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For Joe, who has been with me through it all

And for Donovan and Simon,

who are my proudest accomplishments





Author’s Note



This memoir is based on real events, and the essence of this book is true. To protect those who deserve to be protected (and also those who probably don’t) I have changed many names, places, and identifying characteristics. I’ve combined some characters and altered the chronology of events in order to organize the narrative. Certain details were fictionalized, and some specific dialogue was exaggerated. (Oh, hell, some of the dialogue was invented altogether. The people I knew in law school weren’t always as amusing as I would have liked.)

Memories fade over the years, but I believe this book presents an accurate picture of my experience at Columbia Law School (the exception being the fact that I intentionally omitted all references to the Rule Against Perpetuities—a small kindness that will undoubtedly be appreciated by anyone who has ever studied the law). I hope you enjoy it.
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Prologue

The Thick and the Thin




“When the gods wish to punish us, they answer our prayers.”

—OSCAR WILDE




The letter that arrived in the mail on that early December day was thin. More than thin. It was sickly, it was malnourished, it was positively anorexic. I knew at first glance what that meant. Good news from law school admissions offices does not come in anorexic envelopes. Good news comes in thick, heavy packages of impressive heft, packages that look like they’ve just feasted on filet mignon and chocolate soufflé, packages that scream out “We want you!” The thin envelopes? Those quietly whisper in your ear “You suck.” You might as well just toss them into the trash, as there’s no sense in torturing yourself with letters that are certain to begin with the overly polite “After a careful review of your application, we are sorry to inform you that…” and always finish with a nice version of “We’ve decided you’re not worthy. But thanks for trying, and we do appreciate having received your $60 application fee.” They only need one page to tell you that.

But I am a sucker for punishment, so I opened the anorexic letter. To my sheer and utter shock, the words on the crisp ivory page read “Congratulations. We are happy to welcome you into the Columbia Law School Class of 1997.” Accepted. Not rejected. Accepted? To an Ivy League school? OH. MY. GOD. But what kind of law school sends acceptance letters in skinny envelopes? Are these people living in some sort of alternate reality where they don’t understand the universal significance of the thin envelope? Or is this all some sort of cruel joke?

With shaking hands, I called my husband, Joe.

“I got in,” I croaked.

“What?” he replied.

“Accepted not rejected got in Columbia early admission law school accepted they said yes Ivy League oh shit!!!!!!”

“What?” he asked. “Honey, slow down—I can’t understand you.”

I believe it was then that I started hyperventilating. “Columbia. Wheeze. Law school. Wheeze. Columbia Law School? Accepted? Wheeze. Early decision program? New York City? CAN’T BREATHE.”

“Take a cleansing breath, Martha. Slowly. Breathe in and out.”

“Why? Is that how they do it in the Ivy League? Wheeze. Are you trying to tell me that I don’t even know how to breathe like the other fancy students there? You don’t think I’m good enough? Wheeze wheeze. I mean, I know that I don’t exactly come from a long line of Harvard-educated lawyers, but, my God, what kind of person are you? We’re still newlyweds—the ink is barely dry on the marriage license. You’re not allowed to be cruel yet. You’re supposed to be supportive! Wheeze. Congratulatory! And instead you criticize? How dare you? Wheeeeeeze!”

Yeah, that was a harbinger of things to come.



There’s no doubt that I’m a smart enough person, but I hardly border on the brilliant. If you skip class and are looking to borrow a day’s worth of notes, I’m a good person to ask. But if you’re desperate for an A and hoping to copy from someone’s test, you might have better luck looking elsewhere. Unless, of course, it’s a standardized test, in which case I’m your woman. (Not that there’s a chance in hell that I’m letting you copy.) You know how people always argue that standardized tests are unfair because “they don’t test people’s intelligence or knowledge, they just test people’s ability to take standardized tests?” Well, I’m a proud supporter of that system because, intelligence and knowledge be damned, I happen to have a spectacular ability to take standardized tests.

The Law School Admission Test changed the course of my life. Before I took that exam, I was just an average Midwestern girl with average grades and a degree from an average college. Sure, my parents had stressed the importance of education, but always within certain limits. I was expected to do well in my studies and I consistently did, without ever trying all that hard. I was the product of public schools, and that was just a given in my house—when your parents drive a used Ford Escort, there’s not a lot of extra money to throw around for private school tuition. (Not that there was a private school anywhere near the small town where we lived.) When it came time to go off to college, it was not a matter of researching universities near and far in order to choose the very best school to fit my needs and allow me to grow personally, socially, culturally, and intellectually. My mailbox was not filled with glossy brochures from small liberal arts colleges across the country picturing gorgeous quads and ivied buildings. That just wasn’t our style. In my house, it was more a matter of “Okay, which state school do you want to go to? And don’t go giving some crazy answer like UCLA or Colorado State. We mean which state school in this state that we now live in called Wisconsin where resident tuition is inexpensive.”

To my parents’ credit, their philosophy pretty well matched that of most other families in my town. Except for a privileged few, we kids were destined to be Wisconsinites for at least four more years. My high school fantasies about breaking away mostly involved sitting around on the burnished orange velvet couch in the living room of my family’s modest ranch home with my best friend Leah, snacking on Doritos and off-brand diet cola, and dreaming about the virtual Eden that was Madison, where the main campus of the University of Wisconsin was housed—all of ninety-nine miles away. Sure, I would have rather ventured off far away, but you can make a lot out of ninety-nine miles’ worth of distance if you try. Especially if your parents are on the verge of a divorce and you’re trying the best you can to separate yourself from all of their issues.

During high school, I waited tables at the local Pizza Hut three or four nights a week, serving carbo-loaded food to overweight people, and squirreling away tip money into my college savings account. Each extra basket of breadsticks that I could talk a table into ordering would transfer into an extra twenty cents or so tip-wise, so I always tried to do the hard sell. I came home each night exhausted, stinking of sweat, dough, and pepperoni, but bounded into my bedroom, dumped the tips out of my waitress apron onto my bed, and excitedly counted up the pile of one-dollar bills and heaps of change that I had earned.

Leah and I both applied to and were accepted by the University of Wisconsin in Madison, and we excitedly headed off to be college roommates. A few months later, she began sleeping with my ex-boyfriend, to whom I had lost my virtue the year before, and with whom I had not parted on pleasant terms. As one might imagine, that roommate arrangement turned out rather disastrously. Aside from lamenting the demise of my friendship with Leah, college meant long-awaited freedom from my parents and the glorious opportunity to experience life on my own. (Read: drink lots and lots of beer, skip lots and lots of classes.) When I wasn’t going to house parties, attending college football games, or acting like a poseur doofus smoking clove cigarettes in the Rathskeller of the student union, I attended class, studied enough but not too much, and managed to earn respectable but not write-home-about grades. I divided my time between studying, partying, and working to earn tuition money.

For some reason, it never really occurred to me to stop and focus on what I was going to do once college was over. Wisconsin was a very large state school, with over 40,000 students enrolled, and it wasn’t as though career counselors were purposefully wandering the 933 acres of campus, hunting down random undergraduates and forcing them to face the music. They were there if you sought them out, but if you didn’t, you could survive in peaceful, ignorant bliss until graduation.

In the movies, after you get your college diploma, you are handed an entry-level job in a mysterious field like marketing or banking or human resources or pharmaceutical sales, along with a cubicle that you can call your very own, a bulletin board upon which you can tack Dilbert cartoons, and a box of business cards that make you feel more important than you actually are. To this day, I wonder why it is that at no point during my four years at college did one person (be it a career counselor, professor, or parent) say to me, “You know, you’re going to have to find a job and a way to pay your rent after graduation, because student loans and two-dollar all-you-

can-drink parties don’t go on forever, missy.” Possibly they assumed that such a statement was self-evident. If so, they were mistaken.

I was barely three steps off the stage at college graduation, diploma proudly in hand, when that fact did become obvious to me. I was armed with a B.A. in psychology and philosophy, neither of which was the most practical or marketable field of expertise, and I was suddenly hit with the realization that I had no idea what to do with my life. And that I had bills to pay. And that soon I would be getting a little rumbly in the tumbly with hunger, and that even ramen noodles cost money. And that this here piece of paper that I got in the mail says that in six months they expect me to start paying back the student loans I took out? Don’t they know I’m not even employed?

Nervously, hesitantly, I visited the university’s career services center, where I met with a counselor named Delores who wore a gauzy, flowing purple tunic and chunky turquoise jewelry. Delores asked me a litany of What Color Is Your Parachute?-type questions about my ideal work environment and my personal communication style, sat me down to take a Myers-Briggs personality test, pronounced me a “type INTJ,” and then explained that I would do well at a job that allowed me to use my “creativity and originality” within a “structured environment.” The world was wide open to me, she said, and she wanted me to consider all my options. Where would I be happiest working? Might I like the climate in San Francisco? Had I ever considered working abroad or traveling? Did I prefer a bustling, big-city atmosphere or a more laid-back, small-town life? Would I prefer the predictability of working for a large corporation or the informality of a smaller business? Had I ever considered an entrepreneurial venture?

These were all questions that were lovely to ponder in the abstract, but not too practical to my real-life situation. I lived in Madison. My boyfriend, Joe, lived in Madison. We lived together in Madison. Neither of us had any money to move away from Madison, even if we were so inclined. And I needed a job right away. I didn’t have time to spend months exploring the depths of my psyche to try and determine what sort of career would help me become completely self-actualized. All of this information seemed quite disappointing to Delores. But sometimes the truth hurts. And the truth definitely hurt me, because Madison was a college town flooded with overqualified, underemployed workers—people with master’s degrees and Ph.D.s could be found tending bar and waiting tables all over the city.

As a stopgap measure, I took an eight-dollar-an-

hour job stuffing envelopes at a small local nonprofit organization (a job that provided me with neither my very own cubicle nor my very own set of business cards), and considered my options as I stuffed. Fold paper, fold paper, stuff envelope, seal. Become an oral surgeon? No. I don’t really like mouths. Fold paper, fold paper, stuff envelope, seal. Astronaut? Nah, you probably need to know something sciencey to do that, and I barely made it through Chemistry 101. Fold paper, fold paper, stuff envelope, seal. Insurance adjuster? Oh, please. Fold paper, fold paper, stuff envelope, seal. Philosopher? I’m qualified to do that, but I’m not seeing many “philosopher needed” ads in the paper…Fold paper, fold paper, stuff envelope, seal. Law school? Maybe I should go to law school. That’s not a half-bad idea. With a law degree, maybe I could even do some good in the world!

I had always enjoyed a good argument, and the thought of becoming a lawyer had crossed my mind on a few occasions—the prospect of practicing law intrigued me. But I must admit that my decision to go to law school was made by default more than it was fueled by a raging desire to practice law. I wanted so badly to be an adult, to be a professional, to be taken seriously, but I had no idea how to go about it. With no other real clues, hints, or prospects for a professional future, law school seemed like a respectable, practical option that might actually land me a real job—one that didn’t involve opening someone else’s mail, learning how to operate a telephone switchboard, or standing in cushy, orthopedic shoes saying “Hi, my name is Martha, and I’ll be your waitress this evening.” A job with not only my own business cards and my own Dilbert-ready bulletin board, but probably even my own office (maybe with a window) and possibly even my own secretary.

“Law school opens so many doors,” my uncle Mark said.

“Don’t do it,” my aunt Elaine, Uncle Mark’s wife, said.

“If you were a lawyer, you could work to achieve social justice,” said the director of the nonprofit organization I worked for.

“With a law degree, you will have infinite opportunities,” proclaimed the new, no-nonsense career counselor who I had gone to see behind Delores’s back.

“I have no idea what to do with my life,” I responded. “Count me in!”

“I don’t know what to do with my life either,” Joe told me. “Let’s get married. I’ll stand by your side while you get your law degree, then I’ll get to ride the gravy train once you’re a highly paid attorney!”

“Yes!” I answered, to the world’s most romantic proposal. The dual coups of marriage and law school would undoubtedly transform both of us into serious, respectable, mature adults.

The problematic part of the whole scenario was that Joe and I would be paying for the nuptials ourselves. Although our parents were happy to hear of the planned union (they found it infinitely preferable to our sinful cohabitation over the previous year) and surely would have loved to help us out financially if they could have, that just wasn’t in the cards. We didn’t even bother to broach the subject, as it was understood from the beginning. Chances are, if your parents don’t pay for your college education, they’re not paying for your wedding.

I had visions of a candlelit ceremony where I would stand, radiating a beautiful bridal glow, costumed in a flowing white silk wedding gown. In my dreams, the ceremony would be followed by a lovely reception at a lakeside hotel (with an open bar and champagne fountain), complete with a tiered cake adorned with fresh strawberries and roses, with a miniature bride and groom perched on the top. The reality was that we were stretching it to even think we could afford a wedding at the courthouse followed by a reception at the local VFW with pitchers of foamy beer, a greasy fish fry, and an Entenmann’s Iced Devil’s Food Cake. The disparity was troublesome, to say the least.

I didn’t really need the fanciest of weddings—I’m not one of those girls who began collecting back issues of Modern Bride magazine at age fourteen—but I did want something memorable in its own way. It was the beginning of an exciting new adventure for Joe and me, and I wanted something that would do it justice. Ultimately, we decided that we’d either find a way to do the traditional white dress down the aisle or would do something altogether unconventional. Not that we really knew what “unconventional” would be. Vegas? A beach in Mexico? I just hoped that we’d be able to afford the wedding before gray hairs began sprouting from our heads.

The solution came via fax one day while I was at work, answering phones and stuffing yet more envelopes. An unsolicited facsimile, an advertisement, boasting of discounted airfares to locations near and far. Incredibly discounted airfares. Airfares that even Joe and I could begin to afford. Clutching the paper between white knuckles (because I knew that what I was about to propose was a long shot), I took the advertisement home and presented my case to Joe, using my best lawyer-to-be voice.

“Joe, you know how much I’ve always wanted to visit New York City, right? Well, I saw this ad today that says that we could fly there for only $120 each. Round trip. I think we should go. If we stayed with your sister and her husband, it wouldn’t cost us a penny. It would be fabulous! And you know how we’ve been worrying about how we’ll ever afford to get married? Well, I was thinking…why don’t we get married while we’re there? We talked about doing something exotic. New York is exotic, right? Maybe we could find a judge to marry us in Central Park. Central Park!”

Joe said nothing.

Nervously, I kept pitching.

“I’m thinking a sort of elopement. Tell people afterward and let the chips fall where they may. We wouldn’t have to deal with the awkwardness of getting both of my parents together in the same room for our wedding or with the drama of our two families actually meeting. And, seriously, how cool would it be to say that we eloped in Central Park? Plus, it would be like a wedding and honeymoon all wrapped up in one. And all for less than $300! Or for sure for less than $500. How can we ever beat that? I know we can’t really afford even that right now, but we do have credit cards we could use. In the long run, it would be way cheaper than any of our other options.”

Anxiously, I awaited his response.

“Let me call my sister to make sure it’s okay,” Joe said. “But I’m in.”

So, on a beautiful Wednesday afternoon in early September, we flew out of Madison and landed at LaGuardia Airport. I had my face pressed so tightly into the tiny airplane window, craning to see my first glimpse of New York City, that I’m surprised my nose ever recovered its natural shape. I took in every detail of the foreign-feeling taxi ride through Queens and Brooklyn, and we were in line at the City Clerk’s Office at nine the next morning to get our marriage license. After a day and a half of wandering around Manhattan—me with my mouth hanging open and a tiny bit of excited, overwhelmed, New York-jealous drool dripping from my cheek the entire time—Joe and I got married in a cozy nook of Strawberry Fields in Central Park, with Joe’s sister, her husband, and their nine-week-

old daughter as our witnesses. I wore a short, strappy, bright red dress that I had purchased, on clearance, for $39 at The Limited. Joe wore a plaid jacket and a thin black tie that were, in retrospect, both quite regrettable.

We wandered around the park for several hours afterward, enjoying the perfect, sunny seventy-two-

degree weather and eating ice-cream sandwiches purchased from a curbside vendor. That night we stayed at the now-defunct Hotel St. Moritz in a deeply discounted room overlooking Central Park. Two days later we returned to Wisconsin. Joe had to drag me back kicking and screaming. I was in love with New York. I wanted to stay.

Once we were home, I turned my attention to the law school portion of the Martha Adulthood Plan. My 3.35 undergraduate grade point average was within the realm of the acceptable, and as long as I could get a respectable score on the entrance exam and write a coherent application essay, I figured that I shouldn’t have a problem getting into law school somewhere. My expectations weren’t too high, and I wasn’t spending too much time overanalyzing the whole situation by worrying about pesky little things like, you know, how I was going to pay for this whole endeavor or the fact that I could legitimately stand to be about $100,000 in debt if I ended up going to a private school. Those were mere quibbling details! To be worried about later! Meanwhile, this plan offered an end to the otherwise endless fold paper, fold paper, stuff envelope, seal.

The first step was to take the Law School Admissions Test, better known as the LSAT. The LSAT is a standardized exam designed to test students’ critical and analytical thinking skills. Unlike every other college or graduate school entrance exam in existence, all of which question students’ understanding of actual subjects like math or science or history, the LSAT requires absolutely no concrete knowledge of any subject matter whatsoever. It doesn’t test what you know, it tests the way you think. This makes the LSAT the perfect gig for intelligent people who really don’t know anything. People like me. It’s nice to know that the world accommodates us, too, even if it does relegate us to a life in the law.

Under the guise of examining your logical reasoning skills, the LSAT ties your brain into intricate knots. It does so by asking questions not far removed from this:

A man walks into a bar, and the bartender tells him that he will serve him five free beers if he can answer one question correctly. The man readily agrees. The bartender lines up eight beers on the bar: an Amstel Light, a Budweiser, a Corona, a Dixie, an El Toro, a Fosters, a Guinness, and a Heineken. He sets forth the following rules: If you drink the Amstel and the Guinness, you must also drink the Heineken. If you drink the Dixie, you may not drink the Fosters or the Guinness. If you drink the El Toro, you may not drink the Budweiser. You must drink exactly two of the three bottles of Budweiser, Corona, and Fosters. Now, you have three minutes to come up with a complete and accurate list of the five beers that you can drink to follow all of these rules. Go! (Note: you may not change your mind and ask for a shot of Jack Daniel’s instead.)


Because I am the type of geek who gets an instant endorphin high when presented with a task that involves making checklists or graphs, with solving puzzles or logic games of any sort, or with answering any type of question asked in a multiple-choice format, the LSAT was my friend.

I spent several months mastering the art of working out these mind-bending problems, and each Saturday afternoon I could be found sitting at my bright blue-painted desk taking a three-hour-long sample exam, scoring my test, and then analyzing my answers. Although I had consistently been doing well on my practice exams, when test day arrived, I woke up in a clammy sweat, my stomach a bundle of clenched nerves. I was so afraid that I honestly didn’t think I was going to be able to make my legs walk the mile and a half to the campus classroom where the exam was to be held. But I had no choice. I was counting on this plan to work. I forced myself to put one leg in front of the other, did some deep breathing to try and calm my nerves, and motored through the exam, which turned out to be not too terrible. Uncharacteristically, I left thinking that I hadn’t done half bad, even though I hadn’t been afforded the luxury of taking a Kaplan test prep class like many of the other people in the room. I had done all I could; there was nothing else to do but sit back and wait for my score.

I agonized terribly during the monthlong wait, which seemed interminable. When the results of the test finally arrived, I was speechless. I had scored a 172 out of a possible 180 points. This placed me in the 98th percentile of all test-takers nationwide—a truly stellar score. A score that, I quickly realized, was probably good enough to counteract my less-

than-fabulous college grade point average and gain me admission into a better-than-average law school. My mind started racing with the possibilities. Suddenly I was catapulted into very unfamiliar territory. I was face to face with the prospect of admission to an esteemed institution instead of a continuation of my relative mediocrity. I had a brief vision of myself driving a Jaguar XJS someday instead of a used Ford Escort.

I spent the next few months in frenzied excitement, sitting with Joe on our sagging couch and poring through mountains of glossy law school brochures, each exclaiming the diversity of the student body, the breadth of the curriculum, the brilliance of the faculty, and the wholly unique experience that I could get from that school and that school alone. Phrases such as “There is no other law school that brings together such intellectual talent and commitment, from such a remarkable diversity of cultural perspectives, in such an exciting campus, so never mind the enormous price tag” and “Our commitment to rigorous and exciting legal training and to pathbreaking scholarship has no parallel, so try to ignore the fact that you will have to mortgage your entire future to attend” peppered my dreams. Needless to say, I didn’t sleep well.

Law school catalogs always feature photos of people looking so fascinating, so brilliant, so intellectually desirable that even if I had been a conceptual artist hell-bent on producing postmodern sculptures made entirely out of recycled metal for a living with absolutely no interest in the law whatsoever, after an hour locked in a room with a stack of those brochures, I’m pretty sure I would have had pen to paper filling out an application. A shorthaired and severe-looking woman pictured in a lecture hall, mouth caught agape in speech, hands gesturing wildly, surely making a brilliant observation about the true meaning of Justice. A bespectacled man, older than your typical law student, photographed in animated conversation with a professor, clearly having a meaningful discussion about the intellectual pitfalls in the Supreme Court’s most recent decision. A gorgeous woman with a shocking head of dark curls pictured reading a book in the law library, undoubtedly digesting legal precedent dating back hundreds of years and formulating ideas for changes in the American penal system that would make our entire society a better, happier, more peaceful place in which to live. I wanted to be one of those people.

Enjoying the opportunity that I hadn’t been given when selecting an undergraduate institution, I argued the relative merits of close to a hundred different law schools with Joe. Together we distilled the information in the catalogs that I had received, then I studied the lists of law school rankings until I had them practically committed to memory. Finally, I came up with complex lists of “safety” schools, “reasonable target” schools, and “pipe dream” schools to which I might apply. The final product reflected nothing so much as my desire for the two of us to leave Wisconsin and start our lives over somewhere else. My choices were scattered liberally all across the country, with a noticeable gap in the flyover states: Harvard, New York University, the University of Southern California, Loyola, the University of Washington, Northeastern, Georgetown, Florida State University, and Columbia—my very first choice of school.

I approached college professors who were complete strangers to me, but who had at some point decided to give me good grades in my classes, and asked them to consider writing letters of recommendation attesting to my intellect, character, and overall fitness to practice law. I shed tears of frustration when attempting to write some sort of meaningful and insightful personal statement that would, in three double-spaced pages or less, provide a glimpse into my true self and demonstrate exactly why it was that Saint Peter should open the pearly gates of an elite law school for me and allow my entrance.

I filled out a financial aid application two miles long that asked me questions about how much money my parents had made at their high school jobs and whether or not I had properly invested the babysitting money I had earned when I was thirteen, and then I fervently prayed that somehow, some way, I would figure out a way to finance this whole endeavor. I knew it would involve taking out staggering amounts of student loans. But at the time it kind of felt like Monopoly money—it wasn’t like the twelve actual dollars occupying my wallet at that moment. It was theoretical money. Plus, no one would lend me more than I would be able to afford to repay, right?

In the end, I sent out one application and one application alone. I had fallen in love with New York City on my brief marital visit, and I had taken to fantasizing about living there someday. Columbia was the best law school in New York City, and that was where I wanted to be. Even with my high LSAT scores, I didn’t think my chances of admission were particularly good, but I was determined to try. And I soon found out that Columbia had an early decision program that I hoped might just be my way in. Essentially, they promised to give me an early answer (and, by implication, a potential leg up in the selection process) if I promised them my soul. If they accepted me, I promised to enroll, withholding any other applications and forsaking all others who might say yes to me down the line. I knew it was a long shot, but I had nothing to lose. I’d get Columbia’s answer in December, and if they said no, I would still have plenty of time to send in applications to my other chosen schools. If they said yes, well, I couldn’t even let myself imagine what I would do if they said yes.

I waited with bated breath each day as I checked my mailbox, hoping to see a fat envelope from the admissions office. Although the envelope was thin when it arrived, it contained the magic word Congratulations. I was going to the Ivy League.

I had absolutely no idea what I was in for.








One

Welcome to the Dollhouse




“The smaller the mind, the greater the conceit.”

—AESOP




I arrived at law school constipated with fear. I had committed the cardinal law-student-to-be mistake: watching the movie The Paper Chase more times than I care to count during the nine months between receiving that thin acceptance letter and actually starting law school. This was my idea of trying to “get a glimpse of law school life.” Instead of doing something reasonable or constructive, like—oh, I don’t know—perhaps talking to a law student and asking what school was like, I decided to put my fate in the hands of an outdated, sexist movie that features men with ridiculous hair and unforgivable sideburns and portrays a terrifying and utterly unrealistic snapshot of law school.

The movie had depicted a life fueled by fear, competition, and insanity, and by the time school started, I had worked myself up into a frenzy, thoroughly believing that my time at law school would be three years of pure horror: no time for fun, no time for laughter, no time for friendship—nothing but torturous intellectual boot camp, run by cruel professors and populated by back-stabbing and neurotic fellow students, all of whom would inevitably be smarter than me. I mean, they had to be smarter than me, right? They were going to an Ivy League law school!

When I nervously walked into the law school building that first morning to attend the kickoff of orientation, I was, theoretically, a full-fledged adult. In the handful of years that I had been out of my parents’ house, I had developed an impressive tolerance for alcohol and a nasty shoe-shopping habit. I had gotten married. I had managed to hold down my envelope-stuffing job for an entire year, and had even been granted some faxing, phone-answering, typing, and editing duties. I had been forward-thinking enough to get my dark brown hair cut into a questionably flattering pixie style because I knew that giant pouffy sausage bangs, although a big hit in Wisconsin, weren’t going to make the grade in New York. Hell, I had my very own mounting credit card debt! And if out-of-control consumer debt doesn’t definitively make you an adult, then what does? But if I was such an adult, how was it that I found myself standing in the law school lobby awkward and alone, unable to escape the overwhelming feeling that I was a freshman in high school all over again?

All around the reception area were little clusters of people chatting like old friends, smiling and laughing as though they shared inside jokes that I clearly would never be a part of. Orientation was the very first organized law school activity, so how was it possible that they were all so friendly? Did they all know each other already? That’s it—they had probably all gone to Harvard and Yale and Andover and Groton together, hadn’t they? I began to wonder if I was the only one there who hadn’t gone to a private boarding school since the age of seven.

I examined the group of guys in front of me. It was as though they had never even bothered to change out of their prep school uniforms. They were all wearing lightly wrinkled khakis that stood in contrast to their firmly pressed pinstriped button-down oxford shirts—most of them with blue and white stripes, but a couple of the jauntier ones had opted for pink and white. And they all had ramrod-straight pearly white teeth and heads of hair that looked as if they had been stolen from unsuspecting JCPenney male models. Not that any of these guys had ever stepped foot into a JCPenney’s.

There they were, chattering away about private boarding school things that I would never understand. Although I couldn’t actually hear their conversation, I knew what they were saying.

“Remember that time at boarding school when we got caught conjugating Latin verbs during our designated Shakespeare study period?” asked a blue-and-

white-striped one.

“Twee hee hee hee hee!” they all guffawed in unison.

“And how, at the Yacht Club regatta, you got so drunk that you puked all over Thornton Blakemore’s brand-new Sperry Topsiders?” reminisced a pink-

and-white guy.

“Twee hee hee hee hee!”

“And remember that asshole Emerson Deveraux III who ratted you out to Headmaster Smith during sophomore year for having a girl in your room after lights out? I heard he got dinged by Goldman Sachs for an analyst position!”

“Twee hee hee hee!”

Okay, so maybe not every single person in the lobby fit that overly starched boarding school mold. But they were all smiling, talking, mingling in groups that made them easily identifiable—right out of the halls of my high school. A group of obvious jocks over there, a group of former cheerleaders next to them, a few disaffected artist types standing over to the side. It seemed instantly obvious who the “in crowd” was destined to be—a mixed group of fresh-faced young men and women who were born in the Land of J. Crew, and who exuded the subtle confidence and aura of those who had always been popular. There were also people the likes of which my white-bread Midwestern high school had never seen. Still, it seemed as if they had all sought out their own kind: a handful of observant Jewish men wearing yarmulkes, a larger bunch of Asian students, a smaller group of African-American students, many of whom managed to already be sporting Columbia Black Law Students Association T-shirts. Even the people who looked like they had been band geeks or burnouts in high school had somehow managed to find each other and congregate in their own little clusters. Where was my cluster? Was I destined to be that weird loner Ally Sheedy chick from The Breakfast Club? Oh God, I hope I don’t end up sitting all alone at a lunch table making sandwiches out of Cap’n Crunch cereal and Pixie Stix.

Busily flitting about were several shockingly thin women who looked as if they were dressed to attend fashion shows or openings of chic new art galleries instead of law school orientation. Are four-inch heels, tight pencil skirts, cleavage-baring spaghettistrapped tank tops, and teensy-weensy Prada bags really appropriate attire for going to school? I felt very frumpy in my kicky little floral Gap skirt, button-down short-sleeved sweater, and flat slip-on sandals. The fashionistas clacked about the lobby in their heels, smiling and making small talk with various people, but never once did they speak to one another. They never even looked one another in the eye. Oh, sure, they’d take surreptitious glances to size up the competition when they thought they could get away with it. But despite their similar appearances, you could tell immediately that they had nothing but disdain for one another. None of them clacked in my direction. For that, I was thankful.

Where were the normal people? Where were the smiling, friendly faces pictured in the law school brochure? When the school praised the diversity of the student body, I figured that they meant “We have students from many different cultures, from all sorts of educational backgrounds, and with wide and varying experiences, all of whom you will get to meet and learn with in a collaborative environment.” I didn’t know that what they really meant was “We have many different kinds of off-putting, snobby, exclusionary people here, none of whom are going to be the least bit interested in speaking to people outside of their predesignated cliques.” Somehow I had failed to be predesignated. Was there some sort of sign-up sheet along with my registration materials that I had missed?

Faced with this situation, I did what any hysterically unreasonable person would do: I ran into the bathroom, locked myself in a stall, and hid there for the ten minutes before the official orientation program began, biting my cuticles and contemplating how terrified I was. Columbia, with its green quads and marble-columned buildings plopped in the middle of the urban jungle, was a long way from Wisconsin. Sure, if you plugged your ears while in the middle of the campus in order to drown out the sirens, the car alarms, and the underground rattle of the subway, you could imagine that you were somewhere else entirely. A week earlier, when I had first strolled down Columbia’s College Walk, paved with sextagonal stones and herringbone-patterned bricks, looking up at the weathered façade of Butler Library with the names of Homer, Herodotus, Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle, Demosthenes, Cicero, and Virgil carved into the stone, gazing at the impressive rotunda of Low Library with Columbia’s trademark “Alma Mater” statue with her raised arms in front, I somehow had a hard time believing that I was indeed in New York City.

Until, that is, I exited the campus gates at 116th Street and walked out onto Broadway. All at once, I was bombarded by the competing smells escaping from Ollie’s Noodle Shop and the falafel store next to it, surrounded by tiny Korean-owned bodegas on every corner, disgusted by the small hardware store that had a frighteningly thick layer of dust on every single item that had obviously been sitting in the window for years without change, perplexed by the secondhand bookstore that never appeared to have even one patron, enticed by the raucous sounds of the afternoon drinking happening at the West End bar, and irritated at the double-decker tour buses that were always stopped at the corner of Broadway and 112th street outside Tom’s Restaurant, which had achieved fame by serving as the exterior of the diner on the TV show Seinfeld.

What had I gotten myself into? In Wisconsin, I had never even heard the word falafel, much less seen an entire restaurant devoted to it. In Wisconsin, people still wore acid-washed jeans. In Wisconsin, a fancy dinner consisted of bratwurst boiled in beer with a side of squeaky cheese and a warmish can of Pabst. In Wisconsin, there were no boarding schools, at least not to my knowledge. In Wisconsin, I hadn’t known one person who owned four-inch heels. In Wisconsin, I felt at home. Here, I had no idea where—or if—I would ever belong.

Eventually, I sucked it up, plastered a fake smile on my face, and went back out to confront my fate. People were slowly filing into a massive lecture hall to hear the official Dean’s Welcome Speech, and I joined in the fray. I was caught a bit by surprise when I first walked into the classroom. I had been picturing rich mahogany paneling, cushioned burgundy leather seats, hand-painted portraits of Supreme Court justices, and other grandiose accoutrements befitting an Ivy League school. Instead I walked into a room that had obviously been decorated in the mid-1960s, made of tiered horseshoe-shaped rows of benches—surprisingly worn-out and shabby—centering around a stage with a wall of blackboards that had been sloppily erased and a large podium covered in odd-looking vertical slats of wood. Wait. On second glance, I realized that the walls of the whole room were covered in those peculiar wooden slats, many of them chipped and warping. For $30,000 a year in tuition, you got torn upholstered benches with the stuffing popping out and peeling Formica desktops? For a fleeting moment, I felt a warm flash of superiority—most of the lecture halls at the University of Wisconsin were more regal-looking than this. The law school was in need of a major makeover.

I sat for a few minutes picking at a crack in the desktop in front of my seat in a place where the Formica was already coming loose, until a starched-looking guy with wire-rimmed glasses and a jaw shaped like an anvil took the seat beside me. I recognized him immediately. He was one of the boarding school people who had been twee-heeing in the lobby a few minutes before. (He was a pink-and-whiter.) I gave him a polite smile, we exchanged hellos, and then he immediately got down to business.

“Charles Whitmore. But you can call me ‘Chaz.’ I’m from Yale undergrad. Before that, Exeter. In New Hampshire. I assume you’ve heard of it? So, what about you? Where did you go to school?” he asked.

“The University of Wisconsin. In Madison.”

“And before that?”

“Before that? Um, Grafton High School. In Grafton. Wisconsin.”

There was an awkwardly long pause as his ivied brain tried to wrap itself around this piece of information. “So…” he trailed off, “you went to a public school?” By that point, his voice had morphed into an undeniable sneer.

I was rendered utterly speechless. There were actually people in the world who had the audacity to say things like that out loud? Later I thought of about twenty scathing replies that I wished I had had the wherewithal to come up with at the time (mostly along the lines of “Yes, and now you’ll notice that I’m sitting right here next to you, you Boarding School Bastard”), but at the time all I could do was sit there and feel my face redden with shame. Thankfully, the dean chose that very moment to begin addressing the room. I made a mental note to make a little Chaz Whitmore-shaped voodoo doll that evening and to go straight to work with some razor-sharp pins. Then I turned my attention to the stage.

The dean was an unassuming man of average height who had a markedly disheveled appearance. He wore a pair of oversized glasses perched atop his nose, giving him an owlish look that wasn’t altogether unpleasant once you got accustomed to it. He began by telling us how privileged we were to be studying at an institution with such accomplished professors, such a diverse student body, and such a rich history—all right in the middle of New York City, one of the most vibrant and exciting places on earth. He told us that Columbia Law graduates went on to become U.S. Supreme Court justices, CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, U.S. senators, drafters of constitutions of newly liberated countries, creators of legal precedent, and leaders of free nations. In three short years, we would count ourselves among this elite group of alumni.

Quickly, the dean moved on to praising the diverse backgrounds, intellectual abilities, and impressive achievements of my entering class, proclaiming us “the most accomplished and promising group of students in the law school’s two-hundred-year history.” So, you know, no pressure or anything. He mentioned the Olympic athlete who sat in our midst, the professional ballet dancer, the published author, the Broadway actor, the Harvard valedictorian, and the Nobel Prize–winning neurosurgeon (okay, that last one is a lie, but not a very far-fetched one). No mention was made of me, the woman who stuffed a damn good envelope, typed 60 words a minute, and knew how to send a fax overseas. He told us that the 340 members of our entering class had been chosen from over 6,000 applicants, and then casually dropped in the fact that the average undergraduate grade point average was over 3.7 and the average LSAT score was in the 97th percentile. So much for that leg up I thought I had with my fantastic 98th percentile score. How had I ended up sitting amid these overachievers? When the dean finished his welcome speech, I can’t say I felt particularly welcomed. It was a little more like I had just been slyly insulted by a person expert in the techniques of passive-aggressive subterfuge.

As we were all filing out of the lecture hall, I was feeling a bit shell-shocked and trying to wrap my mind around all that had just been said. You are smart, I told myself. They let you in for a reason, even if you’re not exactly sure what that reason is. Just remember that you’ve always done reasonably well in school, and if you apply yourself you’ll do fine here, too. If I kept repeating that to myself over and over, maybe I would start to believe it?

There was a buzz of activity in the lobby as we all organized ourselves into alphabetical groupings in order to receive our class schedules. During the first year of law school, everyone would be taking the same set of classes. We would have no choice about our course load or who our professors would be—everything was assigned to us randomly. For each of us, the first semester would include an ungraded class in legal writing, and graded classes in contracts, torts, and civil procedure that, along with later classes in criminal law, constitutional law, and property, would form the basis of the foundation law school curriculum.

Anybody who had watched The Paper Chase as many times as I had could tell you that Contracts is supposed to be the class to fear. But that one didn’t frighten me so much. After all, while I might not have known exactly how contracts worked, I at least knew what they were. But torts? What were torts? (I would soon find out that a tort is “a private or civil wrong or injury for which the court provides a remedy through an action for damages.”) And civil procedure? That sounded suspiciously like a Miss Manners type of class that might be more appropriate as an offering at a Southern finishing school than as a four-credit class in the foundation law school curriculum. (It’s not. It’s a class that teaches you the staggeringly copious rules governing when, where, and how you can sue people.)

We were told that our class would be broken up into three sections, each with a little over a hundred people. Each section would take all of its classes together, and our sectionmates would essentially be our family for the next semester. Much like your in-laws: love them or hate them, there would be no getting away from them.

When I got to the head of the line, gave my name to the flustered woman sitting behind the registration table, and was handed my first semester schedule, I found out I was in something called “Section B.” I had a brief moment of paranoia. Wait. Are these sections assigned randomly or is this some sort of…of…sectionalized judgment of my abilities? Have I been assigned to this section because “B” is a grade that I am more than familiar with receiving? That’s so rude! But hey, at least I’m not in section C, right?

It was then, in the middle of my reverie, that I had my first encounter with Christine Hsu. A tall woman with a pleasant smile, she looked friendly enough. As we stood there with newly minted schedules in hand, she began to speak to me in a voice that was unexpectedly Valley Girl–esque, and in a way that made every sentence sound more like a question than a statement.

“I’m nervous, you know? Being here? And seeing all of these people? And actually getting our class schedules? It makes it all seem so real?”

Hey, someone else who’s nervous! “Yeah, I know what you mean. I’ve been so excited about this for so long, but it seems so strange to actually be here,” I said.

“Of course, the first year is really just the necessary evil of getting the basics behind us? I’m really looking forward to second and third years when I can take some clinical classes and do some pro bono work? I went to Stanford and got my degree in social work? After graduation, I’ll be doing public interest law?”

Stanford. Not Ivy League, but frankly better than some of the Ivies in prestige. Still, at least she didn’t mention boarding school at Choate Rosemary Hall. “Really? I did nonprofit work before coming to law school and I think I might like to continue on with that afterward,” I said, wondering if I had found a kindred spirit.

She continued, “But so many people here go to work for law firms? Selling their souls for money? It’s like a testament to greed.” When she said that last part, there was absolutely no question in her voice. Her previously pleasant eyes had turned rather feral.

“Well, different strokes for different folks, I guess,” I said. Although I hoped to do some good with my law degree, the truth was, I wasn’t completely sure what I wanted to do after graduation, and I hadn’t ruled out the possibility of selling my soul to go work for a gigantic law firm. After all was said and done, I just wanted a job. “Plus,” I added, “once you’re massively indebted with law school loans, pulling down a gigantic law firm salary might not seem like such a bad option. You’ve got to pay the bills, right?”

She paused for a moment, seemingly unfamiliar with the concept of having to borrow money in order to finance one’s education. Then she wrinkled up her nose and replied, “Yeah, I suppose some people have loans to pay back or whatever? But still, it’s no excuse. No excuse at all.”

For the second time in less than an hour, I was stopped in my tracks. The only thing that I could think of to say was, “So, what section are you in?”

“Section C.”

Ha!



As we were herded around the building for our school tour, I was fixated on one thought and one thought only: the catalog had lied. Not only about the smiling, welcoming faces, but about the building itself. I knew the law school wasn’t going to be your stereotypical Ivy League edifice. It was located across Amsterdam Avenue from the main Columbia campus, a fact the school did disclose in its materials, even though the catalog was filled with photographs of the grassy quads and impressive brick-and-marble buildings of the main campus itself. Jerome Greene Hall, though, where the law school is housed, was built in the 1960s by an architect with less than classical tastes. I would later learn that students referred to the law school building as “the Toaster,” and indeed it did resemble some sort of boxy metallic kitchen appliance prone to burning its contents and ejecting them prematurely. For this, I was prepared. I had seen pictures of the building’s exterior.

For the interior, I wasn’t prepared. The catalog photographs had featured students debating with professors, students studying in the library, professors giving animated lectures, always focusing sharply on the images of the people and blurring away whatever was in the background. There was a reason for that: the shabby lecture hall where we had the Dean’s Welcome wasn’t an aberration. It was par for the course. As I was led through the halls, I tried to ignore the gloomy atmosphere, and instead focused on the great legal minds who had graduated from this same institution. Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Theodore Roosevelt. Benjamin Cardozo. Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Fine, so they had attended Columbia before the law school was housed in this particular building. Still, their spirits probably still kind of lived in the halls, right? And really, no matter how depressing the edifice was, I couldn’t overcome my elation at the fact that I had been accepted into their ranks.

The rest of the day was a cavalcade of lectures, instructions, and introductions of varying levels of boredom. My back stiffened by the hour as I sat through presentations by the law librarians (“We have a collection of over one million books, including at least one work published in every year since 1517, just in case you’re looking for some light beach reading!”), the Information Technology Department (“Forget what the librarians told you. There are three thousand different ways you can use the computer system to do legal research—no books required!”), the Security Team (“Columbia may be located on the edge of Harlem, but you’re safe here, really!”), the Student Health Service (“You had better have proof that you got a measles shot back when you were ten years old!”), the Career Services Department (“We expect you to have a job upon graduation, otherwise you’re going to ruin our statistics!”), and the Financial Aid Office (“We’re not just giving you this money, you know; you’re going to have to pay it back!”).

Ah, the financial aid session. This was one of the few orientation sessions that was not mandatory for all students to attend. It was only for those of us who were taking out government and/or private student loans. Conspicuously absent from this session were the illustrious Chaz Whitmore and most of the rest of his prep school ilk, the do-gooder Christine Hsu, and the clacking fashionistas. I liked the looks of the people in this room: the non-rich, the nonprivileged, the self-sufficient, the indebted. These were my kind of people.

It was there, right after I had listened to a forty-five-minute lecture on the importance of borrowing responsibly, had sworn up and down to the director of financial aid that I absolutely would not, under any circumstances whatsoever, use borrowed federal funds to finance spring break trips to Jamaica, and had signed away the rights to my firstborn child in exchange for a tuition loan, that I met Rachel. A casually dressed woman with chin-length auburn hair, a smattering of freckles, and angular features, she came up to me and said, “This whole day has been pretty intense, hasn’t it?”

“Definitely,” I replied.

“I don’t know. I still can’t quite get over the dean’s speech this morning. I always thought I was smart and accomplished, but I think I’m now supposed to feel like an irredeemable loser because I wasn’t a Rhodes Scholar or something.”

“No kidding,” I said. “I’m pretty sure the speech was supposed to be welcoming, though. See?” I asked, rifling through the stack of papers I was carrying. “It says right here on our orientation schedule: Dean’s Official Welcome.”

“Welcome, my ass. Now I’m going to have to start wondering if they let me in as part of some bizarre psychological experiment, you know? It wouldn’t be that surprising—half of the people here seem like total nutjobs. Just ten minutes ago some asshole was telling me in a reverent voice about how he went to Yale and Exeter, like I was supposed to bow down in his presence or something. Screw that. I told him that I didn’t even know where Exeter was.”

A woman with an attitude. I liked that.

“By the way,” she said, “my name is Rachel. Rachel Wolfe. And since nobody here seems to be able to utter more than two sentences without rattling off their entire résumé, I’ll just tell you now and get it over with. I’m from outside of Minneapolis. I went to the University of Minnesota, and I was an English major. I came out to New York to work as a paralegal in a law firm a year ago, which basically means that I’ve been typing FedEx labels for a living. I don’t know Latin, and I don’t have a trust fund. That’s why I just signed a mile-high stack of promissory notes putting me in debt up to my ass.”

“Hi, I’m Martha. It’s really nice to meet you. Really really nice.”

And that was that. My first law school friendship. I was no longer a one-woman show.



Of course, once the alcohol started flowing, more friendships quickly followed. (If they had just served mimosas at the welcome reception, it would have made the whole ordeal much easier.) That night, the law school had organized an orientation cruise for the incoming students on a boat that would travel around lower Manhattan in New York Harbor, underneath the Brooklyn Bridge, past the lights of Wall Street, and around the Statue of Liberty. Of course, by the time we were gazing up at Lady Liberty, almost everyone was too tanked to really appreciate it. Booze on the cruise was free, and for those of us about to begin living on student budgets, a deal like that wasn’t to be passed up.

I had brought Joe with me to the event, and Rachel had dragged along her live-in boyfriend, David, who was just entering law school at Fordham, and who had accompanied her to the Columbia cruise under extreme protest. David was a bit of a curmudgeon: within the first half hour of the evening, I had heard him lament the “Goddamn Yankees,” “Goddamn law school” (which hadn’t officially begun yet for either of us), and the “Goddamn weak drinks on this boat.” I kept waiting for him to move on to more sweeping statements like “Goddamn life” or “Goddamn humanity,” but thankfully we never got that far. Underneath the façade, however, David really was a nice guy, and by the end of the night I had the distinct feeling that Rachel, David, Joe, and I were going to be good friends.

After someone accidentally bumped into me, causing me to spill my beer down the front of Joe’s pants, I excused myself to get a new beverage. Carefully, I made my way across the crowded deck to the bar, which was in a dim room inside the boat with a completely empty dance floor, where a mirrored disco ball hung sad and unaccompanied while the Seal song “Kiss from a Rose” echoed from the speakers. As I stood in line at the bar surveying my surroundings, a deeply tanned young woman with warm brown eyes and a head of shiny honey-blond hair smiled at me and said, tipsily, “Hi, I’m Katie. I need another beer. And, oh my God, I totally saw a dead guy yesterday morning.”

“I’m Martha. And, um, you saw what?” She couldn’t be serious, right?

“A dead guy!” Katie replied. “My mom just helped me move out here from California—that’s where I’m from—and we had just finished unloading things into my dorm. Afterward, we were hungry, right? So we decided to go get brunch. We were going to the Baci Café over on Broadway, because one of my suitemates said it was good. Anyway, right in front of the restaurant was a dead guy just lying there on the sidewalk. We practically had to step over him in order to get inside! There was an ambulance there, but the ambulance guys were just kind of standing around and taking their time. Is that what New York is always like?” She seemed to sincerely think I would know the answer to her query.

“I’m not sure,” I answered, hesitantly. “But I don’t think so. I mean, I haven’t seen any dead people yet, and I’ve been living on campus for over a week now.” As though that made me an expert.

“Well, that’s reassuring. Things can only get better from here, right?”

“Probably so. But, Katie? Why didn’t you just choose another restaurant to go to when you saw the dead guy?”

She laughed sheepishly and said, “Well, I figured things like that might just be par for the course in New York. I mean, the people sitting at the outside tables not three feet away were acting like they hardly even noticed! They were just eating and smoking and drinking coffee. And I didn’t want to look like the girl from California who didn’t belong. So I pushed my mom into the restaurant and acted like it was no big deal. But it was totally a big deal.”

“That makes sense,” I said, understanding her desire to fit in. It was nice to meet someone else who admitted to feeling out of place.

Although I took an instant liking to Katie, just a few minutes of speaking to her made me suspect that there might be a pretty big difference between the people who had taken time off and worked (if even only for a year or two) before coming to law school and those who had plowed straight through right from college. Even a short amount of time truly out on your own, I realized, does give you a different perspective on things. I was hardly the world’s most mature twenty-three-year-old, but I felt kind of old standing next to Katie. She was living in the dorms (albeit fancy dorm suites reserved exclusively for law students). I hadn’t lived in a dorm since my freshman year in college. Her mother brought her out to law school. I came with my husband and my cat. She had spent the last year chairing fund-raisers for her sorority and acting as a delegate at Model United Nations conferences. I had spent the last year trying to pay my rent.

With fresh beverages in hand, Katie and I headed back outside so that I could introduce her to Rachel, David, and Joe. As we were walking, I noticed two guys following a few feet behind us.

“Do you know who they are?” I whispered.

“Yeah. The short one is Aaron, and the tall one is Wade. I’m not sure why, but they’ve kind of been following me around all night.”

“Well, I have a guess. It might be because you’re tall, blond, and gorgeous?” And wearing a really short skirt, I thought.

“Oh, I totally doubt that. I mean, do you see how flat my chest is? My sister just got her boobs done. Now she’s sleeping with one of the Denver Broncos. They seem like nice enough guys, though.”

“The Denver Broncos?”

“No. Aaron and Wade.”

And, indeed, they were. Wade was an eternal frat boy from Chicago, who at the very outset expressed his intention to do as little work and have as much fun as possible over the next three years. “As long as I come out of it with a diploma, I figure I’m golden,” he said, beer in hand, about four seconds after I met him. In stark contrast, Aaron was apparently making it his profession to be an eternal student. He was in his early thirties and had a Ph.D. in political science from Princeton, had studied at the London School of Economics, and had just finished a teaching stint at a university somewhere in the hinterlands of England. Unsure of what to do next, he had opted for yet more schooling.

By the time Katie, Wade, Aaron, and I had fought our way through the crowds on the deck of the boat, the intoxication level had visibly increased, the outside temperature had noticeably decreased, and Rachel was talking to a woman named Elizabeth Lee, a very professional-looking woman who wore perfectly tailored black pants and a crisp white silk button-down shirt, which contrasted with the more casual attire that most of the other students were wearing. Her habit of talking with her hands immediately drew my attention to the immense, sparkling diamond ring that she wore on the third finger of her right hand. Each time Elizabeth gestured, the light reflected off the facets in a new direction, and I was somehow reminded of the lonely disco ball adorning the empty dance floor near the bar. Self-consciously, without even thinking, I found myself twirling my diamond engagement ring backward, so the minuscule stone faced the palm of my hand.

During a short conversation with Elizabeth, I learned that she was from Boston, where her father was a name partner in a law firm, she had gone to Penn, and she had spent the last two years working as an analyst at Smith Barney, which had left her with dark circles under her eyes from the sleep deprivation she had survived during her tenure there. Elizabeth definitely seemed to have a head for business.

“I considered going for my M.B.A., but decided on law school instead. To tell you the truth, it’s really what my father wanted. I know I’ll end up back in investment banking someday—I want to focus on structured finance—but he kind of insisted that I do it this way.” In painstaking detail, Elizabeth went on to explain the opportunity cost of choosing law school, which takes three years, instead of business school, which only takes two years: an extra year of studying, an extra year of paying tuition, an extra year of forgoing an impressive salary. A wise businessperson, I was told, would go the business school route, invest the extra money in a moderately aggressive portfolio—or even just a CD with a decent interest rate that compounded monthly—and sail off to a heavenly future with Merrill Lynch.

Once convinced that her speech was over, I answered with a simple “Yeah,” not really understanding what she meant, and thinking that we probably didn’t have much in common.

“It’s weird how some people here seem to think that if you want to make money, something is inherently wrong with you. I mean, isn’t that what we’re here for? To train ourselves for careers? Careers where we will make money? But this afternoon at this Asian Law Students Association meeting that I went to, I overheard this woman who was ranting about how it’s our duty to use the law to change society and how people who dare go into corporate law are essentially loathsome, soulless warriors for the devil. What’s up with that? Since when is it wrong to want to make a living?”

“I don’t know. But I think I know just the woman you’re talking about.”

As we all stood on the deck, watching the twinkling lights of lower Manhattan, we made a rather unlikely group. But such is the nature of friendships forged at the beginning of law school: you’re thrown together, unsure of your place, and desperate to establish an overall social order and to figure out exactly where you fit. You want to know who you should look up to and who you should shun, who you should admire from afar and who you should laugh at. So, out of necessity, people at law school form friendships very quickly and under extreme duress. Without the luxury of being particularly choosy, we scan the room for others who have looks of fear in their eyes that approximate our own, we offer a hand in friendship, and we hope for the best. Because, for the most part, those friends are who you’re going to be stuck with, for better or for worse. Kind of like an arranged marriage. Welcome to law school!





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
Ivy BRIEFS





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
Ivy Briers

True Tales of a Neurotic Law Student

MarTHA KIMES

ATRIA BOOKS
NewYork London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
Ivy Briers

True Tales of a Neurotic Law Student

MARTHA KIMES

ATRIA BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





