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PART ONE CORRECTION
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Correction [ kuh-rek-shuh n ]

1. A sharp decline in market price following a rise, a reversal

2. Punishment intended to rehabilitate, chastisement
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Roubini saw the correction coming, so did Schiff. Burry made bets that earned a billion. I wish I’d possessed their foresight. I spoke in hushed tones about my concerns to my boss, I nudged the analysts to dig a little deeper, but I was no Cassandra with the gift of prophecy. I heeded the Big Swinging Dicks who said everything was normal. So when the markets crashed, I was stunned and then I was crushed. The beating was devastating. My group was at the epicenter of the financial crisis and the massive correction that followed. If only Xanax had been enough, but something stronger was required.

In the dungeon, there was a different kind of correction. Between the whips and the paddles, the ropes and the chains, I was meting out punishment instead of taking it. The very men who had caused the crisis, those same Big Swinging Dicks, the bankers and their lawyers, were suddenly naked in my presence and paying dearly for the privilege. They begged me for mercy, their cocks hard and their faces filled with need. I warmed to their howls and thrilled to their grunts. Male privilege came disguised as sexual submission, and I wanted to hurt them all, selling misery along with orgasms.
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CHAPTER 1 A WOMAN OF QUALITY


By late 2006, I really began to worry. I’d been fretting for a year, but that was when the nightmares started. The housing market was struggling, with prices falling and foreclosures mounting. All the forecasts had assumed the housing market would chug along as it had since the ’30s. Up. Up. Up. Only now, it was faltering.

We had every reason to believe housing prices would continue to climb. My parents had made that bet thirty-five years ago, when they bought their arts and crafts style bungalow on a small lot in Burlington, Vermont. Dad worked as an operator at Burlington Electric. It was a union job that paid by the hour, so his financial future was predictable and solid. Given the minimal risk of default, the bank loaned my parents the sixty thousand they needed, at a reasonable interest rate, to complete the deal. Back then, a local bank kept the mortgages in the community, taking the interest paid and reinvesting it locally. Neighbors helped neighbors.

As expected, my parents paid down their mortgage monthly and their home appreciated steadily. Burlington was no different than most cities in the U.S., where housing prices increased year over year. The mortgage that my parents had taken out had given them shelter and an expanded financial cushion. And the bank that had loaned them the money had made a modest profit on the deal.

What was once simple, however, had become complicated. Instead of local mortgages remaining local, mortgages went national where they were bundled into broad securities partitioned by risk. In turn, these securities were sliced and diced, sold and resold.

In the industry, they sneeringly called my corner of the world “shadow banking.” Our products were complicated, synthetic, and often required a Ph.D. in mathematics to understand. The business was hidden, mysterious, and all but unregulated. I thought I knew what we were doing. We all did. Only we were mistaken.

Jon Brenner, my boss, had anticipated the market and our firm, Banque Fédérale de Belgique (nicknamed BFB for short, or “Big Fucking Bank”) was among the first large investment banks to structure and underwrite the deals.

Jon and I had worked closely since he hired me as a summer analyst when I was still an economics undergrad at Harvard. At the time, he still had all his hair, and I had no idea what an investment bank did. I’d grown up in Vermont, and Wall Street might as well have been on the moon. The prospect of spending a few months in New York City, pretending to be an adult, had been enticing.

That first BFB internship included the obligatory scut tasks, like picking up dry cleaning and fetching coffee, but my boss also invited me to think. There were endless pitch books to consume and charts to digest. And instead of schmoozing with my peers and checking out restaurants in Soho, my nights and weekends were spent doing a deep dive into the sexy world of debt.

Jon valued my willingness to do his bidding, so he invited me to return to the bank after graduation. Having that offer was a huge relief. I loathed interviews. Wearing my faux-Armani suit by Ann Taylor and trying to sound like the person I aspired to be always made me feel like an impostor or a fraud. And besides, I really liked Jon.

Except for a brief interlude back at Harvard for my MBA, my career closely followed Jon’s. We had clicked during that first summer. It wasn’t sexual, we never fucked, but I understood him, and he appreciated me. That analyst position turned into an associate position. And as he ascended, earning fresh responsibilities and big bonuses, I was always part of his team, getting promoted in turn. His strength and vision made him a Big Swinging Dick, but to me, he was Lance Armstrong. Jon was the lead cyclist, where I was a key member of his personal peloton, pushing and sacrificing myself and enabling his performance. But as he moved forward, and I gained strength and confidence, I was searching for opportunities to sprint. I wasn’t going to be his domestique forever, but fate always seemed to thwart my breakaway.

For years, we were in and out of each other’s offices constantly. “Jon, what are those San Francisco guys doing?”

“The hedge fund guys? They’re sponsoring deals. They’re making us a ton of money.”

There was this peculiar hedge fund based in San Francisco named Pulsar that had come to us, pushing hard for riskier deals to invest in. They were like nymphomaniacs, always needing another fuck, and it baffled me. Only, they were nymphomaniacs seeking the dirtiest, most outrageous opportunities. They weren’t looking for nice, clean investments. Their tastes were edgy. They were the market equivalent of guys looking for rough trade.

“Jon, are they crazy? Is there some angle to this?”

“Amy, they’re crazy. Fuckin’ crazy. And we’re gonna make tons of money off ’em. The twenty-eighth floor says to hunt elephants, so get out your bazooka.” He leaned over his desk and patted my hand. “Don’t worry. You’ve got buyers for the balance, right?”

“Of course, Jon.” My database was filled with eager buyers. Pulsar could gag down the nasty bits, while pension funds, other banks, and insurance companies would consume the boring, low-risk remainders.

Our deals were sold in slices rated by risk. The more risk, the more the expected income. If someone wanted a piece of the U.S. mortgage market, I had something to serve them, from “utterly safe,” to “proceed with caution.” Pulsar swallowed the most dangerous slices whole.

“Just remember, there’s only one Johnnie Kahn.” Kahn was a mythic figure in the hedge fund world. He’d transformed a small fund of only $25 million by accruing returns of 25% per year. There were rumors half his gains were illegal, and the other half were voodoo. “Half these hedgies are below average. These Pulsar guys are strictly bottom of the barrel.”

“I know. Somebody’s gotta buy this stuff.”

“Exactly. Trying to get into the head of a hedgie is pointless. Focus on the fact they’re doing us a favor.”

“Thanks, Jon. I just don’t get what they’re doing.”

“Life is full of mysteries. Relax.”

“I’m trying, Jon. I’m trying.” And I was trying desperately to relax. It was disorienting feeling so much anxiety. In the past, I’d had no qualms about our deals. I rushed at opportunities full tilt. I wasn’t just a “yes” woman, I was a “Hell, yes!” woman. But the times and the deals felt different. “It’s just been nagging at me for months. Who’s the manager on this?”

“Birch Advisors. They’re pickin’ all the bonds.”

“Birch—so if they pick the bonds, that means they’re the ones responsible to the investors….”

“Exactly. They’re on the hook. If these suckers bomb, the investors blame them, not us. We’re good.”

“Right. I get it. But Birch also gives Pulsar cover, and Pulsar has an appetite for some pretty gnarly shit. They’re gobbling back risk the way your kids scarf peanut M&Ms.”

“Amy, I realize civilians may have trouble accepting all this complexity, but this is just how Wall Street works. There’s nothing out of the ordinary here, so we’re not going to get any calls. Birch is doing the picking, so they are responsible.”

“And that’s how it works in theory. But you and I both know who’ll be answering the phone if these suckers blow up. It won’t be Birch, and it won’t be Pulsar. It’ll be us.”

“They won’t blow up. We won’t get any calls.” Jon’s voice exuded cool. I wanted to believe him.

“Who’s Birch anyway? Never heard of ’em. Are they decent?”

“Firms like Birch are a dime a dozen. Birch is fine.”

“It’s just that these deals are weird, Jon. We have so much Pulsar exposure. Isn’t this a good time to reduce our risk?”

“Amy, every deal is weird, and we can’t just leave money on the table. The twenty-eighth floor would fuck me up the ass if they knew we’d held back, and our bonuses would feel the reaming.”

“I know. I know. But these deals are keeping me awake at night. We are swimming in Pulsar.”

“They’re morons dining on gristle. Just cut back on the espresso, take an Ambien, and forget about it.”

“Ambien’s not working anymore. Maybe I should try Lunesta.”

“Maybe you need a fella who’ll leave you exhausted. Prolactin, baby, works every time.”

“That only gets released when you men have orgasms. We women don’t get sleepy.”

“Hey, whatever it takes. When I’m not gettin’ laid, Johnnie Walker works for me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Now about these Pulsar deals.”

“Don’t worry about ’em. Just sell the good stuff to our best clients.”

“Right, boss.” In the past year, Jon had taken to teasing me, saying that I worried enough for the entire team, that I’d become another mother.

“By the way, Amy, Susan wants you to come to dinner on Saturday. There’s a fella.” I made an exasperated noise and raised my hands. “I heard what you said about prolactin, but he still might help you sleep.”

“If he’s putting me to sleep, there’s something wrong with him.”

“Oh, come on. They’re not that bad. Susan says this one’s special.”

“Please, Jon. Not again? They’re always ‘special.’ ” Jon’s wife was always trying to introduce me to someone—a lawyer from the tennis club, some random executive. The overtures pained me. The prospect of sitting in the Brenner dining room, making small talk with some well-intentioned guy, filled me with dread.

“If you don’t wanna come, you gotta tell her yourself; otherwise she’ll have my nuts.” Jon picked up his cell phone. “Hey, Susan, Amy’s here. Tell her about Mitch.” He handed me the phone.

“Hi, Amy!” Susan always sounded happy to hear my voice. Then again, she’d studied drama at Yale. I once tracked down her guest-starring episodes in ER, and she’d been superb, portraying a visiting surgeon with a drug habit. She could convey seriousness, compassion, and fragility with just a flutter of her eyes, but she’d told me she hated the perpetual hustle. After a few years of eking out a living, she’d left performing in favor of fundraising. Susan was no slouch—she’d led a successful capital campaign for Yale, but Jon has a way of bending people to his will. When he proposed, Susan opted to perform the complicated and nuanced role of Jon’s wife. She’d gone from being the lead actress in her own drama to being a supporting actress in Jon’s. Susan and I were each tasked with different aspects of his care and upkeep, so we weren’t rivals in competition, but Jon enacted barriers to how close we could become.

I made a face at Jon. “Hi, Susan. Jon says there’s a someone?”

“Yeah. Mitch is fantastic. A cardiologist. I know you’re sick of lawyers.”

“Busted! The last three guys were all JDs.”

“Hey, we live in Greenwich, what do you expect? And I know better than to introduce you to bankers.”

“Is this one a divorced dad, too?” At first, the men were never-marrieds, but once I hit my thirties there weren’t any left.

“Yes. But only one kid. Shares custody with the mother who lives nearby. Sweet guy. Went to Columbia. Did his residency at Mass General. Excellent reputation.” Susan ticked off his accomplishments efficiently.

“So, he’s impressive.”

“Very impressive.”

“But is he cute?” Jon should suffer through some girl talk if he was insistent about me joining them for dinner.

“Very cute! He’s about six foot, no paunch, all his own hair. You’ll like him. If I weren’t married, I’d want to date him.”

“Understood. I’m sold. I’ll get a car to bring me out. What time?”

“Drinks at 6:30, dinner at 7:30. You’ll be back home by 11.”

“Okay, I’m in. You drive a hard bargain, Susan. Can’t wait to see you and the kids.”

“They miss you, Amy. And we should have lunch again in the city, soon. No boys allowed.”

“That’d be great, Susan. It’s been way too long.”

“See you Saturday.”

I handed the phone back to Jon. “Don’t find me a husband, find me a Susan. Someone who’ll keep me fed and watered… Someone who’ll be nice to everyone so I don’t have to be. Can you and Susan track down one of those?”

“Sorry, Amy. Susan’s taken. You’ll have to find one yourself.”

I always played my part, bringing flowers or a bottle of Pinot Grigio, but the bland, vanilla guys in their khaki pants and checked shirts left me unimpressed. It was easier to be a solo operator than to make nice with some guy whose idea of a great life was quiet weekends on the beach in Montauk.

Jon knew I despised these rituals, but he invited me anyway. It was his way of reassuring Susan that we weren’t doing anything naughty during our late nights together, or during all those sales trips to London or Dubai. And her concerns were legit, because Jon did have girlfriends, it’s just that I wasn’t one of them. This was one of the reasons I loathed the setups they engineered. I liked her, and having to pretend that Jon was a good husband rankled me. I was the woman on Jon’s day shift while Susan worked nights and weekends, and though we both dedicated ourselves to serving Jon’s needs, only one of us had to be dishonest while doing so.

Often, I was Jon’s alibi; he’d say he was out with me when he was actually spending time with some chick. I cringed whenever he asked, even as lying to Susan became a routine part of my job. Playing along made me squirm, but it was far easier than finding a new boss. At least Jon treated one woman at work reasonably well: me. Which was one more woman than most of the men in the bank.

We had lunch in Jon’s office two or three times a week, eating sandwiches from Au Bon Pain as we sat opposite one another at his desk. We spent much of our time strategizing about the deals, but we also spent long stretches figuring out how to keep Jon’s mistresses away from his wife. Both puzzles required considerable time and effort, but the girlfriends began to gnaw at me. I resented their intrusion into our lengthy workdays, and the ethical compromises these affairs required of me.

“Fuck, Amy, what should I do? Mirasol’s threatening to call Susan.”

“Jon, steer clear of models, they’re children.”

“Oh, come on. I avoid the teenagers. They’re all in their twenties.”

“That still makes them kids. Fuck the lovely thirty-somethings who’re trying to sell you stuff. Those women will respect your private life.”

“I know, Amy… I know. I’m working on it, but it’s hard to find the complete package. You got any leads for me?”

“No! You’re on your own with this hunt, buddy. Find your own bimbos.”

“Bimbos are too easy. I want a woman of quality!”

“You’re married to a woman of quality. You sure you’re not looking for a slut?”

“Well, I have that taken care of. This one’s crazy hot and hungry. She just told me she wanted a new pair of tits, and I closed the deal as fast as I could.” Jon had a voracious appetite for models. There was always a 22-year-old appreciating his company and the way he threw around toys and gifts. There was the Ford model who got a Cartier necklace, the Elite model who got dresses at Saks, and the Wilhelmina model who got a week at Cal-a-Vie.

He may have been a cad, but he was generous with his women. Susan had a brand-new, lipstick-red Mercedes 550 convertible. She ignored what a cliché the car was as she drove it back and forth to the Greenwich tennis club. He was generous with me, too. One year, for Christmas, he got me a top-of-the-line set of clubs, a platinum membership at the Golf Club at Chelsea Piers, and weekly lessons with his favorite pro. “I want you in my foursome, Amy. Deals happen on the greens, you know. But your swing’s for shit.”

For years, Jon was like the big brother I never had, and I became his work wife. There was never much distance between us, physically or intellectually. He had the market instinct, and I helped him refine and implement it. Risk was my second language, and between us, we made sure the analysts and traders stayed focused and ravenous. As the only woman in a group filled with testosterone and “bros,” Jon took care of me.

“We’re lucky we found each other,” he’d sigh. “Most women can’t handle this stuff. And most men don’t want a woman like you around. You’re an ‘E’ with me, baby. You exceed my expectations every fucking day.”

The bank rated us on a scale. The top 20% were rated “E” for exceeds expectations. The middle sixty were rated “M” for meets expectations. The bottom twenty, however, were rated “N” for needs improvement. Or, as we called it in the trenches, “needs a new job.”

Jon had always rated me highly, but he was the exception. BFB was notorious as a toxic workplace for women. There were scores of misogynistic assholes up and down the food chain, and if some unlucky woman got one of those guys for a boss, she’d be lucky if she lasted a year.

BFB gave lip service to improving the number of women in their investment banking teams, but the results were pathetic. Every year, there’d be a fresh batch of MBAs that always included a few eager women. The senior executives patted themselves on the back, and yet there was no program for transitioning these exotic creatures into the hyper-masculine environment those same executives cultivated.

At first, I mentored a few, trying to coach them on how to deal with the idiots and the assholes. What do you do when somebody leaves a dildo in your desk? It’s helpful to prepare for that. What’s the best answer when you’re invited to a meeting in a strip club? It depends on who issued the invitation, and how you feel about weak cocktails and bare breasts. And once a month, whether there was someone on the line or not, use your most threatening voice and yell expletives into the phone with your office door open. Thankfully, the jerks were predictable, so it was possible to anticipate, sometimes even to preempt, the hazing and the harassment.

I chaired meetings on how to draw more women into the bank, and I actively recruited women at the best B-schools, but it was agonizing work. To be a forceful advocate for women put me at risk of being labeled a ball-busting feminist, which was career suicide. Part of my success was due to my ability to fit in. Jon had little interest in closing the gender gap. He just wanted to close deals.

I served two purposes. I could close. Asking for the sale was something that was comfortable for me, and I did it well. But I also gave him cover. He was one of the good guys so long as he had me around. I was a human shield, deflecting charges of sexism over the eight years we’d worked together.

Most of the women lasted only a year or two. No managing director ever wanted more than one “skirt” on his team, making the promotion of other women a zero-sum game. Especially for me. If I groomed the wrong woman, I might have taught my replacement. It was almost tempting to stop trying. After all, if I could figure it out, so could they, but that would be admitting defeat to the bros. The patriarchy may have bought my silence, but they hadn’t purchased my acquiescence. There were discreet ways to tilt outcomes. “I know, Jon. You’re the best!”

Most of the traders, and Jon was no exception, had been towel-snapping jocks. Jon had played squash at Princeton, where he was known as the guy whose shots only narrowly missed his opponents when he took them off the back wall, and the guy whose elbows almost always made contact when someone was in his way. He’d been a notorious member of Tiger Inn. One “Viking Night,” he’d led a midnight raid of the Colonial Club and stolen all their liquor. He was the King of the Bros, but I learned to play along and laugh at the fart jokes. “If it weren’t for me, you’d probably be reading balance sheets. You’d still be paying off your school loans.”

“I am still paying off my loans, Jon.” Jon came from money, he didn’t have a clue what it was like to receive financial aid. Despite my salary, I lived on a budget. My salary was more than just a way of keeping score. “It’ll be years before Harvard’s done with me.”

“The bonus pool should be bigger this year. You’ll get a chunk, I promise.”

“Thanks, Jon.” And I knew there’d be a piece, but the allocation of bonuses is a bit like the famous pirate game. If the head pirate is given a hundred pieces of gold, he doesn’t share evenly with the lesser pirates. He only gives them the minimum he can get away with, while keeping potential mutineers in line. Jon approached bonuses like Long John Silver. His share was always ten times greater than mine, while mine was greater than the analysts. I didn’t like it, but until I was at his level, I couldn’t carve up the pool to my advantage, and he was always one rank ahead.

I pushed for more responsibility and authority. Jon said as soon as he got his next promotion, I’d slide into his spot and run the group. There were forty of us, and I wanted to be the person making the choices and implementing the strategies, not merely the person offering advice. I wanted to divvy up the spoils. I wanted to attend the meetings on the twenty-eighth floor. I wanted more—especially since I was doing most of Jon’s work already, even if I had to pretend otherwise.






CHAPTER 2 DOUBLED DOWN


In order to exceed expectations and remain a BFB “E,” my life was monastic. Our hours were crazy. Twelve hours a day, six days a week, was routine, and it was far worse when we were closing a deal. Every few years, someone would self-destruct and have a heart attack at thirty-two or wind up in rehab with a nasty coke habit. The addicts were easy to spot. They’d disappear for long stretches during the day, and come back glassy-eyed as they screamed into their phones. I’m a grinder, so I’d always led that life, which inoculated me from its rigors.

It could be lonely. Dating was too distracting, and I didn’t make friends easily. In my freshman year, the residence hall gods had been kind. I connected with one of my three suitemates, Erika Grieg. They called us “the twins.”

Erika and I didn’t look identical, but we were both tall, slim, and we both had long, dark hair. If you caught us from behind, you’d struggle to figure out which one was which. From the front, however, it was easy.

Erika always had an edge to her appearance. She was from LA, but she was no sunny surfer. She kept her skin a pale white, and with artful eyeliner and deep red lips, she looked like a gothic bombshell. I grew up in Vermont, where my hair was in a perpetual ponytail and my skin was left bare. Though I lacked her polish and glamor, she didn’t mind. She tolerated me, letting me tag along to nightclubs or gallery openings. Even then, I had a fuzzy notion she was giving me experiences that would help me navigate through a more rarefied social milieu.

It was an education, to go out together. She always held herself with an unnatural maturity, and as a consequence, she could get us in pretty much anywhere. When you’re eighteen and you’ve led a cloistered life, this was huge.

I still remember the time junior year when we went to the Capital Grille. We had dressed up for the day because Erika was very specific about what to wear to visit the art galleries on Newbury Street. My hair was wavy and polished, my makeup was subtle but present. I wore a tight cream turtleneck dress, accessorized with one of Erika’s belts, and my only pair of black Nine West pumps. Erika was her usual, witchy, self. She wore a black shirt, black skirt, black stockings, and pointy black high-heeled booties. After we had explored the various galleries, admiring the works and being treated with respect by the galleristas, Erika announced she was hungry.

I followed her over to Boylston Street, thinking we were going to the food court at the Copley Place Mall. Instead, she led me into the steakhouse where we took seats at the bar. I followed, warily.

A quick glance at the menu told me that I had no business being there. Ramen noodles and Diet Cokes were my typical snacks, not fancy cocktails and raw oysters. My budget had no place for extravagance. And neither did Erika’s.

I leaned over and whispered to her, “Erika, even the sodas here are expensive. Let’s go someplace else?”

“Don’t worry. I got this.”

“You got this? How?”

“Watch.” Erika then discreetly unbuttoned the third button on her blouse, and she reapplied some of her trademark blood-red lipstick. “Put some on yourself, too. Your coloring is perfect for this shade.”

I was skeptical, but curious, so I complied and smeared some of the vampy red across my lips. The bartender came over to take our order. Erika went first, and she spoke loudly. “I’ll have a martini. Make it dirty and really, really cold.”

“Very nice. What would you like, miss?”

I looked at Erika. “I’ll have the same.”

The bartender never asked to see our IDs, to verify that we were twenty-one. He just accepted that we belonged on those barstools. Erika knew how to convey that kind of confidence.

Erika leaned in and whispered in my ear, “So, we’re going to laugh a little too hard at each other’s jokes. Okay?”

I got the drift and giggled noisily. “Oh yes, I understand. Shame on you.” We just blathered and giggled, giggled and blathered. It only took a few minutes before a pair of men who’d been sitting together at the other side of the bar wandered over to say hello.

“Hi, ladies. Beautiful day,” said the tall one with the brown curly hair.

Erika spoke up. “Gorgeous. We were just shopping on Newbury Street. What brings you gentlemen out today?”

“This is my ’hood. I live in Beacon Hill.” The tall one stuck out his hand to Erika. “I’m Alan, by the way. And this handsome man is my brother, Brad.” We all shook hands.

Erika took charge of the conversation, learning that Alan was a doctor and Brad was an accountant visiting from St. Louis. Having decided they were suitable, she then invited the men to sit down beside us.

“You need to buy us a round, Alan. We’re poor students. We shouldn’t be here.” Erika grinned as she ran her fingers down his lapels and floated them across the crotch of his khakis.

Alan understood what was required. He leaned over to the bartender, and had everything put on his tab. Immediately, I permitted myself to feel thirsty, while also recognizing that Brad was my job.

“So, Brad, do you like accounting?”

“Yeah, it’s okay. Finance offers lots of intellectual challenges. It’s not the dull work that a lot of people think.”

“Really. I’ve been thinking about trying finance. Maybe investment banking. Good idea?”

“You’re still in school?”

“Yeah. But it’s time to pick a career. I’m studying Econ.”

“You could do worse.”

“That’s no ringing endorsement. Maybe we should talk about something more exciting.”

“More exciting? I like excitement. What did you have in mind?”

He threw me with his question. Someone with more panache would have a good answer. Instead, I asked, “Like, what keeps you amused back home in St. Louis?”

“Hockey.”

My clunky repartee was mortifying, but I tried to make the best of things. “Hockey? I don’t believe you. Open your mouth.” Brad opened his jaw and I reached over and ran my fingers across his teeth. “See, you can’t play hockey, everything is still in place.” Brad grabbed my hand and pulled me into him for a kiss. His soft lips touched mine tentatively, but then I opened my mouth and let my tongue give him a tiny lick of encouragement. He put his hand to the back of my head, deepening and intensifying the kiss. Then he released me, and we sat back on our stools.

“Oh. That was nice.” I purred, encouragingly.

“Yeah, and I’d like to do it again.”

“Again?”

“Yeah. You’re cute.” My face grew warm while I delighted in the attention of a non-student male.

“Let me think about it, okay?”

“I’ll let you think about it through dinner. Why don’t you and your friend join us. The steaks here are great.”

“Are you sure? I have to check with Erika. We may need to be back on campus.”

“No problem. Do that girl thing and run off to the bathroom together. Discuss my invitation.”

I stood up, gathered my clutter, and nodded to Erika, who was nuzzling at Alan. She righted herself and we scurried to the bathroom. “Well, they want us to join them for dinner.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say. What do you think?”

“I dunno. Brad’s cute. Can you stand Alan?”

“Sure. He seems very nice. And I’m hungry. The steaks here are great.”

“We might as well. Uh, dumb question. Do we have to fuck them?”

“No, silly. We’ll take their business cards and promise to be in touch.”

“Is that it?”

“I mean, you can, if you want. But you really don’t have to.”

“Okay. But what’s in it for them?”

“Dinner with two pretty girls… the possibility of more… If we really want to make them crazy, we can paw at each other.”

“You’re awful, Erika!”

“The worst. Now, put on some more lipstick. Yours got smeared.” She handed me her Chanel lipstick, and in the bright white light of the Capital Grille ladies’ room, I readied myself for dinner and dessert.

It went exactly as planned. Erika and I were flirtatious, but we didn’t overpromise. I followed her lead, teasing Brad a bit between courses, but otherwise, retaining some mystery. Erika and I snuggled together on the banquette, her arm draped around my shoulder suggestively as I leaned into the side of her body. We hinted at lesbianism, without actually having to perform it.

The men were enticed and aroused, and they picked up the tab for her porterhouse and my filet. They even wanted cheesecake, so I let Brad feed me a spoonful of his, and I licked the cherry topping off his fork with a suggestive slurp of my tongue. Erika looked longingly at Alan. I gazed admiringly at Brad.

Afterward, the four of us stood on the street, the crisp fall air making sure we didn’t linger. Brad and I kissed, as I pushed my body into his, enjoying the feeling of his hands massaging my ass and breasts beneath my leather jacket. Before things could progress, Erika pulled me away and we crossed the Charles into Cambridge. We giggled all the way back on the T. Mission accomplished.

“Oh my god. That was so fun.”

“I know. I do it all the time.”

“You do what all the time?”

“Find a restaurant I want to go to, and then pick up some guy at the bar who’ll pay.”

“And that’s it? Just a meal? You don’t do more?”

“Well, I might choose to do more. After all, anything could happen. But I never have. I like the hunt and the tease more than the sex.”

“Okay…”

“But my openness to the possibility of more is something the guys can taste. They know, if they play their cards right, more is possible.”

“You’re insane.”

“I may be insane, but I’m very well fed.”

While I didn’t go out on many improvised dinner dates after that, it was always an education to hang with her. Erika had a knack for getting what she wanted, and I admired the way she approached a problem, like wanting to try the roast chicken at Hamersley’s Bistro.

Erika and I remained close. She wound up staying at Harvard and doing a Ph.D. in art history. When I was first working in NYC, she’d come to the city and crash in my microscopic Chelsea studio. We’d go visit galleries and museums together, and then get trashed at some dive bar in the Meatpacking District where Erika would find some guy to buy us round after round of tequila.

We stayed connected during my MBA. I liked my Harvard cohort. My classmates were bright and focused, but the prospect of spending evenings with them at Jillian’s playing pool, or at Pho Pasteur eating summer rolls, held little appeal. It was bad enough I had to compete with them daily, trying to squeeze in some clever answer for the professor on whatever case we were studying in Strategy class. Thankfully, Erika was around. We didn’t hit guys up for meals any longer. She had funding, and I had savings, so we could afford a cheap Indian dinner in Central Square without much difficulty. While we smeared our samosas with mango chutney, we each feigned interest in the other’s classmates and professors.

When she finished up at Harvard, Erika got a job with Larry Gagosian, selling Basquiats to billionaires. It was a relief to me that we wound up in the same city again. I had visions of double-dating, or just going out prowling with her, but the reality of my job was that most evenings were consumed with work. If I was in Manhattan, I was at my desk until eight or nine. If I was on the road, I was crashing in my hotel room. BFB was relentless, and the pace taxed most casual relationships.

I often joked that the reason I was still single was because I wanted a wife like Jon’s. Someone who’d play the role of dutiful spouse, while simultaneously pretending not to notice if I failed to come home. Jon actually had a small couch put into his office so that he could tell Susan he’d crashed there, even though he was usually at the Four Seasons with some hot young Brazilian he’d picked up at Bungalow 8.

As one of the only women who’d had the stomach to ascend to my level at the bank, I didn’t have that luxury. I’d always made a point of being one of the first to arrive in the morning, which meant getting up at 5 a.m. so that I could be in the office by 6:30. Jon’s pace was more leisurely. He didn’t roll in until 7, which gave me time to read any emails that came in overnight from Europe, and to make a call or two to Shanghai. We’d get up to speed on any deal news, check our Bloomberg terminals for any flashes that might cause indigestion, and then we’d get on with the day.

With my first real promotion, I moved from my crappy, cabbage-scented studio in Murray Hill, to a small one bedroom in Soho. I should have bought, but even with my bonuses it was a battle to save for a down payment.

The paradox of the six-digit salary is that it’s never enough. It was always a stretch. With every bump in income, there was a corresponding increase in expenses. Better apartment. Better clothes. Better vacations. Even my sheets were better. But I also needed to pay someone to clean my place and change those Egyptian cotton, high thread-count sheets, and to pay someone else to pick up my dry cleaning and replenish my fridge, because I simply didn’t have the time. Without even realizing it, the cost of my comfort increased.

As for a social life, forget about it. I might as well have been married to my job. It’s not that there wasn’t the odd offer. Susan tried to fix me up a few times a year, and there were clients or colleagues who’d make a run at me, but I spent so many hours toiling for Jon that I never met anyone who wasn’t somehow linked to my occupation.

The first couple of years at BFB, I struggled with the solitude. My friends had all paired off, emitting contentment, instead of pheromones, and it pained me. Every time an expensive, gilt-edged wedding invitation arrived in my mailbox, it left me feeling left behind. All the same, I accepted and went with a thoughtful gift and an open heart. My mother had always said weddings were a great place to meet someone special. And given the cost of attending these events—my B-school classmates only seemed to marry in exotic places like Mumbai or Lake Como—I was fully invested. There were designer dresses and rhinestone-decorated Jimmy Choos. I flirted with whoever was at my table of singles. I got down to everything from hip hop to Bollywood show tunes. And despite my best efforts, it was hard not to conclude that the window for pairing off had already slammed shut.

For all the talk of having it all, I couldn’t find a single role model. There were women at work with kids, but the single mothers looked depleted as they warriored forward on behalf of themselves and their brood. The married women seemed similarly joyless on the job, despite the best efforts of their baby nurses and nannies. I’d heard rumors of stay-at-home dads, but these exotic creatures eluded my notice. There seemed to be an impossible tension between a meaningful family life and a career on the ascendancy. And having failed to meet Mr. Right in grad school, I consoled myself by doubling down on work.






CHAPTER 3 TAKING ON THE CLIFFS


For years, I tried doing the things my mother had always coached me to do with the opposite sex—to be friendly and available, flattering and nice, and to downplay my intellect. While this had worked for her, my parents had been high school sweethearts and forty years later, they still adored each other, this approach had no more success for me at BFB than it did back in Burlington, where I was chronically uncool.

I’d known most of my classmates since we were in kindergarten, and by the time we all hit our teens there was no mystery, let alone, desire. At least none directed at me. Some of the girls in my class got their first kisses as early as sixth grade. I had to wait until tenth. Ken O’Doherty had just moved to the area when his dad accepted a faculty position at UVM, so he hadn’t spent a decade observing that I was an unpopular dork and fearing I’d destroy the curve in math class. Instead, he thought I was smart and pretty.

Ken was a little smaller than most boys, with sandy brown hair and glasses. He excelled at physics, where math was my natural habitat, so we had plenty to discuss. He passed me notes written in Elvish, a trick he’d picked up reading Tolkien, and I answered in a simple cipher code. We were two nerds in a pod. It took weeks, however, of sitting adjacent in the lunchroom, before one of us had the nerve to make a move.

One chilly Saturday in mid-October, I suggested we go to Red Rocks Park. There were trails leading along the shore of Lake Champlain. The leaves were just changing color, and the golds and reds of the maples were spectacular. Ken had grown up in Tampa, so it was his first time experiencing fall in the Northeast.

Ken met me at the park wearing a heavy black leather jacket and a green striped toque. It didn’t feel particularly cold to me, so I wore a burgundy Harvard sweatshirt. Even then, I knew where I wanted to go.

We gave each other awkward hugs, and I grabbed his hand. We raced around the paths together, kicking at the leaves that had already fallen and playing hide-and-seek around the massive, gnarled Wolf Pine whose branches jutted and menaced.

I knew the park intimately. My mom would take me to its beach in the summer. To outsiders, the Red Rocks beach was nothing special, but my mother adored its surrounding pines and wildflowers. There were large clumps of yarrow, with its elegant white blossoms, and lots of goldenrod exploding from the ground. After our cold water swims, Mom always snuck a few stems for a vase on our kitchen table.

My father, however, preferred the cliffs. He loved describing the geology of the area and how, five hundred million years earlier, a violent act had pushed tons of rock upward along the local fault. It delighted him that one long, hard thrust had exposed the rock of the cliffs, the shore of the lake, and all the rugged, ragged, beautiful things in our environment.

Ken and I wound through the park, and I led him along the narrow paths closest to the edge. In the summer, a few of us would sneak down from the trails, over to the high cliffs, and then hurl ourselves into the lake. It was terrifying and thrilling. Every other year, there was an accident, and even the odd fatality, because you had to fly past roots, stumps, and stones that jutted into your path on the way down. Then you had to land where the water was deep enough to be safe.

When you peered down, you could see rocks submerged in only a few feet of water, until the bottom of the lake dropped down as suddenly as the cliffs above. It required guts and aim, but my dad had grown up doing it himself, so he taught me to ignore the warning signs. Then, when I was ten, he showed me where to run and how to hit the water. There’s a technique to landing safely in the lake after you’ve dropped seventy-six feet through the air.

When my mom learned what he’d done, she was hysterical. I was their only child and he couldn’t put my life at risk like that. She made Dad promise never to do it again. My father was apologetic, but I was undeterred. After that, at least once a summer, I’d sneak off to the highest cliff. It took only a moment to work up my nerve and my speed, but never longer.

Risk is something I can analyze and internalize. It doesn’t trouble me the same way it does others. I’ve always been able to size up situations readily, and then act. When a challenge is in front of me, my instinct is to throw myself at it. And what I learned on the cliffs is that challenges may be dangerous and fraught, but taking on something big and terrifying is actually exciting. The best moment was the run—the instant between the commitment to act and the cold, wet plunge. I adored that rush into emptiness, just as the void was breached.

I took Ken along the path to the cliffs, only he became more nervous with every step. Risk wasn’t his natural habitat. He looked at the loose scree like a physicist, calculating friction. And the more marble-sized rocks underfoot, the greater the likelihood of a slip or a slide. From his perspective, every step seemed more precarious than the last. From mine, it was a simple trail I’d traversed hundreds of times without incident.

Ken’s shoulders hunched in his leather jacket and he kept looking back along the footpath. I bounced over the boulders with practiced balance while he hung back. I’d suggest a place to hold on, but he’d wave me off, preferring to keep as far from the edge as possible. Even though it was only a hundred yards from the marked trail, it took us forever to reach the outcropping. And by the time we reached the cliff, Ken’s face had transformed from pink and ruddy, to pale. I was exhilarated, while Ken was out of breath.

I stood balanced at the rock edge, gazing out at the lake. Ken, however, stayed as far away from me as he could. “Isn’t this amazing? Look down.”

Ken shook his head, as he wiped the sweat from his forehead with his green hat. I walked over to him and took his hand. “Come on. It’s safe. Nothing’s gonna happen.”

“I don’t like it up here.” His words were rushed, as if they were trying to propel us back up the trail.

“You’ve gotta see the view from the edge. If you look down, it’s all water and trees.”

“That’s okay. I’ve seen enough.”

“Just get low. You won’t fall in.” I got down on my ass and showed him how to inch forward, one boulder at a time. “Come on.”

Not wanting to be outdone by a girl, Ken slid toward me doing a tentative crab crawl. One hand, then a foot, then his bum would plant on the uneven rock and he’d move six inches. I lay on my stomach on the painted “76”—our height above the water—and waited for him to join me.

We gazed out at Lake Champlain in its full autumn splendor. Wherever there was land, there were trees in staggering shades of crimson and gold. The water was still, with only a few boats making creases in the surface. Ken’s breathing was fast and nervous, as I pointed out all the local landmarks. “That’s Shelburne Point, the very tip of Shelburne. The big piece of land over there is Juniper Island. It had the very first lighthouse on Lake Champlain. In the 1820s, the lake was actually a shipping route for lumber and ore. And do you see that little speck beside the island?”

I mistook Ken’s silence for interest, so my monologue continued without pause. I was fifteen and clueless. “That’s Rock Dunder. During the Revolutionary War, some Brit mistook it for a ship and blasted it with a cannon. When the fog cleared, he realized what he’d done. He’s supposed to have said, ‘It’s a rock, by Dunder!’ Can you imagine mistaking a chunk of slate for a ship? They sure were dumbasses back then.” Ken grunted.

Oblivious, I chattered on. Talking seemed safer than silence, because silence was a void to be filled. “I like the Algonquin legend. They believe this region was created by a giant. He had no legs, and as he dragged himself from place to place he carved out the mountains and the rivers. Cool, eh? Right there, in Rock Dunder is where the Algonquin believe he rests.”

It then dawned on me that Ken wasn’t listening, so I rolled onto my side to look at him. Ken was frozen, and I had failed to notice his fear. I nudged him. “Wanna go back?” He nodded. Impulsively, I pulled him toward me. I’d been thinking about a kiss for weeks, and perhaps I thought a kiss would make him love the cliffs as much as I did.

Ken glued his thin body to mine as I traced his mouth with my fingers, and then followed up with my own lips. His pulse was fast, like a mouse, and his breathing shallow. I didn’t let go of him as I rolled on top, pressing him down against the rough quartzite surface. He lay there, still, as I caressed his face and hair and gathered the courage to kiss him again. He moaned quietly as I pushed my lips down on his and explored his mouth with my tongue. He tasted of chocolate.

The sun had heated up the rocks, so I unzipped Ken’s jacket and snuggled into his chest, listening to his heart race. Ken remained quiet as I nuzzled his neck and traced my tongue and teeth down toward his chest. I’d read that men had sensitive nipples, so I opened his shirt a few buttons and bit his. First his left, then his right, and I delighted when my experiment yielded positive results and his nipples hardened to my touch. Goosebumps formed on his exposed skin, but he made no effort to cover himself or to push me away.

I sat astride Ken, while he closed his eyes behind his wire-rimmed glasses and left his arms stuck passively to the sides of his body. Ken’s faded jeans bulged beneath me. I undid the last of the buttons of his shirt, paused, and released the button at the front of his Levi’s.

“Do you want me to stop?” Ken let out a small squeak that sounded like “no,” but nothing further. The forest was silent. We were alone.

I was too embarrassed to say I’d never seen a boy’s penis before, so I unzipped his pants and pushed aside his white briefs. His skin was a light cream, dappled with a few freckles, and the curly hairs around his hard, pale cock were the same red as the maple leaves surrounding us. As I touched the glistening head of his penis with the tip of my index finger, he ejaculated. Warm streams of cum pooled on his abdomen. Ken squirmed and turned his head away from me. Without thinking, I dipped that same index finger into the puddle and tasted it. He was briny-sweet, like an oyster.

In quick movements, Ken inched away from the edge, even as the rocks scratched his back. He grabbed a handful of the fallen leaves, and used them to wipe away the evidence of his arousal. In seconds, he had restored his clothing. We returned to the trail as if nothing had happened out on the ledge. It was easier than discussing what we’d done. But I’d liked that mix of fear and arousal. The moment imprinted on me.

I had the odd boyfriend in college and grad school, but nothing serious. I enjoyed the Harvard guys more than the Burlington guys, but it was hard to find the balance between work and play. There was always a goal demanding attention, making the commitment to a social life seem like an unattainable luxury.

First, I had to graduate. Then I had to get into the right graduate program. Then I had to launch my career. Every step required more commitment than I could muster for some boy or man.






CHAPTER 4 HUNTING AT THE GEORGE HOTEL


While working on my MBA, I found a “friend with benefits.” Jean-Claude studied molecular biology at MIT, and he was brainy and beautiful, with a seductive French accent. I loved looking at his swimmer’s body, but even that lost its charm when he started making plans for a postdoc in New York and talking about a future together. My male classmates had so many more paths to success than I did, and they were far more likely to find a partner who understood how consuming their work could be. Jean-Claude was a self-described feminist, but even he seemed baffled by my commitment to an eighty-hour work week.

I knew it couldn’t last when he grew resentful of all my time with Jon. To rise in a male-dominated milieu like BFB was fraught, because there were obstacles everywhere and so many ways to fall off course, and yet ascension was my goal. “Jon’s just using you. Are you sure it’s worth it?” Jean-Claude would ask. He wasn’t jealous of Jon, just exasperated that I was rarely there for him. And I couldn’t answer “yes” or “no” with any certainty, but for a kid out of Vermont, the prospect of a salary big enough to cover my student loans and then some was even more seductive than the biologist. I’d seen people struggle financially, there are few secrets in a place like Burlington where everyone knew which families shivered throughout the winter because they couldn’t afford to heat their homes. And because of my dad’s work with the electric company, I’d even heard whispers about people who’d frozen to death. The prospect of feeling need frightened me. Money was freedom, and I craved both.
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