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Dedication
This book is dedicated to my children, Melissa and Aaron, who
are simply the whole world to me. I’ve had many jobs in my
life, and yet from the moment each of them stirred within me
my vocation has been these two miracles that God entrusted me
with. My purpose in life is to lead by example and be the best
model for walking the High Road I can be for them.
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Foreword
When I ﬁrst met Lauren, I immediately knew she was
a determined, hard working, goal-focused gal. She did not
prove me wrong. In our working years together, she achieved
just about every goal she set for herself. Two of her outstanding
attributes were her oratory skills and her ability to express herself
in writing. Many people can speak well, but not everyone has
the courage or patience to transfer that skill to paper. I was
surprised that she seemed not to have that realization, so I was
thrilled when I found out she had written a book. I knew she
could do it based on all the glorious letters she had written
me, many that had me chuckling out loud!
With Road Signs, Lauren has not only written an amazing self-help
book, but she takes you into her heart and spirit as she shapes
some of life’s most important lessons. It would be wonderful
if young people would read this and take to heart what Lauren
has learned and has to offer. It also would be wonderful if
we, as human beings who deal and live with many people in
our lifetime, would have a book such as this to read before we
start our journey. We would understand others so much better
and know why they do the things they do. However, we usually
don’t get the chance to have such a grand sweeping view and
we are, therefore, left to work through many bumps in the road
before it becomes smooth. Sometimes it never does smooth out
simply because we don’t understand them.
Thank you, Lauren, for opening your heart and for sharing
the oh-so-many important lessons you have learned from your
life’s experiences. I know everyone who reads your story will
thoroughly enjoy the trip.
Carolyn Ward
Independent Elite Executive Senior National Sales Director
Emeritus, Mary Kay Cosmetics, Inc.

Preface
On December 30, 2006, I lost one of the driving forces in my
life – my dad. My father’s death wasn’t sudden as his health
had been failing for some time. During the last six months of
his life, I began to write his eulogy in anticipation of the day I
would stand in front of other people who loved him, to honor
his memory. What could I say about this 6’6” powerhouse of a
man who was very human, very ﬂawed, and yet still hung the
sun and the moon for me? I began to think about everything
my dad, “The Colonel,” had taught me. I don’t necessarily mean
the academia or book smarts he offered. All of Dad’s engineering
wisdom and academic excellence went to my sister, who is
brilliant. I was thinking more of the life lessons he instilled in
me throughout my life – those lessons I ﬁnd myself consistently
imparting to my own children. That was the theme of my eulogy
for my father, which became the seed of this book.
As the idea for the book continued to germinate, I realized I
wanted to share more than just what The Colonel had given me.
I also learned a great deal as I held my mother’s hand through
her battle with, and recovery from, alcoholism. My sister and I
battled and recovered from eating disorders, and I survived the
emotional and physical pains of assault. Other life lessons came
from years inside the “pink bubble” of Mary Kay Cosmetics and
the incredible, gracious lady herself, Mary Kay Ash. Some of my
most valuable life lessons have come from my husband, Ron.
I was well on my way to writing this book when I became stalled.
A little background – I am a tremendous fan of “Good Morning
America” – almost to an obsessive level. I watched the inaugural
episode and have watched just about every morning since then.
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Most recently, I have built a profound admiration for co-anchor
Robin Roberts. We are about the same age, have similar military
backgrounds, values and outlooks on life. In addition, we both
lost our dads at about the same moment in our lives. I have come
to believe she is a soul sister who has just never met me. I’ll ﬁx
that some day! Anyway, she had just published her book, From
the Heart, Seven Rules to Live By. I bought it the day it became
available and read it cover to cover that day. It was wonderful,
but it also discouraged me. I thought, “Well, there it is. That is
your book. It has been done well by someone else – a celebrity
no less – so there is no need for you to keep writing yours.” I
stopped the project all together.
I realize now I was wrong to stop. Everyone’s life lessons are
unique and touch different people for different reasons. A pool
of wisdom is a valuable thing. So I listened to my family and
others close to me, and I ﬁnished my book. I hope you ﬁnd it as
valuable to read as I did to write.
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Introduction
I grew up listening to folk music from artists like Jimmie Rodgers,
Peter, Paul and Mary, and The Kingston Trio. Three or four of
their albums were always stacked on my parent’s record player.
The comforting lyrics and rhythms became the background
music of my childhood. Occasionally, I’ll hear one of the old
songs reproduced by another artist, and the lyrics come back to
me instantly. One of the songs imbedded in my consciousness
is a song titled “The Reverend Mr. Black” (Wheeler, Stoller, and
Leiber). The refrain goes like this:
You’ve got to walk that lonesome valley.
You’ve got to walk it by yourself.
Oh, nobody else can walk it for you.
You’ve got to walk it by yourself.
From birth to death, we travel our own individual life road. We
are growing – evolving into the people we are intended to be.
Every human being walks their own road. I can’t walk your
road for you, and you can’t walk my road for me. It is, indeed, a
highway through a “lonesome valley.”
Like any journey, the destination isn’t always clear. With twists
and turns aplenty, it’s easy to get lost at the various crossroads
we face. Luckily, road signs along the way guide us – if we are
willing to read them. I believe the road signs on every person’s
road are identical. Which road signs you notice along the way
depend entirely on what has happened to you in your life. Where
you are in your life’s journey and how focused you are on growth
at that particular moment greatly affects the signs you see and
how you acknowledge or act upon them.
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Let me give you a few examples: If you are traveling on the
highway and your car is on cruise control, you may not pay
attention to the speed limit signs along the highway. They don’t
matter to you because you are maintaining a set speed. If you
know you have 300 miles to go on the interstate before you
reach your destination, you won’t pay close attention to the exit
signs for another 250 miles. If, however, nature calls, you will
pay very close attention to those exit signs to ﬁnd (and quick!)
the amenities available at the next exit.
I was traveling on I-435 through Overland Park, Kansas, recently
and noticed, for the ﬁrst time, the brown sign that says, “Auto
Route – Oregon Trail.” I have lived in this city for six years,
driven that particular stretch of highway hundreds of times,
and I just now noticed that brown sign. I thought to myself,
“Who cares about the Auto Route of the Oregon Trail?” Well,
probably someone who is driving the path of the Oregon Trail
for historical research or some other personal reason. My point
is that it is up to each person which signs they notice, read and
choose to follow because the signs are identical on all life roads.
What follows are some of the road signs that have guided me
on my life’s journey. These guideposts helped shape who I am
and changed the course my life has taken. I admit I’ve had to
learn some of these lessons a couple of times. Sometimes I took
the same path multiple times before I actually saw the road sign
and comprehended the lesson. I try to be honest and sincere
about those times I’ve missed the road signs and been tripped
up or driven off the shoulder of my life’s road as a result. In the
chapters ahead, I’ve tried to give you tangible tools that you can
use to stay focused on these signs (or perhaps see them for the
ﬁrst time!).
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Take the On-Ramp – Only Grounded Vehicles Permitted
The foundation of all serenity is rooted in two pillars: self-esteem
and respect to all people. Without these two pillars of serenity,
you are just ﬂapping around in the wind.
Detour – Take the High Road
Be the bigger person. Someone has to be – it might as well
be you.
Fork in the Road – Choose Your Response
What happens to you in your life is not as important as how you
choose to respond to what happens to you in your life.
Welcome! You’re Here by Choice
For every choice, there is a result. Good results come from good
choices, and bad results come from bad choices.
Fabrications Ahead – Tell the Truth, It’s Always Easier
Telling the truth is easier, less stressful and requires less “gray
matter” than being dishonest on any level.
Caution! Uncomfortable Shoes Ahead
There are three sides to every story: yours, mine and the truth.
Attitude Pass – Only Positive Vehicles May Proceed
A positive attitude is the single most important factor in any
individual’s success. You can do everything wrong with the right
attitude and still succeed. You can do everything by the letter
with a bad attitude and still go nowhere in life.
Rest Stop – Matters of Faith
Believing in something bigger than yourself allows you to release
those things that are not in your control.
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Fuel Station – Prime the Pump
You have to give before you get.
Success Junction – You Can Get There if You Put Your
Mind to It
If you want something badly enough and are willing to work to
achieve it, you can do anything.
Keep Driving – Then You Can Relax
Putting your priorities in order allows you to relax when the
time comes.
No Road Rage Allowed
Being nice to people makes a difference. It enriches both your
life and theirs.
The Long and Winding Road
Wrapping it all up for your journey.
I share these road signs, these life lessons, with the hope they
may have a positive effect and ease your journey as you walk the
highway through “that lonesome valley.” Start walking!

Take the On-Ramp
– Only Grounded
Vehicles Permitted
God, grant me the serenity to accept
the things I cannot change,
the courage to change the things I can
and the wisdom to know the difference.
- Reinhold Niebuhr

H

aving lived all of my life in major metropolitan areas, I’ve
had the opportunity to navigate highway construction
zones many times – especially those involving freeway
exchanges and improvements. I’ve watched the supports that
will eventually hold spans of a freeway grow from a framework
of wood, rebar and concrete. Each time I pass such a structure it
provides me with a visual interpretation of what I call my “Two
Pillars of Serenity.”
Actually, whether I’m discussing effective communication,
conﬂict management, or maintaining a positive attitude (or
just about any other subject I might choose to open my mouth
about), I ﬁnd a way to tie in my two pillars because I think they
are that important.
Getting back to my construction example, visualize yourself
standing on two pillars with rebar encircling your legs, hips, knees
and heels and extending into pillars of concrete. The rebar then
continues through the concrete and into the ground. The pillars
and rebar root you to the ground. They solidify your foundation
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so that when the winds of conﬂict, change and chaos blow, they
blow around you but they don’t blow you down. These pillars
allow you to stay grounded regardless of the emotional trafﬁc
driving over you that might wear you down through the years.
These pillars are Your Self-Esteem and Respect to All People.

Your Self-Esteem
Your ﬁrst pillar is your own self-esteem. Understand, there is a
difference between self-conﬁdence and self-esteem. Self-conﬁdence
tells you that you can perform a task well. Self-conﬁdence assures
you that you are capable. Self-esteem tells you that you have value.
You have value because you exist and are, therefore, worthy of
merit. Self-esteem tells you that your value does not stem from
who your parents are, who you are married to or dating, how
much money you have or what your title is. Your value is not
determined by what size you wear, what kind of car you drive,
whose name is stitched into the collar of your clothes or what
shoes you wear. Your value does not depend on the color of
your skin, hair or eyes, or how ﬁt, svelte or sexually attractive you
are. None of these superﬁcial things that society assigns value to
matter at all. Your value rests in the fact that you exist.
Some people have that inherent value reinforced by their parents.
They are the lucky ones. I have the privilege of knowing a few of
them. Their solid self-esteem allows them to release what anyone
says about them, thinks about them or does toward them because
they are solid in their own value. That empowers them to do
what is right because it’s right, whether anyone is looking or not.
What is especially impressive about these people is that their selfesteem comes hand in hand with humility. I admire them a great
deal for that. Because knowing, in your core, that you have value
– by your very existence – liberates you to be humble.
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I’ve found that arrogance is really a sign of low self-esteem. I believe
if you crack open the inner core of most boorish, belligerent,
arrogant people, you will ﬁnd a slush pool of low self-esteem.
Although I’ve held many jobs in my life, my current vocation is
public speaking and corporate training. I love this work – it’s my
passion. In this role, I have the opportunity to travel all over the
world, speaking and training. Before I began this particular phase
of my life, I sat through many training sessions as a participant.
I learned from each and every one of them, some of the lessons
were intended by the trainer and some were not.
I remember a particular trainer quite well. She belabored the
point of instructing participants to turn off their cell phones.
She did not want them on vibrate because she could still hear
them – she wanted them off. She expressed that texting under
the table was unacceptable. She could see we were doing it
and it was distracting. Whenever there was any sidebar
chatter during her presentation as there often is in a corporate
training environment, she stopped altogether and glared at the
participants until they stopped talking. Or, worse yet, she called
them out verbally about the chatter. The speaker was what
many people might call brassy and aggressive in her behavior,
and she consistently tried to impress upon her participants that
they shouldn’t take “anything from anyone.” As a result, she lost
half of the participants at lunchtime because they were offended
at being treated like preschoolers.
A different session I attended was lead by two trainers. One was
wonderful with the participants – funny and jovial. Toward
the other trainer, however, she was exceptionally passiveaggressive and consistently sent verbal and emotional “zingers”
to undermine the other’s credibility with their participants. She
veiled criticism and emotional abuse in the drippy sweet guise
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of “constructive input.” I can only imagine the effect this had
on the other trainer’s conﬁdence and serenity.
When I look back at both of these trainers, I suppose their
behaviors were really a result of low self-esteem. I imagine the
ﬁrst had a fear of being taken advantage of and not being taken
seriously. Maybe she has had to struggle, scrap and scratch for
everything she has. Respect would, therefore, be very important
to her and she might feel the need to demand it instead of earn
it. The second trainer, on the other hand, solidiﬁed her own
self-worth by belittling her partner trainer. The concept of rising
above by pushing others down is, unfortunately, all too common.
Being overly social with the participants increased her chances
of receiving higher praise than her partner. This would allow
her to convince herself that she must be a better trainer than her
partner, thereby ﬁrming her sense of self-worth.
Unfortunately, few people are truly grounded in their own selfesteem from childhood. Many have to build it for themselves
and must remain constantly vigilant to protect and maintain it.
A plethora of amazing resources are available to assist you in
building and maintaining your own self-esteem. No one can do
it for you. It is a uniquely individual effort for each of us. Let
me share with you a few things that have been very helpful to
me in my efforts on this front:
Keep a victory journal. Pick up an inexpensive spiral notebook.
At the end of each day, write down something you did well
that day. No scrimping allowed. There’s never a day where you
did nothing well. Once you get into that habit, begin to add
one thing that is wonderful about yourself everyday. Again, no
scrimping allowed – and no repeats of the previous day’s entry
are acceptable. This forces you to see things in yourself that
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deserve celebration. Be consistent in making your entries, and
then look back over it after six to eight months. You will be
amazed at how self-afﬁrming it is (and how wonderful you are!).
Focus and build on your strengths. Each of us has gifts
– things we do well naturally. It’s very common to dismiss such
things emotionally because we don’t have to work on them. We
tend to concentrate on the “problem areas” where we are weak.
Don’t get me wrong – I believe growth in certain areas is very
important. I just believe we spend too much time focusing on
areas that need improvement which can become very negative. I
am a gifted speaker, performer and decorator. I am not a numbers
person. I will never be able to do long division in my head, and
that’s okay. I can surround myself with people who are gifted
in the areas that I’m not and utilize their strengths. It’s a much
better use of your emotional energy to acknowledge and build
upon your gifts than it is to beat yourself up for things that are
not your strengths.
Speak only positive things to yourself. I’ve found that one
of the most important aspects of maintaining a solidly positive
self-esteem is what you say when you talk to yourself. Notice
I don’t ask if you talk to yourself – we all do it! It is a sad
reality that people often say to themselves things they wouldn’t
dream of saying to other people. I have to admit the ﬁrst time
someone told me to speak positive thoughts to myself or to write
a personal afﬁrmation, I said, “No thanks. I don’t think so.” It
all sounded way too “Stuart Smalley” to me. Stuart Smalley was
a character portrayed by Al Franken on “Saturday Night Live”
in the 1980s. Stuart was a member of several 12-step programs.
Throughout the day, he would look at himself in the mirror and
say, “Because I’m good enough, I’m nice enough and gosh darn
it, people like me.” The concept of becoming like that made
me want to throw up until I realized afﬁrmations do work and
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they don’t have to be nauseating. We just have to start where we
are and write afﬁrmations in small steps toward the self-esteem
and conﬁdence we wish to be true. Begin by ﬁnding a positive
statement you believe in and feel good about and then grow from
there. I believe what you speak about, you bring about. When we
speak negative thoughts to ourselves, our subconscious believes it
and sets about making it so. Start the self-esteem growth process
here – with what you say when you talk to yourself. Speak only
positive, nurturing thoughts to yourself.
A strong, solid sense of self-esteem is one pillar of serenity.
However, if it is the only pillar that is solidly rooted, the other
foot is free to run wild which could be dangerous. Picture
yourself with one foot secured to the ﬂoor while the other foot
works hard to get somewhere but can only run in circles. If the
winds of adversity blow your direction, you can’t escape them
– because you are not rooted solidly enough to withstand them.
The calamity may still throw you to and fro and eventually
harm you. It is only with both pillars ﬁrmly rooted that you are
grounded enough to withstand difﬁculty. Indeed, to carry the
analogy one step further, items that are grounded solidly enough
(ancient trees, buildings, mountains) cause the winds of adversity
to go around them.

Respect to All People
Your second pillar is respect to all people. In his book, How to
Deal with Difﬁcult People, Paul Friedman frames this concept well
with the simple sentence, “I will treat this person with respect
whether or not I like what he or she thinks, says or does.” I
don’t know if he intended that statement to be profound, but it
was profound to me. In any given situation, I would choose to
be treated with respect, and therefore will do nothing short of
treating others with respect. Even if someone is not treating me
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with respect, I choose to treat them with respect. I don’t want
you to misunderstand my intent here. I am not asking you to
respect all people. I certainly have met people who, because of
their differing ethics or their behavior, I just can’t respect. That
doesn’t mean I don’t treat them with respect. It’s a choice, and I
choose to lead by example.
When our daughter, Melissa, was born, I was quite determined
I would never use the words “bad girl!” There are no “bad girls”
or “bad boys.” Sometimes girls and boys choose to make bad
decisions or exhibit bad behaviors. Yet as anyone who has
parented a child through the “terrible twos” knows, such a
commitment is put to the test on an almost daily basis. The
ﬁrst time it was truly tested, what ended up coming out of my
mouth in a ﬁt of frustration was, “That behavior is unacceptable
in this household. This is NOT negotiable.” This became the
litany in our household. (Picture if you will; our three-year-old
playacting with her doll propped up in the corner for “time out”
and shaking her stubby little ﬁnger at it saying, “Dat b’havor
is unceptable! Dis not go-shible!” It was at that moment we
realized we might have taken the “no baby talk to the children”
rule a little too far.) The point is I tried very hard to separate
the behavior from the child so as to treat the child with respect
while disciplining the behavior.
In the same vein, I strongly believe there aren’t difﬁcult people,
only difﬁcult behaviors. When you label someone as “difﬁcult”
it is counterproductive because it cripples your respect pillar.
What the respect pillar allows you to do is to separate the person
from the issue at hand. It allows you to address the problem
and not the person. Some people choose to exhibit difﬁcult
behaviors. You have to be able to separate the behavior from the
person so you can treat the person with respect. Even if they are
not treating you with respect, treat them with respect.
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If your respect pillar is solidly rooted, you can be secure in the
knowledge your intentions were well meaning. Few, if any,
people feel no guilt whatsoever when they mistreat someone
else. When you disrespect someone else, you open yourself up
to guilt – even at a subconscious level – which will ultimately
rob you of your self-esteem.
We’ve all stumbled on this one, including me. I’ve slipped off
the respect pillar and said or done something that demeaned or
undermined someone else – intentionally and unintentionally.
Guilt crept in like a sticky black ooze to coat everything I tried
to accomplish afterward, and nothing subsequent was successful.
The ooze quickly attacked my self-esteem pillar which then
began to crumble and dissolve, and I was left with rubble. Only
through admitting the mistake (again, whether intentional or
unintentional), taking responsibility and apologizing did the
black ooze recede and allow me to rebuild my pillars. Because
of this, I learned the hard way that the easiest route -- the route
that provides the most serenity and productivity in my life -- is
the route highlighted by Paul Friedman: “I will treat this person
with respect whether or not I like what they think, say or do.”
Your two Pillars of Serenity function in harmony together like
the computer operating system on your computer. Working in
the background, they are the operating system for your life. When
you’re working on your computer, you aren’t thinking about
the fact you’re working on Windows (or Linux, or Mac, etc.).
You’re surﬁng the web, typing a letter or creating a spreadsheet.
If, however, the operating system on your computer crashes…
nothing works. So it goes with the operating system for your life.
Without your two pillars as the operating system working in the
background, you can’t withstand life’s emotional power surges.
It’s only with two secure pillars - your self-esteem conﬁrming that
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you have inherent value, and a commitment to treat all people
with respect - that you can be grounded sufﬁciently. Without
them, nothing else works.
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