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To Jim, Emilie, and Carlie




INTRODUCTION


WHY KNOWING YOUR VALUE ISN’T ENOUGH


“I HATE YOU, I HATE YOU, I HATE YOU!”


My daughter’s words were the gutting end to a savage week. I was exhausted. My professional life starts way before the sun comes up, and it often keeps churning late into the night. Every day I fight the same endless battle that many other women do as I try to juggle my duties at work and at home. But sixteen-year-old Carlie’s words struck me between the eyes. The truth was, I had failed again.


The week began as it always does with a 3:30 a.m. wakeup call. After pulling myself from bed, making the commute into Manhattan, and sitting zombie-like in a makeup chair, I read every newspaper and editorial page to prepare for Morning Joe, the daily morning news program that I cohost with Joe Scarborough. Then I start planning the three-hour show in three minutes—that’s all the time we generally have because my intellectually gifted and maddeningly frustrating cohost wanders into 30 Rock about exactly three minutes before we go on air. After that, Joe Scarborough and I walk to the studio, without notes, teleprompters, or safety nets. Having my job is a great honor, and I recognize that—but its pace is exhausting.


When our stage manager, Jen, gestures for the final wrap, Morning Joe may be over, but a long day off-camera is about to begin. On this particular Monday I was rushed off the set and into another studio to interview fashion icon and former Vogue editor-at-large Andre Leon Talley. Because Andre is a joyous show in himself, the interview went so far over that my producer, Rachel Campbell, had to race in to pull me off the set for my next event, which was in Philadelphia. The speech I would be giving, two hours south of Manhattan, was for our bosses at Comcast, so everyone in the office wanted me to be on time for it. A late grand entrance from my cohost Joe would be the subject of playful ribbing and laughs. But I have to play by the “good girl” rules: show up promptly, look put together, make it all seem easy.


Perhaps a normal person would have a moment for a bathroom break and to put on comfortable shoes to travel. My heels were beginning to feel like stilts, and I was desperate to pee as I ran into the auditorium with 450 elegant women waiting to hear my speech. I felt faint because I hadn’t eaten all day. But all that would have to wait. The stage manager grabbed me by the arm and whispered, “You’re up now. Here’s the mic. Good luck!” I reached into my bulging purse, pulled out a few stray pieces of paper, and began reading off the notes I had scratched out. My assignment was to explain how women can earn their full value at work.


In my book Knowing Your Value: Women, Money, and Getting What You’re Worth and in my Know Your Value conferences, I share stories of my own vulnerability. Whether I’m doing the show with Joe, giving a speech, moderating a panel at an event, or hosting a conference to empower women professionally, my approach is to address what hasn’t worked for me and how I fixed it. Opening up in this way is a great start to getting to the next level. If nothing else, I’m honest, and it’s my experience that people appreciate honesty.


Let’s face it: our lives—as working women, as mothers, as wives—are not easy. At all. And when I am open about that and share what frankly doesn’t work, at least for me, it seems to help women to see how to take that first step in knowing their own value. That is, they stop beating up on themselves for what they believe they haven’t pulled off perfectly and begin to recognize how much work and life experience they bring to the table every day. That’s what I mean by “knowing your value.” It’s understanding at a professional and financial level that you—your career, perspective, hard-earned lessons, and proven techniques—are greater than the sum of your parts as a working woman. You know what you’re worth in the marketplace because you’ve earned your stripes, you know where—and how—you stand out in your field, and you know how much you should be compensated for it.


Because I’ve learned to appreciate my own value after many years, I don’t mind telling you that the speech was a total success that day. The audience of professional women had more questions than time would allow, and I was hugged—a lot—as I raced out the door. But there was no time to enjoy the moment.


I rocketed back home—well, let’s say “crawled”—in what turned out to be five hours of traffic, just in time to have missed dinner with my younger daughter, Carlie, and my husband, Jim. They are used to me being late—if I get home in time to eat with them at all. And now I had to flop into unconsciousness: the 3:30 a.m. alarm comes quickly. I took medication because I needed to sleep right away. This is often the most depressing part of my day: getting in bed alone and praying that I can get some shut-eye. Because everyone else in my life is humming along on a different clock, my schedule exacts a hefty price on my emotional well-being. A day that is so full can feel very empty and out of sync at the end. In addition to that, at some point this medication is going to catch up with me. I have to pick my poison: no sleep and the pain of exhaustion, or sleep and grow increasingly dependent on the medication. This is not really a glamorous life. This is a life of sometimes bad but always hard choices.


So that was Monday.


Tuesday was the same routine. I woke up at 3:30 a.m. and rushed to do three hours of live TV. After I stepped off the Morning Joe set, I ran three back-to-back sponsor meetings about Know Your Value conferences and the movement I’m building to help women know and grow their value. These are the toughest kind of meetings—those that involve getting corporations behind my message. After that, I dashed like a greyhound across town to pick up the script for a speech I was giving that night at a gala event downtown. Then I quickly got my hair done and figured out an outfit. The Wall Street fete was something I should have never agreed to. I felt exhausted and guilty on stage at Cipriani speaking to four hundred tipsy advertisers, knowing I should have been home. The event seemed like a great branding opportunity when Adweek invited me six months before, but now all I could do was try to figure out how to get out by 10, home by 11, and hopefully be asleep by 11:15 (if I remembered to take that medicine on my way off the stage—what is wrong with this picture?).


Wednesday: up well before the sun again to host the show, then two back-to-back meetings. After that, I flew to Washington, DC, with Joe to cover the breaking news that the director of the Secret Service had just resigned. Then I hosted a panel about a retrospective of artwork by my mother, sculptor Emilie Brzezinski, at the Phillips Collection. Afterward I raced across town to watch as my father, former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, had an institute named after him at the Center for Strategic and International Studies. (Attending these events made my parents happy, and I was glad I’d made the effort.)


Again, I understand that these are terrific problems for anyone to have, but truthfully? I was running on empty. Speaking of which, I drove back to New York via Baltimore; I hadn’t seen my older daughter, Emilie, since I’d dropped her off at Johns Hopkins University for her freshman year earlier that fall. We had a blast! I took her on a little shopping excursion and then finally pulled in the driveway at home at about seven o’clock at night. I was trying to cram all the pieces of my life into one day by getting home at a reasonable hour, leaving me bedraggled and a bit shaky after that sixteen-hour whirlwind. But my parents were happy. Check. Emilie was happy. Check. My many brand-development efforts were humming along. Check.


However, nothing could prepare me for the next maelstrom in that grueling day: Hurricane Carlie. She’s got my number, and she knows what buttons to press. Before I’d even put down my bag, Carlie sped in through the front door in her track uniform and bolted up the stairs to her room. No hug. No “Hi, Mom!” Just a glare that felt like an assault weapon with a silencer.


I stood in the front hallway, barely conscious. I took a moment to lead myself through a mental sequence. Work was finished for the day. I was at home now. It was Wednesday. I could smell dinner from the kitchen. It was time to eat. As I slowly began to shift from “Morning Joe/Know Your Value Mika” to Mom, I reminded myself that research says that when kids eat dinner with their families, they do less drugs and don’t get into trouble with alcohol. So I called up to her, forcefully: “Carlie, come downstairs and have dinner with us right now!” No response. I marched upstairs and had to coax her down into the kitchen. I was like that ham-fisted mom from Modern Family, except not as cute. And then, out of nowhere, the verbal barrage began.


“I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU!” she screamed, tears springing from her eyes. “Look at you—you’re disgusting! You’re a hypocrite! You’re never here!” Before I could open my mouth, she sprinted back upstairs and slammed her door. What was even worse was that she had a point. I am rarely home for dinner during the week. And when I am home, I am always urging Jim and the girls to eat way earlier than they would like to, so I can join them and get to bed at an early hour.


I love my job. I love the work I do on behalf of empowering women. And I have to admit: I also thrive on the pace. Mostly. But some weeks are what I call “reset” weeks: the days become such a blur that I need to turn off, press the “reset” button, and gather my wits before carrying on with my crazy sprint. So this was a reset moment. Something had to give—but what? I am not sure how the schedule got so screwed up. I’m not sure who was to blame, but I sat on the stairs, still in my coat, holding all my bags, crushed. I got a lot of love at the conference in Philly, at my job, in my book signings. But that night I got none in my own home.


In fact, for women, it often seems that hard work just doesn’t pay off. Although I did get to see my parents in DC and my older daughter in Baltimore, my husband and younger daughter had been put on hold. Again.


HUGGING TOTAL STRANGERS


It had been an amazing year in terms of professional value-building. Knowing one’s value is huge to me. In fact, this topic plays a profound, consuming role in my life: helping women to appraise their own worth in their careers, to evaluate and appreciate the breadth of their work experience, and to feel confident asking for what they need when they enter salary negotiations.


I wrote the book Knowing Your Value because I’d spent decades learning how to put a qualitative and quantitative number on the experience I brought to the table. For years I’d undersold myself, apologized for asking for a raise, and meekly accepted whatever was offered. I’d bungled salary discussions with bosses by trying to imitate what I imagined a man would do—which was a disaster, let me tell you. I wanted my book to help working women learn how to assert themselves and to realize that knowing their value is tough but critical in getting their worth and being adequately compensated in the marketplace.


And to my amazement and happiness, the book had received the kind of success I had never expected. Ever since it was released in 2011, women have been coming up to me on the street, telling me that Knowing Your Value had given them the courage to ask for—and get—raises at their jobs. I find myself hugging total strangers to congratulate them. I feel an enormous sense of gratitude that I have played a small but important part in so many amazing women’s lives. The reaction has been so strong that I decided the topic needed more attention. I started saving testimonials from women who had used the advice in my book to get a raise. That was when I began to grow the value of my own brand, and at that point, it was up to me to develop it.


Then, in the spring of 2014, I hosted my first annual Know Your Value conference in Hartford, Connecticut. There I spoke to a surprisingly jam-packed audience. I had set up the whole thing myself. I hired a team from Hartford, worked the phones to get sponsors to cover the costs of the event, and alerted the local media about it. They were happy to cover it, given the marketability of the subject matter. The event sold out; evidently there were more women hungry to hear this message than I’d even realized. This brand and its message was finding its footing! Gayle King was my keynote speaker for the day, and as she walked off stage, she pointed at me and said, “Mika, you are on to something here—Wow!”


So, along with a panel of experienced professional women, I made the point that, instead of complaining that “It’s not fair!” that women get paid 77 cents to a man’s dollar, we need to do what successful men have always done. We need to perform painstaking sleuthing to know our competition inside and out. It is our responsibility to compare, evaluate, and define our own experiences and set of skills. We must identify our strongest personality assets, such as being “focused,” “thoughtful,” and “cooperative.” We should express this directly and succinctly to our higher-ups in order to get the salary and position we deserve. Because if we don’t know our value and communicate it cogently, confidently, and with hard evidence, then we, as women, will never get our due. The day was full of great advice on how to do all this.


I also came up with an idea that really brought the message home—a bonus competition in which I chose five finalists based on auditions in which they pitched their value. I asked the five women to join me onstage and to deliver their two-minute pitches summing up why they deserved the $10,000 prize. And it was flat-out amazing. One woman had just undergone heart surgery forty-eight hours beforehand, yet she confidently made the case that she would use the money for a website for her small business in Madison, Connecticut. One mother of eight wanted to get her college degree to advance in her professional life and to provide for her family in the way they deserved. Another woman, soft-spoken but full of ideas and promise, broke down in tears on stage, struggling with her pitch. I held her hands. “It’s hard work to state your value, but you can do it,” I said. And she did. In the end every woman onstage and those I got to speak to in the audience said how much they had learned about how to put themselves out there and how to actually succeed in their careers. By the end of it I was wiping away tears myself. We had all made breakthroughs in realizing our value.


But on that Wednesday in 2014—the day when my career and my daughter’s tantrum converged—I felt a distinct absence of any self-worth at all. It was as if there were two Mikas in the room. There was “Morning Mika” and “Know Your Value Mika,” who could be characterized as a brand. By assertively promoting and marketing my professional brand and message, I had successfully advocated for myself, negotiated for commensurate compensation, and earned many opportunities to share what I knew with women everywhere. I was proud that I was helping so many women; it was an incredible feeling of worth and accomplishment. I actually felt that I had a calling.


But standing in the hallway in the wake of Carlie’s rage, I felt empty. I certainly didn’t feel that I’d arrived anywhere that could be described as “success.” I felt like I do every night—exhausted, depleted. But even worse, I felt like a failure in the worst way—that I had no value at all. What was the point of all my career accomplishments if the most important people in my life felt I had pulled away from them—and if they were pulling away from me?


GROW THE DEFINITION AND REACH OF YOUR VALUE


When I was at the beginning of my career in my twenties, I thought I’d feel on top of the world once I reached the peak of my success. But somehow it just isn’t like that. I can feel totally in charge at work. Even though it is stressful, my job really fits me. I love connecting with our guests. I love the energy. I absorb it, respond to it, and give it back. I’m Joe’s foil as well as his wingman. I know what my value is at work. It is an incredible honor to enjoy this success, and it feels like a gift to be able to share it with others. And yes, if I can, I hope to work for a long time to come.


Then I leave work, drive home, and open the front door of my house. And the energy is different. Distant. Subtler. More primal. I have to shift gears, and my sense of my value begins to wobble. My daughters are not my young producers on Morning Joe. They are not constantly zipping around from the set to the green room, chattering nonstop into headsets, robo-dialing to book guests, rushing in with a late guest—nor should they be. I’ve never expected my daughters to be anything other than their own beautiful souls. I love them exactly the way they were when they were first born; I love them exactly the way they are now, and I always will. Period.


But still. From the constant chatter and verbal sparring with my colleagues at work, I often come home to a quiet, remote, door-closed world. I pepper my girls and husband with questions about their days, making overly chipper attempts at conversation. But I can see them cringe at all that intense energy I bring home with me. And that triggers my maternal brain to eclipse my work brain, reminding me of many of the very things my own mother told me when I first had my children: Mika, you need to slow down. You need to be present with your family, not multitasking or taking phone calls during conversations, not vamping for the camera. Your always-on work mode isn’t what your family needs, nor is it what they value in you. So I try to transition, but it feels forced. My work has changed me . . . at least that’s what it feels like they are thinking.


My mother was recently in the hospital. With the help of a little medication, she gave me the best advice she’ll never remember. “You are always so happy—always so ‘up,’” she scoffed. “Just stop. Give it a rest. No one is really like that.” No one who is being her authentic self at home and at work, anyway. Instead, I’m someone who is trying to be two different people in two distinct environments—and splitting at the seams in the process.


My mother was right: I had been acting bizarrely positive. Exaggeratedly so. I had effectively put on blinders, donned my “go get ‘em” game face to get everything done that I needed to accomplish. In addition to my day job, I was driven to spread the message about women’s need to claim their professional due and was narrowly focused on getting everything on my to-do list checked off.


My singularity of purpose enabled me—and many other women—to extract real value from my career, titles, and compensation. But on that Wednesday I felt worthless. Here at home my market brand was not only meaningless; it was, as my daughter had clearly telegraphed through her rage, damaged. My work persona wasn’t working at home. I had to grow my definition and reach not just as “Morning Mika” but also as a mother and wife—as a person.


When I wrote Knowing Your Value, my focus was on helping women get adequate remuneration in the workplace. Now I was getting a cold bucket of water over my head at home. It hit me that “value” extended to my worth as a human being, to the things that I hold dear in my inner world—my relationships to my daughters, my marriage, my extended family, and my friends. I still had plenty of work to do to grow my professional value—the experiences, know-how, and style that I bring to the table—but my sense of inner value needed work too. A lot of work.


Did I really know my value to Carlie? Did I know my role and my sense of worth at home? Could I reconnect with my family and also stay on top of my career? How could I—how can any working mom—grow in both of these areas of life? Is it possible to be clear on how we can best give of ourselves as wives, partners, and mothers without compromising our careers and our professional worth and strength? This, I realized, is why merely knowing your value as a working woman was not enough.


In order to take it to the next level and grow our value as people, not just as professionals, women must do some very tricky math. As more and more of us break the glass ceiling, we have to measure our professional profits against our personal losses and decide what we want our real gains to be.


THE RIGHT STUFF


I know. It’s a shock. It’s as though you spend years pushing yourself to climb up the steep, often trip-wired trail to the top of Mount Career. You take a breather, stretching your aching muscles and congratulating yourself on your success: Hooray, you made it! But after you’ve recovered from the strain of the climb, feeling strong but tired, you begin to look around you, orienting yourself in this new vista, and you begin to see that Mount Career is actually just one in a mountain range. With a summit concealed in clouds and a surface that includes both rocky outcroppings and serene meadows, there is one alp that soars above the rest: Mount the Rest of Your Life. Your first response is: “Oh. My. God.” Then you think, “Do I have the right stuff to navigate this terrain? And what is the right stuff, anyway? I can’t even see what the top of this thing looks like!”


This is the guidebook, right here in your hands.


We definitely need to know our value, both as professionals with demanding and interesting work and as women with rich, complex personal lives—and we then should grow it, maximize it in every way. And in this book I’m going to show you a variety of ways in which to do this. You’re going to meet successful working women who have capitalized on their earning potential while also learning how to feel some degree of peace personally. You’re also going to meet women who, like most of us, are still at the trailhead, trying to figure out which path to take. You’re not going to hear any sugar-coating. Instead, you will read honest accounts of the personal fallout and regrets that women have had to face as a result of being successful in their careers. You will hear about how their sense of inner value has grown anemic over time because their professional life—indeed, their very brand as experts in their fields—needs constant tending. But you will also see how these women have learned to deal with these conflicting aspirations. And perhaps you can avoid some of our mistakes.


I’m also going to show you why people-pleasing is poison and how to just stop doing it. You’ll learn how to spot the enemies inside your own head and how you can keep them at arm’s length, if not defeat them. In addition, you’re going to hear questions that we, as a society, are all facing but aren’t talking about.


In Knowing Your Value I showed you how not to apologize or play the victim on the job; how to leave drama at the door, be ready to walk; and most importantly, how to communicate your professional and compensatory worth effectively.


You know your professional value. Now let’s grow it, and let’s also grow your inner value. Let’s learn how to merge the two so we can begin to lead whole, integrated, fulfilling lives.




CHAPTER ONE


WHAT’S A WOMAN WORTH?


Career, Personal Life, and Growing Your Value


Iam the Queen of the Awkward Moment—and I love it. It’s a trait that I’ve developed ever since I was a young girl moderating political debates around the dinner table, with my brothers, mother, and White House statesman father. In interviews, discussions, and meetings, I’ve always found that the Awkward Moment tells me almost everything I need to know about any given topic.


When I’m in the interviewer’s seat, I’ll lead with a few softball questions and genial banter, and then I’ll throw a wrench in the works. If the others jump in right away with rapid-fire responses, either in conflict or agreement, you’re definitely in for a great discussion—but you’re not going to get to that brutally honest place where time stands still, the domain of discomfort and naked insecurity. No, the Awkward Moment is a different beast altogether. It’s that uneasy lull that follows a question that’s so controversial, so sensitive that no one dares take it on. When it surfaces, I know that I have suddenly pinpointed a hot-button issue. I’m onto something big.


The Most Awkward Moment of my career came in the summer of 2014 when I was moderating a panel for the White House Summit on Working Families. The subject was very close to my heart: the fact that women, wives, and mothers need to learn how to understand and leverage their value in the marketplace. I was sharing the stage with some of the country’s most powerful and internationally known women. Luminaries such as feminist movement leader Gloria Steinem. Political pioneers like former Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. Media moguls like Black Entertainment Television (BET) CEO Debra Lee. Intellectual institutional powerhouses like Judith Rodin, the former president of University of Pennsylvania and current president of the Rockefeller Foundation.


I was nervous to be up there with such incredibly accomplished women. But I was very excited to get an inside look at how they had estimated their financial value at different points in their careers—or, unless they’d been born super-women, how they’d underestimated it. I wanted them to share what had happened in their work lives, what they’d learned, and how they’d used their experiences to maximize their monetary worth in order to accomplish such extraordinary achievements.


But I also wanted to know something else.


To be honest, I wanted to come away with some tips that I could use in my own life. Obviously, the women on this panel had done it all—at least over time, right? But how had they done it? I wanted to know all the mechanisms they’d deployed on their way up. I’m no Judith Rodin or Gloria Steinem, but I do know that more than half the time, between my job, my kids, my marriage—everything—I’m flat-out exhausted. And it doesn’t feel like it’s working. The scramble to take control of the important parts of my life (never mind doing the basics, such as going to the dentist) is relentless. I’m always putting out fires. I’m always on edge. And although I wouldn’t trade my career for anything, there’s no question that it has taken its toll on my family. So I wanted to know: What kinds of tolls had their careers taken on them? And how did they solve those problems? Getting answers to these questions would be the greatest gift of all because, as far as I’m concerned, what is the meaning of what I’m doing in my professional life if my family is not thriving?


So on that blazingly hot summer day, in a football stadium–sized conference room packed to the rafters, I began by introducing the distinguished panel. Then I asked, “What do you see out there in the ranks . . . do women always know their value? Do they communicate it effectively for themselves?” I asked whether they had observed what I have: that women are often their own worst enemies in the workplace. I had seen time and again that we don’t ask for what we’re worth because we don’t know or we’re too scared to find out what our value is.


Men aren’t too scared to ask. And it’s not that men get paid more than women only because they feel that they are more entitled to a bigger salary. Instead, it seems that we women don’t claim our value because we don’t feel entitled to it. We ask for less than what we’re worth when we’re applying for or offered a job or a raise. Not only that, we often apologize for what we assume is the “inconvenience” we’re putting our higher-ups through when we do ask. Okay—now discuss, panel!


Right off the bat, Rockefeller Foundation President Judith Rodin confessed what happened when she was first offered the job as head of University of Pennsylvania years before. “When I was offered the presidency of Penn, the first woman Ivy League president, I think the board believed that I would—and should—feel extremely grateful.” She laughed. “They offered me a salary, and I went home overnight and started to get really angry. I went back to the board the next day and I said, ‘Would you have offered me that if I were a man?’ And to their credit, they paused to think about it, and then within the next ten minutes they raised my salary significantly.”


If that isn’t an example of knowing your value, I don’t know what is. Rodin’s experience illustrates how critical it is for women to advocate for themselves. To know what men are getting paid for the same jobs. To know that if you’re being offered the job, your employers probably have a higher estimation of your value than you do. So you’ve got to step it up, do your homework, and explain plainly and firmly what you bring to the table. That’s the essence of knowing your professional value.


But, I said to the conference audience, it takes a while to learn how to do that. BET’s Debra Lee agreed. She marveled at how different things were now from when she was rising up in the ranks as a media executive. “I’m seeing a growing trend of young women being better prepared, and saying, ‘I’m not going accept a position, if I’m not [compensated fairly].’” She added, “When I was coming along, I didn’t have that many role models, in terms of women and business or female CEOs. I never even thought about being a CEO.” When she was first offered the position of chief operating officer (COO) at BET, she’d learned that three men at the company had already applied for it. But there had been no job posting! How in the world did these men have the wherewithal, the guts, to apply for a position that didn’t even exist?


“They just make stuff up! They oversell in every way!” Debra said.


I couldn’t resist breaking in, throwing my hands up in disgust and admiration. “It is an unbelievable talent on the part of the human male!” We all, audience included, had to laugh. Evidently just about everyone in the room had had a run-in with that “unbelievable talent on the part of the human male” at one time or another. Debra confessed that even when she had been invited to make stuff up—stuff like her salary, for example—she had so little sense of her professional value—her skills, her experience, her unique perspective, her earned wisdom and judgment—that she couldn’t even imagine what the number attached to it might even look like. When she’d been taken out for lunch and was offered the COO position and was then asked how much she wanted, Debra admitted that she was astounded. “I was like, ‘Wow—I can pick a number?’” she recalled thinking at the time, chuckling at her naïveté. “I hadn’t thought about that. So I said, ‘Well . . . I don’t know. A million dollars sounds good.’ And he looked at me. And he said, ‘Why so low?’”


On the surface of it, the panel was going great. The speakers were sharing stories of how they’d learned to measure what they were worth professionally and financially in a take-it-to-the-bank kind of way. The audience was getting a lot of information about how these pros had paved the roads to their brilliant careers. But still, women in the audience and online weren’t getting exactly what they wanted to hear. And neither was I. In the moderator’s seat I was being handed stacks of questions from these women. Perhaps not coincidentally, most of them centered on the very theme I was dying to hear these women talk about: How had they managed to do it all on their way up—and what were the consequences in their personal lives? I could feel the Awkward Moment approaching.


“So I’m getting a lot of questions,” I said nervously, flipping through the stack. “I’m going to encapsulate, because they reflect something I wanted to know too.” I hesitated, wondering how I was going to frame this discussion. But even as Queen of the Awkward Moment, asking these women about how their personal lives had collided with their careers was going to be, well, difficult. This question was so intimate that for the first time in a long time, I found myself stalling. “The women who are sending in questions are starting out or half-way there in their careers, and you all are at the top,” I stammered. “You have dynamic careers . . .” I paused—why were my palms sweating? Finally I asked, in the gentlest possible way, “Any unexpected personal strain from that?”


Silence. Replaced momentarily by forced laughter. Followed by more silence. Oh, God. I looked around at each panelist to see who was going to take this question on. Nothing. Nancy Pelosi looked as if she smelled something bad. Some audience members did too. “Well,” Debra Lee finally said, stiffly, “maybe none that I want to talk about.” And clammed up. No one else was biting. I knew it would be a touchy subject, but this was like yanking out wisdom teeth without anesthesia. It was remarkable to consider that these women had chatted about their strategies for increasing their earnings and power as if they’d been swapping vacation stories. But on the subject of how their careers’ successes had impacted their personal lives? Nada. At least there had been one response, so I had something to go on with Debra. I could pull this one out, get us out of this pit of weird discomfort. I had to. The Awkward Moment is only valuable to the extent that it’s followed by a watershed moment in which a surprising and raw truth is revealed. So I persisted.


“Debra, you talked about your life changing and you not even imagining being CEO. So how did you know what that would feel like personally?” I asked. “Do you feel like you have to ‘edit’ around the people around you? Do you feel like you can be who you are at work, at home?” Again, nothing. The panelists shifted in their chairs—some blankly gazed out at the crowd, some smiled politely at me. But they simply would not talk.


This was fast becoming not just an Awkward Moment, but an aggravating one too. I’ll admit it: I was annoyed. I couldn’t believe these smart, gritty professional women would share with complete candor about the discriminatory struggles they’d had in their careers but remain lips-sewn on how their work lives had affected their marriages, partnerships, friendships, family, and children. These were real and important experiences for all working women, mothers, and wives to learn and share about, but the women who were supposed to be role models were refusing to go there. I grew even more insistent. “I mean, these are questions, I think, that we should put on the table—should we not?” I asked. “Or are we all going to say, ‘It’s so easy. We’re awesome. All of our relationships are perfect. And you can do it too!’”


And . . . silence. Not the kind of silence that people are compelled to fill with embarrassed coughing or throat-clearing. A complete sound blackout. Crickets chirping. After what seemed like a purgatorial eternity, former Speaker Nancy Pelosi jumped in and changed the subject entirely. I shifted gears, and the show went on.


But I couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened.


If their work and personal lives were beautifully intertwined, they would have happily shared it. Instead, they’d been mute. The takeaway for me was that successful women evidently felt too insecure and vulnerable to talk about how work had influenced their relationships and their sense of worth in their whole lives. In the end they were not prepared to go on the record about it.


But in this book we do. Dr. Judith Rodin and Senator Claire McCaskill will talk about how a burgeoning career can cause stress in relationships and even harm marriages—their marriages. You’ll hear from PepsiCo CEO Indra Nooyi, who says she “leaves her crown at the door” every day. How tossing out her CEO persona at the threshold and playing the role of an acquiescent wife and mother is how her marriage has survived the intense demands of her career. Wow. Their honesty gave me the guts to say that I am struggling too.


PROFOUND PERSONAL CONSEQUENCES


What is success, really? Is it making a lot of money? Being at the top of your field? Fulfilled in your career? What are we chasing? And what about your personal life—doesn’t “success” have a role there too? What are the deeper undertones in the meaning of “value”? We should certainly calculate our profits in terms of work experience, expertise, and money. But what about outside the workplace? What’s the calculus for that? And how does our inner sense of purpose compare, qualitatively, to the value in our careers? Are they oceans apart or next-door neighbors? Can they complement each other? Or at least coexist without our having a nervous break-down or massive identity crisis?


These questions—and so many successful women’s reluctance to go near them—haunt, baffle, and, often, just plain elude me. I’ve speculated that one of the reasons these women skate over their personal lives or simply refuse to talk about them altogether is because women are still unrepresented at the highest levels of power: corporate, political, academic, scientific, and more.


For example, less than 5 percent of the top companies have women as CEOs. Slightly more than 10 percent of the 1,645 “Forbes’ World’s Billionaires of 2014” are women. As of this writing, there are only fourteen incumbent female heads of state. Perhaps their lips are sealed about their wrenching inner conflicts because no established woman would ever want to say anything to discourage younger women from aiming higher than the glass ceiling. One of the most powerful CEOs in the world told me that men are always bringing their wives to family retreats, yet women managers never bring their husbands. Never. Think about that. What is that telling your boss? What are we hiding? Why do we feel that we have to keep our personal lives and professional lives separate, even when we’re invited to merge them for a day or two? Is it because we, as women, don’t want to be seen as “wives” in a workplace setting? Are we worried that the presence of our husbands would somehow compromise our authority in the eyes of our colleagues?


We know that many Millennial women are burning out before they turn thirty. So the question must be asked: If the life of a highly successful, working woman is so complicated, why would anyone want it—much less to be a full-stop, executive, all-consuming “success”? And yet is it right for women who have been handsomely rewarded for their relentless work ethic to claim that there haven’t been profound personal consequences in other areas of their lives? As I blurted out at the White House panel, “Are we all going to say, ‘It’s so easy! We’re awesome! All of our relationships are perfect! And you can do it, too!’”? Come on, now. If that were true, there would be many more of us making it to the top.


I think we all know firsthand—or, if you’re young, you’ve at least suspected—that such toss-offs are flat-out frauds. In my life, the reality on the ground is that it has never, ever been easy. It has not always been awesome. And my relationships—perfect? Where do I even start?


My daughters have grown up often feeling annoyed because I am not like my friend Beth. Beth is an awesome stay-at-home mother of twin girls in my town. She was always able to have Halloween parties and show up at all school events. As our daughters got older and all became runners on the high school track team, Beth was the leader of the “parent pack.” I never knew where to go during cross-country meets. No worries: Beth had mapped it out. All I had to do was follow Beth and her camera (yes, she took all the pictures at every school event). My older daughter, Emilie, once asked me, “Why can’t you be like her?”


It’s true: I’ve missed school plays, birthday parties, sporting events, back-to-school nights—you name it. You can’t be in two places at once, so you have to do the math. I often made decisions with the big picture in mind. It has paid off in terms of my career, but not without many moments when my heart hurt. There have been genuine consequences, some so distressing that I don’t want to go any further because it would compromise my family’s privacy. Suffice it to say, it has been crushing on more than a handful of occasions.


As for my husband, I suspect that he is fed up with the demands of my career. It used to be funny when friends and colleagues would laughingly call Jim, whose last name is Hoffer, “Mr. Brzezinski.” It isn’t funny anymore. Jim would tell you that he spends too many nights eating dinner alone while I am still in Manhattan at some gala or work-related event, surrounded by a gaggle of strangers whom I will never see again. I regret every second I am away from my family at night, but I feel I am required to be at these functions. At first, going to such glam affairs was exciting, I guess, but after a while it all blurs. I feel awful about missing family time, and I often overcompensate when I’m home by lavishing too much attention on my family, buying them things, or trying to stuff ten conversations into one.


But at the same time, if you want to be at the top of your game, long hours are nonnegotiable. Just ask Indra Nooyi, who worked eighteen-hour days when her children were small. Being successful isn’t just a question of doing a killer job during business hours. You’d better be out there networking on behalf of your organization—and yourself. You’d better be mentally, physically, and sartorially “on” for professional events. You’d better be ready to travel—maybe a lot. And for some reason, we feel like we have to fill the same amount of space at home. Later you’ll hear from my friend Senator Claire McCaskill about how she would finish a case as a prosecutor—putting away a man for life—and then rush home to frantically make dinner from scratch. Talk about an exhausting double life.


I’m not saying that women whose partners’ jobs regularly involve travel don’t feel the unnatural silence that settles on their homes, don’t feel abandoned at times because it feels as if their husbands prioritize work over family. But when it’s a woman walking in those career shoes—a wife, a mother—the fallout is far, far different, and the fallout begins with how you feel about yourself.
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