A New Sense of Time

As told to JULIA LAWLOR. 
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WAS an extremely shy, awkward kid. I'm 5-foot-10, and I've had the feeling of being 5-foot-10 since I was 10 years old. It wasn't until I got to college that I developed a lot of self-confidence. I went to an obscure but wonderful small college, Lynchburg College in Virginia, much to my parents' chagrin. My mother had gone to Purdue, my dad to Carnegie Mellon. They wanted me to go to a school with a big name. But I had a lot of support at college.
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I have worked since I was 15, so early on I had a sense of how to support myself. My parents had rough times financially. I was the oldest of three girls. We weren't poor, but we went without the nicest clothes; we didn't go on elaborate vacations or buy brand-new cars. I thought I'd really made it when I got to college and was able to buy Pepperidge Farm instead of day-old bread. 

My first job after college was at Chevy Chase Federal Savings Bank in Washington, as a management trainee. 

I met my husband in 1989. I had fallen asleep on the beach and he came up to tell me I was getting sunburned. We were both too shy to exchange numbers. But fortunately I ran into him later that summer at a party. We were married two years later. 

The day my son, Will, was born, I worked all day and then drove myself to the hospital in Wilmington, Del., at 2 a.m. This was eight years ago - I was working for a bank in Wilmington and commuting to our home in Chevy Chase, Md., on the weekends. My husband drove up and joined me at the hospital. I was in labor for several hours, then they gave me an epidural. I couldn't feel anything; I was just waiting around for the baby to be born. So I kept on working. I had colleagues sending me faxes at the hospital. Doctors were walking into my room handing me documents I had to sign for work. The baby was born that afternoon. I took the minimum maternity leave: six weeks. 

It took me six months before I realized - time out! I can't be that hard-charging work-all-the-time person anymore. Before I had the baby, I was known as the straight-A student who knew all the answers and intimidated my peers. I set aggressive deadlines. I micromanaged people. 

After having Will, I became a more balanced person. When you come home to a baby who demands your full attention, you stop thinking about all the issues at work. You give your brain a time out. Because I reduced my hours after having Will, I was forced to delegate more. I learned to listen, and I'm a better executive now. Had my son not come along, I doubt I would be in the position I'm in today. 

The most difficult time was that first year after the baby was born. I was torn between my responsibilities on the job and my devotion to my child. My supervisor at the company I used to work for once called me at 10 on a Saturday night and told me I had to come to the office immediately. The company was in the midst of a merger. I had worked that day at home, even though my son and I were sick with the flu. My husband was out of the country on a business trip. I knew no one in town, except the people I worked with. So I told my supervisor, "No can do," but he insisted. When I asked if I could bring my son, he said it would not be appropriate. I felt under so much pressure. I knew the security officer in my building well enough, so I said, "Isaac, can you take care of the baby?" I left him there, went to work and after about an hour realized the absurdity of the situation. By then it was almost midnight, and I just left. 

I've really learned to put up boundaries since then. My average day used to be from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. Now I'll work from 7 or 8 a.m. to 7 or 8 p.m. Then I'll spend time reading to Will, have dinner, put him to bed. Once he's asleep, I'll go back to my e-mail a little bit. But I don't work weekends like I used to. I'm a soccer mom now.

