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The Interview


It was a warm Spring day in 1955. I was sitting in Revlon’s reception room in the Squibb Building on Fifth Avenue, squeezed in among the horde of applicants for the job offered, sweating nervously down to my garter belt. The ad in The New York Times had appeared this morning in bold print.


“Private Secretary to Revlon V. P. Rare


Opportunity to Advance for Qualified Person”


Looking around at the competition, I could have sworn that half of New York considered themselves qualified and wanted that job. I sighed inaudibly. They may have wanted it. I needed it. Desperately! Not only for the money. Or the prestige that went with working for the world-renowned cosmetic company. But because it would give me a fresh start, a new beginning and a possible way out of the mess I’d made of my life up to now.


But I had to face it. I didn’t have a chance in hell of getting it.


For one thing, I was twenty-eight, not old, but older than most of the girls there. I hadn’t used my secretarial skills in a few years and had done poorly on the steno and typing tests given earlier. The black suit I wore was the rage when I bought it in 1951 but somehow looked old-fashioned now. I was attractive, but short. I couldn’t hold a candle to some of the tall, perfect-featured girls there.


Mentally listing the drawbacks facing me crystallized my decision. My appointment for the interview had been at a quarter to eleven. It was now noon. I had been there waiting for over an hour. I was hungry, frustrated and out of patience. Enough of this torturous anticipation! I’d had it. I got up, grabbed my purse and was halfway to the exit door when I heard my name called. I halted, turned around and met the gaze of a harassed-looking receptionist.


She was tapping her foot impatiently. “He’s waiting for you,” she said. “Do you want to see him or don’t you?”


She didn’t wait for my nod. She turned and I followed her down a long wide hallway, its walls dotted with colorful framed ads of the “matching lips and fingertips” campaigns that Revlon was known for. “Pink Lightning” in l944, followed by “Fatal Apple” a year later. “Plum Beautiful” in 1949 followed by “Where’s The Fire” and in the Fall of 1952 the showstopper ad to end all ads, “Fire and Ice.”


I halted in front of it for a second, caught by the sultry look on the model’s face and to pay homage to her beauty. She wore a silver sequined dress with a scarlet cape draped over it, and the oversize ad had been given extra space on the wall to commemorate its being chosen “ad of the year.”


The receptionist ignored my pausing and stopped midway down the hall at a door with a metal plaque on it inscribed in gold letters:


Mark D. Soroko, Vice President


 General Services


“What are “General Services?” I asked.


“They’re services that...that...“ She looked flustered. She shook her head at her inability to express herself. “Never mind. You’ll find out if you get the job.” She knocked lightly then opened the door, waited for me to enter, closed it and left.


I darted a quick glance around. Blue carpeting, an unadorned mahogany desk covered with what I assumed were resumes in four piles, Erte prints on the white walls, two windows flanking the desk on either side, venetian blinds, no softening drapes. The office was unimpressive. But so was the Vice President seated behind the desk. He was giving me a leisurely once over.


I felt a twinge of disappointment. I had expected an elegant, polished presence, a man representative of having climbed to a top-rated position in one of the most successful cosmetic companies in the world. Instead, I faced a slightly built, balding man in his mid-fifties wearing a dark gray suit, his puckered vest hinting at the slight paunch forming beneath it. His maroon print tie was slung to one side of his open-at-the-neck white shirt. He was slouched in an oversized black leather chair with a fat Havana cigar clamped between his teeth, a bored expression on his face.


I pulled myself up short. What did I care what he looked like? It was what he could do for me that counted. I had to focus on pleasing him.


His eyes, dark and calculating, flicked over me. They were cold as a graveyard. He gestured toward a chair and I took it. He scowled. I was prepared to answer any question he put to me, but his opening salvo threw me.


“Where did you get that hat?” His voice was low, gravel-like.


My hands flew protectively to my head. He was talking about my felt turquoise cloche with the black ribbon adorning it to match my suit. It was a favorite of mine.


“You don’t like it?” I blurted


“No. I don’t.”


He straightened in his chair, lifted a sheet of paper from his desk and studied it for a moment. “Your steno and typing are lousy.”


“Yes. But you see....”


He held up a hand for silence. There was no question as to who was controlling this interview and I felt my blood begin to boil. I wasn’t used to being treated this way.


He waited until I squelched the belligerent retort on the tip of my tongue before he spoke again. “The last secretarial job you held was three years ago.” I nodded. “And from then until now you opened and ran your own business.”


“Yes. A gift and linen store called ‘The House of Alexander.’”


He flicked the ash from his cigar into a crystal ashtray. His lips twitched. “That’s a fancy name.”


“It’s a fancy store.” I was on the defensive and rightfully so. That store had been my baby. I’d conceived it, nurtured it and watched it take hold. But it hadn’t grown up fast enough for me.


He mashed the cigar out in the ashtray. “Is? Present tense. Then it didn’t go bust.”


“No.”


“So why did you get rid of it?”


I started to tell him that I didn’t get rid of it. That I gave it over to my parents because it was right for them and wrong for me. My father was sixty-five. A Russian Jew who was two years old when he was brought to America. He’d just finished a long run selling fruit in a market and was wondering what he was going to do for the rest of his life. My mother, a housewife, a few years younger, was desperate to spread her wings and try something else now that the kids were grown. But if I explained that to this man, it might make him feel the business still had first hold on me. So I gave him another reason, equally true but with less possibility of repercussions.


“The pace,” I said. “I found the slow pace of a retail store wasn’t for me. I’m impatient for things to happen and I can’t sit around waiting.”


He sat there a minute studying me. He summed it up in six words. “You got ants in your pants.”


That was a crude way of putting it, I thought. Come to think of it, his diction and the language he used were appalling. How had he gotten as far as he had at Revlon?


“I suppose you could say that,” I murmured, but I don’t think he heard me. He’d gone back to perusing my resume.


“You might have to work late sometimes,” he said without looking up. “Is that okay?”


“Yes.”


He ran a pencil lightly down the page then stopped abruptly. Here it comes, I thought. What had made me think he might not spot it? “You didn’t fill in the box that says if you’re married or single.”


“No.”


“Well, which is it?


“Neither. Both.” His eyes questioned me. “I’m at the final end of a divorce.”


Actually, I had been married twice. The first time had been for only two months. He was a nice boy, a shipping clerk who worked where I did. But I was a young eighteen, not ready for a commitment, and, after we were married, when he threatened me with pregnancy to “settle me down,” I panicked and ran. The marriage was a mistake and I tried hard to forget it. Compared to my second marriage though, it was a tiptoe through the tulips.


He regarded me silently. “It was no good?”


“No.” I didn’t elaborate. The hell I’d gone through, the tears I’d shed, the agony of trying to keep up an appearance in a world that was only beginning to condone the breakup of a marriage, let alone two, was nobody’s business but my own.


But he wouldn’t leave it alone. It was as if he had been looking for a sore spot, finally found it and felt the need to jab at it. “How long were you married?”


“Two years.”


“You still living with him?”


“No. I moved back with my parents.”


He snickered. “What was the matter? Wasn’t he giving you enough?”


I went very still. I couldn’t believe he’d said that. The concept didn’t shock me. Neither did the words. I’d been born and bred in the Bronx on Charlotte Street. Though I’d worked my tail off not to show it, I was street-wise and sharp, and had been subjected to every sexually filthy come-on and epithet in the books and out. But not in surroundings like these from a man who was interviewing me for a job.


I wondered what was expected of me. Was I supposed to jump up in a huff? Run from the room in outrage? Burst into tears? Come up with a clever smutty retort? Or smash his face in like I wanted to? I kept my expression impassive and my gaze on the non-existent wrinkle I was pressing from my skirt. Uncertain, I did what I always do when I’m at a loss. Nothing. I sat there in a silence that I swore I wouldn’t break first.


The tension became excruciating as the seconds ticked by. Unable to stand it any longer, I gazed up at him. He was watching me. There was a measuring look in his eyes. He was sizing me up, looking to see if he had finally gotten my goat, and I realized that he’d been putting me on the defensive from the minute I’d entered his office. What I couldn’t figure out was why.


But I wasn’t really interested in knowing why at the present time. I just wanted to get away from this bastard who was making me feel like garbage. I was halfway out of my chair when he said in a challenging tone, “The job pays ninety dollars for a forty- hour week with time-and-a-half for overtime.”


It was a fortune. I mentally calculated what I could do with the money and sat back down again. “Are you offering the job to me?”


He nodded.


“What’s the ‘Rare Opportunity’ you talk about in your ad?”


“A chance to move up in the Company if you work out.”


I gave him a skeptical look. Although this was a cosmetic company dealing with the feelings and tastes of women, I would bet that I could count on the fingers of one hand the few who had made it to a higher level than secretary. But that wasn’t unique to Revlon. Business, especially corporate business, was a man’s world. I had recognized this years ago. That’s why I had opted to borrow money from my father to open the gift store in the first place. I had grandiose ideas of a chain of gift stores, even picked the locations...but that was water under the bridge.


He didn’t misinterpret my look “Trust me,” he said.


As far as I can throw you, I thought. “When do I start?”


“Tomorrow morning. My secretary is staying on to train you.” He stood up and reached into his pants pocket. He pulled out a wad of bills as thick as his fist. He peeled off a fifty and threw it across the desk at me. “Here, kiddo. Go buy yourself a new hat.”


I gritted my teeth. I wanted to throw it back at him. But I couldn’t afford to. I’d been too proud to take any money from my parents to tide me over and I was broke. The fifteen dollars I had in my purse had to stretch to the end of the week. But the fifty he tossed at me wouldn’t be used to augment that. It would go instead to paying part of the rent on the hundred dollar-a-month studio apartment in Manhattan I’d wistfully looked at before I came here for the interview.


“Thanks,” I said churlishly, slipped the bill into my pocket and left.


It was when I was in the subway on the way to my parents’ apartment in Brooklyn that it hit me. I had won! I didn’t know why, but I had gotten the job. It wasn’t until four months later that I got the answer from the company lawyer in our division.


“Soroko wanted more than a secretary this time. The one he had before you was okay, but she was no ball of fire. I don’t know why he hired her. Maybe as a favor to a friend. He wanted someone now who could think independently and act on a dime. Someone he could feel a rapport with. The reason he goaded you was to make you let your hair down fast.”


It made sense when he told it to me. But right now I wasn’t interested in explanations. A feeling of elation swept me. I had actually been chosen over all the gorgeous young hopefuls who had thrown their hats in the ring. I straightened my back and strode with confidence as the train pulled into my station and the doors opened.


It was the first good thing that had happened to me in three years. Maybe my luck was changing.




Settling In


Wanting to make a good impression, I arrived at the office the next morning at a quarter to nine. His secretary was already there.


Esther Goldblatt was a heavyset girl who gave off an aura of stolid competence. She was what my parents would have called “a nice girl.” She was my age, married, and had finally conceived, which was her reason for giving up what she considered a great job. I can understand why it took her so long. She couldn’t have allotted much time or thought to her husband’s getting her pregnant because her prime reason for being seemed to be the care and feeding of her boss, the Vice President.


She took me into his office that first morning, put on her horn-rimmed glasses, and read to me from a bevy of instructions she had carefully composed, enunciating slowly and clearly so I couldn’t miss a word.


“Yesterday morning was not typical. Mr. Soroko usually takes the ten-fifteen train in from Larchmont and makes it into the office by eleven. He isn’t hungry before then and has his breakfast when he gets here. He always has the same thing. Lox and cream cheese on half an onion bagel with a cup of sweetened black coffee. You are responsible for having it ready for him and keeping the supplies on hand for all of it in the small kitchen in the back. I’ll show you later where you are to buy the bagels. He likes for them to be made that same morning.”


She glanced at me, seemed puzzled by my expression and then went on. “Mr. Soroko is a napper. He uses the couch in this room to catch up on his sleep. Sometime between one and three in the afternoon he may tell you to hold all his calls. He is not available. The only time you disrupt him and I repeat, the ONLY time, is if Charles Revson is trying to get hold of him. Mr. Charles’ wishes always come first.”


She pointed to a green China mug on the desk with a bunch of sharp-pointed pencils jutting up from it. “Mr. Soroko’s pencils have to be sharpened every day regardless of whether he uses them or not, and then put back on the desk to his left. The silver carafe on his right with his initials on it was given to him by Mr. Charles as a Christmas gift and he is very proud of it. It’s used to keep water in it and it’s your job to see that the carafe is kept polished and that the water is fresh at all times.”


She handed me a typewritten sheet of paper. “You’ll screen all of Mr. Soroko’s calls. I’ve made up a list of names of the people he doesn’t want to talk to. Memorize it, so when they do call, you’ll be ready to give them excuses without it sounding like you’re making them up.” I saw that the list of names went from the top to the bottom of the page.


She smiled at me. “Is there anything you don’t understand?”


“Yes. When do you have time to work?”


The smile slid from her face and a bewildered look took its place. “What do you mean?”


She honestly didn’t know what I was alluding to. She didn’t see the menial duties she was called on to perform as beneath her. It was simply a requirement of her job. It gave her a feeling of being needed, relied on. But I was having a hard time. I respected myself too much to cow-tow willingly to this kind of subservience. Maybe it was my three years out of the work force. Maybe it was my having to make decisions using my own brain instead of depending on a man to do it. I wasn’t sure what was causing me to balk, but I knew one thing. I had to come to terms with it if I wanted to keep this job.


Her expression turned contrite. As if she had done something to offend me, but didn’t know what. I took pity on her. She really was a nice girl. “Talking of work, what does ‘General Services’ mean?” I asked


She brightened. She was back on safe ground. “It’s an umbrella term that covers the many things that Mr. Soroko does for the Company. He really is indispensable to Mr. Revson. Mostly he runs the Complaint Division. The Division consists of this office,” she gestured to the space around her, “a private secretary like you who also serves as manager to four typists, all in an adjoining office, and a lawyer who’s situated in the small room next to this one. I’ll introduce you to them later on.”


She held up a hand. “Oh, and one more thing. If you value your job, don’t date anyone at Revlon. It’s forbidden. Mr. Charles believes it can only do harm. Understood?”


“Understood.” Dating anybody at this time was the furthest thing from my mind. After the breakup of my second marriage I had gone into hiding, hardly going out at night, wary of new relationships, distrustful even of overtures that might lead to friendships. After two failed marriages, I didn’t trust my own judgment and I couldn’t take a chance on a repeat performance.


She looked at her watch. “Mr. Soroko will be here in half an hour. Why don’t we go into the kitchen now and I’ll show you how to prepare his food.”


He arrived at exactly eleven o’clock, freshly shaven, seemingly distracted. He grunted a greeting, handed his jacket to Esther, and loosened his tie before taking his seat behind the desk. We served his breakfast together and watched him eat it while he made several phone calls. I felt my cheeks heat in discomfort as he stared at me. If Esther was aware that his eyes kept seeking me out the whole time, she gave no indication. When he was finished, he touched the napkin to his lips, and signaled for Esther to remove the tray. I made a move to follow her but he shook his head.


“Stay a minute,” he said. He waited for Esther to close the door and began to toy with a letter opener. “How’s it going?”


“Fine.”


He gestured toward a chair and I sat down on the edge of it. “Think you’ll be able to handle it?”


I wanted to ask him what “it” was. So far I didn’t have a clue as to what the job entailed, but I didn’t want to let him know this. “I think I can.” I hesitated, opened my mouth to say something, then closed it again.


He saw my reluctance to speak and scowled. “What is it?


“I have to ask you for a favor.”


He pointed the letter opener at me. “So ask.”


“I need to take a few hours off this afternoon. For personal reasons.”
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