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For Jonathan





Mira’s Birthday


Exactly four years ago today, Mira and I were sprinting through Times Square in hot pursuit of the Naked Cowboy. It was a Wednesday in June; I was supposed to be in a client meeting. Instead, I was participating in a citywide scavenger hunt that had taken me to four boroughs in just under five hours. There were six teams of two, and my wife and I were in the lead. The only thing that stood between us and victory was a man who wandered around the city wearing only a cowboy hat, a pair of tighty-whities, and a guitar.


When I asked Mira what she wanted to do on her birthday, “scavenger hunt” was not the answer I was expecting. But then, nothing about my wife was ever expected. She delighted in surprises, in spontaneity, in throwing caution to the wind. She was endlessly curious. Her insatiable appetite for the world was so infectious that it could inspire a square peg like me to play hooky on a Wednesday just because. Because why the hell not, Charlie? Carpe diem, Charlie. You only live once, Charlie! Mira, you see, she got me. She knew me better than I knew myself. Case in point: on that particular Wednesday, she knew that, instead of reviewing tax returns in a windowless conference room, the best thing for me to be doing was to chase a naked man down Eighth Avenue in the middle of rush hour traffic. And so we did. And so we won.


Mira knew how to make me live.


•  •  •


She would have been thirty-two today.


Her birthday is my least favorite day of the year, I’ve decided, though Halloween definitely gives it a run for its money. Mira loved Halloween. She used to find the most absurd costumes for us, the more embarrassing the better. Two months after we started going out, she made me go to a party dressed as an Almond Joy. She was a Mounds. On the back of my wrapper it read: I HAVE NUTS. On the back of hers: I DON’T.


The things you do for love.


You’d think I’d actually hate March thirteenth the most, but I don’t, not really. That’s the day that Chip McCleary, a pilot with an unfortunate tendency to drink on the job, accidentally flew my wife’s plane into the Atlantic Ocean. There were no survivors.


With 270 casualties, the crash of Flight 1173 just missed making the list of top ten deadliest aviation disasters in history. It tied with the Lockerbie bombing at number eleven, a statistic that reporters cited with a tinge of disappointment, as though they were just one casualty shy of a truly spectacular story. Still, they loved to talk about it. For weeks, Flight 1173 was the only thing on every channel every hour of every day. There were pictures of the wreckage and of Chip and the flight crew and the passengers and of us, the passengers’ families, and, when those were exhausted, pictures of the wreckage and pilot and the crew and the passengers and the passengers’ families of other aviation disasters (Lockerbie was a favorite). There were interviews with everyone from the air traffic controller on duty that day to conspiracy theorists who were convinced that Chip had ties to Al Qaeda to senators with strong opinions on post-9/11 aviation security. Chip’s estranged wife, a former flight attendant named Jazz with frosted hair and a megawatt smile, loved being on air so much that she managed to parlay her two minutes of fame into a gig as a local weather girl. The story was dissected for so long and from so many angles that, by summer, all that was left was an occasional spot featuring a fourth cousin of some other pilot who suffered from alcoholism. I didn’t watch much of it. None of it resonated. Drunk pilots and senators had nothing to do with me or with Mira or the life we shared together. The crash of Flight 1173 was a public tragedy. The loss of Mira was a private one.


This past March thirteenth marked the second anniversary of the crash. As with the first anniversary, photos of the wreckage were suddenly on every channel. CNN ran the names of the victims on a ticker tape at the bottom of the screen, like stock symbols or breaking celebrity news on E!. I got phone calls from friends and old colleagues and distant cousins, and a whole pile of mail from a group that called themselves the Families of 1173, informing me of a class action lawsuit against the airline and inviting me to a candlelight vigil at JFK Airport. My buddy Moose showed up at my apartment unannounced, armed with a lifetime supply of booze and a half-eaten box of Junior Mints. I appreciated all of it—the booze especially—but in truth I felt surprisingly numb all day. It was just a gray Tuesday in March, more melancholy, perhaps, than the Tuesday before it, but not markedly so. Not nearly as bleak as Mira’s birthday.


•  •  •


An urgent e-mail from Fred, my boss, pops up in my in-box.


How’s it going? it says.


Okay, I guess. Tougher than I would have thought. Thank you for asking, I type, before realizing he’s referring to the Harrison Brothers’ memorandum I’m supposed to be reviewing, not Mira’s birthday. I delete my e-mail.


Good, almost done, I reply. Will send ASAP.


Great. Tx. Need by close of business today.


Understood.


•  •  •


Sighing, I flip to the end of the memorandum. One hundred and fifty pages down, fourteen to go. I’m one paragraph in when I hear a rap on my office door.


I spin my chair around. In the doorway stands Todd Ellison, my least favorite person at Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman. As usual, Todd has missed the memo that he is not, in fact, a partner, and is wearing a custom-made suit, an Hermès tie, and a pair of shoes that likely cost more than my first car. Todd’s father, Todd Ellison Sr., runs a giant hedge fund, TCE Capital Partners, which happens to be our firm’s biggest client. Last year TCE was responsible for forty percent of our corporate business. Suffice it to say, the partners handle Todd Jr. with kid gloves. In the ten years he’s been at the firm, I’m not sure he’s ever actually practiced any law. While the rest of us are billing ninety-hour weeks, Todd is given cushy assignments, like organizing our firm’s holiday party and acting as head camp counselor for the summer associates.


“Hey, Todd.” I give him a curt nod and look back at my computer screen, hoping he’ll buzz off and bother someone else.


“Hey, Charlie,” he says, missing my cue. When he saunters through my door, I notice a gaggle of nerdy-looking kids behind him. “Just taking the newbies for a tour. Thought maybe you could tell these guys a little bit about your practice.”


The summer associates cram into my office and glance around, taking in the panoramic view of Central Park, the sleek Barcelona chairs, the wall bearing my diplomas, the shelves of client binders with the names of nearly every major bank and hedge fund on the Street. They look suitably impressed.


“Well,” I say, scratching my head, “I joined the firm almost ten years ago, same class as Todd. I’m a senior associate in the Litigation group. I work primarily with Fred Kellerman, whom you may have met during recruiting. Fred runs Litigation here at Hardwick. He’s also the Kellerman in Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman.”


Eager nodding from the summer associates. They know Fred. Fred’s a legend. They teach classes about Fred in law school. He’s probably the reason that half of these kids wanted to work at Hardwick in the first place. Fred’s the reason I wanted to work at Hardwick in the first place, and he’s the reason I stay working at Hardwick, despite the hellacious hours, unending stress, and morally bankrupt clients.


Long before I arrived at Hardwick, I considered Fred a role model. As an economics major at SUNY Albany, I made a point to read the Wall Street Journal every day, taking note of all the banks and hedge funds and law firms that regularly appeared in its pages. One morning I came across a short but exuberant profile of Fred, who had just recently built a library at his alma mater, SUNY Purchase. In the article he said: “Any time I see a strong résumé from a SUNY graduate pass my desk, I take notice. A lot of law firms, my own included, hire almost exclusively from the Ivy League. I want to change that. Pedigrees don’t mean crap to me. I value three things: hard work, integrity, and loyalty. Those aren’t just the characteristics that make for a successful lawyer; they make for a successful person.” Now here, I thought, is my kind of guy. The kind of guy I want to work for. The kind of guy I want to become.


When I showed up at Hardwick, Fred took a shine to me right away. He singled me out from a class of newly minted associates and made a point of mentoring me. It was a relief; most of the other partners turned their noses up at my cheap suits, the way I occasionally still dragged out the “aw” in “coffee.” Not Fred. Like me, Fred was raised by a single mom in a small blue-collar town on Long Island. Like me, he had a chip on his shoulder because of it. Unlike me, however, Fred wore his background like a badge of honor. Embrace the chip, Charlie, he told me once. Love the chip. It’s your edge. The chip is what keeps you hungry.


In the past decade, Fred and I have amassed scores of victories and only one notable defeat. We’re a good team, arguably one of the best in town. I’m willing to put up with his famously short temper and penchant for middle-of-the-night phone calls, so long as he takes the time to counsel me and champion my career internally. It hasn’t always been easy. Sometimes working for Fred feels like trying to run a marathon in the middle of a hurricane. But in just a few months’ time senior management will decide who makes partner and who does not. Knowing I have Fred in my corner gets me through my toughest days at Hardwick.


•  •  •


“Why don’t you tell them what’s exciting about today?”


It takes me a second to realize that Todd, too, is talking about Harrison Brothers, not Mira’s birthday.


No one here gives a shit about Mira’s birthday, I remind myself. Now, the Harrison Brothers dismissal, that’s big news.


“Why don’t you tell them about the Harrison case?” Todd prompts.


“Right, yeah. Okay. So today a court dismissed a class-action lawsuit against our client, Harrison Brothers. Harrison Brothers, as you probably know, was accused of predatory lending practices during the subprime mortgage crisis in 2008.”


More eager nodding.


“And how long have you been working on that case, Charlie?” Todd persists. It occurs to me that Todd has been told to entertain the summers for an hour or so and, having no real work experience himself, he has no idea what to talk about.


“Well, Todd, I’ve been working on this case for four years. I’ve billed 1,900 hours this year already, ninety percent of which is to this case. I’ve been in the office for the past seventy-two hours. It’s possible that my son has forgotten what I look like. This is a fairly common occupational hazard for lawyers.”


Nervous laughter from the crowd. I make eye contact with Todd, who’s shooting me an aggressive “shut the fuck up” stare.


“But the point is,” I conclude quickly, “it’s all been worthwhile. The suit was dismissed. Our clients are thrilled. There are very few firms where you can work on cases this complex and this important. Hardwick represents the biggest banks and hedge funds in the world. And there are very few firms where you get to work side by side with lawyers like Fred Kellerman.”


A couple of the guys in the front row practically have to wipe tears from their eyes. I’ve hooked them, I know. They all come to Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman with big dreams, the same dreams I had when I graduated from law school. I recognize the far-off look on their faces. Right this second, they’re envisioning themselves offering counsel to Fortune 500 CEOs. They’re imagining what it feels like to stride into a courthouse with a client who will be on the cover of tomorrow’s Wall Street Journal. They’re picturing themselves sitting at my desk, in my chair, just six months away from making partner at the most prestigious law firm in New York.


What they do not yet know is that this summer we will wine them and dine them. We will allow them to rub shoulders with the likes of Steve Mays and Welles Peabody and Fred Kellerman, who will pretend to take an interest in them and may even invite them to lunch to discuss these big dreams of theirs. We will staff them on only the most exciting cases while expecting them to do no real work and add no real value. We will take them to baseball games and Broadway plays, and at the end of the summer we will all get drunk together on a cruise around New York Harbor. They will gratefully, hungrily accept our offer of full-time employment at Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman. And then, when they return one year later as full-fledged members of the Bar, we will promptly crush their souls.


“Well, hey, thanks, Charlie,” Todd says. “Anyone have any questions for Charlie?”


A few of the kids throw up their hands, like fourth graders dying to be called on.


“Uh, yeah, sure—you there,” I say, pointing to one. “What’s your name?”


“My name is Candice Cho. You said you’ve been here for nearly ten years. So when will you be up for partner?”


“Hi, Candice. I know at some firms, partner track is eight years long. Here at Hardwick, it’s more like ten. I’ll keep you posted. I’m up for it this year.” I hold up crossed fingers.


A shy-looking guy at the back raises his hand. He bears such a striking resemblance to Rob, my childhood best friend, that it throws me for a moment. It’s not just his face, it’s how he carries himself that feels familiar. The way he stuffs his hands casually in his pockets, the awkward knotting of his tie, and his shoes, which are too beaten-up and casual to be worn with a suit. He looks at me with a cool, even stare. I realize I’ve got twenty eyes on me, waiting.


“Ah, sure, you there,” I say, pointing to him. He pushes his hair out of his eyes before he speaks.


“Does it, like, ever bother you?”


The group turns to gawk at him.


I let out an awkward chuckle. “Sorry, I didn’t get your name.”


“Sam.”


“Does what bother me, Sam?”


He’s staring at me with eyes so blue they’re practically translucent. He can see through my bullshit already, and I haven’t even begun to answer his question.


“Does it ever bother you to represent people who you know are guilty? Harrison Brothers ruined millions of lives. They destroyed our economy. And yet their CEO got paid $25 million last year, and now they’ve gotten off from this class action suit scot-free. So I’m just wondering how you sleep at night.”


Amazed guffaws go up from the crowd. They stare at me, agog, wondering how I will respond to such blasphemy.


Over the years I’ve gotten pretty good at pat responses to this kind of question. One has to when one is in my line of work. I usually fall back on that old law school rhetoric about everyone deserving a good defense and the obligation of every attorney to zealously advocate for their client no matter what, that sort of thing. It’s all crap, of course, but once I throw in a couple of self-deprecating jokes, folks start to laugh and then they start to nod, and soon we can all move on to a different, more engaging topic than how it is that I can sleep at night, given that I’m Satan’s attorney.


This kid, however, is one cool customer.


“Well, that’s definitely one perspective. But I think we can all agree that it’s a little more complicated than that,” I say lamely. “And Harrison Brothers did agree to pay $300 million to the SEC, so they haven’t exactly gotten off scot-free.”


“Three hundred million dollars is less than they make in a day.”


“That—I’m not sure that’s accurate. In any case, it’s the number the SEC agreed to.”


Todd clears his throat loudly. “So does anyone else have a question for Charlie?” he says, trying to get the conversation back on the rails. Sam opens his mouth as though he has more to say, but stops himself.


Two more hands shoot up in the crowd, but my phone rings, my own home number blinking on its screen.


“Sorry,” I say, “I have to take this call. Important client. But listen, feel free to stop by my office anytime. Welcome to the firm!”


As the associates begin to file out of my office, I throw on my headset.


“Could you hold for one second?” I say in my serious business voice. “Just wrapping up a meeting here.”


“Uh, sure, Mr. Goldwyn. I can hold,” my twin sister, Zadie, replies in her best imitation of my serious business voice.


I wave at Todd.


“Thanks, SUNY,” he says loudly. “See ya later.”


“Just close the door on your way out, Todd.”


“Did that guy just call you ‘SUNY’? As in ‘State University of New York’?” Zadie asks, disgusted. Zadie, who has never managed to hold down a job for more than six months, is incapable of masking her contempt for mine. She thinks I’m some kind of corporate sellout, which, of course, is true. For the first year or so after I graduated from law school, she’d carp at me constantly for not taking a job at the DA’s office or the public defender’s office or Amnesty International—somewhere, anywhere, I might be able to contribute to society. By now she’s more or less accepted the fact that I’m at Hardwick to stay, but still can’t resist taking the occasional jab at my colleagues. To be fair, Todd is low-hanging fruit.


“Yup. I’m not sure Todd’s actually ever met anyone from a state school before. I’m quite the novelty around here. It’s like being Amish. Or an albino.”


“Wow. What an asshole. He must have gone to Harvard.” I can hear her rolling her eyes through the phone.


“Princeton, actually. Harvard Law School.”


“He’s not a partner, is he?”


“Nope. But he’s up for it, just like me. In fact, it’s possible he’ll get it over me. His dad is a big hedge fund honcho.”


“Ugh. I know I say this basically every day, but I really don’t understand how you can work at that place.”


“Well, I try to stay humble, Zadie, but white-collar defense really is God’s work.”


“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that. So, speaking of, did the case—”


“Yes!” I say. “Dismissed! It’s finally over.”


“Fantastic! Does that mean you’re coming home soon, then? I put a name tag on Caleb, just in case.”


“Har har. Yeah, just finishing up one document and I’m out of here.”


“Okay, terrific. Will you be home for dinner?”


“Yeah, I should be,” I say, checking my watch. “How’s Caleb been today? Has he asked about . . . you know?” “You know” is our shorthand for “Mira.”


“No. He seems all right. I don’t think he knows it’s her birthday.”


“Okay, good. Still, I want to have dinner with him tonight.”


“I think that would be nice. Listen, Charlie . . .” Zadie trails off, hesitant.


“What’s up?”


“Buck wants to come into the city tonight and take me out to dinner. We won’t go out until after you’re home, of course. No rush. That cool with you?”


I sigh internally. Buck is my sister’s latest loser boyfriend. Usually they don’t last long enough for me to worry, but Buck has stuck around for the better part of a year. Buck’s not a bad guy, really. In fact, I’d potentially sort of like him if he weren’t dating my sister. I’d just prefer to see her with a guy who’s employed for once. Buck says he’s in landscaping, which I’m pretty sure is a euphemism for growing and distributing massive quantities of weed.


Admittedly, Buck is an improvement over Casey, the previous loser boyfriend. At thirty-five, Casey was still living with his parents and working part-time at Uncle Funky’s Boards, a skate shop on Charles Street. Zadie liked to describe Casey as “passionate,” which Mira and I quickly realized meant erratic and prone to uncontrolled bouts of rage. One night Zadie turned up in our lobby with a split lip and a half-baked story about slipping on wet kitchen tile. By then Casey had taken up semipermanent residence in her tiny Brooklyn apartment, and she was afraid to return. I suggested killing him; Mira suggested that Zadie move in with us for as long as she needed. As usual, Mira prevailed.


A month later Mira was dead and Zadie was still living in the spare room behind our kitchen. We never discussed her staying; she just stayed. We never discussed her quitting her job so that she could watch Caleb while I was at work; she just did. At the time, Zadie was just about as lost as I was. She still hadn’t recovered from our mother’s death a year before. She had spent months as Mom’s caretaker. She lived in Mom’s house; she prepared her meals and gave her sponge baths and took her for walks around the block. She’d even enrolled in a caregiving class at the local college. After Mom passed, Zadie moved to Brooklyn and took a job as an in-home health aide for an elderly woman named Mrs. Zimmerman, but her heart wasn’t really in it. Mrs. Zimmerman rarely spoke, she said, just watched television all day and asked Zadie to feed her cat. Zadie wanted to do more than change litter boxes and television channels. She was looking for someone to care for, someone else to love. And then there we were, Caleb and I, needing care and love more than ever.


It’s been twenty-eight months. I think we both know this arrangement will at some point come to an end. Zadie will want to move on with her life. In theory, I want that for her, too. But frankly I can’t imagine getting through a day without her. And Caleb—well, right now Caleb can’t handle any more changes. His world’s been rocked enough.


“Of course. No worries. You guys go have fun.”


“You’re sure? I know this isn’t the easiest day for you.”


“I’m fine, I promise.”


“One last thing.” Zadie clears her throat, something she does right before she tells me something I don’t want to hear. “Dad called,” she says. “Just to check in on you.”


“Ah.”


“I’m not suggesting you call him back. I just thought you’d want to know.”


“Thank you,” I say, trying not to sound stiff.


“Anyway,” she says, speeding past the awkward tension that always arises whenever she mentions our father, “I’m making roast chicken tonight. Caleb’s favorite. Sound good?”


“Sounds great.”


In the background I hear a loud crash, followed by Norman’s plaintive howl. “Oh, fuck! Caleb’s playing dress-up with the dog again. Gotta run. See you soon.”


“I’ll be home by six,” I say, but Zadie’s already hung up. “Home by six.” It’s been a really long time since I’ve uttered those three little words. They feel good, I think. They feel right. I’ve really got to say them more often.


•  •  •


I rush through the Harrison Brothers memorandum, giving it less of a close read than it probably deserves. After correcting a few typos, I fire off a quick one-liner to Fred with the memorandum attached. Given that it’s 164 pages long, I figure I’ve bought myself enough time for a leisurely dinner at least. With any luck, Fred won’t get back to me until tomorrow.


My office door closes behind me with a satisfying thunk.


“Heading home, Charlie?” My assistant, Lorraine, looks up from her cubicle. She looks hopeful, if vaguely perplexed, by the sight of me leaving while it’s still light out.


“You bet, Lorraine. Case closed. Going home to see the kid.”


She flashes me a thumbs-up. “Nice!” she says. “You deserve it. What’s it been this time? Three straight days in the office?”


“Uh, seventy-five hours. Not that anyone’s counting.”


She wrinkles her nose. “You lawyers sure know how to live.”


“Livin’ the dream, Lorraine. Livin’ the dream.”


The elevator door pings open.


“Go,” she urges. “Go now before someone catches you.”


“Thanks. If anyone calls—”


She waves me off. “If anyone calls, I’m telling them you’re in a very important meeting with a very important client.”


•  •  •


I’m about to step into the elevator when I feel a stiff hand on my shoulder. I spin around and find myself face-to-face with Welles Peabody, the head of the firm’s Mergers and Acquisitions department. Welles is an old-school lawyer, the type who wears bow ties and seersucker suits without irony. He staffs his deals only with Ivy Leaguers who, like him, play a mean game of squash and mix a killer martini. Being that I’m just a lowly public university grad, Welles has almost never given me the time of day. I’m sure he squawked a little when Fred decided to hire me. Lately, though, Welles seems to be warming up to me. I get the occasional nod from him in the hallway, and just last month he stopped to congratulate me on the acquittal of Marcel Albin, the CEO of a multibillion-dollar hedge fund who had been accused of insider trading. Given that Welles chairs the partnership committee, he is at the top of my list of people I really need to start sucking up to.


“Hello, Charlie,” he says with a stern nod. “Heading somewhere?”


I feel my heart sink into my stomach. “Uh, well, sir, I was, you know, heading home.” I always get strangely tongue-tied around Welles.


Welles frowns. “Home? So early?” He checks his watch, just to be sure he’s understanding the situation correctly.


“Yes, well, I’ve actually been here for seventy-five hours, and I haven’t exactly slept or showered, so I was thinking—”


Welles begins to nod, like Yes, yes, now I see. “Oh, Charlie,” he says. “You really don’t need to worry about changing for the cocktail party. I know the Lowell Club usually requires a tie, but everyone knows you’ve been slaving away on the Harrison Brothers suit, so we’re willing to cut you a little slack. And listen, if anyone at the door gives you a hard time, well, just tell them you know the club president.” He throws me a little jab to the ribs with his elbow.


“Cocktail party?” I say weakly. I watch as the elevator doors slide closed in front of me. Suddenly it all comes flooding back. I’ve gotten at least six reminder e-mails about tonight’s all-firm summer associate welcome party at the Lowell Club. It’s the kind of event that no one, under any circumstance, is allowed to miss. Every partner is there, and every potential partner is definitely there, hoping for a chance to schmooze with the higher-ups. Last year, my friend Moose actually drove from Boston just to attend the party for an hour.


“Yes,” Welles says, looking impatient, “the summer associate welcome party. You didn’t forget, did you?”


“No, sir, of course not. I’ve been looking forward to it. I just didn’t realize it was getting so late. I was hoping to, as you said, dash home and freshen up a bit.”


Welles claps me on the back with an iron hand. “Nonsense, Charlie. Come as you are. In fact, if you’re headed that way now, I’ll walk with you. It will give us a chance to catch up.”


I pause and look Welles directly in the eye. There is, I realize, no way to get out of this without lying my ass off.


“Terrific, sir,” I hear myself say. “I’d like really that.”


“You know, Charlie, everyone’s impressed by the effort you’ve put in on this Harrison case. But, son, I’ve been at this business for a very long time and I’m going to let you in on a little secret.” He gestures for me to come closer. “There are things in life that are more important than work. Sometimes, Charlie, you need to socialize. You need to relax, let your hair down a bit. You understand what I’m saying?”


“I think so, sir,” I say, and suppress a sigh.


“Tonight, for example. I know there are probably e-mails you want to return, phone calls you have to make, documents you want to review. And I get that, son, really, I do. But tonight, it’s more important for you to come to the club and share a few ‘brewskis’ ”—here, Welles actually employs air quotations—“with the folks on the partnership committee. Let us get to know you. You deserve it, Charlie. Consider it a much-needed break.”


The elevator doors ping open again, and Welles ushers me inside. As he drones on about the importance of socialization, I close my eyes and silently apologize to Caleb, my hilarious, eccentric, motherless five-year-old, who is, once again, about to be stood up for dinner.





The Speech


For those of you who have never been to the Lowell Club, let me set the scene for you. It’s a snobby, stuffy, exclusive establishment on the corner on Park Avenue and Fifty-Second Street, of which Welles Peabody is, fittingly, the president. The Lowell Club counts among its membership three ex-presidents, fourteen senators, two Supreme Court justices, and countless blue-blooded scions of the wealthiest and most powerful families in New England. It has no female members, no Jewish members, no members of color. There is a strict jacket-and-tie policy for men, and I’m almost certain that never in the club’s history has anyone ever asked for, or been served, a brewski. And yet, somehow, every year, all the attorneys of Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman gather together in its grand oak-paneled drawing room and attempt to make our summer associates—whatever gender, religion, or race they may be—feel like family.


The coatroom attendant gives me a withering stare as I hand him my laptop bag. If I wasn’t standing next to Welles, it’s possible he would ignore me altogether. My hand shoots self-consciously to my collar; for the second time today I kick myself for wearing a cheap button-down and chinos from Men’s Wearhouse instead of one of my Brooks Brothers suits. Usually I’m a decent dresser. After ten years at the firm, I’ve amassed a reasonably nice wardrobe. I’m no George Clooney, but I look well enough in a suit. At six foot two, with broad shoulders and a paunch that’s easy enough to hide beneath a jacket, I’m assumed to be athletic even though I haven’t had time to go to the gym since law school. I’ve got a nice head of hair, too. Black and thick, with just a few streaks of silver running through it. Zadie calls it “Clark Kent” hair. You’d have to be drunk to confuse me with Christopher Reeve, but it’s what I’ve got, so I own it.


When I walk past the mirrored door of the coatroom, however, I stop and do a double take. The face looking back at me is drawn and exhausted. I hardly recognize myself. After three nights of sleeping in my office, my hair looks like a hedgehog that just crawled out of an electrical socket. I’m sporting a three-day-old beard and my glasses are sitting slightly askew on my nose. No wonder the coat-check guy didn’t want to help me. He was probably wondering when the doctors in white coats were going to show up, cuff me, and drag me back to the asylum.


The party is in full swing when Welles and I walk in. The chatter of 120 attorneys and eleven summer associates bounces off the high vaulted ceilings of the Lowell Club drawing room. There’s a bar at either end of the space, which everyone seems to be making good use of, and a handful of harried-looking waiters pass trays of minuscule hors d’oeuvres. As with everything at Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman, the room appears to be neatly divided by rank. The partners cluster together at the front of the room. The senior associates hang out nearby, hoping to be noticed by the partners. The mid-level associates gather in the center of the room, hoping to be noticed by the senior associates. Then come the junior associates and, finally, at the very back, the summer associates, who huddle around the bar and hope to be noticed by no one.


Welles makes a beeline for Steve Mays and Fred Kellerman, who are standing, martinis in hand, at the front of the room like generals leading their troops into battle. On any other day I might have followed him. Walked right over, clapped Fred on the back, congratulated him on our milestone victory. Shaken hands with Steve, made sure he knew my name. And then, after a sufficiently brown-nosey amount of time, I would’ve excused myself to the bathroom, slipped down to the lobby, and made a dash for home.


It’s not any other day, though. It’s Mira’s birthday, I’m late for dinner, and I’m not in the mood to suck up. So, the second Welles is one step ahead of me, I hang a sharp left and disappear into the crowd. Foolish, maybe. Cowardly, absolutely. But right now my mood is black and I’m nearing clinical levels of sleep deprivation, and so instead of risking embarrassment in front of the entire partnership committee, I figure it’s better to cut and run.


As soon as I am lost in the sea of suits, I whip out my BlackBerry and send Zadie a frantic and mildly incoherent text indicating that I’ve been hijacked by a senior partner and will be home as soon as possible. When she doesn’t instantaneously respond with her customary “No worries,” I feel my heart sink a little. I’m sure she told Caleb to expect me for dinner.


“WELL, LOOK WHAT THE CAT DRAGGED IN,” Jamie “Moose” McClennan announces loudly when he sees me, attracting the attention of everyone within a twenty-foot radius. When Moose speaks, he’s hard to ignore. He has a booming voice and a laugh like the Jolly Green Giant’s. He’s also six foot four, at least 250 pounds, and has recently grown himself a full, curly red beard that makes him look like the bastard love child of a Viking and a lumberjack. In fact, Moose is a bastard love child, but of socialite heiress Cassandra Moore, of the Kennebunkport Moores, and Hank McClennan, a local lobster fisherman with whom Cassandra once had a summer fling. Basically, this explains everything you need to know about Moose. He’s a study in contradictions. He’s wearing a suit tonight, which is a rarity, but he has artfully paired it with a loud plaid tie and hiking boots. If the guy hadn’t graduated number one in his class at Yale Law School and served as a Supreme Court clerk, there’s no way the Hardwick hiring committee would’ve let him through the door. But he did and he was, and so they’ve convinced themselves that Moose is simply a brilliant academic with a few charming eccentricities.


“Holy hell, man. You look like you crawled out of a Dumpster. I’m surprised they let you into this joint.”


“Says the guy in the hiking boots.”


Moose lets out a roaring chuckle. “Whatever, man. This is style, right here.”


“It’s definitely some kind of style.”


“A little flair never hurt no one. Anyway, you never know what kind of honeys might turn up. Us bachelors need to look our best.” He strikes a pose, drawing stares from the summer associate crowd.


I roll my eyes. Moose is fully aware of my disinterest in dating. As for him, he gets embarrassingly inarticulate around attractive women. Mira tried twice to set him up. The first girl had to take Moose to the ER after he choked on a peanut. The second girl refused to give Mira a lot of detail, except to say that she didn’t find paintball to be the best venue to get to know someone. He means well, but there’s definitely a chip missing when it comes to Moose and dating. I chalk it up to the fact that he was homeschooled.


“You look like you need a drink, dude. Seriously.” Moose ushers me over towards the bar. “Whatever you want. I’m buyin’.”


“Awfully generous of you, sir.” I look at the bar, pondering my order. “Grey Goose and tonic, please,” I tell the bartender. “Actually you know what? Just make that Grey Goose straight, on the rocks. Thanks.”


“Go big or go home!” Moose shouts. “I heard you guys got your case thrown out. That’s huge, man.”


“Thanks,” I say. I feel my shoulders relax a little. It’s just beginning to sink in that the case that has dominated me for the last four years is actually over. In a day or so Marcia, the Litigation department staffer, will waddle her way down the hall to my office and inquire about my “capacity.” This is code for I hear your case was dismissed, so you obviously have the room to take on another soul-crushing eighty-hour-a-week assignment. But until that happens, I’m a free man.


“You gonna celebrate tonight?”


“Well, I was on my way out to see Caleb when Peabody kidnapped me.”


“Oh, brutal, man. Can you sneak out?”


“I have to.” I scan the room, looking for the best escape route. “I haven’t seen my boy in days.”


“That’s disturbing. Seriously, Chuck, you need to go home. No one expects you to be here. And if they do, they’re assholes. How many hours did you clock on that thing?”


“You don’t want to know. Let’s just say I could stop working tomorrow and I would’ve already billed my full two thousand hours for the year.”


Moose’s eyes widen. “It’s June, dude. That’s messed up. You need to slow your roll. You’ve been working like a madman this year.”


“Last two years, really.” Moose bites his lip and looks away. Whoops. I didn’t mean to make him uncomfortable. I might as well have said what we’re both thinking: I’ve been working like a madman ever since Mira died. “Anyway,” I add quickly. “That’s what it takes, right? No rest for the weary.”


“I don’t know. You’re an animal. They should just make you a partner right now.”


I shrug. Moose is my best friend and the least competitive guy I know, but it still feels weird to talk about a partnership with him. He and I are both up for it this year. Though we’re in different departments—he’s in International Arbitration while I’m in Litigation—everyone knows there’s a finite number of partnership spots available each year. Maribel Kingsley, a psychotic workaholic in Bankruptcy who happens to be the only woman eligible this year, is an obvious first draft pick. Martin Hamlisch in Intellectual Property was passed over last year, but word on the street is that he’s definitely going to make it this time around. There’re perennial favorites Ken Tanaka and Hunter Pierce in Mergers and Acquisitions, who together successfully pulled off the largest pharma deal in firm history. And then, of course, there’s my litigation department nemesis, Todd Ellison. I’m not sure which bugs me more, the fact that Todd assumes he’s a shoo-in because he went to Princeton and his dad does big business with the firm, or the fact that he might be right.


Moose and I are both solid workhorses. Moose has Steve Mays in his corner, and Fred treats me like his own son. No one would be shocked if we made partner; in fact, most of the firm expects that both of us will. But when it comes right down to it, there’s nothing truly distinctive about either of us. Given the state of the world these days, with most law firms in a hiring freeze, there’s no real reason for Hardwick to elect more partners than it needs to. Neither of us is going anywhere. Why pay us more than they have to? It’s a question that keeps me up well into the night.


The truth is, while I’m sure he would very much like to make partner, Moose does not need to make partner. Moose is the only child of the sole heir to the Moore Paper Company. He’s got no kids, no mortgage, and bizarrely monastic tastes in food and clothing. Moose’s mom is on the Forbes Billionaires list, but the guy still wears a plastic Swatch he got for his fourteenth birthday. I, on the other hand, have unpaid law school loans and a hefty mortgage. More importantly, I have dependents: a son who has only one parent to support him; a sister to whom paying work is some kind of anathema; a rescue dog named Norman with an inordinately expensive bladder condition. Some days it feels as though I’ll be in the red for the rest of my working life. I realize that my personal financial situation is not, in and of itself, a reason for me to make partner. And I know that I’m well-off in the grand scheme of things—financially speaking, anyway. But I’ve been busting my balls for years, during which time I’ve skipped countless family dinners and several weddings, and once came dangerously close to missing my own son’s birthday party. Making partner wouldn’t necessarily justify the eighty-hour weeks, but it sure would go a long way in easing their sting.


Before Moose and I can delve into a partnership discussion, Todd Ellison weasels his way between us.


“Blocking the bar, friends,” he says.


He thrusts his empty glass at the bartender. “Fill it up, please. Less tonic this time.”


“Sorry about that.” Todd turns back to us, as though we were all in the middle of a conversation. “Charlie, thanks for chatting with the summers this afternoon.”


“Sure, Todd. Anything for you,” I say, swigging my drink.


“Oh, great. Well, in that case, we’re looking for another speaker on our panel about work-life balance at the firm. No big thing. You speak for fifteen minutes, then open up to Q & A. I’m sure Fred would really appreciate it if you stepped up and represented the Litigation department.”


“Gosh, thanks, Todd, for telling me what Fred would appreciate.”


Moose stifles a laugh by coughing loudly. “Listen, Todd, not sure Charlie’s your boy for that. Can’t you ask one of the more junior associates? Or maybe you could do it. You seem to have the work-life balance thing nailed.”


“I’m organizing the panel, not sitting on it,” Todd says, bristling. Pushback is clearly not something he’s accustomed to. He fixes his glare on me. “Listen, Charlie, if you think you’re too senior to sit on one of our summer associate panels, then don’t worry about it. I’m happy to tell Fred that you weren’t interested in helping out.”


“Todd, do you know how many hours I’ve billed this year? I’m not sure I’m in a good position to opine on work-life balance right now.”


Todd shrugs. “Everyone here works long hours, Charlie. Fred works long hours. I work long hours. But you don’t hear either of us complaining.”


Something in me snaps.


“Seriously, Todd? You want my thoughts on work-life balance at Hardwick? It doesn’t exist. Period. End stop. You might as well hold a seminar on flying unicorns and the fucking tooth fairy.”


Admittedly, this comes out a tad more aggressive than I intended. I’m practically yelling, and people are beginning to stare. Even Moose looks a little startled. But I’m fired up and it feels good. I throw back the rest of my drink and signal the bartender for another.


Todd raises his palms defensively. “No worries. I’ll find someone else for the panel.”


“Tell Fred I’ll do the panel,” I say, lowering my voice.


Todd nods. “Okay, man,” he says with the slow, calming cadence of a hostage negotiator. “I’ll tell Fred.”


“When is it?”


“Uh, tomorrow at ten a.m. If you can’t do it, seriously, no worries at all. Happy to find someone else.”


“I told you I’ll do it. So I’ll do it, Todd. Okay?”


“Cool, man, cool.” Todd pulls out his BlackBerry. “Wow, gotta take this call. See you, Charlie.”


And with that, Todd Ellison Jr. flees for his life.


“You doing okay there, buddy?” Moose says, once Todd is out of sight.


“Yeah, I’m fine,” I say, and polish off my drink. “It’s Mira’s birthday.”


Moose’s eyes widen slightly. “Oh, brother. I’m sorry. I should’ve remembered.”


“It’s okay. It’s not a big deal. I’m just in a shitty mood, that’s all. And I really hate that guy.”


“Who doesn’t?” Moose says, and nods agreeably, though I can see he’s a little shaken by my momentary freak-out. Truth be told, I’m a little shaken, too. I’ve never had much of a temper. I can’t remember the last time I bit someone’s head off like that. And if anyone had asked me yesterday, I probably would’ve told them that I loved my job and that my hours were tough but manageable and that, yes, I’d be happy to speak on a panel about work-life balance. Perhaps Todd just caught me at a low moment. Or perhaps Todd just rubs me the wrong way and eventually I was bound to ignite. Either way, he seems to have tapped into some dormant reservoir of anger.


Another drink seems like just the thing. I signal the bartender once again, who gives me a weary look before filling up my empty glass.


“Maybe you should slow down there, Tiger,” Moose says, and chuckles nervously. “I mean, if you want to get blackout drunk, I totally support that, but not sure this is the best venue.”


“I think this is the perfect venue,” I say, and grit my teeth. “The drinks are free. I think I’m owed a few drinks on the firm’s tab right now. Don’t you?”


Moose hesitates. “How about this: we do a lap now, say our good-byes, and then I’ll take you to any bar you want and get you sauced. Sound cool?”


I know he’s right. For a guy my size, I’m pretty much a total lightweight. I’m about half a drink away from slurring my words. Maybe less. From across the room I see Fred chatting away with a few other senior partners. He catches my eye and raises his glass. I raise mine back and say a silent prayer that he doesn’t feel inspired to come over and chat.


“Yeah, cool,” I say, relenting. “But let me finish this drink. And you have to help me work on what to say to these summers about work-life balance. Clearly it’s not a subject I’m well versed in.”


Moose shrugs. “I don’t know. Why don’t you just tell them the truth? This is a hard job. A brutal job. Sometimes I wish someone had been honest with me when I started working here.”


“Huh. Honesty. I like it.”


“Never a bad policy.”


“You’re a good man, Moose.”


“I’ll be a better man once I get you out of here. You’re starting to become a liability. Come on. Let’s split.”


•  •  •


We’re almost out the door when Welles clinks a fork against his glass.


“I just want to thank everyone for coming out tonight,” he announces, as the murmur of the crowd dies down. “Most especially Fred Kellerman and Charlie Goldwyn, who today had a class-action suit against Harrison Brothers dismissed in court. Where are you, Fred and Charlie? Come up here and join me.”


Suddenly the room is buzzing, and heads are turning back and forth, and everything seems as though it’s spinning like a giant Tilt-A-Whirl at a state fair. I feel Moose’s hand on my back, guiding me into the crowd.


“You gotta go up there, buddy,” he whispers to me, propelling me forward. “He’s asking for you.”


As I make my way up to the front through a sea of clapping colleagues, it occurs to me that I’m absolutely, 100 percent wasted. It takes every ounce of concentration to place one foot in front of the other in a straight progression, but still I feel as though I’m zigzagging like a sailboat tacking against a hard wind.


By the time I reach Welles and Fred, I’ve broken into an obvious sweat. I have to wipe down my brow before shaking Welles’s hand, and he gives me a strange look before turning back to the crowd.


“The class action lawsuit against Harrison is a terrific example of the complex, challenging work we do here at Hardwick. I thought perhaps Charlie and Fred might take a few minutes now to tell you about the highlights of the case.” He looks back and forth between us, and Fred is nodding his head encouragingly at me, and all of a sudden my drink is in one hand and a microphone is in the other.


The room grows quiet. The lights are so bright that I have trouble focusing my eyes. After a moment of consideration, I pull open the top button of my shirt. Todd, who is standing at the front of the crowd, holds his phone up like he’s taking my picture. With the other hand he gives me a thumbs-up, so I flash one back at him, causing a few people to titter awkwardly.


Sensing a mounting tension, I tap the microphone, which lets off a sharp electronic squeal.


“Hey,” I say quickly, “sorry about that. So, hi, everybody. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Charlie Goldwyn and I work in Litigation.”


I scan the room, looking for a familiar face. My eyes settle on Sam, the summer associate from this morning. He is leaning against a wall, hands still in his pockets like a kid at a middle school dance. When he sees me looking at him, he gives me a small chin nod like he’s just daring me to say something.


Suddenly I realize with complete clarity what it is I want to say to him.


“So today someone asked me how I sleep at night. Given that, you know, I represent schmucky clients like Harrison Brothers.”


Nervous laughter rises from the crowd. Heads swivel and whisper. I look over at the partners and notice a few of them shifting uncomfortably. A few begin tapping frantically at their BlackBerries, perhaps googling the potential causes of action that might arise from an attorney referring to his own client as “schmucky.” For a split second, Fred and I lock eyes. The pained expression on his face is enough to give me pause, so I look away before I lose my nerve. Sam, at least, is grinning from ear to ear. This is somehow the encouragement I need to plow ahead.


“To be honest with you, I was a little thrown by his question, so I didn’t give him much of an answer. But now I’ve had several drinks and a few hours to think about it, and here’s what I have to say.


“The truth is, when I first started working at the firm, I did have trouble sleeping at night. I used to lie awake thinking to myself, ‘How did I get here?’ When I was a kid, I wanted to be a firefighter. You know, someone who saves the world. What kid doesn’t dream of that? I mean, no five-year-old says he wants to be a shill for the financial services industry when they grow up. Am I right?”


Crickets.


“Anyway, I went to law school thinking I could make a difference in the world. Become a prosecutor, maybe, or a public defender. But student loans piled up and the next thing I knew, I’m taking a job in Big Law. I told myself it would just be for a couple of years and then I’d jump ship. But that was ten years ago, and I’m still here. Despite all the stress and the nonstop pressure to bill more hours, I’m still fucking here.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I see Moose shaking his big head at me—No, no, no, for God’s sake, man, stop—but I ignore him. Instead, I stare at Sam and keep on rolling.


“My advice to the summer associates? Honestly, if you want to get ahead here, you’re going to have to forget about having a family. Do you have a significant other? Dump ’em. Even if you’re able to convince them to stick around once you start working hundred-hour weeks, your relationship is going to turn into one long apology for all the birthday dinners and date nights and weekend getaways you’re inevitably going to have to cancel at the last minute. And who wants that? You’re better off on your own, friends. Single? Great. Stay that way. It’s going to make it a lot easier for you to volunteer for all those extra hours at the office. Don’t spin your wheels going on dates with some girl you met on Match.com or whatever. Trust me, that’s not an effective use of your time.


“Now, for those of you looking to be inspired by your work, there’s the door. Let’s get real. We’re not doing God’s work here. We’re not saving lives. We’re making fucking money, people, that’s what we’re doing. I don’t know about everyone else, but I accepted the fact that my clients are guilty a long time ago. I mean, really, really, really guilty. Bad, bad people. But you just can’t let that get to you.


“If you’re going to work here, you gotta see this like a game. All that matters is how you play the game. Are you winning or are you losing? I, for one, like winning. Winning’s fun. Hardwick, Mays & Kellerman is like the fucking Yankees. We always win. And the U.S. Attorney’s Office, well, let’s be honest, it’s kinda like the farm team for the fucking Orioles. They always lose. I’m not sure how well I’d sleep if I lost case after case, day after day, year after year. I mean, that’s gotta be pretty depressing, right? How do I go home every night and tell my kid that I just lost again? I may not be able to drop him off at school in the mornings. I may never get to have dinner with him at night, or hang out on weekends, or watch his own baseball games when he gets old enough to play. But at least, as long as I’m at Hardwick, I can tell him that his dad’s a winner. My son is five. When I was five, I never saw my dad. But I was proud to be his son, and you want to know why? Because he was a big-shot lawyer at a firm in the city. His picture was in the paper. Sure, he wasn’t around much. Actually, he wasn’t around at all. But I still thought he was a superhero. I wanted to be just like him. And all I can say is, I hope my son feels the same way about me.”
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