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By Edgar Albert Guest


Somebody said that it couldn’t be done


But he with a chuckle replied


That “maybe it couldn’t,” but he would be one


Who wouldn’t say so till he’d tried.


So he buckled right in with the trace of a grin


On his face. If he worried he hit it.


He started to sing as he tackled the thing


That couldn’t be done, and he did it!


Somebody scoffed: “Oh, you’ll never do that;


At least no one ever has done it;”


But he took off his coat and he took off his hat


And the first thing we knew he’d begun it.


With a lift of his chin and a bit of a grin,


Without any doubting or quiddit,


He started to sing as he tackled the thing


That couldn’t be done, and he did it.


There are thousands to tell you it cannot be done,


There are thousands to prophesy failure,


There are thousands to point out to you one by one,


The dangers that wait to assail you.


But just buckle in with a bit of a grin,


Just take off your coat and go to it;


Just start in to sing as you tackle the thing


That “cannot be done,” and you’ll do it.




CHAPTER 1


FROM WHENCE COMES THIS YEARNING?
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Thirty-four years old, and what am I doing with my life? Eight-year-old Pamela and five-year-old Randall were in school most of the day, and we were living the privileged life in a lovely home with a full-time, Spanish-speaking housekeeper. Stan made good money, allowing me the freedom to play cards and tennis, study piano, learn to cook well, and have lunch with friends, so what could possibly have been missing? I needed more. More meaning, I suppose. (My carefree life was becoming dull? How dare I say that?) I had too much energy. What about my expensive college education? What use could I make of that now? Did I have a purpose here on earth? How could I make my mark in this world?


I was, quite frankly, just a lucky chief cook and bottle washer, chauffeur, social planner, wife, and mother with a loving husband who paid the bills for our happy family of four in west LA. My diploma from UCLA had been filed away long ago, along with my old teaching credential from the 1970s, when women went to college to find a husband and become a teacher or social worker or some such thing. A homemaker now, I was way too busy for a full-time job teaching or doing anything else. I did miss teaching though, having enjoyed it until our second child was born, so when Pam and Randy started school, I began substituting a couple days a week and actually looked forward to those morning phone calls when a French or English teacher was sick, and they needed me to replace her at a nearby high school.


Then one day everything was different.


I answered the phone at 7:00 a.m. and was told the science teacher was ill. It wasn’t at one of the LA Unified City Schools, but at a private school for girls in the wealthy area of Holmby Hills.


“We know it’s not your subject, but could you please substitute for the botany teacher today?”


Botany, not French?


Reluctantly, I agreed. The students were all teenagers, college bound and conscientious. I arrived that morning to learn the lesson at hand concerned the anatomy of flowers. The problem was I couldn’t tell a pistil from a stamen, let alone what they were for, and the girls knew it. They were eager to learn from me, and I wasn’t up to the job. “She doesn’t know the answers,” they said. Frustrated, I couldn’t wait to get home at 3:00 p.m. Did I really miss teaching that much to continue like this? My husband Stan was a well-paid lawyer in a great law firm in Century City. As I was pulling in my driveway, I tried to justify my earnings: $46 in for the day, $6 out for the run in my stockings, $5 for lunch, something for gas, and taxes to pay. I could hear the country western music that wafted through the window from the radio of the young man painting our house inside. He earned $12 an hour, and I was the one with the college education. How did this make any sense?


Longing to make my days useful, I tried charity work. My friend Joan had just lost her baby girl to cancer, so a group of us formed a new cancer fund for children. We became a strong organization, bringing in large donations every year at our charity ball. We also opened a children’s store when a benefactor offered us free rent. We published cookbooks to raise additional funds, and as chair of the Cookbook Committee, I held a place on the board of directors. My committee and I tested recipes, created two cookbooks, and sold a lot of them. It felt good, very good in fact, until the day we lost the support of a major family foundation when Julie, our board treasurer, resigned. Her family was famous for their cosmetics, which were sold in every drug store throughout the world. They were big donors. I called Julie to ask what happened.


“Julie, you’ve been so dedicated, and your family is so important to us. What will we do without you? Why are you leaving us?”


“I got the Cancer Fund bank statement.” Julie’s voice was trembling with emotion. “And I was shocked to see that more than $50,000 had been withdrawn. No one told me. I thought it was a mistake. I was pretty upset and called Joan, since her husband and I are the only signers on the account. You can’t just take that kind of money without a reason, and certainly not without a meeting and a vote from the board. It was a simple question. Joan started yelling at me because she thought I was accusing her husband of stealing it. We got into a huge fight. I’m treasurer. I’m responsible. I was concerned, not accusing. She took it the wrong way. It turns out her husband used the money for the Cancer Fund gift shop for fixtures or something.”


“He took Cancer Fund money and spent it on the store?”


“Yes, but you can’t do that. He can’t do that. Not without board approval. I got so mad, and the more Joan said he was authorized to take money for the store, the angrier I got. I couldn’t get through to her, so I resigned. I know the next board meeting is at your house next Tuesday, but I won’t be there. I quit.”


“But, Julie, we need you. Please don’t do this.”


“I’m sorry. I just can’t stay on. Joan thinks she can do whatever she wants with our money, but I won’t be a part of it. Not one bit.”


The following Tuesday at my house, I spoke up and told everyone present about Julie’s resignation and the significant loss of her family’s future contributions. In front of the entire board, I made a plea directly to Joan. “Joan, you always tell us to think of the children. You should do the same. We can’t lose Julie. Call her. Apologize. Get her back.”


My inner voice was nagging: Adrienne, what are you doing? You think you can tell Joan what to do? You’re not very politically savvy. This is her charity. You should keep your mouth shut and let her run things her way.


Joan couldn’t believe her ears. I’d criticized her in front of everyone. No one dared tell her what to do. She wasn’t changing her mind, not for the children, not for any of us. She called for a vote that would give her carte blanche to continue using the funds as she pleased, just as she had done in the past. I persisted. I asked for a discussion before we voted. Everyone on the board had raised substantial funds, through sales of crocheted blankets and other hand made products as well as a letter writing campaign, and I felt giving carte blanche over this money to any one person, even Joan, was simply wrong. Because of my argument, the vote was tabled and put off for a month. As I looked around the room, observing half the women knitting or working on needlepoint, and the other half afraid to speak up, I felt quite alone.


Days later, most of us on the board were going to a brunch at the Century Plaza Hotel to hear a famous author talk about her new best seller. As I was walking to my table, I saw Joan sitting with Bonnie, her best friend. I was anxious to talk to Bonnie. A volunteer like the rest of us, she was in charge of the Cancer Fund store.


“Hi, Bonnie!” I exclaimed cordially. “Our second cookbook sold out and the printer asked for money for the next 5,000 copies. Would you send him a check from the Cancer Fund store?” Bonnie didn’t answer. I tried to be upbeat and friendly. “By the way,” I continued, “the third book is looking good. I heard your dinner party on Saturday was fabulous. We’d love to have the recipes to test them.”


Bonnie was truly annoyed. “When I’m feeling a little friendlier towards the Cookbook Committee, then maybe you’ll see the recipes.”


“What do you mean, ‘Maybe?’ Why are you mad at me?” I asked. “Think of the big picture. We’re all just volunteers, and the cookbooks raise money. Everyone said your dinner was great, so let us test the recipes.”


Bonnie gave me a look that could kill, raised her voice, and stood up, waving her arms at me, “I DON’T LIKE YOU. GO AWAY! GO AWAY!”


I instinctively stepped backwards. Startled by her threatening gestures, my brain reeling and my heart pounding in my ears, I quickly turned my back to her, unable to stop the tears from gushing, a reaction to the sting of her hideous words. How I wish I’d had the nerve to pick up the glass of water in front of her and throw it in her face. Instead, I proceeded to the front of the room toward my table near the stage, shaking from head to toe, too sick at heart to engage in trivial conversation or ingest anything but coffee. As the opening remarks began, a thousand thoughts distracted me. I wasn’t looking for a fight. I’d been there from the very beginning. I was a founding member of the Cancer Fund, eager to do whatever it would take to eradicate cancer in children. Leaving the organization was unthinkable. But how could I stay? I had no choice but to resign from the board.


In my absence, the third cookbook would never be published. At home that afternoon, I sat down with pen and paper to write an eight-page history of my work with the Cancer Fund, detailing why I became involved and why I had to leave. My emotional distress became physical queasiness. This couldn’t be the flu. It couldn’t be, because we were leaving for Mexico City in two days. At the doctor’s office, listening to me describe my symptoms, Dr. Paul assured me I was fine. He glanced at the letter in my lap I’d brought to reread in the waiting room and asked me what it was.


“Once you send that letter, all your symptoms will disappear,” he said.


I left his office, went to Kinko’s, and sent a copy of my letter to each and every board member. Dr. Paul was right. It was a catharsis and a cure.
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So once again I found myself aching inside for something I could not define. Time on my hands was anathema to me. It was the age-old story of the over-educated housewife. I wanted so much to find fulfillment outside the realm of my husband and family and put my untapped talents to good use. But now I wanted to be paid for my efforts. A problem for me was that I believed I was not like most women. I was helpless when it came to interior design; teaching left me unfulfilled; fashion was not my forte; and volunteering for charity hadn’t brought any satisfaction. On the other hand, I craved recognition. I needed to be needed, to be persuasive, and to have influence. On the phone with friends, I complained. “I’m too young to be wasting my time. I know I can be good at something,” I repeated again and again. “I just have to be ready when the opportunity comes my way.”


With my eyes open to all possibilities, I looked forward to our upcoming vacation in Mexico.


We’d been to Mexico once before in 1963, two months after our wedding. Back then Stan and I were just a happy pair of newlyweds combing the streets for silver tableware with wedding gift money to spend. The capital of Mexico was a city that sprawled in every direction, and for a first-time visitor it was overwhelming to navigate. There were dozens of historical sites to see, fabulous art in the museums and galleries, and diverse neighborhoods that covered large distances. The wide boulevards and grand parks were as beautiful as those in Europe, and the city was bustling. We found ourselves on Paseo de la Reforma, a wide boulevard with roundabouts and monuments, crowded with cars and pedicabs full of people everywhere. The pedicabs, mostly little Volkswagens, ran back and forth along the street, picking up people and dropping them along the way. Stan and I walked along the street, passing Sanborn’s department store and many smaller shops. Block after block, just a young couple in love, we could see the sterling silver tableware for which the country is famous. Much of what we saw, however, was not well made. After an hour or two of roaming the street, we thought we’d be going home empty-handed, when suddenly we came upon a small shop, Joyeria Plateria San Francisco. The owners were there, a lovely couple, Francisco and Lotte Roth, Jewish immigrants from Hungary who had fled just before the Holocaust. Their store, like all the others, was filled with sterling silver pieces in all shapes and sizes, but unlike everyone else, they offered stunning Danish designs with high quality workmanship. We purchased several fine pieces and returned home with lovely wedding gifts.


Now fifteen years later, we were returning to Mexico City and thought we might find this special store once again. But the primary reason we chose Mexico for this vacation was to reconnect with a knowledgeable art consultant who had come to Los Angeles and encouraged us to visit him in Mexico, where he would introduce us to the fabulous world of Mexican art. Josh Kligerman was a tall man with wiry gray hair and an eye for the exceptional that made fine art so desirable. He picked us up at the airport, and over the next several days he brought us to the homes of the best artists Mexico had to offer: David Alfaro Siqueiros, Rufino Tamayo, Pablo O’ Higgins, Augusto Escobedo, and Francisco Zuniga. Even though we didn’t buy more than a couple of lithographs, a small water-color, and an onyx sculpture, collecting fine art at reasonable prices would become our new passion.


We were staying in the Zona Rosa, a part of the city with fine shops, art galleries, and restaurants, and I was in the mood for shopping. Walking the streets close to Hotel El Presidente, we saw with delight Francisco and Lotte Roth’s newly relocated silver store, a shop as elegant and as enticing as ever. As soon as we entered inside, even though more than a decade had passed, Mr. Roth recognized us immediately.


“I remember you!” he exclaimed. “I’m so glad to see you. You’re a California lawyer, exactly what I need. Do you have a moment to talk?”


In addition to the beautiful tableware, a large section of the store was devoted to jewelry. While I was trying on various items, Mr. Roth and Stan sat on the sofa and discussed business. Half an hour later, when we walked out, my jewelry purchase in hand, I asked Stan what they had talked about.


“Mr. Roth has a sales agent in Los Angeles. She sells his silver jewelry but doesn’t buy enough. She returns damaged goods for repair, and she hasn’t paid her bill in months. He wants me to write a formal demand to pay him in full and terminate their relationship.”


“Oh,” I said immediately, thinking quickly of the fun I might have, “He needs a new agent. I’d love to sell his merchandise. It’s beautiful and not expensive. As soon as we get to the hotel, I’m going to call him.”


Stan sensed my restlessness. He was well aware of my need for validation as a person who could contribute, who could be successful and feel not only respect from others, but also self-respect, with an identity that encompassed more than that of wife and mother. He knew I was yearning for this. Every woman with brains and energy to spare needs to find a way to develop herself independently as a fulfilled, independent, and happy individual.


Stan had his law practice during the week and his golf on Saturdays, and he was also an active volunteer for the Arthritis Foundation—chairman of the board, in fact. When I asked him if I could work alongside him to raise money for arthritis, he gently explained that someone with more contacts and experience would be a better candidate. “I already have someone in mind who knows the president of Knudsen.” Stan’s response made perfect sense. After all, I didn’t know anyone in the corporate world to sponsor the charity. I was just a capable young mother whose daily contacts were banal and unexciting. My life centered on our precious children and a one-syllable vocabulary that truly made me crave adult conversation.


“I get it,” I said petulantly, with a touch of sarcasm. “I don’t know anyone important who might be a big sponsor. My biggest contacts are the salesman at La Tijera Bootery and the box boy at the supermarket!”


During most of the twentieth century, the average woman was content to be a homemaker, and it seemed even the profession of choice for more than half of female college graduates was that of schoolteacher. Very few women back then dared to be lawyers or doctors. It was a man’s world, one in which it was expected that the role of housewife, mother, and social planner would bring a woman all the fulfillment she could possibly need. Women who had to work did have jobs, but few women had a career. Ambition for a woman back then was a dirty word. I had two beautiful young children. Was there something wrong with me? Why was I aching to do more?


Here was my chance, an opportunity to spread my wings. I didn’t know my search for excitement would eventually lead to buying and selling diamonds and gems, meeting scoundrels, getting scammed, or putting my life at risk.
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I picked up the phone in our hotel room. “Mr. Roth, we just got back to the hotel. Stan says you’re getting rid of your distributor. You need a new one, and I’M IT!”


“You’re a nice lady,” he said. “I like you very much, but you have a good husband. You don’t need a job like this.”


In retrospect, I realize how limited the concept of independent women was back then. Mr. Roth must have been referring to the fact that I didn’t need the money, and I was going to have to insist.


“You don’t know what I need,” I said candidly, thinking of the large mortgage we’d just taken on our new home. “My children are in school now. I was volunteering for charity, but that wasn’t enough for me. I love your silver jewelry. It’s beautiful, and I know I can get people to buy it!”


Mr. Roth was not convinced. But I was earnest.


“I’d be so good at this. When I worked for The Cancer Fund, I was in charge of writing cookbooks, which sold all across the United States. The books sold out three times, more than 15,000 copies. In fact, we got them into Marshall Fields in Chicago, Neiman Marcus in Texas, and Henri Bendel in New York. If I can do that, I can sell your jewelry.”


Fortunately, Mr. Roth believed me. His wife was a go-getter businesswoman, so he thought if I were anything like her, he might take a chance on me. The truth was, I knew how to cook and how to write, but I didn’t actually get the cookbooks into any of those stores. It was someone else, a sales professional, who did that. I hadn’t a clue how to do what I said I would. My entire knowledge of business involved selling Girl Scout cookies in the sixth grade.


Was this irrational thinking, a willingness to do anything, to grasp at any chance to fill the emptiness of my days? A life passing by without purpose or direction had fueled an illogical impetuosity.


The following morning, Mr. Roth sent a car and driver to take Stan and me to his factory, where together we selected the jewelry I was to sell. Mr. Roth showed us around. The upstairs showroom had wall-to-wall shelves displaying gorgeous silver candelabra, water pitchers, and other beautiful modern pieces. They looked as if they’d been made by George Jensen, the legendary silversmith from Denmark, whose modern, high-end designs were sold in the finest shops all over the world. Mr. Roth pointed out the most popular items. We sat at a large table with his son George, who worked in the factory daily while his parents tended the store, and together we made a list of the pieces I’d carry in my line. Mr. Roth began explaining how to get the business going. He told me to call the buyers at stores that might be interested, show the merchandise, and take their orders. And that was it! That was my introduction to the business world, my entire lesson, and the beginning of my career in jewelry. I named my company Avanti of California, which, in retrospect, sounds more like a clothing manufacturer than a jewelry importer. It was a terrible name, actually, but it identified my company with the factory, which was known throughout the world as Avanti Internacional de Mexico. Avanti is Italian for “advance” or “forward,” which was appropriate for designs that were modern and trendy.


A novice with the nerve to tackle an intimidating responsibility, an experienced French teacher who was well versed in existential philosophy . . . this encompassed my comfort zone and my expertise. What did this have to do with business? Nothing. Still, I was industrious and wanted to learn. How hard could it be? Dismissing all negative thoughts, I was ready for action, with a bounce in my step. I’d soon become taller, bigger, stronger, more influential again, able to contribute and make some money in my spare time.




CHAPTER 2


A ROUGH BEGINNING
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A beautiful line of jewelry was arriving, and I was counting the days. All I had to do was find the right buyers and take the orders. But wait! I needed jewelry displays. The Yellow Pages were as close as you’d get to Google in those days, and I used it wisely to locate where to buy the necessary displays. I also needed to clear the commercial shipments through customs, but I wasn’t going to pay a broker a fee each time a shipment arrived from Mexico. How could I afford to hire a broker, who would charge a minimum of $200? To spend that much for a $2,500 shipment would increase the actual cost of each piece of jewelry by 8 percent. This would cut my 15 percent commission in half. I called customs directly. The chief customs officer for jewelry shipments to Los Angeles was a Mr. Arcos, and he was extremely kind. He said if I didn’t wish to hire a customs broker, I could act as my own broker and import packages free of charge. All I had to do was drive three times to Mexicana Air Cargo at LAX and complete a substantial amount of paperwork each time a package was shipped. Mr. Arcos showed me how. Nowadays, with the heavy traffic in Southern California and price of gas, three trips to the airport wouldn’t make sense to save $200, but everything was different then.


Before the first shipment arrived, Stan and I took a stroll along Rodeo Drive to see if any of the stores sold silver jewelry. Matthews was one of the more exclusive dress shops on the street. In the window were many of the same pieces of silver we had selected for my line. Naturally I planned to visit this store as soon as possible to tell the buyer I was the new agent for the product.


When the jewelry finally arrived from the factory, I laid it all out on the dining room table, changed the tags, and created a catalog. I changed the pesos to dollars and added exactly 15 percent, as Mr. Roth had suggested. The resulting prices ended in pennies and would make the buyers laugh. But finally, with everything nicely displayed on newly purchased velvet rolls in a small carry-on suitcase, I was ready to make appointments with buyers.


The first store I called upon, of course, was Matthews, since they already carried some of Mr. Roth’s line. I was told to go into a large dressing room and spread out my wares on the carpeted floor. The buyer’s name was Jeff. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, and in such an elegant shop he appeared out of place wearing ordinary blue jeans and a long sleeve plaid shirt that wasn’t even tucked in. When he entered the dressing room and saw the jewelry, he became angry.


“I’m already buying this stuff from someone else.”


“Yes, I know,” I replied, “but I’m the new distributor now. The lady you were buying from no longer represents the factory. I’m the new rep. You already know it’s salable merchandise, and my prices are lower than hers.”


“I don’t care about the price. I get the price I want. And besides, I have an exclusive on the street.”


Jeff didn’t care about the price? My father had always taught me that what you pay for a product is important if you hope to sell it. So why didn’t he care? My thoughts were scrambling in an attempt to understand.


“I’ll give you the same exclusive, when you place your order. The rep you’re buying from no longer has access to this collection.”


I started sweating under my beautiful clothes.


“Nah, I don’t think so,” he said, waving his hands with a disgusted air, and with no further explanation, he added, “I think I’ll be done with both of you.” With that, he abruptly walked out of the dressing room, leaving me dumbstruck.


Who is he to tell me whether I can make a deal or not? Does my success depend upon him? He doesn’t live in a gorgeous home like mine. He isn’t married to a successful attorney. He doesn’t have two beautiful children and a great life. Even if I’m not a success at this, I can still go home to happiness.


Admittedly, I was disappointed and even a little hurt, and I didn’t like the feeling of having been dismissed so abruptly, especially by someone in his twenties, who, unlike me, didn’t appear to have a college education. This young guy had the power to turn me down flat and bring on feelings of discouragement. He was supposed to buy from me! He didn’t like me! My hopes were dashed in an instant. I gave myself a mini pep talk and thought, It might take a bunch of “no”s before I get a “yes,” and the faster I can get through those “no”s, the faster I’ll get that big sale.


What do you do when you hurt? You try to brush it off, and then you find a friend.


I put all the jewelry back into the carry-on bag, picked myself up off the floor of Matthews’ dressing room, and walked across the street to Van Cleef & Arpels, where I could bare my soul. Daniel Ryan was the manager of this wonderful exclusive jewelry store on Rodeo Drive. I sat in his office a while and listened to his good advice.


“Reach the resident buyers downtown and exhibit at the appropriate trade shows,” he said. Then he asked Carole, his secretary, to look at my line, and he called upstairs so the Van Cleef & Arpels jewelers who worked in the building would come have a look as well. They were impressed with the workmanship and ordered a few small things for their families.


“We can’t wear silver at work,” Carole told me, “because Van Cleef sells only 18 karat gold, but I really like these bracelets and I’ll just have them gold plated.”


I was glad to have this first order, albeit a small one, and immediately felt better. Leaving Van Cleef, I walked back across the street to the store right next door to Matthews, where they had beautiful Danish silver jewelry displayed in the window. A well-dressed woman greeted me. Her name was Gunn Trigère. Gunn smiled at me with my small suitcase.


“I have a line of beautiful silver jewelry. Would you like to see it?”


“Of course!” she replied enthusiastically. “If it looks like what you’re wearing, I’d love to see it. Can you come tomorrow morning at 10:00?”


That was my first big sale. Her purchase order, mostly necklaces and bracelets, filled the entire page of my order form. What’s more, Matthews no longer had an exclusive on the street.


If I’ve made it sound easy, it certainly wasn’t. Realizing I had to drum up my own business, in the months that followed I kicked myself into gear. First, I contacted the resident buyers in downtown Los Angeles and participated in a four-day show at the LA Apparel Mart. The resident buyers consisted of a few specialists who consulted with buyers from out of town and helped them find what they were looking for. They knew where to find all types of merchandise, so naturally I wanted them to become familiar with my line. I rented a tiny room in the building with a desk and a few chairs. This proved to be a total bust. Not knowing whom to call, I hadn’t contacted anyone to let people know I would be there. The buyers who came all had appointments with others, and no one stopped to see me.


Well, that was a wasted effort. There must be another way to reach buyers.


I contacted the California Gift Show, which was a bi-annual event where retailers came to buy for their stores. I was told to talk to a man who wanted to share his booth. So I called him, and we agreed that instead of paying for half the booth, I would help him sell his clothing line. I exhibited along side him, sold his clothing and my jewelry, and decided to take my own booth space the next time and every six months after that.


What I didn’t know was that a huge adventure was unfolding, and it would continue for thirty-five years. A small hobby can grow and mushroom into a real business, even if part time. Every day while my children were in school, I would get in my car and drive all over town, searching for upscale stores to carry my line. I began boldly making cold calls. I went into Saks Fifth Avenue and asked to speak to the buyer. The national jewelry buyer for Saks was Maryanne Mooney, but she worked in the New York office. The jewelry manager at the Beverly Hills store loved what I was wearing and arranged for an appointment with Miss Mooney, who would be coming to town shortly. Within two months of starting my little import business, I landed one of the most sought-after clients. Saks put me on the map, so to speak, with an order for eight stores all over the country. In fact, I had to dig into savings to pay Mr. Roth for the order, and then wait for Saks to pay me in thirty days. What I hadn’t expected was that Saks didn’t pay on time, and after three months had passed with no response to my billing statements, I had to resort to sending Saks a Western Union telegram. That seemed to do the trick, but then they took a discount, which had never been discussed or agreed to. Stan had to write a legal letter to get payment in full.


It was a feather in my cap when Mr. Roth came to New York on a pleasure trip with Lotte, his wife, some time later. They were unaware I had sold to Saks Fifth Avenue and couldn’t believe their eyes when they saw their jewelry in the cases there.


It was about this time that I realized a fifteen percent commission was too low for everything I was doing. I was not just representing Avanti Internacional de Mexico. I was operating my own business as Avanti of California. None of the stores wanted to receive shipments directly from the factory and deal with customs. So not only did I have to find the accounts, but I also had to bring the shipments through customs, separate the orders and ship them myself to each store, bill the accounts, and wait for payment. I needed a larger margin to make my efforts worthwhile and eventually hire an employee. Stan was supportive. He could see I was trying very hard. He also trusted that I was smart enough to know what I was doing. He didn’t meddle or offer advice and never complained that I was running the business out of our home.


I’d had the line for six months when I tried to sell to a wholesaler of fine jewelry on Hill Street in downtown Los Angeles. He sold gold jewelry primarily and told me he didn’t want any silver. “I’d much rather make a profit of 10 percent on gold than three times that much on silver.” Silver was cheaper than gold, but clearly, it was much harder to sell, mainly because gold was the metal of choice for jewelers, and at thirty-five dollars an ounce, gold was truly inexpensive at the time.


I muddled through a lot of attempts to sell to jewelers who weren’t interested. I couldn’t understand why they didn’t want my product, since I thought it was so fabulous. I decided to try Bullocks Wilshire, a fine department store catering to the affluent residents of Hancock Park. The buyer at Bullocks loved the Avanti tableware—beautiful salt, pepper, and sugar holders, which were sterling, clad with enamel in beautiful colors. She definitely wanted these, but she didn’t buy the jewelry, nor did she reorder the tableware after everything had sold out.


I sold to Gumps in San Francisco. Stan had an Arthritis Foundation meeting in this beautiful city, and I tagged along with my samples. At five feet two inches, 115 pounds, in a suit and high heels, I dragged my suitcase along the streets from Union Square to Post Street; and then, an hour later, leaving Gumps with a nice order for enameled salt and pepper dishes, I was ready for my next appointment around the corner, less than a block away.
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My feet were killing me. I couldn’t lug my suitcase another step and hailed the taxi driver, who was waiting curbside.


“Sorry, lady, I’m not driving you there. It’s around the corner. You can walk.”


“Please take me. I can’t drag my suitcase any farther. Will you do it for a $10.00 tip?”


“Oh, all right. Get in the cab.”


With shipments coming in, I hired a UCLA student to help me with my orders. This did not turn out well. I suspected something amiss when the young woman showed up for work one day wearing a smock with gigantic deep pockets. It was the perfect smock for a thief to wear. Wary now, I searched the storage closet that housed all the silver. Then I asked her, “Where are the enameled salt dishes? I see we still have all the mushroom pepper shakers, but no salt dishes?” Of course, I did know the answer. If she’d realized the mushrooms were for pepper, she probably would have stolen those as well. The day she wore that smock was her last day on the job.


Stan and I traveled frequently together when he was chairman of the Arthritis Foundation. I always brought the collection. He would conduct meetings all day, while I would search through the hotel phone book to find stores to carry the line.


Selling on the road is exciting, because you never know how the day will turn out. There were many times when I drove around town and sold nothing at all, or days when I sold very little. There were also the rare days when a casual appointment turned into something fun, such as the time I went to Geary’s, one of the finer stores in Beverly Hills. They wanted one hundred of the pretty silver puffed hearts to be delivered in time for Valentine’s Day.


I kept myself open to surprises. In later years, after I’d given up selling silver and started selling gold and diamonds, I went to see a cousin in Atlanta. Cousin Sara loved jewelry, and she knew all the jewelers in her hometown. She drove me around Atlanta to see every jeweler she knew, although I made very few sales. One small store there ordered a single pair of gold and diamond huggie earrings for $75.00. At the time, this small item was hardly worth shipping, but by the time I retired, this same store had ordered thousands of pairs of these from me. Over a ten-year period the huggie earrings brought in hundreds of thousands of dollars, and they are still selling to this day. This is what makes business compelling. The unpredictability of finding new customers rather than having a pre-determined set salary made every day exciting.


Although I had graduated from UCLA, I had never taken a single course in business. My education now came from attending the school of the streets, where you fend for yourself and learn by doing and paying attention. The buyers at I. Magnin & Co. department stores taught me how to get paid on time. They paid their discounted orders first, preferring terms such as 3/10/ EOM, which meant a 3 percent discount would be taken, and the shipment must arrive ten days before the end of the month prior to the actual due date, giving them at least forty days to sell the merchandise before having to pay for it. If I wanted Avanti to be in their catalog, or at least get an insert to advertise my pieces in their monthly statements to customers, I would have to pay a substantial fee for photography. I gladly agreed to the fee, stipulating that it could not be higher than 5 percent of the total order. Who knew that it was the manufacturers and importers who paid for all the ads in those department store catalogs?


The order for I. Magnin was complicated. The buyers wanted three bangle bracelets, to be sold as a tri-color set, the three bangles worn together, one plain silver, one rose gold vermeil, and one yellow gold vermeil. They also wanted one hundred necklaces with three-dimensional fruit charms—a small pear in plain silver, a small banana in yellow gold vermeil, and a small apple in rose gold vermeil. These would hang from a black silk rope with a sterling silver clasp. Very excited to get this order, I contracted to make these custom pieces, even though I didn’t know who could make the vermeil. The factory in Mexico certainly didn’t do it. Vermeil is a special type of gold plating over silver, and even though I thought it would be easy to find a local company to do it, I was overly optimistic. Many vendors could do yellow gold vermeil over silver, but no one seemed to have experience with rose gold. It took weeks to locate The 1928 Jewelry Company, the only supplier in the country that used rose gold vermeil. They made gold-plated replicas of jewelry in rose gold in the vintage style from that era. I went to see them and showed them the samples, and they agreed to do the job at a reasonable price. I did not get this in writing, which turned out to be a big mistake.


When the six hundred fruit charms and bracelets arrived from Mexico, I separated them for the yellow and rose gold vermeil and dropped them off in person to have them gold plated. The next morning, I got a phone call with bad news. The 1928 Jewelry Company had changed its mind and refused to do the work. They considered me to be a serious competitor. It was a low blow. Stan was at home when I got the bad news. I was sitting on the bed with the phone in my ear and a look of dismay on my face.


“What are you going to do?” he asked. I had six hundred pieces I had to pay for with no resources to finish the order. What was I going to do?


In the 1970s, we didn’t have personal computers. Individual effort was what counted most to achieve what you wanted. Some would say it was luck that I found another gold-plating company willing to create a formula for rose gold vermeil. But I would say, on the contrary, it was effort and persistence and the refusal to take no for an answer that led me to the solution. With the help of the silversmith who was making the clasps for the one hundred black silk rope necklaces, I met the right man. Lenny Goldberg was a gold plater who had never made rose gold vermeil, but he promised he would figure out how to do it. He was up for the challenge. Through trial and error, he figured out how much copper to add to the gold. The result was perfect, and the pieces for I. Magnin & Co. were delivered on time. They sold out. I was paid on schedule, and Lenny got a nice gift basket for rescuing me.


So it was that, in my first year of business, there were some bumps in the road. When my “sure” sale at Matthews fizzled, I succeeded with the luxurious Trigère shop. When an employee became a thief, I was forced to work alone. When The 1928 Jewelry Company refused to gold plate my order, I suffered great anguish, yet persevered to find a solution. No matter what, I had to keep going.
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One Saturday evening our insurance agent and good friend Lloyd took us out to dinner. “Why does your husband let you work?” he asked me. My hair stood on end.


“Let me work? My ‘work’ is part of who I am. It’s a strong part of my identity.”


“How much money can you possibly make?” he asked. Stan answered his questions with this retort: “It’s not how much money she makes that’s important. Adrienne is so busy, she has no time to spend money shopping.” After we laughed at the joke, he added, “Besides, it satisfies her soul.”


My self-respect and the respect of others that barely existed when I’d been a teacher were growing. I had to feel productive, even though I didn’t fully understand why. I did ask myself, why wasn’t my life, defined as wife and mother, enough for me? Stan was doing well, and I certainly didn’t need to work to support my family. What I craved was a clearer sense of my role here on earth and my place in society. Who was I, this person with untapped, wasted talent and energy? Venturing out into the world, suffering there, struggling there, and most assuredly, not failing there, would validate my existence in a different way. And of course, I loved the thrill of making my own money without a boss or regular hours. That was the fun part. Even if I worked part time, the person I could become would depend on the choices I would make and the actions I would take. The world was full of adventure, prizes, and promises. Through sheer will I would go after it all, capture the “brass ring,” and become someone different in the process. I knew instinctively I had to make important choices for myself, because if I didn’t, life would make them for me.

OEBPS/images/design02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781631525148.jpg
DIAMONDS anb
SCOUNDRELS

MY LIFE IN
THEJEWERRYBUSINESS

ADRIENNE RUBIN





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
DIAMONDS AND
SCOUNDRELS

MY LIFE IN
THE JEWELRY BUSINESS

o)

ADRIENNE RUBIN

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/design01.jpg





