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FOREWORD

James Patterson

I vividly remember the first time Nina and I met during a lunch in New York City that she describes in this book. She came off as fiercely competitive, although she claims she was just flirting with me. At any rate, I got used to it. I even began to look forward to our times together.

There are a handful of copywriters who worked for me at J. Walter Thompson while I was running the creative show who went on to write books and novels. I’m proud of all of them. Some, like Nina, are advertising people first and authors second. I think she would be pleased about that distinction, and I believe she will be as successful an author as she is a creative director and chairman.

With this book she combines several disciplines for a wise and devilishly amusing take on how to manage men without us resenting it, if we are smart enough to detect we are being “handled.” After all, she was manipulating me with her charm during that first lunch, and like all the rest of the men in her life, I didn’t care. Women will devour Seducing the Boys Club, and it will be the talk of the town, the talk of many towns, actually. But men should read this book, too. Not that they’ll have any defense against a woman who can truly seduce boys clubs, but at least they’ll have a good laugh. At any rate, I advised Nina to make it a page-turner, and it is.

Finally, I have to add the opinion that this is an extremely powerful and important book. In writing about one woman’s unique and effective approach to not only surviving but beating the boys clubs that still control much of the business world, Nina DiSesa has brought to life the reality of those insidious institutions. And she does it with a smile.



SCREW THEIR RULES.
 NOW TRY SOMETHING ELSE.

About halfway through my career I decided that if I was going to make it in the advertising business I had to aim for the top. After fifteen years, I realized that writing ads and winning creative awards was not going to last forever. This was a young person’s business, and if I was going to thrive, I would have to become a manager and a leader before I turned forty-five. For a creative person in advertising, surviving and thriving means running the creative department of an agency. What I didn’t realize at the outset was that it also meant breaking down the barriers of that impenetrable bastion of male arrogance and supremacy: “the boys club.” This is where male values, behavior, and sexual humor prevail, and where few women are allowed at the top. The only reason we even attempt to join these clubs is that they’re fast-paced, exciting, and challenging, and if you know how to win, playing with the boys can be a lot of fun.

The male bastion I wanted to join was advertising, and I wanted to join the biggest club I could find. My stepping-stone to that ultimate job happened in 1991, when I was hired as the executive creative director of J. Walter Thompson’s Chicago office. For the previous five years I’d been thriving at the quintessential boys club of McCann Erickson, so I embarked on the Chicago job confident in my ability to control men.

I got a confidence adjustment during the first hour of my first day on the job. The entire agency had gathered to meet me, and I gave everyone an impassioned speech about how we were going to change the fortunes of the agency. We were going to work together to succeed, kick ass, and bring back the glory that was once theirs. Blah-blah-blah-brilliant, I thought.

When I finished I expected that there wouldn’t be a dry eye in the place—hell, I almost choked myself up. But when I asked if there were any questions, there was dead silence. No one had a single question for me. Then, breaking the discomfort that disinterest creates, came a male voice from the back of the room.

“What’s your sign?”

Looking back, I wish I had just laughed and said something clever and wildly confident, like:

“The sign of the times, baby.” Or something inspiring:

“Pisces. What’s your sign? Asshole?”

If I had, I would have gotten the immediate respect of the bad-boy contingent that would seem to elude me for the next three years. But I didn’t. I was too surprised at the blatant rejection. So instead I said something dorky, like “Very funny.”

In Brooklyn, when we couldn’t think of a fast retort to an insult, we’d sneer and say something like:

“Oh, that was so funny, I almost forgot to laugh.”

(What does that even mean?)

But in those first few moments in Chicago, I had committed a cardinal sin: I had taken something for granted. I thought that just because they needed a savior and I was in savior mode, all those damaged Midwesterners would welcome me with open arms. Instead, they were probably thinking about all the different ways they could string up one more smart-alecky New Yorker and hang her out to dry.

Being assumptive was one more mistake I would have to correct in dealing with men. My first mistake was that I believed in fair play. I thought that if I was a good girl, good things would happen to me. (It’s a good thing I didn’t hold my breath.)

My second mistake was that I didn’t appreciate men and thought they were only useful in bed. In business, I saw them as adversaries.

And the most unfortunate of my errors in judgment was that I thought using feminine wiles was cheating, and that to make it in a man’s world, I had to play by all their rules and not complain. It never occurred to me until I was in the thick of it that while some rules are sacrosanct and you need to be aware of them in order to win, many others are not. I had to learn to decide which rules needed to be followed and which ones were okay to ignore. Mainly, I learned it was okay to break with as many conventions as possible and that the squeaky wheels who pull a big load deserve all the oil they can get.

Business Is Not a Level Playing Field

No matter how much we hate to hear this, it’s still the truth: Men and women are not equal in the business world. You can ignore that basic fact, you can fight it, or you can use whatever you’ve got to overcome the imbalance. If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll recognize that we are managed, rewarded, and regarded differently even when we do the exact same job. We are even punished differently when we commit the same transgressions. Men are often treated as “above reproach.” Many of them believe that even blatant misconduct on their part will be ignored, forgiven, or even admired. And often they’re right. This is not true for women, and we can never forget it. There is a double standard. It stinks, but it’s there nonetheless.

A case in point happened between a very senior advertising executive and a woman who worked for him. They were brazenly carrying on an affair, even though they were both married with young children.

One day these two were on a flight to make a big presentation to the board of directors of a very critical client. On the plane ride, which lasted only forty-five minutes, they couldn’t restrain themselves, and under the flimsy cover of an airline blanket they spent most of the flight necking. Then it became very obvious to everyone around them that the guy was getting a “special service.”

The plane landed, and as everyone prepared to disembark, the people who were sitting near the contented couple got a good look at them. It turned out that most of the people watching the thinly blanketed sex were members of that very board of directors. Two hours later, the ad executive and his mistress had to present to all of them amid whispering, smirks, and poorly disguised laughter. It was humiliating, but the man never showed any sign of remorse. Nor did he suffer any real repercussions. The woman, however, was ridiculed unmercifully behind her back and never recovered her loss of dignity from the escapade. Neither one of them were reprimanded at the time, because the man had an important client in his pocket, but when that client left for another position, both the man and the woman were fired. He was fired a few months later. She was fired the next day.

Ladies, accept the fact that there isn’t equality in business, especially not in a boys club. This is true even if you’re not having blatant sex and you are doing everything right. Men have been and always will be more privileged than we are. Our biggest mistake is that we don’t recognize this fact. We are too damn trusting. We believe in the concept of equality, especially when we are young and just starting out in our careers. We believe that if we are smart and work hard, we will be compensated with money and growth opportunities. We trust in fair play and believe that by following the rules, we will reach our goals. We all believe this. I did, too, when I was a young woman, but I was wrong.

One thing that became obvious was that a lot of these “rules” were created by men but meant only for us. Our male counterparts don’t follow all the rules. They know that for them, some rules should be respected, but most of them can be bent. Men are the biggest rule-benders on earth; they just do it intelligently and they do it with one another. Never underestimate the brotherhood of men. Boys clubs thrive on that.

I was certain that by the turn of the century (2000, not 2100) women would find their place alongside men and the world would be far less dominated by males. But we all know it’s not happening. It’s still big news when a woman is made CEO. Only ten Fortune 500 companies had female CEOs when I was writing this book in 2007. It’s tough to get to the top, and if a woman reaches that pinnacle in our male-dominated culture, it’s a miracle if she stays there.

The question is, why?

Do Men Resent Us Because They Need Us?

Why do boys clubs still exist? And why is it hard for us to succeed in them, much less lead them? I believe that all companies, governments, and households need women in decision-making roles. It’s a dangerous situation when all-important conclusions are drawn by one kind of person. Even if that person is the all-knowing, practically perfect, white, middle-class male.

How many wars might have been avoided if there were more female heads of state, whose instincts would lean toward settling disputes with collaboration and negotiation instead of a show of force? How many CEOs might have retained their jobs (and their freedom) if someone with a more nurturing side had whispered in their ears that what they were doing was selfish, hurtful, and possibly even illegal?

There are real reasons we are not given the top jobs in business, aside from our tendency to propagate the race and become stay-at-home moms. Lots of women opt for careers instead of kids, or careers in addition to kids. Why don’t more of these women get the breaks they need to climb to the top? And once they get there, why don’t they stay there?

The problem is that we don’t always know how to fit in to a man’s work world. Men see us as unfamiliar, foreign beings they don’t really understand, and as a result, they don’t feel comfortable with us. Our failure to succeed with them is partially our fault. This is good news. Pilot error is something we can control. Although we can’t directly change men’s behavior, we can change the way we behave, and that can alter the way men feel about us. But before you go through all this effort, first decide how you want to live your life and how much you want to play with these boys. You should want it a lot, because it’s not going to be easy; they’re not going to invite you in, and you may have to batter down the door to get to them.

But I didn’t write this book to convince young mothers to abandon their families and take an ax to that Plexiglas ceiling (so much harder to crash through than a glass ceiling), even though if enough of us smash it, we might eliminate ceilings altogether. I wrote it to arm women with the tools and confidence to enter the fray and make career decisions for themselves, to take fate into their own hands, and to climb as high as they want to go. This means going right past that middle-management point of “no return on investment”—when women are passed over in favor of non-childbearing men who are seen to offer a greater ROI.

In order to make these decisions for yourself, you have to understand the very people who would hold you back. That would be men. You must learn how they operate in business and how they regard you. It’s not always obvious. You have to decide what you can learn from men. Which of their traits should you emulate? What do you have to do in order to win their respect and turn them into supporters?

There are other things to discover as well. How do you “seduce” these boys and help them see you for who you really are? How do you get into their clubs? When is it okay to manipulate them? And when we get to the top of the ladder and they start working for us, how do we manage them and earn their loyalty? What is the one thing “the boys” look for when they are deciding whom they will admire, support, and promote?

They look for themselves!

Men feel comfortable with their own kind, and the more someone reminds a man of himself, the more comfortable he is. If we want to win with them, we have to be more like them. We have to recognize their good qualities and the skills that have made them successful—things like being decisive, focused, and willing to take risks while somehow still having fun throughout the process. If you can tap into your “male” side and not lose any of your wonderfully unique “female” skills, you can win at this game. Most men can’t, won’t, or don’t know how to get in touch with their “female” side, and this puts them at a disadvantage.

Still, winning at this game requires work. All the men around you, including those above, below, and right next to you, can make you happy or break your spirit. How can you get these men on your side without compromising your standards or your integrity? After all, you deserve to be working alongside them, and when it’s time, you’ll deserve to have them working for you.

This book is about how a woman like me, who was insecure and unfocused, succeeded in a business environment that has always rewarded its men at the expense of its women. But even more important, it’s about how you can learn to do it, too, and do it even better than I did. I had a slow start. Before I could get in touch with my male side I first had to find the woman in me who was capable of becoming a chairman and chief creative officer in the quintessential boys club of advertising. That was a huge first step, and I had a steep learning curve.

The biggest lessons I learned along the way were: Always “read” the room (you’re less likely to step in shit); don’t wallow in decision anxiety (it makes you look weak); and don’t confuse seduction with sex (one is a brilliant business tactic; the other isn’t).

The most helpful things I discovered were little secrets and insights about understanding and managing men. We have to seduce them without sex and manipulate them without malice. And we must like them. If we play our hand correctly, we can work alongside men as equals, and when the time comes, we can protect them, lead them to greatness, and even make them better men—at least the ones who have room for improvement.

This requires effort and patience, but deep down we are biologically wired to succeed. We have the natural talents for some of it; the rest we can learn.

I can assure you that I wasn’t born to play the role of chairman in a boys club—far from it. There was never a silver spoon in my mouth or anywhere near me. I didn’t go to an expensive prep school or an Ivy League college. I never learned to play golf (a major male-bonding activity), and although I know the difference between a football, basketball, and baseball (different shapes, right?), I have never been passionate about sports.

But I did learn and master the Art of S&M (Seduction and Manipulation). Having done that, I can make it easier for you to do the same. You just have to wrap your head around the fact that hard work and talent isn’t going to be enough to propel you to the top. Seduction and benevolent manipulation will help turn being a woman into a huge advantage instead of something you need to overcome. It’s also the clearest and fastest way to win with men.

All you need to do is break some of those time-honored rules along the way. They weren’t working for us anyway.

Screw the rules. Make up your own. Am I repeating myself? Good.
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My own mother-in-law—a dear, sweet lady who usually never had an unkind word about anyone—thought women like me were “buttinskies.” This is a term she used for women who insinuated themselves into a man’s world. We butt in. This was the attitude of a University of Michigan college graduate who’d had a thirty-five-year career in the medical profession. Even she thought women should know their place, and it wasn’t at the head of the boardroom in a boys club. Her name was Muriel, and shortly before she died in 2004 at ninety-six, she took my hand and told me she was proud of me. “You’re the best buttinsky I’ve ever known,” was the last thing she ever said to me.

My own mother was just the opposite. She died at seventy-eight on December 7, 1986, at 3 P.M.—before I ever became a creative director. But when I was made a vice president at Young & Rubicam, she called everyone she knew and said her daughter was the vice president of Y&R Advertising! Like there weren’t one hundred others with that title.

I learned a lot from both women, but my powers of seduction and manipulation came from my mother, Helen Pennachio DiSesa. Everyone called her Helen Penny to distinguish her from one of my father’s sisters, who was also named Helen.

Helen Penny was a master charmer. For one thing, she always got the best service wherever she went, because she was sincerely interested in other people. And she made everything personal.

“You look tired,” she would say to a shoe clerk. “I’ll only try on this one pair of shoes.”

By the time she learned his name, what his hours were, where he lived, and what he really wanted for a career (“You would be a great actor—I can see it in your eyes”), she was his best friend. He happily brought her twenty pairs of shoes to try on and didn’t care when she didn’t buy even one pair. He was in love. She was also a genius at getting anything she wanted. When she was in the hospital for the last time after her four-year battle with pancreatic cancer, she charmed her doctor into allowing her a ham-and-cheese sandwich when she was supposed to be on a liquid diet. He even went down to the hospital cafeteria and bought it for her. With mustard.

I learned a lot from this woman and from many others along the way. But mainly I learned from my mistakes. I had a very inauspicious beginning to my long ascent to the top of the ladder, but I always looked on the bright side of life. And I figured if I’d started at the top, I would have had nowhere to go but down.

And speaking of going down…



1

My Life Started in an Elevator

I wasn’t actually born in an elevator. Or conceived in one. (How freaky would that be? Can you imagine your parents doing it in an elevator?) My career started in an elevator, and that was the beginning of my real life, the one I don’t look back on and shudder at. It happened one Saturday morning in May. I was with my first husband, a crabby actor I had married four years earlier because I thought I could cheer him up. We had just left our sixth-floor Manhattan apartment to go grocery shopping and, when the elevator doors closed, my husband announced that he had made a decision. I thought he’d decided what he wanted for dinner.

No. He had come to the conclusion that he didn’t love me anymore.

When we reached the fourth floor he said that, upon reflection, he probably never had.

By the time we got to the lobby, he confessed that he was in love with another woman.

His entire revelation took less than sixty seconds. Then we went shopping for food. I bought a nice eye-of-round roast. It was on sale. I even cooked it for the little shit.

A week later he packed up and left, and I sprang into action. I painted the bedroom an insomnia-inducing shade of bubble gum pink because he’d never let me decorate our apartment the way I wanted and I needed to assure myself that I was in control of my life. It made me feel like I was sleeping in a giant lung, but I didn’t care. It was my lung now and I could do with it what I wanted. Then I stopped eating the junk food that was a substitute for you-know-what and lost thirty-five pounds in six months. (Isn’t that great?) And I quit my job writing resort ads for the Catskills (“Shecky Greene! Here thru Labor Day!”), because I realized I was not going to have a family anytime soon and I needed to think seriously about a career.

Oh, and during those first six months, when I was losing all that weight, I also wept. (I wonder how much of the thirty-five pounds had been water retention.) I cried all the time. Not because I missed my unfaithful husband, but because I felt abandoned, defeated, and convinced that no one would ever love me or even like me. I had no career, no future, and no one to blame.

I was twenty-eight.

Not a very promising beginning on the road to chairman.

I had two big “aha”s after being dumped on that elevator: First, being with the wrong man is worse than having no man at all, and second, I was totally unprepared for a career because I wasn’t good at anything. I had to change that quickly and become skilled at something of value. Luckily, I thought I could write. But I had a long road ahead of me, and I had wasted six precious years on a dead-end relationship. (We dated two years before the wedding. You’d think I would have caught on sooner.)

After I got tired of feeling sorry for myself (right around the time my body went from a size 14 to an 8), I found a job as a copywriter at Howard Marks Advertising in New York. Unlike the job writing resort ads for the Catskills, this one required talent. I had to find some of that and fast.

I was hired as a temporary employee after a thirty-minute interview with Howard Marks himself. He didn’t need much more time than that to see that I was wounded, insecure, and needy—the three traits he loved the most in another person. It turned out that Howard collected damaged souls. It provided him with built-in dedication from his employees and, to be fair, he also liked to save lives. He certainly didn’t hire me for the brilliance of my Catskills resort ads.

All Howard wanted from me was unconditional loyalty and funny radio commercials for the retail clients he served in his hometown of Cleveland, Ohio. Places like the local Arby’s franchise and Cleveland Tux Rentals. I was positive that I could be funny—if I could just stop crying.

Working for Howard was my first experience being in the power of a controlling person. He combined skillful manipulation with a sprinkling of child psychology and a pinch of positive reinforcement. I watched a master control me in the same way he controlled all the people who worked for him. I saw him get better work from us all without really asking for it. He did it by making us desperate for his approval and by keeping us off balance. We never knew when the happy, charming Howard would show up for work or when the mean, irritable Mr. Marks would be joining us for a verbal whipping. I think this was more a result of his blood-sugar levels than any psychological issue. He was always on a diet and believed he could eat as much as he wanted if the foods were low in fat. He would eat mounds of steamed shrimp for lunch and point to his overflowing plate and say gleefully, “No calories!” Looking back, I’m sure he had high cholesterol as well as diabetes.

In his more lucid moments, Howard wished for creative nirvana.

“If I could only convince people to be more creative,” he told me once, “I would be rich.”

Howard couldn’t enforce creativity, but he could give us enough confidence to open up our minds and release any dormant brilliance lurking inside.

He also taught me that you couldn’t legislate loyalty. Howard knew how to make us want to please him, especially on the days we were confident he wouldn’t fire us all in a fit of fury. Here’s how he seduced and manipulated me:

Howard would give me an assignment to write a radio script. I’d write something and drop it in his in-box for approval. Then he would return it with his comments and the reason he rejected it. (There was only one reason: “Not funny!”) After a few misses, I finally got a script with “Good.” written in the upper-right-hand corner. I was really pleased. When I showed the script to the people on his staff, they kindly explained his code to me. “Good.” with a period meant it was just okay and he could live with it. It was up to me to decide whether I could live with it. “Good!” with an exclamation point meant he liked it. After that, they said, his comments were self-explanatory.

The first time I got a “Good!” from Howard I felt great! But I wanted his approval so much that I would try to do even better. When a script finally came back with “GREAT!” written in the upper corner, I was elated. That spurred me on to take bigger chances, and with my confidence growing, I would dash out scripts that actually brought a smile to my own miserable face. After a while, I got the greatest compliment Howard could give: A script came back to me with “BRILLIANT!!!” scribbled at the top.

Yes, I thought, I was brilliant. It was a radio spot for Cleveland Tux about a hapless groom who forgot he was getting married until the day before the wedding. His friends urged him to go to Cleveland Tux because he could get fitted quickly, and if his fiancée killed him, he could always use the tux for his funeral. “It’s a win-win situation,” his best man assured him.

At the end of my thirty-day trial period, Howard put me on staff, and I soaked up everything he had to teach me. Not just his advice about writing humor, which was: “Don’t bore me, okay?” but also how he deftly seduced and manipulated his staff so that we behaved the way he wanted us to. At first I thought it was wrong to be so manipulative. The very word conjures up self-serving evil, but I think there are many kinds of manipulation. The most common kind is really very normal: It’s an instinct embedded in our DNA. Aren’t we born trying to control our universe from our first breath of life? What do you think all that crying is about when we slip out of the womb?

You are probably a master manipulator already and you don’t even know it. When you were just days old, you were already controlling your poor mother. You quickly learned that if you wail, your mother springs into action with a whole repertoire of services for your personal pleasure. You cry and she picks you up. Or she feeds you, changes your diaper, or just cuddles with you until you feel better. She’s thrilled when you stop crying. It didn’t take you long to put this together. What power you had over her.

When you were just eight months old, you lowered your eyes and looked at your father through your lashes. You have already wrapped the guy around your tiny finger, and he will stay there until your hormones kick in at around thirteen and you become a temporary monster.

Then you’re a mother yourself and the chickens come home to roost. Your seven-year-old son wants a video iPod. You say he’s too young. He says all the other kids in his class have one. You say you don’t care. He says he will carry out the garbage every night until he goes to college. You say…And, he continues, he will never wash his little sister’s dolls and dry them in the microwave ever again. He will be nice to her in perpetuity. You ask if he knows what that word means. He says “until the end of time.” He looked it up on www.dictionary.com.

You get him the iPod.

The most successful people in business, warfare, politics, and life itself are masters of the art of manipulation. The really good ones, like Howard, are masters of seduction and manipulation, or S&M as I like to call it. This combination is a psychological powerhouse, but in order for it to work, the two skills have to be inextricably linked. Manipulation without seduction breeds only contempt and resentment. Seduction without manipulation may be fun for a while, but it doesn’t get you anywhere except in trouble. People who use their skills at S&M for their own selfish reasons deserve to be held in contempt. The ones who do it for a higher cause are considered to be great leaders. If the word “manipulation” irks you, substitute “invisible persuasion.” Same thing.

After almost two years with Howard, I had written and produced hundreds of radio commercials but only one television commercial. And that experience almost turned me off to advertising before I really even got started.

We were selling a diaper service, and we had cast the most adorable nine-month-old girl as The Baby. The problem was that this baby was too happy. She loved the cameras and the lights, and everything made her giggle and gurgle with delight. I was crazy about this kid, and whenever we had a break, I held her and played with her. But there was one scene where she was supposed to cry because her diaper was wet.

“Let’s just wait until she gets tired, then she’ll cry, right?” I said to the mother. But the mother just shook her head sadly. This was her very first television commercial, and she didn’t know enough to lie.

“She never cries,” the mother said in disgust.

“She never cries?” the director, lighting guy, and I asked in unison.

“Never.”

The lighting guy started shutting down the lights.

“No, wait,” the mother said.

Then she picked up her beautiful baby girl and bit her on the leg.

The baby wailed. The lights went back on. We shot the scene.

Nobody seemed to mind, but I have never forgotten the look of betrayal on that baby’s face when her own mother hurt her—for a lousy commercial.

My first reaction was that I needed to get out of this business. But then I talked myself out of it. I liked advertising; I just didn’t like that part of it. Maybe if I went to another agency, a bigger shop with a good creative reputation, things like this wouldn’t happen. People wouldn’t bite little babies to get a scene shot. That wishful thinking, along with the certainty that I would never get ahead in advertising writing radio commercials for retail stores in Cleveland, Ohio, lit a fire under me.

Right around this time, a young, ambitious creative director named Bill Westbrook had been trying to recruit me for his agency in Richmond, Virginia, a prestigious, regional shop called Cargill, Wilson & Acree. I had met Bill while I was being a dutiful wife to my first husband, the dour actor. At the very beginning of our marriage, my husband had been drafted and sent to Fort Jackson in Columbia, South Carolina, and I followed him. There I met Bill at a small agency called Newman, Saylor & Gregory. They needed an assistant art director. I lied about having the skills they needed (making Photostats on a cameralike machine, primarily), and they hired me. I couldn’t art direct my way out of a paper sack, and I kept jamming the Photostat machines I was supposed to be an expert at running. I’d never even seen one before. After the third repairman came, I begged him to teach me how to make stats without causing a crisis, and I got pretty good at it. Even so, Bill knew me for the fraud I was as an art director and kept slipping me ads to write. He always thought I could be good, and when he became the creative director at Cargill several years later, he tried to hire me. He tried to hire me for two years.

But leaving New York permanently and moving to the South was a big step for an unsophisticated Italian American from Brooklyn who had been on an airplane only once. I was scared. Bill was persistent, though, and I finally consented. I had nothing to lose. I was thirty years old and desperate, and sometimes desperation can give even a coward the semblance of a backbone.

Richmond started me on a path toward something I didn’t know existed: that shatterproof Plexiglas ceiling. I didn’t have any long-term ambitions to rise through the ranks. I just wanted to be good at something that would be valuable to an employer and would earn me the respect I craved and the money I wanted. But I had two seminal moments in Richmond that changed my life. The first one brought home the inequities of being a woman in a man’s world.

I had been working for a year on Ethyl Automotive Additives (a competing brand with STP Motor Oils). As I learned about its line of products, I also learned about a car’s engine. Soon I could change spark plugs, and eventually an oil filter. I learned how to check oil levels, change the rubber on a windshield wiper, and measure the air pressure in tires. I could even change a tire as long as someone strong would unscrew the lug nuts. Although I had never actually met the client at Ethyl, he was always telling our account managers how happy he was with his ads and especially the copy. I was proud of the job I was doing.

One day, while the client was at the agency, an ad needed a major rewrite, and it had to be done quickly. So I was called in to the meeting and introduced as the writer who’d been doing his advertising for the past ten months. He was very polite to me (this should have been my first inkling that something was amiss—I had always heard that he was rowdy and funny with the men), and he explained what had to be done to his ad. I solved the problem in the meeting room while he was watching. I left thinking that if this guy liked me before, now he must love me. He loooves me. I solved his problem on the spot.

The next day the client asked that I be taken off his business. He said he didn’t want a girl writing his ads. I was shocked.

“But I’ve been writing his freaking ads for ten months. And I solved his freaking problem on the spot. What an asshole!”

Only I didn’t say that or anything else. I accepted it, just as I’d accepted hurtful, unfair things all my life. Like with my ex-husband’s infidelity and divorce, instead of getting mad at him I got mad at me. It’s called depression.

Why was my self-esteem so low? I’d had a happy childhood with unconditional parental love and support. My mother and father gave me the confidence to believe that I could be everything I wanted to be. But maybe I didn’t want to be anything.

It wasn’t like that in the beginning of my life. In grade school I was considered a “gifted” child, and they put me in a special class, where half the day was spent in creative pursuits. I painted, made clay models, and sculpted things out of papier-mâché. In the fourth grade I appeared on a local TV show because I had made a six-horse carousel out of ordinary household objects like tampons, empty toilet paper rolls, empty spools of thread (which weren’t empty when I found them
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