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ONE
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The Parsons Valentine dining room—affectionately known as the Jury Box—resembled nothing so much as a high school cafeteria, writ large. We were all older, sure, with expensive haircuts and finely tailored suits. The food was a lot better, and it was served on fine china, classic white with a platinum border. And then there was the view. Instead of a track or a football field, our windows overlooked the grand expanse of Fifth Avenue and Central Park. No trophy cases or spirit banners, either, just a vast Ellsworth Kelly painting and a few signed Chuck Close prints adorning the otherwise stark white walls. But these were just trophies of a different sort.


At Parsons Valentine & Hunt LLP, every step you took was a carefully calibrated decision, right down to where you sat at lunch—especially the year you were up for partner. The powers-that-be took meticulous note of who was allied with whom. If you regularly sat at a table to gossip and gab with other associates, it telegraphed lazy and unambitious. If you sat only with partners, it screamed brownnoser. Sitting off by yourself, not surprisingly, was the worst kind of professional suicide—you might as well walk around wearing a big SOCIAL LIABILITY sign around your neck. And the worst thing you could be at Parsons Valentine was unpresentable.


At lunch in the Jury Box, we were spoiled for choice. I navigated my way around the freshly stocked salad bar, past the sushi chef, deli counter, brick-oven pizza and teppanyaki lines, and stopped at the hot entrée station. Mason, the firm’s executive director of Dining Services—he’d apprenticed at Le Bernardin—was standing behind the sneeze guard, wearing his chef’s hat and a crisp white apron. Mason was one of my favorite people at the firm. He’d once sent a steak sandwich to my office when I was stuck on a late-night conference call. I’d never forgotten it.


“Hey, Mason, what are you pushing today?” I asked.


“Well, well. Ingrid Yung. My favorite customer.” He gestured with a flourish at the row of silver chafing dishes. “Today we’ve got some beautiful seared ahi tuna steaks with avocado tartare.”


“Hm. Sounds healthy.”


“And over here I’ve got my famous spicy three-cheese lasagna.”


“Sold.”


I walked my lasagna and a Perrier over to the cashier line. The guy in front of me, some fourth-year Litigation associate I’d never spoken to, was busily scratching a client matter number onto a checkout form with a stubby yellow golf pencil.


Parsons Valentine attorneys had the option of paying for our Jury Box meals in one of two ways: cash from our own pockets, or charging it to the client whose matter we were working on. We were supposed to do this only when working late and bringing dinner to our desks, but a lot of lawyers just charged their meals whenever they felt like it. This meant that Microsoft might be springing for your breakfast bagel, while Time Warner picked up your turkey club at lunch. I always just paid cash. It was faster, not to mention more honest.


I picked up my tray, entered the dining room, and surveyed my options.


Jeff Murphy half-stood from his table, waving me over to where he sat with Hunter Russell, another associate in our class. Good old Murph. He was one of my best friends at the firm. We’d shared an office as summer associates, exactly nine years ago this month. Frankly, I hadn’t expected to like him much at first. I’d taken one look and assumed he’d be too entitled for my taste, the worst kind of irritating, backslapping, how-the-hell-are-you frat boy. But he’d grown on me. Murph was a smart guy, despite the rich jock pedigree.


I set my tray down next to his on the starched white tablecloth and pulled out a chair. I nodded at Hunter, who barely glanced my way, thumbs frantically working the keys of his BlackBerry. Hunter loved his BlackBerry. It gave him the appearance of responding to urgent client messages while he checked his Fantasy League Baseball stats.


“What’s up, Yung?” said Murph, jostling my elbow. He grinned at me, and I looked sidelong back at him.


Murph was a good-looking guy, and he knew it. I was reminded of this once again, seeing him in his crisp white dress shirt, open at the throat, sleeves rolled up, his tanned, muscular forearms lying easily on the table. His wavy, dark blond hair just brushed the top of his collar, and his new tan set off his eyes to brilliant effect, making them look even greener than usual. Murph’s family had a house on the Cape, and he spent a week there every Memorial Day. He’d just gotten back, and he practically glowed with privilege and well-being.


Murph and I had once had something of a moment, you might say, years ago. When you hire ninety-five young, smart, attractive, ambitious people every fall, who’ve all just graduated from the same five law schools and landed in Manhattan, and then make them work twenty hours a day together in close quarters, there’s obviously going to be sexual tension. Back when we were first-years, Murph had thrown a huge Halloween party at the loft he shared in Tribeca with one of his college buddies. I hadn’t really wanted to go, and I didn’t have a costume, but all the other associates in our class were going, and there was nothing I hated more than feeling left out.


So at the last minute, I rushed from work to my apartment and threw on my high school prom dress—the one I’d worn the night I’d been crowned Potomac Valley High’s first-ever Asian American prom queen. (Oh my! Mrs. Saltzstein, the guidance counselor, had gushed. She’d heard of Oriental valedictorians before, but never a Chinese prom queen!) The dress was a strapless pink taffeta number. The zipper took some coaxing, and I was mushrooming a little out the top, but damn if I didn’t still look pretty good in that thing.


By the time I cabbed downtown to Murph’s loft, the party was in full swing.


“Yung!” said a very drunk Murph upon greeting me at the door. He was dressed as Pope John Paul II. We air-kissed—funny how being at a party makes it okay to air-kiss your co-workers—and he led me to the drinks in the kitchen. Many hours and margaritas later, Murph, Hunter, Hunter’s wife, and I were huddled around his CD collection (this being before the iPod age) and someone put on “Son of a Preacher Man.” Murph looked at me, bleary-eyed, and said, “Yung. What are you wearing?” I batted my lashes and purred, “My prom dress.” Hunter’s wife threw back her head and laughed. “What about some fake hickeys? You can’t be a prom queen without the hickeys!”


Without missing a beat, Murph volunteered to provide the real thing, and before I could think better of it, Murph bent over my bare neck and shoulder and did the honors while I leaned back against his Sharper Image CD tower. I remember being surprised at the warmth of him, and how good the burr of his late-night stubble felt against my skin. It tickled, and I was laughing, and Dusty Springfield was singing that being good isn’t always easy, but when Murph stood back up and gazed at me with a deadly serious, intensely hopeful look on his face, I realized I’d made a grave mistake. Sure enough, later that night, as Murph helped me look for my coat among the huge pile on his bed, he fixed me with a solemn if drunken gaze and leaned in toward me at a deliberate angle. I gently disentangled myself and pretended to laugh it off. “If only you weren’t dressed as the pope,” I’d said, the easiest way I could think of to let him down lightly. This was Murph, after all; he was like my brother. Furthermore, everyone at work knew he was an incorrigible flirt. Monday morning we both acted like it had just been the tequila talking. That had been eight years ago. We’d never spoken of it since.


“Health food?” Murph asked now, nodding toward my plate.


“Shut up, it’s delicious,” I told him, and took a huge bite of lasagna.


I did not appreciate Murph or anyone else scrutinizing what I was eating. It always felt, just a tiny bit, like I was back in my fourth-grade cafeteria, shyly unwrapping the scallion pancake or shrimp toast my mother would pack in aluminum foil in my lunchbox. “What’s that?” Becky Noble would wrinkle up her nose, her own tidy baloney-and-cheese sandwich raised halfway to her mouth, causing all of the other girls to giggle. Years later, on a blind date at the Campbell Apartment, my twenty-dollar martini had arrived alongside an appetizer of those same scallion pancakes, cut into dainty bite-size triangles and served with a ginger-soy dipping sauce. My blind date—an anesthesiologist named Ethan—pushed them toward me. “Try one. These things are amazing,” he enthused, popping one into his mouth. “They are good, aren’t they,” I replied, smiling vaguely and wondering what had ever happened to Becky Noble.


Murph shook his head at me. “I swear I’ve never seen a woman eat so much and still be a size two, Yung.”


I shrugged.


Here was another thing about all the male attorneys I worked with. They all called me by my last name, Yung, instead of by my first name, Ingrid. I wondered if some of them even knew what my first name was. But I didn’t mind this. I’d been in the corporate world long enough to know that it was a good sign. When they felt comfortable enough to swear like sailors around me, I knew I was finally in.


I looked over at Hunter. He was hunched over a piece of paper, scribbling on some sort of cryptic sketch that looked like a tree.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Huh?” Hunter looked up. “Oh. I’m doing our softball brackets. See?” He slid the paper toward me. “This is how the season’s shaping up. Wachtell’s out. All we have to do now is beat Simpson Thacher in two weeks. And trust me, we will. They suck this year. So if Davis Polk takes down Skadden next week, and then they knock out the DA’s office after that, we’ll face them in the finals.” He beamed.


Murph looked at me. “Glad you asked?”


Hunter was captain of our firm’s softball team, the Parsons Valentine Prosecutors, and he was obsessed with winning the Central Park Lawyers League championship trophy. He spent twice as much time on softball captain duties as he did on legal work, but Hunter could afford to. He was pretty much unfireable. Nine years ago, during his final year of law school, he’d had the good fortune to knock up the daughter of a longtime Parsons Valentine client. This bank CFO had promptly forwarded Hunter’s résumé to the head partner in our Corporate Department with a lunch invitation and a handwritten note, gently suggesting that his new son-in-law was sure to be an asset to any firm. Hunter was hired the following week. He’d been here ever since, billing about two-thirds of the hours the rest of us did. We grudgingly accepted him in our midst. We knew they’d never actually make him a partner—the firm was too worried about malpractice for that—but he was assured a cushy job as a senior associate or Of Counsel for as long as his father-in-law’s bank kept paying its bills.


“A word to the wise,” Murph said in a lowered voice. “I hear Adler’s looking to staff some monster deal. If you see him around, look busy.”


We usually got assigned to deals at the Corporate Department meetings, so the process could appear fair and transparent, but sometimes partners just randomly trolled the halls looking for help. If you had too clean a desk or were blatantly surfing the Web when a partner poked his head in your office, you’d be slapped with a new deal. This was known, resentfully, as drive-by assigning.


“That’s not Adler’s MO,” I said. Marty Adler was the top rainmaking partner at Parsons Valentine, the real deal. He didn’t need to troll the halls. Associates wanted to work with him. If he liked you, he could make your whole career.


Murph shrugged. “Look, believe what you want. I’m just the messenger.”


“Speak of the devil.” I nodded toward the other side of the room. Marty Adler, Harold Rubinstein, Sid Cantrell, and Jack Hanover—heavy hitters, all of them members of the firm’s Management Committee—were rising from a table and pocketing their BlackBerrys. (Partners left their trays on the table for the dining room staff to clean up. Associates bused our own.) We all watched as this gang of four exited the Jury Box through the glass doors and stood talking in front of the elevators. Adler was gesticulating wildly about something. The others were nodding in agreement, apparently unaware that all of the associates were looking on.


I took another bite of lasagna. This brand of naked, unabashed partner worship amused me. We were senior associates, on the verge of our own partnership votes, and yet we still accorded the partners a distant, irreverent kind of celebrity—sort of like the way kids talked about their teachers in junior high. Partners walked among us. We worked alongside them. We talked to them every day. But despite this charade of equal footing, they remained shrouded in mystery. They were beings to be scrutinized and revered, hated and loved—and gossiped about. We were all expected to call them by their first names to their faces, but in private, we bandied about their last names only, as if they were baseball trading cards.


We watched as the four partners disappeared into an elevator.


“Well, back to the grind,” said Murph, balling up his napkin and tossing it onto his tray. “I’ve got a ton of shit to do today.”


Hunter pushed his chair back from the table and stood. “Yeah, I guess I should get going, too.”


Murph glanced at me. “Hey, you don’t mind, do you? You want us to sit with you til you’re done?” Actually, I did mind. Eating alone in the Jury Box made me feel like my cover had been blown. But I couldn’t tell them that. “Go, go, I don’t mind,” I said, shooing them away. “See you guys later.”


I took two more bites of Mason’s spicy three-cheese lasagna and stood to bus my tray.


My office was on the thirty-first floor, along with those of the other senior M&A associates. Hunter’s office was the first I passed on my way from the elevator bank. HUNTER F. RUSSELL, read the polished brass nameplate. Next to Hunter was Murph, and next to Murph was a seventh-year named Todd Ames, who’d had his name legally changed from Abramowicz while still in law school. For ease of spelling, I’d once heard him explain.


Hunter’s, Murph’s, and Todd’s offices were all clustered together on the good side of the building, in a stretch of hallway known as Fraternity Row. They had scored these sweet offices with their panoramic views by flirting shamelessly with the firm’s office logistics coordinator, Liz Borkofsky. It was rumored that Liz had taken this job in hopes of snagging a male attorney, any male attorney, on track for partner. Finally, last winter, she’d gotten engaged to the firm’s slightly shy, balding director of IT. The joke went around the office that Liz had slept her way to the middle.


I rounded the corner and got to my own office. It was nice enough, but it faced Madison Avenue, not the park. I’d tried to make it a comfortable place to spend my waking hours, since we did spend almost all of them here. I’d brought in a cheerful vase that I kept filled with fresh flowers. Vintage travel posters for the walls. And a framed photograph of the Manhattan skyline that I’d once taken from the Brooklyn Bridge.


Margo was just getting back from her lunch break. Ridiculously, secretaries were not allowed to eat in the attorney dining room. Margo brought sandwiches from home and ate them in the park.


“Hey, Margo,” I said. “How is it outside?”


“Hot and crowded,” she said, sighing. “All those European tourists, you know. They get the whole damn summer off.”


I loved Margo. She was one of the best secretaries at Parsons Valentine, and I was lucky to have her. (I’d lobbied to call her my “assistant” instead of “secretary,” but this had been roundly vetoed by the partners, for setting “the wrong kind of precedent.”) As a young associate, I’d had a few rocky starts with secretaries who hadn’t worked out, like chain-smoking Dolores, who had complimented my “very good English” the first time I’d dictated a letter. Explaining that I’d been born in Maryland didn’t help. After a few more choice comments—I’ve never been a big fan of sushi, no offense—I finally mentioned it to Human Resources, and Dolores had been swiftly reassigned to another practice group. The firm knew a walking liability when it saw one.


“Any messages?”


“No messages, but here’s your afternoon mail.” Margo handed me a stack of interoffice envelopes, the library routing copies of The Wall Street Journal, the Financial Times, and the New York Law Journal, along with a dues notice from the City Bar Association.


The phone on her desk rang. Margo glanced at it and signaled to me that it was my line. I leaned one hip against the ledge in front of her desk and waited, rifling through my mail.


“Good afternoon. Ms. Yung’s office,” Margo said into the receiver. “Hold on, please, I’ll check.” She clicked on the mute button and blinked up at me. “Are you here for Marty Adler?”


Everyone was here for Marty Adler. “I’ll take it in my office.”


“She’ll be right with him,” said Margo to Marty Adler’s secretary.


I walked into my office, nudged the door closed with my heel, and tossed my mail onto the credenza. A tingly adolescent glee bubbled up inside me. He called!


I sat down in my black swivel chair and grapevined my legs around so that I was facing out the window. I took a moment to compose myself. Never mind Murph’s warning at lunch about a “monster deal.” I was very pleased that Adler was calling me. I had worked on a few small projects with him, but they hadn’t been any of his really high-profile deals. I’d dealt mainly with his senior associate and not Adler himself. Now, in my eighth year, I was the senior associate on my deals.


Associates were rarely called personally by Marty Adler to work on anything. This was news.


I cleared my throat and said in the mellifluous voice I reserved for partners and clients, “Hi, Marty, how are you?”


“Hold on,” said a woman’s gravelly smoker voice. “I’ll get him.”


Shit.


What an amateur mistake. Of course Adler was the type of man who waited until his secretary got me on the line before getting on himself. At $1,125 an hour, his time was valuable.


There was a beep, followed by Marty Adler himself. “Ingrid, hello,” he said. His voice was deep and growly, yet I had always thought there was something kind about it, too. I rather liked it.


“So,” he continued without preamble, “I’m wondering about your availability this month. Do you have any time coming up?”


“Well, Marty, I—”


“I’ll tell you why I ask,” he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “There’s a high-worth, highly confidential acquisition that’s just come into the office. Their usual M&A counsel got conflicted out, so this is a big win for us. It’s going to require a great deal of time and attention, and I’d be very grateful if you would be on my team.” This was a funny quirk about partners in law firms: When telling you to do something, they often said “I’d be very grateful,” as if you had a choice in the matter.


“Of course,” Adler went on, “the client wants it done yesterday. This deal’s on a rush timetable, so I’d need you to focus on it as your top priority. That is, if you’re able to take it on.” He paused a moment to let this sink in. He knew exactly what kind of opportunity he was dangling in front of me.


Chances to shine in front of Marty Adler didn’t come along every day, especially not mere weeks before your partnership vote. “I’d love to be on your team, Marty.”


“Wonderful,” he said, completely unsurprised. “Why don’t you come on up to my office, then, and I’ll fill you in on the deal.”


“I’ll be right there,” I said, and hung up.


Eeeeeee!


I did a happy dance in my swivel chair, spinning three full revolutions. I stopped and tilted my chair all the way back, feeling dizzy but exhilarated. Taking a few deep breaths to calm myself down, I gazed at the smooth cherry bookcases that lined an entire wall of my office.


I loved these shelves. They were home to the stacks and stacks of deal books I’d accumulated from every transaction I’d ever worked: mergers, asset purchases, asset sales, stock purchases, stock sales, all-cash deals, all-stock deals, stock swaps, recaps, roll-ups, reverse triangular mergers, forward backhanded mergers, around-the-ankle, behind-the-back, over-the-shoulder mergers. You could easily lose track of the names and hundreds of ways these deals could be structured. Half of this job was simply learning how to lob these terms around as casually as tennis balls.


I loved the closing of every deal. I could feel the power and influence that coursed through these conference rooms like electrical currents high atop the city. I loved listening to closing dinner toasts at Jean Georges or La Grenouille at the very moment that gazillions of dollars, or yen, or euros, were originating from somewhere and landing, through the miracle of wire transfer, in our clients’ bank accounts halfway around the globe. It was thrilling, the promise of such a world.


I walked over to my cedar wardrobe, opening the side with the full-length mirror. I checked my mascara and lip gloss and carefully retied the silk sash at the waist of my Audrey Hepburn–style sheath. Then, grabbing a pen and legal pad from my credenza, I fairly floated out to the elevator bank.


Marty Adler had a huge corner office on the thirty-seventh floor. I stopped at his secretary’s desk, expecting to have to give my name, but she glanced up and flashed me a familiar smile. “Hi, Ingrid. I’m Sharon. Nice to meet you. Mr. Adler’s expecting you. Go on in.”


“Thanks.”


I should have realized. Secretaries knew everything around here.


I rapped on the door once and pushed it open. Adler was sitting all the way across the room, in a green leather swivel chair, behind a massive antique mahogany desk piled high with stacks of paper and Redwelds. On the other side of the room, a high-backed couch and two antique chairs were nestled around a beautiful teak table with a conference phone resting on it. Enormous picture windows ran along two sides of his office and all the way to the ceiling, flooding the room with midday sunlight that glinted off the top of Adler’s shiny bald head. The long, low windowsills were cluttered with framed awards, plaques, photographs, and deal toys. Deal toys were the souvenirs—little trophies, really—given to mark the successful closing of a merger or acquisition. I loved collecting these. And wow, Adler had a lot of them.


“Come in, come in, Ingrid.” He came around the side of his desk, gesturing with his bifocals toward his couch. He was not a tall man, but he had heft. “Please sit.”


It seemed a long walk just to get there. I perched on the edge of the couch and positioned my legal pad demurely over my knees.


Adler lowered himself into a chair opposite me. “First off, I know I don’t need to tell you this, but this deal is still highly confidential.”


“Of course, Marty. No problem,” I said.


He leaned back, raised his arms, and clasped both hands behind his head, closing his eyes. Pale yellow pit stains tarnished his white dress shirt. I willed myself not to look directly at them. I did not like to be disillusioned.


“So,” said Adler, eyes still closed, “as you’ve probably heard through the grapevine, we’ve just been retained by SunCorp, the energy conglomerate based in Houston.”


I nodded as though I had.


“They’re about to acquire a clean energy upstart, Binney Enterprises, for nine hundred million and change,” Adler went on. “They’ve been after them for a year and a half, and finally shook hands with the Binney people last week.”


I scribbled furiously on my legal pad. Adler talked very fast.


“SunCorp is a huge opportunity for us. It could lead to a lot more work in the energy sector.”


He looked at me to make sure I understood this deal’s significance; I nodded brightly.


“Now, Ted Lassiter—SunCorp’s CEO—expects this to be top priority,” Adler continued. “He’s coming in Thursday to meet with us. Whatever else is on your calendar, move it. They want to sign a binding term sheet ASAP so they can announce publicly at the close of the quarter.”


I raised my eyebrows. “But that’s less than five weeks away.”


“I know.” Adler blinked. “That’s why I’m counting on you to focus on this as your top priority, Ingrid.”


It would require Herculean efforts from a team of lawyers working around the clock to bring an almost-billion-dollar acquisition from square one to a signed term sheet on that timetable. “Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll give it a hundred percent.”


“Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.” Adler clapped both hands onto his knees and stood. This seemed to be my cue to stand, too. “Now, I told Ted Lassiter that after we meet with him Thursday, we’d get a preliminary draft term sheet to the other side by end of next week. Does that timing work for you?”


This was a rhetorical question.


“Of course,” I said.


“Great.” Adler smiled. “Oh, and Ingrid,” he added in a low voice, almost as an afterthought, “I want you to understand . . .” He paused conspiratorially.


Yes? Yes?? I realized I was actually holding my breath.


“I hope you understand that I wouldn’t trust a deal of this magnitude to just any associate. You’ve impressed a lot of the right people around here, and we knew you’d be able to run with this.”


My heart gave a little leap. “I really appreciate that, Marty. Thank you.”


He fluttered his hand at me—de nada. As I turned to go, barely able to suppress the huge smile forming on my face, he added casually, “Oh, just one more thing, Ingrid. There’s a particular Corporate paralegal I’ve asked to assist on this deal. He just started here at the firm. Name’s Justin Keating.”


I’d never heard of him. “Oh, a newbie?” I said. “Wouldn’t it be better to get one of the senior M&A paralegals for this? I usually work with either Evelyn Griffiths or Joseph Cruz, and they’re both terrific. Really smart, and on top of everything.”


Adler looked up. Annoyance briefly crossed his face. “Justin Keating will be the paralegal on this deal,” he repeated. Then, just as suddenly, the grin was back. “From what I understand, he’s a very bright young man, eager to work hard and prove himself. In fact, Ingrid, I’d consider it a personal favor to me if you could show the kid the ropes. His father’s an old friend of mine, and a very good friend of the firm’s.” He looked at me significantly. “I’d love for you to take Justin under your wing. Really integrate him onto the deal team. I’d do it myself, of course, but, well, I’m looking incredibly busy this month.”


And I had just been tasked with taking a brand-new deal to announcement stage in less than five weeks’ time. No pressure, really.


“No problem, Marty,” I said. “It would be my pleasure.”


“Thanks, Ingrid. I knew the firm could count on you.” Adler sat back down behind his massive mahogany desk, signaling the end to our conversation.










TWO
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Margo, call Marty Adler and tell him I booked room 3201-A for the SunCorp meeting. And would you see if Justin’s around?”


Justin Keating had just graduated from college. Hardly the kind of paralegal usually assigned to work on a billion-dollar deal. But when Donald Keating—a Wall Street executive with a lot of pull—had casually mentioned to Adler that he hoped his son’s brief paralegal gig might turn into an interest in law school, Justin Keating became my problem.


I was dusting bronzing powder onto the bridge of my nose when Justin appeared. His tall frame in my doorway startled me.


“You rang?” He’d shaved and put on a suit today for our client meeting. I noticed without surprise that the suit looked expensive—a better cut and drape than you saw on many men twice his age. His hands were shoved in his pockets, and he leaned against my doorjamb, grinning. It was an amused, deliberate smile. Almost a smirk.


“Hi, Justin. Yes, I rang,” I said. “Our friends are going to be here in forty-five minutes.”


Justin didn’t blink. “And?” He made a lazy rolling motion at me with one hand, as if to say, Your point is?


“And,” I said evenly, “how does the conference room look?”


“All set up. I put everything in there yesterday.”


“Copies of the working group list?”


“In the room.”


“Coffee order?”


“Done.”


“Legal pads?”


“Yup.”


“Pens?”


“Yeah.”


“Both highlighter and ballpoint?”


He shot me a look.


“Okay, thanks,” I said. “Why don’t you just hang out in your office, then. I’ll call you when the oil barons get here. And tell Dining Services we might order up sandwiches later, unless the clients want to go out for lunch.”


“No problem.” Justin pushed himself off the doorjamb and sauntered off in the direction of his cubicle.


He’d only been here a few weeks, but I’d already overheard a bunch of female paralegals giggling in the coffee room over Justin Keating’s bedroom eyes. I didn’t see it. For one thing, he was only twenty-three, and I had a low tolerance for twenty-three-year-old boys, even when I was twenty-three.


Margo buzzed my intercom.


“Hi, Margo.”


“Your mother’s on line one.”


“Thanks.”


I hit the blinking red light for line one. “Hey, Mom.”


“Ingrid?” Her voice was tentative.


“Yeah, it’s me. Hi, Mom.”


My mother had a love-hate thing with calling me at the office. On the one hand, she loved that I had a secretary. On the other hand, Margo intimidated her. Even after living in the States for over thirty years, my mother still preferred to speak in Mandarin.


When I’d graduated from law school and started working at Parsons Valentine, my mother had called up every friend and relative she had and given them my new office number, so that if anyone tried to call, they’d hear my secretary pick up and say, “Ms. Yung’s office. May I help you?” For a few months at the start of my career I’d gotten a rash of anonymous calls, where someone would dial my office number, listen to my secretary answer, then hang up. My mother had never owned up to this.


“Ingrid-ah, are you busy now? Is this a good time?”


I sighed. “Not really, Mom, I have a meeting in a few minutes. With some new clients. I can’t talk long.” This was a good strategy to use with her. I’d cultivated it back in grade school. Whenever my mother wanted me to clean my room or practice the piano, I’d just peer at her over the top of a book and say, “Mom, I’m reading. For school.”


Even now, my mother remained terrified that I’d lose my job. My parents believed that Chinese American kids, especially girls, were better off in quiet, stable careers that relied on technical expertise instead of killer instinct. Doctor, yes. CPA, okay. Corporate shark, no. They knew I was up for partnership, and they were extremely proud of me. But sometimes my mother still asked if it was too late for me to apply to medical school.


“Okay, I’ll make it quick.” She began chattering in Mandarin. “I was just calling to remind you about Jenny Chang’s wedding invitation. Did you tell Auntie Chang yet if you can go?”


“Not yet, Mom. I’ve been really busy. Hen mang.” I repeated “really busy” in Mandarin, for emphasis. I spoke to my parents in a hybrid Mandarin and English mix, my own personal dialect of Chinglish.


“Two months from now.”


Two months! I couldn’t even predict what my schedule would look like in two days, much less two months. “Mom, I’ll try, but you know I can’t promise.”


She sighed. “I know, I know, you never can promise. But Ingrid-ah, you should come! Auntie and Uncle Chang invited over two hundred and fifty guests! Twenty-eight tables! I told you it was at the Potomac River Country Club, right?”


Only a dozen times. “Yes, you’d mentioned.”


I heard a low beep, and then the indicator light for my second line came on. I could hear Margo outside my door, saying pleasantly, “I’m sorry, she’s on another call at the moment.”


“The Fongs’ sons were invited, too,” my mother was saying. “Eddie Fong just bought a brand-new condo in D.C.! Not to live in, to rent out to tenants! He’s going to be—how you say—a slumlord!”


I laughed. “I think you mean a landlord, Mom.”


She ignored this. “Auntie Fong said that Eddie is a doctor, specializing in endo . . . endo-something.”


“Endocrinology,” I supplied.


“Yes, that,” my mother confirmed. She paused for a small, soft sigh. “And Vincent Lu is going to be there. Such a nice boy. You remember Vincent?”


“Of course,” I replied, and found myself smiling. My mother had been trying to interest me in Vincent Lu for as long as I could remember. From what I knew of him back when we’d been at Potomac Valley High School together, he was a nice enough guy, but precisely the kind of stereotypical Asian kid I had worked so hard not to be—Coke-bottle glasses, first-chair violin, Westinghouse science competition, tigermommed to within an inch of his life. Our senior year, I sat next to him at a dinner at the Washington Hilton honoring local National Merit Semifinalists, and I remembered how embarrassed I’d been when the mayor’s wife automatically assumed we were boyfriend and girlfriend.


“Oh, Cindy Bai and Susan Wu are going to be Jenny’s bridesmaids.” My mother paused and sighed again. “Ingrid-ah, Cindy and Susan are such good girls. So sweet, so nice. You could really learn something from them. They’re not like you, always working, working, no time to meet anyone, wasting your beautiful years.”


I’d grown up with Cindy Bai and Susan Wu in the suburbs of D.C. We’d gone to the same Chinese language school every Sunday afternoon from kindergarten through senior year. Cindy was an orthodontist with her own practice in a local strip mall, and Susan was a computer analyst at the Treasury Department. They were both married—not to each other, although that would have made them infinitely more interesting—and lived less than fifteen minutes from our old high school. My mother was right. Cindy and Susan probably were both sweeter and nicer than I was. But you didn’t make partner at one of the most powerful firms in the country by being sweet and nice. My parents did not understand this.


“Mom, I have to go. The clients will be here any minute.”


“And how’s your friend Rachel?” my mother continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. My mother adored Rachel Freedman, my best friend and former law school roommate from Columbia. Back in the day, when Rach and I had shared a small apartment in Morningside Heights, I’d been surprised when she and my mother had bonded over, of all things, my mother’s fiery ma po tofu recipe—which my mom showed Rachel how to make in our tiny law student kitchen. Rachel cooked. I didn’t.


After graduation, Rach and I had both started off as associates at large corporate law firms—me at Parsons Valentine, Rachel at Cleary Gottlieb. But Rachel had quit after just three years, when she married a hedge fund manager named Josh and moved to a charming house in the suburbs. Rachel had given up her prestigious law job to stay home with their two adorable kids. My mother approved. Rachel wasn’t wasting her beautiful years.


“Rachel’s doing just fine, as always,” I sighed. “Anything else, Mom?”


After a few beats of silence she said in a small voice, “Auntie Chang and Auntie Fong always asking how you’re doing up there in New York. Daddy tells them, ‘Doing very well!’ But I tell them you’re still working too hard, like always. They ask me, ‘Still no boyfriend, ah?’ I tell them no. Still no boyfriend.”


My mother really knew how to pick her times. “Okay!” I chirped. “Gotta go. I’ll call you later, okay?”


“Okay,” she said. She didn’t sound happy.


At ten twenty-five, Margo buzzed my intercom. “The SunCorp people are waiting in reception. Mr. Adler is finishing up a call and wants you to start without him. Shall I go down and get them?”


“Yes, please. Just bring them to conference room 3201-A. I’ll meet them up there.”


I smoothed my pencil skirt over my knees, retrieved a few business cards from the silver cardholder on my desk, and strolled down the corridor to the drab interior room where the paralegals lived.


Justin was in his cubicle, staring at an eBay bidding screen. “2 TIX, SPRINGSTEEN AT MADISON SQUARE GARDEN, 14th ROW!!!!!!” The current bid was $689.


I watched as he typed “$780” next to YOUR MAXIMUM BID.


I cleared my throat. “Justin, the oil barons are here. Let’s go.”


“Hold on. In a sec.” He absently held up one finger as if to shush me.


Seriously?


“Actually, no. Not in a sec,” I said, with a little edge to my voice. “We don’t keep clients waiting.”


Justin looked up at me, one eyebrow slightly cocked in surprise. He let out a heavy sigh and then clicked the SUBMIT button. “You’re the boss,” he added sarcastically.


I had booked my favorite conference room, the one I used for all of my closings, meetings, and late-night work sessions, the one that afforded the best view of Manhattan, including all of Central Park. I could even make out the top of my apartment building if I looked hard enough. Sometimes, alone, poring over agreements and financial statements in the wee hours of the morning, I would stand against the windows, press the full length of my body up against the glass, and look down. The cool hardness on my forehead and the dizzying vertical effect left me breathless and exhilarated.


Justin had placed a legal pad with PARSONS VALENTINE & HUNT LLP printed in crisp block lettering, along with two new sharpened pencils, at every place. Sleek black trays containing paper clips, binder clips, and pens, sorted out by color—black, blue, and red—were evenly spaced along the length of the polished mahogany conference table. The room looked good, and I told him so. Justin shrugged, not bothering to look at me.


I could hear Margo’s voice floating down the hall, something about the unusually cool month of May we’d had. “Here we are,” she said, opening the door to the conference room. The oil barons stepped inside, and Margo retreated, quietly closing the door behind her.


They didn’t look so bad. Both men were tall and broad-shouldered and wore conservative navy business suits with just-off-the-plane wrinkles. One of them was in his late sixties, with a shock of snow white hair, laughing blue eyes, and a reddish complexion. He looked like Santa in cowboy boots. I suppressed a smile. All that was missing was a big old Stetson on his head. The other one was taller and a bit younger-looking than I’d expected. He even bordered on handsome, in a predictable all-American, aging-quarterback kind of way.


I’d purposely chosen the most conservative suit in my closet that morning. Now I realized I could have worn something a little slinkier.


“Welcome,” I said, directing my comments to them both. “Marty’s just on his way. He’ll be along in a moment.”


“Thank you,” Santa said politely, then crossed the room and offered his hand to Justin. “Ted Lassiter,” he introduced himself. Justin shook the client’s hand with a kind of bewildered expression, half-looking over at me. Ted Lassiter then turned back to me. “When you get a sec,” he said, “could we get some orange juice ordered up to the room?”


When you’re the only woman, with the darkest skin, the weirdest name, and the softest voice, in a roomful of Big Swaggering Suits, you have to learn to pick your battles. This barely registered on my comparative sliding scale of slights. It was the racial-bias equivalent of finding a hair floating in your soup—annoying, but not worth making a big fuss.


“Of course,” I said smoothly, turning to a slightly reddened Justin Keating. “Justin, would you please call Dining Services and let them know?”


Justin scurried over to the phone to call in our order. For his part, Ted Lassiter didn’t look the least bit embarrassed by his mistake.


“Hello, Ted,” I said as I held out my hand. “I’m Ingrid Yung. It’s great to meet you.” I smiled warmly and looked directly into his eyes.


This was a habit I’d developed my first year at the firm, when the partners had made all of us attend a one-hour seminar entitled “Effective Networking Strategies for Lawyers.” “Always, always repeat the person’s name aloud after you’ve been introduced,” urged Valerie, our effective networking expert. “And always look directly into the person’s eyes when shaking his or her hand. Remember to look directly into their eyes.”


Murph and Hunter, who’d sat next to me at the seminar, had found both Valerie and her advice hilarious. They’d sniggered through her entire presentation. For days afterward, if I ran into one of them in the hall, they’d giddily pump my hand up and down and whisper menacingly, “Nice to meet you, Ingrid Yung,” boring into my eyes with a serial-killer death stare. I agreed there was something cheesy about a class on how to network; still, I’d gone straight into my office right after Valerie’s seminar, closed the door, and scribbled down as much of her advice as I could remember.


“So you’re Ingrid Yung,” repeated the cowboy Santa, looking me up and down with a mildly bemused expression. His voice somehow exuded both gruffness and warmth. “I’m Ted Lassiter.” He shook my hand, then gestured toward his companion. “This is our general counsel, Mark Traynor.”


The quarterback’s handshake was pleasantly warm. “Nice to meet you, Ingrid,” he said. He smelled lightly of a good aftershave.


Justin had reappeared by my side, and I gestured toward him. “This is Justin Keating, one of our Corporate paralegals, who’ll be helping out with the acquisition,” I said. Justin quickly stepped in front of me. “Pleased to meet you,” he said, with a toothpaste-commercial smile, and shook hands with both men.


“Keating, eh?” said Lassiter. “Where’d you go to school, son?”


“Colby, sir,” said Justin, grinning from ear to ear.


“Fine school,” said Lassiter. “Fiiine school. My son almost went there himself. Finally got off the wait list at Dartmouth, though.”


I suppressed a small smile. It amused me how certain men were able to turn every conversation into a pissing match. This was especially true when it came to billable hours. At Parsons Valentine, it was a twisted form of bragging right to say you’d spent all night in the office. It was an even better badge of honor to miss a scheduled vacation due to work. The firm paid out thousands of dollars each year to reimburse its attorneys for missed flights and lost deposits on hotels, spas, and rented villas. One guy up for partner in Litigation had recently upped the ante for all of us by skipping the birth of his first child in order to take a deposition.


There was a swift knock at the door, and Marty Adler, without waiting for an answer, strode in. You always knew when and where Adler was in the room. Though short in stature, he had an unmistakably commanding presence. Some associates—especially the ones Adler routinely passed over when staffing his deals—called it his Napoleonic complex. I thought of it as genuine leadership quality.


“Morning, gentlemen,” Adler said. Ted Lassiter shook his hand and clapped him on the shoulder familiarly. “I’m Marty Adler. Good to see you here. I believe you’ve already met Ingrid Yung, my associate?”


“We have, and I’ve gotta ask you one question,” said Lassiter in a mock-stern voice. “What the hell kind of show are you running here? You promised to put your best associate on this deal and then you trot out this little lady who can’t be a day older than eighteen!” Lassiter gave a short, barking laugh.


Okay, now this guy was testing my patience. I pressed my lips together.


Adler shot me a warning look that said, Don’t worry. I’ve got this.


“Listen, Ted, I told you we put together our A-team for this deal. Ingrid’s one of the best associates this firm has ever had, and she’s been running the show on some of our biggest transactions for a while now. Personally, I wouldn’t trust your deal to anyone else.”


“Of course!” Lassiter chortled. “I’m just pulling your leg, Marty. Relax.”


Adler threw an appraising glance in my direction, with a lift of the eyebrows. Are we good?


I gave him a nod and half-shrug. We’re fine. Let’s get on with this. In fact, even though my heart was pounding and I kind of hated Lassiter already, I felt genuinely touched by what Adler had said, defending me so passionately to the client.


Mark Traynor cleared his throat. “Why don’t we get started? We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”


“Yes.” Adler nodded at Traynor. “Yes, that’s an excellent idea. Gentlemen?” He gestured toward the conference table.


Lassiter pulled out the leather swivel chair closest to him, which was at the head of the table. Traynor quickly settled into a chair to Lassiter’s right, and Adler sat directly across from Traynor, angling his chair so that he could face both of the clients at the same time.


I drew up my shoulders, took a deep, calming breath, and squeezed into a chair to Adler’s left, leaving me off to the side. Avoiding eye contact, I reached across to the supply tray closest to me and pretended to give careful consideration to the selection of ballpoint pens as I struggled to regain my emotional bearings.


Justin hesitated a moment, then took a seat at my left elbow. At this Adler looked annoyed, but it only registered on his face for a moment. Paralegals were expected to sit in one of the chairs lining the perimeter of the room during client conferences, for ease of getting out if something needed to be fetched, faxed, or copied. No career paralegal would have made this kind of gaffe. Typical, though, for Justin to assume he should have a literal place at the table.


Ted Lassiter didn’t seem to notice. He tented his fingers and rested his elbows on the dark gleaming wood of the conference table.


“Now, let me preface this meeting by saying that this deal is still highly confidential.”


Adler cleared his throat. “That goes without saying, Ted.”


Lassiter nodded approvingly. “There’s already been some media speculation, of course, and our PR office keeps fending off calls, but no one’s gotten anything specific. We only shook hands with Binney on this about a week ago. We don’t even have a preliminary deal sheet yet.”


“But the purchase price is settled at nine ninety in cash and stock?” asked Adler.


“That’s right. And we’re anxious to seal this deal. That’s bargain-basement pricing.”


I jotted on the legal pad in front of me: $990MM. Cash/stock.


Justin looked over my shoulder as I did this. I resisted the urge to shield the notepad with my arm.


“Now, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that the purchase price has to be kept under wraps til we can get this binding term sheet signed,” Lassiter continued, talking only to Adler.


“Of course.” Adler nodded and turned quickly to me. “Make a note to send Ted a quick-and-dirty NDA to look at. Let’s get that signed up before we even get to a draft of the term sheet.”


I scribbled rapidly on my notepad.


“What’s happening to the top executives over there?” Adler asked. “Anyone staying on, or are they all parachuting out?”


“A bunch of top guys are going out on parachutes,” Lassiter replied, “but we’re mainly interested in keeping Jack Barstow on.” He leaned toward Adler conspiratorially. “That’s Fred Binney’s right-hand man. Youngest COO in the history of the company.”


The name rang a bell. “Barstow,” I repeated. “That’s the guy who gets credit for bringing Binney’s revenues up forty percent over the last four years, isn’t he?”


You could practically hear every head in the room swiveling in my direction. From the corner of my eye I was aware of Marty Adler blinking furiously at me.


“That’s right,” Lassiter said slowly. He was looking straight at me now, as if seeing me for the first time.


I pressed on. “Word on the street is he’s pissed that he spent four years slaving away to get their offshore drilling operations up and running, only to learn old man Binney’s looking to sell. He’s probably talking to a bunch of headhunters already. We’ll definitely want a key-man provision in the term sheet.”


No one spoke for a few seconds. Then Lassiter cleared his throat. “That’s very impressive,” he said, grinning. “Now how’d you know that about Barstow?”


“Oil and Gas Investor,” I shot back, with my first real smile since this meeting had started.


“You read Oil and Gas Investor?” He sat back in his chair, folding his hands across the formidable expanse of his belly.


“I read a lot of things,” I said sweetly. My chin was up. I met Lassiter’s gaze directly and held it. I’m glad we finally understand each other.


Lassiter turned toward Adler. “Very impressive, Marty. I gotta hand it to you.”


Adler’s expression changed back from alarm to casual confidence. “What did I tell you?” Then, clearing his throat, “Now, getting back to the term sheet—”


“That’s terrific,” Lassiter continued. He laughed and cocked his head back toward Adler. “Beautiful, with brains, too. Now, Marty, when you told me on the phone that Ingrid Yung would be handling our deal, I expected some sour-faced old fräulein. Believe me, I’d rather work with a pretty little Asian gal any day.”


“He said what?”


Murph sat crossways in one of the armchairs opposite my desk, his long legs dangling over the side. We’d just gone to Starbucks for our morning coffee run. I was spreading cream cheese onto my whole-wheat everything bagel, and Murph was balancing a tiny paper football on his knee, aiming it at me.


“I swear, that’s a direct quote,” I said. “You should have seen Adler’s face.”


Murph burst out laughing.


Jeff Murphy had a distinctive laugh. It was sort of halfway between a hyena and a rooster. On anyone else, it would be obnoxious. On Murph, it was endearing.


“And then,” I continued, “as Lassiter’s leaving, he turns to me and says, ‘I’m glad my wife won’t be meeting you. She’d never believe you were our lawyer!’ ”


Murph hooted. We were both laughing now. I somehow felt reassured by his reaction.


“Actually, though, he kind of has a point,” said Murph. “How did two Chinese immigrants decide to name their kid Ingrid?”


I got this question a lot.


Asian parents often name their American kids in a complete cultural vacuum. That’s why you see so many hapless Normans and Eugenes, why there’d been a Eunice Kim, a Florence Liu, and an Elvis Chang in my graduating class at Yale. As a kid, I’d longed to be a Jennifer. I’d gotten off lucky, though. It could have been worse. Much worse.


“My parents went to see Casablanca when they were dating back in Taipei,” I explained. “I was named after Ingrid Bergman.”


“Nice.” Murph nodded. “Well, think of it this way, Yung. The CEO of a Fortune 500 company thinks you’re hot. You are hot. What’s so bad about that?”


I rolled my eyes. But a tiny, agreeable thrill went through me.


“Anyway, did Adler have anything to say about it?”


“He came into my office after the meeting to go over some points for the term sheet. On his way out, he apologized for Lassiter’s ‘politically incorrect’ remarks.”


Murph turned up his palms. “See that? Even Adler recognizes the guy’s an asshole.”


“Yeah, but he’s a paying asshole,” I shot back. “What if Lassiter does something even worse, and I end up having to beg off the deal? What’s that going to look like at my partnership review?”


Murph shook his head. “You’re being dramatic. Trust me, you’re going to do just fine at your partnership review. For fuck’s sake, Marty Adler just handpicked you to run the biggest deal in the office! I’d quit worrying if I were you.”


He had a point.


For a moment neither of us spoke. Murph drained the last of his Frappuccino.


“So, anyway, what’s going on with you?” I said quickly, dabbing at a dollop of cream cheese at the corner of my mouth. “What are you up to this week?”


He looked at me and grinned. “Anna Jergensen.”


I raised my eyebrows. “Who’s Anna Jergensen?”


“Paralegal at Debevoise.”


I shook my head.


I had a theory about why every reasonably well-groomed thirty-something male in New York with an apartment and a college degree appeared to have his pick of women, while so many successful, intelligent single women couldn’t find a date to save our lives. It was this: For better or worse, women in this town only wanted to date up, or at least laterally. Men, however, were free to date up and down and over and under the age, education, and career gradients with reckless abandon and no one ever batted an eye. This was why twenty-four-year-old Debevoise paralegals, forty-eight-year-old MILFs, cute belly-pierced bartenders, Croatian au pairs, Hooters waitresses, and NYU undergrads were all fair game for guys like Murph. Yet my single women friends—doctors, lawyers, professors, consultants—always seemed to limit themselves to men who matched or exceeded their own age, education, and income level. It was a completely self-defeating strategy.


“And? What’s she like?” I asked.


He shrugged. “We’ll see. I think she was a gorgeous girl, but there was something that kept her from being a complete ten. You know, like when a pretty girl can’t walk in heels or something.”


“What a shame.” I shook my head mournfully.


“Plus,” Murph continued, “it was pretty dark in the bar where I met her. She may be kind of a bakkushan.”


A moment passed as I chewed my bagel. “Okay,” I said. “I give up. What’s a bakkushan?”


Murph grinned. “It’s the Japanese word for a chick who looks hot from behind, but from the front, not so much.”


I shook my head. Poor Anna Jergensen, whoever she was.


As the only senior female M&A associate left at the firm, I was used to this. While Murph could come to work and recount all the gory details of his dating exploits—and did, ad nauseam, to the great amusement of Hunter, me, and all of our colleagues—I never talked to any of the guys in the office about my romantic life. Granted, there’d been nothing to tell for the last two and a half years, but that was beside the point. Gloria Steinem notwithstanding, there was still a clear double standard for men and women when it came to talking about our sex lives in the office.


In Murph’s case, it was almost expected, the bawdier, the better. In my case, it would seem unprofessional at best—and at worst, slutty.


“You gonna make it to the outing this year?” asked Murph.


Parsons Valentine was about to hold its annual firm outing at a Westchester country club. It always took place on a Friday, and the firm gave secretaries and paralegals the day off—which sounds like a magnanimous gesture until you stop to consider that they were not invited to the outing itself. It was strictly for the lawyers and summer associates. As with all firm events, attendance was surreptitiously taken.


“Do I have a choice?” I said.


Murph shrugged. “Not really.”


“Then I guess I’ll be at the outing, won’t I?”


He waggled his eyebrows at me. “Bringing your bikini this year, Yung?”


“Keep dreaming, Murph.”


He laughed. “Oh, I will, Yung. I will.”


My phone rang, and we both glanced at the display:


MARTIN J. ADLER x3736


Murph gave me a crisp military salute. “Guess you need to get that,” he said, unfolding his limbs from my chair and rising. At the door he turned back around. “Not to say I told you so, but I knew you should have looked busy that day Adler came calling. Now you’ve ruined your whole summer!” He shook his head in mock pity.


“Bite me, Murph,” I called after him. But I was smiling.


Murph was jealous, and we both knew it.
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