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To my children, Morgan and Amanda.
May my journey inspire you to embrace your truth.
May my journey inspire you to love and value everything that you are.
May my journey inspire you to embrace your strong, independent spirits as women.
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Introduction


“Try not to resist the changes that come your way. Instead, let life live through you. And do not worry that your life is turning upside down. How do you know that the side you are used to is better than the one to come?”


—Rumi


***


A year ago, I thought I was in a happy and committed marriage. I’d been married to my husband for twenty-seven years, and we’d been together for twenty-nine. Life was full. I had published a self-help book a few years earlier, The Gift of Maybe: Finding Hope and Possibilities in Uncertain Times, and I ran a successful, one-woman company as a business consultant and business/life coach with a wide variety of clients. I imagined that as our children got older—they were fifteen and nineteen—I would focus more on the self-help part of my business. I wanted to guide people through difficult and uncertain times, sharing the tools I had gathered in my own journey from a tax lawyer to a businesswoman, as well as a parent. I had struggled a lot in my life physically and emotionally, but I was at a good point in my journey. Most of all, I had my family—two wonderful girls who were blossoming and a husband I loved and was committed to with all my heart.


On June 30, 2018, my husband came home to our New York City apartment where we had lived most of our children’s lives and which was filled with so many incredible memories and milestones. He had just returned home from the gym, and I was eating lunch at the kitchen counter. He sat down with his own food a few feet away at the kitchen table and said he wanted to speak to me. I swiveled around on the stool I was on and looked at him, expecting him to bring up our summer vacation plans or our oldest daughter’s upcoming year at college. Instead, he blurted out, “I am attracted to other women at the gym, and we need to separate because I want to have sex with other women. We can still have family holidays and family vacations together.”


I stared at him, trying to understand. “You are joking with me, right?” I responded. I could think of no other explanation for what he was saying.


We had just celebrated our birthdays with loving poems in May and sent both of our children off to summer programs. A few months earlier, he had launched his new business with my unwavering support. He was my best friend in the world. I searched his face. He looked down.


I repeated, “You are joking, right?”


Without looking up, he said, “I am serious. We need to separate.” He continued talking about women at the gym, going into detail about the types of women he was attracted to and his desire to have sex with other women. I stopped hearing his words. I just fell to the floor, hoping to grab something I knew. As I lay there, I wanted to find something to hold me. I remember looking across the room at the wall thinking, If I could get there and bang my head against that wall, it would hurt less than how I feel right now. I heard my husband telling me to get up, but he never moved from his seat. I looked up at him, and his eyes appeared glazed over. He had detached from the only world I knew.


What I had imagined would be a fun few weeks of regrouping and sharing special one-on-one time together was turning into the most traumatic time of my life. My entire world had just blown apart. What did he mean, “to separate”? We were married. We were partners in every part of our lives. We had kids together. This was like someone telling me they were going to rip off both of my arms. Shocked, I finally spoke. I begged and begged for him not to leave.


He agreed to go for counseling for three months. My husband and I had gone to marriage counseling a few years earlier for just three sessions to work out some issues. After these sessions, he never said another word about any problems and life seemed good.


This time, although he had committed to three months of counseling, we would not even make it past seven weeks. On August 24, our wedding anniversary, I would leave for the weekend with the girls to my sister’s house on Long Island, and he would move out of our family home.


As I entered my sister’s guest room that day, I remember taking off my wedding ring and once again falling to the floor. I didn’t understand what was happening, I didn’t understand how I would exist without this marriage, and I didn’t understand what would become of my family. Also, I didn’t realize that June 30, 2018, the day he made his announcement, the day he truly left me, would mark the beginning of a yearlong experience in which my daily life was practically devoid of men. This was to be a year without men.


My husband left me. But that alone was not enough to shift my entire perspective about myself as a woman in the world. It was being surrounded by women and in very little contact with men for twelve months that would shift the way I think, act, and feel in business and in my personal life in ways I could never have imagined.


In truth, my life had already begun moving in this man-free direction without my realizing it. In May 2018, I left the Board of Directors of my building, comprised mostly of men, because I had joined the Board of Directors of Girls Educational and Mentoring Services (GEMS). GEMS is a New York City nonprofit organization that empowers girls and young women who have been commercially sexually exploited and domestically trafficked. The organization was women-led, and many women who worked there were survivors themselves.


By the second half of the year, not by my own design, I was no longer working directly with any male clients, apart from my main client with whom I had consulted for twenty-five years. Within a few days of my husband announcing he wanted to separate, my main client stopped communicating with me about his business. He was selling his company and gave the responsibility of managing the sale to his internal management team. He quickly moved away from dealing with many aspects of the business. This break was a natural progression of the sale but was, for me, abrupt and upsetting. I did work at the company with his internal management team for a short time after, but the company was sold in early fall, and my contract was terminated.


While my husband and I were in marriage counseling over the summer, one of my newer clients, The Motherhood Center, asked me to take a more significant role in the company as their part-time chief financial officer. The Motherhood Center is a mission-driven for-profit business that functions as a day hospital for women with perinatal mood and anxiety disorders. The owner, Dr. Catherine Birndorf, a leading psychiatrist in reproductive psychiatry and women’s mental health, was in the process of separating from her business partner. Her business partner was the only male at the company. Since the age of twenty-eight, I had been working on my own, and this was a position I might not have considered had my husband not expressed his desire to leave me. Now, it just seemed like a smart move for me, so I committed to fifteen hours a week. I was functioning at my lowest level, and I would drag myself to the Center once or twice a week.


Over the previous few years, I had become close friends with Dr. Birndorf. During this summer, we held meetings with her employees and outside consultants, and in between the meetings I would turn to her and say, “I feel like I am going to die.”


She would assure me, “You are not going to die.” Then, until the next meeting started, we would talk about my pain. As soon as the next meeting ended, I would turn to her and we did it all over again.


Now, looking back, I think how wise the universe was to put me in that place with Dr. Birndorf—of all therapists and all women—to support me. It was a place where nobody knew my husband other than Dr. Birndorf. The atmosphere was compassionate and empathetic and busy and needy. When you got off the elevator, the hallway was filled with patients’ baby carriages, and as you walked into the office you were always greeted like you belonged. The decor was soft and pink, but the place was filled with female warriors saving mothers’ lives each day from suicide, depression, and other mental ailments. It was much warmer than any other atmosphere in which I have ever worked. Most of all, it was a place fulfilling a critical mission, and fulfilling it with a strategy of equality, kindness, and understanding.


At the time, I was also working with a healer named Maria Soledad, who was helping me explore my spiritual growth. My own spiritual growth and expansion were always front and center in my life, so I have often engaged with people who do energy work, acu-puncture, or integrative medicine. I had been part of the well-being movement for over twenty-five years, long before kale was in every household and everyone practiced yoga. I’d supported the movement as an attorney, business consultant, business coach, and healthy school-food advocate. I infused spirituality and self-help with every business client I had. I prided myself on being aware and conscious, which now makes me laugh. How could someone who helped so many people and businesses, someone with my intelligence and intuition, not see what was happening in her own marriage?


Before my husband actually left at the end of August, while we were still in counseling, Maria, the healer, took my hand one day and said, “He is going to leave you. Your new life journey is about to begin.”


I started to scream at her, “Stop saying this! You are wrong! This can’t be!” But she was right. He did leave, and I was left on my own to face the world, to face my daughters, my remaining clients, friends, colleagues, and most of all, myself.


So, by the end of August 2018, my husband had moved out, and all of my male clients were gone. My volunteer activities no longer put me in contact with men, and I worked part-time at an all-women company. It wasn’t until September 2018 when I looked around and noticed that I was inhabiting a world without men.


My world with next to no contact with men was not a conscious choice. In fact, it actually took me a few months of working at The Motherhood Center before I realized the impact of having no men in my work environment. The dynamic between those of us who worked in the office was different. There were no men bonding over sports or talking about girls. The way everyone expressed themselves was different, so the office atmosphere had a quality I’d never experienced in any workplace before. The conversations were sometimes longer, but nobody seemed to care. Sometimes there were hugs and compliments on each other’s shoes. The quality of the attention staff members gave to patients was so generous and lifesaving. We were all allowed to express our emotions as long as they didn’t create behaviors that hurt other employees or patients. The culture was collaborative, and it felt more like we were a team working on a mission together. Most of all, this was a bunch of incredibly brilliant women who had never run a business before.


And that’s where I came in. Dr. Birndorf’s male partner had handled all the finances, budgets, and financial modeling. He was the one who had interfaced with most of the investors. As crippled as I felt in my personal life, it was invigorating to take over The Motherhood Center’s finances and other aspects of the business. (The free therapy between meetings wasn’t bad either!)


It was incredible to work with a bunch of women who did not have typical “business experience” but were using their raw intelligence and intuition to put together new systems to operate the office. In my observation, these systems worked better than what had been put in place by the male partner who left. In fact, these women improved billing practices, accounts receivable collections, and major workflow issues that helped turn the business around. Sometimes these women doubted themselves, but they were incredibly thoughtful about what they were doing and made great decisions. It wasn’t the easiest year, and every business has its challenges, but today The Motherhood Center is a company with multimillions of dollars of revenue. In one year, without men, we were able to turn the business from losing money to being more than profitable.


Over the course of the year, I began to realize that I had been successful in my career because I knew how to be in a man’s world, get my work done, and get it done well. But this did not mean I knew how to be myself in the business world. I was good at hiding, compromising, backtracking, reading the room, and giving people what they needed. I am not saying that I never stepped on anyone’s toes, but if I did, I knew how to smooth things over in order to push forward. What had seemed like a successful formula was really an approach that held me back from discovering my true power as a woman in business. Instead of being a woman trying to help people succeed in a man’s world, this year would show me that I could support myself and other women to find and build success on our own terms.


Nights were tough. Days were tough. Every dark place in my mind led to another crevice where I tried to hide but couldn’t. I could no longer rely on my husband for emotional support, which had always been my fallback position when the going got tough at work or with our daughters. I had to thrust myself into the world on my own and figure out how to depend on just me. I felt like I was being pounded in every direction. Yet, amid all this pain, new women kept entering my life. In fact, by September, Joan Herrmann, founder of the lifestyle brand Change Your Attitude . . . Change Your Life, invited me to join her team. I became a monthly guest on her radio show, “Conversations with Joan,” which airs on New York’s AM970 The Answer, streams on iHeartRadio, and is posted on all major podcast platforms.


At the time, the show felt like a lifeline. Joan had gone through a difficult divorce almost a decade earlier and was a very successful businesswoman. Her love and support, along with this new opportunity, gave me hope during a very dark time that more was possible in my own life. I also became a Reiki Master. Reiki is a type of energy healing, and I spent many wonderful, supportive, and loving afternoons with a beautiful group of women led by Cathy Towle, a shaman and Reiki master, who were to become my spiritual family. These women held me when the pain was too great and allowed me to process my emotions with love and wisdom. All my friends, too, increasingly gathered around me. And my amazing daughters were pushing forward with bravery and resilience.


I had already developed some very useful tools, especially the mindset of “maybe,” which carried me on some days when I felt I could not see a future without my husband. Connecting with the fact that the future was unknown gave me the possibility that maybe things would get better, maybe I could accept this new reality and still be okay, and maybe, just maybe—though I was miserable now—I would be happy again. I started to listen to episodes of my own podcast, 10 Minutes to Less Suffering, and felt encouraged. The podcast included topics on acceptance, gratitude, and the idea that uncertainty is our best friend. As the pain of my husband leaving me sunk in, these points that I’d been making for others became yet another lifeline. It was as if in creating these podcasts I had started sending messages to my future self, messages that would help me through. I began to see every female client I ever had in a different light. Their struggles had become my own. And for this reason, with every new client that came to me, I would never work the same way again.


I have come to realize that women today, though powerful, have no clear place to put their power. We are often referred to as either too loud or too quiet, too pretty or too ugly, too meek or too aggressive, so we are always trying to fit our power into a mold we didn’t create. Most often, it never quite fits. For the first time, I saw what many of us women do in society to get along, survive, take care of our children, or just be loved. We compromise and do the best we can, but it leaves most of us less than whole and falling short of our true potential. As we are continuously persuaded to be less than our true selves, a brokenness appears in how we function each day that never really leads to our freedom. Even if we are successful in certain areas of our lives, there are places we still hide because we believe that the world will judge us harshly, that we will never be accepted for who we are, and most of all that we will never be treated as true equals at home or in the workplace.


I hesitate to share statistics about women’s current status in the business world because so many of the day-to-day experiences that cause women to hide parts of themselves or that make women feel compromised, dismissed, or excluded from success cannot always be measured. But the numbers do tell an essential part of the story. As I write this book, men and women enter the workforce in equal numbers,1 but men outnumber women nearly two to one when they reach a management position.2 That translates to more than one million women in corporate America left behind in entry-level jobs over a five-year period.3 Although one-third of women eventually become managers, they are often limited to mid-level positions.4 If you look even further down the line, statistics show that only 5 percent of chief executive officers at S&P 500 companies are women.5 Only 11 percent of the top earners at these companies are women, and only 20 percent of their board members are women.6 And although four out of ten businesses in the United States are started by women,7 only a very small percentage of them have over one million dollars in revenue8 and less than 2.2 percent of venture capital in the United States goes to companies founded solely by women.9 In addition, companies with all-male founders receive funding after their first round of financing close to 35 percent of the time, while for women, that number is less than 2 percent.10


Statistics indicating that women are not experiencing equality in the workplace abound. But none of them can ever tell the entire story of what it is like to be a woman in the workplace, nor do statistics get at the story of who we become because of these experiences and who we think we need to be to succeed. Yes, some of us have stepped out of the box, but most of us have tried to be successful by changing who we are to get along in a business environment that was not made for us. Even when we do this, the majority of us still do not have the same success as men in the business world. Although my year without men has been very painful, it has also been a gift. It has enabled me to see the path forward for women in a different way. I now see a different way to be, a new possibility not only for myself but for the women I work with and for our society as a whole.


What was the difference that has made all the difference? Since there were practically no men in my life, I had no one to please and no male model to conform to. I had no one to dress for, no one to judge me, no one to blame me, no one to say I was too emotional, no one to doubt my intelligence, no man trying to hold me back to protect his own ego, and no one to hide from. I was free.


Through that freedom, this book was born. It wasn’t born from just my pain but also from twenty-seven years in the business world and in a marriage, as well as nineteen years as a mother. It was born out of a lifetime of seeing myself as “less than” in a world that, despite women’s strides, is still dominated by male culture and thought. Everything from corporate structures, how we raise equity, acceptable workplace behaviors, childcare in the workplace, investing money, who predominantly raises children, and even how we conduct government affairs are mostly dominated by a male-oriented business culture. We are pushed to conform rather than bring our own greatness forward. How would we even know if the many characteristics that women generally possess and the jobs we tend to choose are really our choices as opposed to the effects of living in a male-dominated world? Many of us have become who we needed to be to get along in this world, which creates a tremendous amount of stress and prevents us from fostering our most innovative, creative, and prosperous selves. During my year without men, new information just poured in about how to empower myself, my daughters, and all the women I worked with so we may realize our full potential and discover our life’s path. When we are free of constraints and can be our true selves, we can see our way forward to create our best lives.


To be clear, this is not a book set against men. It is a book about women developing without men, sometimes despite men, and sometimes beyond men. It is about finding those places within ourselves that we shut down because we don’t feel loved or accepted, or we think we aren’t smart enough or strong enough, or we don’t have the same opportunities that men or even other women have had. It is about moving away from how other people should understand us and moving toward understanding ourselves. It is about redefining what beauty is, playing by our own rules, and finding a way to support ourselves spiritually, emotionally, physically, and financially in any circumstance. It is about healing, and about finding a way to become our authentic selves even when we work with men every day or in male-dominated fields. It is about embracing our true value and loving and being kind to the people we are.


We can honor our vision of how the world should be and act upon that even if that means leaving corporate America, starting our own business, going back to school, taking classes if we are home taking care of our children, and taking care of our bodies and holding space for the unique way we want to live our lives.


Over this past year, it has become abundantly clear to me that women are brilliant businesspeople and emotional warriors, but we often lose our way because of beliefs that we hold about ourselves. So, yes, there are glass ceilings and elements of the patriarchy that hold women back in today’s world, but a fully empowered woman stops trying to fit into a world that is not aligned with her true nature. Some women do well in corporate America, and some women do better outside it, working for themselves. Either way, none of us can be truly successful in all areas of our lives unless we deal with our stresses, anxieties, and insecurities. We need to build our self-worth and learn to trust ourselves. We need to be totally comfortable in any room we are in, and we need to be responsible for ourselves. We cannot hide behind a man or anyone else. We need always to be able to make a living even if we choose to stay home to raise our children or for any other reason.


In the pages that follow are all the things I have discovered this year that hold women back, all the things I discovered that held me back, and all the ways I found to break free. My message is simple. Don’t be afraid if you don’t fit into a man’s world. Don’t be afraid if you see things differently. You are not crazy. You are just seeing a new world that is being born, a world where the workplace, whether you are on your own or in an office, is full of more compassion, more empathy, a greater range of emotions, free thinking, support, and creativity. A world where gender doesn’t matter. But before we get there, we must believe we matter first.


The journey is not easy. To live a fully realized life and find our true path in a culture made for men, we have to ask hard questions. Is a forty-hour workweek the best for creating great abundance and balanced family lives? Do we need to secure clients with golf outings and fancy dinners, or is there a more creative way to reach clientele? Are there different ways to raise equity, so we don’t need to be at the mercy of the lack of capital available to women? Would there be more female CEOs or more women who own multimillion-dollar businesses if we were better able to be our authentic selves in the business world? The list goes on and on. In the face of a system that doesn’t work for so many of us, men and women alike, we have no choice but to pave our own way, make our own rules, love ourselves, and allow our own ideas to thrive.


My year without men gave me a whole new paradigm from which to operate. I am not saying I never spoke to any men for a year. I did have a few male friends and a wonderful father and brother and brother-in-law. Yet, for the first time in my career, I had no male clients, and for the first time in twenty-nine years, my husband was not in my life. My work life and home life were mostly supported by women, including my two beautiful daughters, my mother, sister, best friend from childhood, cousins, incredible professional mentors and guides, the women in my workplaces, and some wonderful friends and healers. Women helped me through the pain of my breakup and a serious health scare. Women were everywhere I turned, and in their presence, I felt nourished and healed.


I went from being a puddle on my kitchen floor, thinking the best I could do was make it to the wall to bang my head against it, to finding a whole new way to be in the world. I faced personal and professional upheaval and learned to rely on myself to see me through it all. If I can live a year without men, so can everyone else. I hope the lessons I learned can inspire other women to open new businesses, find new jobs, thrive economically, create new cures for diseases, go back to school, or start a side business while they are home taking care of their children. This is not about whether or not you are involved with men. Instead, it is about divesting yourself from other people’s ideas of who you need to be or how you need to operate, and it can be an entirely internal process. It’s about becoming fully realized, so every choice we make is not from fear but from strength. We can create our own institutions from within, and they will be reflected on the outside. When our own voices matter to us, we can succeed as parents, entrepreneurs, industry leaders, and innovators.


It is doable. I have done it. I have spent an entire year holding myself up, holding other women up, and being held by a bunch of incredible women. We are all so wise when we let ourselves be who we truly are, and trust our thoughts, and trust our dreams. This book is based on my beliefs and ideas that have grown out of my own personal experiences. I realize that women from different communities, both here and around the world, have different experiences and encounter different roadblocks based on their race, ethnicity, socioeconomic background, sexuality, and other factors. My hope for this book is that no matter who you are, where you come from, or what you have faced in your life, some of my ideas and beliefs will inspire you to embrace your best creative, authentic, and abundant life.
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Chapter 1: July


Make Friends with Uncertainty


“Uncertainty is the refuge of hope.”


—Henri Frederic Amiel


***


WHEN I think back to the beginning of my separation from my husband, I can’t decide which was harder: his actually leaving me or being in counseling together for seven weeks. Sitting in counseling with someone whom I’d had to beg to stay was overwhelmingly painful. There was something so awful about someone who had been my best friend the month before who was now so cold and distant, who was only sitting through therapy, it seemed, as a concession to me.


In therapy, we “explored” why he wanted to leave. But the reason was simple. He wanted to date other people. I watched him struggle to come up with a better explanation, but this, in the end, was what it came down to. What were the chances counseling could shift that? In counseling, one of the hardest parts was living with the uncertainty of whether the marriage could be saved.


One night, as I lay in bed crying while my husband slept next to me, I noticed my book The Gift of Maybe on my nightstand. I picked it up and went into the bathroom, where I sat with my legs out in front of me on the cold tile floor. I opened up the book and started to read. I had begun writing the book in 2011, and it was now seven years later. As I read through the first chapter, which explored the kinds of fears I’d been living with for years, to my surprise, I found that I had listed “Would my husband always love me?” as one of my fears. The words hit me hard. It was as if I had been writing to my future self, reminding her to embrace this mindset of maybe when the time came, and I’d really need it.
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