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Introduction

			YOU DON’T SCARE ME

			“No person in the world ever lost anything by being nice to me.”

			-Lillie Langtry

			I am free! Free! Free! Free! On that blustery, cold mid-December Monday morning, I remember thinking that I knew what it must feel like to have been freed from prison. You know—when the inmate first walks out from behind bars, after serving his time, inhales the crisp, clean air into his lungs, and exhales with a sigh that releases fifty pounds of stress and angst. When the ex-con looks up at the blue sky in awe, realizing what it’s really like to live again without bars and boundaries. Well, that was me on a Monday morning, about two weeks before Christmas back in 2003. Only my prison had been more like a “country club” penitentiary, because I had had access to fame and lavish luxuries. And lots of catty women. Lots of entitled women. And lots of mean girls. Especially my boss at the time, who I’ll call the “Queen Bee”—or “QB” for short.

			As I turned a corner inside the Sofitel Hotel in Center City Philadelphia, my pace started to quicken. “Just get me out of here,” was all I could think. I didn’t even want to look back for fear I’d be sucked backward or into another ugly encounter with QB and her bitchy swarm. I had been engrossed in that hive of hell for the longest six weeks of my life. As the smiling doorman opened the heavy glass doors to let me out, I felt the frigid air on my neck. I tightened my trench coat, pulling it closer to my chest, and hurried out. Walking so quickly, I was close to the rate of a slow jog by the time I reached Rittenhouse Square Park. Before working at QB’s public relations firm, I had longed to spend time in that historic park. Sheltered by tall, glitzy apartment buildings and an array of fancy and trendy dining hotspots around its stately parameter, it looked like a postcard photo—especially then, with the gorgeous Christmas tree lit up and shoppers bustling about. But that day, it looked different to me. It was a stark shade of slate and reminded me of anxiety and stress. It was the epicenter of doom and gloom, as my now-former boss’s office had a prime spot right next to it. I would cross the gorgeous greenery day in and day out—showing up on many days before dawn and leaving long after dusk. But it wasn’t the hours spent working that almost stole my soul. It was the work culture, the climate and aura of fear that made what would appear to be a creative, inspiring position an unbearable form of self-destruction.

			Prior to taking this job in public relations, I had spent a decade in journalism. I was a hard-working, respected asset to the stations where I worked. I left a successful broadcasting career to work for this firm, which in that moment, seemed to have been the biggest mistake of my life. That’s because QB ran her beehive like a prison. Just walking into the office every morning made my chest tighten. The all-female firm was a group of back-stabbing, manipulative, and self-serving traitors. At first, I was dumbfounded by their treachery. Never in my life had I ever experienced so much ruthlessness. Even in the callous and often cut-throat TV news business, I had never experienced this level of nastiness. I literally could trust no one there. I made the mistake of telling a colleague who had inquired that I had missed working in television news. Within the hour, I was dragged into QB’s office—with the same colleague in tow—to explain what I meant by my comment and to say I had no intention of quitting. It was a grilling like no other. The bitch session lasted a full hour.

			It wasn’t strictly business there either. They would torment me about my personal life too. I once shared with a coworker that I was meeting a guy I had dated after work for dinner. Less than an hour later, the entire office was called into an “emergency” meeting so that I could be quizzed about him—how long I had known him, what he did for a living, where we were going, and more. I felt mocked. Meanwhile, I was on deadline for an important project, and I felt the interaction was flirting with the notion of workplace harassment. I was nearly thirty years old and had already pledged a sorority years prior when I attended Hofstra University, and here I was being hazed again. That place was ridiculous! I also had no time for it. Workwise or otherwise. I was head and shoulders above this immaturity.

			The rule of thumb with QB was that you had to report to work before her no matter how early that was and could never leave the office before she did. She also expected that we come in on weekends and once screamed at me in front of the rest of the team, “I want to see your ass in here on Saturdays. Am I understood? That’s all I’ll say about that!” So with that, I started adding Saturdays to my already overflowing work hours. Don’t get me wrong. I am not complaining about having to work hard. I’m a first-rate workaholic. I just do not do well working out of fear. I put my all into my assignments because I care about my work, my reputation, my clients, and my good name. I don’t work hard because the fear of being fired is looming over my head. I am incredibly driven, competent, and excellent at what I do. QB also didn’t lead by example. On most days, she would dash out midday to attend a Pilates class or hit the spa for a facial. She was not ashamed to flaunt her actions either. But we couldn’t follow suit. I was the media expert, so my day usually started closer to 6 a.m., with a TV segment or the like. Then, I would work a full day and stay well into the early evening hours, as I had to await QB’s departure. In addition, we often had night events and were not expected to leave until they were over.

			Believe me, Amanda Priestly had nothing on QB. The work would have been a piece of cake and certainly much more of a pleasure to partake in had she been more of a mentor and less of a monster. Her demeanor, attitude, and personality left much to be desired. Let’s just say they were less than motivating. She ran her business with fear. She wanted us to all be scared stiff of her, and we were. She assumed loyalty would be her reward, but she was sorely mistaken. Trying to please her, her team would run to her with secrets. My former colleagues were literally at her beck and call, but it was all for the wrong reasons. They were frightened. They did their day-to-day jobs while looking over their shoulders. No one was friends there. Not true friends, anyways. I vowed to myself I would never run a business like that. Never. Ever. The tension and cruelty were crippling. I hated every second of working for QB. Every. Single. One. Some days, I would dash into the lobby of her office building to take a quick personal call. Sometimes, I just needed to cry. I remember once sobbing uncontrollably to my TV friend, Janet, during one of these two-minute breaks and saying how unhappy I was working there. The doorman had to have heard every word, but I was beyond caring. I had no shame. I needed to get it out. Janet listened intently. She felt sorry for me and knew that although quitting seemed easy to do, it wasn’t financially feasible for me to up and quit. I needed to line up another job before leaving this one—but how? I had no time to use the restroom, let alone conduct a job search. Janet warmly consoled me, and I vividly remember how she uttered, “This too shall pass.” I felt comfort in her words and knew in time they would ring true. I just needed to stay strong. So, I did.

			I started spending my one day a week off from QB job searching—only not in the public relations field. I remember telling myself, “If this is public relations, then I want nothing to do with it.” Little did I know how much my life would soon change. Finally, after a few weeks of emails and follow-up calls, I landed a freelance reporter/writer position at the WB station in Philadelphia. It wasn’t ideal, as it had no healthcare benefits and work was only available when a reporter would have the day off. But I accepted the position anyway. I figured it was a ticket out of QB hell, as well as a temporary bridge to cross until I figured out my next move.

			So, on that freezing December morning, on the day I already fully intended to resign, QB summoned me to the Sofitel. I thought she and I were going to gather for a breakfast meeting as we had before, but when I arrived, I saw the entire team was waiting there with her. I knew that they were about to gang up on me for some minor transgression. Maybe even fire me. But I didn’t care because I had a surprise for them! Instead of passively listening to whatever bitch rant QB had planned, as I normally would have, I announced that I was quitting. Just like that, I was out. I could breathe again. My feet could not get me out of there fast enough.

			As I raced out of the park and down Locust Street toward the PATCO train I took to and from my New Jersey home, my steps got lighter. I was actually smiling. Had I forgotten how to do that, or were the last six weeks simply so debilitating that my lips had been temporarily paralyzed? Either way, I had my life back. I was back in control of me. No more mean girls. No more bitch boss QB. I vowed I would never put myself through such agony again. No job is worth all of that. No amount of money is worth the price of your dignity. I was talented. I was smart. I had experience. I deserved respect.

			As I turned the corner on 16th Street, I saw the stairs to the Speedline entrance and started to descend. I swiped my pass once more to enter the waiting area for the next train. The station was eerily empty—a much different scene than I had just maneuvered two hours before at the height of rush hour. As I boarded my train back to the ‘burbs, I rested my head back onto my seat and closed my eyes. For the first time in what seemed like forever, I relaxed. I didn’t have a real plan of action in place, but I had myself and trusted that I’d figure it out and somehow end up on top. My thoughts drifted, and I fell into a deep sleep. When I woke up, I realized I had missed my stop. But that was okay. I could just hop on another train and get back to where I started. As I did so, I thought about how sometimes in life, you need to take a step back, even travel backwards a bit, so that you can propel forward. That was me on that day. I had taken a giant step backwards but had no idea about all that was ahead of me. A thriving PR firm, all my own. A talented team to lead and a brand to grow. My poor experiences working for QB helped mold me into becoming the type of leader I am today. I look to inspire, shape, and groom new talent, the stars of tomorrow.

			Real leaders mentor; they don’t manipulate. You get so much more from employees when you lead with empathy. I believe in educating people about how to perform better. I don’t employ fear tactics. Women often struggle with the two extremes. They worry that showing too much compassion makes them look weak when actually, it’s just the opposite. Female bosses can be both soft and strong. They can rule without fear and still be the kind of boss employees will want to serve. If you treat your team members right, they’ll want to come in early, stay late, and work on a weekend, if necessary. They’ll feel and know they’re appreciated and valued and, dare I say, may even actually like their boss. I’m a firm believer in controlling your work environment and that you can do it without being a bitch.

			





Chapter 1

			DON’T FIGHT THE UNIVERSE

			“Define success on your own terms, achieve it by your own rules, and build a life you’re proud to live.”

			–Anne Sweeney, Former President, Disney ABC Television Group

			I did not set out to be an entrepreneur. Quite the contrary. I grew up in a family where a career meant working for someone else. A boss. Someone you answer to and someone who was ultimately responsible for giving you a paycheck. My parents were both educators, and although my dad was a high school principal and ran his school like a CEO, he was not a CEO. He was an employee of the state of New Jersey with a stable income and incredible health benefits. Amazing benefits. He was also set for life with a very cushy pension. One he and our family could count on. He was safe. We were safe. It was normal to us, and it is what I also aspired to have when I began my career. My mom was a teacher with much of the same stability and security, and my younger sister followed suit as well.

			I often tell people that I was the “black sheep” of our four-member immediate family because I was the only one who did not pursue a career in education. Instead, I prepared for a career in broadcast journalism, following my calling to write, perform, and connect with the public on so many levels. But even when I was on that career track, I yearned to be financially secure. TV news was far less “safe” than other fields, especially education, but throughout my time in that industry, I worked for big companies with solid healthcare packages, 401k plans, and other perks. I earned a regular paycheck with bonuses if the ratings on my shows were strong, which they often were. So, I got additional income on top of my steady paycheck each quarter. Life was good.

			Then, I found myself suddenly unemployed, following my abrupt departure from QB’s PR firm. I had lined up regular work at the WB station in Philadelphia reporting as a fill-in, but it was hardly something I could count on for the long term. So, I started aggressively sending out resume tapes to TV stations around the country. Because I had made up my mind that if PR was anything like what I had just experienced, I wanted nothing to do with it. Ever. Never. I was O.U.T.!

			One Saturday afternoon, after a much-needed manicure at a salon I’d sometimes frequent in the upscale Philadelphia suburb of Cherry Hill, I wandered into a new boutique adjacent to the spa. I had never seen it before. The walls were a dark rustic rouge color, and the lighting was dim. Beautiful, expensive clothing lined the perimeter like fine artwork. I wandered around slowly and fell instantly in love with the store’s gorgeous, exquisite display of fashion at its finest. The labels on the clothing were designer names I recognized. If I had had the budget, I would have purchased one of everything! The store was called “Changes,” an odd name I thought for a women’s apparel boutique, but the owner explained that she had just rebranded and had taken a partner, hence the name. Although the selection was incredible, the store was vacant. Not a soul was in there that day, other than me and the owner, who must have been thrilled to have company. She chatted me up, asking, where did I live? (At the time with my parents in Medford.) Was I married? (Nope.) What did I do for a living? I explained to her that I was a news anchor/reporter and left the field to pursue public relations but had quit that job after only six weeks due to the unhealthy work environment, and that I was looking for a permanent TV position. She said, “How interesting!” Then, the well-dressed, nicely perfumed, perfectly made-up platinum blonde shared, “I’m in need of a publicist. We just interviewed with a firm in Philadelphia, but they were much too expensive. I wonder if you could help me?” I responded, “Well, I honestly don’t know how long I will be in the area.” I wanted to be as honest as possible with her and not take on something I couldn’t fulfill. “I think I could help you for a few months as long as you understand that I may need to leave before our time is up,” I explained. She was perfectly fine with that arrangement. And just like that, I became an entrepreneur. It was really that easy.

			I came up with an obscenely low monthly fee because I had not yet realized my real value or worth and drew up a one-page agreement stating my responsibilities, the intended deliverables to the storeowner, and, of course, when my fee was to be paid. Since I didn’t have a real company, the checks were simply written out to me. (Not the best idea when launching a business, FYI!) Incidentally, the income I got from the boutique, coupled with the money I was earning at the WB TV news station, was the same amount as the salary I had been making at QB’s company. So, at least my finances were in a good place for the time being.

			It was time for me to get down to work. I have always had an incredibly strong work ethic, and now more than ever, I wanted to shine and shine bright. Now, remember, it was December. And, what happens that time of year? People shop. They shop a lot! They shop for their friends; they shop for their families; they shop for their coworkers and even for themselves. And she was my one and only client at the time, and if nothing else, I am, and always have been, super aggressive. So, what do you think happened? You’ve got it! This little store, the one that almost no one had heard of, began to be seen everywhere. I pitched that store to everyone I could think of, and it paid off. The Philadelphia Daily News did an entire holiday shopping feature on the Changes boutique. The local NBC station produced a live segment showcasing beautiful models wearing trendy holiday looks from the store. A reporter from the local Fox station’s “Good Day, Philadelphia!” program did a live shot one morning right from the store featuring party dresses. The list of press placements that month went on and on. Suddenly, my client’s once-vacant store was packed. Positioned by my PR efforts as the “it” place to shop, women in search of high-end looks flocked in. Her credit card machine was in overdrive, and everyone kept asking her, “How are you everywhere?”

			Luckily for me, the boutique owner wasn’t quiet about what I had done for her business. She was kind enough to share my new role and how much I had contributed to her marketing and branding success. Also, luckily for me, some high-profile women from the community were customers of hers. One was the wife of the owner of a massive retail chain, who insisted that her husband needed to meet me. So, my client gave her my information, and in less than a week, I was sitting across from him, in his office, discussing a PR campaign for his group of fifteen stores. Within about an hour, the Forman Mills empire was my second client. Was this for real?

			Then, one day, I was at my go-to hair salon for a chop and fresh highlights. No matter where I was living—a dorm in college, away working in Louisiana or Illinois—I always came home for my highlights and haircuts. On this particular day in late January, I was sitting in my stylist’s chair when the owner who I’ve known since high school walked over to find out which TV station I was working for. Many who had known me much of my news career often found it compelling to catch up on my latest professional endeavor whenever I was in town. When I explained that I had taken a temporary leave and was doing some PR consulting, he shared, “That’s funny. We are actually in need of a publicist! Make an appointment to meet with me on Monday.” So, I did, and two days later, Bernard’s Salon & Spa of Cherry Hill (and later Marlton too) became my third client. (I later learned that I had beaten out a very established PR firm for that gig!)

			A few weeks later, a dear friend of mine from TV news set up a meeting for me and her husband, who had opened a skate park in Philadelphia and needed public relations support. Soon after, his business, Title 10 Skatepark, became my fourth client. Still no formal company formed. Still no real business name selected. Checks still written to me personally. Still not fully understanding the magnitude of what was unfolding. My “company” was swiftly growing, blossoming, really. Yes, I put in a ton of hard work and always brought my “A” game, but that is how I always did things. In school, in news, in life. I never under-delivered. I always over-delivered. Always viewed any work mission as “paying my dues,” and I always strived to please and perform. Always. Always. Always. Now, here is a little secret that I don’t often share when telling reporters, interns, or whomever asks me about how I launched MB and Associates: I really didn’t want to do it. At least, not initially. In my mind, MB was just a means to an end. A way to pay my bills until a “real” job came along. Let me be crystal clear: I loved what I was doing. I just couldn’t see past my own vision of going back into TV news. I’d apply and land meetings with news directors at very prominent outlets but to no avail. Often, when I’d be at a station to oversee a client’s segment, the news director (who is essentially the CEO in a newsroom) would agree to meet with me after the segment was over. (And my client had departed the premises.) We’d talk about whatever on-air position was available at the time and about my skills, and they’d conduct an informal job interview with me. I was really, really close to securing a handful of decent on-air positions at these stations. I almost landed the role as host of a lifestyle midday show at one of the big stations in town. I also was a runner-up for an investigative reporter position at an all-news cable network in the city and a handful of other solid reporting or anchoring jobs in markets near Philadelphia. But not one came through. None. It was beyond frustrating. Thankfully, I had my PR work to keep me beyond busy, but I’d constantly think to myself, “Why doesn’t the universe want me to get another news job?” I even remember looking up to the sky one day and asking, “Why!?” It’s like that saying, “God’s plans for you are better than any plans you have for yourself.” That quote is spot on. I didn’t see it or understand it back then, but I realize it now—establishing MB and Associates was my destiny. Period. Everything happens for a reason. Everything!

			By spring, I had about six clients and a new boyfriend. Life was humming along. And then, I got a phone call from a news director in Scranton, PA, which is known in the news industry as a feeder market to Philadelphia. It was two hours from home—not commutable, but also not so far that I couldn’t come home most weekends or holidays that I was off. It was a main anchor position
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