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Introduction

Why Did I Write This Book?

Since I created Take Our Daughters to Work Day in 1992, thousands of women have asked me how I did it and how they, too, can make a difference in their own lives and in the world. My answer is always the same. You have to stop waiting for the world to change and decide that you will change it. You have to step out of line and live the life you want to live, create the work you want to do, and build the personal relationships that will make you happy. You—and all women—are capable of living the exact life you want. There is only one prerequisite: you must be willing to step out of line.

If you secretly know that you are capable of more than what you see around you, you are ready to step out of line. If you have a great idea for a new product or company or project, you are ready to step out of line. If you want to be a leader of your club or your school board or the country, you are ready to step out of line. If you want to change the terms of your relationships with the people in your life, you are ready to step out of line. If you are looking for an outlet for your bold, charismatic self and your secret imaginings, you are ready to step out of line.

This book will show you why stepping out of line is the key to getting whatever it is that you want—in life, in love, and at work. Here are your operating instructions:


How to Step Out of Line

1. Stop waiting for someone else-a partner, a parent, a boss, the government-to change your life and decide to actively pursue your biggest goals, dreams, ideas, and passions right now.

2. Repeat, as needed, in any area of your life.



Waiting in line is about conformity and order and following directions. It usually requires us to stand still and silent. It's about patiently waiting for our turn to talk, get a promotion, offer an opinion, or be next. Loyal soldiers march in line. Little children stand in line. Actors memorize a line in order to say the right thing. It's dangerous to “step over the line.” We conform when we “toe the line.” We are yelled at for being “out of line.”

This book is about not waiting and stepping out of line instead. It requires a willingness to be seen and heard. To command attention. It will help you stop following other people and forge your own path, define your own terms, make your own rules, and trust your own instincts.

This may feel uncomfortable at first, and that is okay. But rest assured that stepping out of line does not have to mean turning your life upside down—it invites you to decide which lines you want to leave behind. You may want to step out of line to change your career while you feel perfectly fine with the status of your marriage. You may want to step out of line in your volunteer work while maintaining your current employment situation. Or, you may want to leap out of line, turn your current life upside down, and sign up for Doctors Without Borders (www.doctorswithoutborders.org). It's all up to you.

Not surprisingly, the idea for this book came to me while I was waiting in line—a line for the ladies’ room. On this particular occasion, I found myself in a classic situation: you're on a long car ride, run into a rest stop to use the bathroom, and run smack into a long, long line.

On this occasion, my husband, Gary, and I were driving up the New York Thruway to his best friend's daughter's wedding in Vermont, in slow summer weekend traffic. After a few hours on the road, we parked in a massive rest stop parking lot and dashed inside. Together we pushed through two sets of glass doors. Gary went to the left, I went to the right and—bam, I hit it head on. The Line.

I had no choice but to join it and wait.

Most men must think that women take so long in the bathroom because we're fooling around, putting on lipstick, plucking stray hairs from our eyebrows, gossiping with other giggling gals. Believe me: if you've ever been in a ladies’ room at a rest stop on the New York Thruway you want to get in and out of there as quickly as possible. We take so long because we're waiting in line.

While I stood in the rest stop ladies’ room line, irritated and uncomfortable and trying to be patient, I started to wonder what other women do when they wait—how they feel, what they think about, what attitudes they have about always waiting in these lines. Do they resent it? Do they wish it could be different?

At some point I noticed a woman a few places in front of me. She kept turning around and looking at the men's room—and the lack of a line to enter it. She kept looking at the men's room, then looking to the front of our line to see how much more time she had to wait, and then looking to the back of our line to see how much longer the line had become. She kept looking back and looking forward, and she didn't appear happy to be waiting. She was physically playing out what was going on in my head.

I saw that woman's actions as symbolic of where women find ourselves today: looking back at how far we've come since our great-grandmothers’ times, looking forward to how far we still can go to achieve the lives we want for ourselves and our daughters, and glancing over at the guys for comparison or reference.

Although I had planned to drive the next stretch of our trip, I asked Gary to drive instead so I could start writing about all the thoughts I'd had in line. From the moment I watched that other woman waiting, my mind was off and running. I had to get it all down, so I took out my Black-Berry and started tapping:


what are we waiting 4?

how many hrs of our lives do women spend waiting in line?

why not do something about it?

what else do we wait 4?

think about women & girls with no bathrooms who wait in endless lines for everything

what can we do?



I couldn't get the topic out of my head. It struck me that the ladies’ room line is an excellent metaphor for the state of women today. Think about it: You walk into most airports, movie theaters, malls, or highway rest stops and there appear to be equal facilities for men and women. There's the same sign, same tiles, same products, and numbers of stalls and sinks. But, when you look at the situation more closely, things are not equal. There is almost always a line for the ladies’ room and rarely, if ever (unless you're at a sporting event where beer is being consumed), do you see a line for the men's room.

It is curious that we tolerate this. Women have already eliminated so many other lines in our modern lives—with Botox in our foreheads and Spanx on our rear ends—and cut down waiting time using technologies like Fresh Direct, EZ Pass, airline e-tickets, Moviefone.com, and FastPass lines at Disney World. Why don't we use our power, our brains, and our pocketbooks to eliminate lines to board rooms, political back rooms, and ladies’ rooms? Whatever the potential solution, why don't we step out of these long lines and do something about these—and other situations—that continue to slow us down and hold us back?

I say choose to defy the odds, to not only survive but to thrive in the face of challenges from economic disasters, glass ceilings, aging, and injustice. History and the recent past tell us to step out of line—step out of the usual places we are expected to be, for that is where real progress and power live.

My mother, Molly McGoogan, made ceramic parts for fighter planes at a Lenox China factory where she had been making figurines, and Barack Obama's grandmother assembled B-29's at Boeing. Both were among 20 million women who answered Rosie the Riveter's call to step out of their homes, and they saved the American economy during World War II. Women went to work in factories in unprecedented numbers, helped the war effort, and then went back home as soon as the men returned from the war, not returning to the workforce in such large numbers until the 1970s. In her concession speech after the 2008 presidential primary, Hillary Clinton talked proudly about the 18 million cracks she and the people who voted for her had put in the glass ceiling, knowing that someday soon it will be completely shattered. And while most swimmers end their careers at twenty-five, in 2008 Olympian Dara Torres, at age forty-one, set an audacious goal to win an individual gold medal. She missed winning the individual gold by a fraction of a second, but went on to win individual silver and bronze medals and has become an iconic inspiration for women and athletes everywhere.

This highly public, “one step forward, two steps back” of women's progress reminds me of a similar moment in the early 1990s, when Anita Hill testified about the sexual harassment she experienced while working for Clarence Thomas, an event that provoked a valuable discussion of women and the workplace. Ultimately, the Senate Judiciary Committee did not believe Anita Hill, but because of her testimony, women around the country knew that sexual harassment was not something they had to tolerate.

Soon after Anita Hill's famous testimony, the Ms. Foundation for Women (www.ms.foundation.org) hired me to create a campaign to address the problem of falling self-esteem in adolescent girls. People were starting to wonder if the women's movement had failed the next generation of women. My response was to create a campaign, Take Our Daughters to Work Day, that helped girls be more visible, valued, and heard. That day made people see girls and women differently ever after.

As you will see in the coming chapters, you can use many of the lessons I learned planning Take Our Daughters to Work Day to live the life you want. This book is filled with stories from my own life and stories from a wide variety of women who took the actions necessary to live life on their terms. These stories will inspire you to step out of line whether you're single, married, lesbian, young, old, retired, wealthy, in debt, living on a farm, running a company, and/or working as a full-time mom. This book will inspire you to lead your life in a way that speeds the pace of progress for you and all women and increases your satisfaction in life, in love, and at work. It will offer suggestions and strategies for improving your relationship with money, finding a life partner, taking political action, and more. It will inspire you to go back to school, date online, adopt a child, make time for a hobby, launch your own blog, secure flextime at work, grow an organic garden, become more physically active, or do anything else you've been waiting, wishing, or hoping to do.

About Me

Who am I to write this book and guide you through a world where women step out of line, stand out, and live life on their terms? We've done this sort of thing together before. You may be familiar with my work creating Take Our Daughters to Work Day for the Ms. Foundation or the not-for-profit organization I founded, Count Me In for Women's Economic Independence (www.countmein.org). Or you may know about our Make Mine a Million $ Business® program (www.makemineamillion.org). We've stepped out of line with Make Mine a Million $ Business, inspiring one million women entrepreneurs to step out of their comfort zone and reach $1 million or more in revenues. It will be a historic achievement (only 243,000 of the 10.5 million U.S. women business owners are at $1 million in revenue now) that will create a minimum of four million new jobs and pump $1 trillion into the U.S. economy.

I also helped produce the Twentieth Anniversary Earth Day Concert in 1990, which was attended by close to one million people in Central Park (www.earthday.net); with my brother Joe I created the YWCA Week Without Violence, which ran for over five years around the country; I did advance work on Nelson Mandela's first trip to New York after he was released from prison and on dozens of presidential campaign events for Walter Mondale, Mike Dukakis, and a few for Bill Clinton; I organized the distribution of 100,000 condoms on the streets of New York with the Gay Men's Health Crisis; and was the communications director for the NGO Forum on Women in Beijing, the largest international gathering of women ever held, with over 40,000 women in attendance and 5,000 reporters. Some people have called me a professional rabble-rouser with a very active imagination.

My parents are responsible for my big-picture thinking, creativity, and social conscience. Joe and Molly Merlino were active citizens in Trenton, New Jersey (www.trentonnj.com), where I grew up. My dad was a lawyer and New Jersey state senator and my mother was, and still is, a wonderful painter and community activist.

I was chubby from the age of nine and generally known as “outspoken” (if you liked that sort of thing) or “bossy” (if you didn't). When I was eleven, my favorite aunt, Connie, a former showgirl in Las Vegas, offered to buy me a whole new wardrobe if I lost thirty pounds.

I never got that new wardrobe from my aunt.

However, as a 2007 article in my hometown paper, the Trenton Times declared, I did grow up to become “Trenton's most accomplished homegrown feminist,” “forceful and bombastic,” “armed with contagious enthusiasm … [and] impassioned social awareness,” and “[exhibiting my] mother's beguiling charm.”

Phew!

How did I get to this point as an adult? Chubby and bossy and the daughter of political activists who took me along to voter registration drives, I figured out pretty early on that I wasn't going to grow up to be Doris Day. Most girls feel this way at a certain point—that they're not pretty or cute enough—but too many women keep hoping for, or relying on, being pretty or sexy or thin enough. I guess when even the promise of a new wardrobe didn't work for me, I started to focus on other things. Like arguing about politics with the nuns at the Blessed Sacrament School and wearing my father's World War II fatigue jacket over my school uniform.

I had to laugh when that same Trenton Times article proclaimed, “No one was surprised when, at 21, Nell Merlino took a job as a union organizer.” After that, I worked on various political campaigns and eventually started my own strategic communications business—entrepreneurship is always a good option for a “bossy” girl.

With this book, I'm marshalling all of the experience I've gained and the lessons I've learned myself and from the people I've met to help women like you to step out of line, stand out, and make your life fit your wildest dreams.

Why Step Out of Line

One of the most famous lines of women is the Rockettes, the high-kicking precision dancers who perform at Radio City Music Hall in New York. I once read a newspaper story about how new dancers were selected to be in the line. The dancer had to be a very specific height, shape, and weight to be chosen—and, until 1987—the women were all Caucasian. Management thought a darker-skinned person would disrupt the symmetry of the line. “One or two black girls in the line would definitely distract. You would lose the whole look of precision, which is the hallmark of the Rockettes,” said their director at the time, Violet Holmes. According to Bruce Lambert in a New York Times article, “Rockettes and Race,” they wouldn't even allow the white Rockettes to have suntans. That is the kind of line we are all stepping out of—the lines that demand that we conform or else be excluded, ignored, inauthentic, or invisible.

Envision the freedom and power of stepping out of that line. Think of all the possibilities it opens up. Stepping out of line means using your imagination to determine the exact life you want, even if that life looks nothing like the life of anyone else. It means changing the systems that can feel so immovable—such as family, work, power, politics, and success—to fit your personal definitions of those terms. Finally, stepping out of line means being for you: knowing that you are fully responsible for yourself—your safety, your happiness, your success.

Stepping out of line is absolutely not about navelgazing. It's about getting comfortable with what you want and what your values are, and then working to see your vision reflected in the world. This does not mean that you can't be for other people, too. In fact, as you'll see in many of the stories throughout this book, being for other people is incredibly important to achieving your own goals. Stepping out of line does, however, mean that you are for yourself first, and you know that your safety, balance, and success are yours to create and control. This is a message you've heard before, that counterintuitive instruction we get on airplanes: to put your own oxygen mask on first before placing it on the child sitting next to you.


Put Your Oxygen Mask on First and Keep Breathing

In order to help and support your family, your community, your company, or the world, you must take care of yourself first.



Stepping Out of Line on the Runway

Kate Hanni stepped out of line.

You may never have heard of her, but you probably recall the uproar in late 2006 and early 2007 because passengers on several domestic flights sat waiting on runways for six hours or more, with overflowing toilets and no access to water. One of those passengers was a forty-seven-year-old real estate agent named Kate Hanni, who was stuck aboard an American Airlines jet with her husband and two children. Kate, who told reporters she had never written a letter of complaint in her life, decided then and there that she would fight for legislation to make lengthy confinement on an airplane illegal. Instead of doing what everyone did—feeling frustrated and upset and then doing nothing when the ordeal was over—Kate took action.

She started meeting with her local congressman, commenting on Internet bulletin boards, enlisting volunteers to help her effort, and collecting videos from stranded passengers to post on YouTube.com. By September 2007, when she was featured in an article on the front page of the business section of the New York Times, Kate had gathered 18,000 signatures for an online petition supporting her passengers’ bill of rights.

Kate Hanni stopped waiting for someone else and started taking action herself about an issue that affected her family and many other people. But there's more to Kate's story. At the time of her airplane runway saga, Kate's career as a successful real estate agent had been on hold because of a 2006 incident in which a man lured her to a vacant home on the pretense of being a potential home buyer. He attacked her and threatened her life. She re sisted, and thankfully he ran away. After that experience, Kate could not stand to be alone and stopped going out to sell real estate. She spent months afterward in post-traumatic stress therapy.

During the weeks and months of organizing on behalf of her passengers’ bill of rights, however, Kate felt an internal shift. Her fears of being alone dissipated. “I stopped all the therapy,” she told Jeff Bailey from the Times in his article “An Air Travel Activist Is Born.” “This has taken over my life. It helped me overcome those fears,” Kate said.

Stepping out of line and taking action on behalf of yourself and others—as Kate Hanni did after her ordeal on the airport runway—can change a system that affects millions of people. But Kate's story shows how it works the other way, too. When Kate spoke up and took action to change the system, she began to overcome her personal fears. This can happen when you step out of line, too.

Stepping Out of Line to
Save Thousands of Lives

Jody Williams stepped out of line and into the public eye by creating the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL, www.icbl.com) and subsequently won the Nobel Peace Prize for her work. Knowing that hundreds of thousands of people have been killed or maimed by landmines over the past decades, and that 15,000 to 20,000 new casualties are caused by
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A History of Stepping Out of Line






You Have Everything You Need
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