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  To those who have accepted the opportunity only to lost money, lose friends, and lose self-esteem. I’m sorry.
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  Introduction


When I first shared these stories with some of my readers, I got a lot of feedback asking where the horror was. I admit, the first few stories that establish the world of Multi-Level Marketing (MLMs) and Direct Sale companies aren’t traditional horror. In fact, if I didn’t make the connection back to something we recognize as horror, you’d probably complain that there’s no horror in this book. For me, horror is often what we do to each other without a supernatural force driving things. Between my own experiences in these companies (as a consultant and customer) along with my research to write beyond that experience, I saw the way these companies, often run by men at the top level, let women manipulate other women… well, it’s horror. The way this is structured to make you think you failed to do your part, not that you were set up to fail from the beginning, is self-harm and horror. 
I don’t come to this from a single or low impact within MLMs. I have joined two, supported my friends in various companies, and been lucky to come out with minimal debt. I use kitchen items from one company, have beloved unicorn leggings from another, tote bags from a third, and even bought journals from a fourth. These items are often high-quality products. How many of us coveted a pizza stone, remember make-up parties in someone’s kitchen, or saw safe flameless candles as a great idea? All of these are staples of the MLM industry. Even the sex-toy parties seem fun and have great products! The product isn’t usually the problem; the system behind them is the problem. I’ve been happy to support my friends with one purchase but resist the second purchase when the makeup is too much for something that didn’t wow me, or I see a similar tote bag for less than half the price. 
I’ve shared some of my MLM experience on my Facebook page for readers. I’ve shared the resources I used to expand my knowledge, especially as the stories looked at aspects of these companies that I hadn’t participated in (not for lack of trying). For those who haven’t looked there, I was a member of Mary Kay and Thirty-One Gifts. One I joined in hopes of making money, and the other I joined for the discount on bags I liked. I stayed in both for longer than I should have. I even rejoined Thirty-One after getting out because they had a cute pattern, and I wanted the discount. To this day, I have friends working for these companies.
These companies are only predatory. These companies make you think you’re the problem when the only way to make money is to either make this company your life or find unethical ways to move up the pyramid. Don’t let their PR and marketing fool you - they are pyramids. Consultants are not CEOs of their own businesses. They are not part-time work for full-time money. What they do to make money is unethical and sometimes illegal. They will suck you dry, cut you off from your family, and feed that voice in your head that makes you think you suck. Remember that as you read these stories. The women who sell for these companies are victims and, sometimes, through these abuses, become the abusers. 
What can you do to combat these companies? Educate yourself and the people around you. Don’t buy items from these companies on your own or when a friend has a party. Let friends who “accept an opportunity” know what they’re getting involved in. When someone you haven’t spoken to in years suddenly messages you on social media, tell them why you aren’t interested.
Sara






  
  The Opportunity

Mary


Thank you all for coming out to my good friend Mary’s Bribre party tonight!” Kathleen said, clapping her hands to applaud me. 
All my friends turned to me and clapped with her, some looking uncomfortable and others looking ecstatic. I smiled, still not sure why I had agreed to host this party.
“I love my job,” Kathleen continued. “Like, love it with a capital L. Bribre is an amazing company, and I love sharing it with the world. I’m pretty sure you’ll love them as much as I do by the time this party is over.” 
Kathleen was a tiny, stocky brunette woman who was a friend of my cousin. At least, I thought she was Erin’s friend, but tonight, I’m sure that’s incorrect. I had met Kathleen when Erin hosted her own Bribre party a few weeks ago. I had come after Erin had begged me. I hadn’t intended to buy anything, but I walked away with over two hundred dollars worth of clothes. I liked it and wanted more, but I had maxed out my budget at the event. Kathleen convinced me to throw my own party so I could get some more items for free. I had forgotten how aggressive MLM consultants can be and said yes, thinking I wouldn’t hear from her again. 
“If you’re like me, you have a million things to do in a day. We’re all busy even if we’re single or married, have children or are child-free, work or stay at home. Women are constantly on the move, responsible for taking care of everyone,” Kathleen paused and looked around at each of the five guests, nodding her head. “I can’t go home and grab gym clothes for a thirty-minute trip to the gym. I can’t go get out of work clothes and into something better for date night or a fancy event for my husband’s job. There are too many wardrobe changes!”
Kathleen threw up her hands in the most exaggerated gesture I had ever seen. I had seen her give the exact same speech, gestures and all, at Erin’s party. I wondered how much of this was scripted and how much she came up with on her own. There were so many contradictions now that I was hearing it for a second time. 
“When I found Bribre, I was a stay-at-home mom who relied on my husband for all my spending money. It felt like it was his money, not mine. I would get in the car in the morning, take the kids to school, run errands, go to meetings, pick them up, drive each of them to their own activity, and then get them home for dinner. I did it all in gym clothes because I never had time to go home and change. Not that I had time to go to the gym, either! Does this sound familiar?”
Again, Kathleen made eye contact with each of my friends, each of them wide-eyed and nodding. All of us, except for Fay, who was single and child-free. I only invited her because she had put up on her social media profile that she was looking for a party to attend. I couldn’t say no to someone guaranteed to spend money. 
“Before we talk about the clothes, I want to get to know you. This will help me pick the right items for you. I have raffle tickets that can help you win some special accessories. While we play, Mary’s going to go grab some of the snacks I brought with me,” Kathleen said, pointing at me.
Kathleen had instructed me that this was my cue to get the pot of coffee I had made with grounds she had come with. I had been instructed that she would provide everything for the party, even the snacks. I was to find out about allergies and tell her. She would make sure the food was safe. I hadn’t told Kathleen, but Fay had only told me about an hour before the event that she was vegan and would bring her own snack. I felt like Kathleen would be mad at me if she knew one person hadn’t followed instructions. Erin had made it clear that it could hurt my chance of a good party if I failed to follow the instructions to the letter. 
Fay had told me she understood and would not let Kathleen see her eating her vegan food. 
“It’s not that I think Kathleen would bring something I can’t eat,” Fay had explained, “it’s that I don’t know because I can’t see the label, and this is about my health.”
I nodded, understanding how dangerous food can be when you’re on an exacting diet for your health. My youngest had a tree nut allergy that required us to always watch what he put in his mouth. Kathleen had assured me that nothing she brought had nuts of any kind. It was a relief since the kids were trying to sneak into the kitchen to taste the brownies and cookies Kathleen had brought with her. I couldn’t watch the kids and host the party at the same time. I was pretty sure my husband, who was supposed to be watching the kids, was so engrossed in his video game that he wouldn’t realize our son had a brownie or cookie in his mouth. 
I brought the coffee pot and mugs into my den. My friends were all cheering as Kathleen handed each person a raffle ticket. I missed the game, but they are all the same: you get a ticket if you answer the question. I felt like Kathleen really just wanted an excuse to give people a ticket. I turned around to grab the desserts, and I checked the oven for the hot dip that was heating up. She said it was a spicy chicken dip with cheese and hot sauce. It smelled great when I opened the oven, and I knew the bubbling, slightly brown cheese was the sign to pull it out. I let it cool while I brought everything else into the room. Now, my friends were furiously scribbling something down on pieces of paper.
“I can smell the spicy chicken dip!” Kathleen said as she collected the papers from everyone. “While it cools, let’s talk about the clothes and accessories.”
That was my cue to roll in three different portable clothing racks. On each hung ten different items, some the same accessory but in different colors or patterns. I knew she wanted each of these items to be sold tonight, but I looked at a few items and the hideous patterns. I scrunched up my face in disgust, not sure how she was going to convince people to buy these items.
“The Bribre clothing line starts with two staples: pants and tops. You can have as many of these as you want. They are always black and can be worn at any time, even to the gym, and then turned into something more formal.” 
Kathleen took off each of her accessories one at a time to reveal that she was wearing a pair of tight black pants that looked like leggings and a snug black tank top. If she had worn sneakers, it would have been the perfect gym outfit, but her accessories made it look more business casual.
“Don’t worry; we do have a variety of lengths for pants and sleeves for you to pick from. Our goal is that you are perfectly comfortable in everything we sell. The fabric is soft and stretchy. The tops are lined with cups to replace a bra. The support is perfect for working out or enticing your husband,” she said with a wink.
The room burst out in nearly manic giggles as Kathleen passed around some accessories. Had Erin’s party been like this? I couldn’t remember. 
“The key to these working for an occasion is the accessories. All the extra items like blazers, sweaters, and wraps won’t wrinkle. You can stuff them all in one bag in the morning and swap them out throughout the day. We also have jewelry, scarves, and handbags that will match. Today, since you’re all being introduced to the Bribre lifestyle, we’re just focusing on the clothing.”
Fay’s arm shot up in the air. “Is everything you’re wearing a Bribre product?” she asked when Kathleen acknowledged her.
“Yes, it is, except my panties.”
The others whooped and laughed at the mention of underwear.
“Thanks to Mary’s careful work, I’ve brought the right sizes for each of you to try on a Staple Set in different sizes and lengths.”
That was my cue to bring in two large crates full of black tops and pants. They were sealed in their bags. I remembered, from Erin’s party, that this was done to make sure each person tried on something unworn by anyone else. Kathleen told me almost everyone buys at least one Staple Set because of this. I had purchased two, one for the summer and one for the winter. I wanted to buy another so I could wear them more than just once or twice a week.
“While you’re trying on your Staple Sets, think about what you want to buy. Sometimes, getting the pattern or color you want for accessories can be difficult because these are in such high demand. Still, I brought some with me to help you get started, and I will be offering you discounts to make this a little easier on your wallet.”
“There are only three sizes?” Someone asked. I didn’t see who.
“Yes,” Kathleen said. “Our founders, Brian and Brenda, realized that women’s bodies change constantly. We lose 15 pounds, and then winter comes, and we gain it over the holidays. They wanted you to avoid the need to have everything in different sizes to accommodate your body. The sizes are Curvy, Curvier, and Curviest. In the Staple Set, you’ll see the size ranges for each of the three.” 
“Are the accessories sized the same?” someone else asked.
“Yes, and you can play with it to feel more comfortable. I know a lot of women who wear curvy sizes but like accessories in curvier because it gives them more room.”
Kathleen nodded as she answered, and the group nodded along with her, sipping their coffee mugs and opening their Staple Sets. They laughed and chatted among themselves as they moved around the room. One by one, they went into my bathroom and changed into their new outfit. I went back into my kitchen and opened the remaining crates with additional accessories. I couldn’t see into these, but I knew they contained accessories in other sizes, colors, patterns, and designs. The ones on the rack were the ones she wanted to sell.
“I think the dip is ready to come out,” Kathleen said, coming back into the kitchen and opening one of the crates. She pulled out something in a pretty purple bubble pattern.
I nodded and grabbed the bag of corn chips she had brought with her and the casserole pan of dip before walking back into the room with her. Everyone was wearing their Staple Set and eating, except for Fay. She was still in the clothes she came in, standing by the racks of clothes and moving through the items hung there. When she saw me, she smiled, grabbed her Staple Set pack, and left the room. I thought she might be going to change, but she turned toward the kitchen instead of going to the bathroom.
“Mary, do you want to get some of the accessories you bought at Erin’s party? You can be my model!” Kathleen said once I had put the food on the coffee table. 
I was already wearing one of the two Staple Sets I had purchased—the winter one. The long black leggings were very comfortable, and I had picked a three-quarter-length sleeve for the top because I didn’t want to get too hot. I ran upstairs and grabbed the cardigan, wrap, and scarf I had purchased already. The pattern on the scarf wasn’t my favorite, but it had been free with the cardigan. The cardigan had a peacock pattern, which was my favorite animal. The wrap was in similar colors, bright jewel tones of blue and green. The scarf was overlapping boxes in yellow and orange. I was planning on giving it to my mother, who loves these colors.
Fay was back in the room when I got downstairs and still wearing her own clothes. Kathleen was avoiding her, focusing on everyone else.
“You’re not going to try the Staple Set on?” I asked her.
“Nope, I already know what I’m going to buy. I know how it fits,” she said with a smile. 
“I didn’t realize you already knew the company,” I said to her.
“Oh, I love this stuff.”
Her expression remained flat, not matching her words. I should have assumed this if she had been looking for a party. I was anxious that she wouldn’t spend any money so I could get my free stuff. I left her and went to model clothes for Kathleen. I watched my friends, all giggling in their Staple Sets, swapping accessories.
“I want to go over the specials. The items on the clothing racks are from our Secret Stash! These are items that are difficult to find and in high demand. For every hundred dollars you spend, I’ll give you one of these items for free.”
That was how I had ended up with the hideous scarf at Erin’s party, but I had been required to spend more. She had pushed me to spend another fifty dollars to get the second free item, but I had to stick to my budget. My unwillingness to spend more was when she convinced me to host this party. I was a little annoyed that she had reduced the cost of the special, free items. I let it go, thinking she may not have control over it. My friends were much more excited about my modeling than anyone had been when Erin had done the same at her party. Only Fay sat back, calmly typing something on her phone. 
“When you’re ready to order, I’ll be at the kitchen table,” Kathleen said when she was done showing off all the accessories. “I want you to try on the things you like.”
I looked around and realized that items from the other crates had been brought out when I wasn’t looking. They were piled next to people, some taken out of their vacuum-sealed packs. 
“Why don’t you get things cleaned up and make another pot of coffee?” Kathleen said
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