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PART ONE
















Chapter 1MARCH 1,1982






I thought I’d enjoy a mindless job after four intense years at college. I was wrong. I’m stupefied by the sameness of every day: open the store, dust the cases, check in a new shipment, hang up clothes, straighten the racks. And the customers, wealthy women who can afford this expensive boutique, are so disappointing. They leave wrinkled, makeup stained clothes on the floor of the dressing room. They shoplift. They buy things, wear them, and then try to return them. Even the ladies who look like they’ve stepped off the pages of Town and Country act like your average suburban fourteen-year-old girl. I know. I was one.


The small brass bell on the door rings and a blast of unusually frigid March air blows in a silver haired North Shore matron in a camel coat, well-tailored grey suit and expensive low-heeled boots. She loosens her cashmere scarf and strides straight for the rack of jewel colored satin blouses without a glance in my direction.


“May I help you?”


This Duchess of Lake Forest drops the ruby colored sleeve she’s fingering, tilts her head, and trains her icy blue eyes on my way overdue for a cut hair, the careless dash of mascara, my high school-era rayon sweater and pleated plaid skirt. She checks out my scuffed loafers, her nose wrinkling with the little sniff I’ve come to expect. Her opinion of the twenty-four year old with a bachelor of arts selling overpriced women’s designer clothing at Mariana’s Select for two years, nine months, three weeks and a day? Not one of us. “I’ll let you know, dear,” she says.


I turn away from her as the bell rings again and a tall, striking woman in a blond mink jacket enters the store laughing. A studly dude follows, holding her bags, fawning. He’s young enough to be her son, but I have three brothers and I know for certain they have never looked at Mom like that. Her huge diamond ring blinds me, but I still notice that her face is quite a bit older than her leather pants might lead you to believe.


“Mrs. Robinson” quickly rifles through the racks and then heads into the dressing room with an armful of cocktail dresses. Junior takes the opportunity to put down her packages, open his bomber jacket, and admire himself in the three-way mirror. Clearly, he spends a lot of productive time at the gym. He glances at his watch, the dressing room door, then back at his watch. He looks at the nearby racks and then spots me standing by the register.


“Got any guy stuff in here?” he says.


Before I can answer, Ms. Mink has opened her door a crack. “We’ll shop for you next, sweetie. If you’re bored, you can come in here and help me with this zipper.”


“Sweetie” dives into the dressing room like Superman into a phone booth. They immediately start to giggle and coo. Do they think the flimsy dressing rooms are soundproof? I keep telling Mariana that we need to cut a couple inches off the tops and bottoms of the doors so I can see what’s going on in there. Taking out the comfortable little settee would also be an excellent idea. Mariana disagrees with me: “We’re going for a certain shopping experience here, Andrea. This isn’t JCPenney.”


Yes. A shopping experience. That explains the Muzak as well. I like totally hate the Muzak. And the tissue paper. Mariana insists we wrap all purchases in tissue paper before we bag them like they’re a gift we’re giving to our customers. I wait a minute and then walk to the back of the store and knock on the dressing room door.


“Can I get you anything?” I ask. I hear more giggling, and then the woman, a breathy “We’re fine.”


Back in the front of the store, I turn the radio up louder in case they start making inappropriate noises.


The bell over the door jingles again and I turn. Busy morning.


It’s all but automatic. “May I help you?”


Surprise, it’s a man. A young man shivering in jeans, a navy-blue sweatshirt under a jean jacket, and red and white Adidas is frozen in the doorway. He stares at me for a second or two and then surveys the rest of the store. Clearly, he’s lost. But then he yanks his hand out of his pocket, comes up with a big shiny handgun.


“On the floor. All of you.” The words tumble out. Just the trace of an accent. He points toward the floor, jabbing with the barrel of the gun. My eyes flick from the gun to the brightly inked parrot tattoo on his hand and back to the gun. I drop and stretch out face down on the polished cherry floor next to the Duchess still clutching the shiny blouse she’s been considering. I hear the door lock clunk. Footsteps into the store.


I flash on my couple in the dressing room. Did they even hear the guy with the gun? Are they grinding in there, oblivious? My heart’s pounding and my stomach’s churning but the cool floor feels good on my flushed face.


A small ding alerts me that he’s managed to get the register open. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see him taking bills out of the drawer. Putting them in his back pocket. Looking under the tray. Pulling out the checks and letting them drop to the floor. I think about how close he is to my purse in the bottom drawer under the register. There’s twenty-four dollars in my wallet. Twenty-four dollars I need to hold on to. All the money I have until my next paycheck. The guy with the gun looks belligerent and plenty mean but his eyes are focused. He’s not drunk or drugged or insane, so good.


He marches over, squats down, puts the gun on my neck. The metal’s warm but I shiver as if it’s ice cold.


“Where’s the rest of it?” His lips are close to my ear. “Where’s all the goddamn money? Is there a safe? Talk to me, Chica.”


I’m weirdly calm. “No, there’s no safe or anything. Most people use credit cards. But there’s jewelry,” I say. “Fourteen-karat gold. In the glass display case.”


He pulls the gun off my neck, stands up and stomps over to have a look, raises his gun, the parrot flying, and smashes the butt on the top of the case, sending glass everywhere.


The Duchess whimpers. I cock my head toward the dressing room. Silence. I should have told Gun Guy that I always leave the key in the lock. It’s mostly fourteen-karat plated stuff but it’s too late to save that case now. He sticks the gun in his pants and scoops up a handful of necklaces, bracelets, and earrings. His eyes dart around.


“There’s a bag under the counter and to your right,” I say, consummate saleslady. Screw the tissue paper. He grabs one of the glossy shopping bags, jams the jewelry into it. I imagine the horror of untangling the chains. Walks over to the sweaters and shoves three fur trim cardigans into the bag. He pulls the gun out of his waistband and is already turning to leave when the dressing room door opens. Lover boy steps out oblivious. Gun Guy raises his weapon. I yell “No!” and suddenly I’m on my feet. The gun, huge and heavy, shakes in his hand. He looks pissed. He mutters “shit” just before the gun fires. BOOM! It’s the loudest noise I’ve ever heard. The blast blows all thought from my brain. I dive back down to the floor. I’m frozen inside a white, silent fog.


My senses come back one at a time. An acrid smell. The sound of a splintering crash. I turn, see the broken mirror, shards of glass covering the floor. Seven years bad luck. For him maybe. Good luck for us. No humans hit.


Duchess still clutching the ruby cashmere blouse starts to cry. “Help me,” she whispers.


Now she thinks I could help her. I put my finger to my lips and shake my head. She needs to stay quiet.


Lover boy is frozen with his hands up but Mrs. Robinson has not emerged from the dressing room. Gun Guy is at the door, thank god. He’s holding the Mariana’s Select Pepto pink shopping bag stuffed with jewelry and cashmere in one hand. The damn gun is in the hand with the bird tattoo. He hesitates. “Just go!” I squeak at him “You got enough. Please go.” He’s looking right at me. I don’t look away. Can’t look away.


“Don’t move, Chica. Don’t nobody fucking move.”


The next sounds I hear are the click of the lock and the jangle of the bell as he spins out the door and takes off running. Two steps behind him, Lover boy pulls open the heavy door and follows. A hero! But no, he’s not in pursuit of the bad guy. He’s headed down Oak Street in the opposite direction.


Mrs. Robinson cracks open the dressing room door.


“He’s gone. It’s safe. You can come out now,” I say.


She steps out. Without the fur coat she looks smaller and scanning the room, she looks confused “Tony?”


I cock my head toward the door. “He left.”


She looks out at the empty sidewalk just for a moment. “Yes, well,” she says with a wry smile and sad eyes, “He had to get back to work.”


I nod.


The store seems quiet now even though Duchess is still sobbing and the Muzak version of Billy Joel’s “Don’t Go Changing” is blasting. I survey the mess: the open register, the smashed jewelry case, the shattered mirrors, my traumatized soon-to-be ex-customers. I help the Duchess to her feet. Gently take the crumpled blouse from her hand.


“Everything’s going to be okay now,” I say. My voice shakes but I’m not crying. Instead, I’m elated. I’m so high I feel like running down the street myself. But I don’t move. I stand still and feel my heart beating wildly. Holy shit. I reach for the phone and dial 9-1-1.


[image: image]


After the stern white cop and his younger Black partner leave, I flip the sign on the front door to “Closed. Come Again” and shut off the lights. I call Mariana.


Her Guatemalan housekeeper answers the phone. “Sorry Miss Andrea. Miss Mariana, she is at a luncheon for the dogs.”


Another charity fundraiser. I don’t want to be cynical, but. “Just tell her she needs to come down to the store as soon as she can. It’s an emergency.”


I change the radio station to WXRT and am instantly rewarded with the comforting rasp of Warren Zevon singing Looking for the next best thing. The police have told me not to clean up until the insurance guy comes and takes pictures, but I can’t sit still, so I start sizing the clothes racks in the front of the store where the light comes in through the plate glass windows. A loud rapping on the door makes me jump.


A stocky uniformed policeman, not one of the ones who was here before, is peering in through the glass. The name on the badge is O’Malley. I unlock the door and he says, “I have a man in the back of my patrol vehicle I’d like you to identify.”


I pull on my coat and follow Officer O’Malley outside and right there at the curb is the cruiser, no lights flashing. I peer into the back seat of the car, keeping my distance. It’s him all right. Guy with the gun. He appears a lot younger, smaller, and less threatening than when he was in the store, but his hands are cuffed in front and I see the tattoo. And he looks up and sees me, too. His eyes darken. I step back and turn my back to the car.


“He’s the one,” I say softly.


“Sure? Take your time. I’m not pressuring you.”


Louder and more confidently I say, “It’s him. No doubt about it. How did you know?”


“It’s my experience that a young man running full speed down North Michigan Avenue wearing a hood pulled tight and carrying a bright pink bag from a lady’s boutique that I myself, a well-paid police office, cannot afford to patronize, well that individual might just be a good candidate for a clotheslining. So, I … uh … halted his progress and detained him for questioning.”


His partner, still behind the wheel, lets out a snort. “Knocked the loot right out of the bag.”


Officer O’Malley smiles modestly.


“Do I have to come down to the station and do a lineup identification?” I ask.


O’Malley laughs. “Those damn cop shows. Civilians think they know everything ‘cause they watch Hill Street Blues. This guy’s going to jail. You don’t have to see him ever again.” He stomps his feet and blows on his hands. “We’re escorting him to the station now. I’ll have to take his haul as evidence, but you can tell your boss to come down to the 18th District Station on North Larrabee and they’ll arrange for him to get his stuff back.” He hands me his card.


It’s her. My boss is a her but I don’t bother.


As they pull away, I picture spending the next few days sitting behind the counter untangling those chains with Olivia Newton John singing in the background. Back inside the store, without taking off my coat, I write a note.




We were robbed this morning. Nobody was hurt. The police caught the guy and recovered all the merchandise. It’s in their report. Sorry about the mess. The police said not to touch anything until the insurance adjusters come. You need to call both the police and the insurance company.





I read the note a few times, leave it on top of the still-open register along with Officer Munoz’s card. And then I grab my purse (my twenty-four dollars still safe inside), stick my copy of today’s Tribune under my arm, and leave. I lock the door behind me and drop the keys in my purse but as soon as I turn away, I stop, retrieve the keys, and slip them through the mail slot. Making it clear what I didn’t say in the note. No more Muzak. No more rich bitch customers. I’m done.












Chapter 2






My apartment building, only a few short blocks from the Water Tower on Michigan Avenue, has no doorman but it has a bar, Streeter’s, basement level. I hang on to the stair railing to avoid slipping on the steep concrete steps as I descend out of the cold sunlight and into the gloom. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the dim light, but I see the place is deserted except for Sam, my favorite bartender. He’s cute but he isn’t so cute that he thinks he’s doing you a favor by pouring you a drink. He looks happy to have a customer.


“Hey, beautiful, what the fuck?” Checks his watch with a shocked look.


“I’m starving.” I hold up the white bag I picked up around the corner. “Plus,” I take a shaky breath. “I was robbed and shot at. So, I locked up and walked out. I think I quit, too.” My eyes fill with tears.


“No way,” Sam says, and he comes out from behind the bar, takes a long look, and apparently satisfied I’m in one piece, leads me gently to a stool and drops down next to me. “That totally blows.”


“I’m okay,” I say, spreading the contents of my lunch on the polished walnut bar to avoid his eyes. I like Sam. In fact, we tried a physical thing a couple of times a few years back. I was new in the city. Drinking until last call. His brown eyes inviting. My bed a quick three flights away. But the relationship didn’t go anywhere beyond the sex and we’re platonic pals now.


He says nothing. Which I appreciate. I take a bite of my hot dog. He reaches over and helps himself to one of my onion rings. Then another. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch him lick salt off his fingers. We eat together in silence. When I’ve finished my hot dog and the onion rings are gone, I sigh and finally turn and look at him. “Some shitty day.”


Sam nods his head. “You need a drink. On me,” he says and stands up and walks back behind the bar. “I shoulda already offered. Sorry. Beer?”


I wrinkle my nose. “You know I don’t drink beer.”


He pours a glass of the house white wine. Sets it on a napkin in front of me. “I know you went to college in Boston but you’re home now and Chicago girls drink beer, Andrea. And root for the Cubs. You should.”


“I’m not a big sports fan, Sam.” I’m relieved to talk about something neutral. “I like movies about sports though. Rocky. North Dallas Forty. The Brian Piccolo Story … ” I drop my voice as low as I can. “I loved Brian Piccolo.”


“Stop. You’ll make me cry. But it doesn’t count … liking sports movies. It’s an imperfect substitute for being a fan. A movie is a one-night stand.” He pauses a second and a grin flits across his face. “Not that there’s anything wrong with one-night stands. But, a true sports fan is in a committed relationship that lasts over great seasons and bad. When players come and go. Heartbreak and triumph. A true sports fan is part of something bigger than themselves—a tribe united in the search for perfection and beauty.”


Sam’s a good guy. Plus, he’s just given me a free drink. I wait a full ten seconds before I say, “You’re so full of shit. I’ve been in the bleachers at Wrigley. It’s all about the beer. Nobody there would recognize perfection and beauty if it came in a box of Cracker Jacks.”


“You are sadly misguided, my child, and I can only pray for your atheist soul.”


My eyes are drawn to the two-inch gold cross that hangs just below the neck of his tight black tee shirt. “You do that, Sam.”


Sam tops off my glass of wine. “Seriously.” He leans over the bar to peer into my face. “You okay? An armed robbery is no freakin’ joke.”


“I’m okay.” I blink hard and gulp a large swig of wine and then manage to give him a shrug and a smile.


“So did you quit or not?”


“I left my keys.”


“Shit, Mariana will take you back. Besides the getting robbed part, you seemed happy there. What’s the chance you get robbed again?”


“You know what’s funny? If I thought I’d get robbed every day maybe I would go back. It was the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in three years.”


Sam nods his head. “I get you. You’re craving a little danger. You know we get a decent bar fight in here almost every night. You could waitress a few times a week. If you wore the right outfit, you’d make good money.”


“Thanks but no. I don’t want a dangerous job. I want one that challenges me.”


“I’m hurt.”


“I’m sorry.”


We’re kidding. Sam’s happy to be a lifer. He gets back to work—happy hour is staring him in the face.


I pull out the Chicago Tribune. I’ve read most of it during the slow morning hours at Mariana’s. That seemed like a month ago. Britain is slashing crude oil prices. Russia is “shocked” that the US thinks they’re helping to arm Nicaragua. Reagan is upset at something that is going on in El Salvador that I suppose I should be paying more attention to. The business section has a long article about interest rates. Apparently the prime rate has hit sixteen percent and is killing off the housing market. The Bulls beat the Bucks. I find the relevant section and fold the paper so I can read the want ads.


Sam flips me a pencil, then gets serious about setting up.


Tons of listing. I start with the Z’s, work backward. No, no, no, no, and more no.


And then.












Chapter 3






I get off the #36 bus, walk a block south, and spin through the enormous revolving door of a contemporary glass and steel office building. Looking good. Feeling confident. Dressed in a calf-length black skirt and beige turtleneck sweater, I smile at my reflection in the polished chrome elevator doors as I wait for them to take me up to the seventeenth floor and Mosley Securities. A place where I can use my brains is what Sam said and kept saying, glass after glass of free wine.


The middle-aged receptionist is friendly, hands me an application and a pen and ushers me into a small conference room. After a long ten minutes, a tall man with thick white hair, a hawk nose, and standard issue WASP blue eyes strides in. He’s dressed in a sharp dark blue suit and a conservative tie.


I jump up and shake his hand. I’m smiling. He’s not. My throat tightens and I resist the urge to pull at the neck of my sweater. Suddenly I’ve lost my confidence that I’m in the right place.


“Harold Stackman. Sit, please.” He scans my completed application, let’s out a sigh, and mutters, “Is reading really a hobby?” He puts down the paper and looks directly at me. “Philosophy major. Impressive school, too. So, Andrea Hoffman, do you know anything about the economy?”


“I had a year of economics in college. My sophomore year. A semester of micro and a semester of macro.”


“Why did a philosophy major take economics?”


“I studied … well … actually, I fell in love with Ralph Waldo Emerson freshman year. And Emerson said, ‘Money is, in its effects and laws, as beautiful as roses.’ I had always thought money was, you know, the root of all evil, so I took some economics classes to help me understand what he meant.”


“The correct quote is, ‘The love of money is the root of all evil.’ Whether that happens to be accurate, we really don’t have time to debate. Just tell me if you know anything about the US economy right now.”


“It’s no bed of roses,” I say.


Mr. Stackman smiles faintly, puffs on his cigar.


I realize he’s waiting for an answer. A small nervous laugh escapes, although I know this is serious stuff. People are really hurting. “Interest rates are high, inflation rates are high, and so is unemployment. High unemployment and high inflation at the same time is unusual. They call is stagflation and, well, it’s bad.”


“How do you know this?”


“I read the newspaper.”


“Which paper?”


“The Chicago Tribune.”


“The Trib’s crap. Read The Wall Street Journal every day, and Sunday get The New York Times. Still, not a dreadful summary of the state of things for a philosophy major who’s been working in a dress shop. Why were you working there? Did Emerson have anything to say about retail?”


“Emerson had his Guide to Prosperity. People think he was totally against materialism but he was interested in personal economics, so retail isn’t that much of a stretch.” I can tell from Mr. Stackman’s face he didn’t expect an answer that involved more philosophy. I regroup. “But mostly I was there because I knew the owner. I had sales experience and I needed a job. I have student loans to pay back.” I leave out a few details, like that I didn’t have any money to go to graduate school and didn’t know what I would have studied there anyway, and that I was totally burned out by the last semester of my senior year and seriously depressed that my ex-boyfriend had a new girlfriend and obviously didn’t want me to stay in Boston.


Mr. Stackman is giving his cigar a good workout, but I sense he’s listening. “Are you good at it? Selling dresses?”


“I guess so.”


He checks his watch. “You guess so.”


D+ answer. I could have said I was the store’s best salesperson, being that I was the only one besides Mariana who worked there. I could have said I could sell crack to Jimmy Carter. While I try to think of a cleverer answer to that last question, he asks me another one. I haven’t been listening.


“Got any theories?”


“Theories?”


“How do we fix the mess the economy is in now?”


So much for this job being perfect for me. Apparently, I’m not smart enough for this. I hadn’t realized a “sales assistant” would be responsible for economic policy decisions.


“The first year of economics only introduces problems. To come up with some solutions, I’m pretty sure I would need at least another year.” I think Mr. Stackman nods just a little bit.


“Fair enough. What do you know about the stock market?”


It’s time to close this sale. “It’s taken a huge drop in the last six months,” I say, and try and look concerned. “Sorry.”


“Don’t be. We make money either way. Do you know anything else?”


“Buy low/sell high?” I offer. That wisdom came from my Grandpa Sam who loved studying the stock market even though he didn’t have any real money to invest in it. I try to stop my leg from shaking under the desk.


Mr. Stackman seems to be waiting and when I don’t elaborate, he says, “Well, you don’t know much, but at least what you know isn’t wrong. What’s the difference between a stock and a bond?”


“A bond is a debt and stock is ownership.” Ha! Got one.


“What did they tell you this job pays?”


“Nothing.”


“Well, it pays more than nothing.” Mr. Stackman relights his cigar with a gold monogrammed lighter.


“No,” I stammer. “They told me nothing. The salary wasn’t listed in the ad. What does the job pay?”


“The job pays twenty-two grand a year.” He watches me closely.


I try for my best poker face. At the store, I was making $14,500. Twenty-two thousand dollars is the kind of money adults make. I could stop buying Suave shampoo and the store brand mac and cheese. I could have choices. I feel a little dizzy, and not from all the cigar smoke, but one thing is clear: This job is about money. I need to care about money. “I was thinking more like twenty-eight.”


Mr. Stackman opens his eyes wide in surprise. “Twenty-eight? What makes you think you’re worth twenty-eight, or twenty-two for that matter?”


I consciously slow my breathing and search for magic words that will make this Harold Stackman choose me. “I learn fast and I work hard,” I say.


“That’s the least of what I expect from an employee. Why do you think personnel thought I could use you?”


I’m cornered but not giving up. My smile returns. “I’m resourceful.”


To my amazement, he bursts out laughing. Did I say something so incredibly stupid?


“Really. I’ve been worried you might be one of those worthless bookworm types. Frankly Miss … Hoffman, I’m having some trouble understanding why you’re here. Had you ever heard of Mosley Securities before?”


“You had the biggest ad in Wednesday’s newspaper.”


“The biggest ad. Why were you looking at the ads? You had a job.”


“A guy came into the store and put a gun in my face. And I had an epiphany … a wake-up call of sorts.”


“I know what an epiphany is, Miss Hoffman. I went to college too … What exactly was yours?”


“I needed a better job.”


“There are other jobs out there. You could join the circus.”


“Mr. Stackman, everyone in my family is a scientist. I’m the only one among my parents and siblings who doesn’t have an MD or a PhD. To them, finance is joining the circus. I loved philosophy in school. Learning how to think. Tackling the big questions: Is there a god? Why is there evil? But I didn’t know what I wanted to do after I graduated. I forgot to tackle that big question. I had previously worked retail so I went back to a store to buy some time. Now I’m ready, really ready, to do more. I wish I could tell you I’ve wanted to be a stockbroker ever since I swallowed my first penny, but the truth is, I was robbed at gunpoint and quit my job and then I saw your ad and for whatever reason, it grabbed me and here I am.”


Mr. Stackman stands up. The interview is apparently over.


I need to say something. “When do you think you might decide about the position?”


“I’ve decided already. You got the job. How’s twenty-five sound?”


I laugh, can’t help it, manage to nod my acceptance.


And Mr. Stackman laughs, too. This time it’s a friendly laugh. Small lines crinkle at his eyes. White teeth flash. The furrows on his forehead disappear. When I came into this room, I thought he was an old man, but now I can see that he’s younger than I thought—maybe fifty, maybe not even. “You’re not the only one in the room who makes quick decisions. As soon as I looked at your resume, I knew you had the brains for the job. I needed to see you had the balls. Are you sure you want this? It can get unreasonably crude around here. We’re not the bunch of genteel North Shore ladies you’re used to working with.”


I pass on a comment about those “genteel” customers. He’s probably married to one. Instead, I straighten my spine and say, “I stared down a robber. I’ve got three older brothers. No rude behavior will unnerve me.”


“Good. I believe it. I’ll tell personnel you’ll be starting on Monday. Be here at seven a.m. Come right up to the eighteenth floor.” He pulls a slim silver case from his breast pocket. It opens with a flick and he extracts his business card and hands it to me. Harold Stackman, Senior Vice President, Institutional Equity Department. “Got any questions?”


“I have one question.”


“Now’s the time to ask it.”


“Okay. What exactly am I going to do?”


Mr. Stackman answers without hesitation. “You’re going to help me make money.”












Chapter 4






I sleep in Saturday since I don’t have to haul my ass out of bed and open the store. Not today. Not ever again. But after a leisurely morning of coffee drinking and newspaper reading—my first New York Times—I walk over to Mariana’s to say goodbye. The doorbell jingles and Mariana, absorbed with stocking a new jewelry case, starts to say “May I … ” but stops when she looks up and sees it’s me. No smile. No concern. No apology. “Change your mind? Your keys are in the register.”


“No, afraid not. I start a new job Monday but thanks for everything. Can you mail me my last check?”


She nods. “Good luck, Andrea.”


I see the eye roll but I just say, “You too” as I turn and leave.


Saturday night, during dinner with two high school girlfriends, I don’t mention my new job. Nor do I stop in Streeter’s on Sunday to see Sam. And at no time during the weekend do I call my parents. I don’t want to answer any questions or explain my decision. Instead, I spend the weekend imagining my future in Mr. Stackman’s elegant oak-paneled suite, parquet floors, oriental rugs, heavy drapes on the windows, well-tended plants enriching the oxygen, a polished coffee table with an elegant fan of the latest magazines.


But Monday morning, when I exit the elevator on the eighteenth floor and walk down the hall, I don’t see any offices at all. Just large open rooms. I find Mr. Stackman in the second one I pass, reading the Wall Street Journal at a grey metal desk. Half a dozen other desks in the room are unoccupied. Along the walls are large filing cabinets and a machine the size of a stereo cabinet nosily printing on continually spooling paper. In contrast to this drab scene, naked floor-to-ceiling windows reveal a brilliant blue sky as the day breaks over the chilly Chicago skyline. The beige carpet muffles my footsteps, so I clear my throat to signal my arrival and Mr. Stackman looks up from his paper and says, “Good morning. Welcome to the exciting world of the stock market.” He tilts his head toward the desk immediately to his left. “That one is yours.” It’s piled with papers. I pull the chair out. It’s piled with papers as well. “Research,” he says. He’s looking at me, head cocked. “Something different,” he says.


“I’m wearing my glasses. My contact lenses didn’t cooperate this morning.” I tried. Multiple times. Leaving my eyes red and irritated and robbing me of time I would have spent on my hair. I am not a morning person. The five thirty a.m. alarm was torture.


“Is it ok if I …?” I pantomime moving the papers to the floor so I can sit down.


He nods again and pulls out a cigarette. “The research call is going to start in a few minutes. Just listen in. If phone line one or two rings, say ‘Harold Stackman’s office’ and take a message. If any of the other lines ring, say ‘Mosley Securities’ and take a message.” He tosses me a pink message pad which I fail to catch. I squat to retrieve it from the floor between our desks, regretting the straight knee-length skirt I chose for today. I try to sit gracefully and slide the desk drawer open and find a pen. I pull out a yellow legal pad and write down his instructions. The phone, with six plastic buttons labeled for each line, terrifies me.


“Is this someone’s desk I am using?” I say.


“No, it’s all yours now. It was the library before. Those reports, that’s what we sell.”


“I thought you sold stocks.”


Mr. Stackman removes the gold rimmed reading glasses perched on his nose and gestures at me. “This department only deals with professional money managers like banks and insurance companies. That’s why we’re called the ‘institutional’ equity department. The brokers that deal with individual investors are called ‘retail’ brokers. We supply our clients with information about the stock market and individual stocks and offer up recommendations. That information is in these reports. Our accounts buy and sell stocks through us and pay us a commission.”


“So, these reports … I should be reading them?”


Mr. Stackman lights a cigarette with the end of his old one. “No, I should be reading them. Hopefully the clients are reading them. You should be filing them.” He points to the filing cabinets.


“I’ll get started right away.”


“After coffee,” he says.


“Should I get you some coffee?” I ask.


“No, I thought you might need some. There’s coffee in the room down the hall to the right. Help yourself. You’ll pass the ladies room on your way,” he adds.


I take his suggestion and head to the bathroom to put in my contacts and brush my hair and then stop in the breakroom to get myself a cup of coffee. When I return, coffee in hand, the other desks are occupied. Two men sit on Harold’s side of the room. One guy has dark thick hair, a long straight nose, and broad shoulders. Rocky Balboa’s smarter brother. The other guy is fair with slicked back blond hair and blue eyes as light as the sky behind me. Good looking if you like the Preppie type. Which I don’t. They are both in shirtsleeves with ties knotted tight. Their suit coats hang on the back of their chairs. Both younger than Mr. Stackman but way older than me. Or maybe not.


The other two desks are pushed together facing each other on the left side of the room—directly in front of me. They have a back panel about eight inches high that runs the length of the desks and is covered with square buttons each marked with a tiny name plate. Attached to the panel is a telephone handset. At the desk facing me sits a balding man shielded behind the phone bank, visible only from the nose up. The person with her back to me is turned sideways in her chair and she’s rummaging through an expensive purse large enough to be a cat carrier. I’d guess she’s in her late twenties and I’m immediately intimidated by her perfect makeup and Farrah Fawcett hair. She’s wearing a silk blouse and slacks. I don’t own a single pair of slacks. I have jeans and corduroys and overalls. I have skirts and dresses and jumpers. My mother has slacks. I’m pretty sure that when this woman stands up, these are not going to look like my mother’s slacks.


“Everybody,” Harold calls out. They all look at him. “This is Andrea. My new girl. Be nice.”


Stallone, Preppy, and Bald guy say hello. The woman dips her head with a little unhappy smile. Her nose is tiny. She looks like a blond Jackie Kennedy or maybe the quintessential Pan Am stewardess. I feel itchy in the L.L. Bean oxford striped blouse I thought would be perfect for this job.


A phone rings. Jackie picks up the handset and uses a pencil to push in a lit button on the board in front of her, but instead of the expected breathy girlish tone, a smoky alto voice says, “What the fuck are you calling so early for, honey?”


I hear a crackling noise and then: “Good morning. Let’s get started. We have a lot to cover today.” The voice is coming from a small speaker box on everybody’s desk.


“New York research department,” Harold says and then he gives his full attention to the notes he is taking in a spiral notebook with an elegant Mont Blanc pen.


I try to listen. The individual words are familiar … Xerox … quarterly earnings … disappointment … lower profit margins … higher research and development costs … but I’m not getting the point.


The speaker finishes and another one starts. I stare at the far end of the room where an electronic sign resembling a movie marquee runs the length of the wall. I watch its glowing numbers and letters flow by like a river of alphabet soup.


The phone never rings and after thirty-five minutes, the original speaker says, “That’s all for today.” Harold takes out a three-ring binder and begins to flip through it as he takes notes on a yellow pad.


Line one rings. I look at Mr. Stackman. “You get it,” he says.


“Harold Stackman’s office.”


“Is he there?” Impatient voice. Male.


“May I tell him who’s calling?”


“And who may I ask are you?” He somehow sounds both annoyed and amused.


“I’m Andrea Hoffman. Mr. Stackman’s new assistant.”


“Oh, la di da Harold has an assistant now. Well, missy, tell him Frank’s on the phone.”


I put my hand over the receiver and whisper to Mr. Stackman, “It’s Frank.”


He nods and picks up the phone and I try to hang up as quietly as possible. The phone rings again almost instantly and I tell the caller Mr. Stackman is on the phone and offer to take a message which I write down on a pink message slip and place on his desk.


When Mr. Stackman hangs up the phone, he calls me over to his desk. He holds up the message slip. “You have the worst handwriting I have ever seen. Print in block letters from now on.”


“Sorry.”


“Your phone,” he continues, “has a ‘hold’ button. It’s the big button that says ‘hold’ under it. You use it so you don’t have to do a Marcel Marceau impression when someone calls and they don’t hear me say ‘I don’t want to talk to that asshole’ or hear you slam the receiver down when I pick up. When somebody calls, find out who it is. Put them on hold. Yell their name at me. If I want to call them back, I’ll do this.” He twirls his finger in the air. “If I want you to ask them to wait a minute, I’ll do this.” He raises his index finger. “If I just shake my head, I’m too busy to pay attention to you. Deal with it. Got it?”


“I think so.”


“‘Yes’ would have been a better answer.”


“Sorry. Yes.”


Harold looks at his watch. “Personnel will be in now. Get down there. Any reason why you shouldn’t take a drug test today?”


“I don’t think so. I mean no. No reason. Unless they are looking for a little Blue Nun.” I giggle.


The blond woman turns her head to look at me a minute. I knew that look from high school. It says, “You’re a worthless loser.”


Harold shakes his head. “Go. The sooner you go, the sooner you can come back.”


I pee in a cup and then an eighty-year-old security guard whose name tag says Oscar arrives to fingerprint me. My fingerprints will be checked for a criminal record and then kept on file. I’m starting to feel important. He inks and rolls each of my fingers deliberately and slowly. “Never had a print sent back for a redo. Did you know that? I’ve worked here for twelve years. Never messed up a single one.”


I nod politely. “Wow,” I say and turn to go.


“Miss?”


I turn back. Oscar ceremoniously hands me two little packages of wipes like the ones that come with a Kentucky Fried Chicken takeout dinner. “For your fingers.”


I look at my ink-stained fingertips. Oscar says, “It comes right off. Use the wipes.”


As I clean off the ink, I wonder if my robber got towelettes when they printed him. Stupid son of a bitch. Didn’t even know to bring a little black backpack to a job and walk casually. Thinking of the robbery makes me have a moment’s nostalgia. Can you be nostalgic for a life that ended less than a week ago?


I turn the corner and the beautiful woman is at Mr. Stackman’s desk. They don’t see me coming.


She is hissing into his face: “Well, just make sure she stays the fuck away from my phones.”


She sits at her desk without looking at me and immediately picks up her handset. Her sexy low voice has been replaced by a nursery school teacher’s sweet as marshmallow speech. “Good morning, it’s little old Charlene from Mosley.” Whoever this woman really is, she’s terrifying.


[image: image]


Thirty-nine. That’s the number of times I’ve said “sorry” today. Thirty-nine times.


“May I tell Mr. Stackman who’s calling?”


“Gary.”


“Sorry, Gary. What firm are you with?”


“Harris Bank. Jesus. He knows me.”


“Sorry. I’ll let him know you’re calling.”


I start making a mark on my yellow legal pad every time I say it. The tracks stretch across the page right under the line where I have written:




HAROLD HAROLD HAROLD





Not because I have a teen age crush but because I’m supposed to call him Harold and not Mr. Stackman.


“Call me Harold, Andrea. Not Mr. Stackman. Not Sir. Never ever Harry. Harold.”


Every time I mess that up I add another HAROLD to the row.


At noon, Harold and the other two salesmen—Rocky’s brother with the totally non-Italian name of Robert Parker (“Call me Bob … ”) and the Preppy Winston Cabot (no further instructions, so I guess I don’t call him Win) stand up to leave for lunch. “Before you go, Harold, can I ask you why Charlene was so adamant about me staying away from her phones?”


“First,” he says, taking off his glasses, “you’re not registered. That means that by law, you’re not able to take an order. If you pick up the phone and somebody barks at you ‘I bid a teeny on a downtick for ten Beamer’ you’re going to have to say ‘Gee, I can’t take that order’ and that’s going to piss the customer off. And second, you don’t know what the hell ‘I bid a teeny on a downtick for fifteen Beamer’ means.”


“Can I get a translation of that?” I say.


“To bid is an offer to buy,” he says. “A ‘teeny’ is a sixteenth. A ‘downtick’ is a lower price than the last sale.” He pauses and I nod to show I’m with him so far.


“So, if the last price was 62½, they want to buy at 62 1/16. Fifteen means either fifteen hundred shares or maybe fifteen thousand shares but certainly not fifteen shares.”


“Why can’t I just say ‘Charlene stepped away from the desk for a minute’ and take a message?”


“There’s no point. If a customer wants to execute a trade and we’re not available, they’ll just go to Merrill Lynch or Goldman Sachs.” Harold replaces his glasses. The sign he’s through playing teacher.


Although I’ve processed only about half of what he said, I clearly understand that I don’t touch the trading phones.


I’m left alone with scary Charlene and the bald trader who I’ve heard the others call Mahoney. In between waiting for a phone to ring, I clean out my desk drawers, tossing out a pack of rock hard Juicy Fruit and a few leaking Bic pens. I find a half-smoked pack of Kools. I imagine myself pulling out a cigarette and lighting up. I’ve probably smoked a dozen cigarettes in my whole life, all bummed off someone else when I’m drinking. I don’t not like smoking. I just don’t like it enough to acquire the habit. It’s something other people do. I think about putting the pack on Harold’s desk but he smokes Marlboros and seems like the kind of guy who picked a brand for a reason and is loyal to it. I look up to see if anyone is watching me and then I toss the Kools in my purse. At the bottom of the drawer, I find an envelope labeled “petty cash” containing a fat wad of bills. I lay the money out on the desk and separate it into piles by denomination, turning the bills so they all face the same way. I hate messy money. $212 in well-used bills. I write the date and the amount on a piece of paper and put it in the envelope with the money. Then I write myself a note on my yellow pad. “Is there a key to this desk?” I hide the envelope inside a research report and return it to the bottom of the drawer.


About fifteen minutes later, a delivery guy shows up and drops a bag on Mahoney’s desk. My nose identifies burgers, bacon, and fries. My stomach makes noises that can probably be heard all the way to the elevator bank. I hadn’t asked Harold what I should do about lunch. I regret tossing out the gum. Charlene walks over to Mahoney’s desk. She pulls a foil wrapped sandwich out of the bag and swears.


“Christ almighty! I told them no fries. I got a half a bag of fucking fries.” She turns to me and says, “You eat these.” Like it’s my fault the fries exist. Making me responsible for getting rid of them. “There’s a fridge with drinks in it where you got the coffee this morning. Freebies. I’m waiting for a call. Get me a Tab and you can take something for yourself.” She drops the bag on my desk like it’s full of dog poop and sits back down at her desk. I look at Mahoney.


“Can I bring one for you too?”


He looks shocked. “Sure. I’ll have a Coke.”


When I leave the room I hear them laughing but I don’t turn around.


I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to organize the research reports. A check of the dates leads me to believe they haven’t been touched in a year. I wonder just how important they are. I also have to wonder if filing is really more glamorous than hanging clothes. It pays better, I remind myself. It pays a lot better. And as soon as I get this project done, I’m sure I’ll be doing more interesting things.


By two o’clock all the salesmen are back at their desks but apparently it’s a slow day for everyone. During a quiet moment, Mahoney hangs up his phone and says, “Damn, John Belushi died Friday. Who had him?”


Bob, Winston, Charlene, and Harold all pull a piece of paper out of their drawers.


“I had him,” says Winston.


“He was on your fucking list?” says Charlene. “He was only thirty-two.”


“Fat drunk Jew that did a lot of drugs. Seemed inevitable to me,” Winston said with a shrug.


I must have heard him wrong. Clearly Belushi was Italian or Greek. No way Jewish.


“Wrong,” says Harold.


Thank god I’m not going to have to say it.


“He was thirty-three. Not thirty-two” Harold says. He turns to me, and mistaking the look of disgust on my face for confusion, explains. “We bet when celebrities are going to die. A death pool.”


“Are you kidding me? That’s gruesome,” I say. “And sad. Belushi was a genius.” Maybe I didn’t hear Winston right. I let it go.


Harold shrugs. “It’s life.”


“So no one else had him? I win?” Winston says.


Much grumbling but everyone drops bills on his desk. He walks over holding out ten dollars. “Alice, you brought me luck. Welcome to Mosley.”


“It’s Andrea, and really … ” I start to protest but he puts the money down on my desk. “Next time no free ride,” he says. “Start your own list.”


I’m kneeling by my desk sorting the energy reports into company piles when a pair of clean white sneakers stops in front of me. I look up. Male. Ash blond hair long enough to hang in his face. Twenty-seven or twenty-eight. Kind of old for a mail boy.


“Where do you want this?” he asks, indicating a bundle of mail held together with a rubber band.


“What do you usually do with it?” I rock back on my heels so I can see him better. Tall, slim, Levi’s and a Talking Heads t-shirt, bored shitless but holy crap handsome.


“I usually throw it on Harold’s desk but now that he has a secretary, I thought you’d want it.”


“I’m not his secretary,” I say, and stand up. “Andrea, Harold’s sales assistant.” I wait but he doesn’t give me his name. “Sure, I’ll take the mail from now on.” I hold out my hand to take it.


He hands it to me without meeting my eyes. “Yeah. Whatever you say.”


Stupid no-name kind of old to be a mail boy who thinks I’m Harold’s secretary! Salesmen have sales assistants. I review my duties. I answer phones. I file. I handle the mail. Oh my god. Have I gone from being a sales clerk to becoming a secretary? What did Harold call it when a trade happens at a lower price? A downtick? Is that what I’ve done? Twenty-five grand, I remind myself. Secretaries don’t make that kind of money. He’s just the mail guy.


“What’s your name,” I call after him as he trundles his cart into the bond department.


“Allan,” he says without turning around.


Which is fine with me as the view of his backside is more enjoyable than the irritating expression on his face. I watch until he disappears around the corner.












Chapter 5






I ride the bus home. It’s only 4:30 but since lunch consisted of Charlene’s orphaned fries, I’m starving. I make the usual stop in Jay Dogs and splurge on an Italian beef with extra peppers. Then I descend into Streeters.
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