah" ” television program on in the background—I remember the day as if it were yesterday—February 12, 2000. I was only half tuned in to the program and even today I don’t know the “secret” the guest was protecting, but I remember hearing Oprah XE "Winfrey, Oprah"  as clearly as if she had come into my own family room say to this woman, “You cannot be a complete person with this secret.” “You cannot be a whole mother to your children carrying this burden.” She might as well have been speaking to me, because I crumbled at the realization that the one thing I truly valued the most was my love and caring for my children and they were being cheated out of a healthy mother. I had one choice and that was to confess.

My confession resulted in a string of sessions with civil and criminal attorneys, meetings with the FBI, defense attorneys, criminal attorneys, federal prosecutors, investigations, audits, paperwork, accusations, insinuations, and court dates—civil and criminal. Having to admit to such embarrassing and despicable behavior to people who loved, respected, and believed in me is a humiliation difficult to describe. My mother had just recently retired, and my parents had always had a goal of serving a mission for our church XE "church"  when they retired. This was their time, but the decision to go wasn’t so clear anymore. The family consensus was they should move forward with their dream and that with siblings and in-laws, the support would be available as I moved through the long and tedious system. If necessary, they would come back and offer whatever emotional and financial support they could. 

My parents were called to a humanitarian mission in Istanbul, Turkey XE "Turkey" . The children and I flew to Utah XE "Utah"  to join my entire family as my parents prepared to depart. My husband dropped us off at the airport, but when we returned a week later my husband wasn’t at the airport to pick us up. I called every number I knew searching for him, to no avail. My ATM card was rejected when I tried to get cash for a cab. Fortunately my dad had given me, as he has all my life some “travel money” and I was able to pull together enough cash to get us home. When we finally arrived home my daughters went in as I was getting our bags and came out screaming that we’d been robbed. I ran into the house and immediately knew we were not robbed by a stranger. Then I found the divorce papers on the counter. The accounts had been closed, the money to live on was gone and I was devastated. I then found myself simultaneously in civil court, criminal court, and divorce court fighting not to lose custody of the children I had basically raised to this point. The clincher yet to be discovered was that I was pregnant. 

There are what is referred to as life-shaping and life-changing events. I was still learning the difference and it wasn’t until the end that I came to understand that there is a clear delineation between the two. Everything to this point was shaping my life, my thinking, and my learning.

Six-months pregnant, I stood in Federal Court and was sentenced to eighteen months in federal prison XE "federal prison" . I was nine months pregnant the day I stood in Superior Court and my divorce was finalized; three days later my baby was delivered and five weeks post-partum I was ordered to report to prison. That was the day that changed “me”; that day redefined my life, my views, my commitment, how I see others, how I interpret situations, and the choices I will make, forever. 

After spending fourteen months in Turkey XE "Turkey" , my parents cut their mission short four months early to move to Atlanta XE "Atlanta"  to take me to prison and to remain in Atlanta during my incarceration to help with the children and to insure I could see my children on visitation days. I went to my four-year-old daughter’s pre-school Thanksgiving XE "Thanksgiving"  program and then hugged her goodbye. I went to my six-year-old daughter’s first grade class, where I hugged and kissed her goodbye. I held my son the entire five-hour drive to the Florida prison where I was assigned.

Anyone who knows me realizes that I am notoriously late, and reporting to prison was no different. I was late and the individuals conducting the “intake” were quite angry. I remember thinking how odd to actually expect people to report to prison “early,” but apparently this is expected. I handed my baby to my mom as I was whisked away to be “processed” into the system. I was trying to control the myriad of emotions and draw on my past ability to compartmentalize; thinking I would be able to complete my sentence, block it out, and eventually go on with my life, pretending it never happened. 

Once again I was stripped of dignity and literally stripped as well. I was searched, fingerprinted, deprived of all personal belongings, and issued my prison clothing, bedroll, and ID. I was no longer “Diann XE "Cattani, Diann"  Cattani”; I was now “53668-019 XE "53668-019" \t "See Cattani, Diann" .” An officer led me down a long hallway with windows lining each side. Through one wall of windows I could see into the “compound” and observe the “population:” running parallel on the opposite side I could see into the administrative lobby where I had come in. My parents were still in this area, watching for me—my mother hugging my baby with tears streaming down her face. My dad, a man I idolize, a man of deep but rarely displayed love and emotion, was standing with one arm around my mother and with his shoulders convulsing. Quiet tears streaked his face. I wanted to run to them, I wanted to run from them, I wanted to scream, I wanted to fall on my knees and cry as I saw the excruciating pain they were in because of me. There was no one to blame and nowhere to look but inside. 

I knew at that moment I would not block this experience out, but that it would be interwoven into the person I would become and I owed it to many people to rise from this self-inflicted tragedy and make something of myself. Almost as scary as the prison environment is the actual time available to reflect and evaluate your life—the words of Socrates XE "Socrates"  (469-399 BCE) came to mind: “The unexamined life is not worth living.” This was my time to examine my life and I was not going to let fear stop me. 

I was a minority in the system—I was white, my crime was white-collar, by comparison with others around me, my sentence was very short. I was educated, and I had a supportive family with the means to provide for my needs while incarcerated; I had all my teeth and apparently I was one of the few in the system actually guilty. (It’s amazing how many people in prison were “framed.”) I also told on myself, not something that commands respect from fellow inmates. 

Prison is no Club Fed XE "Club Fed" —I learned that survival meant learning and following hundreds of rules administered by the Bureau of Prisons. Just as important to survival, I learned, are the hundreds of rules issued and enforced by the inmates, the “population.” Oftentimes these two sets of rules were in direct conflict with one another, imposing a fine line to be walked because it was imperative that all rules were followed. The experience was nothing short of a nightmare.

Prison is no place to learn right from wrong. It is not the place to define your values and establish a moral code to live by. I was an anomaly in the system and grateful to be one, but it was also frightening not to “fit in.” It didn’t take many hours in prison to realize how fortunate I was and how unremarkable my story really is—all around me women were faced with things like (often several of these): divorce; abandonment by family, spouse, and significant others; children taken into state custody or by family members, leaving the inmates with no legal rights; homes foreclosed on and cars repossessed; death or sickness of loved ones, with inmates unable to grieve or to help; sickness of the women themselves; and financial and personal chaos. The sights, the sounds, the smells surrounding me left me physically ill. Emotionally I felt varying degrees of shame, guilt, anger, fear, remorse, and an overall sense of hopelessness.

Writing had become my greatest catharsis during the two years leading up to prison; the entry following my first few hours in prison is something I occasionally reflect on:

As I sit here I have a choice—I can choose to sit in a perpetual state of sadness and self-pity immobilized by the gravity of what I’ve done and my current situation or I can make the choice to rise from the guilt and pain. Even in this place I still have the greatest gifts available to me—my life, my health, and my family. I choose to rise above this and become better and not bitter.

I was very fortunate to have the love and support of my family. It didn’t take more than a couple of stories from others to understand just how auspicious that was. My family was able to bring my children to see me regularly—they had the financial means to support me in getting the things I needed, items from the commissary to make prison life more bearable. They were able to send enough money to pay the astronomical telephone charges required to speak with my children each day. The sacrifices made on my behalf were remarkable.

This ripple effect my actions had on so many is explained very eloquently by the poet and divine John Donne XE "Donne, John"  in his classic Devotions upon Emergent Occasions (1624):
No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of thine own were. Any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls—it tolls for thee.
I’ve come to understand and internalize this in a very personal way—we are interdependent components of a whole and our choices affect others—positively or negatively, we decide. There is no right way to do wrong. The lessons I have learned, and learned very much the hard way, are:

· If you find yourself rationalizing a decision or action, re-evaluate because it is probably wrong.

· Listen to your gut and follow it.

· Define what you want to stand for, and most important, evaluate your actions frequently.

· When (not if) you deviate, make an immediate correction—take the harder right. The consequences are less devastating and the quality of your life will improve.

· Find a mentor XE "mentor" ; don’t try to handle the pressures of life or business alone.

There was a time I would have looked at someone like me and thought, “This person is twisted.” I thought it could never happen to me, but I was wrong. It can happen to anyone who is not prepared in advance to face the challenges and choices of business and life.

Today I go forward labeled “felon XE "felon" ” and, for the rest of my life, this has many ramifications. Each day I have to look in the mirror and remind myself that I committed a felony, but that I am more than the sum total of my mistakes. I have lost everything of financial value: job, career, home, car, savings, retirement, and benefits; but more important even than any of those things, it cost me my freedom—time and experiences with my children and my family I can never get back. 

The consequences will be felt by anyone close to me forever. WSB-TV, Atlanta XE "Atlanta" ’s ABC affiliate, covered my story and our Taking The Harder Right seminar. When Dale Cardwell XE "Cardwell, Dale" , the reporter, notified us it would be appearing on the news I had mixed emotions about watching it. I’ve endeavored to be as candid with my children as I felt appropriate for their ages from the time I turned myself in and preparing them for this coverage was no different. However, as much as you try to prepare someone for something unpleasant, you can’t tell them what to feel or expect on an emotional level. As my now eight- and six-year old daughters sat down to watch their mom on TV there was significant anticipation. The anchors did a lead-in of my story complete with my picture, then went to commercial.

My six-year-old daughter ran into her bedroom, threw herself on the bed and refused to come out to see the actual story. My eight-year-old daughter and I watched the brief coverage and, in her enthusiasm at my “fame,” she immediately wanted to call her friends to tell them her mom was on TV. I slowed her down and reminded her she would also have to explain “why” mom was on the news and she was obviously very deflated at realizing it wasn’t something she could be proud in bragging about. I went into the bedroom to talk with my six-year-old and she was not only angry but also tearful. As I probed to identify what was so upsetting, she said she didn’t like seeing my picture on TV; it reminded her of me being gone, of missing me, of crying at night, not being able to hug me, or talk to me, having to drive in the car on the weekends, and getting carsick each trip. She also said it made her scared I would go away again. I will never go away again, but I can’t make up for having been gone.

People act immorally, unethically, and often illegally every day—they may never “get caught,” making it appear enticing, glamorous, easy, the only way to get ahead; I don’t believe you can operate in shades of “unethical gray” without eventually crossing the line into illegal activity. Whether or not these individuals are ever caught is irrelevant—they aren’t free. Freedom is more than a physical state; freedom is acting in accordance with a strong moral and ethical value system; enhancing and promoting life, which ultimately results in freedom of conscience—internal peace.

Former Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Newt Gingrich XE "Gingrich, Newt (former Speaker, U.S. House)"  recently said, “You can't have a corrupt lobbyist unless you have a corrupt member [of Congress] or a corrupt staff. This was a team effort” (Associated Press, 5 January 2006). All of us, whether in business or government or elsewhere, have to keep in mind that leaders in organizations set the standard for ethical behavior. A culture of honesty XE "culture of honesty"  has to be maintained by organizational leaders and sustained by individuals who consciously strive to uphold, and when necessary to return to, the highest moral code. 

I share this humiliating story about myself in hopes of playing a small role in encouraging individuals to monitor their moral compass; to say something that might touch someone who is flirting with shades of gray; to have the courage to live well and do their part in contributing to a culture of integrity. 

Thomas Jefferson XE "Jefferson, Thomas"  said, “I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past.” I do, too. I’m not proud of my “history,” but I still have everything of real value—my life, my health, and my family. I must believe I have every reason to dream and know my dreams and goals are attainable with perseverance. Using opportunities to share my story in hopes it might resonate with someone; holding myself up as an example of what not to do; raising the level of cognizance to the consequences of our decisions and the impact our choices have on others and acting as a conscience and guide for people navigating their own inevitable ethical dilemmas—these are my goals. Being a part of Taking The Harder Right fulfills one of my dreams. With honesty and hard work, dreams can come true. 

