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Author spins a good yarn with her Webs of Power
By Walt McElligott
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The Chicago Writers Association recently welcomed California author Darlene Quinn, author of an intriguing and timely new novel, Webs of Power, which gives an insider's account of the politics, glamour and often ruthless world of department store takeovers.
 

Quinn's experience in the world of retail sales, as part of a nine-member management team for Bullocks Wilshire Department Stores, brings a vivid realism to her novel and sheds light on the rise and fall of major department stores. 

 

Webs of Power is a raw, unsentimental portrayal of three strong, but very different women, whose worlds are rocked by a high stakes corporate struggle, and are brought together by destiny. Her book is based on real-life events that brought Wall Street to its knees and traumatized the retail industry in ways that are still being felt today.

 

The backdrop for Webs of Power is the 1980's, which Quinn defines as "the most greedy, and predatory time in our history, until now." As she says on her Web site, "Webs of Power is written for intelligent readers who enjoy feeling smarter about things they have heard or read about while sharing the lives of fascinating characters and being entertained." 

 

Quinn's dynamic characters are each unexpectedly thrown off course by the hostile takeover of retail giant Consolidated, a true happening in the insatiable retail industry of the 1980s:

 

· Paige Toddman’s marriage to Consolidated’s West Coast Division CEO is threatened when she decides to step out of her fast-paced lifestyle to raise the unwanted child she is carrying, a choice driven by her secret past. 

· The fabric of Ashleigh McDowell’s life begins to fray when her fiancé, the president of Consolidated’s West Coast Division, moves away, and her father figure faces a lawsuit that could wipe out his controlling shares of the company’s stock. 

· Vain and power hungry, Viviana De Mornay will stop at nothing to become the wife of the man leading the takeover. 

 

This thrilling real-world drama introduces characters who find the courage to drastically reshape their lives in the face of crisis and the twists of fate.

 

Laura Taylor, award-winning author of Honorbound says about Webs of Power, "Darlene Quinn expertly captures the drama, greed, and emotional tumult of personal lives gone awry during the hostile takeover attempt of a high-end retail chain in Webs of Power."

 

And, Maralys Wills, Author of Damn the Rejections, Full Speed Ahead, comments, "With obvious 'insider’s' knowledge, Darlene Quinn has created a web of intrigue that draws the reader into the best and worst of the retailer¹s world. I found myself rooting for her smart women, and wishing I could boo the villains. The book came with me on a trip, and once I began reading, I made sure it was always within easy reach. Best of all, I can say proudly, Darlene was once one of my students."

 

I see Webs of Power as a timely and intriguing look at the long-lived, world of retail sales and the people who do whatever they must to survive in that world today.

 

Darlene Quinn's first published novel, Sizzling Cold Case (January 2007), was her completion of a 37-page manuscript begun by the late Buddy Ebsen for a Barnaby Jones episode. 

 

Buddy Ebsen, the beloved Hollywood Icon, was an incredibly talented man whom she had the good fortune to call her friend. When he passed away on July 5, 2003, at the age of 95, Ebsen had been working on a Barnaby Jones novel. Darlene was thrilled when Dorothy, his widow, asked if she would complete Ebsen's work-in-progress. Since she had assisted him with his first novel and other projects, she was familiar with his style, and was able to write in his voice. Darlene found this somewhat unusual collaboration an engaging project, as well as a labor of love for a man she very much admired. 

 

Because the actual manuscript was less than 100 pages long, Darlene needed to add a few words, characters, and sub-plots to craft a novel. However she remained true to Ebsen’s concept and felt as if he was right beside her, and approved of the creative license his widow allowed. The core story is his, as well as some of the dramatic scenes. And since this was written in Ebsen’s (or perhaps Barnaby’s) unique voice, Darlene is no longer certain which scenes came from Ebsen’s pen and which were her addition. In Ms. Quinn's opinion, "Sizzling Cold Case is not a ghost written book, nor did the multi-talented actor need one."

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

 

CWA: Darlene, when did you first become interested in storytelling and writing?

 

Darlene: I became interested in storytelling at an early age, but I did not begin serious writing until my adult life. I have always loved storytelling. When I was a kid, I spent Saturday Mornings snug in bed listening to my favorite programs and letting my imagination run wild. “Let’s pretend” became my M.O., and I spent a great deal of time in the worlds I created. Unlike most writers, however, I had no urge to set pen to paper at an early age. 

 

Being a victim of the short-lived phenomenon in the education system, called sight-reading, which did not include phonics, I was intimidated by the written word. My greatest creativity tended to be in spelling. A skill that was not appreciated by my teachers who circled each and every misspelled work in red. All of my papers appeared to have broken out with the measles. 

 

I resigned from Bullocks Wilshire to aid my hearing-impaired daughter through her last years in school. My passion for telling the stories buzzing around in my head, which were filled with all the fascinating characters that inhabited the world of retail and the stranger than fiction events that were taking place at the time, motivated me to learn to use the computer and put these stories on paper. 

 

I currently live in Long Beach, California with my husband, Jack, whom I became acquainted with at our last high school reunion. 

 

CWA: If your first writing didn't begin until you became an adult, how were you employed prior to becoming an author?

 

Darlene: My checkered resume includes teaching in the public school system--grades K-8, modeling, developing and teaching modeling and self-improvement programs as a private contractor for Bullock’s and Robinson’s Department Stores, hospitals, and various organizations in Southern California, and coordinating the Miss Long Beach portion of the Miss Universe Pageant, to name a few. 

 

I didn’t actually abandon one path because it didn't suit me, I just kept finding another one more appealing and more challenging. I entered the world of department stores as Corporate Training Director for the Bullock's Department Stores, then Bullocks Wilshire, their Specialty Department Store division, as Director of Personnel/Organization Development 

 

CWA: From your experience in the retail industry, do you believe that department stores as we know them are slowly vanishing in America? Do you see them becoming obsolete any time soon?

 

Darlene: I do not believe department stores are vanishing. They have certainly changed since their origin in the 1850's, but department stores are everywhere. Larger shopping malls are dependant upon at least one large department store anchor. What is vanishing are our favorite brands--the department stores we grew up with; those wonderful department stores where we could go and knew that they would have the merchandise that was selected with us in mind. We could count on those stores not only for quality but also for service. The ambience of meeting for lunch in their fabulous tearooms was special. 

 

While we have many more shopping options than in the past (on-line, catalogues, e-bay, large discounters, and small shops in shopping malls . . .) those options fail to meet all needs. Since the 1980's, when many of our regional department stores were taken over by larger department store conglomerates, there have been cries of dismay from coast to cost. In Chicago, they are doing more that just moaning about their loss of Marshall Field's, they have mounted a huge protest to regain the Marshall Fields name. While their sole motivation is to restore Marshall Fields, their efforts have significantly eroded the profits of Macy's in the Chicago area. 

 

CWA: You have mentioned that the retail industry during the 1980’s was full of greed and manipulation. What was going on during this time that caused the industry to be so insatiable? 

 

Darlene: The 1980's changed our business world significantly. At that time the business of America seemed to be the "taking over of businesses." The weapon was the Leveraged Buy-out (LBO). Corporate raiders were waging hostile takeovers with little money out of their own pockets and often for businesses, they knew little or nothing about. The purpose was not to grow the business. They didn't seem to care much about what happened to the business nor the people whose livelihoods depended upon those businesses. What they cared about was lining their own pockets, 

 

The Gentleman's Code disappeared from the banking industry, and the formerly untouchable clients of other banks became fair-game. Wall Street, bankers, and personal investors got caught up in the buying frenzy of the 1980's, and when it came to an end, our courts were clogged with bankruptcies. The biggest loser of all was the federal government that had insured the banks. 

 

I thought I had written about the most greedy, predatory times in our history, but I just got trumped. Ironically, even though Webs of Power is a character-driven novel, the background parallels our current economic turmoil and has made my novel very timely. 

 

CWA: Webs of Power is set in the 1980’s. Why did you choose that decade?

 

Darlene: I chose that time, because my novel parallels the hostile takeover of Federated Department Stores that happened in the eighties. At that time, Federated was the largest hostile takeover other than Revlon, and an oil company. Federated was the largest group of department stores in the nation--it is now twice as large with only two brands (Macy's and Bloomingdales) and changed its name from Federated to its largest brand--Macy's Inc. in June of last year. 

 

CWA: Were your articles for Savvy Magazine and other periodicals what inspired you to write about the professional world in Webs of Power. 

 

Darlene: No. The articles I wrote for those periodicals were on management techniques, interviewing skills, and my personal favorites: negotiation skills (which we can all use in every type of personal and business relationship) and time management, which we all need. What inspired me to write this novel was the drama of the takeover--how it affected our economy and how it devastated some and empowered others. 

 

CWA: With regard to your article covering "negotiation skills" and "time management," I'm certain that both topics came in helpful when you turned to your writing skills. Can you please mention an important aspect of each that might be helpful to other writers?

 

Darlene: This is difficult, because both of these topics are covered in weeklong seminars, but I'll try to make it short. 

 

Negotiating skills are critical to any relationship. As writers, we are generally all involved with critique groups (we don't always agree) and now or in the future will be involved in negotiations with an agent, an editor, and a publisher. The key skill required in negotiations, or any type of communication, is "Listening". After facilitating sessions on negotiating skills for our management team and buyers, which consisted of 4 three-hour sessions, it was clear that communications were breaking down due to the lack of "active listening", particularly where there was a "perceived" difference of opinion. 

 

I say perceived, because often I found that while one person was speaking the other party was preparing their response--neither one was listening. Everyone wants to know that they are heard. Unless the other party is assured that he has been heard, communication breaks down, and no progress can be made. The single most effective tool in assuring the other person that he/she has been heard is to paraphrase what the speaker has said. ("So what you are saying is that. . . .") 

 

Time Management: Who doesn't need that? We all need to schedule, organize, and prioritize to be successful. These skills are difficult to define in a few words, but if I had to name only one key element that was most critical, I'd have to say scheduling. Any serious writer must be diligent about scheduling his/her writing time. Almost everyone schedules meetings, doctor/dental appointments and all sorts of other appointments--they are written on calendars or appointment books. If you don't currently have a set time for writing, get out your calendar and schedule that time as you would any other appointment you can't afford to miss. 

 

Since my publication date in September, I found that there were not enough hours in the day for writing. That was unacceptable as I was working on Twisted Webs, the sequel to Webs of Power. Therefore, I now have a 5 am start time. It was difficult at first because I have never been a morning person--but I've adjusted and have found it to be a quiet time free of interruptions, and it works for me. 

 

It is not for everyone. Find the time that works best for you. If you are employed at a full-time job, it might be before or after work, or even in your lunch hour. If you write only one page a day, by the end of the year you will have written the first draft of a novel. 

 

CWA: One of the three dynamic women in your book, Paige Toddman, is prevented from following her own career due to her commitments in the community. Is that typical of a CEO’s wife.

 

Darlene: That was very true in the eighties. Women were just beginning to climb the corporate ladder and being the wife of the CEO was a full time job. Companies must give back to communities in which they live, and the CEO's wife was expected to be her husband's ambassador to their community. Today, even the wife of the President of the US can have her own career. 

 

CWA: As a member of the management team for the specialty division of a retail giant, what was your greatest challenge?

 

Darlene:. As mentioned, that would be communication. As head of Personnel/Organization Development, I reported directly to the president, and it was my job to prevent brouhahas in the personnel arena. Known as the company shrink, one of my major challenges was to interpret what was meant vs. what was said. My boss was known as the Benevolent Dictator. He was wonderful and gracious to all of the sales associates and hell on executives--interpreting what he meant was a full time job.

 

CWA: As a Chicagoan, I'm familiar with three of the most important men in the 19th century retail industry, Marshall Field, Richard Sears and (Aaron) Montgomery Ward. Can you tell how the rise of department stores contributed to by these men in the mid-1850’s, transformed not only the business world, but society as well? 

 

Darlene: The rise of department stores in the mid-1850s was a major phenomenon, not only for business but also for society. They emerged as a result of mass urbanization. Established vendors and shop owners feared being driven out of business—and many were.

 

The first notable department store in the world was Le Bon Marché in Paris. In 1852, it began to display a wide variety of goods, each at a fixed price, in various departments under one roof. A “money-back guarantee” was offered that allowed exchanges and refunds. Employing up to 4,000 personnel, with daily sales of $300,000, Le Bon Marché became the anchor of downtown urban centers in the nineteenth century.

 

In 1858, Rowland Hussey Macy, a Nantucket Quaker and whaler who had failed several times as a store owner, founded a “fancy dry goods” store in New York City on 6th Avenue near 14th Street. There he began selling fixed-price goods for cash. He offered discounts and advertised his merchandise. He was the first to employ women executives, and he owned eleven buildings at the time of his death in 1887.

 

Marshall Field & Company traces its ancestry to a dry goods store that opened in Chicago in 1852. Undaunted by the loss of his "Marble Palace” to the Chicago fire in 1871, Field rebuilt another and expanded it to five stories, only to see his downtown store destroyed by fire again in November 1877. Ever tenacious, Field and his partner, Levi Leiter, had opened a new temporary store by the end of the month, located at what is now the site of the Art Institute of Chicago. Field, Leiter & Co. reclaimed their traditional location at the northeast corner of State and Washington for the last time in April 1879. In January 1881, Field bought out Levi Leiter, renaming the business Marshall Field & Co.

 

Marshall Field died on January 16, 1906 in New York City. On the day of his funeral, all the stores along State Street, big and small, closed and the Chicago Board of Trade suspended afternoon trading in his honor.

 

Under John Shedd's leadership (whom Field had once called "the greatest merchant in the United States"), Marshall Field & Co. continued the rebuilding of its store, fulfilling plans approved by Marshall Field to pull down the 1879 structure. In its stead rose a new south State Street building, a continuation of the 1902 facade, which opened in September 1907. It included a Tiffany Ceiling, the first and largest ceiling ever built in favrile iridescent glass, containing over 1.6 million pieces. With completion of the 1907 building, Field's momentarily claimed the title of "largest department store" over John Wanamaker & Co. in Philadelphia and R.H. Macy & Co. in New York. Macy’s in New York is now the largest department store in the nation.

 

Just before the 1900s, Dime Stores (also known as Five-and-Dimes) came into prominence and competed for department store clientele. But by the turn of the twentieth century, millions of people shopped in department stores, and the term downtown entered daily conversation.

 

In fact, the department store was a contributing factor to the creation of modern skyscrapers. Eight Chicago department stores dominated that city’s skyline and commercial life, commanding nearly 90 percent of the retail business. Stores mushroomed in other cities as well, nearly tripling in number between 1909 and 1929.

 

During the Roaring Twenties, many downtown stores were remodeled as modern pleasure palaces, with high ceilings, wide cathedral-like columns, marble floors, and Art Deco facades. Some included tearooms, restaurants, and concert halls. Department stores added such amenities as air-conditioning and electric lighting that were not yet available in most American households.

 

With war rationing and supply problems in the 1940s, buyers were cut off from the fashion houses of Paris. They met that challenge by keeping stocks low, selling goods quickly, and convincing customers that they wanted what was offered for sale. At the same time, they began aggressively promoting American designers and turning to Hollywood for inspiration. Casual dressing was introduced. By 1945, business again boomed.

 

Consumer demands skyrocketed with the postwar baby boom, but as families moved to the suburbs, traffic clogged city streets and people preferred to shop closer to home. Parking in the cities was an overwhelming problem. Downtown business stalled, and then declined. As consumer demographics changed, department store branches opened in the suburban shopping malls, keeping their corporate parents afloat in the 1960s. The three biggest U.S. department stores in the mid-1960s were Macy’s, Hudson’s, and Marshall Field's, in that order, with matching sales volumes.

 

By the late 1970s and early 1980s, many reputable, established department store conglomerates began to go under—unable to compete with fellow retailers who were doing anything and everything to capture and retain customers. During this period, midnight sales, early morning sales, and all sorts of new sales were initiated. Merchants cut the prices on new merchandise that had not yet hit the sales floors of competitors. No longer did customers line up outside their favorite department store for the “after Christmas” sale. Sales had become year-round events or, perhaps, non-events.

 

Since the late 1980s to the present, we have seen more of our favorite department stores disappear. Today, successful department store conglomerates are focusing on consolidation and branding. There are fewer department stores with nationally known names. Is that a positive or a negative? It depends on your perspective. The bottom line is: only time will tell. 

 

CWA: Since your lead characters in Webs of Power are women, do you believe that department stores have been influential in helping women establish careers?

 

Darlene: Many historians credit the department store for liberating women by creating jobs and opening new career opportunities for them. In the 1800's, department stores changed society’s values, making it acceptable for women to shop on their own. They provided a window on the world and a valuable meeting space for women. Women began to talk and became aware that they wanted more freedom and power. The fashion industry has drawn many intelligent women, provided an outlet for them to display their talents and skills, and many opportunities to climb up the corporate ladder. No industry has more female executives. 

 

CWA: Webs of Power tells the story of three female protagonists who are suddenly thrown off course by an abrupt corporate upheaval. Do any of these characters represent you and your past?

 

Darlene: One character, Ashleigh, has my former position and tends to think as I do. However, her background and present life are nothing like my own. Yet, she faces the same challenges in balancing her personal life and her family life with the demands of her career. 

 

CWA: Of course, we are in the midst of government bailouts and corporate takeovers today. Please explain how changes in the 21st century retail industry are different from those you witnessed in the 1980's.

 

Darlene: The eighties marked the demise of the Gentlemen's code in banking. It also marked the beginning of the end of company, employee, and client loyalties in many major industries. It was the beginning of massive hostile takeovers. Financial institutions, Wall Street, and individual investors lost sight of what was in the best interest of the companies they were taking over--they were in the business of making money. The success of LBO's are dependant on lowering expenses and bringing more to the bottom line—many businesses failed to live up to their wishful calculations and fell into Chapter 11. The bail outs at that time were not as massive as those being mounted today. 

 

There is a parallel in our recent mortgage crisis (Homeowners partnering with Financial institutions and being allowed to borrow far above their means). Today most of our regional up-scale department stores have been taken over by larger conglomerates. Most of the 37 individual brands of the early 1980's are now owned by four major companies. For instance, Macy's Inc (formerly known as Federated Department stores) now has 400 department stores in 33 states. What was once Marshall Field's, Bullock's/Bullocks Wilshire, etc. no longer exist. The buildings they occupied have become a Macy's or Bloomingdales, or the buildings that housed those stores have been sold to other large conglomerates and are operating under their new owners names.

 

CWA: You just completed your book tour to several key cities to promote Webs of Power. Do you have any suggestions for your fellow CWA members who may one day be scheduling their own book tour? Perhaps certain "Do's" and "Don'ts"?

 

Darlene: A few things I have learned over the last three months:

 

Begin your tour in or near your home. 

 

Schedule out of town events no earlier than 3 weeks past your publication date so that bookstores will have your books in stock. (They cannot preorder, except for a specific event)

 

Make a checklist before leaving home—it's so easy to forget something important.

 

Do not depend solely on your publicist to book your events

 

Be sure your publicist knows your reader demographics (Example: My publicist and her staff read my novel and loved it-they knew I was writing about up-scale stores, so they were placing me in high income areas. 

 

However, my demographics are middle to upper income, mostly readers above 40--Some of my bookstore and events placements were all wrong. The audiences would have been more appropriate for authors of children's, parenting, or business books.

 

Today it is difficult to get people to come out for unknown author talks and signings. Although I had an audience of over a hundred people and sold out of books at my book launch that was in my home town. 

 

Where I was unknown, the audiences were very small (usually consisting of other writers). I much prefer the Meet and Greet venue, where you are placed in a visible spot for signing (we have bookmarks and a book teaser to hand out). In either case, the biggest advantage of doing a book store event has little to do with how many books you sell. 

 

The advantage is that you get prime bookstore real estate before and after the events, space that is extremely costly for publishers.

 

Book as many speaking engagements as possible

 

Check the area around your book events for bookstores that you can visit while you are there.

 

Call at least two weeks ahead to bookstores in the areas where your tour is booked. Ask to speak to the CRM (Community Relations Manager) in Barnes and Noble's stores (if they have no CRM ask to speak with the store manager), the General Manger in Borders.

 

If they are unavailable, ask to speak with a manager (they usually have several). Let them know you will be in town on ----date. Check to see if they have your novel in stock and arrange for stock signings. If they do not have it, tell them a little about it and get an e-mail address. 

 

I have had about a 95% success rate in getting stores to order anywhere from 2-12 copies of my novel for stock signings. Currently, with the economic crunch, many stores are prohibited from ordering before the first of the year--particularly true of Borders. A few stores are unable to place their own orders (must depend on corporate), but most can.

 

Have bookmarks to give to the bookstores--they love them and it's a good way to get visibility in places where people come to buy books.

 

Follow up with thank you notes to the CRM's, Manager, radio & TV hosts, libraries, etc. where you have had events.

 

When you book events in libraries, choose those, which are associated with a "Friends of the Library Group." Those, I've found have the best attendance.

 

CWA: Besides promoting your Webs of Power, what writing project[s] do you have on the fire? 

 

Darlene: I'm currently working on a sequel to Webs of Power, tentatively titled Twisted Webs.

 

CWA: Can your book be purchased directly from your web site? 

 

Darlene: Yes, it can be purchased from my website, your favorite bookstore, or through any of the online booksellers.

 

CWA: How are your Book Tour and Upcoming Events proceeding, other than those scheduled for Southern California, of course?

 

Darlene: I will not be resuming my Book Tour until March or April 2009, as I need time to finish Twisted Webs. Besides, it's too darn cold in Minnesota, which will be my next stop as, for some reason; Minnesota is selling more of my novel than elsewhere. 

 

[Note: Darlene has delayed her book tour visit to Chicago until she has more speaking engagements in place. As a Californian, she must wisely consider anywhere in the Midwest, too cold right now.

 

Quinn closed her interview by saying that she looks forward to meeting Chicago area writers next year. She hopes to schedule her Chicago visit for March-April, 2009.

 

Many thanks, Darlene, for taking time out of your busy schedule to speak to the members of the Chicago Writers Association, and best wishes on your future writing endeavors. Also, please let us know when you might be in the Windy City. Hopefully we'll be able to get together, soon, when it’s warmer in Chicago. 

 

Walt McElligott is the Assistant Editor of CWA's e-zine, The Write City, and its blog, Windy City Writers. He is the author of the children's book, "A Blessed Bethlehem Birth", illustrated by Kevin Scott Collier and published by Guardian Angel Publishing. 
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