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INTRODUCTION

by Sophia Peters, J.D.

Dear Reader:

If you picked up this book looking for one of those
bikini-ripping sagas about jet-setting beauties whose lean,
tanned, half-naked bodies quiver with desire as they
plunge into affair after affair the way Esther Williams used
to plunge into swimming pools—forget it. Except for the
gorgeous Heidi, whose smallest gesture had grown men
biting their palms and howling at the moon, the Larksdale
Ladies were mostly a bunch of decent, ordinary women of
various ages and middle-class backgrounds.

On the other hand . . .

By the end of the day, the ladies could certainly afford
the jets, and as for affairs—well, you’ll see. And while
there isn’t much gunplay, guns certainly did get pulled,
both literally and figuratively. Scandal, we had—and hid.
Suntans? Get real. This was Minnesota.

Nor is this, mainly, a racing tale of financial skuldug-
gery. The ladies mostly made their money the old-
fashioned way: they found new companies run by brilliant,
hardworking people and bought their stock cheap—then
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quickly sold most of it to other people for a lot more
money, and went out looking for more great ideas to buy
into. Do that over and over, without getting too fancy, and
pretty soon you’ll have more money than Scrooge Mc-
Duck. Which was basically what happened, although I ad-
mit the Ladies were often—ahem!—quite inventive in the
ways they came by their information.

Lastly, this isn’t a book of financial tips. For those you
can get yourself The Larksdale Ladies’ Independence Se-
crets, Business the Larksdale Way, or any of the other
tomes that Deborah and Martha are cranking out in yet an-
other moneymaking sideline.

This is just a story about the Ladies themselves.

They could be annoying, wacko, devious, and frustrat-
ing. Often I kept them out of jail, and once I kept one of
them out of the loony bin. Still, they were my friends and
family.

I liked them, I respected them, and—nine days out of
ten—I was very proud of them.

So hang on to your hat. Here we go.



CHAPTER ONE

an (dea

“ Zthink we might do it.”

Those ringing words launched what the world now
knows as the Larksdale Ladies. Granted, they may not
have the deathless beauty of “Give me liberty, or give me
death,” or “Remember Pearl Harbor,” or even “I Want My
MTV!” They may not make you want to jump atop a pileup
in the middle of a Broadway stage, wave a twelve-foot-tall
French flag, and sing “La Marseillaise” at the top of your
lungs. They may not even make you want to finish this
chapter.

But consider the context.

The Larksdale Ladies Independence Club—formerly
the Mostly Methodist Club—was the product of a group of
ladies who (except for Deborah, the ex-marine) had never
done a single adventurous thing.

My mother, I suppose, was typical. The most romantic
thing she ever accomplished in her life was to name me
Sophia, with a long “i,” like a heroine in an old novel. Af-
ter doing that (at age nineteen), she dropped out of college
and spent the next twenty-four years as a housewife. Be-



4 CYNTHIA HARTWICK

fore that? Nada. Not even marrying my dad. Especially not
marrying my dad. That was another gesture for me—or
rather, for the me shortly to arrive, the unfortunate result of
a tussle with my (future) father in the backseat of a ’61
Chevy Malibu. If you call that a romantic setting, you
probably don’t know much about Chevys.

But I'm getting off the subject.

Z wasn’t actually there for the first weeks of the Larksdale
Ladies’ Club, the weeks my mother always referred to as
“the time we spent finding our way,” and which Skye Ter-
rell far more frankly called, “Six weeks of listening to
know-nothing men shoot their mouths off.”

But my mom, bless her, was always a faithful letter
writer, who sent me summaries of every meeting. Besides,
I was only in Chicago (for my second year of law school),
and my social life wasn’t so exciting that I didn’t find time
to spend most holidays in Larksdale. I kept up with things.
Trust me. This is how it happened.

ladys was late.

Within a few minutes of nine o’clock that Saturday
morning, six of the other members of the Mostly
Methodist Club had stepped across the threshold and into
Martha Crittenden’s elegant-but-fading foyer. Then they
had stamped their feet against the outdoor cold, shown
Martha their snack offerings, and hung their coats (which
still smelled of summer mothballs) in the foyer closet.

It was mid-October, maybe the loveliest time of the year
in Minnesota, when the apples hang sweet and crisp on the
trees, and the air is cool, clean, and invigorating—it turns
cheeks red, not purplish blue. Halloween decorations ap-
pear, monster amusements in black and orange, except in
those houses where Halloween is shunned as Satan’s own
holiday. Even in the most spiritually firm households, the
mood is growing festive and fragrant after a humid sum-
mer of mosquitoes, heat, and television reruns.
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The Mostly Methodist Club met Saturday morning
year-round, but was at its best in autumn and winter, when
it helped steel the ladies for the Sundays their men spent
watching TV sports with eyes glazed like so many holi-
day hams.

This Saturday morning—the first in months when thin
ice covered car windows—the ladies bore plump droplets
of what would become, over the next ten weeks, a deluge
of holiday baking.

Just at the stroke of nine, my mom, Lizzy Peters, ar-
rived, prompt as always and carrying a very healthy and
sensible pumpkin loaf. Mom and Martha were polite with
each other, not warm, and conversation might have lagged.
After all, Martha, at sixty-two, was a full generation older
than my mother. Moreover, she came from a much wealth-
ier, more upper-class background. Martha was Brooke As-
tor and the Ritz; my mom was strictly Betty Crocker.

But Mom had no sooner hung up her coat than the door-
bell rang, and three coffee cakes appeared on the doorstep.
That is, three members bearing coffee cakes—one cinna-
mon, one lemon, and one pecan crunch.

Dolly Suckling bore the largest cake. Blond, tall, and
solid, Dolly had gone to high school with my mom, but
then had made what everyone called an unfortunate mar-
riage. Now she was a housewife living in the bad part of
town and a part-time shopper for Dayton’s in what she
called the “portly porkers” division. Ever since I was a lit-
tle girl, though, I’d imagined her singing opera with one of
those hats-with-horns on her head and a spear in her hand.
She was Valkyrie large and impressive. Just stepping inside
and handing Martha the overflowing pecan-crunch platter,
Dolly filled the foyer.

After her came Deborah Cohen, who was the “mostly”
in the Mostly Methodist Club. Deborah was also the lone
exception to what I said about none of the ladies ever having
had an adventure. At twenty-two, Deborah had joined the
marines, just after they had declared they wanted women,
but well before they had figured out what to do with them.

In boot camp in some Carolina swamp, Deborah won
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two medals for marksmanship and the company champi-
onship for pugil-stick fighting. As a reward, they made
her a clerk at headquarters. As she put it, “For me, the
chorus to the corps’ Hymn began, ‘First to fype for right
and freedom.””

After three years defending the Republic with Wite-Out
and carbon paper, Deborah came home and opened Larks-
dale’s third beauty parlor. Over the next few years, it had
never exactly prospered but had held its own, and Deborah
was the MMC’s only entrepreneur, as well as by far its
most outspoken member. The cinnamon coffee cake she
brought dripped gooey chocolate from its edges. Every-
thing Deborah made had chocolate in it. She was hyperki-
netic and could eat whatever she wanted—my worst
nightmare.

Behind Dolly and Deborah, and a step below them,
stood Agnes Jane Brinkley, as ever shy, heavy-footed, and
reluctant. In her flower-print dresses and round glasses,
Agnes reminded me of the comic strip “Cathy”—except
that Agnes’s concerns never seemed quite so adult.

Agnes was Larksdale’s children’s librarian, a job that
suited her almost too well. Something about Agnes seemed
never to have grown up. More exactly, she was one of those
women who look at once younger and older than they are:
she dressed very young, almost girlishly; but she had the
timidity of a very shy sixty-year-old. She had youth’s
imagination without its energy.

It wasn’t physical. Agnes was at least five-foot-eight and
slightly plump. Nor was it intellectual. She was bright and
good at her job. It was emotional. An adult who works
eight hours a day with children ought to find it annoying
sometimes; but Agnes never did. Adults more often
seemed to annoy her. That was it. Agnes liked her job too
much and carried it with her. She was like a human LEGO
display—Ilovable but provoking.

When she was sure she would be in no one else’s way,
Agnes stepped inside and handed Martha a small, neat
lemon coffee cake with white frosting curlicues. Then she
bent down and picked up a medium-sized, smooth-skinned
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pumpkin. “For you to carve later,” she said sweetly as she
offered it to Martha.

Martha thanked her, almost as sweetly—though we may
safely assume that Martha Crittenden would carve a pump-
kin about the time Barbara Bush dyed her hair pink and
took up bungee jumping. Martha was strictly old money
(most of it, admittedly, long gone). She was all good man-
ners and chilly reserve; pastel sweaters and neat strands of
pearls.

But speaking of pink hair . . .

These five friends were all clustered together like
grapes in Martha’s foyer because Mary Maitland had
warned them she was bringing a guest, a young woman
who had been in trouble with the law.

This very interesting young creature had, it seemed,
been arrested at the University of Minnesota for reducing
her ex-boyfriend’s dorm room to a pile of rubbish, and
then scrawling DEATH TO PIGS on his windows. Now, as part
of an experimental program, she had been released on pro-
bation to the care of the ladies of the First Methodist
Church—which meant, as a practical matter, to the MMC.

Mary had specifically warned them that this young crea-
ture was sensitive and delicate, and that they must not, by
word or deed, make her feel uneasy. Of course, trashing a
dorm room (or, for that matter, in any way standing up to
men) was hot stuff for the Larksdale Ladies—but they
were at least as decent as they were curious, and they were
determined to treat their young guest with just exactly ordi-
nary courtesy. No more—no less. They could hardly wait
to start.

And there in the foyer they stood energetically not talk-
ing about the young creature, until after two or three min-
utes they began to feel ridiculous, and were just turning
toward the living room when the doorbell rang again.

A stir of excitement overwhelmed them; this was the
reason they had forgotten poor Gladys, who was already
half an hour late.

They exchanged wild looks, then Martha threw open
the door, and Mary led in her young ward, whose name
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was Skye Terrell, and who was small, pale, and extremely
pretty. Indeed, she was just as Mary had described her, ex-
cept for small details.

Like her wearing black jeans, a black turtleneck, and an
army jacket three sizes too big for her.

Mary had also forgotten to mention Skye’s delicate pink
hair—which was not something generally overlooked in
Minnesota in 1983. In fact, Skye’s hair, and Martha’s
sweater, were a perfect match.

Still, Martha—who really did have fine manners and
good values, for all that she scared the hell out of people
like me—ushered them in politely, while the rest of the
ladies reacted with not quite that high level of Minnesotan
sang froid they might have wished. Dolly’s jaw dropped;
Agnes covered her mouth with her flattened hand; my
mother gasped—and all this before Martha had the door
closed behind Mary and the interesting young woman.

The ladies, though, were rallying, and likely would have
managed the necessary number of polite, empty remarks,
had not Deborah, arriving late from the living room, stolen
a march on them by asking, very loudly, “Holy Cripes!
What’s with the hair!?” When everyone had turned to her,
Deborah added, directly to Skye, “I mean, what’s the plan,
kid? You gonna sneak into the state fair disguised as cotton
candy?” And then, to her outraged fellow members, she
added, “What? You didn’t notice?”

(S omehow they made it into the living room.

Skye dragged behind, moving only reluctantly. Mary
kept her company; given their identical pale blue eyes, and
how fine Skye’s hair was, it might have been possible to
imagine Skye was Mary’s daughter. Probably Mary didn’t
mind the illusion, since she and Mike were, unwillingly,
childless.

Once they reached the living room, the ladies crowded
about Skye, talking pointedly about everything in the
world. Rapidly, awkwardly, they covered all the great safe
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subjects—the weather, the new café¢ in town, the latest
movies (except for Clint Eastwood and other crime stories).

It was a display of almost maternal affection, and Skye
in return treated them as if she was their own daughter.
That is, she absolutely ignored them, except for a variety
of facial expressions which seemed to say she’d rather be
dead than be seen in public with them.

After about two minutes of trying, the ladies gave up.
Leaving Martha and my mom to try to talk with her, they
drifted across the room to arrange their plastic-wrapped
offerings artistically around the big silver coffee urn on
Martha’s fine old cherrywood side table.

That done, they eyed each other in hungry uncertainty.
Traditionally the food was not served until everyone ar-
rived. The pastries would have to sit there, wrapped and
awaiting Gladys. Or so it seemed until about ten seconds
later.

Deborah said, “Oh, good. Coffee and plastic wrap. My
favorites,” and without further ceremony pulled off all the
wrappings, dumped them in the wastepaper basket, and
loaded her plate with pumpkin bread, coffee cake, and the
rest. Then, before starting to eat, she was suddenly moved
by some impulse of compassion, and called loudly across
the room—

“Hey, stick girl! Come eat something. You look like hell.”

This was unfair. Out of her Russian paratrooper’s winter
coat, Skye was lithe and fit, but not scrawny.

And yet, oddly, Skye went to join Deborah at the side
table. Deborah watched her silently until she had put cake
on her plate. Then, nodding, and taking her own plate, she
went to stand by the window to look for Gladys.

That left the strange little creature turning about uncer-
tainly, and then, finally, slipping away from the others,
heading toward the dimmest corner of the room—where,
as it happened, my mom was sitting, trying to figure her
out. She approached quite close before she noticed Mom
seated in a corner chair, half-hidden by a dark green plant
of Martha’s which was the size of a young tree.



10 CYNTHIA HARTWICK

Skye was startled, and her expression, Mom told me
later, seemed “both scowling and timid, like an angry sea
otter.”

Like most mothers, mine had dealt with her share of un-
happy young people. With her usual practical sympathy,
she said simply, “I bet it’s really terrible having us all stare
at you.”

Whether or not this would have made any significant
impression would be hard to say. Before Skye could an-
swer, Deborah, who was still at the window, noticed mo-
tion outside.

It was Gladys Vaniman, sprinting from the bus stop to
the middle of the block, and up the steps of Martha’s big,
slightly tattered home. Deborah set down her plate and
hurried around to let her in.

The two women returned in a few seconds. Gladys, who
at fifty-seven normally had something of the energetic
frailness of, say, Miss Marple, now looked truly weak and
badly flustered; solid Deborah was hovering, stutter-
stepping to stay behind her, and looking uncertain whether
she should offer a hand for support.

“Where were you?” Martha asked.

But Agnes studied her friend more closely and said de-
cisively, “You look sick.”

“I need to sit down,” Gladys replied. And, gulping a big
breath, she plopped herself into a chair.



CHAPTER TWO

The Beed 7o
from Cladgs

g ladys eyed them uneasily for a moment, looked down
at her coffee, and began. “I read in last week’s
Forbes”—Gladys in those days always gave a reference for
whatever she said, as if nobody would value her opinions
otherwise—"‘that most Americans are setting themselves
up for an impoverished retirement. So I checked. And I
found out that if I work another eight years and retire, I'1l
have to get by on my pension and savings. Do you know
how much? I would have one hundred and eighty-two dol-
lars a month from the Minnesota Librarians’ Pension Fund
and two hundred and forty-one dollars a month from So-
cial Security.”

She paused to catch her breath, and then concluded, “So
I’'m supposed to live all through my retirement years on
eight thousand in savings and four hundred twenty-three
dollars a month in income. And that’s assuming that no-
body decides we’re overstaffed and fires me beforehand.
Yes, I feel sick.”

It was as if a chill wind had somehow swept down from
Canada and swirled through the room. This sense of their
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own financial mortality hit the Ladies hard—they didn’t
need any newspapers to understand the realities of the
world economy. Not, heaven knows, that they were very
savvy about economics or business.

In the Midwest in 1983, you couldn’t turn on a TV with-
out hearing about another big plant shutting down, locking
out, or moving overseas. America was discovering a world
economy that bore a strange resemblance to King Kong.
The whole country had figured out we weren’t in Kansas
anymore.

Pundits said the country was going through a healthy re-
structuring, that tearing down old plants and industries was
the first step to building new ones. Maybe it really looked
that way to them, sitting in good restaurants in New York
or D.C. To us in small towns it looked like padlocked
plants and unemployment lines, and in Larksdale in 1983 it
felt like sitting in some medieval town, waiting for the
Black Plague to strike.

%re you sure that’s right?”” asked Mary. Forty and attrac-
tive in a used-to-be-a-cheerleader way, Mary wasn’t so
much an optimist as someone inclined to look away from
bad news.

“If Gladys checked it, it’s right,” Agnes asserted, with
both friendship and stalwart librarian solidarity.

“Well, even if the numbers are right, the principle of it
is terrible. How can something like that happen?” Dolly
Suckling, who looked so big and powerful, was actually
the tenderest—and nearly the most timid—soul in the
bunch.

“Hey!” Deborah demanded with her usual bluntness.
“Look around you. You see any sign of anybody looking out
for anybody else—especially those clowns in Washington?”’

This kind of talk went on for about twenty minutes, be-
fore trailing away into a short, discouraged silence. Before
the silence grew hopeless, though, Mary suddenly said,
very firmly, “We really should do something about it.”

For Mary, with her fresh-scrubbed perkiness, to say
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something this definite was utterly unexpected—as if
Mary Poppins had stood up and yelled, “Somebody get a
rope!” Mary’s voice had so much authority that the cries of
surprise were choked off before they began, so that every-
one heard clearly when my mother asked, “Like what?”

“Like, well . . . like taking charge of things.”

Nobody replied to this—and Mary, as if a door had sud-
denly given way, fell forward.

“I mean,” she went on, stumblingly, “we all have at least
a little money saved up. Mine’s just sitting in the bank, and
after taxes it’s not doing any better than inflation. Can’t we
find some—you know—investments? Stocks or some-
thing? I mean, if men can do it, we can do it.” She paused.
“After all, it’s not magic. All we need is information.”

Mary had invented the project, and she intended to look
after it. “I mean, suppose we each agreed to put up, say, fif-
teen hundred dollars, to create an investment fund?
Eight”—with automatic courtesy, she included Skye in the
calculation—“times fifteen hundred is, um, twelve thou-
sand dollars. Wouldn’t people come talk to us if we had
that much to invest? Especially if they knew we were going
to be saving for the long term?”

Mary’s voice had a hint of pleading, but not much. Her
willpower had not yet quite hardened like cement, but it
was making progress. She eyed the others challengingly.

Dolly asked nervously, “What about those of us who are
married?”

“What about you?”

“Well, what if our husbands don’t like the idea?”” Dolly
was still big and blond and solid—I still could imagine
her belting out Wagner. But the truth was that she became
very small and timid when anything involving her hus-
band arose. Buzz was huge and rough, with a reputation
for drinking—it was easy to see how he could frighten
someone.

But no one frightened Deborah.

“Oh, just put dinner on the table and beer in the fridge,
and they’ll never think to ask.” Deborah said this rather
cavalierly—she’d never been married—but it seemed to
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strike a chord. Everyone nodded, though Gladys and Agnes
both looked rather pale.

Mary turned to Martha and asked, “You know a lot
about investing, Martha. Couldn’t you organize us?”

This was overstating things just a little. To be blunt,
Martha was the only one of them who’d ever had an invest-
ment more sophisticated than a Christmas Club savings ac-
count. Her ex-husband, the unlamented Doc Crittenden,
had left her the home, plus some annuities, when he ran off
with his nurse, the blond and curvaceous former Miss Min-
nesota Dilled Herring of 1978.

Everyone looked to Martha. “Yes,” she said pretty con-
fidently, “I think I could do that.” Uncharacteristically she
looked back to the others inquiringly. Usually Martha con-
sidered herself a majority of one; but somehow they all
knew this was a very big decision. “Are we all agreed to
risk it, then?”

Ideas have momentum, and every objection, even if it’s
overcome, soaks up a little of the energy. Something had
gone out of the room; and without saying a word, they all
knew it. Women who had spent their lives keeping things
smooth were not quite ready to rock the boat. Nobody
jumped up, guy-fashion, to pound the table and yell,
“Yeah! Let’s do it!”

Instead, there was silence, and the idea seemed to be dy-
ing, until Deborah said, quite loudly, “I know a joke.”

They turned to look at her. She tried to look like she was
telling a funny story.

“Guy goes into an empty syna ... a church, and he’s
desperate. He throws himself down on the ground and he
cries out, ‘Oh, God! My business is in trouble, my kid’s
sick, my wife’s upset! Help me out! Let me win the Lotto!’
Week goes by, and the guy’s back. Throws himself down,
yells, ‘Oh, God! I’'m a good man. I begged you! Now my
kid’s worse, my business is broke, and my wife’s threaten-
ing to leave me! Please! Let me win the Lotto!” Another
week. Guy shows up in torn clothes, throws himself down,
cries out, ‘Oh, God! My kid’s dying, my creditors are su-
ing me, and my wife’s left. Why have you forsaken me?
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Why won’t you let me win the Lotto!?” Suddenly the heav-
ens open up, there’s a blinding flash of light and the smell
of incense, and he hears God’s voice. And God says,
‘Maury! Meet me halfway. Buy a ticket!””

Deborah stopped talking like a God from Brooklyn. In
her own voice, she finished up with, “What do you say?
Let’s buy that ticket.”

She eyed them levelly, and only a few seconds passed
before Gladys said, “Absolutely.”

Dolly drew a deep breath and said, “T’1l get the money.”

Lizzy seconded it. “Me, too.”

And all the others, one after another, nodded. When the
last, who was Agnes, had finished nodding, Martha put her
hands on her knees, almost guylike, and said, “Good. I
think we can do it.”

With that settled, she rose, stepped to the cherrywood
side table, turned back, and asked them, “Well, now. Who
wants a pumpkin cupcake?”



CHAPTER THREE

Z was still away at school over the next six weeks. The
University of Chicago Law School is extremely tough,
and nobody has ever called me brilliant. I’d gotten in by
extreme hard work and was hanging in the same way; but
having survived my first year, I now had greed added to my
previous fear as a motivator. The mid-eighties were for
lawyers what the sixteenth century was for the Spanish
conquistadors—an age of unimaginable wealth and oppor-
tunity. My plan was simple: keep the hatches battened
down and work hard for another twenty-one months, then
set sail for New York and 100K a year. Juan Cabrillo de Pe-
ters y Dinero Grande, that was me.

Meanwhile, Martha Crittenden took the lead in orga-
nizing the first six meetings of the Larksdale Ladies Inde-
pendence Club. Martha was the only choice. Not only
because she had once actually been inside the Merrill
Lynch office in St. Paul. Not only because she had once
belonged to the Larksdale Country Club. No, it was more
profound, more spiritual, than that. Martha Crittenden
was patrician. She had that strand-of-pearls-and-pastel-
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cashmere, best-cliques-at-the-private-school kind of com-
petence.

You know. The sort of person you automatically hate.

Now, Martha isn’t a mean person—I doubt she’s ever
done an intentionally hurtful thing in her life. But she al-
ways displayed a sort of natural superiority that comes of
having money. True, her grandfather had more money than
her father, and her father had more money than she did—
but still, Martha had been married to a successful doctor for
nearly twenty years, until he actually started earning a lot
of money. At that point, following the honored traditions of
American medicine, he had divorced Martha and moved to
Chicago with his twenty-six-year-old blond tootsie.

Anyway, Martha had a certain air of lonely aristocracy
about her—a something that grew more admirable even as
her money began running out. Even when that meant she
was being a pain in the butt, most of us remembered Miss
Dilled Herring and forgave her.

As nearly as I can tell, it was on Friday afternoon, No-
vember 2, that Martha stood before the group, briefly ad-
justed the silk kerchief at her neck, and announced that
for the next five weeks the Larksdale Ladies Indepen-
dence Club would hear from speakers on the following
schedule:

November 9th Mr. Otto Scwenkling, Difflinger State Bank
(followed by a collection for the Methodist
Church bake sale)

November 16th Mr. Wilbur Pratt, Minnesota Grain Savings &
Loan (followed by a collection for the Christ-
mas Relief Fund)

November 23rd Mr. Richard “Whizzer” Cantrell, Great North
Anmerican Insurance, discussing annuities (fol-
lowed by exchange of Thanksgiving recipes)

November 30th Mr. Orville DuBonnet, Ripley & Co., Stock-
brokers (followed by exchange of Thanksgiv-
ing leftovers)
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December 7th Mr. James Butterworth, Sunrise Mutual Funds
(followed by Christmas-tree-decoration swap)

I’m much too considerate of your feelings, reader, to
describe what went on at each of these private lectures; but
after the third one, my mother sent me the following letter:

My Dear Sophia:

We are now halfway through our set of lectures on in-
vesting, and while I am sure it was very good of Martha to
arrange it all, I cannot for the life of me see what it is going
to be good for. First, we had a fat little man from the bank,
telling us we should all leave our money right where it is (in
his bank, of course, earning about 6 percent a year), and not
worry our pretty heads about doing better. Next, we had a fat
big man from the savings and loan, who told us we should
deposit our money with him, and not worry our pretty little
heads about all those nasty stories about savings and loans
going bankrupt and being seized by the government.

This afternoon, we hit a new low, with a burly, bald
man named, or nicknamed, “The Whizzer” something or
the other, who, about thirty years ago, apparently played
the greatest football game in the history of the University
of Minnesota and became a hero to Gopher fans every-
where, and then lasted almost half a season for the Vikings.
His idea (after telling thirty minutes of extremely dull foot-
ball stories) was that we should give him all our money,
and not worry about anything except making our husbands
really good weekend buffets so they can watch the games in
states of delirious happiness. If I ever need some advice on
how to run the halfback option, I will certainly call Mr.
Whizzer (as in, “Gee, Mr. Whizzer”?); but for investment
advice, I would sooner ask Dolly’s dog, Tahiti. (Maybe we
should invite Tahiti to speak. No doubt he’ll tell us to put
our money in dog biscuits, give the biscuits to him, and not
worry our pretty heads about anything.)

Your father, who remembers the game, thinks we should
definitely invest with the Whizzer—or Wheezer, or What-
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eezer. But that’s just part and parcel of his thinking our
whole idea is silly, so I don’t mind.

The only thing I can think of is that poor Martha acci-
dentally sent out the invitations on the letterhead of the As-
sociation of American Female Idiots, and the lecturers
designed their talks accordingly.

So it may be that by the time you get home for the holi-
days, this will be but an amusing memory for us all, in-
cluding,

Your Loving Mother,
Lizzy



CHAPTER FOUR
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ot much had changed by the time I arrived back in

Larksdale. In six weeks of weekly meetings, the
Ladies had heard six variations on a single theme: “Give
me all your money, and every six months or so, I will send
you a piece of paper telling you how it’s been doing—
minus my expenses.” No doubt, most of those experts were
honest men (for men they all were), and perhaps some of
them were even good at their jobs.

But it wasn’t what the Ladies wanted. It wasn’t hands-
on. It wasn’t a test of their brains, initiative, or creativity. It
was passive and submissive. It was all a matter of trusting
someone else to do the thinking for you.

In short, it was a lot like being married.

That was how things stood, in fact, when, around the fif-
teenth of December, I came home for the Christmas break.
I arrived with my clothes in a backpack and my two suit-
cases crammed with books. My plan was simple: I was go-
ing to lock myself in my room and study until my eyes
crossed. Christmas was going to be from six A.M. until
noon on the twenty-fifth. God would understand.
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And so would my mom. That was around the time I re-
alized how special my mom really was. Deborah once told
me that Judaism says there are ten righteous people alive at
any given time, for whose sake God spares the world—the
trick is, you never know who the ten are, so you have to be
nice to everyone. Increasingly I often suspected my mom
was a candidate for one of the ten.

But now I get to tell you how, for once in my life, I was
accidentally clever.

After a week locked in my room twelve hours a day,
with sandwiches brought up by Mom every day at noon, I
was down to take tea with the Ladies. I had a head whirling
with torts and constitutional law and was annoyed with
myself for being so generally dull-witted. In fact, I paid
only the slightest attention to what they were saying.

Finally some of it soaked through. Martha Crittenden,
with her silver hair perfect and her tea napkin geometri-
cally arranged on her knee, was saying decisively, “Well,
they are the experts, and they have given us very sensible
advice. [ don’t see why we can’t take it.”

Skye, of the pink hair and the bike racer’s body, came
perilously close to interrupting, and declared, “We’ve been
taking it long enough, that’s why. They’re just another
bunch of men telling us to rest our little heads and let them
do all the thinking, and I for one am sick of it.”

That got my attention. In the first place, nobody inter-
rupted, or even nearly interrupted, Martha Crittenden. Es-
pecially someone who was really just Mary’s pet project
and a virtual stranger.

Maybe Skye’s boldness would have annoyed me; but
then again, I happened to be going to a very prestigious law
school, where in a year and a half I'd had exactly one
woman professor—who was nontenured and taught (big
surprise) family law.

So I cleared my throat—which nobody noticed except
Mom, who asked, “Yes, honey?” By then, everyone was
looking at me, and it was too late to pretend I was choking
on Agnes’s carrot cake (though anyone would have be-
lieved choking on her cake, that’s for sure).
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So I said, trying to be offhand, “Well, it’s just that I read
in the Times last week about some legendary stockpicker,
who runs, I think, a ten-billion-dollar mutual fund”—I
didn’t exactly know what a mutual fund was—"‘and he said
the secret is just to invest in what you know. One of his ex-
amples was how he goes to shopping malls and looks for
new stores he thinks would be fun to shop in. If they’re
well run, and other people are shopping in them, too, then
he runs out and buys their stocks. And that’s made his mu-
tual fund the most successful one in the country.”

They were all staring at me with a fierce, unsettling in-
tensity. I figured I'd been even dumber than usual.

“Well,” T wound up lamely, “no man alive knows as
much about shopping malls as you all do.”

There was a deathly silence. I felt that particular sinking
ache you get when what you intended as a compliment
comes out as an insult. Sophia, 1 told myself, You've put
your foot in it yet again. I wonder what the world record is
for stupid remarks.

“Anyway,” I said aloud, trying desperately to reach
shore, but feeling the waves closing over me, “don’t you
think you might be able to find some stocks on your own?”’

About two minutes later, in a lull in the conversation
which seemed certain to stretch forever, I stood up and said
apologetically that I ought to be getting back to work.

The room remained quiet as I went up the stairs. My
ears were burning; [ was sure I'd offended them.

But it was much worse than that.

They were thinking.



CHAPTER FIVE

Tho oLedies G
Ohepping

inneapolis, in case you’d like a piece of extremely
dull economic history, is generally considered the

home of the shopping mall. That’s not really too surpris-
ing when you think about Minnesota winters, since in-
door shopping malls are a lot like caves where ten
thousand or so people can keep warm by burning up their
savings.

By 1983, there were more than a dozen major malls
within a three-hour drive of South Larksdale—not count-
ing the large section of downtown Minneapolis which,
covered by linked skywalks, is almost its own special kind
of mall.

None of this—indeed, nothing but coffee and toast—
was on my mind the next morning when I stumbled down-
stairs, to find that:

At seven-twenty that morning, which was Saturday (and
dark, and cold, but not snowing), the Larksdale Ladies,
with their puffy parkas of varying degrees and grades of
down and fabric hung on the hallway pegs, were assembled
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around the dining-room table planning their first campaign.

Okay—campaign is too strong. But there were maps
(AAA, not terrain-and-artillery, admittedly) covering the
table, nodding heads with narrowed eyes, and steaming
coffee cups being brought thoughtfully to lips. My imagi-
nation tends to run away with me—

Mom, I was discovering, had a style of her own. She
wouldn’t ever try to wrestle the microphone from anyone
(so to speak); she wouldn’t make speeches or stand on cer-
emony. Her style was more to make the coffee; put out the
snacks; smooth ruffled feathers. When—as now—
somebody needed to look at a map to figure out the best
route to the malls, Mom would happen to have one—and
the route would happen to be sketched in. She was a mom
to her toes: people looked to her for small things and grad-
uvally trusted her in large. Maybe “leadership by dough-
nuts” would be the right term.

%ey were out the door a little before eight; I heard them
milling around in the hallway and making a noise like what
you might expect from a hive of middle-aged bees before
they swarmed from the nest. I found myself standing at the
upstairs window and watching as they marched out to their
vehicles: Mom’s van and Martha’s Chrysler Imperial.
Martha’s old Imperial had to be twenty years old. Twenty
Minnesota winters, and not a spot of rust. Rust wouldn’t
dare mess with Martha.

Neither Agnes nor Gladys owned cars. In fact, I doubt
they even remembered how to drive. But they were always
sure of a ride with somebody, and both were very good
passengers, appreciative—and quiet.

Anyway, they marched out like a line of ducks, boarded
their two vehicles—with an exchange of honks which I'm
sure meant something important—and disappeared down
the road.

I marched myself back to Brimsley on Torts and res-
olutely shut out the real world for the next twelve hours.
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0 ad and the boys (my brothers Arthur, Daniel, and
William) had driven into Minneapolis for the day to buy
Christmas presents and then to see Minnesota play Ohio.
After that they were going to go out to dinner with all the
male members of the extended family and probably do
something really rowdy, like catch the new Sylvester Stal-
lone movie. It was a big, annual guy thing, and it meant I
had a quiet house untili Mom came home a little after
eight.

By the time I heard her key in the lock, I had eye-
strain, potato-chip poisoning, and another few hundred
pages of legal wisdom sloshing around in my brain. Des-
perate for amusement, I had the book closed and my
desk lamp out before Mom had the front door open; and
I was down the stairs about the time she reached the liv-
ing room. I’d decided she must be feeling as frazzled as [
was.

But she didn’t look harried—she looked flushed. Her
eyes were bright, and her face was red. So my first words
were, of course, “Mom, do you feel okay?”

She came into the living room pulling off her coat, and
stopping, looked me in the eyes and said wonderingly,
“Honey, I feel wonderful.”

We both glanced at the clock on the fireplace mantel at
the same instant—and I knew we were thinking exactly the
same thing: Dad and my brothers would not possibly be
home for at least three hours. It was wonderful.

“T’ll put the kettle on,” I said.

é d been back in my room about half an hour when Mom
knocked softly and entered. I closed the book; it was after
eleven, and I was finished.

While I blinked and rubbed my eyes, she walked all the
way up to the desk before asking softly, “Honey . . . let’s
not tell your father about this for a while, okay?”

I liked the hint of conspiracy. “Sure, Mom. If it
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doesn’t work out, he doesn’t have to get the chance to

laugh at us.”
“No, dear,” she said, “it isn’t that. We’re all going to be

very rich. But I want to . . . surprise him.”
After she left, I couldn’t get to sleep.
Mom never got excited about anything.



CHAPTER SIX

W?y mother was excited because the Ladies, on their
first outing, had discovered two companies to buy.
That would have been, of course, a highly creditable per-
formance for a professional investment group. For the
Ladies to accomplish it fell somewhere between amazing
luck and a miracle.

Certainly the week before Christmas, every store owner
in America looks like a retailing genius. Especially in the
malls, the crowds press in on each other like reindeer herds,
shoving and bellowing—and waving their credit cards.
That’s not only exhausting, it makes it nearly impossible to
discover which stores have real investment potential.

The Ladies had already spent more than five unsuccess-
ful hours walking the smaller malls when, shortly after
two, they arrived at the Grand Mall of Minnesota.

Until the Mall of America opened, the GMoM was the
world’s biggest shopping arena. GMoM was a mall like the
Grand Canyon is a hole in the ground: the description’s
correct, but not exactly informative. This three-story behe-
moth contained, for example, an entire indoor ride
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zone/amusement park, complete with Ferris wheel and
carousel, as just one part of its strategy to keep visitors
dazzled.

For the weary Ladies, who stood looking up at the mul-
tiple levels of shops stretching in every direction, while a
nearby twenty-two-piece orchestra played “It’s Beginning
to Look a Lot Like Christmas™ and half a dozen of Santa’s
elves raced by, smoking, on their lunch hour, it was daunt-
ing indeed.

Except for Deb, who could have done the hike wearing
a fifty-pound backpack and whistling “The Halls of Mon-
tezuma,” they ached from feet to shoulders and were al-
most doubled up with hunger. Trying to avoid a Grand
Mall seizure, they stood wearily in the food-court line for
almost an hour, then wound up eating Sbarro’s pizza and
drinking watery coffee from disposable cups before feeling
strong enough to set off again.

The Grand Mall was so big they decided to break into
teams, each heading in a different direction. They had al-
ready learned that the kinds of stores that interested
them—the ones not part of major chains—were likely to be
hidden in the mall’s backwaters, the dim stretches farthest
from the amusement rides and tinsely holiday displays.

They finally split into just two groups. Because those
groups would be separated by considerable distances, they
arranged a rendezvous point, as if they were visiting the
state fair.

Dolly and Gladys, bound for the eastern wing, had
walked a good fifteen minutes before they began to leave
the “anchor” stores behind. Gladys, who was literary,
amused herself by mentally composing a mock explorer’s
journal: “20 December: Ammunition gone, water getting
low. Nothing to eat for three days but LEGOs and Mrs.
Fields cookies. I fear none of us shall see England again.”
It kept her going until she and Dolly had reached the far-
thest unexplored branches of the mall, where the decora-
tions were few and dull and the lighting somehow dimmer.
There they agreed to split up, each taking one side of the
corridor.
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0 olly had swept through four women’s clothing stores,
two men’s clothing boutiques, a card shop, and a rather
hopeless-looking place called PuzzleLand when she finally
noticed a knot of shoppers trying to squeeze their way into
a store at the very end of the mall.

Curiously excited, she pushed forward and, after sev-
eral minutes’ good-natured jostling, found herself just in-
side the door of Earth&Nature.

It was unlike any store in her experience. For one thing,
there were virtually no shelves. Instead there were
plants—mostly green ferns, but a few small, orchidlike
plants, with tiny purple-and-yellow flowers. There were
also half a dozen little self-contained fountains, with water
splashing caressingly over small arrays of stones; behind
that, some strange but soothing flute music. Music from a
South American wooden flute, it seemed, was following its
own plaintive course over the stones.

The place really was melodious; despite the crowd of
shoppers deeper back in the store, Dolly felt herself re-
laxing. Having momentarily forgotten her mission, she
lingered, absorbing the music, the sense of the green
calm all around her. Then, unthinking, she felt herself
being drawn farther back into the store, toward the
wooden shelves packed with wooden merchandise, to-
ward bins of polished stones and small toys, toward
video screens showing even more soothing nature
videos.

Then another sound began to rise above the flutes. It
was also melodious, but quite different.

It was the sound of cash registers ringing, and it
snapped Dolly out of her reverie. As she got nearer to the
line of shoppers, she found them holding stacks of pending
purchases: board games, videos, handicrafts with extraor-
dinarily high prices.

Almost nobody was buying plants—but the cash regis-
ters kept humming.

She moved around the store until she spotted a fresh-
faced, somewhat beefy young man wearing white cotton
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slacks and a blue work shirt that bore a tag reading,
Walt—Manager.

Dolly stepped up to him, gave a smile that was winning
because it was very slightly embarrassed, and asked, “Ex-
cuse me. This might sound a little odd—but could you tell
me what exactly it is you sell here?”

He was a nice young fellow, and—except for a few dart-
ing glances around the store—answered as if this weren’t
one of the busiest days of the year.

“We specialize in nature products, to help people re-
build their connection to the natural world. That’s the
whole idea.”” It sounded like a corporate mission
statement—and to someone who’d grown up about half a
mile from farmland, it wasn’t entirely understandable. But
Dolly knew shoppers when she saw them, and shoppers
were all around them.

Just to make sure she understood, she asked, “You mean
you sell rocks?”

“Oh, rocks and wood carvings, and these little electri-
cally powered fountains, and leather goods in Indian styles,
and nature games and—" He waved all around him.

“So, it’s sort of like a really fancy crafts show?”

He smiled broadly. “Exactly!”

Dolly felt both relieved—she understood crafts
shows—and mystified. This was seeming too easy to be
trustworthy.

“Are you a chain?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was beginning to glance about the
store more anxiously, and Dolly knew her time was short.

“How many stores?”

“Three. We started in San Francisco—"

Dolly grew excited. San Francisco sounded very hip.

“Our next one was in Los Angeles.”

Even hipper.

The young man swung his arms to indicate the store. He
was getting ready to take off like a helicopter. “And this
one is because our founder grew up in Red Wing.”

All that, and good values, too.

“But if you’ll excuse me—"
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He was starting away, but surprising herself, Dolly took
his arm. If “WWEF” ever comes to stand for “Women’s
Wrestling Federation,” Dolly could make a nice living. He
stopped in his tracks, as she said, “Last question, I promise.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Are you selling stock in this place?”

“Yes, ma’am—since last week. We all got shares.”

After that, Dolly did indeed excuse him. In fact, she
squeezed his arm gratefully and smiled as if he’d given her
the nicest of Christmas presents.

Dolly walked thoughtfully out of the store; but back on
the dim and largely deserted internal street, she unaccount-
ably found herself hurrying. She was almost in a lumber-
ing run by the time she’d crossed to the other side and
began to search the shops for Gladys.

She found her studying the menu of a deserted pretzel
stand. Stepping up to her, she whispered, “I think I’ve
found something.”

Gladys, seeing her excitement, felt a little excited her-
self. “What?”

“It’s a nature shop.”

Gladys, not certain how nature could be sold, simply
looked at her, and waited for more.

But Dolly, suddenly conspiratorial, took Gladys aside
and whispered, with something between excitement and
confusion, “They re selling rocks for twelve dollars each.”

Gladys looked back sharply, like a prairie dog on guard.
“Where!?”

“Come on.”

As they hurried away, Dolly, in the lead, looked backed
and asked, “You have the book?”

Dolly was referring to a small paperback, Understand-
ing Stocks in Fifty Questions, which Gladys had decided
was the most useful handbook available, and from which
she had been answering the others’ questions for the last
week and a half.

Gladys tapped her handbag and answered, “Right
here!” But the truth was that, like a good librarian, she’d
long before committed the key facts to memory.
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Besides, they were moving too fast for her to pull the
book from her purse.

%e other two teams of Ladies, meanwhile, had con-
verged at another store, a good half a mile away, at the far
end of the mall. Like Earth&Nature, RipStop was drawing
crowds—in fact, the two teams met at its door by following
separate streams of shoppers.

The Ladies had all seen camping gear—Deborah, prob-
ably, more of it than she had ever wanted to—but it had all
been the army-surplus sort. Heavy, inelegant, and in the
dullest, darkest colors—often some variation of green
camouflage mottling. This looked more like an explosion
in a paint factory—like expedition wear for California
surfers—like it was going to give a lot of woodland crea-
tures splitting headaches.

“What on earth ... ?” Agnes let the question hang in
hopes one of the others could make sense of it.

“It sure as heck isn’t for hunting—unless you’re out af-
ter the rare color-blind elk,” Deb answered decisively, lift-
ing off a rack a tangerine-and-puce vest.

Mary, who had fairly often gone camping with her hus-
band, Mike, gathered her nerve and approached one of the
young people who were stripping the shelves like a cloud
of shopping locusts.

Pointing at the white-and-lavender down jacket the
young woman held, she asked, “Is it good for camping?”’

“Camping? I don’t camp.”

“But, then ... ?”

“I just like the look. It’s hip.”

Mary checked the price tag: $49. She’d paid about that
for her good winter coat, on sale postseason. She’d been
wearing it for three years. It had never gone out of fashion.
Of course, it had never been in fashion—but that was an-
other issue. Focusing her mind, she asked the young
woman, “How long do you wear something like that? If
you don’t mind my asking?”

“How long? Maybe twice. A couple of outdoor parties.”
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Mary looked dazed.

“And then,” the young woman continued, realizing she
was dealing with an older and uninteresting generation,
“you give it to your little sister and buy something different.”

The ladies stepped to the quietest corner of the store.
Their ingrained frugality was struggling against their sense
that this was the retail equivalent of the Gold Rush.

It was hard for them to talk. From the sales station
about ten feet away came the steady whir of electronic
cash registers. The Ladies studied the crush all around
them. They were feeling an unexpected electricity. After
decades of being buyers-as-victims, they were becoming
buyers-in-charge.

“I don’t know,” Mary said finally. “It seems to be en-
couraging young people to be awfully frivolous.”

“So?” Agnes asked with surprising bluntness. They
turned toward her.

“I mean,” Agnes went on, “what’s the point of being
young?” It was a question that had long interested her, but
here it was purely rhetorical. “Just because we never had
any fun doesn’t mean they shouldn’t.”

This was putting it harshly, but it still made sense. They
looked at her and, one after another, nodded.

Then they froze up. They were gazing at each other—
down at the clothes—and again at each other, uncertain
what to do next, when Mom spotted the manager across the
store.

He was about fifty, slight, with thinning gray hair
combed straight over, and steel-rimmed glasses covering
worried eyes.

“Can I help you find anything?” he asked Mom coolly
when she, trailed slightly by Skye, reached him.

“Actually,” Mom said, stammering only a little, “I’m in-
terested in buying your stock. Is it publicly traded?” She
liked saying this. It made her feel rather important. The
other Ladies were crowding in around her, which made the
poor manager rather nervous.

“I think so,” he muttered, looking for an escape route.
“On something called the OBC market.”
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“You mean OTC. It stands for—" Skye started to cor-
rect him; but the others hustled her to the back of the
crowd, with only my mom left to ask politely, “I hope I
don’t sound stupid, but . . . where would I find that?”

The manager looked annoyed—frustrated—perhaps,
Mom thought, even angry. He turned on his heel and strode
back to the main sales counter. There, with rough gestures,
he yanked open a drawer, searched hastily, found a piece of
paper, shoved more items aside until he found a pen,
scrawled something on the paper, and slammed the door
shut again.

He strode quickly, twisting to avoid other shoppers,
back to my mom.

“Here,” he said brusquely, thrusting the paper into her
hand. “This is the broker’s name.” That was all—swept
away by a paying customer, he was gone in a rush.

Clutching the slip of paper, Mom dashed for the front of
the store. She had not felt this intense, alarmed excitement
since she’d stolen a pack of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups
from the five-and-dime when she was about six years old.
Reaching the other Ladies, she emitted a sigh of relief that
was almost a yelp. Only then did she realize how ab-
solutely frightened she’d been. She wouldn’t let them see
the slip of paper until they were out of the store.

She knew she’d behaved like a six-year-old snatching
candy from a store.

And frankly, she didn’t mind.

/%t the reunion spot, near the Camp Snoopy play area, it
would have been hard to say which of the two groups of
Ladies was the more excited; in fact, it was like bringing
two subcritical masses into close contact, which is, of
course, the basic principle of the atomic bomb.

In another hour, they had seen each other’s sites and ad-
journed to the food court to reach their decision. The vote
took less than a minute.

“I move we split our investment between the two
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stocks—I mean, assuming we can figure out how to do it,”
Mary said firmly.

“I second it,” Agnes added immediately.

Martha looked at the semicircle of faces. “It’s been
moved and seconded,” she said calmly. “All in favor?”

“Aye,” the Ladies all answered.

Two minutes later they were out in the parking lot and
starting for their cars. The late-day sky was bright blue and
frosty, with not a cloud in sight. As they walked, an amus-
ing notion struck my mother.

“‘Minnesota,”” she said. “An old Chippewa word
meaning ‘land of the deals.””

It was the universal opinion. They had struck gold.



CHAPTER SEVEN

A Verg Small
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he Ladies decided to rush into the business, for one

very simple, practical reason: if they held on to the
money any longer, they’d feel pressured into spending it on
Christmas presents.

But they still needed a broker. Embarrassing as it was to
have to talk someone into taking their money, that was
their problem, until someone mentioned Axel Langsgaard.

Axel Langsgaard was about as bland as Midwesterners
get. He was as pale as bleached white bread. He had a bald
dome of a head, with just a fringe of polar-bear-blond hair
turning white; pale blue eyes behind silver wire-frames;
and a smile he tried out about twice a year, just to make
sure it still worked. But the eyes and the smile were
honest—and so was he. However the ladies found him,
they found the right man. Martha, Mary, and my mom
landed the job of interviewing him, and it all came down to
just a pair of questions.

“Are you going to try to sell us things?” Martha asked
him.
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“It doesn’t sound like that’s what you’re hiring me for.”

“What if we want you to do something really stupid?”

“I’ll give you Merrill Lynch’s phone number and wish
you luck.”

He got the job.

/6 oth Earth&Nature and RipStop were publicly traded in
the smallest Over the Counter market. The Ladies, through
Axel, bought shares of Earth&Nature at $3.22 a share and
RipStop at $2.58, two days before Christmas.

Three weeks later, Earth&Nature reported excellent
year-end results. Small-stock and retail analysts took
note, and the shares rose rapidly, climbing three dollars a
share over the next ten days. That thrilled the Ladies—
who called the good-natured Axel every business day at a
quarter to five for the latest numbers—but it was only the
beginning.

On January 28, the day before the Super Bowl, there
came electrifying news. A Massachusetts conglomerate,
which specialized in buying up promising leisure-related
companies, had made a bid to buy RipStop at eleven dol-
lars a share.

The Ladies had tripled their money in a month—and
more importantly, they were in the game.

%5 we reach the point where the Ladies began making
money, [ wish I could record (with all due modesty) how
they owed all their subsequent, much greater success to me.

Well, I could record it, but it wouldn’t be true. In fact,
it wouldn’t even be a first-class lie, since anybody who
cared to check would easily discover that I was still
camped out in the law library at the University of
Chicago. There I sat trying to memorize every law book
since Blackstone’s Commentaries in preparation for finals
and then (the brick wall at the end of the tunnel) the bar
exams.
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So, no credit to Sophia as an investing genius.

The truth—so strange as to seem almost a mundane
miracle—is that it took Skye Terrell, pink hair and all, to
start them on the road to legend.



CHAPTER EIGHT

o go forward, I first need to back up a little.
All through November, the Ladies had tried their

best to make pink-haired Skye feel like a member of the
group. True, she had shown a few small signs of
reluctance—Ilike scowling, grunting, and folding her arms
in front of her and staring at the floor—but still, they tried.

And gradually they seemed to be succeeding.

For the first two weeks, Skye had trailed behind Mary to
the meetings only to sit like a glowering storm cloud blown
up against the darkest corner of the room. Then, when the
first guest speakers appeared, she seemed to take an inter-
est in the discussions. And when the Ladies had made their
field trip to seek investments, she had barely been able to
hide her enthusiasm.

But after the Ladies decided to buy into the two compa-
nies, it became clear that while Skye might be welcome to
attend the Mostly Methodist Club, she lacked the cash to
become a full member of what they decided to call the
Larksdale Ladies Independence Club.

At the very next full meeting, when Martha announced
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that Axel Langsgaard had passed inspection and would be
expecting their check on Monday, the Ladies realized that
Skye, who was penniless, was now automatically a second-
class member of the MMC. Certainly Mary, Martha, and
my mom noticed Skye deflating with this news; but nobody
had a spare fifteen hundred dollars to lend such a silent,
troublesome creature as she had been.

Or so it seemed.

A few minutes later, as the Ladies were munching
through the usual postbusiness snacks and chat, Martha
drew Mary aside for a whispered conversation. This con-
versation, which involved many glances in Skye’s direc-
tion, ended with one long, final nod by Mary.

The other Ladies, meanwhile—perhaps embarrassed at
the limits of their goodwill—did their awkward best to pay
extra attention to Skye. She, for her part, withdrew into a
silence even darker than usual.

But as the meeting ended, and Skye was trailing the oth-
ers in her skulk for the door, she was brought up short by
Martha’s best command tones.

“Young lady, come over here.”

Skye turned reluctantly. Martha, seated regally upon the
room’s best sofa, was eyeing her coldly.

Skye approached, closing the gap between them from
about twenty feet to about eighteen.

Martha stamped her Ferragamo-clad foot. “I’m not con-
tagious and I’'m assuming you’re not. Over here. Now.”

Skye did it, though her style of walking had in it much
of the old mime-walking-against-a-wind routine.

“I have a deal for you,” Martha continued when Skye
had closed to about five feet and was clearly incapable of
coming closer. “I’ll put up your fifteen hundred dollars.
You pay me back with housework for—"

“What!?”

“Don’t interrupt. It’s rude. With housework for ninety
days. You’ll get room and board, of course.”

Skye, in those days, had many of the mannerisms of a
trapped badger. Backing quickly away, she hissed, “I think
you’re disgusting.”
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“I’'m not looking for love. I’'m offering you a deal. Do
you want it or not?”

Skye said nothing.

“It’s a chance,” Martha elaborated—and by her stan-
dards, that was a major concession. Martha may have
looked like Brooke Astor, but her code was pure Disraeli:
“Never complain, never explain.” Having gone so far be-
yond her usual bounds, she quickly lost patience. “I guess
not. Well, go away.” And, quite calmly, she reached over
and took a copy of Town & Country off the nearest end
table. She was well into an article on English hedgehogs,
when Skye responded.

“Okay.”

Martha looked up. “Excuse me?”

“Okay. I don’t like the deal but I'll take it.”

“I refuse to force you,” Martha said briefly, and went
back to reading the article.

A brief hesitation, a bowed head. “I like it.”

“There’s an apron on a peg in the kitchen. You can start
by cleaning up in here,” said Martha, not looking up. A
good hedgehog story is hard to top.



CHAPTER NINE

he Ladies’ rise to fortune actually grew from the

amicable feud or angry friendship—call it what you
will—between Skye and Martha. Perhaps their edgy
friendship was inevitable, since they had bonds of mutual
loneliness and mutual stubbornness, after all, and were in
each other’s company almost all of every day.

At first there was far more feud than friendship, a cycle
of angry words, angrier silences, and peremptory
sendings-to-rooms. Still, when you consider how much
time they were inside together during the January bliz-
zards, I suppose we’re lucky they did not turn into the
Larksdale version of Fargo.

But early in February the Ladies began to notice a
change. It was mostly small things. After one meeting,
held at my parents’ house for variety, Skye didn’t dash di-
rectly to Martha’s car the moment the meeting ended; she
actually stood waiting in the foyer while Martha put on her
coat. True, she had her arms crossed and tapped her foot
the whole time; but still, she waited, and the Ladies were
touched.
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About two weeks later, when they were alone at
Martha’s house, the change in Skye took on specific form.
The signs were nothing so immediately hopeful as washing
out the pink dye or asking for a shopping trip to Banana
Republic; but they were interesting.

Martha had the catalogs from Burpee’s and a pair of
tulip specialty houses spread out on the kitchen table and
was studying them avidly when Skye, standing beside her,
began clearing her throat, commencing softly, and then
rising to a gasping that sounded like the last act of
Camille.

“Yes?” Martha finally asked, carefully marking her
page in the Burpee catalog and closing it.

“I want to go back to school.”

“To the U?”

Skye nodded.

“Impossible. You know you’re on probation for the
whole year.” Martha unbent as much as her hardwood na-
ture allowed. “Maybe, if you’re good, we can try to change
their minds for summer term.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to take classes.”

“What, then?”

Skye was something of a maple sapling herself. She
hesitated—calculated—looked away—for half a minute
before grudgingly admitting, “There’s a CUG.”

To Martha “CUG” sounded like the last utterance of
someone dying of apoplexy. She said it back to Skye as in-
telligently as she could: “CUG?”

Skye rolled her eyes. “It means Computer User Group.
People sit around in a big room and ask questions like, ‘In
CP/M compilers, how do you get the system to read
Boolean—’""

“Do they use drugs?” Martha had the older person’s an-
noying habit of abbreviating uninteresting conversations.

“Yeah. Coke.” Skye rolled her eyes as she said it.

Martha, missing all the signals of being treated like an
annoying parent, rose from her chair and said in her best
Margaret Thatcher tones, “You will not go anywhere near
cocaine.”
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“Coca-Cola! Coca-Cola! Everybody knows hackers just
sit in front of terminals and suck Cokes and eat Fritos!
They even put Cokes and Fritos at the front of the checkout
aisle at the U Radio Shack. Hackers never do drugs.”

Martha remained stonily unconvinced. Skye escalated
the attack.

“Don’t you know how they test keyboards in Silicon
Valley? They pour a slurry of Coke and Fritos over them. If
they don’t jam up, they’re good enough to be sold.” To
Skye this prospect—indeed the whole idea of Silicon
Valley—was strangely exciting. Once, perhaps, young
people had dreamed of going to India for adventure, or the
New World. Skye’s was the first generation to dream of go-
ing where computers were made.

But that was incomprehensible to Martha. In 1984, after
all, most people still thought Silicon Valley was where
they’d filmed all those John Wayne movies.

“So you want to go so you can pour Coca-Cola over
computer keyboards?”

“No!” Skye was beside herself with frustration.

And it was about to get worse.

“What, then?”

“I don’t have to tell you.”

“Absolutely not. You can stay home, or I can go along
with you.”

Skye cried to some celestial audience, “Oh, great. I
have to bring my mom.” Then she added to Martha, “I’d
rather die.”

“That’s always an option, of course,” Martha answered
agreeably. She was flustered, though: the notion of being
Skye’s mother had pleased her oddly.

“Oh, just forget it,” Skye said, not at all agreeably; but
she did not storm away.

Martha, following her standard modus, was reaching
for the seed catalog, when Skye continued.

“If I tell you, can I go?”

“I don’t know. What if you tell me you want to go hold
the place up at gunpoint?” The catalog was open again.
Martha saw from the corner of her eye that Skye was walk-
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ing away. She picked up her pen and turned to the Burpee
order form.

“What if I find something for us to invest in?”’

Skye had returned. Martha threw the pen onto the cata-
log.

“Come into the living room,” she said, rising, “and tell
me about it.”



CHAPTER TEN

% hat Skye told Martha seems absurdly obvious to-
day but seemed simply absurd when she said it.
This was six months before the first Apple Macintoshes
and IBM PCs appeared—and an age when people thought
of computers strictly as huge gadgets with whirling tape
drives that cost millions of dollars and sat in air-
conditioned rooms on elevated floors with built-in fire sup-
pression systems. Skye sat primly on Martha’s flower-print
sofa and insisted categorically that within ten years com-
puters would be as common as televisions.

Martha, to her credit, restrained herself from laughing.

Who knows why she kept a straight face. Perhaps it was
the lingering effect of Skye’s reference to her as “Mom.” If
there was one thing Martha would have liked a second
chance at, it was motherhood.

Then there was Skye’s odd talent for making sense.
Martha had a good ear for lying and nonsense—after all,
she’d been married to Old Doc Crittenden for two decades
before he roared out of town with his latest nurse/girlfriend
and most of their liquid community property. Skye’s ten-
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minute summary of the future of the computer industry
might have been strung together with youthful
enthusiasm—but beads of what sounded suspiciously like
hard facts shone upon the string.

And yet Martha had facts of her own to consider.

Her first act after rashly offering Skye employment, all
those months ago, had been to collect—from Skye’s pro-
bation officer and psychiatric social worker—the details of
Skye’s case.

They were not exactly lurid, but neither were they ex-
actly inspiring.

It seemed that Skye had been recruited to the university
as a mathematics student and had shown something close
to genius—but had also appeared lost in the big city. Then,
late in her first year, she had discovered computer pro-
gramming and had seemed to find her calling.

But in the fall of her second year, Skye had found a
boyfriend. As nearly as the probation officer could tell, he
had been Skye’s first serious boyfriend. He also was—in
that old-fashioned but still useful phrase—bad news. “Bad
news” is often just a code phrase for “outsider,” but Randy
Corbin was just the opposite, an insider from an old-money
Midwestern family.

Randy was good-looking, in a clean-cut, boyish way,
with a sort of perpetual tan, which in Minnesota meant tan-
ning salons, frequent vacations in Mexico and the Caribbe-
an, or—as in Randy’s case—all of the above. Despite
being an avid tennis player, he was actually, if you studied
him, rather frail looking; but he knew how to wear clothes
(especially the casually expensive Polo look) so as to seem
quite the upper-class jock. He was just the guy you’d
choose to photograph modeling blue blazers amid the turn-
ing autumn leaves on a college campus.

He was also one of those old-style frat brothers who
rated their lives upon their ability to seduce as many
women as possible. Yes, that’s a curiously old-fashioned
and melodramatic phrase; but if modern times had made
seduction sound rather silly, betrayal is about as rotten as it
ever was—and the whole point about seduction (as op-
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posed to, say, sport sex) is that it involves winning and be-
traying the trust of people who are, by reason of innocence
or neediness, somehow vulnerable.

Skye was almost too easy a target. At eighteen she was
desperately shy, badly dressed, awkward as only a young
woman from a struggling upstate dairy farm could be, and
utterly mystified at her own ability to understand all the
computer-science course work at a single glance.

Only in the classroom did she feel confident. And that
was where she met him.

She had just raised her hand and answered what she
considered a comically easy question: the exact difference
between a programming language and an operating sys-
tem. When she finished, there was a brief, half-admiring,
half-envious silence, which she savored. She looked over
and saw the handsome young man in the blue blazer look-
ing at her. No, he was studying her. And he kept studying
her—as she noted in frequent, brief glances—for the re-
mainder of the class. Then, amid the rumble and stomping
of the class changeover, he pushed his way through the
crowd to talk with her while she stared at the floor.

After he’d told her how brilliant she was, and how he
struggled to understand computers, he asked, “Say, would
you do me a huge favor?”

“You want me to help you study?”

He grinned, showing perfect teeth. “Oh, no thanks. I'll
get the final from the frat files.” He looked at her with a
precise earnestness. “I just wanted to meet you. Do you
ever drink wine in the afternoon?”

Oddly, given his good looks—he had neat features,
bright blue eyes, and black hair—she did not find him very
attractive. In fact, his soft dark blue flannel blazer was
probably more attractive than he was; but his attentions
were dazzling. He was much too subtle to try to get her
drunk at a frat party; in fact, he soon made a great point of
saying she was too important in his life for him even to
think of dragging her to one of those affairs.

He seemed, indeed, to treat her as very special. The few
times she called for him at his frat house, his brothers all
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remarked that he was a changed man. What he seemed to
want to do above all else was to go off with her for quiet
walks.

These walks led finally to a car, an airport, and a Janu-
ary weekend in an Idaho ski lodge. Except for the lodge it-
self, which reminded Skye of some movie setting, with its
huge stone fireplace and rugged beamed ceiling, the week-
end was devoid of romance. Still, there was one brief
stretch, late on their first afternoon, when they sat on the
ledge before the great fireplace and drank some curious
drink made with peppermint schnapps set ablaze, which
seemed quite wonderful. For those few hours Randy had
acted endlessly tender and affectionate.

The rest of that evening she remembered only a lot of
trembling, a little pain, and a considerable disappointment.

Everything thereafter was much worse.

A lot of Randy’s friends were casual about conquests;
he was probably a little unusual in being positively cruel
about them.

A few days after they returned from Idaho, he called her
to say he had the pictures from their trip.

When she arrived, he was sitting on the bed just pulling
a pair of pictures from the photo-shop envelope. On the bed
beside him was a photo album. He looked up and smiled.

“This one’s for you,” he said, handing her one of the
pictures. “And this one is for me.”

Saying that, he picked up the photo album. Skye, mean-
while, sat beside him and studied the photo he’d handed
her. It showed them perched together in front of the ski
lodge’s big stone fireplace, and she was surprised to dis-
cover she looked bright-eyed and excited and pretty.

Randy was opening the photo album.

Medium-sized, dark-green loose-leaf, it seemed to hold
only about a dozen of those thick, plastic-covered pages.
The first was a title page, which read, The Stud Book. The
other pages were filled with snapshots of various attractive
and very young-looking women. They were all seated be-
side Randy and all posed in front of the very same fire-
place at the ski lodge.
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Skye glanced back up at Randy and saw he was eyeing
her with triumph in his eyes, and a taunting grin stretched
across his face.

Skye knew instantly that what he wanted was a scene, at
least with screaming and preferably with a lot of crying.
She also knew she would rather die than give him that sat-
isfaction. It cost her a great deal, but she kept her lips
pressed together and managed to bend them barely up into
a smile.

He still had the shit-eating grin on his face, but his eyes
were less triumphant. She took her coat off the bed and left.

Since she knew she wanted to pay Randy one last visit,
she made a point of nodding and smiling at his frat broth-
ers down in the lounge on her way out of the house.

That was why nobody cared when she returned two
days later, while Randy was in his poli-sci class, and let
herself into his room.

Skye, even furious, had a very logical mind. She knew
noise would bring attention, so she started by using her
pocketknife to slash his clothes, then the strings of his
beloved tennis rackets. Then she had pulled the Stud Book
from under his bed and methodically torn up each of the
photos.

Only then did she grab Randy’s favorite racket (now
stringless) and begin smashing mirrors and ornaments as
thoroughly and as noisily as she could.

When Randy’s frat brothers, having heard the commo-
tion, finally broke down the door, they found Skye standing
amid the ruins, holding a pack of matches and apparently
trying to decide whether to strike one.

%e court had required her to have four presentencing
meetings with a psychiatric social worker, a stocky, fortyish
woman whose directness was somehow very sympathetic.
“Can you tell me why you wrecked the boy’s room?”
“‘Boy’?”
“Young man’s?”
“I wanted to teach him a lesson, first of all; and to
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make a statement secondly.” When the woman looked at
her intently, Skye elaborated, “That his family money
couldn’t keep him from feeling some consequences to his
actions.”

“You really think that will make a difference?”

“Practically? No,” Skye had answered immediately. “His
parents will replace everything his insurance doesn’t cover.”

“Why, then?”

“In the first place, because I hated his guts. When guys
get mad at each other, they knock each other on their butts.
I’'m too small to knock anybody down. This was the best I
could do.”

“Was that very mature?”

“In 1941, the Japanese bombed our fleet at Pearl Harbor
and killed two thousand of our soldiers. By the time we’d
gotten over our irritation, we’d firecbombed Tokyo, atom-
bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and killed eight hundred
thousand of their civilians. Was that very mature?”

“Do you expect me to answer that?”

Skye shook her head. “Frankly, when I saw his album, I
decided he was an emotional serial killer. He was knocking
off as many women as he could. Maybe that didn’t deserve
the death penalty, but he sure deserved to have someone
bring it to his attention.”

After three more chats with Skye—including one
about farming and one about computers (in which Skye
finally showed a spark of enthusiasm)—the psychiatric
social worker wrote a brief report, remarkably free of jar-
gon:

Ms. Terrell made a considerable error of judgment un-
der the general pressure of a new and rigorous academic
life, plus the specific pressure of a first, unhappy love affair
with a young man who behaved badly. If we teach her a
lesson, she’ll learn it—whether the lesson is one of harsh-
ness, or of kindness.

Recommendation: Restitution, one hundred hours of
community service, and one year’s probation in the Com-
munity Guidance Program.
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Talking with Martha, the social worker had concluded
very simply, “If Skye Terrell’s crazy, so am 1. But, given
the way the system works, if I’d said that, they would just
have given her case to someone else. So I recommended
the mildest punishment I knew they’d accept. Personally,
I’d have given her a medal. That boy was a pig.”

The social worker stood and offered Martha her hand
across the desk. “If you see her, will you tell her I said hi?”

Zf she had actually lit a match, Skye would have certainly
done time—in a mental hospital, if not a jail. As it was,
there was room for leeway.

Randy did his civic duty. He went down to the court-
house and told the hearing judge that Skye was, in his opin-
ion, dangerous, emotionally unstable, and probably a
pathological liar who could convince nearly anyone that
she was a victim. That was a great sacrifice of language in
honor of the dignity of the court. The nicest phrase Randy
used with his fraternity friends to describe Skye was “sick
bitch and a lousy lay.”

Wartha, having heard all this, was very much inclined
to give Skye another chance—indeed, as many chances as
she needed.

Still, Martha understood she was taking a risk—
perhaps even breaking a promise to the rest of the Ladies.

And a rigid prudence was the core of Martha’s charac-
ter. She had not navigated the dangerous waters of di-
vorced life by letting the ship run free while she stood on
the bow whistling. She steered close, did Martha, with a
hand on the tiller as hard as the tiller’s wood. She didn’t
take chances.

Accordingly, she knew before she opened her mouth ex-
actly what she was going to say.

Then she opened her mouth and said exactly the oppo-
site.
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Martha said, “You give me your word you’ll stick to
business?”

Skye felt instantly what a broad, cheery word “busi-
ness” was. Almost anything could be considered business.

“Absolutely,” she promised, while thinking she was en-
tirely free.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ghe CUG

C_O dd as it seems today, in 1984 Minnesota was a world
center for computer research and development. From
Cray Supercomputers to Control Data, we were the hottest
spot between Boston’s Route 128 and Silicon Valley.

The fact of that made Skye’s adolescent heart beat
faster as she cycled onto the campus of the university one
late-February night.

Nearly every adolescent, I think, has at least one place
with electric associations, one spot that brings up instantly
those brightened eyes and heart thumpings. It might be the
beach with the towering surf or the sports arena with the
thundering concerts. For Skye, it was the four-hundred-
seat main auditorium of the computer-science building,
where the Minnesota Students Computer Users Group met
every Thursday.

Crossing the campus, she felt like a cowboy back in the
saddle again. She was on top of the world and ready to ride.

That lasted all the way until she saw the classroom
lights, bright against the night’s darkness; for the truth was,
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Skye was almost morbidly shy—a trait that her time with
Randy and his friends had done nothing to cure.

She locked her bike to a rack, then drifted from the
main path, into the shadows of the trees. The prospect of
running away seemed absolutely irresistible. Then the
thought struck her that poor as she was, she still had
courage—or she had nothing.

She straightened her jacket and stepped back onto the
path.

rom the very start of the meeting, Skye had been dis-
tracted by a big, blond-haired young man seated across the
aisle and one row ahead of her. His army jacket might have
been a twin of hers; he had ruddy cheeks and big blue eyes,
and his lank hair was cut in what could charitably be called
sheepdog fashion. He was a farm boy, Skye knew ab-
solutely. She didn’t mind that; indeed, for most of her life,
farm boys were all she had known.

He had any number of odd quirks, from giggling at re-
marks made by the dark, smallish woman sitting next to
him to tossing his hair back out of his eyes by throwing
back his head as he looked about the room. His restlessness
came out in drumming his fingers, whispering to the small
woman—even in stretching rubber bands back from his in-
dex fingertip and aiming them at targets around the room.
Skye had almost, but not quite, decided he was an idiot.

He did not make a target of Skye, but he did make an
annoying habit of turning to look at her. Once their eyes
locked, until Skye looked away, embarrassed. After that
she kept her gaze focused on her notebook until the meet-
ing ended a few minutes later.

She ought to have gotten to her feet at once, but she hes-
itated, so she had to continue looking down as the farm boy
climbed the aisle steps past her. He was talking to his com-
panion as he passed, in a speech peppered with unneces-
sary question marks.

“My computer-science professor? Mr. Andreesen? He
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says that, like, by this time next year you’ll be able to buy a
desktop computer with a megabyte of memory.”

Farm Boy’s dark companion had answered this with a
snort and a quiet, ““Yeah—right.” Then they were out of
hearing, while Skye, curiously disappointed, pushed her
notebook and pens back into her pack.

And then, to Skye’s quiet satisfaction and slight alarm,
Farm Boy loomed over her. He was so large, he blocked
out the room light.

“New here?” His voice was soft and his diction rural,
slightly slurred and shy.

She nodded, not looking up.

“Want to get coffee?”

She shook her head. “No.”

A silence, then—

“Wanna go tip over a cow?”

She burst out laughing.

Pleased, he said, “I knew it! A farm girl.”

“Even with pink hair?”

“Pink hair!?” he cried in mock surprise, while swiveling
his head. “Where?”

She laughed a little more. He turned serious, even hesi-
tant, and said, “Carter Armstrong.” He stuck out his hand.
It was detectably smaller than an Easter ham; Skye put her
small hand gingerly against it, and he shook it by folding
his thumb over it with almost undetectable pressure.

“Skye Terrell,” she answered, reclaiming her hand.

He grinned. “Carter Armstrong and Skye Terrell? We
sound like a forties radio serial.” He dropped his voice two
octaves. “Tune in next week when Carter and Skye . . .” In
his normal tones, he added, “My mom figured a guy named
Carter’d have a better chance of getting off the farm than
one named Jim-Bob or Buzz. What about yours?”

“I named myself. I couldn’t stand Betty.”

He raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Good call.”

Skye liked him at once. It wasn’t a physical attraction:
under the army jacket, he had remarkably broad shoulders
and thick arms, and his shambling walk suggested im-
mense, clumsy strength. The few men Skye had ever found
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attractive had all been slightly built, elegant, even rather
feminine in their graces.

Still, one part of his charm was easy to understand. He
felt like home.

She wasn’t, especially at that time of her life, a great ad-
vocate of smiling at men, but she smiled at him—and he
certainly seemed to like the idea. In fact, flushing bright
red, he asked, “What about that coffee?” then added, “A
bunch of us are going,” so she wouldn’t get the wrong idea.

The tyranny of the Marthas began to seem unbearably
cruel. Skye’s first thought was to hang out until dawn and let
Martha call out the National Guard. But she quickly shook
her head. “I have to get home right after the meeting.”

His face fell; so on some mad impulse, she added, “I’m
on probation.”

“Really? You mean, like, probation with your parents,
or probation with the cops?”

“Like, probation with the cops.”

“Wow.”

She nodded, already furious with herself for having
spoken.

He studied her with extreme curiosity, and then asked,
“You gonna rob any banks this week?”

“No!”

“So you’ll be here next week, for sure?” he summarized
with relief.

Skye, thinking she’d done enough laughing for one
night, nodded shortly, turned, and headed for the door. She
was feeling happy, but she’d be damned if she’d admit it.



CHAPTER TWELVE

@W

espite herself, Skye began keeping company with
Carter, even though it required a whole awkward
process of bringing him home to dinner to meet Martha.

Nominally the main course was lamb chops; but Martha
gave Carter the more thorough grilling, flipping him after
he was half-done. She not only pried into his family, his
schoolwork, his hobbies, and his future plans; she rayed
him with an unrelenting stare which seemed to check
everything from his haircut to the cash in his wallet. But af-
ter it was over, and a shaken Carter had taken his leave,
Martha granted Skye permission to spend time with him at
places other than the weekly CUG meeting.

On their budgets, and at the end of a Minnesota winter,
that meant little more than library time, well-bundled
walks, and the occasional cup of coffee off campus. Still,
that suited Skye, because what most excited her was
Carter’s nascent career. He was a graduating senior,
double-majoring in computer science and engineering,
with the top grades in his class. Job offers were coming in
from everywhere. Carter, in his shambling way, was exu-
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berant. Skye wasn’t envious—he’d paid the price in four
years of unheated apartments, bad food, and late hours.
Besides, she’d decided to follow the same path: what he
was enjoying now was a reward she wanted for herself.

Carter was endlessly encouraging, and in his own coun-
trified way he got across his one big lesson: if you want it
badly enough, go after it unrelentingly. There was an im-
mense drive for success hidden within that shambling body
and quiet, joking style.

It was in the midst of one of these oddly exciting con-
versations, in a coffeehouse much like a wood-paneled
Starbucks, that Skye unexpectedly heard the last voice she
ever wanted to hear again.

“Hey! It’s psycho-bitch,” the voice said in a stage
whisper.

She’d read somewhere that sharks never bite a victim
directly. Instead they brush past, scraping with their rough
skin. After you start bleeding, they really attack.

Whether Randy intended to attack Skye in earnest must
remain unknown. Carter, who’d ignored the remark, saw
Skye turn red—studied her briefly—glanced toward
Randy—and was suddenly on his feet and crossing swiftly
to Randy’s table.

It was funny: she’d thought of Randy and his friends
as big; but next to Carter, they looked like scale models.
Approaching Randy, Carter threw him entirely into
shadow.

Carter had an arm over Randy’s shoulder and, after
leading him away a few feet, was leaning down to whisper
in his ear. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the
color drained swiftly from Randy’s face. Then Carter pat-
ted Randy’s shoulder, grinned at him, and returned to
Skye’s table.

Even before Carter was seated again, she heard Randy
tell his friends urgently, “Let’s go.”

“Aw, man.”

“I said, let’s go!” Randy was already hurrying for the
front door; his two friends, exchanging annoyed looks, put
money on the counter and followed.
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Carter was slipping back into the chair beside her. He’d
begun shambling again. She realized, with some alarm,
that he moved slowly only when, like an elephant, he
feared crushing someone.

She looked toward the front windows. Randy, after glar-
ing in her direction, disappeared into the night.

“What happened to him?”

“I told him if he laughed at you again, I was going to
drag him to the bathroom, turn him upside down, and
shove him down a toilet till all I could see was the waffle
souls of his goddamn Nikes, and then I was going to flush.”

He said this in such a quiet way it took care to see he
was pleased with himself, and Skye felt her face beginning
to burn with anger.

“Go away.”

His smile vanished. He turned quite pale. “What?”’

“Go away.”

He still sat there, shocked. Afraid she would relent out
of pity, she stood quickly, almost knocking over the chair,
and hurried for the street.

He caught her as she stepped onto the sidewalk.

“Wait a minute. You can be mad at me, but you wouldn’t
want to be mad over a misunderstanding, would you?”

Skye nodded stiffly. Her temper wasn’t easy to control.

“I know you’re burned. But I was trying to help.”

“Men always try to help women. Then they send you the
bill—and it’s always worse than the trouble they saved you.”

She started away, but he skipped around in front of her.
It was startling how quickly he could move.

“What?” She tried to keep her voice steady.

“You’re all wrong.”

She didn’t answer. He took a deep breath and plunged
ahead. “Where I come from, anybody in school who liked
books, or art, or even science was counted a freak and ex-
pected to get the cr—the stuffing beat out of them all the
time. That’s just how people are.

“People left me alone because I played a lot of football
and was—well, sort of state heavyweight wrestling cham-
pion my senior year. And I kind of took on the job of pro-



LADIES WITH OPTIONS 61

tecting the smart kids at school. Somebody had to. Any-
way, it’s a habit with me, and that’s why I jumped in— It’s
not ’cause you’re a girl. It’s *cause you’re a nerd.”

He had said this with a most heartfelt sincerity and then,
a second later, realized how absurd it sounded. It would be
hard to say which of them burst out laughing first.

“Besides,” he added when they were calmer, “I tried it
one time. Jimmy Beckett called the president of the drama
club a fag and stuffed him in a locker. So I dragged Jimmy
to the bathroom and tried stuffing him down a toilet—but
all he did was burble in the water and then fold up when I
tried pushing him.” He stopped and raised his eyebrows.
“So it’s really just a bluff.” He paused, then added medita-
tively, “But it sure did get his attention.”

Skye had stopped laughing, though she was still won-
dering at how good laughter felt, and how long it had been
since she’d had anything to laugh about or anyone to
laugh with.
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0 f course, Skye had realized Carter wasn’t going to be
willing to stay just her friend for long. She’d guessed
it from the first night at the CUG, and known it from the
night he’d offered to stuff Randy down a toilet. On that al-
most violent night, she’d told him the whole story of her-
self and Randy; and as Carter really was a kind soul, it
made him even more patient and circumspect.

Still, she hardly could expect him to wait forever before
raising the topic of romance.

In fact, he waited another four weeks. By that time they
had become very good friends indeed, and Carter was in a
position to think well of his claims. His senior thesis, Re-
source Conservation and Speed Optimization in
Instruction-Set Design, had been accepted for publication
two weeks after it was approved by his committee. Every
day his mail brought another grad-school acceptance or
job-interview offer.

At the end of March Carter flew to Texas and came
back saying he had taken a job with a company called Dell,
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which a U. of Texas student had started in his dorm room
the year before.

“I’ll be running manufacturing and design,” he half
shouted, waving his arms.

“Do you know enough?”

“We’ll figure it out as we go. That’1l be fun. We’ll—”

“What about money?” Skye interrupted. She’d grown
practical of late.

“Mostly stock options. Those are, like, notes to buy
their stock dirt cheap. If the stock soars, I take a one-day
loan from a bank, buy the stock for pennies, turn around
and sell it for megabucks, then repay the loan. I make a
fortune—and the tax rate’s only half what it would be on
salary. People have become millionaires in less than a
year.”

She had never seen him nearly so excited. It wasn’t
greed exactly; it was vindication. He’d gambled and won,
and finally made it off the farm.

They agreed to celebrate. Dell had sent him three hun-
dred dollars in incidental expense money for the trip; he’d
hitchhiked from Dallas to the offices in Austin, and gener-
ally economized, and pocketed nearly two hundred bucks.

“Let’s spend it,” he concluded. “A really fancy night
out. Champagne and stuff.”

She was happy for Carter at least as much as she was
envious, and worried about what else he might have on the
program for the evening.

The restaurant was quiet and elegant, and the waiter was
quite gracious about asking to see Skye’s ID before serving
them the wine. They laughed over not knowing half the
things on the menu and made up silly explanations for
what they might be.

In fact, everything went beautifully until the waiter la-
dled the brandy over the dessert crépes and set them
ablaze; then, as the waiter departed, Carter had leaned to-
ward her earnestly.

“You know,” he said, “I’ve been thinking a lot about us,
and ...
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She could already hear the speech coming; and very
quickly she tried to avoid it. She shook her head almost
violently.

“What?”

“I know what you’re going to say, and . . . don’t.”

He waited, fiddled with his wineglass to give himself
something to do, and then said—or perhaps, asked,
“Maybe you’re just not ready to be serious about another
guy.” He could have been trying to convince one or both
of them.

She shook her head. “It’s not that.” Her voice had be-
come almost inaudible. “I don’t feel that way about guys. I
don’t think I ever have.”

Suddenly she felt like crying.

Carter studied her intently. He seemed about to speak,
but stopped. He wasn’t only intelligent; he had the discon-
certing habit of taking her seriously. He looked down at the
cooling crépes and nodded. His massive forearms were
crossed, flat, on the white tablecloth, and leaning forward,
he had something of the aspect of a St. Bernard—but it
wasn’t comical. More like endearing.

“Hey.”

“What?” He didn’t look up.

“Look at me.”

“What?” He still didn’t look up.

“Carter!” She put her hand on his forearm. She wasn’t
eager to do it, but he looked up.

“You’re my best friend in the world. We just have to
think of something other than boyfriend or girlfriend.”

“Like what?” He wasn’t very interested but he’d re-
gained enough self-respect to straighten in his seat.

“Well, maybe we could work together on something.”

“It’d better be something small. I leave for Texas in
three weeks.”

“Don’t sulk.”

“I’'m not sulking.”

“Okay, you’re not. Do you want us to work together or
don’t you?”

He eyed her sulkily and decided to make the effort to
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pull himself together. This he accomplished with one deep
breath and exhalation: it would have blown papers off the
table if there’d been any. With the end of that epic breath,
he asked, “On what?”

She started talking in a rush, explaining about the
Ladies. Persuading him seemed desperately important.
She finished up by saying, “So if we can come up with
some good companies, I'll share the money with you.
What do you think?”

Skye didn’t know whether she was using him or really
trying to save a friendship. Probably both.

Carter had entirely reversed his stance. Now he was
leaning far back in his chair, with his arms folded across
his chest and his chin dropped down low. He was thinking
hard, exhaling slowly, in a way that blew his lower lip out,
and only occasionally taking little glances up at Skye. She
couldn’t tell whether he was considering business possibil-
ities or trying to decide if he was annoyed enough to tell
her to get lost. Probably both.

“Well,” he said finally, “there’s a little company up in
Seattle . . .”

“Wait!” Skye searched her purse for a pen; then, finding
no paper, took the napkin from her lap. “Go ahead.”

... called Microsoft,” Carter concluded.

“Is that one word or two?” she asked, the pen halted
above the napkin.

The corners of Carter’s mouth turned up shakily. It was
a weak smile, but a smile. He answered—

“I interviewed with eighteen companies. You’d better
get a bigger napkin.”

QS 0, near the end of the next meeting of the Ladies’ Club,
Skye stood up, stared boldly at the floor, and mumbled
something which, when repeated at Martha’s insistence,
turned out to be, “I think we should invest in a company
called Microsoft. They make software.”

Dolly raised her hand and, intending to be encouraging,
asked, “You mean like fluffy coats and things?”
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Skye’s mouth twitched—and not with amusement. She
still lived in that adolescent world of sudden, terrible
shames and annoyances. At any moment the sense of being
laughed at, or of being surrounded by idiots, enemies, or
worthless allies, was likely to overwhelm her.

But she rallied: she raised her head, squared her shoul-
ders, and looked Dolly in the eye. Very calmly she shook
her head from side to side, then explained, “No—software
is the instructions that tell a computer how to work. Mi-
crosoft is building the software for what’s called a personal
computer.”

Agnes laughed merrily. ‘“Personal computer? That
sounds like a contradiction in terms!”

Skye swallowed hard. “They’re new. Small computers
that sit on your desk. In a few years they’ll be on every
desktop in the country. And they’ll all run on Microsoft
software . . .”

“Why Microsoft?”

Skye gave a slight smile. “Nobody’s supposed to know
this yet, but in ten days, IBM’s going to announce they’re
getting into the personal-computer business, and all their
software’s going to come from Microsoft. And if we buy
Microsoft stock now, we’ll get unbelievably rich.”

For an unbearable time they simply stared at her—
breaking off only to shoot occasional little glances at each
other.

Skye ran back to her chair, opened a manila folder she’d
left there, and took out a handful of photocopies of a short
article in the San Jose Mercury News entitled, “Enthusiasts
Gather for Small Computer Show.”

The Ladies had a long way to go. But Skye was going
to help.
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ake the purchase of $20,000’s worth of Microsoft

stock the day it went public, add in a few smaller
coups like RipStop and Earth&Nature, and combine them
with some steady and patient minor investments, and what
do you have? You have the explanation for the short but (to
my mind, at least) memorable conversation I had with my
mom over the phone later that year.

It was the following autumn, and I was in the midst of
what may be the only completely pleasurable stretch of a
young lawyer’s career: deciding which job to accept.

I had ended my second year standing far higher in the
class than I’d expected. That was probably due mostly to the
benign influence of my study partner, Milton Green (much
more about him, later); but whoever deserved the credit, it
meant I had more job opportunities than I had expected.

In 1984, the Reagan era was just getting under way. The
Apple Macintosh and the IBM PC appeared that year, and
the tech boom (and the Great Eighties Lawyer Boom) were
both beginning to rattle dishes. As a result—and because
firms were starting to mumble faintly about hiring
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women—I had five and a half job offers: three in Chicago,
two in Minneapolis, and one half in New York. The half
was a prestigious firm that, on my friend Milt’s recommen-
dation, had said they might find work for me if I’d get my-
self to the big city. It was a real opportunity—if I hung on,
I’d be in with one of the country’s highest-paying firms.
But there were, well, issues involved in being at Milton’s
firm (more about those later, too).

Besides, after three years of law school, I’d had enough
groveling to hold me for a while. I decided to pick a firm
where I’d rank at least a little higher than a tadpole in Lake
Michigan.

In the meantime, I’d had so much nonstop work that I’d
largely lost touch with events in Larksdale. Sure, I'd get
and (usually) read Mom’s weekly letters, but none of it
penetrated very far into a skull stuffed with torts and briefs
and subtle legal arguments.

But that autumn I was in for the shock of my life.

én fact, I had called home to tell Mom I was taking one of
the Chicago offers. Inevitably she tried to talk me into tak-
ing a Minneapolis job instead.

I thought I was ready for all her objections, but just at
the end (after she’d exhausted such zingers as, “How will
you stand the Chicago winters?”), she finally caught me off
guard.

“But, honey, aren’t clients important? I mean, aren’t
you in stronger shape at a firm if you bring in some clients
of your own?”

This seemed so far off-point that I relaxed. The only
possible client my parents might be able to mention was
the town’s main employer, Prairie Machine Tool. My dad
was a fairly senior middle manager there—but Prairie Ma-
chine’s legal work had long been done by a firm with de-
cades-old connections to the company’s founders.

“Gee, Mom,” I said with intense mock gratitude, “that’s
a brilliant idea. Who in Minnesota do you see as running to
sign with me?”
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Snottiness goeth before a fall.

“Well, I think we might be your clients.”

“You and Dad?”

“The Independence Club.”

“Oh, sure. Terrific. And I"d do exactly what for you?
Represent you against ValuShop if they sell you stale
cookies?”

“We’re starting to have some really solid holdings,
honey. We’ve got some real money now.”

“Oh, I bet, Mom,” I answered, as tactless as only a newly
minted lawyer can be. “And how much might that be?”

“Well, I'm not exactly certain, but according to our last
quarterly summary, we had about ninety thousand in cash
waiting to invest and about eight hundred and sixty-some
thousand in our portfolio.”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck, and there was
a dull thunk as the phone hit the floor.

There was just a brief pause, and I think she added in a
tinny voice coming from the phone on the floor, “That In-
tel sure is a marvelous stock.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

50, to be brief, I took the best of the three Minneapo-
lis jobs and returned to Larksdale. With the help of
my friend Marcy Ansdahl—who, against all predictions,
had refused a lapful of prestigious New York jobs and was
starting with the Twin Cities’ top firm—I found an apart-
ment, bought a used Chevy Corsica, and began the life of a
rookie lawyer.

My apartment was suitable for a movie star—
specifically, one of the stars of Das Boot or any other sub-
marine film. I could stretch out my arms and touch both
walls of my bedroom at once. But who cared? I practically
lived at the office.

Wy mother had arranged for me to be a minority in-
vestor in the club. This had two immediate effects. After
making payments on my student loans and covering such
extravagances as food and rent, I had almost no spending
money. Also, I earned the considerable anger of Veronica
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Harris, who could not understand why I could invest in the
Club and she could not.

Veronica Harris had been my nemesis since [ was eight,
when she had taught my Sunday-school class. She’d been
quite a beauty then, but now, with dyed red hair and baggy
pale blue eyes, she looked (I would say, if I were mean)
like Maureen O’Hara after a six-day drunk. She was,
moreover, a person I always suspected of being “righteous
overmuch,” expecting perfection from eight-year-old girls
who already qualified for sainthood merely by sitting qui-
etly while their precious weekend days were stolen from
them. Accordingly, though I tried many times to like her
better, Veronica and I lived the Minnesota version of a
blood feud—meaning we rarely chatted for more than five
minutes when we saw each other and never sent each other
the really good Hallmark cards at Christmas.

Veronica was, however, a very competent CPA; and
since she had always held observer status with the Mostly
Methodist Club, she had been a reasonable choice when
the Ladies began to need an accountant several months be-
fore I returned to Larksdale.

So she was understandably galled to hear I could invest
and she could not. Being Veronica, she found subtle (and
not so subtle) ways to tell the Ladies how she felt. But be-
ing Veronica, she never went so far as to offer to resign as
their accountant.

Mostly I ignored Veronica. I ignored a lot that year. It
was easy to do, since my job required roughly one hundred
hours a week—divided roughly into ninety hours of legal
work and ten hours of being yelled at by my supervising
partner, who apparently thought that “mentor” was from
the Greek meaning “to kick in the butt.”

Still, I enjoyed myself. My boss may have growled and
roared, but when annual reviews appeared, he was gener-
ous. Unlike some partners, he wasn’t a backstabber,
merely overstressed and demanding—and convinced end-
less work was the way to train young lawyers. The time
flew by: nothing tops the panic and exhaustion of the first
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years of legal practice for making the hours get up and

dance.
So, my role in the Club’s early days was part-time and

small, confined to legal gruntwork.
The creative stuff the Ladies handled themselves.

Except when things got out of control.
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QSjkye’s adventures—and Microsoft and Dell’s rocket-
like ascent—had inspired all the Ladies.

But no one took it more to heart than Gladys, who had
an explorer’s soul within the frame of an aging librarian.

To look at, Gladys Vaniman was by far the least impres-
sive of the Ladies. Pushing sixty, small and slender, she
was beginning to seem frail. Decades of gardening under
broad sunbonnets had not harmed her milky-white skin or
large, innocent blue eyes. She was a stealth person: so
much the quiet country lady that you only later realized
how brisk and incisive her mind was.

Her mind became particularly active after Skye’s Great
Microsoft Caper. Like a great many women of a certain
age, who gave up hoping the world would allow an outlet
for their talents and energies, Gladys had reconciled her-
self to her situation but never lost her regrets for what
might have been, or her kindly envy of young women with
so many more choices.

And when the Club began working so brilliantly,
Gladys saw it as a long-awaited chance for her own per-
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sonal springtime. If a pink-haired teenager could do bril-
liant research, Gladys decided, so could she.

She set to work using the resources of the Larksdale
Public Library.

Now, if “Larksdale Public Library” brings to mind im-
ages of a pathetic little sixties-style concrete bungalow, or
a set of tin Quonset huts, let me clarify.

The first Larksdale Public Library, funded by Andrew
Carnegie in 1906, was a really imposing granite building,
fronted by green lawns and shaded by a set of noble elms.
But on two large lots behind it, donated by Prairie Machine
in its brief salad days after WWII, was an annex, con-
nected to the main building by a brick, Italian Renaissance
enclosed walkway. This annex, also grandly Italianate,
held the large children’s and business rooms, as well as the
library’s administrative offices.

Larksdale Public Library was, in short, the town’s
glory, backed (as success always breeds success) by an ac-
tive Friends of the Library group and generally rated one
of the top five small public libraries in the Midwest. It was,
like every small-town library, the source and repository of
dreams for summer-reading children; but it was also a
passable research facility for smart investors.

Accordingly, as spring drifted toward summer, Gladys
drafted her fellow librarian, poor, kindly Agnes, into a
campaign to dig out some hidden gem of a local investment
target.

Agnes, unfortunately, lived in absolute terror of their
supervisor. He was a short, dark-red-faced man with the
preposterous name of Inigo Stout, who ran the library like
a prison camp with books.

Agnes found the prospect of undertaking a secret proj-
ect on library time far more frightening than amusing. Of
course, she was also handicapped by the fact that she was
only a children’s librarian. Still, to her credit, she did her
best. On those rare days when Inigo Stout was away, she
searched everywhere for leads on toy makers, day care
providers, and anyone else who might need an investment
from the Larksdale Ladies Club.
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There certainly were business opportunities to be found
in the children’s reading room; but by the end of May,
when she had to cease her searching to begin preparing for
the summer rush of children on vacation, Agnes had not
yet found them. What she had done (though she didn’t re-
alize it until months later) was to bring herself to the atten-
tion of Inigo Stout. He had previously tagged her as one of
the “safe” (read “mentally dead”) ones—but from then on,
he had his eye on her. It was that evil eye which, several
years later, finally woke Agnes up.

Meanwhile, though . . .

It was Gladys who put two clippings together and made
us one small fortune.

As an avid gardener, Gladys paid more attention than
even Martha to the agricultural news. In particular, she dis-
covered something interesting.

For all the excitement about biotech, by 1986 only one
biotech company in the world was solidly profitable—and
that on the basis of a single product. The rest were losing
money hand over fist as they invested in medicines still
years from market.

The sole important exception to this was in
agronomics—specifically, the biotech-based creation of
new kinds of seeds.

And so the two clippings.

The first, dated six months previously, was an interview
in Business Southwest Minnesota with the CEO of a seed
company called Greensland. This CEQO, a pleasant-looking
middle-aged man named Jaworski, told the magazine he
believed the company’s ten-year effort to isolate the frost-
resistance gene in a rare species of rapeseed was very close
to paying off.

Gladys hadn’t the dimmest idea there even was a frost-re-
sistance gene—until she sat down to teach herself the basics
of genetic engineering. For that, of course, even Larksdale’s
splendid little library was too small; over the next six weeks
she spent every weekend at the University of Minnesota’s
Biomedical Library. When she was done, she understood as
much about biotech as most second-year medical students.
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She also thought she understood what the rapeseed an-
tifrost gene meant.

There were two possibilities:

Either Gladys was bonkers, or Greensland had found a
way to grow oranges in the snowbelt.

So, when she learned from the business section of the
New York Times that the CEO of America’s second-largest
chemical company, which had a huge agribiz subsidiary,
planned to spend three days “vacationing and fishing” at
Lake Manawheeni (six miles from Hastings, the hometown
of Greensland), Gladys put two and two together—and
came up with an idea.

It was a warm spring morning. Soft breezes blew in
through the open windows. And Inigo Stout was nowhere
in sight.

Gladys gave everyone a big, librarianly “shhh!” with
fingers to lips, then slipped into her glass-walled cubicle
behind the reference desk, took a deep breath, and called
the corporate headquarters of Greensland.

It’s remarkable how much authority librarians can put
into their voices.

Gladys worked her way through the switchboard, until a
cool voice said, “Office of the president.”

“Yes, I'm calling on behalf of G. J. Vaniman, of LLIC,
Inc.”

“LLIC, Inc.?”

“We’re an investment group, specializing in growth
companies.” Gladys got good wood on that one, making it
sound first, like anyone with a brain would know LLIC, and
second, like she was such a broad soul that she could par-
don even an idiot. “G. J. Vaniman heads our Life Sciences
Analysis Group and would like to meet with Mr.
Jaworski—tomorrow, if possible.” Gladys was grinning un-
controllably out through the glass office walls. She was
having fun.

“Could you tell me the purpose of the meeting?” the
cool voice asked.

“I’m afraid not.”
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A silence. Then, “Mr. Jaworski has fifteen minutes to-
morrow at one-thirty. Will that work?”
“Very nicely. Thank you.”

%at afternoon, Gladys left early. Walking down the li-
brary steps, she thought briefly about buying a new dress
for the meeting, but her confidence had not yet soared that
high. She turned instead to figuring out in her mind the
buses she would take to get to Hastings the next day. As
nearly as she could tell, the Greyhound trip would last
about three hours each way.

She would have to pack a sandwich and some fruit to fit
into her purse.

%e headquarters of Greensland actually lay about
halfway between Hastings and Lake Manawheeni, on what
in central Minnesota passes for a hilltop. It was a gorgeous
spring day, when the young cornstalks waved mint green
under blue skies, and Gladys was happy to walk the three
miles from the Greyhound station to the facility. She ate
her sandwich on a bench at the station, then brushed her
teeth in the station rest room and struck out for the open
country.

Wost of Greensland resembled a farm that had mutated,
like a bug in a fifties horror movie. It consisted of a wide
scattering of buildings built in what might be called “grain-
silo modern”—a very industrial construct in the midst of
pretty farm country. Central to it all was the main corporate
building, squat, serious, and beige; four stories tall and
fronted by a very large parking lot.

Gladys took the main building’s slightly rickety eleva-
tor. On the fourth floor half a dozen polite gentlemen
waited for her to exit first. She turned left, walked a few
paces, and sat on the nearest padded bench to let them rush
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about their business. Because people will always ask an un-
occupied older lady whether they can help her, she studied
her watch and discovered she was ten minutes early.

For lack of anything better to do, she decided to stroll
around the top floor. She told herself she could at least get
a sense of the company’s physical plant and capital
expenditures—terms she would not have known, six
months earlie—and reminded herself to keep moving
forcefully, lest someone ask what she was doing there.

The walk was informative. She decided Greensland, in
true Midwestern fashion, had wasted little of its money.
The offices she saw through open doors were decorated
with industrial-gray-metal furniture probably dating from
World War II.

But then she found the most unexpected thing: a metal
door, which somehow proclaimed “laboratory,” was la-
beled AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. Gladys authorized her-
self, turned the doorknob, stepped in, and peeked.

Inside, on benches, sat row upon row of small, neat
green bushes, as mysterious and out of place as something
from Day of the Triffids or Invasion of the Body Snatch-
ers.

It was of automatic interest to any gardener: rows of
midsized seedlings. Not everyone would have recognized
them, but Gladys did.

They were orange trees.

Her pulse accelerating, Gladys retraced her steps. But
she was too flustered by her discovery to enter Mr. Ja-
worski’s office. She turned off into a darker pathway.

After two minutes’ walking she found herself at the end
of a small, dim corridor. Nothing unusual about it, except
for a fire alarm, which struck her as oddly located and
nearly impossible to find in an emergency. The curiosity of
it helped Gladys get her mind off orange trees in Min-
nesota and contemplate more humorously the vagaries of
architecture.

With that thought stuck in her mind, she started back
the way she’d come.
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ét was one-thirty precisely when Gladys strode through
the door to Mr. Jaworski’s outer office, and the prim blond
secretary behind the desk glanced up and asked if she
could help her.

“Yes!” answered Gladys briskly. “I have a one-thirty
appointment with Mr. Jaworski. Gladys Vaniman.”

“I'm sorry?”

“G. J. Vaniman? From Larksdale Ladies Independence
Club? I spoke with you yesterday?”’

It was just at this instant, I believe, that Mr. Jaworski’s
secretary finally realized that the G. J. Vaniman she’d ex-
pected to arrive from LLIC, rather than being a hale-and-
hearty fifty-year-old ex-football player, or even a
twenty-eight-year-old hotshot from Harvard Biz, was in
fact a grandmotherly unknown-years-old woman in a
rather frumpy flowered dress.

The prim blond secretary called an audible from the
line of scrimmage—an instant after Gladys introduced
herself, she blushed, looked toward the boss’s august door,
and said smoothly, “I’m terribly sorry. Mr. Jaworski’s been
called out of town suddenly,” even while she was dropping
back, scrambling for a file cabinet, and coming up with
some photocopied PR materials. “Here,” she continued
with awkward cheer, while handing them off to Gladys, “I
think these will answer your questions. I hope you ladies
have a lot of fun with your club.”

“But you don’t understand,” Gladys cried urgently.
“We’re very serious investors, and—"

“Oops!” interrupted the prim secretary. “That’s my
phone.”

No doubt she knew her own phone; but if she had meant
by that that it was ringing, she was quite mistaken. How-
ever, she picked it up and said into the receiver, very dis-
tinctly, “Mr. Jaworski’s office. May I help you?”

Gladys took this insult quietly, just as you’d expect of
someone who’d worked so many years for Inigo Stout of
the Larksdale Public Library. She smiled at the secretary,
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shook the brochures, and mouthed, “Thank you,” and left
the office quietly.

Then something very strange happened. First Gladys
got angry. Nothing strange about that—she’d spent some
part of nearly every working day of he