People

The real
Donna
James

Everything appears to come so

easy for the Nationwide
executive and Coca-Cola board

member. Looks can be deceiving.

BY ALICE
HOH L

a high-level Nationwide executive who

appeared recently on the cover of the na-
tional magazine Black Enterproz, which
featured successiul African-American cor-
porate leaders. James lives with her hus-
band, praminemt kywyer Larry James, atan
exclusive downtown address, and they
move casily in the same cireles with well-
known Columbus politicians, civic types
and business people. She's smart. diplo-
mutic and approachable, One other thing:
she’s gorgeous. Much to her embarrass-
ment, a few years ago Donna was voted
sexivst Woman in the Gity by readers of
The Qither Faper.

Life got even better in July when Coca-
Cola: announced James was its mewest
board member. It's 2 sweet gig-not only
more mational exposure, but also the po-
tential to carn $90.000 a year or more for
part=time worke. OF Coke products, she
savs, “Tam  loval customes” Pause, “Now?
Her scrious expression dissolves into peals
of laughter.

It's easy to langh when you're on top of
the world. But things haven't always gone
so smoothly. Thirtv-two years ago, before
the marmiage, the cureer and the accolades,

It seems as il Donna James has it all. She's
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Donna James on the balcony of her
Miranowa homa,

she was a teenaper sitting in 3 doctor’s of-
lice, trying to absorb the news that would

changre her life,

the time) was a stor mack athlete and a
good student in Greenshoro, North Car-
aling, with plans to attend collegs. But she
wis voung and thoupght she was in love
Infatuation led to “a mistake.” according to
James, which led her to thee doctor’s office.
She was alone when she heard the earth-
shattering words: You're prepnant He-
coming a mother in high school is not usu-
ally considered the path to a charmed life.
Just as she is about almost everything,

I:: high school, Donna Scott (her name at

James is matter-ol-fact now when recalling

that moment. 1 knew it would humiliace
my mom and my fmily,” she says. “And |
was disappointed in myself? Not knowing
how her parents would react, she didn't
tell them until she was four months along.
Christopher Michael Scott was borm Dec.
15, 1973, halfway through her jumior year,
Despite her fears, her family worked to-
guther s0 she eould continee her educa-
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tipn. Little Christopher would sall be
slecping when she left for school in the
morming. Her mother looked afier him
until her shift at the tesile munulicturing
plant started at 3 pm each day. when she
would drop him off with James's grand-
mother, Meanwhile, James would finish
classes and go straight to her wailressing
job, When she finished at 11 pra, she
would pick up her son, put him to bed and
then do her homework

James graduated fom high school in
1975 with gonod grades in difficult dasses.
For mast teen moms, it would have béen
enough to make it that far, She wanted
more, though.

Strategic Investrnents, a division of the

insurance and finangial services giant.
She oversees a venture capital fund and
several affiliated businesses. Besides Coc-
{nla, she is a board member for Limited
Hrands and served a stint on the national
United Wiy board,

Not a lot of Alrican-American wornen
have offices on the executive floor of e
#tene 100 companies. “There'sa pride and 2
disappointment in that” she says "You
question, 'Why are yon the first? Why
hasn't this been done beforei’ And then
you pray und push to make sure you're not
the last”

Jumes doesn’t shy away from talking
about mee and she acknowledpes she
probably has received prefercatial treat-
ment because she's a minority, “1 people
single me out and they are more interested
becuuse I'm Alrcan- American and @ wom

Jﬂm&; 48, is presidemt of Natinmwide

She was alone when she heard
the earth-shattering words:
You're pregnant. Becoming a
mother in high school is not
usually considered the path to a
charmed life.

an, it doesa't bother me. T wish more poo-
ple would do that, because there would be
more people of color and women in posi-
tions like mine,”

And she doesn't mince words about
whether shie was qualified to hold any posi-
tion she has {illed. “TFsomeone were hiring
me a5 1 oken, that pereeprion wouldn't ex-
ist for very Tong”

Dimon .‘qu‘.FemmL retired CEO of Na-
tionwide, handpicked James to be his as-
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James with her son, Christopher Scatt, at her Nationwide office. As a single mom, James

would bring Christopher with her to work on Saturdays.

sistant, bringing her into the inner circle of
the company. Later she was promoted 1o
chief administrative officer, aversecing hu-
fan resotrees ind comonate commumics-
tions. “She had what [ consider o be out-
standing interpersonal skills-peaple skills

She blended in beantifully into every situa-
tion, yet she was also so very smart und in-
sigghtfial,” McFerson says,

Her rise began with a pragmatic deci
gion. Although she dreamed of becoming
a psychologist, she knew she needed a
steady income in the shor-term 1o give
her son a decent life. So she [Jﬂn'-it‘d aca
reer that wasn't necessarily her passion-
accounting. Having a high school slgebra
teacher she admired didn't hurt. “She
made it seem easy,” she savs. It a prob-
lem. you solve it and there’s usually one
answer.

She enrolled at North Carolina AST
State University, a historically black col-
lege close to home in Greensboro, and
made her mark: Quiester Craig, dezn of
the university’s business school, says, "It
didn't take long to recognize she had no
use for medinerity” He says she is “exhibit
A in our recruitment of smdents” fames
worked her way through college, continu-
ing to lean on her family to care for
Christopher,

James and her son came to Columbus
foor her first job in accounting, far from Euni-
v ane fricnds. The inevitahle overtime of a
CPA's schodule competed with the de-
manids of single motherhood, She says the
memonics of bringing her voung son with
her to work on Samnadays now make her 2
more understanding boss Afier his mom
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joined Nationwide in 1981, Chrstopher,
who turms 32 this monsh, savs as the vears
went by, the devator ride to her office grew
longer and the loor numbers climbed high-
ex. For a while, he had no ides what she did
fior a living. When his fricnds asked, he just
said, “She works at Nationwide”

oimen, especially black women, look
W1u_1ﬂme-_i. for advice on making i big
in the corporute world, She em-
briaces the role, speaking to large groups
and individuals. In the most unisual cise,
being a mentor meant taking in a homeless
woman 2nd her youny daughter. She tells
the story nonchulantly, as if there is noth-
ing remarkahle about inviting strangers to
live in her house for o couple of weeks.
The young woman, Michele Beaty, was
i the andience when James gave a presen-
tation to teen moms 10 vears ago at Whel-
stone High School. She pave her phone
number to the girls in case they needed ad-
viee. /At the time, Beaty faced a choice be-
tween moving vel again with her transient
mother ar finishing school, so she phoned
TJames for help. James took in Beaty and her
danghter hefore finding them a safe place
toy stay, Beuty says James has been o stead
fast, levelheaded influence m her life ever
since, even when Beaty savs she “just kind
of snapped” afer her danghter was severe
ly burned in 1997 while in the care of a ba
by sitter. Beaty went after the woman with
a knife. “T cut her,” she says. “The first per
son | called after it happened was Donna
She smd, ‘OK, vou know you're going to
jail s here's what vou're poing to do! ™
Beaty, wha served time in prison for
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the stabbing, is now o proud homeowner
working full time at a collections agency
and deaning houses for her start-up biisi-
ness. “1 think Donna’s the fisst successful
teenage mom I've ever seen in my lile and
she was bluck, (oo, and 1 was like, Wow,
does that ever really happen to us’” There's
nothing I can reward her with for giving
me q life owside of destruction and de-
spair; | just make it a point to continee on
my puth Lo success so she G continieg to
be proud of me”

James's generosity extends 1o her own
farnily and her hushand’s. Donna and Lar-
ry have underwritten a small business ven-
ture by her brother-in-law, provided eol-
lege educations for extended family and
puaid lor family reunions and cultural expe-
riences for nieces and nephews. “If you
can't share it, what’s the sense of killing
yoursel 7 Larry James says.

Her son now is married with children
and also an accountant (4t Colombus State),

Not a lot of African-American
women are top executives at
Fortune 100 companies. “There's
a pride and a disappointment in
that. You question, ‘Why are you
the first? Why hasn’t this been
done before? And then you pray
and push to make sure you're
not the last.”

Before his marriage, he and another woman
had a child wopether—James’s st grand
child. James i currently paying for the former
girlfriend's college education. The woman i
a wonderful mother, she says, and deserves
a chance to get her degree.

James “really changed the trajectory of
thar young woman's lifi,” savs a frend,
Yvotte MeGee Brown, president of the
Center for Child and Family Advocacy at
Children's Hospital. “That 10 me really
tells me who she ™

wnnzt and Lamy James met ot a fiondrois-
DJF for the King Arts Complex in 1457

Donna was a volunieer model in the
fishion show and Lamy escorted her down
a set of staire. They continued (o cross paths
at the Nationwide building in which the Low
office Larry worked {or was renting spac.
They dated for just six months before mur-
nyingin 1989



his own desperate Gircumstances, moving
between his grandparents’ shareeroppers’
quarters in Alabama and his unemploved
mother's overcrowded house near Cleve
land. He worked his way through collepe
and law school to become an influential
Columbus artomey, serving a3 the public
safety direetor under Mavor Duna Rine-
hart i the 1980s. He is now 3 well-con-
necled purtner at Crabbe, Brown & James
with high-profile clients. Donna and Larry
sponsor many exhibits ar the King Ars
Complex, where he is president of the
board.

Politically sawvy, with fiiends in both
parties, Larry 35 @ tegistered Republican,
Donna, meanwhile, is socially liberal-pro-
choice and supportive of gay rights. “We
do disagree on certain candidates and cer-
tain idenlogivs, but we really respiect each
other’s opinion.” Larry says. The couple’s
ability to talk sbout ssues from opposie
ends of the politicu] spectruny creates a sali
space for others. “Where we really have a
great timie i when we have dinners or par-
ties at oar house.” Donna says Guests have
irctuded Columbus school board president
Stephanie Hightower, State Rep. Joyee
Beatty, Dispatoh associate publisher Mike p— fe:
Curtin and United Wiy of America board ot nome: James and her husband, attorney Larry James, with a sampling of their impressive
president Johnnetta B. Cole. “Sometimes  artcallection.
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. I'remember once, while my husband

4 and son were still asleep, my daughter
| and I slipped out of our cottage into

- the quiet of the morning, past white
picl:et fences, down sandy paths to

the beach. With the sun following in
our footsteps, we walked and talked
for hours. The beach seemed endless.
‘We could have gone on forever. At
that very moment, there wasn't a more
perfect place in the world.
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