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I felt like I was going crazy; I was hearing the typical sounds of work resounding throughout the office. Some of my colleagues were talking among themselves and others were taking phone calls, most of which were personal calls. The phone wouldn’t stop ringing and people just wouldn’t stop coming in. This was most definitely not for me. A crazy old lady just called and wouldn’t stop yelling at me. She was going on about the terrible service we gave and she wanted either an immediate replacement or her money back. The boss always insisted on replacing the item, not returning the money, but when he prepared the purchase order, it took days, even weeks, to get to its recipient, so people would call again to ask why they hadn’t received their order, why it had taken so long. To top it all off, when they finally got it, they would call again saying it wasn’t what they wanted or it was ripped or torn or broken. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another; either people were extreme faultfinders or the company was going to shit.

First and foremost, my name is Amanda Taylor. Friends and family call me Amy, and I’m twenty-seven years old. I was working in a factory that makes office furniture in New York – the city of total stress –Nallan Office Furniture. Being a nervous girl, I picked the worst city to live in and, I may as well say it, the worst job.   

“Amanda, let’s take a break,” said Gina, my colleague and best friend, peering over the right side of my cubicle.

“I certainly need one; a fifteen-minute break wouldn’t be bad at all.” 

I no more than said those words when my boss came over the loudspeaker. 

“Amanda, come to my office!”  he yelled.

“Oh, well, see you later,” Gina’s eyes rolled up.

I ran out, forgetting I was wearing headphones that were plugged into the telephone, causing my head to snap back violently. I took them off, throwing them on my desk and cursing under my breath. I walked toward Mr. Ahsan Nallanchakravarthula’s office—that’s right, you read it correctly,  that was his last name. He was a sixty-something year old Indian man and no one, at least on this side of the world, knew how to pronounce it, so he legally changed his name so he could sign as Ahsan Nallan. We “affectionately” called him Apu, like the Simpsons character. Of course, he didn’t know that. My boss carried around a big belly —it looked like a mattress folded in half, and he bought his shirts —or rather he got them in the Salvation Army, since he was so cheap  — two sizes too small because his buttons were always about to pop—if he hit somebody with one of them, I swear on my life he would kill them, or at the very least take out an eye—; he had a bald spot over which he combed some of the hair he had left. His desk was total chaos, full of papers; so many, in fact, that they fell to the floor —and there they stayed for weeks. And he forbade anyone from picking them up because he said they messed everything up. The man was a big old cartoon character.

“Yes, Mr. Nallan,” I said over my pounding heart, left over from the race I just ran to his office.

“Amanda,” he said while he chewed some imaginary gum and combed the three hairs covering his bald spot, “I have a lot of unprocessed orders, which is why I need you to prepare them ASAP.” He leafed through the pages, running a spit-covered finger over each one.

“Sir, eighty percent of the calls are complaints and they take up a lot of time. I can’t manage it.

“Don’t you have any assistants?” he said with the papers right up in his face in order to be able to read them.

“Sir, you yourself called a meeting to say you can’t hire any more people because the company has money problems.”

“I said that?” He looked at me with one hand on his chin while chewing another imaginary piece of gum.

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, it’s better not to have a lot of employees; it brings problems in the long run. Keep working and process all that today. If you don’t have time, come in earlier and leave later; however, I must tell you we can’t pay overtime and I don’t want to find out people are running around complaining.”  

It was outrageous; the pay was horrible and he demanded that the few employees there were did miracles. He didn’t even give us medical insurance since, according to him, people who had insurance got sick a lot; supposedly he was doing it for our well-being. What an excuse! I was an employee in the customer service area and also a private company salesperson. Besides myself, there were three other salespeople – my friend Gina was in charge of schools, Robert was in charge of the governmental area, and Herbert—an eighty-some year old man, who was supposedly a salesperson, but was really Nallan’s gossip and informant. I have never seen him make a sales related call. There are also four employees in the administrative area and Julia in the Collection Office. It was said she was Nallan’s lover, even though he treated her like an old shoe. Then there was Martha in Accounting, Mario in Human Resources and Linda, the receptionist. He didn’t have any secretaries, so he used me to write his letters, sometimes dictating them over the loudspeaker. He didn’t care if I was dealing with a customer, Amanda write this down, Dear Mr. So-and-so... He almost never turned it off, allowing all the employees to hear his nonsense. We could hear him leafing through papers, sighing, having imaginary conversations, complaining, swearing,  and even belching. It seemed like he slept in the office, arriving at dawn and leaving after nightfall. He definitely had no personal life. He was, of course, divorced—surely this saint of a woman could take no more. He talked to himself most of the time and no one ever saw him eat. I sometimes thought either he was not quite right in the head or that he was an immortal being. I was betting on the former.

“Sir, people are calling because of the poor quality of...”

At that moment someone called Mr. Nallan’s extension and I decided to leave. Talking to him was like talking to a brick wall. I took a trip around the factory to see the status of the purchase orders; truthfully, the employees there were doing a good job.  It wasn’t their fault at all the orders were not being filled on time, since they were just following Nallan’s orders. These guys were harassed daily by the boss, although not as much as the salespeople were, and not nearly as much as I was. I think it was because the factory was very far away and there was no extension —rumor has it the employees made it disappear, and even though several technicians from the telephone company have come out, it almost immediately goes out again.

The place was very big, with a warehouse that housed the purchase orders about to be dispatched. Sometimes they would be there weeks before they were delivered to their buyer, especially if it was only one order since Nallan gave priority to large orders. After the delivery, he demanded the employees from the billing and collection office call to ask them to pay—in that regard, the boss was quite diligent—, but usually I was the one calling to collect. The manufacturing area was hell in the making; the heat was unbearable and I could never understand how those kids could be there so many hours. There were three employees —Michael, Justin and Jake— and two in the delivery area —George and Mark. It was quite a trek to get there. Furniture and more furniture flanked the spaces, like ergonomic chairs, —and although there weren’t many of them— metal and wood desks, metal cupboards and filing cabinets. There were all kinds of things to furnish offices. The place was so big that those who went there for the first time got lost. Many times those nooks and corners were used by employees for their secret affairs; I once found out Mark and Linda were having a fling there. What most attracted those romances was that it did not have security cameras  —there was no money for that. 

The factory’s three employees were quite young; their ages ranged from twenty to twenty-five. They were very pleasant; of course, they didn’t live the constant pressure we had in the sales and customer service area. 

After checking the orders, I left —after all, a thousand years would go by before they would be delivered. On the way out I met up with Herbert; even though he was eighty years old, I thought was like a hundred since he walked as slow as a turtle from one place to another; besides being a gossip and snitch, he was the boss’ gopher. He had several daughters, all of them in their sixties, who didn’t talk to him because after Herbert was widowed, he married a young woman who milked him for everything he had and left him penniless. She got pregnant  —miraculously — and the baby’s skin was as dark as charcoal; supposedly she had African ancestry. It must have been a great-great-great-great-great grandmother because she was as white as snow. Something fishy definitely went on because this man was too far over the hill to get anyone pregnant. 

As soon as I left the boss’ office I heard the usual speel he gave people who called or visited the factory.

“Mr. Cooper, if you decide to order from us, I can assure you that you will not be sorry. We have a variety of material; one-hundred percent solid wood and the best quality materials. No imported material from China. The best thing is that everything is made here in our facilities where trained artisans give shape to and put everything together, allowing us to give employment and  contribute to the economy of this wonderful country...” I rolled my eyes and moved my lipes along with what he was saying. I knew it by heart. Didn’t he ever get tired of repeating the same thing all the time?  

I grabbed my purse and went to an appointment with an important customer. I left quietly so Nallan wouldn’t stop me or worse, so he wouldn’t decide to go along with me. I died of shame each time he went somewhere with me. He talked too much and never let people talk at ease, spending hours and hours talking about the same bullshit.

If I could make this sale, I would get a good commission. Of course, the payment would be lightyears away; who knows when it would get to me. Regardless of how much was sold in the factory, there were always problems with the employees’ paychecks. The most ridiculous part was that he would tell us, “You have to sell, and you have to demand the payment, because your next paycheck depends on it.” He had us walking on eggshells on the fifteenth and thirtieth of each month. Sometimes it was ten o´clock at night and he would appear with our checks and if we were lucky, he would be there by seven. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if he did it because it was true or just to keep us on our toes. 
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A little while later I got to my appointment at the Chrysler building at 405 Lexington Avenue, corner of 42nd Street. This is the second tallest building in the world, even taller than the Empire State Building. Its architecture is amazing; on each corner of the 61st floor is an eagle-shaped gargoyle. On the corners of the 31st floor are replicas of the 1929 Chrysler radiador caps with wings added to them. The lobby was very elegant. My appointment was with a prominent criminal lawyer named William Robert Chapman, who decided to completely re-do his office. This sale was very important for me.

After waiting for twenty minutes, a tall and very well-dressed man greeted me.

“Ms. Amanda Taylor?”

“Yes, it’s a pleasure, Mr. Chapman,” I answered with a start and held out my hand.

Mr. Chapman’s office was a nice place to play hide and seek. It was huge and it had a glass desk with some stainless steel ornaments to supposedly help calm stress;  the back and forth movement of that little ball constantly swinging would personally cause me stress. 

“As I told you over the phone, Ms. Taylor, I would like to change all my office furniture to mahogany. I know you have the best quality.” 

“You’re right about that, Mr. Chapman. I would like to show you my catalog with pictures of the finest quality wooden furniture. We can also tailor the design to your ideas. We want to please the client,” I said as I pulled a huge catalog with pictures and specifications from my rolling briefcase.

At that moment a very familiar voice interrupted us.

“Amanda, why didn’t you tell me you were visiting this distinguished gentleman?” My worst nightmare. Nallan was in the doorway, accompanied by Chapman’s secretary.

Lord in all the heavens, why?

“Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Mr. Nallan, owner of the greatest furniture factory in the United States and quite possible in the whole world,” he held out his hand to the attorney and with the other he pulled out a cigar. “Let me give you this, the finest quality cigar.”

“Do you also make the furniture?” asked the attorney. I didn’t know if he was serious or being sarcastic.

Nallan let out a hearty laugh.

“I like you; you have a good sense of humor,” my boss said. “I wanted to mention...” 

No, dear God.

“...that if you decide to order from us, I can assure you that you will not be sorry. We have a broad variety of the best quality materials, one-hundred percent solid wood, nothing imported from China. The best thing is that they are made here in our facilities where trained artisans create and assemble everything, therefore allowing us to give jobs and contribute to the economy of this marvelous country. 

Over an hour later, Mr. Chapman said he had a client in ten minutes. I could feel he was upset and wanted us to go already. After saying good-bye, I left, fuming. I left the office right away. I was livid. How dare that pot-bellied old man show up there? 
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