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Part 1: Modern Life

Chapter One

 
Gibson Girls and Suffragettes

 
 
I was bored and my dress was too tight. I was
wearing a ridiculous getup, slumped in an uncomfortable seat, and sitting
through another screening of
Surf Cops
,
trying to hide my reactions from the rest of the people watching in the
darkened room and, most of all, from my boss. It was a popular show, with big
audience numbers, it’s true, but the demographics were all wrong for our
product.
Titan Allied Products
International sold high-end cosmetics, not products for fourteen-year-old boys.
It was another day that I wondered why
TAPI
recruited MS-degreed chemists like me and my friend Beth to their marketing
department.

TAPI’s
marketing approach was a mess.
They—we—I’m supposed to remember that—just could not get the right appeal to
the target customers, and everybody knew we were flailing.
Thus
this big meeting.
Top management had decided they needed fresh ideas,
and had finally realized you don’t get fresh ideas if you keep listening to the
same tiny group of people.

They had invited the whole company to a
“marketing summit” at a fancy hotel here in St. Louis, the hometown of the
venerable company. Anyone who worked for the company, anywhere, in any
capacity, could pitch their idea for a new marketing direction. Those of us who
were actually in the marketing department were required to attend, but anyone
else who submitted an entry could have expenses paid to attend. The prize would
be leading implementation of the winning campaign, working in a nice office in
headquarters, and, if the campaign actually saved our sorry bacon, maybe a
permanent promotion.

I had to admit it was an interesting approach
from management. Not many outsiders had tried, but rumor had it at least one
janitor was gearing up a presentation, as were a few of the regional sales
staff.

But the
Surf
Cops
idea from one of the in-house marketing staffers just underscored the
fact that there were a
lot
of lame
ideas out there, and sitting through marketing presentations isn’t much fun for
a chemist.

The meeting had only gotten worse, right on
schedule. The projector went dark, the lights were flipped on, and my boss, the
energetic Campbell Frazier, had stepped to the lectern, to make
his
pitch. He called me and his other
human visual aids to the front to participate. I minced forward in my
ankle-length shirtwaist dress and high boots, as Frazier explained. “Our
product is geared toward the smart, educated, liberated woman. We need to show
our commitment to her…and that our commitment has
always
been to her.

“Addie, here,”—I managed a tight-lipped smile
for the audience as he pointed to me—“is dressed as a suffragette protesting at
our own World’s Fair, in 1904.” I waved my protest sign, right on cue, and he
moved on to the next exhibit.

“Lindsey is a lady
autoist
, driving on her own to Automobile Day at the fair.” His
administrative assistant, wearing a duster coat and goggles, beamed and waved.
He droned on. I zoned out. When our presentation was over, all the costumed
women introduced and explained
,
we trooped back to our
seats, to the sound of applause.

It was going to be a long night, but I couldn’t
stay zoned out. Beth was one of the participants, and she was nervous. “You did
great,” she whispered under the applause.

I crossed my eyes at her, and she stifled a
giggle. Scientists do not giggle, even when teased or nervous.

“Campbell’s idea is better than mine. I don’t
know what I was thinking. Do you think I could just cancel?”

“No! You cannot!” I whispered
fiercely,
and apparently too loudly. Lindsey gave me a
schoolmarm look from under her veiled driving hat. I fished out my cell phone
from its hiding place in my waistband, typed out
Yr idea best. No gvg up
!
and
held it low, between my right leg and Beth’s left,
nudging her ribs so she would look down.

She looked, smiled tightly, looking more as if
she were fighting back vomit than actually happy, and refocused on the front,
where Pete Ogilvy was doing something with dancing lollipops. Pete was another
scientist-turned-marketer, but he and Beth didn’t seem to mind as much as I
did.

Pete was nice, but he wasn’t counting on me for
personal support, so I used the time to surreptitiously type out another
message, this time with all the letters, and in all caps.
CHEMISTS DO NOT THROW UP IN PUBLIC! GO CHEMIST CHICKS!
I held it at
the ready, and nudged Beth to look at it during the applause for Pete.

She gave me an almost-real smile, took a deep
breath, and stood up as her name was called.

I thought her presentation was good. Polished,
smart, and it actually said something about our products, about what made them
different from competitors, and in terms that didn’t talk down to the
customers. Instead of costumes, song-and-dance, or extravagant advertising, she
was advocating a focus on our chemistry and explaining its value. She was also
suggesting explaining the value in terms that assumed the women who bought
cosmetics could read, do math, and reason. It would have appealed to
me
, to Beth, and to my own best friends,
but it clearly didn’t appeal to the rest of the people in the ballroom tonight.
Watching the reactions in the audience and on the judges’ panel, I tensed like
the mother of a four-year-old who had forgotten his lines in the Christmas
pageant.
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