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My mom likes to say I was born angry. It’s usually something she brings up during holiday meals or to her latest boyfriend, inevitably followed by a tittering laugh, as if it’s everything you needed to know about me. And I always pretend not to hear, even as the comment stokes my ever-present annoyance—which, now that I think about it, might prove her point a little.

But honestly, is anyone born angry? Terrified, yes. Who wouldn’t be? Thrust into a cold, unforgiving world only to be weighed and probed and manhandled by strangers? There’s a reason we all emerge screaming. The first few moments of being a person are horrifying. Still, no one comes out mad about it. Mostly because we haven’t learned that being scared and vulnerable are things we can even be mad about. That comes later. Anger comes from experience.

The first time I remember being truly angry was at my mother’s third wedding. That’s not to say there was anything wrong with the wedding itself; of all her ceremonies it was probably my favorite. Her fiancé, Larry Huffman, paid for us to fly first class from Minneapolis to Cancún, where he and my mom exchanged vows on a white-sand beach at sunset. The night before, at the rehearsal dinner, he even let me order a virgin strawberry daiquiri with one of those little paper umbrellas, which, for a ten-year-old girl with trust issues, was a very big step.

No, the anger came the next day, after I watched my mom walk barefoot down the makeshift aisle on the beach. The sun was setting behind a gauzy veil of pink and orange clouds, sending soft rays of light off the Swarovski crystals in her hair, while a guitarist played Canon in D nearby. And when she reached Larry, smiling so brightly that her rose-colored blush creased along her cheeks, I couldn’t help but smile, too. The moment was perfect. The epitome of what love was supposed to look like, what romance ought to be.

The music faded and they clasped their hands together as they began to recite their vows. Larry went first, his gruff voice delivering every word like he was in one of his quarterly board meetings. And then it was my mom’s turn.

“I, Denise Nilsson, promise to be true to you in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health. I will love you and honor you all the days of my life.”

All the days of my life.

It suddenly occurred to me that she had said that before. Those exact words were uttered to Darren Lupinski three years earlier on a hillside overlooking a vineyard in Napa. She wore white to that wedding, too. And just like that, the soft focus on the moment pulled to sharp clarity, the stark lines now vivid and cutting through the gossamer of my romantic fantasy.

For the rest of the wedding, the competing vows swirled in my head. During the reception, while the two of them swayed together on the dance floor to the hotel band’s moving cover of Vanessa Williams’s “Save the Best for Last,” I sat at the head table and poked apart a piece of pineapple cream wedding cake, unable to reconcile the promise I had just heard with the one from three years before. Because even at ten years old, I knew those two events should be mutually exclusive.

I kept the revelation to myself until later that night. Then, as the band began to pack up and my mother landed drunkenly in the chair next to me, I confided in her. Did she know she had said those same words before? Why did they mean more now than back then? And she laughed. Her head tipped back, the carefully pinned updo now flopping to one side and her pristine dress falling off one shoulder. She laughed and laughed, like life was some inside joke I wasn’t privy to yet. As if I were a fool for not knowing. And that hurt so much that the pain transformed into something entirely new: anger.

By the time her fourth wedding rolled around, I was wiser. Even at fourteen, I could see the signs. She met Locke Taylor while she was a receptionist at his real estate development company in Atlanta. Her first week of work, he asked her out to dinner. By week three he had said “I love you.” Week six saw him fly her to Paris for the weekend. And after five months, Mom came home with a two-carat diamond on her hand, proclaiming, “This is the one!” They were married in September. She filed for divorce on their second anniversary.

Needless to say, when she called in the middle of my sophomore year of college to tell me about marriage number five, I just sent a card.

It wasn’t necessarily that the pain had dissipated. I feel too much too often for that. It’s just that anger is such a useful tool against it all. Protection that ensures you’re always ready for the pain, that you can fend it off and walk away unscathed. A proverbial suit of armor that I have gotten quite good at wielding, thank you very much.

But despite that protection, pain can still find a way to sneak up and surprise you. Like when your mom moves to Florida with husband number six and forgets to tell you until two months after the fact. Or the first time you open your student loan debt statement and see the interest rate spelled out in actual dollars. Or, most recently, when you get a phone call in the middle of the night relaying information that you feared was coming for weeks: your two best friends, the ones you worked so hard to bring together, are getting divorced.

And suddenly the old scar along your heart that you had worked so hard to protect is ripped back open again, leaving you feeling raw and powerless and duped. A ten-year-old sitting alone in a ballroom somewhere in Mexico.

Sometimes a person has to lean into anger just to survive.

Which is why I’ve spent this entire elevator ride up to the law office of Hayes, Patel & Asher daydreaming about nailing Nathan Asher’s balls to the side of the building.

I’m not literally going to nail his balls to the side of the building, of course. God, I’m not some kind of monster. That said, the moment the elevator doors open on the white marble lobby and reveal a wall of obscenely large gold letters displaying the law firm’s name, I feel a twinge of regret that I forgot my hammer.


HAYES, PATEL & ASHER LLP



It takes a special kind of prick to display their own name in gold in their Midtown Manhattan office. There’s probably a person who’s been hired just to polish it, too. Their sole job is to make sure each letter glows, maintaining this brazen reminder of the fortune you’re about to lose just by walking into this office.

That’s the side of falling in love that no one talks about: the money and time required to fall out of it. Marriage is peddled like love’s fail-safe, but no one tells you to read the fine print. And why would they? They’re too busy profiting off everyone so blindsided by heartbreak and prenups that they forget to notice the price tag attached. And that is fucking disgusting.

I stare up at the gleaming letters, scowling at every curve and corner, and imagine their angles forming something else entirely.


HAYES, PATEL & ASSHOLE LLP



Ah yes, that’s better.

“Can I help you?”

The lyrical voice snaps me from my reverie. I look over to the reception desk, a glass behemoth that looms in the center of the palatial waiting room, and the beautiful woman seated behind it.

It takes all my strength not to roll my eyes. Because of course the prick who has his name spelled out in huge gold letters would hire a woman who looks like she just stepped off the runway at New York Fashion Week to greet him after walking by said gold letters every day.

She’s smiling at me, a nervous smile, which tells me that despite offering assistance, she isn’t yet sure if she wants to follow through on it. I shift my weight as her eyes flit down my body, aware of how I look: unwashed brown curls barely contained by the scrunchie on top of my head, baggy sweatpants covered with coffee stains, tattered sneakers held together by mismatched laces and prayers. I want to scream: Listen, I know I look bad, but I’ve spent every waking moment either in class or studying for the bar and it’s exhausting, so give me a fucking break! But I bite back the words as I approach her, my shoulders straight like that might somehow negate the outfit, or at least disguise the rage coursing through my veins.

“That Asher guy,” I say, pointing at the gold letters on the wall. “Is he here?”

Her gaze darts down the hallway to my left before coming back to me. “Mr. Asher? I… I believe so.”

I nod toward the same hallway. “Down there?”

Her eyes go wide as she realizes her mistake. “Is he expecting you?”

“Nope.”

I start down the hall, ignoring the protests from the supermodel behind me. It’s only a few meager pleas anyway. Then she falls silent, and I can only assume she’s calling the man himself, letting him know that a crazed woman, possibly homeless, is making her way past the rows of employees busy at their desks on her way to his office.

I throw open the door at the end of the hall and, sure enough, it’s exactly what I expect: a huge sterile space with a glass-and-steel desk directly in the center, covered in papers, with a laptop off to the side. And behind the laptop sits a man in a perfectly tailored navy suit with a phone to his ear.

He doesn’t acknowledge me, only listens intently to the person on the other end of the line.

“Thanks, Vanessa. It’s fine; don’t worry about it,” he murmurs into the receiver. Then he hangs up and turns his eyes to me. They’re blue—bright blue—and a spike of resentment shoots through me for all the times I ever found blue eyes attractive. “Can I help you?”

Four words have never been so enlaced with patronizing amusement, as if waiting to see what I have in store. As if this is fun.

“Nathan Asher, right?”

“Right.” He leans back in his chair and unbuttons the front of his suit jacket, getting himself comfortable.

“You’re Joshua Fox’s divorce attorney.”

He smiles. “Are you Mrs. Fox?”

“No.”

His cool demeanor falters, but only slightly. I can see him taking mental stock of me, trying to connect the dots.

“I’m here to tell you that your client is an asshole and you’re an even bigger asshole for representing him.” I’m standing just a foot or so from his desk now. How did that happen? I had been so concerned with keeping my voice even that I had forgotten to keep a safe distance, one that would make it impossible to take an involuntary swing at his jaw.

“And you are?” he asks.

I ignore him and barrel on. “You realize he’s the one who filed for divorce, right? He blindsided her with those papers, demanded that she move out as soon as possible, so why the hell is he the one drawing it out? Or do you even care? The more hours you spend helping him bleed my friend dry, the more zeros on your paycheck, right?”

“Ah, Jillian Fox is your friend.” He says it as if this all suddenly makes sense, and he can now mentally disengage. As if he’s not the catalyst for this crack in the foundation of my support system, my friends who are my whole life. And just like that, there’s a new tear in my heart, bleeding and raw, and I have to shore up my anger again to protect it.

I take a step closer to his desk, my hips flush with its glass edge. “First it was the apartment. Then the dog. Now he wants alimony?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Of course it’s a problem! Josh doesn’t need it! But instead of telling him that, you’ve fully endorsed the idea. Do you honestly think it’s Jillian’s responsibility to support your client just because he quit his job to go to grad school, then decided to quit that, too?”

“Yes,” he replies. He has the audacity to still look amused, as if this happens every day. God, maybe it does.

I nod with the realization. “Ah, I see. You’re not just paid to be an asshole. You’re a bona fide, purebred asshole.”

“Okay, let’s not—”

“No.” I hold up my hand. “Don’t pretend like there’s room for manners in this conversation. Or integrity, for that matter.”

That seems to get to him. He leans forward, eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

“You already put a price on your integrity, Mr. Asher. Eight fifty an hour, right?” I reply, bracing my arms on either side of his desk. “Well, when you drive home tonight in your luxury car, eat that expensive steak at some fancy restaurant, and then go home to fuck that beautiful woman who wouldn’t give you the time of day if not for your penthouse apartment, I hope you enjoy it. That’s if you don’t choke on the steak first. A girl can dream, right?”

He stands, but I’ve already turned around, marching back the way I came.

“Hold on a sec—”

I slam the door behind me before he can finish.

The office that only moments before had been a hive of activity is now silent, a dozen sets of eyes following me as I walk down the hall, keeping just short of a sprint until I reach the waiting elevator and press the down button.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


“You did what?”

Jillian gapes at me over the plastic take-out containers of tuna sashimi and California rolls spread across the cardboard boxes in the center of the room. It was a bold move, ordering raw fish from a restaurant with a C rating from the city health commission. But Sammy Sushi is also the only restaurant in a twenty-block radius that will deliver Bloody Marys in huge plastic cups before noon on a Sunday. And after a long morning of packing and crying and then more packing, it was an easy choice.

To be fair, we weren’t going to cry. While Maggie and Travis sat in traffic this morning on their drive into the city, we had a long call about how we absolutely couldn’t cry. Despite the divorce and how it had strained Jillian’s finances so much that she was being forced to move into a small studio in Queens, this apartment needed to stay neutral, a place still defined by the good memories we made there. So we agreed to remain stoic and strong.

But then I met them outside Jillian and Josh’s building on Barrow Street in the West Village. They parked their truck along the curb and the three of us walked up to where the front door was propped open. Jillian was waiting for us at the top of the stairs, just outside their second-floor apartment. Behind her, the door still displayed the welcome sign she painstakingly painted two years before, back when she was still smiling and saying that she and Josh were fine, really. Back when we believed it.

When Josh and Jillian found this place after we graduated Fordham seven years ago, it had seemed so sophisticated, so grown-up. It was an address that equated some sort of unlocked achievement in our game of adulthood, a new center of gravity keeping us together after college. Despite conflicting schedules and nonexistent funds, we would still congregate here on the weekends and on holidays, sure that it would be the foundation for a new era of memories.

Jillian stood in the doorway with a blank expression, her eyes bloodshot and puffy. And without saying anything, we knew that all aforementioned promises of not crying were null and void.

I turn to where Maggie is seated next to me now, cross-legged on the floor with her short black hair sticking out in every direction and Jillian’s golden retriever, Tex, curled up next to her. She’s given up on packing and is petting Tex with one hand and holding her plastic cup in the other.

“Is this spicy tuna or spicy salmon?” I ask her, motioning with my chopsticks to the congealed pink glob wrapped in rice between us. “All I taste is spicy.”

“Bea,” Jillian says, refusing to let me change the subject. Her long blond hair is pulled back in a severe ponytail, her full lips pursed in a grim line. Nothing about her appearance has ever been severe before. From the moment I met her during an English literature class our sophomore year, she gave off the ethereal glow of a person created by Disney, as if she awoke every morning in slow motion, dressed with the help of field mice. But now concealer barely covers the dark circles under her eyes, and the pink glow of her cheeks obviously comes from a compact. “You need to tell me exactly what happened.”

I abandon the tuna and/or salmon and grab some edamame. “It was nothing. Josh’s lawyer is right in Midtown, so I stopped by on my way to class on Friday.”

Travis emerges from the hallway, his long unkempt brown hair hidden beneath a Mets cap.

“You don’t have class on Fridays,” he says, dropping the box by the front door and throwing me a look like he was a dad catching his kid in a lie.

Shit. He’s been back and forth to the truck so much, I forgot he was listening.

“I thought you were going to stay neutral,” I say, glaring at him.

“I am neutral,” he shouts over his shoulder as he heads down the hallway to the bedroom again.

“You’re doing a good job, sweetie,” Maggie calls after him, then takes a long pull from the straw in her drink. “Great lifting.”

Next to her, Tex yawns like he’s not as impressed.

“Okay,” Jillian says, releasing a long breath as she turns back to me. “You stopped by. And then what?”

I push a mess of curls away from my face and try to make my voice sound nonchalant. “I went to his office to discuss Josh’s latest request for spousal support.”

“Discuss?” she asks carefully.

“Well, I wanted to discuss. He wanted to be a dick.”

“Oh God.” Jillian groans.

“You were so upset, Jills, and Josh wasn’t picking up his phone—”

“You called Josh?” she cuts me off, eyes wide.

I barely hear her, distracted by the sudden realization that after five phone calls and three dozen text messages, Josh hadn’t even replied. “You know, I think that prick blocked my number.”

“I think he blocked your number when you publicly castrated him for making out with Theresa Bianco during spring break junior year,” Maggie says.

I consider this for a moment. “True.”

“This isn’t like when we broke up in college, Bea,” Jillian replies. “We’re adults now, and we’re getting divorced. There are motions and injunctions and arraignments—”

“There aren’t any arraignments in divorce proceedings,” I say, popping an edamame bean in my mouth.

Maggie leans back against a half-filled cardboard box and starts rubbing Tex’s belly. “You know, New York magazine did a profile on this Asher guy a few months ago. Called him one of the top divorce attorneys in the city,” she says. “His picture was… not horrible.”

My chopsticks hover above a California roll as I recall Nathan Asher. Objectively, Maggie’s right. He’s not horrible. The opposite of horrible, actually. Thick brown hair—the kind you know would be curly if he didn’t cut it this side of short—and a sharp jaw that his stubble had no hope of disguising. His broad shoulders had been draped in what was no doubt an expensive suit, and his arrogant smile could probably charm even the most hardened judge in New York’s family court. So no, not horrible. But in the same way a corpse flower isn’t horrible; it’s quite gorgeous, until you get too close and realize it smells like dog shit.

“They deliver New York magazine all the way upstate?” I ask, cocking my head to the side and hoping my sarcasm covers up the misdirection.

“The Hudson Valley is not upstate, you philistine,” Maggie replies. The statement is punctuated by a large slurp from her straw.

“I don’t think you’re using that word right, Mags.”

“Bea,” Jillian interrupts us, her voice strained. “I need to know exactly what you said to him.”

“Well…” I trail off as I try to remember. There had been insults, but what exactly had I said? The adrenaline must have blocked out my short-term memory, so all I can recall is how he looked at me, at first arrogant and smug but changing ever so slightly to betray a bit of surprise. Maybe even offense. “I’m pretty sure I called him an asshole. I definitely called Josh one.”

“Oh my God.” Maggie cackles as Travis appears from the hallway with another box.

“It’s not like I jumped on top of the guy’s desk and attacked him or something,” I say, but then I pause, remembering. “I might have said I hoped he choked to death on some steak, though.”

“Jesus Christ,” Travis mutters as he drops the box next to the front door, startling Tex awake. “Jillian, you need to call your lawyer.”

My mouth falls open. “Hey! Neutral, remember?”

“I am, but come on, Bea,” he says. “You’re about to graduate from one of the best law schools in the country. You’re taking the bar in just a few months. Why did you think this was a good idea?”

To be honest, I didn’t think it was a good idea. I didn’t think at all. Objectively, I knew it was irrational, but there was nothing about this situation that instilled objectivity, and I didn’t want it to.

I’d known about the growing problems between Jillian and Josh for a while. All of us had. But we also assumed they would work it out, the same way they had since college. Then Jillian left to stay with her mother right before Thanksgiving. Josh blindsided her by filing divorce papers the following week. Suddenly, our once-tight group was being torn apart, but the details were in short supply. The whats and whys of how their once happy union had deteriorated to a point where Jillian had to schedule time to pack up her things from her own home were drip fed over a quick coffee or obligatory weekend call. A sidenote to our lives that were shooting off in different directions. And that hurt so much that anger seemed a much more appealing option than common sense.

That’s the bit people always forget. Pain is anger’s neglectful parent.

“Josh’s lawyer doesn’t even know my name, Trav,” I say, throwing another edamame bean in my mouth.

“Yeah, but all he has to do is ask Josh about the crazy, curly-haired woman covered in freckles who stormed his office, and you’re screwed.”

“Oh, stop it.” Maggie waves her hand between the two of us like some drunken referee. “I don’t care how mad Josh is, he wouldn’t sell Bea out like that.”

I’m not willing to give Josh that much credit, but it’s not worth having that argument with Maggie again.

Travis shrugs. “All I’m saying is we shouldn’t get involved or we’ll just complicate things more. It’s the same reason we told you to stop sending Josh those anonymous STD notification texts, Bea.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie, stabbing the last bit of an avocado roll with my chopstick.

“Regardless,” he says, his hands going to his hips. He’s in full dad-mode now. “You should know better.”

I roll my eyes. As much as he loves to dole out unsolicited advice these days, back in college, Travis had no idea what to do with his life and had a litany of majors to prove it. After graduation, when he and Maggie finally started dating and she got her dream job at a hedge fund, his indecision became a full-blown crisis. The struggle lasted a few years, until Maggie realized she in fact didn’t want to become a major player in the financial world and decided to take her life savings and buy a dilapidated bed-and-breakfast up in the Hudson Valley instead. Suddenly, they not only had the perfect excuse to move in together, but Travis found his purpose. Now his life is happily filled with drywall, paint tarps, and sanctimony.

“So, what am I supposed to do?” I ask him. “Josh didn’t even tell Jillian he was filing for divorce, and now he’s treating the whole thing like it’s a cash grab, and you want me to just ignore it?”

“Yes.” He says it like the answer is obvious. “Listen, I know why you’re pissed, Bea. Which is saying something, because you’re pissed ninety-nine percent of the time, and I usually never get it. But when push comes to shove, Josh hasn’t really done anything wrong here, and—”

Maggie whips her head around to glare at him. “Are you seriously taking Josh’s side right now?”

“I’m not on anybody’s side!” Travis groans, throwing his arms up. “I’m Switzerland!” With that, he turns back down the hall, stomping toward the bedroom. The dog gets up and follows him, his paws tapping against the hardwood floor.

“Is he okay?” Jillian asks.

Maggie raises her cup and takes another sip. “He’s fine.”

I want to make a snide comment, but then Jillian closes her eyes and sighs. The sound is heavy and sad.

“This is my fault,” she whispers, almost to herself. “I shouldn’t have said anything about the alimony.”

A pang of guilt hits my chest. It had been a late-night confession, one of those phone calls that rarely happened anymore: Jillian ringing after midnight, trying to pretend as if a call that late was still normal, like everything was okay. And it had been for a few minutes, until I asked about the divorce. The tears had come on so quickly I hadn’t heard them at first. Jillian was always good at that. Quiet crying.

I had stayed on the phone with her for more than an hour, listening to all the details about their financial disclosures and Josh’s petition for spousal support, and offering advice when I could. By the time she hung up, I thought she was okay. But now, with exhaustion and stress written across Jillian’s pale, drawn face, I know she’s not.

I lean forward and take her hand, squeezing it tightly. “Hey, I’m sorry. Seriously. But look on the bright side: in the history of New York divorce cases, this can’t be the worst thing that has ever happened.”

Maggie pauses, her straw hovering at her lips. “That’s a pretty big spectrum, don’t you think?”

I shoot her a withering glare.

“Okay,” Jillian says to herself, lifting her head and straightening her back. “This is manageable. I’ll call my lawyer tomorrow morning. That way she’ll be ready in case his attorney calls or if Josh decides to freak out about this and—”

“It’s fine, Jills, I promise,” I say, squeezing her hand one more time before releasing it and reaching for my chopsticks again. “We never have to talk about Nathan Asher again.”
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The first thing you learn in law school is that weekends are a myth. A legend told in hushed tones around study groups, or to your own haggard reflection after pulling two all-nighters in a row. Even if you do somehow manage to eke out a few hours on a Sunday to unwind, by the time you disengage your brain from torts and case law so you can ponder abstract concepts like “relaxing” and “self-care,” Monday arrives with as much fanfare as a pap smear: horrifying but necessary.

The light at the end of this sleep-deprived tunnel is the third and final year of law school. When you reach the esteemed status of L3 and graduation is just on the horizon, it’s safe to take your foot off the gas. Those who are smart decide to relax a bit and enjoy those weekends we’ve all heard so much about. The really smart ones load up on electives that could be grouped on just a couple of afternoons each week to make that weekend even longer.

I remind myself of this as I’m shoving a piece of toast in my mouth at 7:58 a.m. on Monday morning, scrambling to do something with my erratic curls before I run out the door of my cramped studio apartment. Because I am not smart. I signed up for a public policy seminar at ten o’clock on Monday mornings. That in and of itself isn’t so bad; it only takes me thirty minutes to get down to campus from my apartment on 168th Street, so I could feasibly sleep in until nine. So why am I scrambling to get out the door by 8:00 a.m.? Because in addition to being an L3 with a full course load, I’m also a teaching assistant for one of NYU Law’s most infamous law professors. There are papers to grade, student emails to reply to, and copious amounts of coffee to drink before I can even step foot in class.

I want to stress that on paper, this all looked very doable. In practice, it is a clusterfuck.

This particular Monday morning my curls refuse to stay clumped together on top of my head, so I set them free. Frazzled ringlets spring out in every direction as I swipe on a bit of mascara in the hopes it might save my reflection, or at least distract from the dark circles under my hazel eyes. The plethora of freckles used to do the job, but there’s only so much I can ask of them now.

By 8:09 I’m downstairs, wrapped in my old wool overcoat that’s entirely too thin for the freezing weather, and running through the narrow lobby of my prewar building with a computer bag slung on each arm. The front door is propped open, letting in the frigid air as a familiar team of plumbers file in. Idris, the building’s super, is in the far corner directing them to the stairwell. I need to remind him yet again that the hot water upstairs still barely gets above room temperature, but I don’t have time to stop. Instead, I just yell over my shoulder: “Where the hell is my hot water, Idris!”

He smiles and waves at me like this our usual morning greeting.

I only realize once I’m out the door that he’s not far off.



If I can snag an express train, campus is exactly seven subway stops away from my apartment. Unfortunately, this morning the express train decides to go local after 125th Street, so my thirty-minute commute becomes fifty. By the time I ascend the steps at Fourth Street and round the corner to Washington Square Park, it’s 9:24 a.m. I’ll barely have time to stop by my office before I need to head to class.

Apparently, on top of being an idiot, I am also a masochist.

The NYU Law campus is really just a cluster of buildings surrounding Washington Square Park, an enclave in the greater NYU sphere. In autumn it’s gorgeous, with the historic brick and stone buildings framed by the golds and reds of the park’s foliage and the towering arch in its center. Students and locals crowd every available space, and New York feels less like a city and more like a village, albeit one filled with twentysomethings arguing about international copyright law while a man wearing a top hat and monocle walks his iguana nearby.

But right now it’s mid-January, which means the park is barren. Gray snowbanks line the sidewalk and the wind whipping down Fifth Avenue makes it too cold to attract the usual crowd. The only people I pass are two fellow students who jog by, looking fresh-faced and chipper in their NYU Law sweatshirts. I make it a point not to look at them as I scurry toward the colonial brick facade of Vanderbilt Hall. Even though I’m only a few years older than almost everyone here, moments like this make it feel like a lifetime.

My phone starts to ring just as I enter the lobby. I reach into my bag, my fingers probing the candy wrappers and bodega receipts. When I find it, I see my mother’s face lighting up the screen, and groan.

A phone call from Denise Nilsson can go one of two ways: (a) she needs to complain about something for an extended period of time before hanging up with barely a goodbye; or (b) she requires my opinion on something, which will in no way factor into her final decision.

“Hi, Mom,” I answer.

“Do you think I need a neck lift?” she says in greeting.

Ah. So it’s option B, then.

“I’m doing great, thanks. How are you?” I say as I swipe my ID through the lobby turnstile.

“I’m serious, Bea. I just walked by the mirror in the hallway and gave myself a jump scare.”

She says it like I’ve seen the mirror in question. In truth, I’ve never set foot in her house in Fort Lauderdale, let alone the entire state of Florida. I also haven’t seen her neck in at least three years, when her sixth (and shockingly, still-current) husband, Todd Whitaker, surprised her with a trip to New York so she could see the new Neil Diamond musical on Broadway.

I make my way to a waiting elevator with a couple of other students. “Don’t you think it’s a little early on a Monday morning to be contemplating invasive surgery?”

“Oh, I’ve already been up for hours. Todd and I grabbed the first tee time at the club this morning. It was invigorating. You really should try it,” she says as the doors close and the elevator lurches up.

My mom has a habit of adopting the personality of whoever she’s currently married to. Golf is only the latest in a long list of hobbies, most of which were discarded in the wake of divorce. After she found out Darren Lupinski was a White Sox fan, she took out a new credit card to buy season tickets. When Locke Taylor revealed that he loved rebuilding classic cars, she suddenly had a burning desire to own a 1968 Ford Mustang. It’s a pattern that’s existed for decades.

“I’m not sure I can squeeze golf lessons into my schedule right now,” I reply. The student standing beside me looks up from his phone in confusion.

“Well, you should,” my mom says. “You sound tired.”

“That’s a prerequisite of law school, actually.”

She hums to herself. “I told you three years ago that you were too old for that.”

I roll my eyes as the elevator doors open on the third floor and I walk forward down the hall. “Thanks for the reminder.”

“I’m just saying.” Her voice takes on a tinge of indignation. “Most people go to law school right after college, not years later so they’re middle-aged when they graduate.”

“I’m twenty-nine, Mom,” I say, trying to keep my annoyance in check as I unlock my office door. I say “office,” but really it is little more than a large closet with a small window in the corner. There’s room for a desk and a chair, though, which is all I really need anyway.

“You know what I mean. Look at that friend of yours. Jared? Josh? He tried to go to grad school, and it ruined his life.”

I let my bag drop to the floor and ignore the sting of her comment as my body falls into the desk chair. My mom has never been good with details, let alone the ins and outs of my personal life. Questions about anything other than herself are rare, and when they do come, I’ve learned the answers are only partially retained. While I had mentioned Jillian and Josh’s divorce a couple of times over the past few months, she always had a cursory response, something that implied sympathy but ensured the conversation would move on to how her sink was back-ordered, so the bathroom renovations had been delayed again, or how she was thinking of becoming a Pilates instructor. Maybe that’s one of the reasons she was so eager to move down to Florida from Boston a few years ago; her distance is just another excuse to avoid getting bogged down by my life’s tedious details.

Still, I’m surprised by the sudden urge to talk to her about the divorce, the alimony, everything that was tearing our small group apart. But before I can say anything, my mother groans.

“Oh God, it’s awful. The skin below my chin is just hanging there,” she says. I can imagine her right now: the phone to her ear as she leans toward the mirror, poking at her jaw.

I sigh. “You don’t need a neck lift, Mom.”

She hums again, a telltale sign that, while she’s listening, she absolutely doesn’t believe me. “Well, I have to run. Todd’s pulling the car out. We’ re grabbing brunch with the Davidsons.”

“All right,” I reply. I have no idea who the Davidsons are, but that doesn’t seem like a reason to hold her up. “Keep me posted about any other elective medical procedures.”

“Will do!” she says. And then she hangs up.



I managed to make it to my ten o’clock class on time, but missed my window to grab a coffee beforehand, which is a tragedy. Professor Callahan is a renowned expert on public health law and social justice, but she also never changes her intonation or inflection, so her course is one monotonous drone for two hours. Without caffeine, it’s hell.

I trudge back to my office afterward and grab my mug that has I Hate It Here written in big block letters across the side. Josh bought it for me when I got into law school because, in his words: “It reminded me of you.” At the time I wanted to throw it at his head, but I can now admit that it is the perfect size to fit a large serving from the coffeemaker in the third-floor lounge and still leave room for milk. I cradle it in my hands as I head back to my desk, somehow already an hour behind on the grading that was supposed to start my day.

But first: email.

There’s a sea of them waiting in my inbox from students. Their questions range from the insane to the surprisingly pertinent, but regardless, I’ll get to all of them later. Right now, I scan the list for one with “RE: Graduating Law Student Job Inquiry” in the subject line.

There’s none.

Shit.

I always assumed the most stressful part of post–law school life would be passing the bar, not lining up a job where I would be able to utilize my new skills.

But I’m not going to panic. Not yet. Yes, I sent out nineteen emails to nineteen separate firms right before Christmas. And no, I haven’t received a single reply yet. But that was only a few weeks ago. People are barely back in their offices after the holidays, let alone opening unsolicited emails from desperate law students looking for a job. There’s nothing to worry about. Not yet.

As if on cue, Blake appears in the doorway, his attention on his cell phone. Frank Landry only hires two L3s to be his teaching assistants each year, and as excited as I was to snag one of the coveted positions that would help pay my tuition, I was equally as annoyed to find out that Blake Sepper got the other. Not that I had anything against Blake personally. It’s only that he seemed more interested in gossip surrounding the student body than in doing any actual work. To make matters worse, his office is right next to mine and, as he reminds me biweekly, two square feet larger.

“Hey,” he says, leaning gingerly against the doorframe, as if it might wrinkle his blazer.

Blake always struck me as someone who watched ’80s movies growing up, just to steal fashion tips from the antagonists. With his blond hair swept across his forehead and his blazer open to reveal a white shirt unbuttoned one too many, he looks like he’s a few seconds away from convincing you not to take that quirky girl you like to prom.

When he doesn’t say anything after another moment, I sigh. “Can I help you with something?”

“You can start checking our voicemail,” he says, his attention still on his phone. “Or at least let me change the message so it doesn’t sound like it’s just yours. It’s full again, and I have people who need to contact me.”

I roll my eyes. While we have separate offices, our status as teaching assistants means we’re still forced to share one voicemail. It never felt like that much of an issue, especially since I assumed most people used their cell phones anyway, so after recording the outgoing message the first week of school, I promptly forgot all about it, except for when Blake stops by to give me my messages and complain.

“Who needs to contact you?” I ask.

“Faculty. Students. That TA from Kirkpatrick’s office. I ran into him last week and I swear he was flirting.” Blake finally looks up and waggles his eyebrows at me.

“Why don’t you give him your cell number?”

“I need to make him work for it, you know? This way, if he wants to call, he’ll have to use the directory and call here so…” His voice fades as I narrow my eyes at him and, for a moment, he looks genuinely confused. “What, do you want to talk about actual work or something?”

How this man already has a clerkship lined up with a federal judge for after graduation, I have no idea.

“Go away, Blake.”

He shrugs as he pushes off the doorframe, pausing just long enough to say, “By the way, Frank’s looking for you.”

I snap my laptop shut as I shoo him away and head upstairs.



Frank Landry’s office is on the floor above mine, a cave-like room at the end of the hall piled high with papers and books and journals. Some people might find it claustrophobic, but I don’t. Despite the harsh fluorescent lights, the piles of books, along with the smell of sandalwood from the cologne Frank has probably been wearing since the ’70s, makes it feel oddly homey, like being wrapped up in a warm blanket. That is, until the old man behind the desk opens his mouth.

“Where the hell have you been?” he bellows before I’ve even reached the doorway.

“It’s called class, Frank,” I say with a smile, walking in and letting myself collapse into one of the two armchairs parked in front of his desk. “I’m a student here, too, remember? I have the loan statements to prove it.”

“You shouldn’t be in class. You should be looking for a job,” he barks.

I scrunch up my nose. “I feel like maybe that’s the opposite of what you’re supposed to tell me.”

He waves his hand indiscriminately in the air, as if such details aren’t important.

There’s a running joke among the students that Frank Landry has been teaching here since the law school opened in 1835, and right now, I can almost believe it. His back is bent at an awkward angle, his glasses askew on a wrinkled face that’s pinched like he’s ready for a fight.

He mumbles something under his breath, then shifts in his seat to grab a folder from the bookshelf behind him. The movement is slow, and when he turns back to face me, I can see the grimace on his face.

“How are you feeling?” I ask.

“I need to get a hip replaced. How do you think I’m feeling?”

He settles back in his seat, struggling to find a comfortable position. I could be sympathetic. I could offer support. But I know that the only thing Frank hates more than discomfort is pity, so I decide to change the subject instead.

“Blake said you were looking for me.”

He grunts in agreement. “I need you to send me the syllabus for Alternative Conflict Resolution. And get materials together for the next few weeks.”

Alarm bells go off in my head. I’m the TA for Frank’s Alternative Conflict Resolution seminar, just as I was in the fall. I wrote the syllabus in August, and he’s already told me we didn’t need to change it this semester. I had assumed that meant everything else would be the same, too: each week I would meet with Frank to go over reading materials and graded papers before heading to class with him and taking notes. Together, we are a well-oiled machine. “Why do you need all that?”

“Because they finally scheduled my surgery, so I’ll be out on medical leave soon.”

Something heavy drops in my stomach. It’s no secret that Frank needs a new hip. He complains about it regularly to anyone within earshot. It had also been one of the first things he told me when I came to speak with him about the TA position. Partly because my concentration is healthcare law and it offered him the perfect opportunity to bitch about the American healthcare system, and partly because a potential surgery would require him to take substantial medical leave, and pass off the supervision of his teaching assistants to one of the school’s adjunct professors.

But as much as I hate the idea of having to acclimate to a new professor midyear, I also never really weighed it as a possibility. From all accounts, Frank had been complaining about his hip for years. Any concern that it would happen during my tenure always seemed negligible.

“When are you going in?” I ask.

“Couple of weeks,” he says. I frown and he notices. “Don’t look so depressed. You’re not the one getting a new hip.”

“Yeah, but I am the one who’s going to have to help some clueless adjunct get up to speed on your classes.”

He bows his head down just enough to look at me over the rim of his glasses. “You cover one class.”

“On top of going to my actual classes. And, you know, maintaining a social life.”

He chuckles as if he knows as well as I do that “social life” is used here in the broadest sense of the term. “Speaking of which, one of my former students invited me to this reception thing on Friday for the New York City Bar Association.”

“And?”

He continues to glare at me from under his white bushy eyebrows.

I know that glare and I groan, letting my head fall back in defeat. “Are you going to make me do a work thing?”

“You got plans or something?”

I could be honest. I could say, Yes, Frank, I have Friday nights carved out for three hours of dedicated study time down at the laundromat between the wash cycle and folding. Instead, I just mumble, “Maybe.”

“I can ask Blake to come instead, but that kid is so far up his own ass I don’t think he’s seen daylight since preschool.”

I can’t help but laugh.

“You need a job after graduation, Bea,” he continues. “This will have a room full of lawyers who might be able to help with that.”

I know he’s right. And the fact that he knows he’s right only makes it worse. While it’s no secret that I’m about to graduate, only a select few know the details. Despite a position on the Law Review masthead last year, an internship with a prestigious nonprofit last summer, and a coveted TA position my final year, I still flail at the one extracurricular activity that’s required to actually secure a job: networking.

And when I say “select few,” I mean Frank.

“Come on, it won’t be so bad,” he continues, reading my expression. “Make some small talk, enjoy some of their expensive champagne, then head home.”

It sounds easy. And if it were anything like the usual professional events Frank drags me to, it will be. At least this one is off campus, which means there’s a chance that an attorney from one of the law firms I applied to might show up. Maybe even someone from Land and Associates. My heart does an odd flop at the thought, even as I scowl at its naive optimism. Because really, what are the chances? There are only a handful of firms in the city that deal with healthcare law, and even fewer on the ethical side of it. If you narrow that list down to the firms run by women, you’re left with only one: Land and Associates. They’re small, but they’re also the best. That’s why scoring an interview with them is akin to winning the lottery on the same day scientists announce the discovery of the weeklong orgasm. So, the odds that one of the associates, even Marcie Land herself, might attend this event? Close to impossible.

Then again, if they show up and I miss the opportunity…

I huff, sending a stray curl away from my face. “Forward me the info.”

Frank snorts. “Don’t sound so thrilled.”

“Excuse me. Excuse me!” a panicked voice calls out from behind me. I turn enough to see a young man leaning through the doorway. His oxford shirt is light blue and starched so thoroughly that it sticks up into his neck as he bends forward to speak to Frank. “Are you still available for office hours?”

“Depends,” Frank answers, his tone even and bored. “What’s your question about?”

“The outline for Contracts.”

“Then no,” he replies, turning his attention back to me. “The event starts at eight. Be there on time.”

I scrunch up my nose. “Why? No one ever shows up on time for these things.”

“Because I want to introduce you to a few people and I’m not staying late, that’s why.”

I am about to make the completely unfounded claim that I’m perfectly capable of introducing myself when Oxford Shirt Guy leans in further, now almost horizontal in the doorframe. “But it’s only 2:57!”

Frank leans an elbow on the desk. “So?”

“Your office hours are until three!”

“Then get here earlier next time.”

“But… but…” The student huffs. “I don’t even know when the summary is due!”

“Then read the syllabus like a normal person!” Frank bellows, somehow managing the thunderous tone while barely moving a muscle.

The guy blanches, and I think he might be close to tears as he scurries back down the hallway.

Frank nods to me. “You in?”

I roll my eyes as I stand. “Yeah, fine.”

“Be there at eight,” he calls after me as I head out the door.

“I heard you the first time,” I reply, but then a bit of guilt hitches in my chest and I add, “Want me to bring you up some lunch?”

“Depends. You buying?” he replies.

I don’t look back, just flip him the bird and smile as his laughter echoes down the hall after me.
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