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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is about my perceptions and experiences as a high-ranking woman in finance. It represents my present recollections and opinions of these experiences over time. I have used journal entries, other written correspondence, and conversations with friends and family to inform the content. I’ve changed the names and identifying details of the characters outside of my family. Many of the Goldman Sachs individuals referenced are composite characters, no clients are identified, and no business deals or other nonpublic matters are discussed. While all of this did happen to me, the timing of some events has been compressed. Where dialogue appears, my intention was to re-create the essence of the conversations rather than provide verbatim quotes.




    
        
PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

        Publishing a book can be scary. When I wrote Bully Market,
            based on my experience, I didn’t know what to expect or how
            it would be received. One of the most rewarding experiences has
            been the hundreds of people who continue to reach out to me
            to share deeply vulnerable accounts of their own work experiences.
            With support from people across different geographies,
            I admittedly didn’t anticipate a reception of this scope. I had
            braced myself for naysayers, of which there were some, who
            mainly claimed that my story was dated and thus not indicative
            of the current corporate climate.

        But the outpouring of support from readers showed otherwise.
            I’ve heard from both men and women, ages twenty to
            eighty, who work across industries and occupations: Finance and
            consulting, law and medicine, government and academia. Toxic
            work environments preside over large and small companies,
            public and private. It transcends all income levels, from existing
            within a metropolitan skyscraper to a small-town business. And
            it can take just two people to both produce and later exploit a
            power dynamic.

        Bully Market has been a catalyst of discussion and has given
            readers the opportunity to share their own stories. I’m parts
            honored and humbled to carry a voice for women who are
            routinely silenced. I’m grateful to be a source of empowerment
            for those who sought action for the betterment of their work
            lives, but I am also saddened by how universally relatable my
            story is: Many women have sued their employers and got compensated,
            but subsequently signed a nondisclosure agreement
            that prevents them from speaking up. Whether via email, direct
            messages, phone calls, or Zoom, I’ve listened to gut-wrenching
            accounts of physical, sexual, and verbal abuse in their workplaces.
            Some have cases pending in the courts, and although
            the details are meant to be kept quiet, their reputations are
            suffering for pursuing legal action. Others are too fearful to
            go public with their stories but see the book as a guide map to
            feeling less alone in the process of developing the strength to
            come out themselves.

        Many of the problems I faced still exist: The fear of leaving
            a toxic workplace because it’s more than a job, it’s an identity;
            retaliation against those who sound the alarm on discrimination;
            forced assimilation in order to achieve success. We
            undoubtedly have a long way to go. Despite companies having
            diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) on their radars, which
            is certainly a start, they have yet to create tangible goals and
            metrics around these topics and be held accountable for them.
            This should have long been the precedent for all large companies,
            but unfortunately workers continue to feel the brunt of
            their employer’s hypocrisy around these issues. New entrants
            to the workforce are growing increasingly mindful of DEI
            policies and standards when selecting their future employers. Current employees in difficult work situations crave more
            autonomy, wanting to distance themselves emotionally from
            their employers and find support outside of them in order to
            become the CEO of their own careers.

        I’ve had the opportunity to connect with many women about
            their current work conflicts and environment, and whether
            they should pursue legal action or commence a new job search.
            Funnily enough, they’ve started dubbing themselves an army of
            “shadow promotors” and “whisper recommenders” for the book
            and its message, because they can’t go public in writing with their
            advocacy but do so via word of mouth. Though these topics have
            been taboo for so long, we cannot expect change if we cannot
            even talk about the issues. I feel our stories are more similar than
            different and I came forward with mine—even though I was
            petrified of the backlash of doing so—with the hopes that others
            would do the same. We have no chance of fixing this broken
            system unless we have authentic, well-rounded discussions of
            worker exploitation and abuse. We can’t hope to find a solution
            until the problem is talked about openly.

        The solutions can be found if we start putting language to
            the problem. As of late, I’ve been thinking about these recurring
            instances of forced assimilation my readers have told me
            about. One reader noted that they “feel like the outsider, and
            forced myself to fit in. I play a part like an actor, not looking
            out for others or myself.” Another remarked “turning a
            blind eye” has killed him. “When I think of who I was when
            I started my career, to who I am twenty years later, I don’t
            even recognize myself.” One particular reader was told to
            “think and act more like a man to succeed,” and so she did;
            later she was told that “there was no room for a female brain” at her company. Many employees, both men and women, were
            monetarily compensated for keeping their mouths shut. This
            level of coercion speaks to a grander form of a hostile work
            environment—one where the employees feel stifled, small,
            and trapped. It persists to exploit employees, literally buying
            their silence. One said, “I’ve seen many of the same things
            you have, but I’ve been paid to keep quiet, and looking back,
            it makes me sick.”

        When I left Goldman Sachs in 2016, I was hardly recognizable
            as the twenty-two-year-old who entered the firm. I had to
            change and become a different person in order to succeed. From
            lying to my colleagues, to ignoring inappropriate behavior and
            hurting my family, I abandoned my sense of loyalty, integrity,
            and justice cultivated in my childhood. In the years since my
            departure, I gradually returned to myself in the process of writing
            this book, committing to never stray away again. I realized that
            in order to have a truly enriching career, I want my personal
            values to align with the work I’m doing. Having done a job for
            financial security, I realize that sacrificing who I am for what I
            do was not worth it. I felt trapped at Goldman, but I see now
            that that’s a mindset. Work is ultimately a choice. I encourage
            others what I wish I had done more of, to liaise with trusted
            friends and advisors outside the organization—a personal board
            of directors, if you will—to map out their objectives, and then
            take one small step toward their greater goal.

        One way I achieved this during my time at Goldman was
            through the “Spreadsheet of Freedom.” It helped provide the
            stability I needed to be able to leave Goldman, which has also
            resonated with readers seeking a similar type of plan. I’ve heard from many young people fresh in the workforce with goals to
            “be more proactive in planning their finances,” while wanting
            to avoid feeling stuck in their career. To feel confident in their
            financial knowledge, many have created their own “Spreadsheet
            of Freedom,” a financial planning spreadsheet that allows them
            to list their financial and career goals and track their progress
            along the way. It’s crucial that young people have accessible
            resources to turn to, so they feel motivated in their careers from
            the very beginning and know there are always options if they
            find themselves in a negative work situation.

        Several people wrote to me detailing their experiences of retaliation
            at their workplace. Employees, regardless of gender, who
            spoke up against discrimination at work or questionable business
            practices quickly found themselves with poor performance
            reviews followed by a severance package. They departed their
            jobs inundated with feelings of self-doubt, wondering where they
            went wrong and how to move forward. These individuals wrote
            to me about how this book was a guiding hand in identifying
            the nuances of the abuse of power at their workplace. It helped
            them reframe their experiences and understand what had really
            happened. “I lived with regret on how I lost the opportunity of
            a lifetime,” one woman said, “but now I realize my firing was
            nothing about my performance, but punishment for speaking
            up.” As we hear about others’ similar experiences, it makes it
            easier to see our own in a new way. After we allow ourselves to
            process them, we reach a level of understanding with renewed
            autonomy. Like one reader who said my story helped her “make
            peace” with being asked to leave her firm after twenty years. “I
            have no regrets anymore,” she said, “I did the right thing by calling out bad behavior, and I feel strength in that now. I now
            see the greater power plays that were going on behind the scenes
            and I understand my experience with renewed clarity.”

        Even partners, parents, and children of businesspeople have
            found resonance with this story. The pressures I faced at work to
            perform and fit in; the way I ranked my relationship with Goldman
            Sachs the most important in my life; and the bad decisions
            I subsequently made to cope with the environment rang true to
            others. “I feel like I have a better sense of what he faces each day,”
            one spouse said, “and why he acts the way he does at home.”
            Another told me she understands why her marriage fell apart.
            “You showed me what his career was really like,” she said. “I
            now see the toxic environment he was in and why he made the
            decisions he did. I understand why my marriage didn’t survive
            it. He was married to the company, not to me.”

        Some of the women I didn’t help while I was at Goldman
            reached out to me. They rightfully expressed their frustration
            that I wasn’t there when they most needed me, and their anger at
            what they perceived as the lack of support by Human Resources
            while at the firm. Though my story did shed light on why things
            happened the way they did, I will continue to reiterate my regret
            over not helping them in the way they deserved to be helped.
            I hope this book makes a small amends for my shortcomings
            while at the firm.

        Men and women alike who said they experienced discrimination
            at Goldman and other places because of family
            responsibilities responded. One man, who sadly lost his wife
            to illness, became the sole custodian of his children. “My next
            review tanked,” he recounted, “and my company said my commitment
            was declining, and that I should look for employment elsewhere.” Multiple women shared stories of how their careers
            suffered once they became mothers. “After my return from
            maternity leave, my role was minimized, which I found ironic
            because all the men I worked with were fathers, and yet their
            careers were thriving.” Another woman claimed that her company
            treated her pregnancy as a terminal illness, something that
            she could never recover from. This suggestion that motherhood
            and corporate success are mutually exclusive, and that successful
            employees must not be active parents, is in direct opposition
            to the DEI initiatives that corporations allegedly commit to.

        My hope with Bully Market is to provide modes of empowerment
            for workers to advocate for themselves, and to identify
            their worth and autonomy at their jobs. “I got the confidence to
            ask for more money, for what I needed, and what I deserve,”
            wrote a woman who read the book amid negotiating her salary
            with her employer. And a man who had recently been inspired to
            quit his high-paying, extremely toxic job discovered the paycheck
            wasn’t worth the pain: “You see,” he explained, “with the money
            I earned I thought I had everything, but I’m a shell of who I was.
            With what it’s cost me and my family, I really have nothing.”

        Then there are those on the other side, who have contributed
            to a toxic work environment and want to better themselves. One
            man admitted that he avoided hiring young married women for
            years because of the risk of pregnancy and family leave. He
            said it was the way he was trained to do his job, and now that
            he is a father himself, he sees how wrong it is. I’ve heard from
            many recruiters who are aware of the harmful environments
            that they are placing people in but have ignored it. Human
            resources professionals have also reached out pledging to be
            more involved in fostering safer work cultures. “I don’t ask enough tough questions,” one admitted, “and I’m going to
            start now.”

        Business leaders across industries have purchased copies of
            Bully Market for their teams, in hopes of illustrating what not
            to do at their firms and to help facilitate conversations about
            the importance of workplace culture. “The disconnect between
            the executive office and the day to day resonated with me,” an
            executive shared, “and I want to do better for my company.”
            DEI officers were challenged to think more critically about what
            diversity truly looks like at their firms, and how it extends beyond
            gender and ethnicity, manifesting into thoughts and opinions.
            In addition, I’ve had the privilege of being invited to speak to
            classrooms of college students, where I’ve helped them envision
            what careers in corporate America could look like and how to
            pursue fulfilling roles without having to sacrifice one’s morals.

        Following my departure from Goldman Sachs, I was depressed
            and realized just how much I identified myself with my
            career. That first year I was so lost, and then as the #MeToo
            movement began, I saw my own career in a different light and
            was encouraged to write my story. I’m grateful that I put my
            experiences to paper, because it helped me understand my part
            in that toxic organization. Although never frivolous with money,
            I was with my time. I received my job offer as a twenty-one-year-old and didn’t leave until I was forty. In my youth I viewed
            time as a never-ending resource, though I realize now just how
            precious it is. My hope is that my own story inspires others to
            untangle themselves from the cycle of abuse they find in their
            workplaces and help shepherd a new generation of empowered
            workers.

        Now you might be curious about what Goldman Sachs thinks of all of this. When the book was published, they issued the
            following statement: “We strongly disagree with Ms. Higgins’
            characterization of Goldman Sachs’ culture and these anonymized
            allegations…. We have a zero-tolerance policy for discrimination
            or retaliation against employees reporting misconduct,
            and all claims are thoroughly investigated with discretion and
            sensitivity.”

        I respect their position, and though I used to live and breathe
            by what they thought of me, I’m happy to report that I stand in
            my truth. I no longer define myself within their confines. And I’m
            not alone. In June 2023, a Goldman Sachs gender discrimination
            class action lawsuit representing more than 1,000 women will
            go to court—thirteen years after it was first opened. The suit
            claims that women are paid and promoted less than their male
            counterparts, and that the firm’s employee evaluation system
            lacks key safeguards which systemically undervalues female
            performance. Although I am not in the class, I stand with these
            women—that they receive the justice they deserve, and that
            our voices are finally heard. Goldman has denied wrongdoing
            and called the plaintiffs’ statistical evidence oversimplified and
            misleading. In a statement, the bank said: “Goldman Sachs is
            proud of its long record of promoting and supporting women,
            and we look forward to vigorously defending ourselves against
            these baseless claims.” As for me, I want to continue to shine
            light on workplace equity, challenge our business leaders to
            create actionable goals to improve their corporate cultures, and
            push employees to feel agency to help create workplaces they
            want to be a part of.

        I hope that my current and future readers garner the same
            resolutions these past readers have. We are, of course, in unprecedented times, so it’s crucial we ride the wave of momentum
            provided by the social movements of late. Let’s join
            together, support one another enough to share our stories, and
            tear into the taboo. These acts of solidarity serve as a reminder
            that we’re not alone in the discrimination and challenges we have
            faced; as a community, we are strong and emboldened to demand
            more from our employers and expect more for ourselves.





    
INTRODUCTION

2016

“The money hit,” I said, pointing to the credit in the online ledger. My husband, Dan, stood over my shoulder as I sat at the kitchen table. This early in the morning, the room was quiet, the kids still asleep. I felt his warm breath on my neck and smelled the coffee brewing on the counter.

“Congratulations,” he said. “You ready to leave?” I looked at the new balance in my account. Even though it was late January, it was Christmas morning at Goldman Sachs. Our yearly bonuses had been paid overnight.

This was a huge windfall, a sinful excess. I knew I worked hard, but so did many others. I felt guilty making so much—forty times more than my cleaning person, twenty times more than my kids’ teachers, and ten times more than my doctor. My income covered me with a mix of satisfaction and shame.

I also knew my bonus wasn’t without strings. Goldman wanted even more from me. The bonus was a carrot and my managing director (MD) title, although I’d earned it years before, was an IOU. Only the top 8 percent of Goldman employees achieved this rank, and the firm expected more from me than ever. I owed them my days, nights, and life. If I chose to stay, today started another year. Another 365 days of hardly seeing my family, another 365 days of working in a culture where those in power created a racist, sexist, and intolerant environment, another 365 days where the Goldman gods would dangle the next bonus over my head. No amount of money was worth it. I’d almost lost my family in the process of getting to where I was, and I very nearly lost myself.

“Today’s the day,” I declared.

“They’ll be shocked,” Dan observed as the ice-covered branches of the sycamore outside tapped against our kitchen window.

“Maybe,” I said, “but there’ll be a dozen guys chomping at the bit for my job.” I couldn’t blame them, Goldman was a kill-or-be-killed world, and my departure would be someone’s golden opportunity. One would take my place, but none would resemble me in the slightest, except for probably being white. My replacement would inevitably be single, male, childless. As a woman—a mom of four, no less—I had never fit their mold.

“Let’s just review the sheet one last time,” I tried to reassure myself. Dan sat next to me at the table as I pulled up the financial planning spreadsheet we dubbed the “Spreadsheet of Freedom.” I’d calculated everything we’d need to supplement Dan’s income as he built his business. I was hard-wired to imagine catastrophe, something my husband of twelve years knew well. He patiently read out our expenses, line by line, and went over our Plan B and Plan C, in case we were hit with something unexpected. The spreadsheet was bulletproof. I had my freedom, if only I had the guts to take it. You can only leave Goldman once echoed in my head, the refrain I’d heard countless times during my eighteen-year career there.

    With a little distance, I would come to realize that I was just the candidate to fall for this warped world. Starting my career at Goldman without any connections, I felt pressure to be financially successful for my entire immigrant family, for my grandfather who took his life when he couldn’t make ends meet, for my parents who’d sacrificed. And with the cloak of defectiveness stemming from childhood health issues, I was determined to refute any “you’ll never” doubts that I confronted, to prove that I was just as whole as the next person. Not only would I show that I could fit into this foreign land of high finance and privileged access I had never experienced before, much less the many types of discrimination I witnessed and then became a part of, I would prove to Goldman and myself that I could climb the ranks to claim one of Wall Street’s most elusive and exclusive titles.

But now I finally had clarity to break this abusive cycle, and knew what I had to do.

After years of looking at my life through Goldman’s warped lens, after years of tolerating and perpetuating harassment and abuse, after years of complying with its sexist and outdated culture, after years of questioning who I was and what I deserved, I was ready to quit it all. I was ready to stop being complicit in a broken system and instead reclaim myself and my family.

    I couldn’t rewind the clock and choose a different first job. I couldn’t go back and launch a career that fulfilled me and reflected my values. Or start with a role that had more purpose and balance, so I might have been able to see the first steps of my twins, Abby and Beth, or hear my son Luke’s first words. But I could enjoy my life and my family now. I could find a new career path where I could make a difference in the world and help and support others, instead of making rich people richer. I could experience the firsts of my baby, Hannah, help the girls with their homework, and pick Luke up from preschool. I was lucky enough to be able to take a sabbatical from work to reflect on what I had just been a part of and have the opportunity to think about what I’d want to do next with my life. I closed the laptop and grabbed my workbag.

“Okay,” I said. “It’s time.”






CHAPTER ONE

July 1998

The elevator opened to a large lobby, where dozens of people mingled in a sea of black and blue business suits. Bright light shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the glistening harbor and the Statue of Liberty. I approached the reception table and looked for my nametag with shaking hands. There it was: Jamie Fiore, printed in bold black lettering that announced that I had a right to be here. I’d made it to Wall Street.

I followed the crowd into the pantry where breakfast was served. I scanned the room for other women and noticed only a few, with flawless makeup and hair, like they’d just come from a salon. I put a hand to my hair and felt, to my frustration, that the curl had started to frizz from the humidity. My face, with nothing on it but Cherry ChapStick, felt pasty and dry like pizza dough.

With a bagel and coffee in hand, I went into a meeting room the size of a movie theater, with stadium seating and capacity for more than a hundred people. An empty podium sat at the front, and behind it a large screen displayed the Goldman logo. I chose one of the few seats left at the end of an aisle, next to a tall blond guy with a chiseled jawline and bright blue eyes. He looked like an Abercrombie model.

“Taylor Hughes,” he said. “Wharton, Economics.” He sounded so stern and proper, like a soldier, but then again, the Goldman Sachs’ training program was described as a boot camp.

“Jamie Fiore. Bryn Mawr, Mathematics,” I reciprocated. It sounded weird coming out of my mouth. His large white hand shook mine with such a tight grasp that my knuckles rolled against each other. Introductions done, he returned to his Wall Street Journal.

“Good morning,” boomed a stern voice. I looked up to see a tall man wearing a black fitted suit and red tie stride into the room. He pulled the double doors closed behind him and locked them, then tugged hard on the handle to make sure it was secure.

A flutter of panic bounced around my stomach. I glanced at Taylor for his reaction, but his eyes remained steady, locked on the man. The room fell silent, the trainees still as stone, as the man walked to the podium and put his hands on his hips, his face expressionless.

“Welcome to the Goldman Sachs Global training program,” he said. His voice bounced off the walls of the auditorium, the screen behind him now a projection of his face. “I’m Tom White, the head of this program. Getting a job at Goldman Sachs is harder than getting into Harvard, so you must’ve done something right because you’re here with me, lucky enough to get this once in a lifetime opportunity. Keep in mind though, that for the next six weeks, I own you.” He laughed, pleased with that fact. He was in his forties, with black curly hair that showed whispers of gray.

“Expectations are high here,” he said, “because expectations at your real job, on your real desk, are even higher. The program starts at 7 a.m. sharp, not 7:01. At 7 a.m. the doors will be locked, just like today.” I craned my neck to survey the room. “If you’re late, I only let you in with a letter of apology signed by your department’s partner.”

Silence fell over the room. That’s when we heard the knocking, pounding so hard that the closed doors shook. “Like these guys,” Tom said. He chuckled and gestured over his shoulder with his thumb at the door. I took a sip of my hot coffee as the back of my neck dampened. The knocking stopped. The day had officially begun.

The first day of training was filled with classes like Intro to Financial Accounting and Stock Pitching 101. My hand was tight and cramped, half of my new notebook was filled by noon. It was like getting a whole new degree in finance—I knew nothing and had to catch up.

At 4 p.m. we got an email that our first Open Meeting was at 4:15 p.m. I had no idea what an Open Meeting was, but I noticed the looks pass between a few fellow trainees. I overheard someone saying, “Are you ready for this?” and someone else mutter, “God help me.”

At 4:15 p.m., Tom locked the door with one hand and carried a clipboard and pen with the other. He announced, “I’m looking for a John Tate.” Everyone’s faces swept around the room and searched for John. A redhead right in front of me popped out of his seat.

“John Tate, sir,” he said. “Amherst, Economics.”

“John, today a Goldman analyst published a report on the Yuan,” Tom said. “What were his predictions for next quarter?” The back of John’s ears flushed bright red, they looked too hot to touch. A dead silence hung in the room. My stomach was shredded to bits as I watched John Tate stew, realizing I didn’t know the answer either. What the hell was the Yuan? That wasn’t something that had been covered in today’s classes. “I don’t know, sir,” John admitted with a cracked voice. The crowd let out a hushed moan.

“No, you idiot!” Tom said. He smacked his clipboard on the podium. “No!” Everyone froze except for John’s shaking hands. My pulse throbbed in my ears. “That’s never the answer,” Tom yelled. “The answer is, ‘I don’t know, sir, but I’ll find out.’ ” I looked at Tom’s face on the projection screen and noticed the edges of his mouth were lined with white foam.

“I don’t know, sir, but I’ll find out,” John corrected himself. I could hear him push cries down his throat.

“Good,” Tom said. “Now leave, and report back to us tomorrow at 7 a.m.” John stumbled over the people sitting in his row as he rushed out, running once he hit the aisle, his messenger bag flopping against his shoulder.

“Welcome to Goldman,” Tom declared. “Home to the most paranoid and insecure people in the world. That’s what it takes to put up with this environment.”

What the hell did I sign up for? My body shook as I wrapped my arms around my waist to try to stop the trembling. This was the last place I wanted to be. Nothing about it felt right, none of it resonated with who I was. And yet I knew exactly why I’d ended up here.



“What’s that?” Almost exactly a year before this first day as a trainee, my mom was chopping watermelon when she noticed the wide manila envelope. My dad sat next to me at the kitchen table, reading the newspaper, while my grandma, my mom’s mother, crocheted nearby.

“Oh, I took a personality test through the career center at school,” I said. I’d just finished my junior year at Bryn Mawr and it was time to start thinking about what came next. “These are the results. It’s supposed to help you figure out what career would be a good match.”

My dad’s burning cigarette rested in the black plastic ashtray between us. I scanned the results first and then read the report. I couldn’t believe how accurate it was. I thought I knew what I wanted to do with my life, but I was surprised by just how affirming the test results were.

“I know what I want to do after graduation,” I announced.

My mom stopped cutting and looked up. “What?”

“Social work,” my smile grew wide as I said it. Social work was noble, the kind of job that changed lives for the better. And it felt like a continuation of the path I was already on. I’d struggled with severe scoliosis as a kid, and the endless back braces, treatments, surgeries, and bullying always left me feeling like an outsider. I always noticed other outsiders and felt drawn to bringing them in, to helping them however I could.

My mom’s face scrunched like she smelled a rotten egg. My dad put down his newspaper. “No way,” she said. “We didn’t take out loans to pay $35,000 a year for you to get a $20,000 job.”

The smile melted off my face and I warmed with shame. “You’ll be miserable making so little,” she said. “You need to suck it up and get a good paying job. Save your money, and then you can do what you want down the road.”

I held the report tight in my hands. “But social workers make good money if they have a private practice,” I countered. “They don’t all make $20,000 a year.”

My dad leaned toward me and his newspaper crinkled. “Listen,” he said softly, almost gently. “We made a huge investment in you, from your medical bills to your college tuition. We didn’t mind doing it,” he assured me, touching my hand, “but now we need to see a return on that investment, so you need to do something better with your life and make decent money.”

I thought back to applying to colleges four years before. Several schools offered me full rides, but my first choice was Bryn Mawr and my parents supported me. It was the highest ranked school I’d gotten into, and my parents felt that a Bryn Mawr degree was worth the expensive price tag. They had to scrimp and save to pay for the tuition, but they were convinced that a degree from a Seven Sister school, the women’s college equivalent of the Ivy League, would open doors for me.

“Don’t you get it, honey?” my mom said. “I grew up with nothing. My house didn’t have plumbing. Our parents were lucky to leave the farms and villages of Italy. Your grandparents weren’t educated, they didn’t have a childhood like you did, they went to work in the factories after they finished grade school. Your father and I were the only ones in the family who got to go to the local college and look at what we’ve built. Everything we’ve given you and your brother and sister. We can’t go backward, so now you all must do better. Every generation must do better. Not just for you, but for our entire family, for those who came before us. Tony is a lawyer. If it had been up to him, he’d be an artist. Janine is a pharmacist and she wanted to be a writer. They’re thanking me now. Being a social worker is moving the family backward, not forward.” I looked out the sliding glass door into the backyard, not a cloud in the sky. I heard the final chop of the watermelon cut to pieces.

All that talk at the career center at school, about finding your passion and purpose in your work, it hit me in that moment that that path wasn’t meant for me. I was expected to get a job that would make the rest of my life financially stable, so the sacrifices of my ancestors weren’t for nothing—so I wouldn’t become destitute if my kid needed expensive spinal surgery as I had. My life was part of a larger narrative, not just living for myself, but for my family spanning back generations. My future career wasn’t about passion, but about security and pulling my entire family forward.

“Our job is to cover tuition,” my dad had said when he dropped me off at college. “Your job is to make the most of it.”

At the time, my parents paying for my college tuition and being debt free seemed like a gift. But now I realized that I wasn’t debt free at all—it was time to show my parents that their college investment was well spent, time for me to pay them some dividends, time for me to find the best paying job in the most lucrative industry.

A few hours later I walked into the family room, where my mom sat on the brown fabric couch, knowing what I needed to do. “I’ll go to the career office at school and start applying for jobs this fall,” I said. The evening news played from the TV and the room hummed from the AC unit in the window.

“Good,” my mom replied. “You’ll need an interview suit. Let’s go to TJ Maxx tomorrow.”



My TJ Maxx suit was sweaty and restrictive by 5 p.m. that first day as a trainee, but I’d have to make it work for the evening, as Goldman had planned a social event. At least three nights a week we were expected at networking events, so I made a note to bring extra blouses, since I soaked through my first one by lunchtime. The large budget for entertaining the Goldman newbies covered everything from booze cruises to exclusive $1000 spa days. It seemed so excessive and unnecessary, but I’d go where I was told.

Our first event was at a steak house in Midtown. I arrived with Sofia and Michelle, two other trainees I’d met earlier, and sat in the main dining room. Dark wood paneled the walls and thick red drapes covered the windows. The walls boasted framed pictures of Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin. Servers poured wine freely and topped off glasses with each sip. I was grateful I didn’t have to order a drink, not sure what the right choice would be. I looked at my watch; it was already 7 p.m. I made a mental note not to drink too much since I’d have to get up at 3:30 a.m. to get to work on time.

At a table with other trainees, we went around and introduced ourselves. A guy named Rob, who went to Yale, said his dad was a partner at the firm. He talked about his apartment in SoHo and the neighborhood restaurants he’d tried. Michelle sat next to him and hung on his every word; her body leaned into him as he spoke. She spoke next about her place in the Village, and how she discovered a boutique nearby that she loved. My stomach knotted as my turn grew closer; I wished I could disappear.

“So, Jamie,” Rob said. “Where are you living?” I didn’t want to share my story, I didn’t want to say where I lived, I didn’t want to explain myself, that I was commuting from home to save as much money as I could. But everyone was watching me. An awkward silence hovered. “I commute from New Jersey,” I said.

“Hoboken!” Rob exclaimed. “That’s a great scene.”

“No, I commute from the suburbs,” I clarified. “I live with my parents.”

“Seriously?” he said, his blue eyes wide.

“Yes.”

“Okay, then.” He chuckled uncomfortably, because what else was there to say? My insides got hot and I grabbed my glass to take a swig of wine. Its acidity burned as it went down.

The meal lasted for hours, as the drinks and food kept coming. Gigantic seafood towers arrived first—six tiers of chilled silver dishes piled with oysters, shrimp cocktail, lobster tails, and king crab legs. Michelle said that each one cost $200, the same price of a nonstop flight to Los Angeles. Then the meat came. Filet mignon, New York strips, and double Porterhouses so big they hung off the sizzling plates. Then the sides, truffle mac and cheese, creamed spinach, and hand-cut potato fries. For dessert, plate after plate of New York cheesecake and molten lava chocolate soufflé. From the rich food to the excessive prices, it was pure decadence. The only steak house I’d been to prior was an Outback on Route 22 in New Jersey. I thought about my dad, who loved Saturday steak dinners at home, and how blown away he’d be by this spread.

With each hour, everyone got more and more drunk. Instead of coffee at dessert, Rob ordered a dozen tequila shots. Everyone’s hands reached for the waiter’s tray before he could put the drinks on the table, and two shots knocked over. The table roared in laughter; the waiter rolled his eyes. I felt embarrassed that I was part of this crew. I didn’t take a shot, but everyone was too drunk to notice. Rob’s arm was around Michelle—her head rested on his shoulder, her eyes were glassy. Sofia focused on the guy next to her, Tim, who’d been on the crew team at Duke. She stared wide-eyed at him and smiled and nodded at his slurred anecdotes about frat parties and summers on the Cape.

The final plates were cleared, and another set of shots ordered. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tom White leave the restaurant. He’d made it clear that nobody could leave before he did. I took a deep breath and looked at my watch again: 10 p.m. In less than six hours, I’d have to leave my house to get to work. At this point, I wouldn’t crawl into my bed until midnight, but at least with Tom gone, I could start making my way.

I didn’t bother saying goodbye since nobody would notice anyway. I was grateful that Goldman had a fleet of Lincoln Town Cars waiting outside for us to shorten our commutes home. But first, I popped into the ladies’ room on my way out. Laughter bounced off the tiled bathroom floor. Inside the oversize handicap stall, with the door open, three women clustered over an open compact mirror. One woman’s face was over the mirror, her nose pressed against it as she inhaled. I slowed down and stared, never having seen anyone snort drugs in real life. One of them turned toward me.

“Hey,” she said. Her blonde hair was stringy and fell in her eyes. Her name tag said she was Megan from Columbia. “You want in?”

I froze and smiled widely. I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

I went into the next stall. I knew I was a prude; I’d never done anything other than smoke pot a few times in college, but snorting coke at a work event, on the first day on the job? At least I thought it was coke. I didn’t know what else you could snort. We’d just had drug tests and signed contracts that morning pledging to be drug free. I didn’t think twice about it as I handed over a cup with a urine sample. With the money Goldman was paying us, I felt like they could ask whatever they wanted.

But these women, didn’t they worry about getting in trouble? Or fired? Their audaciousness stupefied me. I washed my hands as the women came out of the stall. They giggled and held on to one another as they teetered on their heels. Echoes of their cackling laughter lingered after they left. And so did a great sense of loneliness. Here we were, the same age, all recent college graduates. I thought we’d have so much in common. I’d hoped I’d have a good time with them, make friends with them, be a part of a group together. But in just one day, it had become clear to me I wasn’t one of them.



I rubbed my eyes and looked over my presentation for the millionth time. Well past 10 p.m., I was the only one left in the Goldman cafeteria. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead and empty coffee cups and Diet Mountain Dew bottles covered my table. I’d set up shop there hours ago to put the final touches on my stock pitch. I was so tired that when I looked at my talking points, scribbled in the margins, they started to blur.

Every trainee was assigned a company’s stock to analyze and then present a stock pitch to Tom. I would have twenty minutes to convince Tom that my stock was a good investment. The last week I’d put in several fifteen-plus hour days to finish it. First, I devoured several basic stock market books because before I could pitch a stock, I had to figure out what one was. I’d been reading Understanding Wall Street during lunch one day when a trainee named Aaron helpfully pointed out that he’d read that book during middle school, when he started managing his own stock portfolio. “If you’re reading that basic book,” he’d said, “you don’t have a chance of nailing your pitch. You’re so behind, you’ll never catch up and make it here.” I’d been sitting in the corner of the room, my chair against the window, my back against the proverbial wall. “Thanks for your feedback,” I’d said, and looked back at the book.

“You’ll never” was a statement I was familiar with. After spinal surgery at age twelve, I went to physical therapy for months, where I started hearing it more and more.

“I can help you get stronger,” the physical therapist had said, “but you need to be reasonable about your future. You’ll be active of course, but you’ll never be an athlete. You’ll be able to run of course, but you’ll never be a track star.” Those two words were a challenge to me—I wanted nothing more than to prove her wrong.

The next year, I was cleared for non-contact sports, so I signed up for my school’s cross-country team. Every practice I went to, every mile I ran, every weight I lifted, I thought of that physical therapist. Her low expectations of my potential became fuel for improving my performance. All I ever wanted to do was break out of the boxes of limitations that others put me in to. With my medical issues, I always felt like a defect, that I was born wrong and that my potential was stunted from the start. I wanted to prove to others, and myself, that I was just as whole as the next person and could handle anything. Nobody could tell me what my body and mind were capable of, only I had that power. I ended up running varsity track and cross-country all four years of high school.

So, after Aaron’s obnoxious comments, I wanted to nail this presentation. I wanted to show him, Tom White, and anyone else who didn’t think I could hack it, that I had what it took to succeed.

My stock pitch was complete, all I had left to do was head to the computer lab to print a final copy. When I got there, all was quiet. Long tables lined the space, with individual workstations containing a computer, monitor, and telephone staggered every few feet. The room was empty, save for Rob, who leaned against a desk at the far end of the room. His head was back, his eyes closed, and his face slack. The rest of his body was blocked by the row of desks in front of him. The door closed behind me with a loud thud. When Rob saw me, his eyes opened wide and his mouth fell open.

“Stop,” he said. I saw his mouth form the words more than I heard them. I stood motionless in front of the door, a row of empty workstations and chairs in front of me, screen savers bouncing around monitors. Rob wore a white dress shirt with a blue tie, but it was loose around his neck. His mussed hair stuck straight up in parts. Rob looked down toward his feet and mouthed words, and I heard ruffled sounds and muted whispers but couldn’t make out a thing. Then, like a plant sprouted from the office tile floor, Michelle emerged.

Rob zipped up his pants, while Michelle yanked down her black pencil skirt and then used her fingers to smooth her fly-away hairs. Staring at their feet, they walked past me and out of the room. I was surprised by the flush of anger I felt about how these two didn’t seem to have a care in the world. They were able to literally dick around while their country club parents held their safety nets. Here I was cramming for my pitch and they were having sex. And Michelle, well she and Sofia had joked on the way to the steakhouse that maybe their real goal shouldn’t be a career at Goldman, but rather nabbing a Goldman man.

I realized that night that I could study the Dow Jones to my heart’s content. I could read research reports, investing textbooks, and The Wall Street Journal. I could nail a stock pitch. For a moment, I could be in their world, but then it would be over, because although I could study their lifestyle and eventually earn a salary to mildly afford it, I didn’t think I could live it, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. The country clubs, the fancy restaurants, the Broadway shows, the laissez-faire attitude, the casual sex with each other, the cocaine, this strange world that seemed to operate with different rules but rule so much more of society. I couldn’t give myself a blue blood transfusion. It was a chasm I didn’t think I could cross.



Training lasted eight weeks, with the same rigorous schedule as the first day: classes and projects by day and mixers by night. The final week, we prepared for the licensing exam, the Series 7, required by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission—the SEC—for anyone who worked with stocks and bonds. It’s a pass/fail test that required a 70 percent to pass. I’d heard horror stories of trainees who failed the tests after training, and instead of going to work on the desk that hired them, they were shown the door.

On the second to last day of training, I went to a midtown testing center for the exam. A proctor registered me at a computer, and I began the four-hour test. We got an hour break for lunch halfway through the test, so I went outside and the thick air of the hot August day hit me. My stomach felt like a rock and I couldn’t eat a thing. The exam seemed to be going okay, but I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t get the image of a big FAIL screaming at me on the computer screen out of my mind. It ate up all the real estate in my brain. When I returned to the exam, my head throbbed. If I didn’t pass, my career on Wall Street would be over before it even began.

When I answered the last question, I hit “calculate,” held my breath, closed my eyes, and counted to twenty. When I opened my eyes, “Congratulations!” displayed across the screen. I put my head down on the desk. The relief hit me with a wave of exhaustion.

That last night of the training program, Goldman hosted an event—a graduation party of sorts. Goldman closed Barneys department store on Madison Avenue for a fashion show that featured the fall’s business wear collections. We’d been wined and dined and lavished with excess all these weeks, and this was the grand finale. Everything for the working professional was displayed: suits, shirts, ties, scarves, shoes, jewelry, and handbags. We ate from a buffet dinner, drank from an open bar, and watched the models, who marched down the catwalk to the heavy bass beat of techno runway music, strobe lights dancing around them. At the end we were offered appointments with Barneys’ personal shoppers to create our new analyst wardrobes. Judging from the length of the line, most of the trainees scheduled time with one.

After the show, I walked around the store with Michelle and Sofia, whom I’d become friendly with after all the weeks of training.

“I love this one,” Michelle commented as she picked up a black suit off the display.

“You should totally get it,” Sofia said. “It’s only a grand.”

I froze in my spot. There weren’t price tags on anything. How did she even know the price? And who would ever drop a grand on a suit? But I didn’t say a word, just smiled, nodded, and acted as though I was considering buying one.

Instead I sheepishly glanced at my suit in the mirror. I had used my graduation gift money to buy a work wardrobe at Marshalls and TJ Maxx, buying shoes, blouses, pants, skirts, jackets, and a workbag for $800 total. I looked at a suit on a hanger and wondered if it looked that different. Maybe the Barneys one was nicer, but twenty times nicer?

My grandma had taught me better than to fall for brands. Six years before, when I was sixteen, she’d come into my room on the day after Christmas, put out her hand, and smiled. “Hand it over,” she’d said. She wanted my Christmas gift money so she could put it in my bank account, like she did every year. I’d hoped she’d forgotten. “Grandma,” I said, “this year I wanted to use it to buy a sweater from the Gap.” Everyone had something from the Gap, it seemed, and I wanted something too.

My grandma scrunched up her face. Her lips were framed with deep wrinkles. “You have a closet full of sweaters,” she said. “Why is this one so important? Because of a label? I taught you better than that. Save your money. You never know when you’ll need it, for something more important than a sweater.”

I grudgingly handed over the money. I didn’t need it, I wanted it. And in my family, wanting just wasn’t enough.



“I have one final thing to discuss,” Tom said. We were in our last meeting of training. “Your licensing exam.” The room fell silent.

“It’s a pass/fail test,” he said, “but at Goldman, we are competitive with our counterparts and with one another. Take a look.” He gestured to the large screen next to him, where everyone’s names and scores suddenly appeared in descending order. “See how you did,” he instructed, “and note who your competition is.” When I saw my results, I almost cried out. I was in the top ten of all scores. I couldn’t believe it. How do you like me now, Aaron, I thought.

As the room emptied, I grabbed my bag and headed home. I walked straight and tall down the crowded sidewalks of Broad Street, alongside the other Wall Streeters in their blue and black suits, with their canvas workbags embroidered with their company logos slung over their shoulders. I’d survived the long weeks of training, I’d pushed through, and I’d proven I could do it.

I thought back to my second-to-last interview for the position, six months before, when I thought for sure I’d blown my chance at Goldman. Mike, the partner who had interviewed me, brought an analyst named Joyce into our meeting. “Joyce saw you’re a math major,” Mike said as he leaned back in his chair, his thick arms folded against his round midsection. “And she thought it’d be fun to give you a brain teaser.” With black rimmed glasses and brown hair in a short bob, she read a piece of paper in her hand. “Let’s say you’re on a game show, and you’re given the choice of three doors,” she’d said. “Behind one is a car; behind the others, goats. You pick door number one, and the host, who knows what’s behind the doors, opens door number three, which has a goat. If you switch to door number two, what’s your chance of getting the car?”

My body softened. My senior seminar that semester was in probability. This was the first proof we reviewed. “If I switch,” I said, “my chance of getting the car increases to two out of three, or 66 percent.” Mike and Joyce had looked at each other and smiled, then looked back at me. “Sorry, you’re wrong,” Joyce said. “It’s 50 percent, or one out of two.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I am positive it is two out of three, or 66 percent.”

Mike picked up his phone. He asked someone to join us and suddenly a woman introduced to me as Vicki stood in the doorway.

“Vicki, you were a math major at Dartmouth,” he said. “I need you to weigh in on this.” Joyce read her the problem. Vicki stood there for a moment, her eyes closed. Her eyelids fluttered and her mouth twitched as she calculated in her head. “One out of two, or 50 percent,” she said.

“So we’re three against one,” Mike said. He leaned forward in his chair. My face flushed. I wasn’t sure how to choose words that were respectful and truthful at the same time.

“I guess we have to agree to disagree, then,” I said. It sounded like a question more than a statement. I wanted to lie and make him pleased with me. Disagreeing with a Goldman partner couldn’t be the way to land a job, but I had to. It was math, for God’s sake, and the part of math I respected the most was the fundamental truth it held. Whether you were at the top of the world, or the bottom, two plus two always equaled four and I loved that power or influence couldn’t change that fact.

Vicki walked me out after my interview and said, “You should be careful what you say to senior people at Goldman. You were an idiot.” Tears burned my eyes. “Come back at 6 a.m. tomorrow for the last of the interviews,” she sighed, though part of me wondered what the point was.

That night I wrote up a math proof for the gameshow problem, and I even faxed it to my math professor to make sure I was right. I left the house at 4 a.m. the next morning to get to the Goldman office on time. I placed a photocopy of the proof on the desks of all the people who had said I was wrong. Nobody ever acknowledged it, but I was offered a job the next day.

Now, all those months later and with training boot camp under my belt, I felt a bit wiser. This is just how it’s going to be at Goldman, I thought. I’d be discounted, I’d fight, I’d pull through, and no one would acknowledge they’d underestimated me. I would know they had. I could live with that. Plus, I’d hit the lottery with this job. I’d be making $55,000 a year and a $40,000 bonus. $95,000 as a twenty-two-year-old in 1998 was nothing to sneeze at. But in my relief and pride, it was easy to forget one basic fact: I hadn’t yet started my real job.
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