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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Getting an EKG, an MRI, and two CAT scans of the brain was 

not my plan for a Tuesday in June. My calendar had contained 

the kind of appointments any CEO might expect—meetings with 

staff, a sponsor lunch, a call with one of our investors, a strategy 

session with my cofounder. Instead, I’d rushed to the ER, con-

vinced I was having a stroke. Turned out it was a panic attack.

In my twelve years as a founder and CEO, time after time 

there have been setbacks, challenges, and real personal issues 

that could have quashed me, let alone the business. But I keep 

getting back up! Being an entrepreneur is not for the faint of 

heart, but it’s satisfying as hell.

I’ve worked at many different organizations in the course of 

my career. None has been so challenging and yet rewarding as 

building and working at my own company. Time and again, I 

think I’m “done” with the stress and anxiety, but every time, 

I rally and find new motivation to continue. Fact is, as writer 

xi
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Jesse Itzler points out, when you think you are done, tapped 

out, you are generally only 40 percent done.1 That’s the attitude 

it takes to be an entrepreneur—whether the business thrives, 

survives, or dies—it’s about staying in the game. And it’s worth 

it, no matter the outcome.

How about you? Do you like what you do, or do you hate your 

job? Do you wish you were building something that had more 

meaning to you and to others? Are you okay with the status quo 

of your professional life? Maybe you’re content but not exactly 

excited about the day-to-day? If business-as-usual has become 

business-as-boring for you, you may want to consider being 

an entrepreneur and starting your own company. There will 

never—I guarantee, never—be a dull day, and each and every 

day will matter. Especially in the early stages.

Digital Goddess is a book for entrepreneurial women at any 

stage of life who want to know what it actually takes to build a 

business, in a world that’s not always fair, predictable, or politi-

cally correct. It is one woman’s story—by no means universal, 

but common enough to be instructive. It’s about how I’ve dealt 

with the way things are, not the way I hoped things would be or 

the way I think they should be. It’s about sucking it up, making 

the hard choices, and dealing with the consequences.

Today, women are starting businesses at an unprecedented 

rate. In 2017, 40 percent of entrepreneurs were female, and 

in the decade prior, the number of women-owned businesses 

increased by 58 percent (compared to businesses overall, which 

increased by 12 percent).2 Today, women are slightly more likely 

to start a business than men. So, now more than ever, we need 

IntroductIon
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to have real conversations about issues that matter to us, both 

at work and at home.

I want to help catalyze those conversations and inspire more 

women to take the leap. In the pages ahead, you’ll find a real-life 

account of my journey—someone who’s started and run her own 

business and set her own culture. There’s the good stuff about 

being a woman in business and the not-so-pretty. This is not an 

idealistic vision of how business “should” be; it’s an honest reflec-

tion on how it is, and how it was in the not-so-distant past. I’m 

going to take you on a tour of the start-up world before anyone 

knew what “woke” was. Buckle up! I’ve built and run a business 

for more than a decade, dealt with every facet of it including 

investors, employees, and hell, even making payroll. That last 

thing? Turns out, that’s actually the most daunting.

Our company, Big Think, isn’t a venture-funded tech darling, 

born and raised in a Silicon Valley incubator. It’s a scrappy, 

creative, labor of love that was born in a New York City bar and 

raised in a rented closet in someone else’s office. It has had to 

fight for its existence most of the time. This book is not a story of 

eventual, massive, financial success and the building of a unicorn. 

It’s also not one of the oft-heard stories of a company’s near-demise 

and phoenix-like rise. (What is it with the mythical beasts in these 

metaphors? Or maybe that’s the point—they’re myths.) Anyway, 

that’s not this story either. And yet, it’s been worth it.

What Big Think has done, to my great pride, is make a real 

impact on people’s lives and in particular on the way people 

think. And I’m not just talking a handful of people—we recently 

passed one billion views. We’ve featured thousands of the brightest 

IntroductIon
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minds in the world; partnered with elite institutions and leading-

edge companies; and reached viewers and readers all over the 

world. Along the way, the company has dealt with all the things 

an average entrepreneurial venture deals with. As such, I hope its 

story is relatable to entrepreneurs in many different fields.

In the pages ahead, I’ll talk frankly about things like getting 

investors, keeping them happy, hiring and firing, creating a 

healthy workplace culture, dealing with crises, working with a 

business partner, and more. I’ll get personal and share the ups and 

downs of my romantic life while running a business; my strategies 

for dealing with powerful and sometimes predatory men; and the 

steps I’ve taken to better understand and manage my own mental 

health and well-being. And for what they’re worth, I’ll share some 

conclusions I’ve come to and lessons I’ve learned. For example, 

it’s a mistake to think we can—or should—entirely banish sexual 

dynamics from the workplace. And that, since the power and the 

money still lie largely with men, pretending it’s not that way, or 

being angry that it is, won’t lead to success. Also, best not to wear 

a minidress and high heels to meet your arresting officer. Above 

all, that transparency is always necessary, even when it may cost 

you everything you’ve built.

The best stories are honest stories, and that is what this 

book offers—even when it’s uncomfortable or unflattering. If 

there’s one thing I can say about my time in business, it’s that 

I’ve always been myself, even when it seemed like a total draw-

back. This is my raw, unfiltered story (which is pretty hilarious 

at times, if I do say so myself), and I hope it will challenge 

everything you thought you knew about being a digital goddess.

IntroductIon
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C H A P T E R  1

N E V E R  L I E  T O  Y O U R  I N V E S T O R S 
(Even When You Just Got Arrested)

Imagine that you’re a first-time entrepreneur about to launch 

a new business. You’ve got notable investors backing you; and 

in the coming weeks, there’s going to be a major article in the 

New York Times business section featuring the company, you, 

your business partner, and one of your high-profile investors. 

And then, out of the blue, you get arrested. What do you do? 

Panic? Hope it goes away? Or be as transparent as possible and 

let your team and every investor know immediately?

That’s the completely unexpected dilemma I faced in 

November 2007. I was walking out of New York’s Union Square 

subway station at 8:00 a.m. when my cell phone rang. I didn’t 

recognize the number. Typically, I only answer calls from 

1
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people I know, but something told me to pick this one up. I 

flipped the phone open (yes, this was the era of flip phones).

“Hello?”

“Victoria, I’m a detective with the New York City Police 

Department. I need you to get in a cab and come to my mid-

town precinct immediately.”

Strangely, the voice on the other end of the line sounded as if 

it was almost laughing. Was this some kind of joke? Had some-

thing bad happened to my sister, who also lives in New York? I 

asked the detective why he needed to see me. I can’t recall exactly 

what he said, but the gist of it was that I’d wronged some pow-

erful people and needed to come in and talk with him. Being 

a responsible person who’d never been in real trouble before, I 

hailed a taxi and did exactly as he instructed.

As we sped uptown, it occurred to me to call my dad. He 

asked why they wanted me to go. When I replied that I didn’t 

know, he told me, “Get out of the car immediately. Don’t even 

think about going until you know what it’s about.”

I hung up the phone but kept going. I think I was in shock. 

Plus, my “good girl” instinct had kicked in. I’m always someone 

who wants to do the right thing and please people, sometimes 

to my detriment. My next call was to my then boyfriend, 

Michael, a banker who had also trained as a lawyer. He told 

me to get out of the car. Nope. I kept going. I then called my 

cofounder, Peter Hopkins, who also told me not to go. A theme 

here? You bet. All reason escaped me—I was compelled to go 

out of fear and a total lapse of judgment. I was sure there must 

be some big mistake.

DIGITAL GODDESS
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The taxi ride was hell, but I was strangely calm. Apparently, 

I have a capacity to compartmentalize in times of crisis (or 

maybe disassociate is a better term). In any case, my mind did 

what it had to do to get me through. I knew that I had to deal 

with the situation immediately in front of me and not let my 

feelings about it get the better of me.

Arriving at the precinct, I quickly took in the scene—several 

uniformed police officers milled around; a couple men in 

handcuffs; a number of people waiting, looking bored.

“Victoria?”

I turned at the sound of my name and saw a tall man in 

civilian clothes with a look of barely concealed amusement 

on his face. I should note that I was dressed in a gray mini-

dress, pink tights, and pink high-heeled shoes. Not exactly 

the outfit one would choose to wear to one’s (unknowing) 

arrest and definitely not typical attire for a police station. 

I acknowledged it was me, and he gestured for me to come 

through a side door. Looking back now, it seems so naïve, 

but I just followed him up some stairs to a room with, yes, a 

two-way mirror.

“Do you know why you’re here?” he asked. I honestly told 

him I did not. “You upset a powerful man,” he said, which left 

me none the wiser. “I was contacted by someone senior in the 

NYPD and instructed to call you in.”

When he stepped out of the room for a moment, I pulled 

out my phone. There was next to no battery left, but I might 

manage one call. I called Peter and told him the updated 

situation.

never LIe to Your Investors 
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“Hang tight,” he said. He would call his father, a criminal 

defense attorney. Hang tight? There was nowhere I could go! 

Moments later, my battery down to its last few percent, Peter’s 

father called, and I hurriedly explained the position I was in.

“Have you been arrested?” he asked.

I said no.

“Get up and walk out.” My phone died before I could ask 

him anything further, so I gingerly stood up. The detective 

had left the door open (clearly, I was not a threat) and was 

standing outside.

“Excuse me, I think I’m going to go now.” He turned abruptly 

and came back into the room, this time closing the door firmly 

behind him.

“Now you’re under arrest. I won’t cuff you if you remain 

calm.” And then he sat down and mentioned a name, and this 

bizarre sequence of events began to make sense.

The name, which I won’t repeat here, was that of my former 

boss, a major television journalist with his own prime-time 

interview show. For the sake of our story, let’s call him Mr. 

Snider, and let’s take a brief detour back to 2003, when I was 

a freshly minted MBA from Harvard Business School with a 

six-figure student loan debt and no clear sense of what the 

hell I wanted to do. I’d been an artsy admit to HBS, having 

come from the film industry in Los Angeles. Disillusioned with 

Hollywood, I had hoped that getting my MBA would help me 

change direction, but in those tough economic times, most of 

my classmates were lucky to be going back to the field or even 

DIGITAL GODDESS

4

Digital Goddess_FIN.indd   4Digital Goddess_FIN.indd   4 7/6/20   1:35 PM7/6/20   1:35 PM



to the job that they’d previously had, much less to be changing 

industries.

I flirted with the idea of going into consulting, but that 

proved not to be a good match. My friend Yael, who at the 

time was an engagement manager at McKinsey & Company, 

gave me a mock case study to tackle, but midway through she 

stopped me, declaring, “Victoria, the job of a consultant is to 

make smaller and smaller boxes around a business problem 

and hone in on what to do. You keep building new boxes.” 

No fit there.

By the time graduation rolled round, I was kind of desperate. 

Not only did I not have a job, I wasn’t even getting interviews. I 

had even started applying for positions that I could have gotten 

without my MBA—media jobs that did not touch at all on the 

business end of things. Inwardly, I was panicking. I went to the 

best business school on the planet, and I’m going to have go back to 

being a Starbucks barista! (Yes, I was a Starbucks barista post 

college for a short while. I make a mean cappuccino.) I didn’t 

regret going to HBS at all, but after all the time and financial 

investment, somehow I’d ended up without any real job pros-

pects and saddled with serious debt.

Stressed, depressed, and consumed with self-doubt, I moved 

in with my sister Winsome. I contemplated returning to Toronto 

with my proverbial tail between my legs and moving back in 

with my parents. Luckily, fate intervened when my generous 

sister decided to move to Italy to be with her boyfriend and 

allowed me to stay in their newly renovated Tribeca apartment 

rent free.

never LIe to Your Investors 

5

Digital Goddess_FIN.indd   5Digital Goddess_FIN.indd   5 7/6/20   1:35 PM7/6/20   1:35 PM



Time marched on, and no new opportunities presented 

themselves. One night I went out for drinks with a classmate 

from HBS who was by then working in business development 

for the aforementioned Mr. Snider. She hated the job. I hated 

being unemployed. A few weeks later, she quit and introduced 

me to her ex-boss. He agreed to hire me for some freelance 

work, which often involved meeting him at odd times for 

meals to discuss what I was to be working on. I was hoping to 

be offered a full-time job, so I kept showing up and agreeing 

to new projects.

Not having grown up in New York and, at that time, not 

being much of an intellectual, I wasn’t particularly familiar with 

Snider, but I quickly learned that his show was synonymous with 

the high-powered intelligentsia in the city. He was an excellent 

interviewer and esteemed by his guests and audiences alike. 

Even people who didn’t watch him said they did. The first time 

we met in person, following an email introduction and a series 

of follow-ups, was a weekend morning. He asked me to pick a 

place for breakfast, so I chose Bubby’s in Tribeca. It was near 

my sister’s apartment, and my twin brother had been a waiter 

there a couple years earlier.

Snider showed up late. Of course, I knew what he looked like, 

but he didn’t know anything about me, except that I’d gone to 

HBS, a fact that seemed to mean a lot to him.

When he strode into the restaurant, there was no doubt who 

had arrived—at six feet, six inches, he was hard to miss, but 

more importantly, he didn’t want to be missed. In fact, he took 

his time entering, giving the other patrons ample chance to 

DIGITAL GODDESS
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recognize him and whisper to their companions. He looked 

around—at first I thought he was looking for me, but I soon 

realized he was looking to see who was looking at him. Snider, 

I would soon learn, lived for attention. He craved it. If people 

didn’t notice or recognize him, he’d be in a bad mood.

That particular morning, it being a yuppie sort of crowd, 

there were plenty of people who knew who he was. He turned 

on the false modesty, along with the charm. Eventually, as he 

glad-handed around, I walked over to introduce myself and 

bring him to the table.

When he saw me, he looked pleasantly surprised. I could 

almost see him thinking, “Harvard and tall and attractive.” 

Moments later, he would find out I could be charming too. 

Who knew that this meeting would be the start of something 

that would be important in the trajectory of my career, and also 

to the development of my professional and personal ethics?

Snider sat across from me. He’s a handsome man, but what I 

noticed first were his eyes, which seemed dead—almost corpse-

like. It was vaguely creepy to be talking to him. There was into-

nation in his voice, but his eyes registered nothing. The waitress 

came and we ordered coffee. He was flirty with her, wanting 

more attention. I don’t remember what I chose, but he ordered 

pancakes. As we waited for the food, he started describing the 

job he was hiring for: someone to help him understand what 

was going on in the world each day, someone he could depend 

on to be an intellectual partner. He felt his current team was 

missing that person. I listened intently. I nodded, making solid 

eye contact.

never LIe to Your Investors 
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There was no room to participate in the conversation—that 

is not the type of conversationalist Snider is. Yes, he may be 

renowned as an interviewer, but when it’s about him, it’s all 

about him. The food came. Pancakes were set in front of him. 

Snider picked up his coffee cup and poured his coffee over the 

pancakes. Did he think he was reaching for the syrup? Or was 

that how he liked his pancakes? Whatever the reason, it was 

bizarre. He ate the sopping wet, soggy, black coffee–flavored 

pancakes while continuing to talk about himself. Ceaselessly. 

The plate was literally overflowing with coffee, and he appeared 

to not even notice.

Strange eating habits aside, the meeting went well (a good 

meeting with Snider is one where he talks about himself and gets 

you to flatter him). But it takes more than one flattery session 

to get the job, as I later learned, and many tirades about new 

ways of doing things and how inept and ineffective his current 

team is. Every single person I know who interviewed with him 

over the years was told that his executive producer was lazy and 

was soon to be fired. Did it ever happen? Nope. She’d been with 

him ever since his show launched, and he kept her around, even 

she would say, because she knew where the bodies were buried.

Come November, I was still not officially part of his team, 

although he kept asking me to do this and that. I finally gave 

him an ultimatum of sorts and said I needed to know if I was going 

to be hired full-time. It was the night before Thanksgiving, and 

he asked me to meet him after he finished taping that evening to 

discuss my future. “Where should we meet?” he asked. My family 

was in town, and we had dinner plans, but I’d come too far to 

DIGITAL GODDESS
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jeopardize my job prospects now. Knowing that Snider would be 

recognized most places in the city, I chose a dive bar in Tribeca 

called Puffy’s Tavern. I didn’t want him distracted by fans.

We were supposed to meet around six, but it was well past 

seven when he rolled up in a Mercedes and parked Dukes of 

Hazzard–style outside the bar. He strode in, clearly expecting 

people to recognize him. Not in this place! I had saved us 

seats in a “quiet” part of the bar. After greeting me, he went to 

the bar and ordered two glasses of red wine. He chugged his, 

reached over and chugged mine, and then ordered two more. 

Now he was ready to talk. On Thanksgiving Eve, after many 

months of job seeking, I finally had an offer.

I started the following Monday, and my first assignment was 

to show up at his apartment in the early morning and review 

the news with him. That didn’t last long, as he had a tendency 

to lose interest in things quickly. I was grateful to have a job, but 

this was not where I wanted to be. I’d intended to get some real 

“business” experience before striking out as an entrepreneur, 

not to end up as a glorified production assistant for a media 

celebrity. (Later, I’d come to see it as a blessing that I didn’t 

get hired by McKinsey, Goldman Sachs, or some other notable 

organization. Had I gotten the kind of job HBS grads dream 

of, I might still be there, golden handcuffs and all.)

My new role was ostensibly in business development but 

I ended up also being a producer. I was very good at iden-

tifying and booking guests for my boss’s show, and I had 

a knack for identifying topics that would resonate with 

people. I was also good at getting the shows sponsored. 

never LIe to Your Investors 
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All these talents would be absolutely critical to my future, 

although I didn’t know it at the time. Over the next two 

years, I produced segments featuring household names in 

entertainment, fashion, politics, and business, and was even 

nominated for an Emmy.

My relationship with Snider was a strange one. I think early 

on he’d developed some sort of fascination with me. I was 

attractive and yet wasn’t in any way leading him on. I was not 

afraid of him (at least, back then) and could hold my own. I 

didn’t kowtow, and I made him laugh. I was confident and 

sometimes brash, and I think he actually enjoyed being 

around me—evidenced by the fact that he came to both 

of my birthday parties while I worked for him, and he took 

me on pretty much all of his outside speaking engagements 

for more than two years, using me as his speech writer and 

producer for important business events. I felt he respected 

my intelligence. It was a strange relationship—one based 

on respect, but also him trying to get close to me in some 

way, beyond work.

His driver once told me, “Snider and I talk about you and 

we both agree, you are the prettiest, smartest, and nicest girl 

on the staff.” I’m not sure I was any of those things, but I did 

keep him on his toes. And he liked it.

After about six months, I also became Mr. Snider’s de facto 

recruiter, especially of Ivy League graduates. My boss was 

obsessed with Harvard, so I often advertised positions directly 

at the college. In the late spring of 2004, we were looking for a 

politics producer. I’d narrowed the search down to two Harvard 

DIGITAL GODDESS
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guys, Luke and Peter Hopkins. I met with both over the phone 

and determined Peter to be the right candidate. I was impressed 

by his intelligence and his big, booming voice, and recom-

mended to Snider that he meet Peter in person. That interview 

took place at Snider’s home and, as usual, involved watching 

some of his interviews with famous people and complimenting 

his work nonstop when he wasn’t busy complimenting himself. 

Peter told Snider that he’d told his father that, someday, he’d 

like to do what Snider did. When he said goodbye and walked 

down the steps, Snider opened the door again and said, “Tell 

your father someday, but not any time soon.”

Snider met with Luke, too, and then accidentally hired him 

rather than Peter—he’d wanted to choose the person I recom-

mended but got it wrong. I think he was also probably charmed 

by Luke’s English accent. Once I pointed out his error, he hired 

Peter too. When he arrived on his first day at the show, I hadn’t 

met him in person so didn’t know what to expect. He was tall, 

good-looking, super-fit, gay, and we immediately hit it off. We 

are both driven, both funny (at least I like to think so) and 

we “get” each other. We’re also both creative and love that 

process. Little did I know that Peter would become the most 

important professional relationship in my life for more than 

fifteen years and a personal one too.

Peter and I became fast friends and creative collaborators 

before becoming business partners. Our first collaboration was 

on a spoof website called “WASPDate,” which chronicled the 

fictitious dating life of wealthy WASPs (yes, a spoof about white 

Anglo-Saxon Protestants) in New York City. It was picked up 
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by AM New York (a free daily newspaper), and we were actually 

asked to write a book about it. We kept ourselves incognito. I 

tried to sell it to the owner of Jdate (a Jewish dating website), 

but he was not interested. From there, we wrote a TV pilot 

about a has-been, alcoholic journalist—a little in the flavor 

of 30 Rock before 30 Rock existed. On our first creative TV 

effort, we actually got pitch meetings with NBC and CBS. Not 

bad for serious rookies! During these projects, we learned we 

were good collaborators and brought out talents in the other. 

As time moved on, working together both at the show and in 

these external projects, we began to talk about opportunities 

we saw on the internet.

In particular, we saw a dearth of thoughtful content, 

especially in video form. This was the very early days of You-

Tube, and to be frank, there was a lot of crap out there. You 

couldn’t just go online and watch a TED talk back then. The 

television content we were producing was serious and sub-

stantive, but it was usually tied to the issues of the moment. 

Late at night in the little studio apartment I was renting, we 

dreamed up possibilities. An online university (a novel idea 

back then)? Too complicated. But what if we could find a 

way to create a repository of smart, educational, evergreen 

video content that would have ongoing value? What if we 

could get exceptional people to distill their knowledge and 

expertise in a form that would stay relevant beyond the 

changing news cycle?

“It would be like Davos, but for everyone!” Peter exclaimed. 

I loved this concept—the kind of content usually reserved 
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for that elite conference, the World Economic Forum, in 

the Swiss Alps, available to anyone with a computer. Davos 

democratized. The world’s best thinkers and doers made 

accessible to the rest of us. Everyone with whom we shared 

our idea was immediately struck by its resonance. Fast forward 

a few months, and we’d secured $1.4 million in funding for 

our fledgling company, which we were now calling Big Think 

(more on how we raised that money in Chapter 2). It was time 

to quit my day job and jump in with both feet, so I gave Mr. 

Snider my notice. Initially he was very supportive. Indeed, he 

hosted a small going-away party for me in the office on my 

last day. Some wine was consumed. People toasted me. Snider 

asked: “What are you going to miss most about working with 

me. The show? The job?”

“The car service!” I replied, only half joking. Little did I 

know that my throwaway remark would almost get me thrown 

in jail a year later.

“Car service.” I looked at the detective blankly. He’d just 

informed me that I was potentially being charged with 

theft—grand larceny, to be precise. When I asked him what I 

had allegedly stolen, this was his cryptic response. Seeing my 

obvious confusion, he elaborated.

“You allegedly continued to use the corporate car ser-

vice of your former employer after your employment was 

terminated.”

In an instant, my parting words on the day I handed in my 

notice came back to me. I was starting to understand. Yes, I 
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had occasionally used the car service, but that was because 

I’d continued to do small tasks for my former employer, 

figuring that the relationship was worth continuing even 

though I was no longer on his payroll. It certainly wasn’t 

something that should have made it to criminal court. With 

the demands of getting the new venture off the ground, how-

ever, I’d not had time for him recently. So this wasn’t really 

about the car service. This was payback for the withdrawal of 

my service. Clearly, he was not happy about losing my time 

and attention. I can only speculate about how he managed 

to get city officials to have me arrested. Now I understood 

why the detective had sounded like he was laughing when 

he called me. It was truly ridiculous. It was also truly scary 

to see such crony justice at work in this day and age.

Eventually, I was allowed to leave the police station, having 

been given a desk appearance, and was told that I’d receive 

a notice on how things were to proceed. As I sat on the steps 

waiting for my ride, looking down at my pink shoes, there was 

only one question on my mind: What on earth was I going to say 

to our investors? I thought raising the money was the hardest 

thing I’d ever done (more on that later). But this was worse.

The temptation was to keep quiet, tell no one, and hope I 

could deal with the situation behind the scenes. To compart-

mentalize my suddenly messy personal life away from my busi-

ness. After all, this had nothing to do with our new venture.

But a voice in my head told me, No. These people have invested 

in you. You must be completely truthful and lay things out exactly as 

they are.
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Arriving back at the “office”—in reality, a small alcove I shared 

with Peter outside the makeshift studio we built in what was once 

a storage closet—I was terrified. My entire reputation was at 

stake, as well as the future of the company we’d worked so hard 

to create. What if our investors pulled out? What if the New York 

Times got wind of my arrest and reported on it in the article? 

What if Big Think fell apart before it even launched? Would I 

ever be able to get a job again? Above all, I was overwhelmed by 

the fear of letting down people who had invested in me.

We shared the floor with another company, so the only place 

I could get any privacy to make my calls was the storage room. 

By this point, everybody in the office knew what was happening, 

but I didn’t want an audience. Sitting on a filing box, hands 

shaking, I dialed our lead investor, David Frankel—a very suc-

cessful entrepreneur. He and I had been to HBS together and 

he’d been the first person to take a chance on Big Think when 

it was little more than an idea. I thought it best to be as direct 

as possible, no window dressing.

“Hello?”

“David, it’s Victoria.”

“Hi, Victoria.”

“David, I wanted to personally let you know that I was 

arrested recently by a very senior detective in New York City for 

theft of car service. The prosecution wants to charge me with 

grand larceny. David, you have my word that I will get through 

this and the launch of Big Think will continue.”

It sounds like I was confident here. Not at all. But I put 

myself in his shoes and thought, Hell, if I just invested close to $1 
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million in a person and a business idea, I’d want that person to sound 

confident. So I did.

My heart was beating out of my chest and my palms were 

sweaty. I was prepared for the worst. I was expecting anger and 

outrage and also a complete removal of faith in me. Not so. To 

my surprise, David was nothing but supportive. He listened and 

gave me advice. He offered his support and encouragement. He 

also assured me that he understood the person I was dealing 

with in Snider and the power he had.

In moments like these, it’s easy to be myopic. It’s useful to 

remember that every entrepreneur—hell, everyone—has had 

some major setback or embarrassment at some point in their life, 

and people tend to be sympathetic. Even something that seems 

like a disaster to you might not look so bad to someone else, espe-

cially a seasoned businessperson. Talking to David gave me some 

much-needed perspective.

After David, the next person on the list was Larry Summers, 

former secretary of the Treasury in the Clinton administra-

tion, president of Harvard, and world-renowned economist 

(he would later become chief White House economist under 

President Obama and so much more). This was the call I 

dreaded most. Larry is perhaps the smartest person I know 

and at that time was deeply intimidating to me. Not only had 

Larry entrusted us with his money; he was also the linchpin 

of the forthcoming New York Times article that was supposed 

to catalyze our launch. Without him, there wasn’t a story.

We decided that Peter should be the one to call Larry, because 

he’d secured Larry’s investment. I coached him on what to say 

DIGITAL GODDESS

16

Digital Goddess_FIN.indd   16Digital Goddess_FIN.indd   16 7/6/20   1:35 PM7/6/20   1:35 PM



and assumed things would go badly. It was almost worse to listen 

to him saying it than having to say it myself. I felt sure the future 

of the company was in real jeopardy. There was no way Larry 

would want to be involved once he heard what was going on 

before we’d even launched. To my great surprise, however, he 

was not fazed. He too knew something about the personality of 

the individual behind my arrest and expressed his surprise but 

no anger. He was still on board. And he was concerned about me.

This was my first real lesson of entrepreneurship. Trans-

parency at all costs. I believe that this totally unexpected and 

seemingly disastrous event in fact increased our investors’ 

trust in me—even before it was resolved. In that moment, and 

through all of the ups and downs that have followed, I have 

operated with full transparency on every issue I or the company 

has faced that would affect their investment. Transparency is 

nonnegotiable.

So often, I’ve seen people lose the trust of their investors 

because they embellished the good news and were not imme-

diately forthcoming about the bad. Avoidance is the enemy. 

Deal with the situation immediately. I’d be willing to bet that 

Elizabeth Holmes, the infamous founder of the fraudulent and 

now-defunct medical tech company Theranos, would not be in 

the situation she is now if she had had the courage (and moral 

compass) to fess up to her impressive roster of investors that she 

didn’t have a viable product or any real path to it. Instead, she 

feigned ignorance and doubled down on her lies, leading to the 

well-documented collapse of the company and her own current 

legal troubles.
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People (mostly) want other people to win. In times of failure, 

being as open as possible, even with bad news, builds trust 

rather than erodes it. Yes, at that moment they may be upset, 

even deeply so, but in the long term, in business and in life, 

relationships are maintained and strengthened by honesty. I 

know many entrepreneurs who have gone out of business and 

lost their investors’ money but were transparent the whole way 

and even secured investments in their next ventures from the 

same investors. Why? No bait and switch.

On that day in late 2007, still reeling from the arrest, I was 

beginning to learn this critical lesson. After David and Larry, 

I had other calls to make, and Peter had a few too. Every initial 

investor in Big Think needed to know. That meant Peter Thiel, 

founder of PayPal and first investor in Facebook, as well as 

Tom Scott, founder of Nantucket Nectars. Peter Hopkins took 

the call with Peter Thiel, who couldn’t have cared less. Much 

bigger fish to fry. Tom Scott thought it was ridiculous and was 

scared for me. I was totally open about it all with the investors, 

and they had my back. Surprise. Big surprise. And relief. Our 

investments were safe, at least for now. But everything else in 

my life felt like a mess.

Peter’s dad had given me an introduction to his friend, 

Peter Schaffer, a criminal defense attorney accustomed to 

representing murderers, rapists, massive drug dealers, or some 

combination of the above.

When I first met him at his office in the Bronx, my criminal 

defense attorney (what a crazy thing to even say!) thought I was 

joking with him. “Uh, this is not for real,” he said.
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I assured him it was and told him my theory of how “some 

powerful men” had been called into action to get the deed 

done. It was no joke.

There was a defined period (before Christmas that year) 

during which the plaintiff had time to decide whether he wanted 

to pursue the case. I had fond hope that the answer would be no, 

considering the whole thing was so petty and ridiculous. Surely 

my former boss had made his point. My friends were completely 

shocked at what was happening to me. Could this really be the 

way things worked in the United States in 2007? In the few weeks 

after the arrest, I got paranoid. I had a friend over, and we liter-

ally walked through the apartment looking for bugs. When I’d 

been at the police station, the detective had shown me pictures 

taken by the police or maybe the car service of my office and 

my home. Were they still watching me? For use of car service? 

We’re not talking murder here, folks.

Sometimes I look back and think it’s amazing I didn’t have 

a nervous breakdown. The stress of my legal situation, on top 

of the everyday stress of launching a company and dealing 

with investors, felt unsustainable. I was in a new home, a new 

business, a new relationship, and undergoing a new introduc-

tion to New York’s terrifying legal system. New all around. As 

Christmas approached, I could not get the case out of my mind. 

Yet I had so many other things to focus on, including launching 

our website and making sure there was content on it.

In the hopes of preventively addressing the issue of my arrest 

before our launch, we tried to hire a notable crisis public rela-

tions person—a real pro who’d dealt with all sorts of crazy 
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business scandals. When she learned about who was involved, 

she decided not to take us. A crisis too big for the crisis PR firm. 

I actually thought she was joking. Isn’t this, like, your specialty? 

So, it was on to the next.

Eventually we found a PR person who was adamant we 

should use the arrest as a point of interest for the launch of Big 

Think. Peter agreed with her. All publicity is good publicity, 

right? Wrong, for me anyway. I wanted Big Think’s launch to 

be positive news for its own sake, not tabloid fodder because 

its Harvard Business School CEO had been arrested. It was 

a daily battle. The whole month after my arrest was painful, 

scary, and surreal. I felt alone. I felt like my world was coming 

apart. In some ways, it was.

I’m someone who always seems in control, but inside, I was 

falling to pieces. I couldn’t stop obsessing over the future. What 

would happen to me? What would happen to the company? 

Would the investors hate me? Would I be ruined professionally 

for the rest of my life over something stupid? The power that my 

former boss was wielding over me was completely uncalled for 

and terrifying. It put a strain on every relationship I had—my 

friends, my family, my love. I became self-centered and no fun 

to be around, reliving the arrest over and over. I was positive 

about Big Think and encouraging to our team, but to anybody 

who was personally close to me, I was misery.

So, did I go to jail? Are you reading a book by a felon? No. 

Here’s how it played out. My former boss refused to drop the 

case. Eventually, after many trips to court, accompanied by a 

criminal defense attorney who thought the whole thing was 
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a joke, I negotiated a plea deal in which I’d serve two days of 

community service and have no record, even of the arrest. 

The district attorney was actually surprised that the case had 

even come that far. Heck, there were serious criminals out 

there and that even a little of the court’s time and resources 

were taken up by this case seemed off. The experience helped 

shape my understanding of how power can work sometimes. 

I learned, quickly, how to deal with intense unfairness and 

navigate through it personally, without destroying the brand 

we were building and affecting our team. Compartmentaliza-

tion, I discovered, is an essential leadership skill—and one that 

would serve me well in the years to come. I also learned that 

seemingly small decisions can have big consequences. Even 

things that seem inconsequential in the moment, like taking 

a car service, can come back to bite. Hard.

REFLECTIONS

 �  Integrity is critical. Do whatever you can to build and preserve your 

integrity, and surround yourself with people who require it.

 �  Small things matter. Don’t underestimate that what you do on a 

day-to-day basis can come back to bite you. If it feels wrong at all, 

don’t do it.

 �  Own up to your mistakes immediately. Be completely transparent 

with those who have invested in you and your business. You can 

actually turn the situation into an advantage by building trust.
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