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To my barista


“ ‘If you fuckin’ buy this bond in a fuckin’ trade, you’re fuckin’ fucked.’ And ‘If you don’t pay fuckin’ attention to the fuckin’ two-year, you get your fuckin’ face ripped off.’ ”

—Michael Lewis, Liar’s Poker

“I offer you peace. I offer you love. I offer you friendship. I see your beauty. I hear your need. I feel your feelings. My wisdom flows from the Highest Source. I salute that Source in you. Let us work together for unity and love.”

—Gandhi



prologue

    “Are you okay?” Skylar asks.

I’ve seen her flawless features—long blond hair, bright blue eyes, nonexistent pores—pop up on my Instagram feed hundreds of times, and she’s always come across as effortlessly happy. But right now, she looks concerned.

I’m trying to explain to my Instagram-famous yoga idol that despite cashing checks from the notorious Anderson Shaw (the most prestigious investment bank on Wall Street), which pays me an absurd amount of money to do things that require no skill except surviving in a constant state of panic—ASAP, NOW, !, FIRE DRILL, MORE TO COME, FWD: FWD: FWD: PLS DO TX—I’m doing the best I can on my spiritual journey.

And yes, I accidentally slept with my boss last night, but I have so many problems right now that I am writing that one off completely.

All I want is to be a yoga teacher. I just need enough money to get started, so I’m waiting for my year-end bonus. In the meantime, yeah, it’s pretty lonely and soul-crushing to be the only person on my floor who’s not down to sign their dream away for a seven-figure salary, and who will exit this hellhole of an industry in a thoroughly fuck you way. Like, not only am I leaving you, suckers, but I am leaving for a profession with antithetical values—not only does this job not work for me, but the spirit of your company is wrong. On top of it all, I am so out of shape that it’s not even funny. I don’t have muscle definition anywhere on my body. I am a human tube. A tube.

Meanwhile, Skylar sits across from me, looking as serene and in touch with her inner peace as she does on Instagram. She has no idea that I’m doing more aerobics in my head right now than I have done with my body in months. I want to impress her because she is the Skylar Smith, the thirty-something yogi with 200K followers at @SkylarSmithYoga, and she actually stands for something. She uses her account as a platform to promote love for mankind with heartfelt captions that have made me cry. She is a vision of who I want to be.

I’m just . . . in transition.

How do I explain that?



chapter 1

The night before . . .

I am five coffees deep and drowsy. I rest in a split on my yoga mat as the women around me massage their own shoulders and luxuriate in slow head circles before the midnight class begins. Finally, a break.

One bare foot stamps my mat.

“Apologies.”

He strides past, leaving a temporary heel print on the vinyl. Apologies, muttered unintentionally and deadpan like a reflexive bless you to someone you don’t know on the subway. He unrolls his own yoga mat—one of the slippery two-dollar rentals—right beside me, leaving only inches between us. Great. In order to do a decent side crow or rock-star pose, I’m going to trespass on this asshole’s airspace. And he on mine.

He pretzels into a cross-legged seat, palms on his knees. His legs are thick and hairy beneath black spandex-and-mesh shorts. It’s not the typical yoga body. If his muscles were any bigger, they might be trashy. As they are now, his chest and arms fill his NANTUCKET TRIATHLON shirt perfectly. His face is sharp, and he’s not wearing a wedding ring. For a second, I imagine climbing onto his lap.

I stand and align the long edges of my mat perpendicular to the front of the room. Better. Arranging shapes is a habit of mine. For the past two years, I’ve spent half of my time as an investment banking analyst aligning text boxes of bullshit in PowerPoint.

“Do you have the time?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. I like being deliberately vague.

He smirks. He is probably twice my age, judging from the patches of gray hair. Yoga tries to balance opposites, especially the masculine with the feminine, and the people you usually see in studios are evidence: lean, muscled women and flexible, necklace-wearing men. This stranger does not fit the mold. From his wide jaw to his massive feet, he is all man. The only man here.

“I’m Mark.” He extends a wide-fingered hand. I like big.

“Allegra,” I say, taking his.

I smile invitingly at Mark.

“You’re not one of those crazy yogis, are you?” he asks.

I laugh a little from shock.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Young and beautiful?” he says. “Can’t be trusted.”

“Yeah, totally,” I say sarcastically. “Just one of those yogi assholes, I guess.”

“Just rotten,” he says.

We laugh, and he winks. That was forward. His eyes drift down my body and back up again. Now I’m sure he’s hitting on me. If he weren’t so handsome, the advance in a yoga studio would put me off, but good-looking men can get away with overconfidence.

“Come to sukhasana, or any comfortable seat,” the teacher coos, “and let us take a moment to set our intention for practice today.” She leads us in an omm as we set our intentions, but I already know mine. I am going to yoga-fuck this Mark from my mat for the next hour.

*  *  *

Savasana, or corpse pose, is always last. After stretching out muscles useless to office life—the pelvic psoas as I twist my torso into triangle pose, the glottis in my throat as I make my breath hotter and faster in “breath of fire”—we lie in complete relaxation. We’re invited to experience death in corpse pose. It lasts up to fifteen minutes, usually in complete darkness and silence. It’s considered poor etiquette to get up and leave in the middle of savasana, which would disturb the experience of death, obviously. Good yogis leave before or after.

I glance toward Mark for a cue. We lie next to each other, close enough, sweaty enough, and breathless enough that we could have just had sex. He is staring at me. His liquid-soft brown eyes are unblinking and hungry. My groin blushes hot, and I am instantly wet. I roll my hips slightly from side to side, and his gaze drifts down to the top of my yoga pants. I close my eyes, enjoying the deliciousness of being exactly what he wants. Yoga, when done correctly, quiets the mind. Whether it’s the yoga that did it or Mark, my inner monologue has stopped, and I feel only desire for him.

When class is finally over, we push our mats into jelly-roll coils. Other students shuffle, whisper thank-yous, and zip up their coats to head home. Thinking of the Ashtanga series makes me think of the series of poses that Mark and I will cycle through tonight.

*  *  *

I wake up in Mark’s Midtown studio the way one-night stands always end. We are back-to-back, with a wide strip of space between us as a reminder of what he owes me: absolutely nothing. The sex was good. It wasn’t like getting Groundhog Day–slammed by some twenty-something who thinks he’s the shit because at some point he rubs your clitoris. Mark kissed slowly. His oral was soft and specific. I actually came. He held my legs straight up, perpendicular to my waist, and just stared at my genitals while we fucked.

Genitals is exactly the right word to use here, because the sex wasn’t personal. Well, except for the one moment when he groaned that I was “fucking amazing at yoga.”

Alarm sounds jingle from Mark’s phone.

He lumbers out of bed toward the bathroom. Shower water hits marble. Sitting up, I see the place has a first-apartment feel: barely any furniture, and what’s there looks secondhand. It’s a little understated for someone paying forty dollars for an hour of yoga. I fish my phone out of my gym bag and scroll through the mailbox: fifty-two new work emails since I last checked six hours ago. It’s 8:12 a.m.

“Legz,” he says.

His playful tone suggests the z.

“Markz,” I parrot.

He emerges, lower body toweled and bare chest defined beneath a white tee.

“Coffee?” he asks.

“No, thanks,” I say. I do want coffee, but being given something so soon after sex makes it feel like a payment.

“I have Colombian beans,” he says. “I’ll grind them right now.”

“No, really.”

“You’re right, dinner is much better than coffee,” he says. I can’t help but smile. “All right, all right. You win. You beat me down. Dinner it is.”

“Wow, you give up so easy.”

“I know, right? I’ll cook. Red or white?”

“Neither, I don’t really drink.”

“Well, that’s what you get for meeting a girl at a yoga class,” he says. “I had a feeling my next girlfriend would be a do-gooder.”

“Oh my God.”

“Too much charm?” he asks. “I know. I’m cursed.”

I head to the bathroom and change quickly, no time for a shower. I give myself a once-over, nervous enough that I might actually like this alpha asshole. My blond hair looks dry and stiff at the ends from too much flat-ironing. I finger-brush away a couple of clumps and rub the ends to grease them with the natural oils from my hands. My light eyebrows, almost as pale as my skin, disappear into my forehead. In my T.J. Maxx suit, I look like Taylor Swift would if she had a day job as a tax attorney.

Mark and I step over a paper copy of the Wall Street Journal outside his door and ride the elevator down. He is dressed sharply in a suit—so sharply that I do a double take. His gleaming loafers look like new Berlutis that could cost up to two thousand dollars. We pass a Pink store, where his crisp dress shirt matches the one in the window display. His blue jacket fits perfectly, as if he is a Patrick Bateman double. To top it all off, his skin is better than mine. His face is clear and moisturized to the point of actual dewiness.

“Are you an actor or something?” I ask.

“No, why?”

“Your suit,” I say, gesturing.

Is nicer than your apartment.

“Just showing you my range,” he says.

He raises his hand to hail me a cab.

“Oh, no thanks,” I say. Anderson Shaw’s headquarters shines just a couple of blocks away. “I’ll walk.”

“I insist,” he says. “My treat.”

“No, really,” I say.

“All right,” he says. “See you tonight.”

He lowers his hand to grab my ass.

“Goodbye now,” he says.

We start to walk in the same direction and I pretend not to notice. Phone in hand, I sift through emails, back in my default state of skimming and replying “Will do.” I only look up at the final intersection, where I stand face-to-face with Anderson’s headquarters on the other side of the street. Mark is still beside me, zoned into his phone as well. Green light. We meet each other’s eyes as we cross the street. He looks puzzled until it dawns on him, and instantly, all of his ass-cupping warmth vanishes.

He picks up his pace. My mouth stays shock-locked in one surprise O. Mark who? Mark fucking who? I slow my walk until he is three or four paces ahead. My heart clogs my throat. Yellow cabs whiz past me to unload today’s batch of bankers, traders, and equity researchers. Mark’s coattails almost blend into the ID-swiping crowd of backs in the lobby, but I keep my eyes on him.

He passes the first bank of elevators. The second and final bank leads only to the fifteenth floor, a transportation hub known as the Sky Lobby. On either side of me, elevators are constantly arriving or leaving. They obey Anderson’s unspoken rule where, once a car is half-full, someone will thumb-jab the door-close button two hard, fuck you times. The self-selected fuck you–er of Mark’s elevator acts fast. The shining silver doors close.

Hundreds of suits roll through the palatial Sky Lobby. The right side of the enormous atrium is a seamless floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Manhattan. The left side is lined with more elevator banks where, instead of hitting buttons inside the elevator, you enter your floor number into a calculator-type keypad stationed to one side of the bank and are assigned to an elevator—F6, or G8, as the case may be. Mark’s head bobs through the crowd to my bank. I am just seconds behind him. Limply, I press the same numbers he did, vaguely noting that the buttons are still warm from his fingertips. We are assigned to the same elevator headed to the same floor: thirty-five, dedicated to Healthcare banking.

*  *  *

There aren’t many devout yogis in my line of work—and I won’t be here for long. The plan is to complete a two-hundred-hour yoga-teacher training and then teach full-time after my two-year analyst contract expires (T-minus two months to go). I’ve been dedicated to a serious yoga practice since college, but I signed with Anderson before I decided to turn the hobby into a job. Hence my current situation. For now, I live as much as I can by credos like “All you need is less” while pulling all-nighters and nodding along in whose-dick-is-bigger conversations comparing deals and bonuses.

I am a second-year investment banking analyst at Anderson Shaw. On my résumé, that means I build financial models from scratch, strategize for powerhouse executives, and prepare materials for the M&A deals headlining the Wall Street Journal. In reality, I spend up to twenty-four hours a day changing the colors on stacked bar charts, making my bosses feel better about themselves, and, as of last night, literally fucking a coworker.

Half of my job is making “pitch books.” Senior bankers carry these to sales meetings with clients in order to convince the CEO on the other side of the table to do some kind of deal. Bankers pitch all kinds of deals: buy a company in the same sector “for scale,” or buy a company in a different sector “to diversify,” and then use proceeds to fuel more deals in a never-ending flywheel of shit for me to do. To create the sales pitch, we make line graphs, schematics, and financial model outputs. Then we work on the deal itself, once the CEO agrees, Yes, we would be a better company if we had half as much cash on the balance sheet Who wants that much cash anyway? Not fucking us.

At the moment, I’m waiting with Mark and another analyst for F3. Those phonetics sum it up: F3. Eff me. The analyst between us is known for always looking like a complete mess. Her black eyeliner is constantly smudged as if she’s been wearing the same makeup for weeks or crying about some work-related catastrophe. Today, her skirt is beyond wrinkled, again.

“Rough night?” she asks me.

Mark’s eyes dart toward us.

“Sort of,” I say.

If she thinks I look bad, then I am so fucked. The three of us file into the elevator and blink up to the thirty-fifth floor. Everyone laser-eyes their phone.

The doors open, and Mark and I split in opposite directions. I head to the pantry for coffee. Every banking floor looks the same: shared desks down one side and window offices down the other. It has the feel of a two-lane highway where one lane is made of dirt and the other is paved and tree-lined. Each of the shared desks seats four—two facing two, without any physical divider—and is known as a “pod,” meant for analysts, associates, and vice presidents. The all-glass offices are for senior vice presidents and managing directors.

I throw the coffee back like an eight-ounce shot and head to my desk. Turns out, Mark’s office is right before Real Estate, the only other group on thirty-five, and out of sight from my pod on the other side of the floor. His broad back faces me as he takes in the view from his power nest. He grabs his hips, elbows wide, and juts his pelvis forward. I scurry unnoticed to safety.

    Fuck. It is 9 a.m. and I am living in a nightmare. I am never here this early, and no other desk-dweller is either. I wait for the three other bankers in my pod: there’s Chloe, the emotionless fake blonde from Dartmouth who Instagrammed herself on a partner’s G5 with the hashtag #likeaG5; Puja, the heiress whose father owns one of the biggest private banks in India, and who grew up using a credit card with her last name—the bank’s name—printed on the front; and Tripp, the devil-may-care associate known for keeping an earbud in his right ear and watching Netflix on one of his two computer screens all day. This is a habit he began as an intern while sitting next to a vice president.

At the desk, I navigate to Anderson Shaw’s internal facebook. There is one Mark in Healthcare: Mark Thomas Swift, whose profile picture matches Markz’s exactly. He just transferred into HG from Equity Capital Markets, another Anderson Shaw banking group, as a managing director. Today is his first day.

I immediately start to internet-stalk Mark: Google, Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Twitter, fucking everything. He has a couple of photos on New York Social Diary, but those thumbnails are too small to reveal much. His Facebook is private. LinkedIn corroborates his AS employment, but otherwise his profile is empty, like that of anyone who’s not looking for another job. At least his Instagram is public. His posts are geotagged—the Loeb Boathouse, Lincoln Center, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, all for black-tie events. I hover over a picture of him standing alone and illuminated by floor lights at Avenue. The caption reads: “Charity—#Yellowstone #JayGatz.” Did he just compare himself to the Great Gatsby? I’m more concerned he felt the need to abbreviate “Gatsby” like a college bro. As I scroll deeper into summertime posts, the geotags become Jackson Hole, Aspen, and Montauk Point. It is a hyperbolically sceney Instagram. I don’t think he has been anywhere expensive without taking a picture of it.

You know what? This guy doesn’t give a shit about yoga.

Fingernails rap my desk, finding the only wooden oasis in the mess of papers.

“Hello,” Mark says.

He doesn’t look me in the eye. He seems to be checking if anyone else is around, and no one is. Junior people are commuting or sleeping, and senior people are tucked into their glass enclaves. Mark walks around to stand behind my monitors, which display in a horizontally tiled sequence: his Instagram, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Google-searched name. Every analyst has two desktop monitors, and his internet identity is smeared across both of mine. I corner-X out of every window as fast as humanly possible.

“Allegra,” he says.

“Yes?” I squeak.

“Let’s be mature about this,” he says. He strides away.

What does that even mean? He turns the corner, leaving me alone with his ambiguous decree. Should that go on my to-do list for, like, my job? I open Microsoft Outlook to get on with the day. Now, on top of everything else, I feel an urge to reflect on my fucking life. Like, how did things get this out of control? Maybe Mark was right when he called me rotten. Maybe I’ll never be the yogi I want to be and, really, at my core, I’m just an Anderson piece of shit.



chapter 2

No one grows up wanting to be an investment banker. Anyone who says they did is lying. One of the most common questions to prepare for analyst interviews is: What does an investment banker do? And the truth is, no one fucking knows.

Most people are just here to make millions. The standard track is: two years of banking and then move to the “buy side”—i.e., investing—where you can earn an annual $450K at the entry level at age twenty-five. If you leave banking for a hedge fund and rise to the top—requiring you to roll sevens with your lucky-dice hand every day for a decade—you will get compensated on a “2 and 20” incentive structure. That means you take home 2 percent of the money you manage plus 20 percent of the profits every year. So, if you manage $1 billion, you will make $20 million a year no matter what, even if all you do is play solitaire.

If hedge funds aren’t your thing, then there’s private equity—OMG, more finance! Hell yeah—where you buy and sell companies not available on the stock market. This also earns you millions at the top and offers the experience of sitting down all day just knowing that your bank account is growing. This is cool because then you can buy expensive things you won’t have time to use, but you can tell other people that you own these things.

If you turn out to be a complete fuckup at banking, then you probably won’t get a hedge fund or private equity job, but that’s okay. There’s always business development at a Fortune 500 company waiting for you. This totally decent profession with a sustainable lifestyle carries great shame as an exit option. It’s fewer hours, less technical, less pay, and people are happier. The combination is disgraceful on Wall Street.

But believe me when I say that not everyone goes into banking for the money. Some people just got swept up in Ivy League social pressure. I went to Princeton, where about half the graduating class matriculates into finance or consulting annually.

The process unfolds like clockwork. Every fall, big banks and consulting firms flock to campus in droves. First-round interviews for all bulge brackets take place during the same week. You know who is interviewing, because you see them walking around in suits, and the cast of characters attending these interviews is gossiped about extensively at school. Everyone knows who gets called back, who gets cut, and when. If someone with a 3.8 GPA gets even a first-round at Anderson Shaw, people freak out and google how rich their parents are. The events of interview season are up for public consumption, and the job hunt becomes a competitive social game where small differences are overblown. Anderson is the best bank, and the gap between it and second place is, like, fucking cosmic.

Now, as my peers climb to the next ladder rung—buy side, whatever—I won’t join them. I seriously do not belong.

*  *  *

My dad raised me. Mom died of bone cancer when I was eight, after six rounds of chemo and twenty-one hospital stays in ten months. She was a dancer turned dance instructor and had long blond hair like me. She stayed devoted to dancing—ballet, jazz, modern—in a local troupe until she got sick. I used to watch them rehearse after school. She moved in spectacular ways, as if she channeled powers from out of this world. For her to lose control of her body was hard on everyone.

    Dad is strong at sixty, the same height and weight as DC Comics’ Superman, at six foot three and 235 pounds, as he says. He has all of Mom’s strength, expressed differently. He talks like a fucking sailor, and when I was young it made him happy whenever I talked like him or won anything. In general, he thinks the world is way too politically correct and way too sensitive: he wasn’t going to raise a wimp. Mom was warmer, but they shared a strong work ethic and sense of family: we were the Cobbs, and no one could mess with us.

After Mom passed away, I just wanted Dad to be happy again. One way to do that, I learned, was by excelling. No matter what I achieved—straight As, sports games—my success brought him joy. Plus, he relished coaching me. So achievement became the only space where we really connected. It may have looked like he was pushing me too much, or was too firm, but that’s just how he showed love. I showed love for him in return by engaging. Our bond is deep but, at the same time, forged entirely over my potential.

On weekends, he’d run the back roads around us in Princeton, New Jersey, while I biked next to him. We’d shoot the shit about whoever we were passing and about my future: Princeton and then Anderson Shaw was always the dream plan. Best college, best job. Princeton was coincidentally the college closest to home, but he never said that out loud. Even though Dad is much smarter than I am, he never had a steady career. Instead, he had a series of odd jobs—management consultant, fitness instructor—and he only actively managed his savings by the time I got to high school. I felt like his purpose.

It wasn’t until eighth grade that I glimpsed our limits. I got my period and didn’t tell him. He noticed my oddly light load of laundry that night. The next morning, over cold cereal, he told me “facts” about the “female” body in complete sentences. Later that year, we were watching a movie after dinner, and a sex scene came on. He cleared his throat. “That,” he said. He paused. “Is sex.” But talking about Princeton and Anderson was seamless. Those conversations fed our relationship and excited him about the future.

To this day, he thinks I’m a career banker.

*  *  *

Wherever there’s a ton of money to be made, there’s cutthroat competition. Your best shot of getting into Anderson is a summer internship in college. Anderson makes most of its interns offers, and thus fills out its incoming class of new analysts. If you miss that chance, you’re basically fucked forever.

Leading up to the internship interview gauntlet, Dad helped me cram. What does an investment banking analyst fucking do? All right, that. What is the weighted average cost of capital? All right, that formula with words I’ve never seen before. We figured out what Anderson wants in an intern through my lunches with Princeton alumni who worked there. For instance, Anderson’s is a team-based culture, so I should talk about how much I love working on teams. Whenever possible, I should say the word team.

We knew that I might get fucked with. One interviewer was known to stay silent for the first ten minutes just to see how candidates would react to unexpected stress. Dad made me a reading list of a dozen books and I read them all, including one entirely about credit default swaps. I learned how to do things like calculate a company’s unlevered beta to the S&P. Finally, we reached Anderson’s Super Day. I’d endured final-round interviews with two other banks that week already and had not been to class in a month.

A week later, an alum and head of the Princeton recruiting effort at AS called me with the news: Anderson Shaw wanted to extend me an offer for their ten-week summer internship. I’d always had two names in my head—Princeton, Anderson—and finally, we’d done it. I called Dad immediately; he’d never been so happy.

*  *  *

By week two of the internship, I wanted out. There is a big difference between knowing you will spend a hundred hours a week doing bullshit work for rich, selfish assholes, and then actually fucking doing it.

Analysts who will be in finance forever and analysts quitting tomorrow are indistinguishable in terms of how much they complain about the job. Hating your life is part of the culture. How are you? “So fucking miserable.” Yeah, same. “Okay, cool, see you later.” In that dialogue, one person will bank for life, and the other is actually having an identity crisis. Which is which? No one knows.

Dad and I didn’t talk much that summer because of my schedule, but we texted every day. Given the masturbating-to-misery norm of banking, when I would complain to Dad about how awful the job was, my point was not made that I didn’t want to be there. He would text back, Proud of you. He adopted Anderson’s use of the word team. Sometimes, he texted back, Proud of team.

I got Anderson’s full-time offer at the end of the summer and had forty-eight hours to respond. As I finally taxied home that night from the train station, I planned to tell Dad in person that I would turn it down. He still lived in the two-bedroom in Princeton, New Jersey, where I’d grown up. It’s on a block of houses that look the same, each with a patch of lawn. When I pulled up, all of our neighbors were waiting outside the house for me, and Dad beamed front and center on the sidewalk. The whole block knew I worked at Anderson. Dad and I hugged—it was good to be home—and he pointed out to the neighbors how pale I was in August, how unexercised, how miserable. These were signs of having made it. We, the Cobbs, had made it.

Dad and I had deep-dish pizza for dinner. I nibbled nervously at our kitchen table. As a warm-up, I started by saying that the only reason to be an Anderson analyst was for the money. But with the thrift he’d passed onto me by example, piles of cash would be abstractions: Dad’s the kind of guy who turns the thermostat down in rooms while I’m sitting in them, just to save. I never wanted fancy things.

“I mean, there’s no other reason to be there,” I say. He laughs for no reason. He’s just happy.

“It’s too fucking awful,” I say.

“Fucking Anderson,” he says, smiling. “I love it.”

I haven’t made my point.

“You’re too skinny,” he says. “Eat.”

“I’m trying to talk to you,” I say.

“Talk with your mouth full,” he says.

“Do you know most analysts leave Anderson after two years?” I ask.

“Leave?” He doesn’t understand. “Wimps.”

No. Banking isn’t what it used to be in the 1980s. These days, every analyst leaves banking for the buy side after two years, for better pay and better hours. There is a U-curve of talent that peaks at analyst level and then at the top with managing directors. Career bankers aren’t as smart. If they could cut it elsewhere, they would. I realized this over the summer. Now, I am up against his image of the brand from forty years ago.

“Cobbs are not wimps,” he says.

I stare at the refrigerator behind him, speckled with magnets of me. They are portraits commemorating my participation in sports teams, mostly middle school softball and soccer. Dad coached most of those teams.

“You’re not thinking of turning them down, are you?” he asks. I pause. He lowers his pizza to his plate.

“No, of course not,” I say. “Other people leave. I’m just explaining.”

He starts eating again, slowly. I reach for a fork and poke at my own slice of pizza.

Dad looks at me skeptically.

“Sorry, I’m just not that hungry,” I say.

“Allegra?” he says.

“Yeah?”

“Proud of you.”

*  *  *

I took the yoga class that changed my life senior fall, after I signed the two-year contract with Anderson. I’d been cramming for midterms all morning and impulsively signed up for the class as a break. It turned out to be ninety minutes straight of an instructor telling me calmly that I actually mattered. Like, Listen to your body Take it easy. Breathe. Do less. Have fun. Trust yourself. Feel the love around you.

It was fucking incredible.

I’d always been active. I played a team sport every season growing up. That was in addition to some after-school gymnastics, yoga, and dance. But yoga never really spoke to me until that moment. I had to be stressed out of my mind, on the verge of taking responsibility for myself in the “real world,” before I finally paid attention to what I liked instead of to what everyone else was doing.

Dad didn’t know much about yoga. Over Thanksgiving break, when I mentioned that I was doing hot yoga classes almost every day near school, he googled “girls hot yoga” in front of me. His search returned what could be seen as a gallery of strippers in sexually provocative poses.

“No, but it’s athletic,” I tried to explain.

He grunted.

I thought to bring up dance as a reference point because he’d always respected Mom’s art. Mom could hold a perfect split while leaping across a stage. She practiced on her own every day, even as a full-time teacher. She endured muscle tears and bloody feet. The way he admired dance, maybe he could understand at least the physical part of yoga. But of course, I couldn’t mention Mom, because her memory hurt him. Besides, most yoga doesn’t look as difficult.

So I was just honest.

“Yoga is the only thing I’ve ever done where I feel like my full self,” I said. “I don’t just care about my mind. I care about my body, and I feel like I have a soul, and yoga studios are the only places I know that nurture all three.”

He was silent.

“Dad?” I asked. “Hello?”

“All the rich kids at Princeton have you talking like we’re rich.”

“I know we’re not rich,” I said.

“Well, then stop acting like it,” he snapped.

I showed my surprise.

“Sorry, sorry,” he apologized. “Work out all you want before Anderson.”

He Xed out of the “girls hot yoga” search. I was frustrated. I wasn’t trying to run away from responsibility—I just never cared about prestige or power the way Dad did. I cared more about my inner life.

I wanted to do and be around yoga as much as possible, and eventually that sparked the idea: teach. Meanwhile, the more I practiced, the more I poured energy into part of my life where Dad couldn’t relate. We grew apart by omission until he emailed me an article describing the American Yoga Championship, a competition judging yoga postures. “Yoga for Cobbs!!!” he wrote. Dad’s follow-up emails with more information were so animated that I looked into it.

Every year, American Yoga holds regional qualifiers across the country that prelude a national finale. Each round requires the athlete to perform a choreographed yoga flow in five minutes, followed by ten mandatory and two optional poses. The contest unfolds onstage before a panel of judges. A brief written test follows, where contestants write about the benefits of each posture. I entered, and Dad and I grew closer while I trained. He sent me workouts for shoulder strength and researched judges’ criteria. I knew he had been a little aimless now that he wasn’t coaching me, but here he was again, ignited by purpose. In his mind, I was still the Allegra he knew, kicking yoga ass. Anderson, now yoga gold. The Cobbs.

    But the more we trained, the farther I got from what I’d loved about yoga in the first place. Dad supplied me with a steady stream of quotes to keep me in a “winner’s mind-set,” including, “Winners do what losers won’t.” That became my practice mantra. By the time I realized how off-track we were from the spirit of yoga, teaching us to relax, quitting no longer made sense. After all, the competition is respected. I figured it might help me get my footing in the yoga world after Anderson. So I prepared. I competed. I did my absolute best. And, out of the thousand other people who competed that year—there are no entry-level requirements—I earned the women’s gold.

*  *  *

Now, two years later, banking has nearly sucked dry my yoga soul. I try to practice, but working at Anderson makes that tough on every level. I haven’t told anyone my plan to quit and teach—I haven’t even picked a training program, because that feels like abandoning Dad. I imagine him on the sofa alone, wearing his necklace chain strung with his wedding ring, watching the game.

So here I am, in transition. I am neither full banker nor full yogi and don’t mesh seamlessly with either group. The closer I get to the end of my contract, the more I catch myself missing Mom. She was just over five feet tall and, in a lot of ways, a helpful contrast to Dad. She saw dance as much more than a sport. She thought expressing your inner life was important. I don’t know what she would say to me now, but I feel like she would understand, or at least make me feel less fucking ridiculous.



chapter 3

Assistants trickle in before the rest of the analysts. There is one for every five or so bankers, shared across levels. My assistant, Trixie, sits at the desk around the corner. Her back is just barely in sight, like a shark fin. Her tightly coiled gray perm swims in and out of view. Mornings are usually peaceful, but not today. Today, I fucked my boss.

“Hey, Alfredo.”

It’s Tripp. He changes my nickname every time we talk—I don’t think he actually knows my name. A lot of people don’t like Tripp—they say he’s a “privileged clownshit” or something. The fact that he’s attractive makes him even less popular on a floor full of quants who need this job to get any ass at all. Tripp sits down next to me looking like the Hugo Boss brand personified: tall, strong jaw, and floppy brown hair.

“Late night?” he asks. “Or early morning?”

I don’t know. There is no sun in hell.

“Late night,” I decide. Which I regret, because today, I have one meeting I actually fucking care about.

“Broo-tahl,” he says. That’s his word for everything, a variation on the pronunciation of “brutal.” How is your new team? “Broo-tahl.” How is your day? “Broo-tahl.” Tripp once appeared on an episode of NYC Elite, a reality show, where in his one minute on screen, he says “Broo-tahl” three times. During the other fifty-five seconds, Tripp manages to kiss his brother’s girlfriend on national TV at some club in the Hamptons. Sometimes he replays this clip—volume on—at the pod and makes a score fist when he kisses her. Like, Yeah That’s me.

Tripp is the one I get along with best on the floor. We clicked early, ever since he raised his hand during a presentation on Anderson’s principles at new-banker training and asked about the Wi-Fi because “Snapchat isn’t working.” We’ve endured this banking torture side by side for two years now, and he’s basically my fraternity brother, hazed by the same 24/7 onslaught of ridiculous bullshit.

Tripp tries to chat, but today, I ignore him. Our conversations get stupid fast, and I need to focus. Yesterday Tripp swore he could “own” me at every sport, and for the rest of the afternoon while we worked, I named a series of different sports, and he responded just with: “Own.” Soccer? “Own.” Football? “Own.” Basketball? “Are you even serious? Own.” I can’t get sucked back into that shit. My life is a garbage fire. Tripp asks me what it’s like to be the blond April Ludgate, and I roll my eyes.

“April,” he says, “play nice.”

“I’m working,” I say.

“You sleep last night?” he asks.

Yeah, around.

“A bit,” I say.

“Broo-tahl.”

Typing hides silence. Most of the work I do here is mindless and could even be automated within the next ten years. Does Anderson really need thinking, feeling, self-aware human beings to make these fucking tables? How about no. Today, my to-do list is brainless enough that I can beat myself up while being productive. I mean, what the fuck? How is this my real, actual life?

I send an order for a dozen stock price charts to India—analysts outsource as many graphs as possible to an unsung group in Bangalore. Those usually come back in need of resizing, different axes, or something that sucks the life out of me like a dementor, but those are problems for Future Allegra. I fix other bullshit, drink three cups of black coffee, and will time to pass until it’s 10:55 a.m. Finally, I grab my phone on my way to the lobby. My heart rate just outpaces the steady buzzing of new emails. I switch alerts to silent and zigzag through oncoming waves of suits toward the revolving-door exit. Time to meet her.

*  *  *

Fifteen minutes later, I fidget nervously by the Shake Shack next to Anderson. I’m sure I was on time ten minutes ago, but maybe real yogis don’t think about time the same way us corporate people do. Is she coming?

I am waiting for Skylar Smith, a thirty-something yogi with 200K followers on her expertly curated Instagram. I’ve followed her account for years. Like those of most InstaYogis, her feed is mostly pictures of herself in yoga poses. Her gallery began as a series of yoga flow videos she made in her own kitchen. She wore socks and taped herself by propping her phone against her sneaker.

I found her account before she got famous while browsing by hashtag #yoga. She only had a few thousand followers back then, and they were apparently all dudes asking for some more of that cow pose. It was yoga obscurity, but I really liked her feed. She posted every night after work—she held odd jobs as a waitress, a temp, a personal trainer, and so on. In her captions, she wrote about her personal life or some yoga philosophy she was thinking about. I looked forward to her posts every day because she was relatable and real. She seemed like a normal, working person who acknowledged that life is tough but that yoga helped her. And she was self-taught, like me.

A couple of her videos went viral and, now, the yoga world watches her flows. It helped that Skylar is a beautiful blonde. Still, I think she deserves every bit of recognition she’s had. It makes me happy to see someone with a good heart work the system.

Like all big InstaYogis, she models for high-end yoga clothing brands. This is paradoxical, but whatever. The Yoga Sutras, an authoritative yoga text, says we should strive for aparigraha, or “non-possessiveness.” That means do not covet worldly goods. So, like, aparigraha and let go of everything—except these fucking leggings, ladies. And this strappy-ass sports bra, because purple is in. Not that I judge, of course. I just had sex with my boss and direct-deposit checks from the birthplace of capitalism.

Advertising aside, her content still resonates. She seems as sweet and dedicated to her practice as always, just with a bigger platform. She posts twice a day, morning and night, and I still look forward to her pictures. Sometimes, when I’m in a sour mood, I write off her posts as stupidly precious, like, Oh really, you’re just so happy—but most of the time, she reminds me there’s a better life out there somewhere.

American Yoga’s annual national competition brought us together. There was an article about past winners just published in Mindfulness magazine, probably to promote the next championship. There still aren’t many entrants, because a lot of people think a “yoga competition” is an oxymoron. In any case, I was named among the winners as “the Anderson Shaw Yogi,” and the blurb about me said I was from Princeton, New Jersey, won the gold two years ago, and now worked at Anderson Shaw. Beside this were two photos of my finalist poses. Skylar emailed my work address last week and attached the piece. It was the single best thing ever to happen in that inbox.

She wrote:

Allegra,

I’m writing to introduce myself. My name is Skylar Smith (about me: @SkylarSmithYoga).

I just read “The Anderson Shaw Yogi” and wanted to pass on a brief message.

I teach my students that we are here to love and everything else is secondary. So to practice what I preach, I am reaching out.

I saw your photos in Mindfulness and really admire your skills and energy. : ) You show the balance and joy I aspire to teach every day. You are so grounded in your body, in a practice celebrating the beautiful human spirit.

Please keep doing what you love! It inspires people you don’t even know. You are good.

If ever you want to connect or flow, I am here.

Warmly,

Skylar

So here we are, now, on the brink of a lifestyle collision.

Or did I get seriously yoga punk’d?

I putz around her Instagram, even though I know it extremely well. In her latest post, she holds her back leg up in Lord of the Dance pose as the rising sun peeks through the keyhole of her raised hand. The Sanskrit tattoo on her visible ribs—ananda, for “utter bliss”—sparkles in the exact center of the picture. She’s fucking beaming, as always. Meanwhile, I tell three separate lunch groups in business casual, Sorry, I’m saving this seat Hey, I heard that. There are actually lots of open seats outside, and it’s a pretty nice day for al fresco. Yeah, fuck you, too.

“Hi!”

Skylar.

“Hi,” I say.

Skylar sits across from me and crosses her nimble legs Indian style. She smiles easily and looks so friendly that I instantly relax. In person, she projects an energy every bit as nice as it appears on Instagram. Some people really are—what’s the word—happy? Sometimes I forget those people exist.

She wears a long-sleeve white thermal tee and lavender yoga pants. She interlaces her fingers on the table, drawing attention to her toned arms, shoulders, and core that alluringly suggest a lifestyle of movement. Her face is even more stunning in real life, which I should have expected from a public figure. She rocked a pixie haircut last year, the ultimate test of an attractive face. Now, her thick blond hair has grown out below her shoulders. Her slight tan makes her blue eyes sparkle. I return her smile. Behind her, dark suits zoom through the tenth item on their to-do list: Eat.

“Thank you so much for making the time,” she says. “You must be so busy.”

She gestures at the throng of speed walkers. I recognize one of the girls booking it back to the office as the Wharton grad known for handing out business cards that said STUDENT at senior-year networking events when she was just a freshman.
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