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avid lay in a cold sweat, heart pounding, star-
ing wide-eyed at the ceiling. With a shaking
hand he reached for his wife, Nancy. Relief

flooded through him as he felt her warm back. Slowly, he
scanned the darkened room. He was home. He was all right.
It was just a dream.

He was six for six. Six nights, six nightmares. And always the
same. A failed company. Disgrace in his profession. Loss of
his house. Abandoned by his wife and son. His whole world
torn apart.

He was angry with himself for not being able to get back to
sleep. And he knew that the longer he was angry, the longer it
would take to get back to sleep. The worst part was that he had
no reason to believe that the next night would be any better.

In silent anguish, his thoughts went back to when he first
began exploring the idea of taking his company public. 
He had been excited—even exhilarated—at the prospect.
Friends at the country club teased him when he casually
mentioned the possibility of an IPO. “Oh,” they let loose,
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“you’re signing up for one of those ‘Instant Prosperity Op-
tions,’ are you?” He laughed with them, but secretly he ex-
pected that their play on words was appropriate. Now, with
the initial public offering behind him, he would change those
words to “Impending Pressure Overload.”

David could stand it no longer. He was now so awake, he lis-
tened for every sound. Slowly, he rolled out of bed and fum-
bled toward the bathroom. He flicked on the light, squinting
in the unforgiving glare, and reached for the glass. Catching
his reflection in the mirror, he wondered, Who is this man?
For years he had been told he defied his age. In fact, he had
almost rejoiced when his temples finally grayed. He wanted
to be taken seriously—he needed to be considered a real
contender in his industry.

Now, rubbing his stubbled jaw, David saw dull gray eyes 
and hollow cheeks. He noticed his T-shirt was tight across
the middle. Too many meals on the run and late at night. It
appeared that he had aged eight years in the eight months
since the initial public offering.

He leaned on the counter. “What have I done?” he whispered
and closed his eyes. Everything I care about is on the line.
Everything!

He pulled his robe from the back of the door and flipped off
the light. If he dealt with his e-mail, that would be one less

Brown.c01  8/15/06  2:20 PM  Page 3



4

THE IMPERFECT BOARD MEMBER

thing to do at the office, he figured, so he headed downstairs
to the study.

� �

“As our annual meeting comes to a close, I think I speak for
everyone when I say . . .” The chairman’s words faded out 
as David’s mind was inundated with other thoughts. Feeling
some obligation to show interest in his community, he had
attended a meeting of a neighborhood association. Never one
to squelch his own opinion, he had made several comments
during the proceedings. What have I done? he complained to
himself. The last thing I need is another commitment. And for
a community group? They’re probably so disorganized I’ll hate
every minute. I already hate every minute. And I hate the
thought of telling Nancy—she will hit the roof . . . No, she’ll
probably just roll her eyes and walk away with that classic
victim look on her face. Maybe I shouldn’t tell her . . .

“Congratulations!” The word startled David out of his whirl-
pool of inner whining. He snapped on his positive, profes-
sional countenance—the one he had mastered after his MBA
course on public relations, in which he learned to “always be
sincere, even if you have to fake it.” Turning, he saw it was a
fellow director.

“Oh, thank you. Same to you—Trevor, isn’t it?” With a nod
of confirmation from Trevor, David went on, “It looks like

Brown.c01  8/15/06  2:20 PM  Page 4



you and I will be the newcomers to the board for this year.”
David wanted to tell him that they were probably both going
to regret this day, but his diplomacy prevailed. “I believe that
people have to give back to their community if they expect
community to really exist. I’ve always been interested in the
role that Cedar Grove Community Care has had in the area.
I’m hoping to learn more and help make great things happen.”

Surveying his companion, David observed that Trevor was
tall and slim, wearing blue trousers and a mock turtleneck.
Although more casual for an official meeting of this sort 
than David would be comfortable wearing, it was not incon-
gruent with the attire of many others. His gunmetal gray hair
was cropped short. His smile was welcoming; his eyes, a
sparkling blue.

There was something about Trevor that David found com-
pelling. Perhaps it was his intensity. He seemed to listen with
great interest. When he had spoken earlier in the meeting, he
appeared to exude passion regarding the issues. Or maybe
he had just done a better job of internalizing the public rela-
tions lessons.

“It’s wonderful to hear someone talk the way I think,” said
Trevor. David chuckled to himself, thinking Trevor probably
had no idea how accurately he had phrased that sentence—it
really was just “talk” that David had offered! “Cedar Grove
Community Care is a remarkable organization,” continued
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Trevor. “I don’t actually know of another instance where a city
has relinquished the parks and recreational facilities in an area
to a citizens’ group. What a fabulous arrangement to allow
people in the community to direct services for themselves.”

The air of passion and sincerity that Trevor projected was
striking to David.

“It sounds like you’re just the kind of person this board
needs, David. Your involvement here tonight and your inter-
est in giving back to your community are commendable.
And it seems you have a lot of business experience that will
be a real asset for the board.”

“Well, Trevor, as CEO of CommuniTrek, I’ve learned a thing
or two about leading organizations.”

“That’s great. As we direct and protect together with the other
board members, we’ll see some great things happen.”

David smiled politely and was about to walk away when he
caught himself. “What did you say? It sounded like some
catch phrase from the police force.”

“Oh, no,” Trevor laughed. “I said ‘direct and protect.’ It’s
something I learned a while ago about being a board mem-
ber. The job of a board is to direct and protect. It helps me
be clear about what I just signed up for.”
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“I like that,” David replied. “Thanks for sharing it.” After
Trevor said goodbye, David watched as he moved into the
crowd, connecting genuinely with others. Turning to leave,
David pulled out his BlackBerry. “Very interesting,” he mut-
tered as he recorded the nugget he had just learned.

� �

David knew he should have gone home right after the Cedar
Grove meeting, but he went to his office instead. He plodded
through some paperwork on his desk and read some peri-
odicals that had been waiting for attention for a couple of
months. It was an uncomfortable moment when David real-
ized that he was putting in time. He had to admit to himself
he just was not looking forward to going home, but he should
not put it off any longer. Besides, Nancy would probably be
asleep by the time he got there.

It was well past midnight when David stepped out of his
prized titanium silver Z4 Roadster. He waited until the
garage door closed before he opened the door to the kitchen,
hoping to ensure no one would be wakened. His heart sank
when he saw the light shining from the den.

“David?” Nancy’s voice was strained. He edged into her view.

“I went back to the office. Sorry, I’m later than I thought.” He
wondered how many times Nancy had heard those words.

On the Edge
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• The board’s job is to DIRECT and 

  PROTECT
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“We have a problem with Simon,” Nancy blurted out. Her
eyes looked bloodshot from crying.

David’s immediate reaction was an internal sigh, thinking,
Oh great. Like I need another problem to try and solve. Then
he shook himself and asked Nancy what was happening.

“He sauntered in about forty-five minutes ago. He wouldn’t
tell me where he’d been or why he was late. He’s only thir-
teen! It’s a school night. He’s not getting enough sleep. And
he certainly isn’t doing enough homework! I don’t trust his
friends.” The words tumbled from Nancy as she paced the
room.

“I just don’t understand that boy,” said David. “He never lis-
tens to me. I’ve told him a thousand times to be home by ten
on school nights!”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Nancy shot back. David looked
confused. “You say you don’t understand him because he
never listens to you. But you’ll never understand him unless
you start listening to him.1 Simon wants a Dad, but you never
seem to have time for him.”

“Oh Nancy. Let’s not get into this. We both need some sleep.
I have an early start tomorrow. I’m going to bed.”

“See, that’s what I mean. You don’t have time for family. Go
ahead, go to bed. I’m too upset to sleep. I’m staying here.”
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David turned to the stairs, feeling a mix of anger and guilt.
And fatigue and fear—it was nighttime again.

� �

The next day in the office started like most others. David
arrived early, well before the crowd, but found a few other
people already on the job. There was something comforting
to him about seeing employees working even earlier than he
started. It gave him a reason to believe some of his people
had a work ethic that could carry the business where he
wanted it to go.

He was convinced that hard work was central to the success
his company had earned. Since the early days, he had
doggedly driven sales, determined to build the company on
revenue, not just potential. CommuniTrek more than dou-
bled its revenues for four consecutive years. Although that
growth rate had not been sustained, he had seen revenue
catapult from $20 million to $90 million in the past three
years. But he felt a desperate need to attract hard workers to
the company for it to grow as planned.

He was quickly into the thick of things. Immersed in reports.
Developing projections. Examining opportunities. However,
it seemed that little had been accomplished by the time the
first knock came on his open door. His marketing manager
was concerned about how production delays would impact
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customers’ expectations given the advertising that had already
begun. And then it continued, from putting out one fire to
dealing with the next.

David sometimes wondered if he would get anything done in
a day if he did not start early and stay late. There were just so
many distractions. Not that they were fruitless demands on
his time, but the concern was that it just did not allow him
enough time to focus on the big picture—growing the busi-
ness. Then he had to go home to flaring emotions, teenage
hormones, and chores—more distractions.

Mid-afternoon, he uttered an audible groan. Raising both
hands to his forehead, he asked himself, “What good is my
board?” For the fourth time in one day, he had encountered 
a problem that he traced back to another ball dropped by a
director.

In preparation for listing the company, they had made some
changes to the board. They had added a couple of higher-
profile names, addressed what he was told was an “interna-
tional void,” and included a stronger finance person. The
experts assured him that these changes were critical to garner
investor confidence about the board’s ability to govern the
organization. This increased the number of directors from
five to nine, including himself as chairman, and almost
tripled what was being paid for board work.
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Some boards seem to be a necessary nuisance—the system

requires them but they add no value.

At first he was optimistic that the changes would be justi-
fied, but each month he found the situation more lamen-
table. Basically, the board seemed to be a necessary
nuisance—the system required it but he felt it added no
value. Muwanga was the much-hailed Ugandan diplomat
who had political and business contacts in over a dozen
African countries. Big deal. Six months had gone by and 
he had not opened a single door for sales on that continent.
The two “high-profile” people had done nothing. Appar-
ently they were so important they could not find time to
come to the board meetings. And if the finance whiz was 
so bright, why had he required so much time from the
management team? Hollingsworth, a long-time friend and
member of the board from the early days, was a great guy,
but why was he doing nothing to help get these new direc-
tors into the game?

Suddenly his thoughts went to his own new directorship
with Cedar Grove. He realized that he had been sidetracked
several times during the day with the memory of the meet-
ing last night and his talk with Trevor. There was something
about him . . . a depth of wisdom, perhaps. I wonder if 
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he’s had to deal with his world unwinding around him, mused
David.

The phone on his desk startled him back to the present. He
answered. To his surprise and satisfaction, it was Trevor.
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