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This book is dedicated to Ella, Kiera, Cavan, and Owen, who have watched me work on this their entire lives. Someday I will miss you getting peanut butter on my keyboard.


CHAPTER 1

The Trouble with Barbie

I’VE BEEN to this holiday smackdown nine times. I know the drill: drink one glass of wine and lots of water. It’s not the place in 2007 where a thirty-six-year-old should be seen shaking her groove thing. I’ll swerve around the room, chat up some partners I don’t speak with often, then head for the door and be gone—slipping on home to Bruce and our diaper-clad chaos.

Steps from the entrance I instinctively pause, summoning a more impressive version of me, trying to get her to show up tonight. I stand taller, trying to find inner fabulousness, while I mentally tick off names of men, because they are all men, who will determine my fiscal year–end bonus. Which of the graying white guys on the executive committee have I not spoken with in the last few weeks and how can I casually remind them of my biggest deals?

I rehearse before the curtains rise. I think potential drama through and summon a false calm, just the way I do when my four-year-old’s shrieks threaten to shatter glass. I search for that kind of counter-Zen that gets the men to lean forward and listen. Avoiding the hysterical-female role—the stereotype men I work with have of women—is the key. Staying cool and professional and never slipping into some gossiping, pretty-girl mode is a strategy that’s gotten me places.

I mentally list the men with whom under any circumstances I shall not, will not, no matter what they can do for my bank account, dance with tonight. The inner caveman comes unleashed when all of us are together with an open bar and a closed stock market. I imagine every place of employment has a list of suspects to avoid at a party, but the problem with Feagin Dixon—or the problem with men making big money anywhere—is that they can get casual with wedding vows. It’s not that they don’t love their wives—I think they do—but the headiness of that money sucks the scruples right out of them. Any guy who was perhaps a geek in another life, hears the call of his near-celebrity status, and it makes him horny. If ever there was a time of year these men are in heat, it’s now, just a few months before bonus season.

Professionals on Wall Street get salaries to envy. Administrators get $50K to $200K a year; vice presidential salaries are about $250K, and mine at the managing director level is $500K. While that’s terrific, what comes next is the mind blower. At the end of our fiscal year, in just a few months, commissions will be divvied up and paid out to the people who reined them in: bankers get the commissions on investment banking deals, traders get the cents per share paid to them by the buyers and sellers of stocks and bonds, and nonproducing executives pilfer from every department they ever set foot in. These bonuses put us in the economic stratosphere, usually doubling, quadrupling, or making irrelevant the actual salary. By staying at the top of my game, I hope to work until I never have to work again, cashing in stock options in my wake and being young enough to do something meaningful. I’ll take my tribe of three kids and mostly nonemployed husband and go live in some suburb with cul-de-sacs where I will even enjoy using that word. I’ll join the PTA, put my kids on a school bus, give sizeable chunks of money to great causes, and learn how to be reverential to my husband and his esoteric interests known to him as “work.” But for now, I’m paying for three private school tuitions, a nanny salary, a dog walker, a housekeeper who only shows up on occasion, rental space to park our car, a mortgage on a family-sized apartment, and the rent on a Hamptons house we run to each weekend to exhale, all with after-tax dollars. I need to work the room tonight.

I stand at the top of the restaurant steps, inhaling the crisp December air, catching sight of myself in the glass doors. I’m not exactly a photo-ready hotshot. I’m an expensively dressed bag lady. Everyone else walking up the steps has primped for this moment. They smell good and their faces glow expectantly. If they’ve Christmas-shopped their way here, they hold elegant, quadruple-weighted shopping bags that scream the worth of the contents: Hermès, Mikimoto, Takashimaya, and Prada. I, on the other hand, have garbage bag–sized Toys “R” Us sacks that contain the plastic Rescue Bots figures, a giant Haircut Barbie head (think CPR mannequin head with blond wig), and oversized Fisher-Price Peek-a-Blocks. The whole spectacle doesn’t weigh much, but the bulk destroys my attempt at holiday elegance—the dress code for tonight. To add to my distress, I’ve managed to knock my Peek-a-Blocks into full song several times. They are possibly the first battery-included toy ever sold. Each time the sack bangs against my knee, I hear a rousing electronic rendition of “Open, shut them, open, shut them, give a little clap, clap, clap.”

I’m wondering just how far the public walk to the coat check will be when Ballsbridge swoops in behind me.

Marcus Ballsbridge, most often referred to as Ballsy, is a thirty-nine-year-old father of two. He has the sort of thick, dark hair women just want to tousle. Of course, if one of us ever were to do such a thing, it would be interpreted as some call-to-mate move. The news of her flirtation would be broadcast across the trading floor in minutes. A girl can think of tousling but she dare not do it. He has angular features and a southern drawl laced with charm that quiets the cackle of sales assistants and he’s probably the closest thing I have to a work friend. Ballsbridge and I sit back to back on the trading floor. We exchange work-related barbs for much of the day in sibling fashion. The second the market closes we don’t speak until the following morning. All our conversations occur between the opening bell at 9:30 a.m. and the close at 4 p.m., which makes this moment officially off-limits. Tonight he surprises me.

“Hey, darlin’ Isabelle, you and I hitting all the hot spots, huh?” He grins and holds up a sack that looks like mine only with more expensive packaging.

“We’re far more evolved,” I say, noting he talks more slowly when time isn’t money. From all appearances, Marcus is single-handedly keeping FAO Schwarz out of bankruptcy.

“Are you still in that purple dinosaur stage?” Ballsbridge has an unhealthy fascination with Barney the Dinosaur. He draws him into conversation noticeably often. It’s weird.

I proceed to reel off my kids’ Santa list, as if my life depended on it. “Bionicles, Peek-a-Blocks, Haircut Barbie, Transformers, and Yu-Gi-Oh! cards, plus baby books. I know I’m going to forget something and break someone’s heart,” I say, and I mean this.

“Honey, you’re actually reciting that alphabetically.”

Ballsy is happy, Christmassy. Usually when I overhear him talking to his wife on the phone he is fuming. His concerns stem from the fact she just bought something unnecessary, or had some enhancement or spa procedure that perhaps was necessary, but costly nonetheless. Tonight he’s different; he’s light and fun, while I’m feeling a tinge of panic. Tonight is important and I look bedraggled.

“Hide me, Marcus. I look like a mother, for God’s sake.” I nod toward my bags.

Without missing a beat he grabs my sacks, banging the Peek-a-Blocks hard, and we enter to the tune of “Triangle A-B-C, triangle 1-2-3.”

“Thanks,” I exhale, and watch his back disappear into the coatroom with our wares, and I wonder why he’s proud to carry toys around and why I’m not.

Metronome is a ten-thousand-square-foot restaurant that has been transformed into a dance hall this evening. It’s the early side of the party, when people get liquored up for confidence, so most are hanging around the bar. The DJ spins innocent tunes, wedding tunes: “Celebrate good times, come on!”

Will that song ever just curl up and die already?

A few women dance with each other, hoping to get the party started, but nobody is cutting loose just yet. The evening hangs in an awkward state of sobriety.

The trading floor, the place most of us work, sets the stage for a mating dance. Daily. A grid of attached desks sits in a space a quarter the size of a football field. There are no walls and no cubicles to separate us. During work hours, everyone is either on the phone or flirting. A trading floor has everything to keep adrenal glands pumping cortisol: breaking news, tragedy, money, racism, sexism, and a little less overt sex play than in the past. The blow-up dolls that floated around in the early nineties have been deflated, and the deliveries of erotic chocolates have ceased. As my closest friend, Elizabeth, says when she visits me at work, “I feel like you work in a nightclub.” She compares us to the technology start-up where she works and says that Wall Street’s just in a more evolved stage of lawlessness than her world.

So the holiday party, with its alcohol, low lights, and music, is a show waiting to start, a nostalgic one-night pass back to the old days, and it never disappoints.

I see my first target—Simon Greene, my direct boss. He’s a frumpy, oily, bald, hyperactive guy pushing sixty. He never talks to me unless it’s bad news. We haven’t spoken in ages, which is a positive sign for my pending bonus. But the time to let him know I’m expecting to be remembered is now. It’s time to talk to Simon.

“Merry Holiday,” I bumble out. I had started to say Christmas, did my millisecond correction because Simon is Jewish, and “Merry Holiday” was the result. I’m sure that cost me.

“Hey, Isabelle,” Simon says flatly.

“Cheetah Global is voting soon. I’d like to get you in front of them. Any chance we can visit them together?” I ask.

Who would I put my boss out in front of before payday but my best client? I envision the client singing my praises to Simon just as he inks my bonus check. I doubled the commissions Cheetah paid to Feagin this year. I shake Greene’s damp hand and head toward King McPherson, head trader and member of the compensation committee.

King is an excellent second choice to rub shoulders with early in the evening. A striking six-foot-four former Duke basketball player, he quickly becomes the center of any party once a woman’s inhibitions are numbed. In other words, if I don’t talk to him early, I’m not going anywhere near him later.

“Isabelle!” he yells as I make my way over. He is leaning against the bar with Ballsbridge.

“Happy holidays, sweetie,” King says while planting a kiss that includes a small lick on my cheek. I choose not to notice the lick. King is the kind of guy I dated before I took up the cause of the underemployed. He’s dashing and funny with an intimate manner that sucks people in. It didn’t take long to see a shiftiness I couldn’t trust. To compare? When my husband, Bruce, says he didn’t come home because an engine fell out of an airplane while he was flying home from a conference in St. Martin, and that he emergency-landed in St. Barths where the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition was being shot, and that he didn’t call because he was sharing a room with [insert supermodel’s name], whom he was just friends with, and that he didn’t want to wake her, it is actually true. With a guy like King, it’s just not true. I knew I could handle being the breadwinner, but I couldn’t handle being the lied-to wife. I used to be the lied-to girlfriend and that life wasn’t for me.

King shifts his hand to the lower-back part of my skirt and presses into the small of my back while turning me around to face the bar. Marcus reaches over and pulls the hand off me, like some self-appointed big brother. This should make me feel cared for, but I hate it. I know how to take care of myself.

“Check out what Ballsy bought for his kids!” he says, now hanging his thumb on the back of my skirt. It’s distracting and infuriating at the same time but I just go with it and am glad that Marcus lets it go too. While I love his support, it sometimes feels patronizing, like he won’t let me fight my own fights.

I turn obligingly to face a coveted, hard-to-find, four-part Greybeards Castle. I know because my seven-year-old wanted one and I told him Santa doesn’t do $289 toys. I may be wealthy but I’m not spoiling my kids like that. But Ballsbridge does. The men giggle as they insert the batteries and put the giant plastic keys in the fortress doors (oh please, house keys for a castle?) and hear the castle screech, “Intruder! Intruder!” Bells and sirens roar and King’s hand heads farther south toward my ass, actually inside my skirt’s waistband. Each time the sirens go off he laughs and with each laugh he fans his hand to brush my ass.

I have two thoughts: I’m disgusted at myself for not walking away, for putting up with this stuff just to talk business, and second, I think of me dumping my toys to hide my other life while Marcus wants to show them off. He’s boasting that he went toy shopping, while King says, “That Ballsy, such a good family guy.”

“Hey, golden girl.” I’m pulled away from King, causing his hand to be caught on my skirt for a moment, by one of the guys on my Avoid list. This is the stuff I’ve rehearsed for.

He’s Salvatore Brody, whom everyone calls Sally, co-head of the over-the-counter desk, and right now he’s dancing like an Irish/Italian—a man bred from two cultures known for step-dancing and red wine, and from where I stand, he seems to be indulging in both. I try and follow his moronic motions, smiling all the while as I cross, hop, and 1, 2, 3, 4 while keeping my arms firmly at my side.

The song changes to House of Pain’s “Jump Around” and jump we do. I briefly entertain the idea of asking him about a block of stock that traded away from me (someone else bought stock my customer was trying to buy) but realize I’d be screaming in his ear while jumping, and I just don’t have that sort of energy right now and I don’t want to get closer to him. The song is mercifully short, and I bolt for the ladies’ room just to have someplace to go. It’s there I run into Amy Yapp.

Amy and I sit about five feet from each other but rarely speak. She’s slightly my junior and anxious to be promoted. She sneakily sniffs around my turf every time I have a baby so I usually keep my distance from her. Tonight, though, we stand together at the sink, awkwardly washing our hands in sync, and avoiding eye contact in the mirror in front of us. Her super-chic blond hair has been cut tight to her head, her average height raised significantly by tall, pointed heels, and her red cocktail dress tailored to within a millimeter of her skin. Everything about her is tightly wound. The sound of running water is too quiet and the absence of talk between us too weird. Why are we so uncomfortable with each other when there is no immediate business to discuss? Amy is recently divorced, childless, and seems to have no outside interests beyond work.

The voices of two sales assistants distract us. Sales assistants are support people who spend their day balancing trades. They match, buy, and sell orders for millions of dollars, which until a few years ago were physical tickets illegibly scribbled with account numbers. These assistants balance the piles of money moving around each day and pray they get it right. They are underpaid, abused women, constantly staring at the juicy carrot of a job like mine. It’s unclear to me who of us works harder, but they seem to have more fun, and I make more money. That’s the real trade between us.

Stall #1: “Did you see King pull me onto his lap?” [sighs.]

Stall #2: “Puh-leeze, those guys already gave me keys to the after-party.”

The after-party is a notorious event held in a block of hotel rooms after the official holiday party. Think of the cool kids who went to the Jersey Shore together after the prom, while the rest of us went home. I was never invited to the after-party either. At this moment, Amy nods toward the stalls, where the conversation regarding Flirtation with Men Who Determine Bonuses continues.

Stall #1: “I can’t believe how fresh you were out there!”

Stall #2: “They loved it. That King could give my Anthony a run for his money any day.”

Stall #1: “Give him a little something tonight . . . Bonus season, ya know?”

Amy turns up the water stream, hard and loud to muffle the sound of their voices and remind them we can hear everything they say. I know her hands are already clean and I wonder why these women make her so mad? The water gushes loudly, but not loudly enough. Their voices just amplify. I expect to see Amy smirking. I expect to see her rolling her eyes in an “aren’t-they-pathetic?” way. Instead she looks at me blankly, her piercing blue eyes looking into mine. What? I think. “What?” I say.

She seems mad at me. The water stops, the chatting from the stalls stops, and Amy, with one furious motion, snatches too many hand towels from the glass shelf. The extras flutter to the floor, moved by the wind of her anger as she turns on her heels and leaves.

When I reappear in the main room, the mood has changed from caution and anticipation to debauchery. I’m looking at a frat party in good clothes. The bulk of men on the dance floor have their Hermès ties wrapped Indian-headdress style around their heads like preschool boys. They body-slam each other, and sandwich women caught in their paths. The women shriek in mock horror but make no attempt to leave the floor. One could argue they’re enjoying this, but maybe not. Maybe they also feel the need to please, the need to be the team player, to hang out with the big guys as they cling precariously to some piece of the banking pie. I might know that to be true if I ever had a real conversation with one of them, but I don’t. Nobody ever really talks about this stuff, especially to me, one of the few senior women on the floor. I became a managing director at twenty-eight here, the youngest to ever do so. And now at thirty-six I am really comfortable in the role. It makes me so proud. It makes me so lonely.

The other thing to note about the dancing Injuns is that they’re mostly older higher-ups. The younger ones stand timidly on the sidelines, unlearning every politically correct thing ever taught to them. Body-slamming women or removing pieces of clothing while moving in a sexually explicit manner would seem to be a bad choice in a corporate setting. The scene before them is confusing and they don’t know how to act. They stand uncomfortably, shifting their weight and their drinks, trying to take in a subconscious lesson on being a big shot on Wall Street.

The professional women all stand at the bar, appearing slightly lost, as if they came upon this party by accident. They look as if they hardly know one another, because they really don’t.

I’ve been visible enough already; I’ve been checked off the attendance list for the holiday party and it’d be fine for me to slip away now. Anything that will happen after this moment will not be good and the networking window for the evening has closed.

As I’m leaving I stop to notice a peculiar thing happening on the dance floor. The boys are giddy, slapping their hands in unison while tossing something to each other. Like square dancers, they form a fairly impressive circle and enthusiastically hurl the thing back and forth while clapping to the beat of the music. I catch a glimpse of the object they’re throwing: a shiny and sort of hairy ball that catches the light for a moment each time it’s thrown. I want to leave but am transfixed because something about the object seems familiar. The dancing, jumping, sweaty men cheer, and the circle grows larger. They shout each time someone catches the thing and I can’t help but watch.

When I realize what they are throwing, I have a millisecond conversation in my head that goes something like this:

Logical Me: “Take a second. Do you really want to make a scene?”

Hysterical Me: “I’m going to kick King’s bony ass.”

Logical Me: “If you do this, you lose all respect; just intercept it, put it back in the Toys ‘R’ Us bag, and elegantly exit left.”

Hysterical Me: “This is it, I’m going in.”

Logical Me: “Back away, no confrontation, no fight. Status quo keeps your reputation.”

Hysterical Me: “They are throwing around Brigid’s Haircut Barbie head. My four-year-old’s present from Santa, the one I just stood on a Toys ‘R’ Us line forty-five minutes for, the last one on the shelf.”

I leap the two steps down to get to the dance floor. Marcus has the Barbie head pulled to his ear and releases her quarterback-style. I lunge and intercept and can’t believe how well I just did that. I hold her by her tousled hair while some guys start whistling and I start shouting.

“You classless boneheads! This is my daughter’s Christmas present. How could you? HOW COULD YOU?” I’m almost as loud as the music. The clapping misses the beats and I hear a few “whoa”s.

I look up to see the women at the bar holding their drinks, paused in midair. Stone Dennis, a young investment banker I’ve been helping train for our sales department, strides up to me. I remember him as a schmoozer: untalented with numbers, but desperate to be accepted. It’s pathetic that he has to be the one to set these guys straight. The music blares on, but the dancing stops as everyone waits to see the next move. I want to tell Stone to not even try to apologize. He is new and young and I know he’s not responsible. But instead of trying to talk to me, Stone smiles, leans toward my left hand, and in one motion swipes Barbie yet again and I, in turn, lunge for him.

“Dude,” he says to me, “chill out.”

Did he really just call me “Dude”?

Some foreign energy enters my body and I feel like I’m watching myself move like a crazy lady. I grab Stone by a wrist and twist him toward me, ending the motion only when Stone has turned 180 degrees and is now in a full headlock. Stone, in turn, lifts his arm and pulls his elbow back. Is this twenty-three-year-old guy trying so hard to be accepted that he’s actually about to punch me? I feel more amazed than fearful.

“I am very chill,” I hiss in his ear.

“WHOA!” shouts Marcus, and steps between us.

A big vein bulges in Stone’s neck and his breath smells like pot. He hurls Barbie back to Marcus, who hands her back to me, even straightens her hair a bit as he does this and then goes so far as to straighten my hair too.

“Belle, geez, they’re, like, $19.99 or something. I’ll buy you a new one tomorrow,” he says, and looks truly sorry.

The crowd watching us grows and I feel my throat thicken. It’s really time to leave before I get sobby and pathetic. I say nothing more and head to the coat check to gather my coat and whatever remains in my toy bags.


CHAPTER 2

When That Was Us

TORNADOES, ILLNESS, famine, floods, and fires. I’m trying to get some perspective. It’s nothing, really, my little world and its little problems. I know I’m stronger than this. Where is my woman of steel hiding? This is not the person I think of as me. I resemble a car crash lately, a sodden, sulky, weepy, empty mess, rumpled and barely standing at the edge of Union Square. Was it children that took away the chicly dressed alpha girl and replaced her with this diminished version of me?

New York University students pass in clusters and some snuggle into each other as they walk. Their lives seem light and optimistic, and I miss that. I should get home to Bruce and the kid, and I will go home but not until I expel this nervous sparking energy. If he’s still awake, he’ll want to talk; if we talk I will tell him the story and if I tell him what just happened he will want to do some caveman thing, which will be both a satisfying and expensive choice for all of us. He will lapse into some predictable speech on the evils of Wall Street, which is convenient for a guy with three digits in his paycheck and four digits of personal expenses every month.

I should want to quit, especially after a scene like tonight. But, if I can put on blinders and earplugs each morning, I’ll be fine. I love what I do, we need my income, and who are they to get me so upset? I keep telling myself the culture is the price I pay for the thrill of my job and the great paycheck. I keep walking, toy sacks and all.

A young man and woman, in their early twenties, walk in front of me on the west side of Washington Square Park. The lights in the trees reflect down, forming something like a halo around them. Their jackets swing open, oblivious to the piercing cold air. Steam puffs from their mouths as they laugh uncontrollably at something the man just said. Their fingers touch, without holding hands, and their raging hormones are almost visible in the air around them. Her long hair bobs in and out of her coat collar, tangling recklessly the way mine did before I thought it unprofessional and chopped it to my shoulders. (“Damn,” Bruce had said.) Her boyfriend wears jeans with unpremeditated holes in them. I love that. I miss that. Bruce wears khakis now and I can’t remember when we stopped looking like that couple and became our own version of a couple just trying to get through the day. I trudge on, wondering about tomorrow morning in the office and what people will say about Barbie’s head.

Children can make an intolerable job tolerable. Humiliation takes my relatively thick skin and morphs it into full-grain leather, but my kids are worth it. On days when I fancy myself to be some working mother’s version of success, someone who does it all with decent capability, I feel pretty happy about everything. I once relayed this thought to Bruce and he responded by drawing me a pie chart, showing me the time I spend with the kids while they’re upright and awake versus time spent with them in the horizontal and asleep position. If it were a Weight Watchers chart, the allotted amount of sugar would be equal to my time spent with children not deep in a REM state.

“That’s hurtful,” I told him. “And you’re only working part-time so it’s not like they’re orphans and don’t you think it’s decent of me to bring home real money?” It was a harsh thing to say but Bruce’s ego was solidly intact.

“Of course I do,” he said. “But at least I’m proud of my life and I’m not answering to people like those guys you work with.”

I had wanted to point out that he frequently answers to his playmate, the ATM, withdrawing money I work for at a gasp-worthy rate, or that he finances obscure interests in sports equipment, music, and anything to improve himself that he follows with abandon and then drops. He made me wonder if people who grew up rich and didn’t stay that way inherit the unfortunate habit of deploring wealth while at the same time remaining unable to live the frugal existence they extol.

A woman who was in Bruce’s boarding school class at Choate, a self-proclaimed “scholarship kid” named Aripcy Salinas, liked to take me aside and fill me with her insights on guys like him. She worked at a competing bank and we sometimes found ourselves in the same room. I found myself listening whenever she asked me what he was up to and I told her some inflated lie about his technology business or his unusual hobbies. Ari saw right through it. Because she was surrounded by those bred with wealth while not having it herself, she had insights I didn’t have. As she explained once, “By not taking corporate jobs like in retail or accounting and taking up the arts or fitness therapies or being an expert at throwback stuff like vinyl record collecting or retro ski equipment, they seem cool and creative, like they’re making their own way in the world. But,” she added, “after a decade or so, it seems stupid.”

“Bruce helps a lot with the kids,” I lied. “Men don’t get enough credit for staying at home.” But the reality was that the more money I made at work, the more Bruce’s spending climbed on just the sort of stuff she described.

Ari, a Mexican-American, self-starting, no-nonsense beauty, sighed like an old sage. “At least you’re not telling me he’s a Tibetan pastry expert or a champion three-wheeled bike racer or that he plays the lute.”

“Can you at least laugh when you say that?” She wasn’t even smirking. “Bruce is a great dad,” I said truthfully, “and he’s trustworthy.”

“Look, it’s a gender-neutral problem. The girls I knew who grew up rich and never worked became surfers.”

“Surfers?”

“All of them.”

“I’d think they’d buy jewelry or something.”

“The jewelry and fancy car thing is for the new money. No, they surf and sometimes design stuff that they then have someone else make, and then they sell that to each other out of their living rooms. It’s all based on insecurity.”

“Surfing based on insecurity?” I asked skeptically. At least Ari was entertaining.

“It’s because they never had to work and when they realized that life is more fulfilling if you do work they felt too old to start at the bottom and too proud to take a regular, schlumpy job, so they make up their own job that nobody competes against. They get to be really good at something and not as boring to hang out with as they would be if they had no job at all. Ask your friend Elizabeth. The start-up world is full of these people.”

Months later, I talked to Elizabeth about Bruce’s habit of flitting from one big purchase to another. He bought Pinarello Dogma bikes (plural) that cost as much as a small car ($25K for two) and parabolic skis that nobody uses anymore. He takes car services in nice weather when the bus or one of his bikes would have worked just as well. Bruce really likes having money but doesn’t want to do what has to be done to earn any. But because he is a loving father and husband, and because I can afford to keep him deep in racing bikes, I bite my cheek and keep silent.

Elizabeth had said to me, “I grew up with these guys. It’s textbook and doesn’t get truly depressing until they turn forty. That’s when they finally get the message that they’re never going to be the success their daddy was.”

“So what happens then?” I had asked nervously.

“That’s when they go for their yoga teaching certification. Some obscure type of yoga, Forrest or Harmonica yoga.”

She was joking and I was laughing, but at the same time my heart was sinking. This conversation happened two years ago, and so far it appeared to be a bull’s-eye assessment of my husband on his bad days.

“Still, he’s cute,” I had said as I thought about his good days. He loved nature, and our kids could identify different trees in Central Park. They were adept scooter riders and acted well loved. I wasn’t sure what was okay to demand of a lower-earning partner and I didn’t want to turn into a chart-lady, one of those women who made chore lists for her husband, which felt as mature to me as the homeroom helper list in preschool.

“Bruce has always been the cute one,” Aripcy had said. “He broke a lot of hearts at Choate. You’re the only thing he didn’t lose interest in once the wrapping paper was torn off.”

The walking lovers stop, as one of them has presumably said something brilliant. Their eyes fix on each other’s and they do that lingering thing before diving in for some hard-core face mashing. As I pass them, I hit my Peek-a-Blocks hard and they explode into song, “Open, shut them, open, shut them, give a little clap, clap, clap. Open, shut them, open, shut them, put them in your lap, lap, lap.”

I hail a cab.


CHAPTER 3

Slipping Out

WE LIVE on the Upper West Side of Manhattan in a co-op building where the residents think of themselves as socialist, lefty, and caring, but are as Park Avenue stuck-up as they come. Accidental celebrities who once waited tables but became the 0.02 percent financially successful in the arts live here, as do big-name shrinks, the odd attorney, and us. One resident offered to resell the high-end luxury goods that residents were casting aside and give the money to a homeless shelter. Our hearts are in the right place but we can be tone-deaf.

Back when we bought this Central Park West place, as a newly married, childless, and cash-flush couple, Bruce drew elaborate, architecturally interesting plans for how we would renovate. Our eldest, Kevin, came along so soon, followed by Brigid, Owen, and a seventy-five-pound mixed breed but mostly Labrador dog named Woof Woof, so we took our four thousand square feet of space in the sky and made it into a three-bedroom apartment with lots of space for tricycles and without the media room and his-and-her bath solarium that we once imagined. There’s a mini-trampoline in what should be our living room, a Little Tikes slide where an ottoman should be, and countless objects with wheels: Rollerblades, fire trucks, dump trucks, strollers, scooters, Bruce’s racing bikes, and longboard skateboards. We never carpeted and we never entertain anyone over four feet tall. We have a mortgage that takes my breath away—dollar for dollar the same amount my parents paid for their house in the Bronx, but I pay it every month.

To my neighbors I’m sure I appear to be a stuck-up, negligent mother. I don’t take the time to hang out in the lobby with the other moms. The doormen dote on me this holiday time of year, fully aware of who writes their tip check. They are no different from me in a job with a bonus season that could swing either way.

The night doorman now takes my sacks from me—the sacks I’m completely capable of hauling into the elevator on my own. He puts them on the floor of the elevator and pushes the button for floor fourteen. I still can’t even remember his name, a fact that fills me with guilt. My own father was a doorman.

When the elevator door opens, the scene in front of me screams, “Fun!” The slide is perched on the sofa, adding a foot to the drop to the floor, and it appears that mini golf was played because I step on a few rogue balls. I pass by the boys’ room, saving my day’s highlight of seeing their faces like some sweet dessert, before going to the master bedroom, where I pray I can get to sleep without waking Bruce. He’ll sense my distress and want to talk, or worse—get busy. But our bed is empty, the house silent, and the crib is empty too. I don’t think too much about this, as Bruce and I fall asleep all over the apartment with whichever kid we were trying to get to bed. I jump into the shower to visualize and dress-rehearse my entry to work in the morning.

I’m drying myself off when I hear the phone ring. The phone? It’s almost 11 p.m. I dash to it with my heart pounding, certain of disaster on the other end. It must be Bruce; maybe one of the kids is in the emergency room. I can’t believe I didn’t scour the place looking for the bodies.

I grab. “Hello?”

“Uh, is this Isabelle?” says a woman whose voice seems familiar—can’t place her but I’m thinking preschool mom?

“Yes it is.”

“Belle, it’s Amy.”

Amy. Amy with whom I was just washing hands at a party. Amy who sits next to me, to whom I rarely speak, and have never once spoken to at home, is calling me now?

“Come meet with us. We’re at a bar on the Lower East Side. It’s a lot of women from work. Izzy, we can’t keep working like this.”

Did she really just call me “Izzy,” like we’re close friends?

“I mean, you heard those women in the bathroom tonight. They’re basically prostituting themselves to move their careers. It’s got to stop.”

Silence.

I don’t confide in anyone I work with. This conversation catches me off guard. I try to think. What is she really up to?

“Yeah, well, I’m kind of busy?” I say weakly. I want to hear more. The women I know at work only say positive things about the place. It’s not some morale-sucking post office. You don’t get ahead with disparaging remarks, so we never say what we really think, we say what our bosses want to hear and accomplish big, capitalistic things at great human cost. Countless young MBAs are brought in, given little direction and ample verbal abuse, and most disappear within five years. The survivors—me included—are people who learn to look the other way. I’m not proud of my ability to do this, but I do it and beat myself up about it. I don’t need a support group for this.

“Look, the way we all run around, it’ll never happen—us getting together. Come. Really, you’ll be surprised at who’s here,” Amy says.

“Who is there?”

“Just come. The Ear Inn. In the south Village. I’m hanging up,” and with that, she does.

I’m drying my hair. I’m going to bed. What could they be meeting about? Please, I think, now I’m even lying to myself. I have to go. I can’t go. I shouldn’t go. My family needs me. They need you? They don’t even know you’re home. I could leave the apartment again and Bruce would never know.

I slip on low-riding jeans I’ve just recently starved myself back into, and some boots with a killer three-inch heel. This brings my five-foot-eleven frame up significantly, and I feel slightly charged and something bordering excitement. I keep telling myself I’m not going and yet I keep getting dressed to go, as if I’ve surrendered to some powerful force. I crack the boys’ bedroom door to see Bruce snoring on a chair with a Nate the Great detective story splayed across his chest. Three angelic-looking children breathe in and out simultaneously. Owen, my two-year-old, is facedown on the floor and not even in a bed, but everyone is safe and alive. I should wake Bruce and send him to bed. I should put Owen in his crib but the odds of waking him up are too high, and the idea of having to explain to Bruce where I’m going too complicated.

I tiptoe out of the room, down the hall, ring for the elevator, and reverse my route back into the cold, much to the interest of the late-night doorman.


CHAPTER 4

Herd on the Street

I PUSH PAST a thick group of December sidewalk smokers, to enter a bar full of pool tables and skinny jeans. The women of Feagin Dixon are huddled around a table and an untouched pitcher of beer. In their business suits, they complicate the mood of the room like tourists in a world not their own. Here they look both familiar and strange to me. I pull up a chair and nobody acknowledges me. We don’t instinctively make that high-pitched noise of excitement that women make to greet each other. We’re cut from the same non-fun cloth; none of us grew up with money. We are scroungers who found a way to grow wealthy without a pedigree. We tend to not be girlfriend girls. We just want to do business and go home.

I tune in to the middle of a story that a usually spunky Michele Lane is relaying in an unusually subdued voice. Michele’s a late-twentysomething strawberry blonde who works on the institutional sales desk dealing with large money managers and is barraged with suggestive and even pornographic emails almost every working day. At least that’s what she’s telling the table.

“Propositions, threats that I better attend client dinners, better be peppy . . . stuff like that,” she says with wide, incredulous eyes.

“Do you have copies of them?” asks Alice Harlington, a dour, no-nonsense analyst who always appears to have just tasted something nasty.

“I printed and filed every disgusting email sent to me from the men we work with,” Michele replies. “But they make me second-guess myself each morning when I look in my closet. What can I wear that won’t get noticed? How will this fabric move if I sweat? I like to think I’m tough, but this is so draining, so distracting from work.”

Her voice trails off and heads nod all together. Women at investment banks tend not to make a fuss for very good reasons. On the first day of work, all Wall Street personnel sign their civil rights away with something called a “U4,” which states that if they have a bone to pick, it will be in the privacy of the company’s own legal offices, and not in front of a judge or on the pages of the New York Times. It would be an expensive and life-debilitating move to speak up. The last woman who should ever do such a thing would be one with three kids. What am I doing here?

Michele is still speaking. It turns out that my immediate boss, Simon Greene, wants to get cozy with her, calling her frequently in the evenings to meet for dinner.

“Still, I never feel as though I can turn him down. I mean, he’s my boss!” she finishes quietly, without her usual flag twirler enthusiasm.

I know exactly what Michele means; but what Michele doesn’t know about her boss is worse. Several weeks ago, I got a call from Edward Howe, a guy who used to be my client, but was now Michele’s since he had switched firms. He was her first institutional account—her first step into the big leagues. She set up a dinner to meet Edward until Simon got wind of her ambition and invited himself along to “give her pointers.” As Edward later explained to me, she was proposing investment ideas while Simon kept quiet and respectful at the table. That is, until Michele went to use the restroom.

While she was away, Simon leaned over to Edward and asked, “So, are you doing Michele yet?”

Edward was so bothered, he called me the next day.

“I can’t believe you have to work for an ass like that.” And then asked me to report his dinner to our human resources manager.

“Are you serious?” I had laughed.

“Doesn’t that bother you?” he asked.

“Bother me? Who cares if it bothers me? Any report filed just goes right back to Simon. Michele would be unemployed by Monday.”

Michele now tells the table, “He gave me a pair of diamond earrings with my last bonus. I was gracious, because the instant I turn nasty I’m out of a job, but how do I handle this?”

Then came Violette Hawes. “You accepted diamond earrings from Greene? Are you insane?”

“What should I have done?”

“Are you screwing him?” Amy asks point-blank.

“What? No!” Michele says, but blushes.

“You are,” Amy continues.

“She’s not,” I say. “I have great screwdar and Simon doesn’t even register on it.”

“ ‘Screwdar’ meaning?” Alice asks, looking horrified.

“When men get overly joyful, a bell goes off in my head. It usually means they’ve either nailed a trade, or a woman who is not their wife. Simon isn’t happy enough to be getting away with anything. Can we continue, please?”

Michele tosses me a grateful look and the table slips into the silence of some support group waiting for the next person to share. I hate this stuff.

Violette clears her throat and before she speaks I know she’s going to undress me in front of the group.

“I’m uncomfortable having Belle here,” she says.

Everyone turns to stare at me. While it may be true that I was less than forthcoming about every detail of her future job, I knew Violette, standing five foot four and holding her own in a Wharton School conference room, was the person we needed, and that she was tough. There are some facts about people practically tattooed on their forehead and Violette being great at her job is a fact.

“Back when I interviewed in 2004,” Violette continued, “anyone who could read a balance sheet could get a job. The ball was in my court. I had lots of career options but Belle made it sound like FD was full of thriving executive women.”

When Violette came to interview in New York, I arranged meetings with six managing directors to evaluate her. I delivered her résumé materials to the interviewers myself, telling each of them this was a woman we should hire:

Me: “Here’s the résumé of a woman from Wharton. We’re really interested in hiring her.”

He: “What does she look like?”

Me: “She spent four years in commercial real estate before going back to business school. She knows how to close a deal.”

He: “Single?”

Me: “She aced her accounting classes.”

He: “Smart and tough. I like that in a girl.”

Me: “I believe she’s a fully grown woman and she’ll be here at eleven a.m.”

Days later, while leading Violette around the trading room, I felt the sweep of eyeballs follow our every move, and when she finished her final interview, I picked up her reviews from the last man to meet with her.

“I’d do her if I had to,” a capital markets partner had written as the title of his review. I let my eyes travel from his notes to his bulging, middle-aged, sweaty face to his bald head and back again, hoping to tell him with my eyes that I was sure Violette was hoping for charitable sex from him.

“Your mom would be proud to read this,” I said as I walked away.

Violette tells the table, “It was later, after I took the job, that I saw in my file one guy had actually drawn pictures of my breasts on the top of my résumé. It was only then that I confronted Belle.”

“You don’t know they were your breasts,” I cut in. “Maybe they were just random Botero sketches—”

Violette interrupts me. “Enough of the bullshit,” she says, running a hand through her curly dark hair and focusing her almond eyes directly on mine. “I asked for the truth and you lied to me.”

“I believe I told you,” I swallowed, “that it’s tougher at Feagin than most places, but that I went from vice president to managing director in four years and that you wouldn’t accomplish that in any other business nor at any other bank. You just have to be able to ignore environmental noise. And do you remember what you told me when I told you that?”

“I told you that I knew how to do that,” she answered.

“And I said, ‘You’re hired.’ ”

“But I put in more hours than any of you. I work every weekend ’cause I have no social life. I haven’t been on a date in two years, and still my accounts suck.”

Amy came to my defense. “Violette, we know you research stocks with rabid energy, and turn the dog meat accounts you are given into formidable sources of income. But you aren’t succeeding because you mouth off too much. Flipping birds back at management is costly. We all need to work within this culture to change this culture.”

Violette leans her curly head conspiratorially to the table and says to the group, “I get that some of you have figured out how to get promoted: have a filter, hold your thoughts, and don’t speak up, but Belle actually lies to please management.”

“We have all sold out in some way,” Amy, who’s wearing bangle bracelets, says. Each time she motions with her hands to make a point, a jangling noise underscores it. “That’s why we’re meeting, to learn how to no longer do that while still maintaining our jobs.”

“Belle is a good salesperson, but a lousy friend,” says Violette with finality.

Six sharp haircuts turn to look at me, and I realize my name has probably come up before. I never knew I was so disliked and I don’t even try to defend myself.

“My job includes recruiting good people, and that’s what I do, don’t I? I mean, I recruited most of you and you’re the best there is.”

Lily Jay jumps in to change the conversation and take the limelight off me. “Do you know I still have T. Rowe Price as a client but don’t get paid on their business anymore?” she says.

Lily goes on to describe how a man on our desk, Brian Butler, a guy famous for reading research to his clients directly from a morning handout, never adding any personal commentary or original thoughts of his own, took over the account.

“He’s expecting triplets. Guess management thought he needed income,” Violette snarked.

“Your income?”

“Well, he’s supposed to be their FD contact, but at the opening bell he’s just sitting and stirring packets of Sweet’N Low into his coffee, methodically testing the result, getting it just right. Then he reads aloud that day’s investment ideas, word for word. I mean, people at T. Rowe are perfectly capable of reading the same document themselves. Guess they didn’t want to be treated like five-year-olds so they don’t take his calls. They call me.”

“Wait, but doesn’t Fletch Buckfire have half that account too?” Amy jangles.

Lily covered this massive account with a man named Fletch, an old-school sales guy stuck in some permanent stage of adolescence. Lily did all the work while Fletch was the relationship guy, the person who took everyone to the strip bar or hunt club.

“He did, but then he killed his client’s dog.”

“What?”

“Yeah. They went hunting or whatever you call it when you toss dynamite to make ducks get off their feathers and fly into the air. Then the boys shoot the hapless creatures. Anyway, Buckfire tossed the dynamite stick but the poor dog thought he was playing fetch, so he picked it up and tried to run it back to Buckfire and the T. Rowe guy.”

“Wait. This is like a cartoon. The dog ran at them with dynamite?” Alice asks, coming the closest to smiling that I’ve ever seen her. I expect to see her stoic face spring some crack lines.

“So Fletch shot the dog?” I ask.

“You got it. Anyway, the old boys are a bit pissed at Fletch right now, Butler’s awful, and without me there’s nobody who actually transacts business between Feagin and T. Rowe Price so they’ve gone back to calling me, which is fine and I’m still doing all the same stuff except Butler and Fletch get paid instead of me.”

“Now that would be hard to swallow,” Amy says with motionless hands.

“It’s hard to swallow,” Lily agrees, pushing her chair back in finality. She shrugs like this is all a waste of time, like there isn’t anything any of us can do.

“I covered accounts for Belle when she was on maternity leave,” Amy says, “and she got them back. Maybe you’ll get T. Rowe back.”

I sit there thinking of what I did to get my accounts back each time I had a baby, thinking of Marcus warning me to watch out for Amy and how one evening, when she thought I had left for the day, I found her cutting and pasting client contact information from my unlocked computer. She was emailing everything to herself in a traceable way that a sleep-deprived, too-busy mother would never take the time to check. I guess the reason I still trust her is she didn’t lie or make excuses for this and our conversation went like this:

“What could I possibly have done to make you steal my accounts?” I had asked. “All I’ve ever done for your career is help it and this is how you thank me?”

Amy, all business all the time, didn’t even look guilty. She hadn’t tried to swipe to another screen. She didn’t redden, she just looked me in the eye.

“You’ve been great to me, Belle, but really, how long are you going to keep this kid/job thing going? I’m just getting myself ready for the inevitable. You would do the same thing.”

Would I have done the same thing? I’d like to think I wouldn’t. At this table here tonight she seems so trustworthy. What is it about our firm that has us doing things the outside world would never understand, things that only a few years ago we would have thought ourselves incapable of?

Michele, Violette, Lily, Amy, and I all work on the trading floor. One floor above us, the rest of the women work in research and investment banking. Though they have doors they can close, and offices with walls, their physical isolation makes unwanted male attention more covert. One of these women is Alice Harlington.

When she graduated from business school, Alice accelerated onto the fast lane at JPMorgan Chase, research department. She had such a client following that Feagin Dixon enticed her to join us. She was a mathematical whiz and fluent in complicated accounting. She married a plumber who balanced out her crazy travel schedule by pampering her when she was home. “He’s like a wife,” Alice liked to say, “and he fixes stuff.” “Nice,” the rest of us would sigh. I looked at Alice’s soft, rippled body, thick glasses, flat shoes, and felt admiration for her comfort in herself. Alice never tries to be anyone except Alice.

“Well, ladies, it’s important to support the people who help you rise in your career. And Amy, Belle’s been nothing but a cheerleader for you. Remember that.”

“I do,” said Amy, and I believe her.

Alice is another one who doesn’t mince words. “But I must share the story of my hiring Sook.”

Sook Park is her assistant, who came for his Wall Street interviews fresh out of business school. Alice was looking for a meticulous aide who could plow through spreadsheet computations, reconfigure balance sheets, and analyze income statements of public companies. Sook could do all of this.

“You see, when I called the head of research to finalize the offer to Sook and to come by his office for a handshake, I wasn’t prepared for the response I got.”

“So what was the response?” asked Violette, visibly annoyed by Alice’s buildup.



OEBPS/images/9781501110641.jpg
“Working Girl meets The Wolf of Wall Street in this in-depth, behind-the-pinstripe peek
inside a temple of elite finance, navigated by a sharp, smart woman in an old boys’ world.”

—JILL KARGMAN, author and creator of Odd Mom Out

OPENING
< BELLE

-y -8
MAUREEN SHERRY





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Opening Belle

A Novel

MAUREEN SHERRY

SIMON & SCHUSTER

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi











