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			Taking a Wife

			
				Sometimes I get concerned about being a career woman. I get to thinking my job is too important to me. And I tell myself that the people I work with are just the people I work with and not my family. And last night I thought, “What is a family, anyway?” They’re just people who make you feel less alone and really loved.

				—MARY RICHARDS, THE MARY TYLER MOORE SHOW

			

			About a year after we cofounded our company, Of a Kind, just as we were getting our businesswoman bearings, we sat in our office with a male professional acquaintance discussing a project we’ve long since forgotten. What we do recall is that the previous tenants had painted the walls a truly insane shade of brown, but we were too busy to remedy it and proud to have a space of our own nonetheless. Similarly burned in our memories: the moment that abruptly marked the end of that meeting, when the man across the table said, “Oh, I get it: You’re the smart one, and you’re the pretty one,” nodding toward each of us in turn. We reacted to his degradation with stunned silence. What we should have said in response was, “No, we’re both smart, we’re both pretty—immaterial as that is—and, as long as we’re sharing bios, we’re both driven, compassionate, savvy, and, frankly, pretty fucking funny, too.” Those are the reasons we chose each other, first as friends in 2002 and later as business partners in 2010, and why moments like this bond us instead of break us.

			
			Our friendship started on the campus of the University of Chicago, where we’d been set up on a friend date based on one very silly thing: Claire, a freshman a scant few months into the school year, had begun dating a basketball player…and Erica, a sophomore, had dated a basketball player her freshman year, too. A coincidence like this was not to be overlooked; the opportunity for Erica to impart hard-earned wisdom on the topic could not be passed up. We both greeted the suggestion that we should meet on the basis of aligned dating decisions with the exaggerated eye roll perfected by eighteen- and nineteen-year-old women worldwide. But—no spoilers here—we ended up really liking each other. Sitting face-to-face at lunch in the fancy dining hall, with Harry Potteresque vaulted ceilings towering above stir-fry stations, we bonded hard and fast—over shopping, musicals, and growing up the only Jewish (emphasis on the ish) one in our friend set. Erica recalls thinking that the Hello Kitty calendar hanging in Claire’s dorm room felt like a very good sign. Claire remembers being intrigued by Erica’s steadfast commitment to a wardrobe of exclusively black, white, and pink. From these tiny sparks of mutual admiration, we developed a connection. But it was one that felt uncommon for college-age women: We didn’t traipse around the quad together with a half dozen others. At its core, our friendship was built for two.

			
			We both moved to New York City after graduating, armed with plans to take over the magazine world (Erica) and the art world (Claire). Fast-forward to a job search in January 2010 when Claire’s request for Erica’s feedback on a cover letter spun out into a sprawling email chain that culminated in an idea for an online business—one that spoke to passions we’d nurtured independently in our careers and together as friends. The founding concept for Of a Kind, refined over lengthy IM sessions and stolen lunch breaks at now-shuttered coffee shops, was to commission emerging fashion designers to create limited-edition pieces that we’d release for sale in conjunction with stories about the makers behind them—their inspirations, their processes, the things that made them tick. In treating what we were selling with so much care and context, we hoped to encourage a sense of conscious consumption around fashion. We wanted to introduce a mentality of collecting, not just consuming, and to expose our audience to the thrill that comes with connecting on a human level to the work and the story of a designer. That summer, we quit our jobs, and in November, we launched a website.

			When we started our company in 2010, we were eight years into our friendship. Since then, we’ve ticked off plenty of entrepreneurial milestones: moving into our first office space, making our first hire, securing our first big-deal partnership. Over time, our business grew beyond our initial concept to reflect both of our expanding interests. We launched new product categories, including home, personal care, and paper goods. And as our business evolved, so did our understanding that what worked about Of a Kind was not just the products, but also our enthusiasm for sharing them and the way our relationship brought that out in each other. We’d always been transparent with our customers about who we were and what our lives looked like (early customer service emails were signed “Claire + Erica” because we were, in fact, the ones writing them), and our audience responded in turn with feedback that Of a Kind felt like a trusted friend…that just happened to be a store on the internet.

			
			That comparison was a real point of pride for us, and we kept it front-of-mind as we took the business in new directions: In 2012, we launched a weekly newsletter called “10 Things,” which is not so far off from the kind of email a pal might send sharing a very random smattering of discoveries ranging from snacks to face serums, novels to running shoes. As it developed a cultish following, we launched a podcast, A Few Things, which follows a similar premise but has the added value of putting our chemistry on (sonic) display. Today, we describe Of a Kind as “giving our best discoveries the audience they deserve,” and we describe ourselves and our customers as “Professional Enthusiasts”—a term we’ve printed (artfully, of course) on sweatshirts, hats, and all manner of stylish merch.

			Along the way, a lot has gone on behind the scenes: Our team has grown and shrunk and grown again, we’ve moved offices, our roles have changed, and we even sold the business—to everyone’s favorite place to go to buy one thing but leave with nine, Bed Bath & Beyond. We still run the show—albeit with a parent company—and even with all the shifting, we’re still the two of us, this many years in.

			
			When asked about our proudest business accomplishment, the answer is always “Us!”—the friendship we’ve nurtured and the successful partnership it’s fostered. What we’ve realized in taking a closer look at the ways in which our relationship functions is that our professional partnership has been the beneficiary of the tenets that anchor female friendship: emotional intimacy, vulnerability, a penchant for collaboration, and a pattern of mutual support—qualities that have unique power and potential to spawn great ideas and create foundations for strong businesses.

			In making the transition from friends to business partners all those years ago, we knew we were signing up for a much more complex relationship. We went from seeing each other weekly to spending more time together than we did sleeping. Finances became a constant topic of conversation, and not just in the context of whether one of us was feeling too broke for a dinner date. We spent our nights, weekends, and soon 9-to-5s each making decisions that would affect the other. Our careers and our futures became intertwined.

			Though this transformation felt natural to us—how else would someone do something as scary as start a business other than with a close friend by their side?—we encountered plenty of people whose eyes popped out of their heads when we told them we were taking our personal relationship professional. Oh, the horror stories! The whole plot of The Social Network! Sure, we recognized that in pursuing this at all, we could be putting our friendship on the line. But our shared history brought us immense, intense comfort—a much-sought-after feeling during the constant turbulence and uncertainty that come with building something from the ground up. We also walked into this knowing we saw each other as equals; there was no power dynamic to contend with, and we trusted that would remain a constant. At some point, after enough soul-crushing investor meetings and awkward interviews with job candidates, the looming sense that we could walk out of this venture short a business and a bud faded away. Once we’d put enough hours, years, and life into Of a Kind, it was clear that if something didn’t work out with the business, our relationship would survive, just as it had plenty of other lows. We were in this together, even if “this” ceased to exist. Though a certain—mostly male—breed of human loves to pit women against one another, as if every female duo is Brenda and Kelly on the matching-formal-dress episode of Beverly Hills 90210, proving those people wrong—both in friendship and in business—has been a career highlight.
We are hardly the only women who’ve found something appealing about pairing up: While prepping to have new headshots taken, as we do and dread annually, we turned to the internet for inspiration/instruction on how to pose without looking like Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen on the poster for Two of a Kind: How to Flunk Your First Date. It was there, in our Google Images search results, that we realized how many of the new ventures taking over the world were run by pairs of women: Elizabeth Cutler & Julie Rice of SoulCycle (who, in photos, benefit unfairly from the use of bikes as props), Betsy Beers & Shonda Rhimes of Shondaland (who have taken the Olsen approach), Phoebe Robinson & Jessica Williams of 2 Dope Queens (who excel at giving don’t-mess-with-us face), Dr. Katie Rodan & Dr. Kathy Fields of Rodan + Fields (who love a crossed-arm power pose). Whereas ten years prior our vision board of high-profile business partnerships likely would have been littered with awkward snapshots of men who’d monopolized the space—Jobs and Wozniak, Gates and Allen, Procter and Gamble, Ben and Jerry—we now had plenty of female icons to reference. (And to thank for surfacing posing options beyond huddling together seriously—but passionately—over a computer or a pint of Chunky Monkey.)

			
			This shift isn’t a coincidence—it’s a direct consequence of an evolving business environment. Slow but steady progress toward dismantling male dominance at the office has carved out space for women to collaborate instead of compete professionally, and that’s set the stage for change. As we’ll explore over the next eight chapters, duos and trios of women who have partnered in leadership positions are paving the way for a reimagined workplace that leads with qualities like compassion, mutual support, and transparency. They’re implementing long-view practices that result in strong business outcomes. These partnerships are changing not just what it means to be women in the workplace, but the workplace as a whole.

			
			In the pages that follow, we’ll look to our own story and the stories of other game-changing women collaborators—from financiers to Olympians to cannabis entrepreneurs—to better understand and explain this transformation. We’ll dive into the micro: How do women partners talk about money, delegate, scale, hire, fire, cope with burnout, and still hug it out at the end of the day? And we’ll explore the macro—the ways in which work wives are prioritizing vulnerability and openness in the C-suite and improving workplaces to better accommodate and support women, parents, and others disadvantaged by outdated patriarchal business conventions.

			This evolution in the business world coincides, unsurprisingly, with a long-overdue cultural shift that recognizes that female friendships aren’t all about backstabbing and cattiness. The Mean Girls narrative got hit by a bus and in its wake came #squadgoals and Shine Theory—the former being a sentiment of solidarity that originated with Gucci Mane and Waka Flocka Flame before being co-opted by Taylor Swift and the whole internet, and the latter being a philosophy developed by Ann Friedman and Aminatou Sow (more from them in the upcoming chapters) that’s rooted in the idea that we ought to befriend, not compete with, women we admire. Since emerging on the scene in 2013, Shine Theory has spread like wildfire.

			Naturally, this ethos also holds true for friendships at the office. The age of the underminery Tess McGill/Katharine Parker Working Girl rivalry is behind us, and Oprah and Gayle, Abbi and Ilana, Kathie Lee and Hoda, and Tina and Amy are the new relationship role models. “Work wife,” a term spawned from “office wife”—which itself dates back to the 1930s, when it was used by men to describe an especially high-functioning secretary—is taking on new meaning in our current era. Its connotation has evolved just as office culture and marriage have, and more recently it’s been adopted to describe a combination of personal and professional bondedness and healthy, supportive closeness among women. It’s a dynamic that requires an in-this-together attitude and approach that’s viable in any business setting with right-minded people.

			
			In 2013, the National Bureau of Economic Research embarked on a study to answer the question “Are Women More Attracted to Cooperation Than Men?” and the quick answer was “Yup.” To speak, for a moment, in sweeping generalizations: This study suggests women do worse in competitive environments and better when part of a team. And unlike men, who, the same research shows, tend to prefer to work alone, women like collaborating. Numerous studies suggest that this inclination is in line with how we’re socialized: Men are brought up to be more competitive, independent, and unemotional, while women are raised to be more supportive, cooperative, and emotionally sensitive. In turn, that informs what we look for when it comes to friendship—women bond by sharing feelings, not just activities, which is how men tend to engage and sustain friendships. And shared feelings can lead to a hell of a business proposition. Nicole Kidman, in her Emmy acceptance for her performance in Big Little Lies, the hit HBO miniseries she produced and starred in with Reese Witherspoon, summed up this idea succinctly: “This is a friendship that then created opportunities. It created opportunities out of a frustration, because we weren’t getting offered great roles.”

			
			The unfortunate fact of the matter is that as women we have a rougher go of it in the workplace—whether on a Hollywood set or in a cubicle—and, for all of the camaraderie and mind-melding benefits, being part of a pair also serves as a defense mechanism. Being able to turn to someone and say “Am I crazy?” is a boon because women are made to question their own sanity all the time. Female hysteria may no longer be recognized as a medical condition, but the stereotype—and the reliance on it as a tool to silence and discredit women—persists. Having someone to validate perceptions helps eradicate the self-doubt that can rattle even the most confident among us.

			Take, as some very unsettling proof, the #MeToo sexual harassment and assault reckoning of 2017, which was facilitated in part by the comfort accusers took in coming forward alongside other women instead of alone, and the entire activist movement that coalesced around it—an undeniable testament to the power of women partnering and a rock-solid case for work-wifing if there ever was one. The Harvey Weinstein story—brought to us by the New York Times reporters (and work wives?) Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey—and all those that followed in its wake were a reinforcement of what we already knew to be true, writ large: The traditional workplace wasn’t designed for women. Claiming our rightful places in it requires resetting priorities and rewriting rules. The way we see it, the most effective way to do that is by honoring the strength of the bonds that exist between women and using that as fuel for change.

			
			This book is meant to show—and to celebrate—how some women have done this, but not to assert that there is one way to do it. Although all of the collaborators we interviewed are or were in leadership positions and many are entrepreneurs who helm the companies they started, this is not meant to suggest that either is a prerequisite to work-wifing. But what we have found is that the style of partnership we’re making a case for is, for the time being, much easier to actualize in entrepreneurial environments where leaders are blazing their own trails. While more traditional corporate structures may accommodate and encourage teamwork, they typically evaluate people on the basis of their individual contributions instead of as pairs or groups (promotions, for example, are rarely awarded in tandem). As more women—and more work wives—ascend the ranks, though, corporate norms will shift to embrace all sorts of traditionally feminine traits, collaboration among them.

			And speaking of feminine traits: We rely on them to make our case, but that’s not intended to disregard that claiming anything as inherently feminine is a loaded and at times problematic act. In a culture where we’ve come to acknowledge that biology does not determine gender, claiming that it somehow determines personality may seem at best outdated and at worst discriminatory. Class, race, age, ability, and the advantages and privileges, or lack thereof, that attend them add another layer of complexity. For our purposes, we’re looking at feminine traits—and the friendships that follow from them—as reflections of how most women in the United States and the Western world at large have been socialized, by way of their upbringing, the media, or social norms. Our definition of “woman” includes anyone who identifies as such. Gender stereotypes and expectations can be constricting, exhausting, and disempowering; rather than reinforcing them, we hope to better understand the ways in which they inform us—specifically in our relationships and in our work—and to use that understanding to effect change and progress for everyone.

			
			We hope that what follows spreads the joy that we’ve experienced in taking our friendship professional, enough to inspire others to do it, too. In proclaiming and championing the power of female partnerships in the workplace, we aim to expedite a transformation already under way. That means friends bringing business into the fold, businesses bringing friendship into the fold, or, best of all, both.

			

			—

			In writing this book, we wanted to look beyond our own partnership—our professional dynamic and the friendship that anchors it—in order to better understand what makes women work well together. In doing so, we also wanted to share and to celebrate the experiences of other duos and trios who’ve chosen to put work-wifing at the core of their careers. The pages that follow are filled with their stories and insights, revealing their chemistry in action and underscoring the authenticity that they bring to their partnerships. Ahead are the quick-and-dirty facts about them (along with photos, that, hey, might even provide a little posing inspiration).
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						Pictured: Erica (left) and Claire

					
				
				ERICA CERULO AND CLAIRE MAZUR (US!)

				／

				
					First meeting 

					In the dining hall at the University of Chicago in 2002

					Partners since 

					2010

					Location 

					Brooklyn, New York

					Work-wife undertaking 

					The small-maker-centric ecommerce website Of a Kind and, well, this book you’re reading.
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						DESCRIBE THE FAUNA

					

					
						Pictured from left: Ann, Gina, and Aminatou

					
				
				GINA DELVAC, ANN FRIEDMAN, AND AMINATOU SOW

				／

				
					First meeting 

					Aminatou & Ann at a Gossip Girl viewing party in 2008; Ann & Gina through a mutual friend in 2011; Gina & Aminatou on a women’s desert retreat in 2013

					Partners since 

					2014

					Location 

					Los Angeles, California (Gina & Ann), and Brooklyn, New York (Aminatou)

					Work-wife undertaking 

					The cultish podcast Call Your Girlfriend
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						JAMES RANSOM

					

					
						Pictured: Merrill (left) and Amanda

					
				
				AMANDA HESSER AND MERRILL STUBBS

				／

				
					First meeting 

					Working together on The Essential New York Times Cookbook in 2004

					Partners since 

					2009

					Location 

					New York, New York

					Work-wife undertaking 

					The kitchen and home destination Food52
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						SASHA ISRAEL

					

					
						Pictured: Kathryn (left) and Lizzie

					
				
				KATHRYN AND ELIZABETH “LIZZIE” FORTUNATO

				／

				
					First meeting 

					In utero in 1984—they’re twins!

					Partners since 

					2008

					Location 

					New York, New York

					Work-wife undertaking 

					The jewelry and accessories line Lizzie Fortunato
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						DONATO SARDELLA, GETTY IMAGES

					

					
						Pictured: Andrea (left) and Kim

					
				
				KIM FRANCE AND ANDREA LINETT

				／

				
					First meeting 

					As staffers at Sassy magazine in 1989

					Partners from 

					2000 to 2010

					Location 

					New York, New York

					Work-wife undertaking 

					The women’s shopping magazine Lucky
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