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I miss you every minute of every day.


To all the shy girls, the introverts. 
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INTRODUCTION



“What salary do you see yourself making in life?”


Wait, is he serious? For weeks I’d been contemplating that same million-dollar question. But I had no idea that my boss, BET’s charismatic chairman and CEO, Bob Johnson, noticed the wheels churning in my head. Or that I had one foot already out the door. Bob was Bob though. He always knew what you were thinking before you said it—and he loved to put folks on the spot, which is exactly what he was doing by casually asking me “my number” over lunch. “What do you see yourself making in life?” My answer was simple: more. But I couldn’t say that. It had been nearly a decade since Bob hired me away from Big Law to become BET’s first general counsel. The open sky of the network’s possibilities had drawn me in and convinced me to take a huge pay cut. Now, almost 10 years and as many jobs later, I deserved more. Bob knew that but had shot me down months before when I requested a raise. What my boss didn’t know was that I had been plotting my exit ever since.


I took a beat, looked directly in his eyes, and offered my honest answer: “A million dollars.”


“A million? That’s it?” he said with a smirk.


I shook my head. This was just like Bob. Pulling me back in when he knew I was on my way out.


It had taken me a long time (too long) to work up the courage to ask for a much-deserved raise—nothing big, I’d requested maybe 10 percent more than what I’d been making—and Bob’s “no” was practically instant. When I first joined BET in 1986, I begrudgingly accepted an $18,000 pay cut. Cable was the Wild Wild West of communications, and I wanted in after five years of trying to shoehorn myself into a white-shoe law firm. By the time BET came around I was more than ready to leap into a new adventure. Plus, Bob assured me that I’d be making much more eventually. He’d all but guaranteed that his company was going to be the next big thing in the budding cable industry and the media world at large. The man spun magic. A salesman if there ever was one, Bob could convince anyone of anything. One of his favorite pastimes was proving to anyone who’d listen that bacon wasn’t pork! The man was unbelievable—and yet we all believed. His vision was the future, and the rest of us better hop on board or be left in the dust. He knew how to read people and get what he wanted. In a profile about his budding cable company, Washingtonian Magazine dubbed Bob “the Smooth Operator,” and that title followed him throughout his career. If Bob said the money would follow, then it would. Or so I thought.


But as the years racked up, so did my responsibilities. I was quite literally doing the most: spearheading our IPO, developing new business strategy, overseeing the construction of our first production studio, even heading up our budding magazine division. Bob’s favorite saying back then was “Oh, don’t worry, Debra can do that.” I could, and I did.


“Look, I’m doing all these extra jobs,” I explained during a long-overdue compensation committee meeting with Bob and Tyrone Brown and Herb Wilkins, both board members of BET Holdings. “I don’t mind doing the work. I love it, in fact. But we all know it’s a lot and much more than what my singular title of General Counsel indicated. I think my pay should reflect that, don’t you?” The two of them remained silent and took me in from across the table, revealing nothing. Bob’s philosophy had always been “pay everyone the same.” All the senior vice presidents earned equal salaries and identical pay increases. On the surface it seemed fair, although it was anything but. It took guts to stand up for oneself in that environment—and my stomach was in knots the entire time—but I knew what I was worth. The question was, did they?


“I’m just asking for recognition that I’m doing more and more extra work,” I said.


“Debra,” began Herb in a tone that was both condescending and unsurprising. “There are a ton of folks who would kill for a job like yours. If you don’t like what Bob pays you, then you should probably leave.” And that’s exactly what I did. I excused myself from the table, power walked to the restaurant’s bathroom, and cried.


This wasn’t just about the money. That was never my North Star. I cried because my time at BET was over and I knew it. They’d crossed a line between what was fair and what was downright insulting. I’d spent nine years working harder and longer than what my job description called for, and they still didn’t respect me. There was no way I could pour so much of myself into a company and get nothing in return but a pat on the back. I didn’t want to leave, I had to.


I splashed cold water on my face and went back to my seat at the table with a tight smile. Herb looked satisfied as I eased back into my chair and silently picked at my plate. Bob knew exactly how upset I was; my eyes were still red. But we never talked about my salary again. That is until the million-dollar lunch a few months later.


“A million? That’s it?” The zeros didn’t matter. Listen, my mother worked as a ward clerk at the Black hospital in town, and my dad was a career military man. A million dollars was and is a lot of money. But what I didn’t realize then was that I could and should dream bigger, not only for myself but for them. I was trained to be a lawyer—to close the deals that made everyone else money—and my vision for my future had yet to catch up to my potential. I could’ve said $10 million, $25 million. What Bob really wanted to know was how big I saw my career, not my bank account. That smirk? He wasn’t mocking me (well, maybe a little), he was giving me a nudge. A million wasn’t enough because this wasn’t about a number, it was about where I wanted to go. Was I content being the network’s general counsel forever, or did I see myself as more?


“Would you ever consider being COO, Debra?” COO? I was weeks away from handing in my resignation because the man wouldn’t give me a 10 percent raise, and now he wanted to hand me the number two position?


The COO position was never on my vision board. First of all, the job didn’t even exist. BET was Bob’s company, and everyone there assumed he’d run it until the day he died. But his tight grip was taking its toll, and I think he knew that eventually he’d have to loosen the reins if he wanted the company to be his true legacy, lasting well beyond his tenure. And remember Bob’s favorite saying: “Debra can do it.” In reality, I’d been doing the job of COO for years, and still I’d never thought to ask for the official title. And, as I’d later discover, a few of my male colleagues on the senior executive team had already asked to be named COO—an opportunity I didn’t even know was possible.


The situation, of course, proved that old corporate adage that men apply for promotions based on potential while women reach higher based on proof. We wait—sometimes for years, keeping our heads down and working hard until we feel confident enough in our earned skill set to move forward. That’s what I’d been doing. Bob was pushing me out of my comfort zone but not off a cliff. I deserved to be number two. I just needed to see myself in the role. Shortly after that million-dollar lunch, Bob named me COO, a job I never saw myself doing and a job I would hold for the next ten years before eventually taking over for Bob as CEO. And to think I had been ready to quit.


Opportunities abound even when we can’t see them. My life and career have been filled with possibilities I didn’t see coming—from my childhood in Greensboro, North Carolina, to Harvard Law School and beyond. The trick is to be ready to accept the challenges when they finally reveal themselves. Don’t shrink under the weight of your potential success—because it is heavy—but allow yourself the space to grow into it. Be patient and give yourself plenty of grace as you rack up wins and losses—you’ll get there. As COO, I dove into every aspect of day-to-day management from programming to advertising to human resources. I had to get used to the men in the room—many of them Bob’s pals and my former peers—chafing at the very idea of reporting to me. The learning curve was steep, and I’ve never been a fan of roller coasters, but I strapped myself in and went for it. The biggest hill to climb? The fact that I was allegedly too nice.


My entire life I’d been trained to be the best, but not to expect the title, the respect, and the compensation that should come with being at the top of your game. Working hard was supposed to be its own reward. My father, a major in the army, took great pride in me being “nice” and always emphasized that I be a good girl—modest, quiet, selfless—which meant doing the work, keeping my head down, and rarely speaking up for myself. That mindset stayed with me for decades. But if I was going to succeed in the male-dominated corporate world, that approach would have to change—and fast.
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“YSB isn’t working, Debra. Just shut it down, the whole damn operation,” said Bob from his corner office. I’d been COO for exactly six months, and I had begun pinching myself, but not in a good “This is the job of my dreams, I could pinch myself!” kind of way. The pinching was a nervous tic. “It’s just not working, and I’m tired of losing money,” Bob barked. “Get it done.”


Here we go, I thought. Bob wanted what he wanted when he wanted it. I knew this was a bad call, one that I would be forced to fix down the road, but I couldn’t bring myself to contradict him. Instead of giving him a piece of my mind, I quietly slipped the hand resting on my lap underneath my thigh and pinched—hard.


But this one really hurt. YSB, which stood for Young Sisters and Brothers, had been my baby from the start. It was the first national lifestyle magazine for Black teenagers. As head of the publishing division, I oversaw a team of 60 people who for five years worked their tails off to produce a high-class glossy that was making an impact on the budding hip-hop generation. Bob once told me, “It’s just 60 pages put together with a staple. Easy.” That was another one of his Bobisms—“It’s simple.” Normally it motivated you to rise to the challenge. There was no question in his world whether you could do it—just get it done.


But publishing a monthly magazine that tackled culture, current events, and more was far from easy. It was hard work, and we had done the impossible year after year on an incredibly tight budget. Shutting YSB down felt like a betrayal to our mission at BET to uplift Black voices and also to the talented team I had handpicked. In the end, it was our bottom line that sealed the magazine’s fate. We’d been operating at a loss for years, and Bob, like any CEO, didn’t like losing money. I understood that as COO, but the failure still stung. What’s more, I had never been in control of the magazine’s advertising sales and didn’t think the company had tried hard enough to market the title. But Bob would hear none of that. He had decided it was time, and now it was my job to do his dirty work.


Later, in the bathroom mirror, I would have all the snappy corporate comebacks, running down YSB’s profit margins and ROI that a little patience could earn us. But in person? My tongue was lead. Speaking up was never my superpower even as the company’s number two. It would take years for me to get used to the sound of my own voice. Instead, I pinched myself. It got me through the rest of that meeting with Bob and later that same day when I had to take the elevator from the executive office suites down to the conference room on the YSB floor and deliver the bad news about the magazine. Causing myself pain allowed me to put things in perspective and redirect the sting of chauvinism to something more manageable in real time. Okay, this was tough, but I was tougher. The pain was relative. I could muscle through another meeting voiceless with just one pinch.


Eventually the bruises—both psychical and emotional—caught up with me. My silence wasn’t protecting me, it was rendering me invisible. My voice, my opinions, my passions were being muted, and I was the one with my thumb on the button. It took far too long for me to recognize that what I brought to the table—a brilliant legal mind, public policy expertise, a love of Black culture, and a soft touch paired with a tough spirit—deserved some airtime. That I was in the room for a reason. Playing small and staying quiet not only stole my power, but it also took away my purpose. I couldn’t let that happen. Because I did have a purpose—I always knew that. I wanted to amplify Black stories, build up the community, celebrate our culture, and usher more Black people, particularly Black women, into positions of power. Really, at the end of the day, what I wanted was for us to be seen. But first I had to see myself.


My power wasn’t just being in the room, it was owning the room. Being happy to be there doesn’t serve anyone or anything. I no longer sit quietly while “the experts” talk over me. I am the expert. I speak up. It took an unprecedented climb to the top ranks of corporate America to learn how, and in this book, I’ll show you each and every step. I had to learn how to lead like Debra and not like my dad or Bob or anyone else. How to reconcile my personal responsibility with my passion and my power. How the revolution can happen in corporate America. How money isn’t contrary to community uplift. How to have the following conversation:


“Debra, you talk too much in board meetings,” he said. Did I hear this man right? I’d been on the board of this company for nearly two years, and he’d been there before I started. He called stating that he had something urgent to discuss and cut straight to the chase. I’ll call him Peter.


Me? Talk too much? That’s rich. “Really, Peter? Come on. You know that’s not me at all.”


“Well, if everyone talked as much as you do, we’d never get out of our board meetings,” he chided.


The old me, the Debra who’d pinch her thighs during difficult business conversations, would have apologized. She would have shrunk to make everyone else more comfortable and to keep things moving along smoothly. She wouldn’t have pushed back. But that Debra had been gone a long time now.


“Well, Peter,” I began, “after George Floyd’s murder, companies are talking about race in the boardroom, and I speak up when those issues are raised. I’m the only Black woman on the board, remember? And I’m the only person on the board who has certain expertise. So when people come in to discuss those areas, I ask the questions that others don’t know to ask—”


“—we have other people who know something about—,” he cut in.


“No, let me finish. That’s not the same, and you know it. I’m an expert here, and you better believe I’ve got a lot to say. I won’t apologize for knowing more and sharing that knowledge with the board. You’re welcome.”















CHAPTER ONE



FOR THE CULTURE


As a leader, the power of “yes” can be dizzying. Knowing that your thumbs-up can launch a career or create a cultural moment can make the top spot feel more like a throne. The yes is power. But, of course, it’s the no that truly tests your ability to lead. Because for every green light there are five times as many reds—and roadblocks. One yes is only possible because of all the noes you had to navigate to get there. And despite all the practice you get—and, believe me, you’ll get a lot—saying no is one of the toughest parts of the job. Nobody wants to hear it. Musical giants, rap moguls, corporate executives, and record label heads? Even less so. But whether you’re running a 24-hour cable network or a two-person team at a boutique company, getting cozy and comfortable with saying no is the real superpower. Just ask Aretha Franklin, the woman who taught me to say it, mean it, and respect it.


What’s funny is that I could never figure out if Aretha liked me.


Okay, let’s back up a bit. The first thing you must know is that I don’t just love Black culture—the magic in our hair, the swagger in our steps, the particular way we can say “alright now” to fit our changing moods—Black culture saved me. It gave a little girl who was afraid of her own voice the language of identity. It cradled me when I needed a soft landing as a child. It challenged me as a teen. It emboldened me as a young adult. Blackness—our struggles alongside our deep joy, our pain, and our pride—is what wakes me up in the morning. It’s my soul. So when I first met the “Queen of Soul” in 2003, to say I was in awe would be like saying the sun rises in the east.


That year BET was paying tribute to Ms. Franklin at our Walk of Fame benefit concert, which meant the company was putting on an entire weekend of celebrations in her honor. (The “Respect” singer required that everyone put plenty on her name. And required is the right word here. She didn’t demand it or command it. It was simply expected.) Hollywood had its iconic Walk of Fame, and in keeping with one of Bob’s favorite maxims—“Don’t reinvent the wheel, just paint it Black”—in 1995 we decided to make our own. The annual tribute dedicated to musical giants was truly unlike anything Washington had ever seen before. The night was a grand production hosted and filmed in the cavernous soundstage at the company’s new corporate headquarters in Northeast DC. It was a three-day-long celebration of exclusive VIP receptions, ladies’ lunches, and red carpets all culminating in a star-studded black-tie concert. The whole affair was like a glitzy family reunion—if your family included Mariah Carey, Mary J. Blige, and Stevie Wonder.


The District didn’t know what hit it. Before our show, the golden ticket was the annual Kennedy Center Honors hosted across town. That awards ceremony, venerable as it was, was not for or about us. At most, each year the Kennedy Center Honors would pay tribute to one Black honoree. The Walk of Fame was our night, in our city. This was some 13 years before the Obamas brought the A-list crowd to the boring and sleepy capital. Our concert was glitzy at a time when Washington didn’t really do glitz. Comedian Jamie Foxx, who was then most famous for his hilarious sketches on In Living Color, hosted our first shows. The night was all Black, so very Black.


Our premise was straightforward—give them their flowers while they’re still here. Because if we didn’t honor our greats, groundbreaking artists who’d changed the face of the entertainment industry, then who would? As a bonus, the evening helped bridge the gaps among our core audience, which spanned generations. The old heads, as it were, were honored, and the newbies got to perform tributes to their heroes. John Legend made his very first television appearance at the Walk of Fame honoring Smokey Robinson. The young Mr. Legend sang Robinson’s ethereal “Quiet Storm,” and the crowd went nuts. “Who is that?” folks in the audience whispered as John crooned from his piano while a billowing mist rose from the stage. Smokey got up out of his seat. Before that night John was known solely as Kanye West’s producer. Walk of Fame gave John one of his first chances to shine a little brighter. That was the extraordinary thing about BET: We could uplift our own. We could also be ourselves around each other.


Only BET could produce something like this—an event that was glamourous but somehow intimate. Walk of Fame was like a fancy family reunion complete with the added drama. Like the time I had to tell Bobby Brown he couldn’t come to our Friday afternoon ladies’ luncheon.


In 1996, we paid tribute to Whitney Houston, who was still riding the mega success of her film Waiting to Exhale. Whitney showed up to the sixth floor of BET’s corporate headquarters where the luncheon was being held with her best friend and executive assistant Robyn Crawford, which was a relief. Leading up to the event the singer’s team had been going back and forth with mine about a different plus one. Bobby Brown, Whitney’s husband of four years and the self-proclaimed bad boy of R&B, wanted in. But there was just one problem: The afternoon was for women only.


“Well, that’s not going to work,” I told my assistant, Bobette. “Tell them no.”


“But Bobby really wants to come.”


“He can’t.” I wasn’t budging. The big night belonged to the honoree and their friends and family. But the afternoon was for us, Black women. After a week of calls, Houston and Brown’s camp finally conceded with a blunt “Okay, fine, Bobby won’t come.” I could practically hear the “My Prerogative” singer sulking somewhere in the background. Sorry, Bobby, no boys—bad boys included. In the end, Robyn escorted Whitney to the lunch, and we all had a fantastic time.


But that minor headache paled in comparison to dealing with the Aretha Franklin. A diva’s diva if there ever was one. Over the years we’d toasted Smokey, Michael, Whitney, Diana Ross (whose hair is just as magnificent in person as it looks on-screen), Luther Vandross, Patti LaBelle, and Stevie Wonder, but Aretha? She left a permanent impression on me.


By the time our paths crossed, I’d been at BET for almost 17 years and had dealt with my fair share of divas onstage and difficult people in the wings. I’d been warned about Lady Soul. It was known that “No” was a complete sentence to Ms. Franklin (specifically when she was the one saying it). The icon knew what she wanted, how she wanted it, and exactly when you were to deliver it. Diva? Sure. But didn’t she deserve it? Didn’t any Black woman who’d survived the male-dominated music industry warrant a little runway when it came to so-called “demands”? Would a man in her shoes be labeled difficult? I remember mulling that over when I received my first message from the queen.


“Ms. Franklin would like a new winter wardrobe for the weekend,” my assistant Bobette told me from her desk outside my office. I couldn’t have heard that right.


“A what?” I asked.


“A full winter wardrobe,” repeated Bobette, emphasizing each word.


“Doesn’t she live in Detroit? Where she would have a winter wardrobe?” I asked. “Tell them we don’t do that.” Bobette was already picking up the phone as I walked back to my office chuckling to myself. A full winter wardrobe? Furs and hats and all? This woman was tripping. That was the first no, or, taken differently, that was the first time Ms. Franklin taught me something about advocating for yourself. There would be plenty more noes and lessons to come.


It was tradition for me to purchase a special gift for the Walk of Fame honoree every year. For weeks leading up to the event, my team and I would explore each celebrity’s specific hobbies and tastes to find a meaningful token. Patti LaBelle was a shoe fanatic, and I found her some fabulous sparkling Jimmy Choo stilettos. Smokey Robinson loved golf, and Bob tracked down a pin flag from the Master’s signed by the legendary Tiger Woods himself. I took my job as BET’s diplomatic hostess very seriously, trying to ensure that each honoree received a gift that they truly would love. But then word came back that Ms. Franklin wanted a watch from the luxe diamond jeweler Harry Winston.


“I wish I could buy her a $50,000 watch,” I told Bobette. “That’s not gonna fly either.” I figured a firm and solid “sorry but no” was needed. If I drew a line in the sand now, Ms. Franklin would get the message—I wasn’t a pushover even when it came to the woman whose lyrics I had belted into my wooden hairbrush as a 12-year-old. Boy, was I wrong.


The Queen of Soul would personally phone my office to iron out the details of her weekend in Washington with me directly. This was run of the show stuff that, honestly, was a tad, shall we say, below my pay grade. Producers, stage managers, set designers, assistants. Those are the very capable and talented professionals being referred to when someone says, “I’ll have my people call yours.” No one expects the COO of the company to hash out seating arrangements over the phone. But Ms. Franklin did not bother with middlemen. She went straight to the top—me.


In the weeks leading up to the concert, whenever my phone rang, there was a 50–50 chance Ms. Franklin was on the other end. Our calls always began the same way: “Hello, Debra, it’s Ms. Franklin,” and then she’d launch into all the things I needed to do. Afterward I’d take a deep breath and get it done.


Did she like me, respect me, tolerate me? I could never figure that out.


And remember, there was still the matter of that $50,000 timepiece. Aretha’s team came back with a compromise. Ms. Franklin, we were told, would accept a Chanel white enamel watch. Those were around $5,000, and I was happy to gift her one, and I hoped that once she got to DC it’d be smooth sailing. Why on earth did I think that?


The afternoon of the show we were informed that Ms. Franklin had lost all 60 of the tickets we’d given her for the concert and she required 60 replacement tickets. That was already an unusually high number for a charity event hosted in a venue that held 800. But Stephen had sold me on the “sure, no problem” solution. “Tell her we’ll have more tickets waiting at the soundstage,” I informed Bobette, who looked at me like I had three heads. “And make sure she knows that these new tickets will have the exact same barcodes as the ones she ‘lost.’”


That night Ms. Franklin and I sat next to each other in the front row. She was a vision in a white organza ball gown and a poker face no queen could ever imitate. Yolanda Adams, Tamia, Seal, Norah Jones, the Isley Brothers, and more sang tributes to the Queen of Soul, and while she was always gracious, I could tell from my seat that she was itching to get onstage herself. My personal favorite was the Queen of Hip-Hop Soul, Mary J. Blige, whose rendition of “Natural Woman” came from someplace deep. When Mary belted out her last note, I leaned over to Ms. Franklin: “Wasn’t that amazing?” The Queen responded without missing a beat: “Wait till I get up there.” And, man, she wasn’t lying. Ms. Franklin burned the house down. The crowd was on its feet in seconds. In the middle of her performance, during a spiritual rendition of “Today I Sing the Blues,” she snatched her own wig and threw it to her security guard, who in turn put it on his head. In that moment, whatever headaches I had were swiftly forgotten, drowned out by the sound of that voice and the thundering applause.


But before all that Ms. Franklin told the audience that the past three days of celebrations in Washington had been the most “beautiful” of her entire career—bar none—and I believed her. She even thanked me personally from the stage, and my pride swelled. Oh, Aretha, I thought, shaking my head. There was no one else like her, and I felt privileged to have even a toe in her spotlight. But I still wasn’t certain if we were, in fact, friends, and I realized in that moment that it actually mattered to me. There were very few examples of Black women surviving and thriving in the corporate and entertainment worlds. And by very few I mean zero. No wonder I didn’t see myself giving orders instead of taking them. Not only was I a young woman, Black, and from the South, but I was also shy and needed to be liked. The climb to CEO was made even rougher by the lack of mentors who looked like me. Aretha was that for me whether she wanted to be or not, and I felt a kinship with her.


But that didn’t mean the outlandish requests stopped.


As a general rule, BET didn’t give airtime to talent acts we’d never heard of. But Ms. Franklin’s grandson was a rapper, and she wanted him to perform during her mini concert for the BET Honors in 2014. In fact, she wouldn’t get on her bus (the “Ain’t No Way” crooner famously stopped flying in 1983 after a terrible experience on a two-engine plane) unless we agreed to let the young man share her stage. Oh, and she also had a granddaughter who could sing! Yep, she wanted her in the show too.


I called an emergency meeting in my office.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” said Stephen Hill, then the company’s President of Music Programming and Specials. Stephen was a talented producer and could find a laugh within most challenges. He’d joined the company about a decade after I did and shared my vision for our future as a true driver of the culture. Stephen had boundless energy and always advocated for us to push the envelope. He had a crazy solution: “Tell her it’s fine. We’ll let them perform.”


“Stephen, there’s no way,” I said. Had he lost his mind? “We don’t even know if these kids can actually rap and sing. All those people in the audience. The donors? This could be a complete disaster.”


Stephen gave me a reassuring look I’d grown familiar with over the years, “Debi, we can’t run the risk of making an enemy out of Aretha Franklin. But don’t worry about it. Those performances will never see the light of day.” He taught me something that day about push and pull, the give and take of dealing with difficult people in power. You had to make them happy while also doing what was best for you. That is always the juggling act of a senior executive. That day we told Ms. Franklin “sure, no problem” and agreed to let her granddaughter and son have their moment in the spotlight—but the cameras would be off. Stephen’s plan worked. Ms. Franklin eventually got on that bus.


A few years later, I ran into Ms. Franklin at Al Sharpton’s birthday party in New York. Around that same time, a production team had been floating the idea of BET acquiring an old gospel concert she had recorded in Los Angeles in 1972. Everyone in the business knew Aretha was not a fan of the documentary, which had been gathering dust for decades. My general counsel, Darrell Walker, wanted to see if I could convince her to let BET air the recording. Did he know this woman? Aretha Franklin could not be convinced to do anything that Aretha Franklin did not want to do. But I tried anyway. When I spotted her at Al’s, I pulled up a chair and asked her directly how she felt about the documentary. There was no use beating around the bush. Ms. Franklin wasn’t a fan.


“I hate it,” she told me. “I didn’t like the creative team then, and nothing’s changed. Debra, I never want it to be seen.”


“Okay, Ms. Franklin,” I said. Remembering our near-daily phones calls from years before, I easily slid into my role as her handler. “I’ll take care of it.” When I got back to Washington on Monday, I gave Darrell and the team my answer: “We can’t.” They, of course, pushed back. This was Aretha Franklin we’re talking about! The film documented the live recording of one of her most successful albums to date. Acquiring it wouldn’t just be a major get for the network but a major moment “for the culture.” For the culture. I took a moment to reflect on what those three words really meant.


“Excuse me? Miss Lee?” The first time someone acknowledged my work for the culture I was fresh from the red carpet of a Hollywood gala honoring John Williams, the Star Wars composer, and looking for my seat inside the theater. As usual, I was one of the handful of Black people in the crowd, and a tuxedo-clad attendant spotted me from a mile away. He made a beeline in my direction from across the sparkling theater lobby, and I just knew there was something burning in his back pocket—a carefully folded résumé, a demo tape, a business prospectus, something. But what came out of his mouth left me speechless.


“Miss Lee,” he ventured shyly, balancing a heavy plate of champagne glasses in one hand while clasping mine with the other hand. “I just want to say thank you for everything you’re doing for the culture.” I did a slight double take before thanking him for his support. I couldn’t believe he was singling me out. Me? I always knew that the work I did had an impact that was deeply felt by our community even if I wasn’t always the person on the front end of the camera. For me, working for BET wasn’t just a job, it was part of my purpose. Still, in the beginning, I was always surprised when someone felt the same about my work.


The second time this happened, I was power walking the streets of New York, on my way to yet another make it or break it meeting at Viacom’s offices in bustling midtown Manhattan. The city’s streets are no joke, and as I navigated my way through the ever-present crowds of sightseeing tourists and other business folks operating on turbo ambition toward Viacom’s corporate HQ, a young Black man stopped me in my tracks and repeated that same line nearly word for word: “Thank you for doing it for the culture.”


Another time I was at a Burberry fashion showcase at its flagship store off Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. One of the waiters recognized me. “I see you,” he said. “I appreciate what you’re doing for the culture,” he added before disappearing back into the crowd filled mostly with men and women who looked nothing like us.


For the culture. It was a welcome reminder that my time at BET was decades well spent. That the blood, sweat, and tears I put in as general counsel, COO, and then CEO were not only worth it but wholly necessary. That climbing the corporate ladder to the pinnacle of a career in the entertainment industry was about lifting not just me, not just the 600 employees who worked tirelessly behind the scenes, but an entire people. And the fact that we did all of that for years on a shoestring budget while remaining authentically and unapologetically Black? Well, that was what these young fans were getting to the heart of. We—Bob Johnson, me, BET executives, talent, and employees—did it for the culture.


Those young men who approached me with their appreciation on display underscored one of the crucial ingredients to my success as a manager and CEO. Only an unshakable foundation can support a behemoth career, and I built mine on solid rock—my love for the culture. Before I joined BET as a young law firm associate, I always felt like I had to leave who I was outside the revolving glass doors of my office building. At the network, I got to bring my full self to work every day. I took my deeply personal understanding of Black people, Black power, Black music, Black art, and Black life and helped erect a business on top of it. Not despite it but because of it.


When you marry what you love with what you do, the work (because it is work) doesn’t get easier, it gets lighter. Take a breath, dig deep, and decide what excites you. Then point your career toward it. Folks say that if you love what you do then you’ll never work a day in your life. Well, that’s not entirely true. Oh, you’ll work all right. In fact, you’ll probably work harder than you ever have before. But the blood, sweat, and tears will feel like a calling, not a chore. You’ll be committed to something greater.


All that led me back to Ms. Franklin. I knew Darrell and his team were right. Buying the concert film would be a great business move. But would it be for the culture? Would it hurt the company more than it served the community? Would it hijack a legacy?


“It’d be incredible,” I said. “And we’re still not doing it.”


This was Ms. Franklin’s choice. If she didn’t want the film shown, BET, which I believed should always be a safe space for Black voices, wouldn’t be the network to buy it. I’d never exploit her like that, no matter how many dollar signs were involved. Folks in-house were disappointed, but I knew it was the right decision. It was a “no” and I owned it.


Amazing Grace wasn’t released until after Ms. Franklin’s death in 2018, and it quickly became a critical hit. I went to see it in the theater by myself. The young afro’d Aretha who stood on the pulpit dressed all in white, turning a small chapel into holy ground, was instantly recognizable as the grown woman I’d first met nearly 30 years later. Chills ran down my spine as I sat alone in my seat. Mixed in with my awe was more than a small amount of regret that BET wasn’t the platform to bring it to the world, but I never regretted backing Ms. Franklin’s decision. I was acting as a CEO, a Black woman, and an ally.


That was the thing about BET—we were more than just a network. I was more than just another CEO. Our audience, the entertainment industry, and the culture as a whole expected more from us. And as a Black woman operating in a world that often did not value us, it was my responsibility to do as much as I could do to support other Black women. Not everyone lets a personal mandate like that order their climb up the ladder, but I did. Who I am and what I did were one in the same. And once I took a senior leadership role, I wanted everyone in the building to expect more from themselves. I’m sure we could’ve acquired the rights to Amazing Grace without Aretha’s permission. But why would I do that to a Black artist? A Black woman? We had to do better. That was part of the brand, the business. Being better. BET had to be the standard bearer. It was the place where our people came to see their authentic selves, not where they came to be exploited.


After that I figured Ms. Franklin and I were at the very least on good terms—two powerful women who understood each other. Over the course of knowing her in both a professional and personal capacity, I could never get a read on whether we’d moved from mutual respect to maybe friends. But what I loved most about Ms. Franklin is that she always kept me on my toes. Case in point: She’d invited me to her 70th birthday party in New York. At the time I was dating an entertainment lawyer, who was also invited. Before the celebration, Ms. Franklin called my office to see if the two of us would be coming together. I said yes. But when we went to find our seats—at the Queen of Soul’s head table, no less—we’d been split up. Her name was next to my date’s, and my name was next to her fiancé’s. Some of the other guests noticed and suggested we do some shuffling. Ms. Franklin didn’t say anything about the swap when she joined the table, but a month later, she sent me a thank-you card with this note: “Thank you for coming to my birthday party, Debra. I see you moved your seat. I just wanted to let you know that it is customary for dates to be split up at a formal dinner party. I hope you’re well. And thank you for the gift certificate to the Red Rooster but I am on a very strict diet.” I laughed out loud when I read it. This woman was too much and more importantly always herself. But was that strike two for me? Did she like me? Were we friends?


In 2015, my assistant Bobette buzzed me to say that Ms. Franklin was on the line. I braced myself. “Debra,” she said in that rich voice that made hearts melt and hairs stand at attention. “I’ll be in DC for the attorney general’s farewell ceremony at the Justice Department. Why don’t you come as my plus one?” Ms. Franklin was Attorney General Eric Holder’s favorite singer, and he’d personally asked her to perform at one of his first farewells. I needed zero convincing: “I’d be honored to come.” What I didn’t tell Aretha was that I’d already been invited to the ceremony. Eric and I were old friends. We’d met decades before as young Black lawyers who’d just arrived in DC to make our respective marks on the nation’s capital. The AG had been a part of my inner circle for years. Heck, his wife, the incredible Dr. Sharon Malone, was my gynecologist. But if Aretha wanted me to roll with her? The answer was always yes.


“Debra, you’ve got to get out here,” Bobette buzzed the night of the ceremony a few weeks later. Ms. Franklin would not be kept waiting. I immediately put down the contract I was mulling over, pushed my chair away from my massive glass desk, and walked over to my closet to grab a new pair of heels and statement necklace to take my gray sheath dress up a notch. I always kept chic after-five accessories in my office. As CEO, you never knew where you’d have to go and whom you’d have to meet outside the office. Plus Aretha loved jewelry, and I made sure to wear an eye-catching bauble when she was around. I left BET headquarters to meet the Queen of Soul in the lobby of the Mandarin Oriental. The two of us rode in a limo over to Main Justice together with a friend of hers from Detroit. Before she walked onstage, the three of us waited together in the green room while she got ready.


I was in awe, watching Aretha getting her hair primped, her lashes curled. I just remember it being easy between us. I didn’t have anything to do besides enjoy being in her company. It was a rare glimpse into the kind of woman she was. There was no sign of a diva in that dressing room. Most celebrities are pretty finicky about whom they let into their inner circle, and there were few celebrities whose circles I wanted to be let into. But that hour before the concert was special. I knew then that Aretha thought of me as a friend and not just a fellow businesswoman or the lady who sat in the wrong seat at her birthday party. I saw the side of her that most don’t. We chatted about Washington and politics, and Aretha loved my chunky silver necklace. She had impeccable taste in everything. She loved shiny, expensive things—diamonds, furs, watches, oh, and men. Ms. Franklin got a kick out of an attractive man. That evening in the green room she made no secret of the crush she had on Eric. “Isn’t he handsome?” she said with a sly grin. This was the woman behind the microphone. It reminded me how we all have to put on a mask sometimes, taking on a persona to go out and do our jobs. Then I watched as she slowly began transforming from the Aretha who’d been laughing and joking with me in the limo into the Aretha Franklin. This was one of those good “pinch me” moments. That night she shared the stage with AG Holder and President Barack Obama, serenading the crowd with “America the Beautiful.”


In the end—and, yes, I know it sounds cliché—she taught me about respect. She always respected me enough to say exactly how she felt—good or bad. She didn’t suffer fools or pull punches around anyone—high or low. In fact, I think she saw the two of us as equals. Of course, I didn’t see it that way. This is Aretha. But I was another Black woman fighting to be seen and heard in an industry that often did neither. I was a businesswoman, and so was she. I spent my days navigating men who thought they knew more than I did. She’d spent decades doing the same. Aretha saw me in more ways than one and more ways than most others could. Her demands, her straight talk, her laughter all buoyed me. Our decades-long friendship—because in the end, I would call it that—was the epitome of doing it for the culture. The nexus of the work and the women behind it.


Demanding respect is a practice of self-love, not a problem. In the corporate world, women, Black women especially, have to fight for every inch of the space they take up. Ms. Franklin made no apologies about the room she required. And she recognized the fight in me. They say never meet your heroes lest they disappoint you, but Ms. Franklin proved the opposite of that maxim can be true too. Some heroes can let you down, but others can lift you up. Without knowing it, she’d given me a tremendous gift. She validated me. And I needed that from the moment we met. Our greatest teachers don’t always know they’re teaching. What Aretha never knew was that her unapologetic confidence wasn’t just helping the grown-up Debra navigate a corporate world that didn’t always see or hear her, it was also helping heal the little girl who was afraid of her own voice.


“Turn around and just sing, Debra!” yelled my ninth-grade chorus director. Once again, I had my back to the auditorium, enjoying the safer view of my best friend Saundra’s face. Why this woman put me in the front row, I’ll never know. Terrified of singing out loud and in front of actual people, I’d furiously turn my head away from the dreaded crowd. I was too nervous, too afraid. All those eyes staring at me? No, thank you. They could still hear me with my head turned, right?


I always knew I was shy, but it wasn’t until I read Susan Cain’s Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking that I put a name to what I’d felt forever: “introverted.”


Even today, I have fewer, closer relationships. I’m not my best in a large group. I get nervous before I meet anyone new, no matter how senior I am (or how junior they are). I’m fine when I’m on a panel, one of a bunch, but when the spotlight is shining on me and only me, that’s when my palms start to sweat and my voice shakes. Public speaking, whether I’m presenting to a class or on a stage in front of thousands, remains hard. That old trick of feeling less vulnerable and nervous by picturing everyone in the crowd naked? Yeah, that never worked for me. What I learned over years and years of public speaking is that practice doesn’t so much make perfect as it makes bearable. In fact, the idea of a multi-city tour to promote this very book you have in your hands, while thrilling, is also anxiety-inducing. I’ll need plenty of help—the support of my incredible friends as conversation partners and the encouragement of the audience. Please someone nod your head. That’s my trick—look for the one person in the crowd who’s nodding along with you. That person, god bless him or her, gives me the confidence to keep going. But my stomach still churns. I still feel that wave of relief after I get to sit back down and I’m done having to talk. Once again, just a face in the crowd. That’s when the knots loosen up a bit and I finally relax—that is, until the next time someone asks me to get up and open my mouth.


When I first met Aretha, I’d been COO of BET for nearly seven years, a much longer tenure than most number twos who would have moved on to a CEO position long before. But there was always something holding me back. I knew I was qualified and that my vision for the company moving forward was a solid one. But I also knew that the mountain I had to climb to get respect was steep and not everyone in the company was cheering me on along the way. Once the network’s chief financial officer and I had to give a presentation about our fiscal standing for a group of analysts in New York. Our CFO, a white man who probably wanted my job, didn’t like me. As soon as I dove into my presentation—a set of ordered slides and scripted cards I’d worked on for weeks—I knew something was wrong. All the slides had been rearranged, and I was left up there having to wing it—my worst nightmare. I was flustered and unnerved and sounded like it. And the whole time our CFO sat there looking especially satisfied as I struggled. I was convinced he mixed up my slides on purpose, and when I asked him about it, he smirked. I never mentioned it to Bob. I just made sure to always load my slides myself from then on.


I was “the nice one,” and early on it felt like a handicap. I was the senior executive whose voice still quivered when she had to give a town hall speech in the same massive soundstage we used for the Walk of Fame concert. For a while I thought being quiet and shy meant I could never truly lead a big booming entertainment network like BET. And other folks thought it too. Just like the CFO, there were senior executives who knew my pain point was public speaking, and they made it their mission to do the absolute most anytime we had to host companywide meetings. There was this one executive who dressed up as a drum major and high-stepped down the aisle to the stage of a town hall meeting while throwing money into the crowd of employees shouting, “Cake! Cake! Cake! Cake! Cake!…” Yeah, that would never be me. Was it a weakness? Some of the men reporting to me seemed to think so, and they thought they had something on me. Heck, I thought it too for a while.


Women like Aretha helped. I borrowed her confidence whenever I had to step onstage. But more than that she also taught me that you didn’t have to be anyone but yourself in order to command the room. In fact, you needed to be fully yourself to do it right, and that didn’t mean dancing and carrying on. That’s not who I am, and putting on a show wouldn’t change that. On the flip side, being an extrovert—or a drum major—didn’t automatically make someone a good leader. We worked behind the camera, remember? Eventually I did come to appreciate executives who wanted to shine as an extrovert or introvert and we were able to coexist on a leadership team. But for far too long the little girl in me, the one who was afraid to sing out loud, felt she was lacking in some way. That someone who preferred the background could never be CEO. Boy was I wrong.


“Debi, you’re doing it all wrong. It’s like this,” said my friend Saundra as she corrected the steps I’d been quietly practicing in the corner. You couldn’t tell Saundra, Sheila, and me that we weren’t the Supremes-in-training. Whenever a new song climbed to number one on WEAL, the Black radio station in Greensboro, the three of us would rush to someone’s bedroom after school and get to work choreographing a new routine. “Stop in the Name of Love,” released in 1965, the year I moved to North Carolina, was one of our favorite combinations. I was always in the background though, too shy to step out front or sing loud enough for anyone not in my own head to hear.


As a kid I lived and breathed Black culture. Those knots I got in my stomach whenever I had to speak in front of my class? They went away when I was alone in my kitty-cat-themed bedroom singing the hits of the day for no one but the reflection in the mirror. “Stop in the Name of Love” was one of the first records I purchased from the record store on Elm Street, Greensboro Record Center. Rushing home to play it in my bedroom felt like freedom. That was my world, listening to the Supremes—and the Temptations, Smokey Robinson, the Four Tops, Stevie Wonder, Martha and the Vandellas, Aretha. Their voices were proud and bold. Their confidence stood starkly in opposition to my own. They epitomized what I dreamed of growing up to be, if only I could sing. Heck, if only I could speak.


If someone looked into a crystal ball and predicted that years later I’d be speaking on award show stages in front of thousands and broadcast for millions more, I wouldn’t have laughed. I would have escaped to the nearest bathroom for an ugly cry. I persevered not by becoming someone else but by embracing who I was (plus practice, practice, practice). And borrowing more than a little of the confidence I admired in other women. Stepping into your flaws and all is the only way to lead. I learned that from the glamourous divas of my youth who became uncompromising legends decades later.


If you, too, were the kid who didn’t want to sing in a chorus or are the adult who feels nervous about taking center stage to be successful, you aren’t defective. There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to be the center of attention. Shyness doesn’t mean you aren’t going to be successful; it means you just aren’t cut out for the choir. CEO, though, that was something I was cut out for. Too often we ask children what they want to be when they grow up and not who. Well, somehow, I’d managed to do both. What I did was who I was.


“Hey, aren’t you that BET lady?” That question always made me chuckle. I spent three decades at the company. I’d handed out awards and won more than a few myself. I’d helped shape careers on and off the screen. I’d advised presidents and been protested against. And folks still didn’t know my name. Debra Lee? Please. I would forever and always be “that BET lady.”


It never failed. Strangers would notice my now-signature short blond curls and squint their eyes in recognition. “Heeey, aren’t you…?” But no one could ever get past the BET part of who I was. If folks wanted to call me “that BET lady,” then let them. I’d earned it.


What’s funny is that I never ever saw myself as the person in charge. Growing up (and, let’s be honest, well into adulthood) I saw myself as a backup singer, not the lead. The background was quiet, comfortable. The 11-year-old who sped through her chores early every Saturday morning in order to sit in front of the living room TV and watch the impossibly smooth Don Cornelius interview Smokey Robinson never could have imagined that one day she too would stand in rooms with those big names and call some of them friends.


The culture. It’s what broke me out of my shell time and time again. It’s what led me to commit my life to telling Black stories, creating original programming, and offering that feeling that I used to get seeing a reflection of myself on-screen and in pictures. Doing it for the culture is what gave me the strength and confidence to leap past my “nice girl” hang-ups and learn how to put my foot down with the best of them—ahem, Ms. Aretha Franklin. Knowing your worth, how to command (not demand) respect, and how to say no with love were business lessons the Queen of Soul taught me just by being herself. She showed me what power looked like. That it could be wrapped up in a mink coat and topped with a curly wig while wielding just as much influence and impact as the guys in the suits. Aretha showed me that the things we loved, our culture—music, dance, and art and Black life presented in bright colors and loud, clear voices—was power.
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