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PORTFOLIO / PENGUIN

SHARK TALES

Barbara Corcoran’s credentials include straight Ds in high school and college, and twenty-two jobs by the time she turned twenty-three. It was her next job, founding The Corcoran Group real estate company, that would make her one of the most successful entrepreneurs in the country. She is the real estate contributor for NBCʹs Today show and is a Shark on ABCʹs Shark Tank. She lives in New York City with her husband and two children. Visit her at barbaracorcoran.com.

 

Bruce Littlefield is a best-selling author and lifestyle expert. His brand of American fun is seen on the Today show, The Early Show, and The View. Visit him at brucelittlefield.com.




Praise for Barbara Corcoran and Shark Tales

“[Shark Tales] will leave you laughing and crying, but most of all confident that you too can make this world of business work for you.”

—Gail Evans, author of Play Like a Man, Win Like a Woman

 

“Corcoran is a lightning bolt of energy caught in a five-foot-six frame.”

—USA Today

 

“Barbara Corcoran may be New York’s real estate diva, but it’s her homemaker mother to whom she looks for inspiration.”

—Crain’s New York Business

 

“A witty memoir and a powerful guidebook on how to get ahead. . . . An emotionally charged and intellectually energetic book, which will give people ideas on how to motivate, invigorate and otherwise encourage any group that they lead, and organization they build.”

—Bookreporter.com

 

“Entrepreneurs’ visions don’t always translate well to the page, but Corcoran’s book . . . is cleanly written and humorous. The squeaky-clean Waltons-esque descriptions of Corcoran’s family lend it an almost folksy feel.”

—Fortune Small Business

 

“Her manner is frank and energetic, a team captain who gives total commitment and expects it in return. But for all her drive, she has no airs.”

—The New York Times

 

“When once a waitress, real estate queen Barbara Corcoran complained to her mum that the ones with the big breasts were the ones getting the big tips. Mama told her: ‘So, in the absence of big breasts, wear pigtails and put ribbons on them.’ She did, and it worked.”

—Cindy Adams, New York Post

 

“In Manhattan, where real estate is not just a major industry but also a full-contact sport, Barbara Corcoran is hall-of-fame material.”

—Inc.com

 

“Mom takes the cake here, but you have to toast Barbara Ann for applying her dictums. The business she’s in is almost beside the point: Corcoran could be selling plumbing supplies, and the story would still fly.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“A funny handbook for professional sales savvy—that works . . . a likable and worthwhile book, an honorable contribution with heart.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A hot entry on the business-book lists, chronicling twenty-eight years’ worth of sass, savvy, and street smarts . . .ʺ

—BusinessWeek online

 

“Corcoran has taken what others consider a liability and turned it into an asset.”

—ADDitude

 

“As you might expect from such an overachiever, her book [Shark Tales] is on the New York Times bestseller list.”

—Sunday Times (London)
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For Mom, who taught me to believe in myself, and for Dad, who taught me how to have fun.
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Introduction

The story of my billion-dollar business starts like this: I borrowed $1,000 from a friend. Okay, I didn’t borrow it. He gave it to me. And he wasn’t a friend. He was a boyfriend. But when I moved into my first New York City apartment, on East 86th Street, with two roommates, I did have $1,000 to start a real estate company.

It seemed so simple. There’d be virtually no overhead! I’d probably rent two, maybe even three apartments a day, and we’d be running at a profit by the second Sunday of every month. “All the rest will be gravy,” I told my new business partner and boyfriend, Ramòne Simòne.

“And we’ll share that gravy evenly,” he added. Or almost evenly—51 percent for him and 49 percent for me. After all, he explained, he was the one risking the money.
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PART ONE

10 Kids, 1 Bath
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1

If You Don’t Have Big Breasts, Put Ribbons on Your Pigtails

My mother always says my memory is bigger than my life. Well, here’s what I remember.

 

 

 

I grew up beneath a giant cliff on the bottom floor of a three-story house in New Jersey. It was a sliver of a town called Edgewater, and it was two blocks wide and one mile long, just across the Hudson River from Manhattan. My house was easy to find—it was the brown clapboard sitting right below the gigantic L of the flickering Palisades Amusement Park sign—and through most of my childhood it was home to twenty-one people.

Uncle Herbie and Aunt Ethel lived on the top floor with their  two teen daughters. Nana Henwood lived in the front half of the second floor; the Roanes and their two Peeping Tom sons lived in the back. My family, the Corcorans, lived on the ground floor—the best floor, we thought. We were six girls sharing the middle room, which we called “the girls’ room,” and four boys sharing the back room, called “the boys’ room.” My parents, Florence and Ed, slept on the black vinyl Castro convertible in the living room.

But I never really saw my mother sleep. In fact, she sat down only during dinner and later for about three minutes in the tub of our one bathroom. Although Mom was perennially pregnant, she was always on the move—a blurry blue Sears housedress topped by a wavy blond perm and supported by two sturdy speed-walking legs. She had bulging purple varicose veins that grew with each child, and I was always worried that they were going to pop. But they didn’t.

On any given day, Mom could be found in one of two places: the outside landing, where she hung the laundry, or the kitchen, where she jogged between the ironing board and the oven. It seemed my mother could do a hundred things at once, all the while keeping at least one of her blue eyes on her ten children.

“Watch yourself, Eddie!” she’d shout down from the landing to my oldest brother in the side yard. “Remember, you’re a born leader and all the boys are watching you!” Then she’d  vroom down the fourteen wooden steps, hip the laundry basket through the banging screen door into the kitchen, and dump everything onto the table.

“You’re the absolute best helper, Ellen,” she’d say as my eager sister did the folding. “You’re going to make a wonderful mother!”

Shortly after noon, Mom would begin preparations for dinner, served nightly at six o’clock sharp. “Barbara Ann!” she’d yell down the basement stairs as she peeled potatoes. “Come on up here and take Florence, Tommy, and Mary Jean. They need some entertainment and if you’re going to be a star, you’ll need to practice.”

And that was my mother’s genius. She kept her house going by putting her finger on the special gift she saw in each of her children and making each and every one of us believe that that gift was uniquely ours. Whether it was true or not, we all believed it.

 

 

 

I was wiping my counter at the Fort Lee Diner the first time Ramòne Simòne walked in. It was a slow night, with very few customers, and the other waitress, Gloria, had them all. Gloria was a dead ringer for Dolly Parton. She had a bleached-blond swirl of cotton candy hair and two breasts that were the specialty of the house. She and the dynamic duo had the power  to lure men off the street, even when they weren’t hungry. Watching the twins bounce around the restaurant had become the local sport in Fort Lee. Gloria could hip her way through the kitchen doors carrying two cups of coffee stacked on top of each breast and two more in each hand, never spilling a drop.

 

 

 

I was watching Gloria work her front section one night and, in an effort to feel busy, was washing the Formica in front of me with a soggy white rag. The double aluminum doors at the far end of the diner opened and in walked my destiny. With his olive skin, jet black hair, and blue aviator shades, he looked nothing like the working-class customers who frequented the place. He was different, probably from a land very far away. I figured at least across the river.

I had seen his crisp, white collar and rich dark suit on only one other person in my twenty-one years—Irvin Rosenthal, the elderly owner of Palisades Amusement Park. The famous park hovered atop the cliff above our house like a blinking, whirring spaceship. When we were kids, Mr. Rosenthal drove through Edgewater in his black limousine handing out free ride tickets to all the children in town. We ran up to his car like chickens to the feet of a farmer’s wife, each of us hoping to get more than our fair share of tickets. In his dark suit and crisp white shirt, Mr. Rosenthal was like a king, and we all knew he was rich. Besides  the fact that he owned the amusement park, he just smelled different.

Ramòne smelled different, too. I could tell even from across the room and over the thick aroma of frying bacon and eggs. Instead of asking to sit in Gloria’s station, he looked at my boss at the door and, with a quick lift of his chin, nodded toward me, the young innocent behind the counter. He walked across the diner, strutting like a pigeon, and my eyes met his blue aviator shades. Finally, I thought, as he took a seat at the second stool, an interesting customer.

He ordered a cup of tea, and as I zipped in and out of the swinging kitchen door, he sipped it, watching me work my counter.

I loved my counter. It was my territory, and everything there was under my control. There were nine stools and every third one had a setup complete with glass sugar container, ketchup bottle, salt and pepper shakers, and a tin dispenser of white napkins. Stuck behind the counter face-to-face with customers, I often was their dinner companion, and I loved every minute of it, especially entertaining them with conversation.

Ramòne told me he was from the Basque Country. I didn’t know if Basque was a town in New Jersey or not, and I suppose my face gave me away. It wasn’t just any place in Spain, he explained; it was the upper echelon of French-Spanish society. He said his father had blond hair and blue eyes, just like mine, and  he said he liked the red ribbons on my pigtails. I smiled, spritzing the top of the napkin tins with Windex and shining them extra well with a paper towel.

The man from the Basque Country left sixty-five cents on the counter and offered me a ride home. I didn’t need to weigh the options: Walk the five blocks to the number 8 Lemoine Avenue bus or be driven home by him. “I’m finished at ten,” I blurted.

Ramòne was parked outside in a yellow Lincoln Continental, the kind with the hump on the back. I took the diner’s concrete steps two at a time and climbed into a car very different from any I’d ever seen. The soft seats felt like talcum powder against my legs—nothing like the crunchy seats of Dad’s blue station wagon.

We headed ten minutes down the hill and pulled up to the curb in front of my house. Ray—he said I could call him Ray—followed me up the concrete steps, through the front door, and into our living room. I suggested he sit on the black vinyl sofa where my parents slept at night. Within seconds, he was surrounded by a blur of ten blond-haired, blue-eyed, cookie-cutter kids. I introduced Ramòne Simòne from the Basque Country to my parents and they hated him on sight, especially my mom, who, contrary to her normally welcoming ways, wanted the Dark Knight out of her house as quickly as possible. “He’s much older than you, Barbara” is all I remember her saying after he left.
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Ray waited outside the diner every night and gave me a ride home. I guess you could say we were dating, though I didn’t think of the rides that way. He told me he was a big real estate developer and built houses in every town in New Jersey except mine. I learned that he was ten years older than I was and divorced with three daughters. To me, it all added to the intrigue.

A few months later, Ray said a smart girl like me should be living in the Big City, and to get me started, he offered to pay for a week at the Barbizon Hotel for Women, on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. To my mother’s shock and dismay, I jumped at his offer and packed my black ribbed sweater, two pleated skirts, navy blue peacoat, and my new pair of Christmas pajamas. When I carried my suitcase down, Mom was standing next to the living room radiator sorting socks.

“Now, Barbara,” she said, pushing my bangs away from my eyes and looking out the front door toward the street, “don’t you be fooled by that fancy car! It’s meaningless. You’re a nice girl and you know right from wrong. And remember, if you change your mind, you should head right home.”

“I know, I know, Mom,” I said, giving her a quick peck on the cheek and a one-armed hug. I hurried down the steps and climbed into Ray’s yellow Lincoln with the nice leather seats. I felt the same mixture of fear and excitement I did every time the Cyclone clicked toward the top of the big hill. I didn’t say a  word as Ray revved the car’s engine and turned up the hill, but I took one last look back at the house sitting beneath the L of the Palisades Amusement Park sign.

 

 

 

Ray gave me $100 to go buy myself a “real New York outfit.” I bought a purple one—a stretchy lavender lace top, lavender corduroy bell-bottoms with six lavender buttons on the hip, and a pair of lace-up, knee-high lavender suede boots. I walked out of Bloomingdale’s completely purple and proudly paraded up Lexington Avenue singing, “Hey there! Georgy Girl, swinging down the street so fancy free . . .ʺ I knew I was lookin’ good and needed only two more things to stay in New York City: a job and an apartment.

The next morning, I put on my new outfit and applied for a receptionist position with the Giffuni Brothers company, on East 83rd Street. The Giffuni Brothers were wealthy New York landlords who owned a dozen apartment buildings in Manhattan and Brooklyn. The woman interviewing me explained I’d be in charge of greeting every tenant who phoned with a perky “Good morning, Giffuni Brothers.” It seemed easy enough, and by the end of the day, I had landed the receptionist job; by the end of the week I had found an apartment three blocks away and two girls to share the rent. I moved my suitcase out of the Barbizon Hotel.

My Giffuni Brothers stint introduced me to Manhattan real  estate. I wore my purple outfit eight days a week and probably said, “Good morning, Giffuni Brothers” eight hundred times a day. But after a few months of “Good morning, Giffuni Brothers,” I eagerly gave Ray my “no overhead” spiel about running at a profit by the second Sunday of every month. Ray gave me the $1,000 to start a real estate company, and I quit my receptionist job. We decided to name the new company Corcoran-Simone. Ray said his investment entitled him to 51 percent of the interest, and my job was to run the office day-to-day so he could continue to build houses in New Jersey.

My old boss, Joseph Giffuni, offered to let me rent out one of his apartments and said he’d pay me a whole month’s rent as a commission if I could find him a good tenant. He showed me the list of eleven apartments he had for rent, and I picked 3K, the cheapest one-bedroom on the list.

 

 

 

I created my makeshift Corcoran-Simone office on the sofa my roommate had borrowed from her parents. My newly installed pink Princess phone sat silent on the double-tiered mahogany end table, and I stared bleary-eyed at the Sunday New York Times classified ads. According to my count, there were exactly 1,246 one-bedroom apartments advertised. The ads were five or six lines long and the apartments were all priced between $320 and $380 a month for rent. I noticed the best ads among the lot were the splashy ones with the bigger, bolder headlines  like FABULOUS 3! RIV VU 1 BR. TRIPLE MINT!!! followed by a long list of superlatives.

I worked out the numbers on my steno pad and realized that the big ads were bigger than my budget, so I decided to keep my ad to four lines or fewer each week in order to make Ray’s $1,000 last a whole month. But how, I wondered, can I make my little ad stand out among the biggies and how am I going to catch someone’s eye? I figured I needed a gimmick.

Stretching my neck and looking up from the paper, I thought about my job at the Fort Lee Diner. Ah, Gloria! Now, she had a gimmick. On my first day at the diner, I could see Gloria had assets I’d never have, and I went home to fret to my mother: “And when we weren’t busy, Mom, my counter was plain empty. Even when Gloria’s station was completely filled, men were still waiting to sit with Gloria and not me.”

“Barbara Ann, stop your whining!” Mom said, as she simultaneously balanced baby Florence on her hip and hung a sheet on the line. “You’re going to have to learn to use what you’ve got, and you’ve got a great personality. Since you don’t have big breasts, why don’t you tie some ribbons on your pigtails and just be as sweet as you are?”

And that’s how Ray found me two years later, wearing red ribbons on my pigtails and offering a cheerful alternative to the big-breasted, tiny-waisted Fort Lee sensation. I considered it a  personal victory when a customer walked into the diner and asked to sit with “Pigtails.” I learned that men are just as attracted to the innocent virgin as they are to the blond bombshell. A simple gimmick pulled them to my counter, and my sweet-talking kept them coming back.

 

 

 

Sitting alone in my apartment with the New York Times spread open on my lap, I thought about Mom’s advice for competing with Gloria, and I knew I needed an attention grabber for apartment 3K. How, I asked myself, can I put ribbons on a typical one-bedroom in four lines or less and make it stand out from the other 1,246 apartments?

I took a deep breath and picked up my pink Princess phone. “Hello, Mr. Giffuni,” I began. “I’ve been thinking about your one-bedroom on the third floor, and I think I have a way to rent it for twenty dollars more each month.” I had his attention. I told him how apartment 3Kʹs living room was like every other living room in every other apartment in every other building in New York and convinced him that if he put up a wall separating the living room from the dining alcove, he’d really have something different! Mr. Giffuni hesitated and then said he’d have the wall installed that week. I phoned my ad into the paper.

The following Sunday, my first four-line ad (bold print counted for two lines) appeared in the New York Times:1 BR + DEN $340 
Barbara Corcoran, 
212-355-3550





It wasn’t a big ad like the others, but it offered something more. Why would anyone settle for a one-bedroom when for a similar price they could get a one-bedroom with a den?

That Sunday, the calls started rolling in. And on Monday I rented my first apartment.
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2

Paint the Rocks White and the Whole Yard Will Look Lovely




October 1973. New York City. 

I held my first commission check in my hand. Three hundred and forty dollars! I was standing on the corner of 83rd and First with the check and Mr. Giffuni’s list of eleven new apartments for rent. It was October 17, New York was already turning cold, and the navy blue peacoat I had brought from New Jersey looked just like a navy blue peacoat I had brought from New Jersey. “I’m going to take this money and buy myself the best coat in New York,ʺ I told myself triumphantly.

I held up the check again as if it couldn’t be real and looked at the number: $340.00! I’d seen only one check that was bigger  in my entire life, and that was during my dad’s one short stint running his own business.




1959. Edgewater, New Jersey. 

One Monday night, Dad came to the dinner table and announced, “I’m happy to tell you kids that today I quit my job, and I’m starting my own business!” He looked really excited. “I won’t be working for stupid Mr. Stein as his press foreman anymore!” he bragged. “And I’m naming my new company—listen to this—Pre-Press Preparations.”

We all listened as Dad laid out his business plan, ten wide-eyed kids and one very worried, wide-eyed mother.

“From now on I’ll be known as Edwin W. Corcoran, the president of Pre-Press Preparations,” Dad continued. “And I’ll also be the company’s one-man sales force, but I’ll use a pseudo name for phoning my customers.” My sister Ellen asked what a “sudo-name” was, and Dad demonstrated with a would-be sales call: “Hello there. This is Paul Peterson of Pre-Press Preparations calling for Edwin Corcoran the president. . . .ʺ I could see red blotches forming in the V of Mom’s blue housedress, a well-known warning signal around our house.

Dad explained how his new company would design and also make all kinds of cardboard boxes. He picked up the Mueller Dairies milk carton from the table and said, “For instance, if  Mr. Mueller hired me, I would decide how big his carton should be, I’d pick the colors, and I’d even draw the cows! I’d also find the right factory to make his cartons. Yep, at Pre-Press Preparations we do it all!”

Within the week, Paul Peterson had sold his first client on a job to design a belt buckle box, and President Edwin W. Corcoran asked my brother Tommy and me to sit at his new drafting table and draw buckles with his new black Enco drafting pen. We drew six different designs; Dad cut them out, rubber-cemented them onto his white cardboard prototype, and sent them to press.

The following week, Dad came to the dinner table and we bowed our heads as he recited our usual prayer much faster than usual: “Bless us, Our Lord, for these our gifts which we are about to receive from-thy-bounty-through-Christ-Our-Lord. Amen!”

“Amen!” we agreed, and raised our heads to find Dad holding up a small blue paper in both hands, the same way Father Galloway held his golden chalice on Sundays. With great fanfare, he passed the blue paper around the table so everyone could have a look.

We each stared in awe at what appeared to be a check with a lot of zeros following the number one. It was Marty Joe who figured it out first.

“Why, it’s a thousand dollars!” he said.

“Yup! That’s right, kids!” Dad shouted. “We’re RICH! And we’re GOING ON VACATION!”

The next morning, my mother packed ten kids, ten bathing suits, and ten tuna fish on Wonder Bread into our blue station wagon, and we headed to Asbury Park. We had never stayed in a real hotel, and our one-week vacation at the Brighton Beach Hotel proved to be the most exciting week of our entire childhood.

One month later, Paul Peterson had been let go, Edwin W. Corcoran was out of business, and we were eating on credit from Bubsy’s Grocery Store.

 

 

 

I looked back down at my first commission check and pondered, Should I take the money and splurge on a new coat, or shouldn’t I? Remembering that my dad’s first check as his own boss had been his last and that it had taken him ten months to find a new job as a press foreman, I decided I’d better not. Stuffing the check and the apartment list in my bag, I headed back to my apartment.

The building’s super was perched at his usual post next to the mailboxes. “Good morning, Mr. O′Rourke,ʺ I chirped as I breezed past the potbellied, red-faced Irishman. He reminded me of Maggie OʹShay, from Edgewater. Mr. OʹRourke rightfully boasted of running “the cleanest building in all New York,”  just as Mrs. O′Shay claimed to keep “the cleanest house in Edgewater.”




1957. Edgewater. 

Although there wasn’t a garden club in Edgewater, Mrs. O′Shay acted as its self-appointed president. She paced up and down Undercliff Avenue inspecting each yard while doling out her neighbors’ secrets as though they were hers to give.

Mrs. OʹShay watched with raised eyebrows as my mother tried time and time again to spruce up our yard, and time and time again met only with failure. One spring, Mom laboriously stacked the yard’s rocks to form a retaining wall, only to find it slowly eroding as we took the larger rocks to use as roast beefs in our pretend grocery store.

Next, Mom planted grass, only to learn grass doesn’t grow very well on a rock-strewn hill shaded by a giant oak tree. Then, she dug thirty-six holes to plant a gladiolus garden. She dusted the bulbs with bonemeal and placed each one carefully in its nest. The next morning, the gladiolus bulbs were sitting beside their holes as though they had never been planted. After Mom’s roll call yielded nothing but frustrating not-me’s, Prince, our collie-wolf-Chihuahua mix, was found guilty of digging for bones.

With stubborn determination, my mother dug thirty-six new holes and spent all of June watering, weeding, and waiting. Finally,  one hot day in July, the green stalks began to unfurl their hot-pink and bright orange petals. It happened to be the same day Mom came home from the hospital with her ninth baby, Jeanine. Timmy Tom, the skinny five-year-old Harrison kid, greeted her at our kitchen screen door with a huge bouquet of her nearly opened gladiolus. “These are for you and your new baby, Mrs. Corcoran!” he said as he handed my mother the three months of hard work he had plucked from her yard.

Timmy Tom’s flower delivery sent my mother right over the edge and down to the Edgewater hardware store. She came home with a gallon of Sherwin-Williams paint and an idea. She grabbed her yellow Fuller scrub brush and a bucket of water and called all of us into the side yard. We spent the afternoon scrubbing the roast-beef-size rocks while Mom followed behind us with her can of semigloss white. That night, we pressed our faces to the side yard window to admire the rocks that glistened brighter than the backyard fireflies.

Early the next morning, Mrs. O′Shay screeched to a halt in front of our house. “Oh! What a lovely yard you have, Mrs. Corcoran!” she cooed, admiring the ordinary rocks turned extraordinary. “What a truly lovely yard!” My mother smiled and waved proudly from the front steps, and that was the moment a new family tradition was born. Every spring thereafter, Mom gathered her children, a can of semigloss white, and her scrub brush, and we would all spend the day washing and swabbing a fresh coat of paint on the rocks in our truly lovely yard.
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As I stepped into my apartment I felt the Giffuni Brothers’ check burning a hole in my pocket. Should I buy a new coat or shouldn’t /? I looked down at my lavender Georgy Girl outfit; I knew it had walked down the street too many times to still look fancy-free. Should I or shouldn’t I? Well, I decided, if Mom could cover her old rocks with a coat of white paint, I could certainly cover my old outfit with a new coat!

I hightailed it down to First National City Bank to cash my check and made a beeline for Fifth Avenue. I was going to buy myself the best coat in the best store on the best block in all New York!

I asked the red-suited doorman at Bergdorf Goodman where I could find ladies’ coats and took the gold-paneled elevator to the second floor. The elevator opened, and I tripped into a full city block of new coats. A well-clad saleswoman offered her help, but I was too intimidated to accept her offer and thought of a really original response: “No, thanks, I’m just looking.” I puffed up my chest and dove straight into the sea of a thousand coats.

Suddenly, I spotted her from across the room. She was the flashiest one in the whole place. There was nothing plain about her. She had curly brown and white fur around a high mandarin collar and a pair of matching cuffs. Her wool was thick, laid in an oversize brown and white herringbone pattern. Down her front  she had at least a dozen diamond-shaped buttons chiseled out of what looked like real bone. Each button hooked through its own loop. Her huge shoulder pads rode high and her hem swung low, almost touching the polished wood floor. Everything about her screamed, “HERE I AM!” And for $319 plus tax, she was mine.

My new coat became my signature piece and I never took it off. In it, I not only looked successful, I felt successful. My curious customers asked what kind of fur it was, and since I’d never spoken to the saleslady, I had no idea. “It looks a lot like my old dog, Prince,” I’d joke. For the next two years, I marched in and out of buildings up and down Manhattan wearing my expensive coat and flaunting my new image for all it was worth.




End of sample
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