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Epigraph

Edwards & White is one of the leading global law firms, with forty-five offices across Asia, Australia, Europe, and the Americas.



Our New York City office is our most dynamic, with more than five hundred lawyers, and is the cornerstone of our international network.



We are seeking talented and ambitious associates from our international offices to transfer to our ever expanding team in New York. These positions offer the opportunity to work on high-end transactions with the worlds leading corporations, financial institutions, and governments. The New York office enjoys a collegiate and partner-directed, not partner-dominated, work environment, which offers excellent career development opportunities. You will receive a highly competitive remuneration, including a generous relocation allowance.





Chapter 1

MASSACHUSETTS! Wheres the goddamn paperwork for Massachusetts? A tall man holding his suspenders with both hands is taking long strides down the hallway, punctuating each step with the name of a state. New Hampshire! He stops in front of a boardroom where associates are furiously stuffing envelopes with piles of paper. Maine! Are we friggin ready in Maine? He continues his pacing, mops his brow with a handkerchief, and pokes his head into another conference room where it looks like other associates are about to drop dead from the stress.

I peer into the boardroom, spying on the chaos while I wait for the office administrator. Six young lawyers are sitting around a large mahogany table littered with polystyrene cups. The men have their shirt sleeves rolled up and their ties loosened and the women have removed their suit jackets. They look as if they havent slept in weeks.

The man in suspenders looms in the doorway. FOR CHRISSAKE, WHERE THE FUCK ARE THE PACKAGES FOR NORTH CAROLINA?

The associates nervously scramble to fill the envelopes under his watchful gaze.

Whats going on? I ask a light-haired man sitting next to the door after Mr. Suspenders has moved on to his next group of victims.

Major investigation. Were filing applications with the regulators in all fifty states. One of our biggest clients is facing jail time.

Whos the guy in suspenders?

Harry Traum, head of litigation. He specializes in white-collar crime defence.

Oh.

A former army general and a tough man to please, he adds under his breath. Im Alfred, by the way. Who are you?

Catherine. Just transferred from the Paris office.

Great, welcome aboard, he says to my chest.

Thanks. Relieved that I accepted a transfer to the firms corporate group, I walk back to the reception area where a middle-aged woman with a perfectly coiffed head of fire red hair and matching nails is waiting for me holding a box of business cards.

You must be Catherine. Welcome to New York. Im Mimi, the office administrator. Youll be sitting in that office over there in the corner. She says, pointing, her arm glittering with gold bangles.

A corner office?

Its only temporary, hon. She pats me on the shoulder. Until the new partner moves in and your office is finished. No one gets a corner office until their tenth year at the firm. But dont you worry, in time youll get yours, she adds in a conspiratorial tone.

I kick myself for being so wide-eyed. In big law firms, a corner office represents the ultimate symbol of success, the carrot dangled before the most ambitious associates who believe that years of sweating it out are worth it to obtain a corner view, which in reality is nothing more than another space in which to bill more hours. Is this ridiculous? Yes. Do I want it? Absolutely.

We walk side by side and other than Harry Traums voice reverberating in the background, a tomblike silence pervades the hallway. The minimalist decor, marble floors, and contemporary art give the office a cold, impersonal feel.

Anything you need, you get, Mimi advises while giving me the grand tour. We ranked first in law.coms annual survey of best places to work, she boasts with a radio announcer voice. Theres a full breakfast every morning, the car service is paid for around the clock, all lawyers fly first class.

She glances over at me to make sure Im impressed.

I nod with a smile, having enjoyed similar perks in Paris.

I almost forgot to mention that weve recently added a few items to the list, including concierge services and pet insurance.

Pet insurance? What lawyer at this firm has time to take care of a pet? Isnt that like offering child-care services to a group of monks?

And we recently initiated a new Friendship Program where partners and senior associates are encouraged to say hello, thank you, and good night to junior associates. Isnt that sweet? she exclaims, her eyes flashing with excitement, as if such gestures were extraordinary.

Its obvious that Ill need to adjust to a new set of social rules here.

Well, heres your office. Let me know if you need anything. I love your French accent, by the wayits adorable. She shakes my hand warmly.

As soon as I put down my handbag, I hear a knock on the door.

Catherine, dah-ling, welcome to New York! As I look up, a striking Indian man dressed in a slim-fitting black suit is standing in the doorway. He has a radiant gold-coloured complexion, a tall, slender physique, and speaks with a sultry English accent. I instantly recognize Rikash; we had spoken several times while I was working on a mandate for the New York office. Given his penchant for French haute couture, we had instantly bonded over the phone, and I was ecstatic when I found out he would be my assistant in New York.

Rikash! I cant believe well be working together! Ive never had a male assistant before, especially one who has better skin than I do.

I know, isnt it fantastic? I cant wait to take you out on the town. Youre in my shopping territory now.

I cant wait either. You have such great taste.

I wont disagree with you on that front.

Remember that limited-edition Goyard suitcase you had me pick for you a few years ago when it first came out? Im still jealous you got one. 

That old thing? You can have it, sweetie. Its so pass. From now on, what is mine is yours, except for the men, of course.

Thanks, Ill keep that in mind. Hows your documentary coming along?

Which one? Im working on a few at the moment. He lights up, obviously thrilled I remembered. Im thrilled tooIm going to need him on my side to survive here.

The one about child labour in India.

Im hoping it gets selected by an independent film festival in Mumbai.

With your talent, Im sure it will.

Im keeping my fingers crossed. Anyway, if you need anything at all, I do mean anything, just let me know. Im always happy to help. Talk to you later. He twirls on his feet and sashays back to the reception area.

The excitement of being here tingles through every inch of my body. I had been waiting for the perfect moment to request a transfer to New York and it had finally arrived. Out of thirty applicants from international offices, only three candidates had been chosen, and I was the only one assigned to the corporate group. Im determined not to disappoint.

An attractive woman in her late forties oozing power marches in. She has a luxuriant mane of chestnut hair cascading down to her shoulders and is wearing a gorgeous fuchsia wool boucl suit. The impeccable cut of her jacket follows her svelte silhouette, while the hemline of her skirt is about ten inches higher than mine. On her feet are a pair of black patent-leather Christian Louboutins with a three-inch gold heel that I had drooled over while window shopping in Paris before I left.

Hello, Catherine, she says, looking me up and down. She strides toward my desk and shakes my hand with vigour, nearly breaking my pinky. Welcome aboard. My name is Bonnie Clark. Im the partner in charge of mergers and acquisitions. I do most of the real legal work around here. So you worked in our Paris office?

Yes, I did, I answer, my hand still throbbing.

What were you doing there?

A variety of different things: securities law, corporate

I hope you have some experience dealing with M&A matters, she cuts me off. I need you on a deal right away.

Yes, of course.

Good, Ill get you started on it.

She marches out of my office without saying goodbye. The strong scent of her Joy de Patou lingers in the air.



How fast can you get to the airport?

To go where?

Dont ask any questions, Catherine, Im the one doing the asking, Bonnie hollers through the intercom not two minutes later. I need you to conduct a due diligence review on a deal.

No problem. Ill just pop home to pack and head straight for the airport.

Theres no time for that, she cuts through my voice impatiently. The Town Car is waiting downstairs.

I glance down at my grey tweed Tara Jarmon suit and black patent Roger Vivier pumps and realize this is what Ill be wearing for the next forty-eight hours. Oh well, Ive done it before, Ill do it again.

She hangs up without providing any more details.

AND BY THE WAY, THIS IS MY BIGGEST CLIENT, SO DONT SCREW THIS UP, OKAY? Her voice comes back through the intercom to hit me one more time.

Rikash rushes into my office with a travel itinerary, a BlackBerry, and a look of desperation.

Youre going to Booneville, my dear. Nutron is the largest steel producer in the country and is one of the firms biggest clients. Theyre looking to acquire a company called Red River Steel Mills. Here are the details. He drops a thick black binder on my desk.

My fingers flip swiftly through the tabs and I feel fuelled by the challenge. I always get a major adrenalin rush from working on high-profile acquisitions and this sounds like a deal I can sink my teeth into. It wasnt exactly how I planned to spend my first day in New York, but its the perfect chance to prove myself.

Honey, you need to a-cce-le-rate, youre going to miss your flight. Its in less than two hours and this is rush hour. GO NOW! He orders, pushing me out of my office as he hands me a black canvas toiletry bag.

Its the firms last-minute travel kit.

I take a peek: its filled with travel-sized Kiehls deodorant and cream; Toms of Maine natural toothpaste and mouthwash, Bulgari shower gel and shampoo, and Jo Malone Grapefruit Cologne.

I dont have any clean underwear to take with me.

I cringe at the thought of buying underwear in a place called Booneville; I never buy lingerie in a store where I can also find toilet bowl freshener, dog food, or canned tuna.

I say go without. Youll be the most popular woman in town, Rikash shouts as the elevator doors close.

I rush down to 42nd and dont see any available Town Cars so I opt for a cab. As I climb into the first available one, a woman gets in on the other side.

We both sit staring at each other.

What the fuck do you think youre doing? Get the hell out of my cab! she screams, her face menacingly less than two inches from mine.

What lack of class! Outraged, I wipe off some of her spit from my cheek and rush out onto the sidewalk.

A black Lincoln sedan stops in front of me. The driver nods and stands to greet me but doesnt say a word as he quickly opens the door and I climb in. Classical music is playing on the radio and there isnt a single trace of the previous occupant. I breathe a momentary sigh of relief and then dive into the binder on my lap.

I can just see the sign announcing the entrance to the Holland Tunnel when the car comes to a screeching halt.

Excuse me, lady. I think I have a flat tire.

What? Are you serious? A wave of panic washes over me. I nervously look at my watch and Im already flirting with missing my flight. My heart racing wildly, I take several deep breaths to calm down. Dont fucking screw this up, I replay Bonnies words in my head. Theres no way I can face her dramatic reaction when I tell her I missed the one flight to Booneville. Despite reciting to myself Be calm, be calm, I can feel the sweat seeping through the only blouse Ill have to wear in the foreseeable future.

Yes, lady, Im very serious.

He opens the door and tiptoes along the curb to check out the tire situation.

Its totally flat. Sorry, miss. Maybe you can get the next flight?

There isnt a next flight to where Im going.

I grab my overflowing briefcase and laptop bag and rush into the oncoming traffic in three-inch heels.

Are you crazy? Youll get killed!

Id rather die from being run over than from humiliation.

I lift my arm and flag down a taxi in the fourth lane over. The cabbie waves and barely avoids colliding with seven cars to get to where Im standing, creating a cacophony of honking that forces my driver to cover his ears with both hands.

Newark airport. Please hurry, Im very late.

No problem, dear, hang on.

The cabbie slams on the accelerator and I grab the passenger handle next to the window. He aggressively dodges traffic and cuts in front of every car via the right lane, causing even more honking. I close my eyes and try to control my angst. Is a flight to Booneville worth dying for? At this second, it feels like I just might. Overcome by a mixture of panic and nausea, I open the window to get some air while I cover my mouth to help keep the motion sickness in check.

My heart pounding, I arrive at the check-in counter with thirty minutes to spare. The airline attendant advises me that the flight is closed.

Arent you aware of travel regulations? Youre supposed to be here at least two hours in advance.

Im very aware, but my taxi got a flat tire on the highway and I need to get on this flight, please.

Im sorry, youre being bumped to the next flight, which is tomorrow.

I spend five minutes begging, pleading, and (barely) faking a nervous breakdown. Ive never actually committed an act of air rage, but in those three hundred long seconds, I clearly envision myself hitting the attendant with my two-ton litigators briefcase while yelling, Lets see whos bumping who now!

After what feels like an eternity of major theatrics, she hands me a boarding card.

I sprint to the security checkpoint and the first guard I meet confiscates my new bottle of Jadore by Dior, a gift my mother gave me before I left Paris. Although I have a tendency to be heavy-handed in the eau de toilette department, Ive never heard of anyone actually being spritzed to death. Fuming, I hand it over.

The second security guard gives me a suspicious evil eye after glancing at my French passport. Ignoring him, I put my laptop on the security belt while struggling to hold my briefcase in one hand and my can-be-reached-at-all-times gadgets in the other. I must look like a complete disaster.

Im still juggling my briefcase when my BlackBerry rings.

Catherine, where are you?

Hi, Bonnie, Im about to go through security. Can I call you back?

No, you cannot. I have the client on the other line and I need to make sure everything is on schedule.

The security guard gives me a dirty look. You need to give me your phone, miss.

Bonnie, I really have to go.

Tell the stupid-ass security guard that this is way more important.

I inhale deeply to prevent a career-limiting response.

Everything is going very smoothly so far and yes, we are on schedule.

Lets keep it that way.

I hand over my phone to the guards loud sigh of exasperation and rolling of the eyes as he throws it into the plastic bin.

After the plane takes off, I quickly return to poring over the documents in the binder. Performing due diligence is a process where lawyers provide other lawyers with such massive amounts of information and paper that neither they nor their clients have any clue about the mess theyre getting themselves into. Practically speaking, it involves spending several days reviewing legal documents in a dusty data room located in the middle of an industrial park in hells half-acre, with no windows, no air, and, apparently, no clean underwear. Over the last six years, Ive developed an uncanny ability to review gargantuan amounts of documents in record time and sum them up in a few lines. This assignment is no different from the other due diligence mandates Ive worked on in Paris and will hopefully show Bonnie what I can do.

I speed-read through a few pages before Im interrupted by a woman who brushes by me wearingQuelle horreur!a bright coral tracksuit made out of towel-like fabric and big white running shoes. To make matters worse, the track pants are at least two sizes too small, revealing bobbles of cellulite on her thighs. Why do some American women do that to themselves? I desperately want to hand her a bottle of Elancyl slimming gel to help her manage her skin-circulation issues. Unfortunately, the only thing I have on hand is the firms travel kit and theres no cellulite-busting cream in the bag. I must advise Rikash to stock up on important toiletries when I return.

I look away from the velour horror show and continue my reading. I only have three hours left to review the entire contents of a five-inch binder. I slip in my iPod earphones to help block out noise and focus intently on the table of contents: Red Rivers annual report, its most recent public filings, as well as a due diligence questionnaire. This last document is fifteen pages long and lists each document that I need to retrieve from the data room. I quickly annotate the margins and categorize them by order of importance.

I peer out the tiny window to look at the receding Manhattan skyline and imagine the inhabitants of these luxury high-rises: successful entrepreneurs and professionals who most likely once worked long hours to pay their dues. The idea of being holed up in a small, musty room with boxes of documents fastening Post-it Notes to folders for thirteen hours a day is far from glamorous, but I keep my chin up. Perhaps one day, once Ive made partner, Ill live in one of those high-rises. The thought makes me giddy with excitement.



A Cadillac Escalade awaits me at the airport. Ive never actually been inside a vehicle this size; I swear it could be used as a second home. Standing next to it is a petite woman in grey flannel trousers and a bubblegum pink twin set holding up a card with my name written in bold print. She is very blonde, her hair is piled very high, and her nails are very mauve.

Catherine, is that you? she shouts joyfully with a Southern drawl.

I nod. She pounces.

Sooo nice to meet you, honey! My name is Jacqueline. Im the secretary to the general counsel.

Very nice to meet you too, happy to be here.

I try to climb into the vehicle in my narrow pencil skirt and heels. Jacqueline gently nudges me on the rear so that I can actually make it onto the back seat. The driver is manoeuvring the stick shift with one hand and a vat-sized coffee mug in the other. As we merge onto the highway, he steers with his elbow while taking sips from his gigantic cup and speeding like a maniac. I try to catch a glimpse of the Southern countryside, but the erratic driving keeps me swaying from side to side. The vehicle reeks of tobacco, and our two-hour ride in the extreme heat makes me want to vomit, a feeling that is intensified by Jacquelines cheap perfume and incessant yakking.

At Red River headquarters, Jacqueline takes me through security to get an access badge, a painful process that involves having my picture taken. In no mood for a photo shoot, I try my best to smile for the camera. The result is only a half-step up from a mug shot.

We take the elevators down to the basement where a long dark hallway leads to a dreary grey room. Dozens of boxes are piled to the ceiling. Im ready to roll.

Hi, Im Rob. A deep voice reverberates through the basement. The general counsel of Red River Steel Mills. A stocky, dark-haired man stands at the entrance of the dungeonlike room. He is wearing a moss green suit, a purple shirt, and a matching wide tie along with an expression of doom and gloom.

Hi, Rob. Im Catherine.

Yes, you are. He checks me out like Hannibal Lecter did when meeting Clarice for the first time. So youre here to spy on us, are you?

Something tells me that this charming jurist is about to make my next few days a living hell.

I wouldnt exactly call it spying. Its fair game when youre looking to be acquired.

Im very leery of anyone coming into our company and reviewing our highly confidential information. These are important trade secrets.

Its all part of the fun. I try to lighten the mood. And I should be out of your hair shortly. Once you show me where things are stored, Jacqueline can help out with the photocopies and it should all go pretty quickly.

His face goes from not-so-happy to pissed in a fraction of a second.

First of all, I have no time to help you go through these documents. And secondly, no copies are allowed. Jacqueline will stay here with you because I want her to make sure you dont take anything. Nothing is to leave the premises. His voice abruptly switches into a demonically cheerful tone. But she can bring you coffee if you want. Here at Red River, the coffee is free for everybody.

I stare at them, feeling both dumbfounded and outraged. Even though I can summarize the material terms of a contract in fifteen minutes flat, this is a bit much. How can I pull this off quickly without taking any photocopies? I take a deep breath and remind myself that this project is my ticket to earning Bonnies respect.

I better get started then.

My phone rings. Bonnie.

Catherine, how far along are you?

I havent started yet.

What are you waiting for?

I just got here. Did you know I cant take copies of any of the documents?

Tsss. Of course, its standard practice. Havent you done this before?

Yes, I have, but in France the standard practice is to make copies. I think you better send some people down here to help me out. Itll take me forever to go through all of this.

Thats completely out of the question, Catherine. Why do you think we pay you the big bucks? Youre not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.

Youre right, Im not. Im in Munchkinland, but theres no yellow brick road in sight. Okay then, Ill do my very best to get this done quickly.

She hangs up the phone.

After Ive spent six long hours painfully transcribing notes from various agreements onto a yellow notepad, Jacqueline approaches my table.

Would you like some coffee? Here at Red River, the coffee is free for everybody.

A quick peek into her porcelain cup reveals a gross-looking, watered-down brownish liquid.

No thanks.

Are you planning to stay much later, Catherine? Jacquelines makeup is starting to melt and sprigs of her updo have come undone.

Probably for another five or six hours. You can go home if you want.

Oh no, Im under strict orders to stay with you at all times.

Not knowing whether to feel worse for myself or Jacqueline, I go back to taking notes. After she has purchased every possible item of clothing online and played a few dozen games of solitaire on her computer, Jacqueline surprisingly blurts out, Okay, I think Im going to call it a night.

Are you sure? I thought you needed to stay here to check on me.

No, its fine, I think youre a good girl. Besides, we have cameras everywhere, she says after giving me the signature Red River diabolical grin. Dont forget to help yourself to some more coffee. Ive just brewed you a fresh pot.

After she leaves, I scuttle over to the vending machine, looking for something that will keep me awake for the next few hours and that doesnt taste like caf  leau. I select a can of Coca-Cola from the dispenser to avoid falling into a deep coma. Fuelled by caffeine, Im ready for another few hours in the dungeon.

I attack a box in a corner on the far side of the room that I didnt see earlier. After rummaging through old correspondence, I come across a nondescript dark green folder. In it are yellowed letters between senior management and the companys trade union dating back twenty years. I sift through them quickly until a starkly white piece of paper catches my eye. What is this? Trs curieux.

I pull out the page from the folder and am shocked by my discovery: a letter dated about one month ago on Securities and Exchange Commission letterhead alleging that Red Rivers executives had committed fraud relating to the backdating of stock options. Oh! This is huge. I scan the rest of the letter; theres another allegation of fraud against both the CEO and CFO for attempting to cover up the stock options scheme.

I make notes, then put the letter back in the folder. Its almost five in the morning in New York, but Im guessing Bonnies already up. What should I do? After staring at my phone for several minutes, I call her number and she jumps on the line.

This better be important. I can hear a treadmill whirring in the background.

I found a letter from the SEC dated a month ago alleging that the CEO and CFO committed fraud.

OH. MY. GOD. The line goes dead.

I go back into the data room and grow more nervous by the second, anxiously awaiting further instructions from Bonnie, which dont come. My blouse is now completely soaked and I feel like a piece of rotten Camembert. I make my way to the ladies room with my travel kit and take a large swig of mouthwash and pop a few Aspirins to calm my pounding headache. Im perched on the counter, dabbing some Kiehls deodorant on my silk blouse to cover the stains when a teary and frazzled Jacqueline rushes in. She grabs my arm and drags me to the first-floor lobby where a security guard escorts me out of the building as if I were the criminal.

A taxi is waiting for me. I guess the Escalade is out of the question.

I thank Jacqueline for her warm hospitality before I zoom off somewhere over the rainbow.

On the plane I order a glass of celebratory champagne. Im exhausted but sit beaming with pride; I just saved the firms biggest client millions of dollars on my first day. And even better, I can bill every single one of the last twenty-four hours. When I get back to the office, I assume Bonnie will thank me for a job well done. Maybe shell even mention partnership track.

It doesnt happen.

Welcome to New York.





Chapter 2

Why arent you at the weekly M&A meeting? Bonnies voice bursts out of my speakerphone. Day two on the job, day one in the office.

Im sorry, the what?

Youre late. Get down here immediately! she screeches before the line goes dead.

I spend five minutes trying to find Rikash so he can tell me where the meeting is, fifteen minutes desperately searching for the conference room in a giant maze of cubicles and offices, and finally arrive, out of breath. As Im squeezing quietly through the door, I look down and notice a long, perfectly straight run that mars the entire length of the pantyhose on my left leg. Merde. In the boardroom, a group of aggressive-looking attorneys are attentively listening to Bonnie, who is drawing a series of charts on a whiteboard. She gives me an evil stare as I shuffle sideways to avoid showing the run in my stockings to the entire group.

ABC Acquisition Corp., an affiliate of Pear Partners, has announced its intention to acquire shares of Bella, Inc., and China Enterprises, Inc. Were counsel to ABC.

She draws a blue square for each legal entity and red lines between them to show their affiliations. Bella also holds forty-five percent of Bingo Industries, and China is a holding company that owns fifty-five percent of Bella. She points to the board while flipping her hair back in the same way that women in shampoo commercials do. I imagine her seductively whispering, Dont hate me because Im beautiful like in those old television ads. She then bends slightly forward to read her notes and strategically reveals an impressive dcolletage emphasized by her one-size-too-small black lace brassiere. Im taken aback, but the corporate raider types are delighted.

Ten blue squares and twenty-five red lines later, I realize that in my rush to make it to the meeting, I have nothing to take notes with. I pull out an old credit card statement from my handbag and start drawing squares and triangles similar to the ones on the board with my lip liner. Ah, merde! Out of space! I rummage in my bag as quietly as possible, finally coming up with a crumpled Duane Reade receipt. I continue drawing as I attempt to hide my shoddy notetaking with my left arm. At the end of the meeting, I wait for everyone to exit the room before running to the ladies room to remove my ruined pantyhose.

Im suddenly filled with anxiety. Being involved in high-profile acquisitions was one of the reasons I had requested a transfer to New York. But working on these acquisitions with Bonnie might bring some challenges. Im going to have to do a lot better than lip-liner notetaking.

Back at my desk, a tense-looking man with dark brown eyes and dark curls rushes into my office at breakneck speed. Hes wearing a lavender shirt with matching cuff links and is weighed down by a pile of binders and documents.

You must be Catherine. Here are some files I want you to start working on immediately.

As he gets closer, his eyes meet mine. Im struck by the intensity of his gaze and how it contrasts with his soft boyish features.

Ooh la laI could bill a lot of time just staring into his eyes. I purse my glossed lips and give him a doe-eyed look  la Amlie Poulain. Then I snap out of it. Focus, Catherine, focus!

He must be Antoine. During my interview with Scott, the head of the corporate group, he mentioned that I would be taking on the files of a lawyer transferring to the Paris office in the upcoming months. For just a split second, I wish I had stayed in France.

This is for you. He points to the large binder he places on my desk. Its a collection of precedents Ive prepared. It contains every possible type of document that clients could request, and Ive separated them by client name, type, and by date.

A quick glance at his binder reveals that it is indeed a grand legal work of art. Perfectly outlined summaries of each document and precedents are meticulously placed between coloured tabs. I clearly have big shoes to fill.

Also, heres a copy of the Securities Act. You should read it as soon as possible. It will be your working tool on a daily basis.

Read the entire Securities Act? The mere thought of having to read more than a thousand pages of legal minutiae makes me feel queasy. Ive already fallen behind in my load.

As soon as hes placed the massive volume in my hands, a womans voice comes through the intercom.

Ann-twone, theres a call from the SEC on line one. The director of registrations needs to speak with you urgently.

Put him on hold. Ill be right there. He runs out of my office without saying another word.

I guess he didnt get the Friendship Program memo about saying hello and goodbye.

Im surveying the aftermath of Antoines visit when Mimi calls.

Do you have any questions about billables?

Having worked for the firm for six years, Im already extremely well versed in the firms formidable billable hours requirements. Big Law Firm economics go something like this: as an associate, you are paid about a third of what you generate as billable hours as a salary, another third goes toward paying the firms expenses, and the last third goes into the partners pockets. The Big Firm partners make lots of money on the backs of associates, which explains why they hire so many and why so few make it to the top. Its like a giant pyramid scheme, except that pyramid schemes are illegal and this is about as legal as it gets.

The New York office has the highest quota of billables and to get where I want to be, Im going to need to bill at least twenty-two hundred hours this year. Which means I need to start now.

My desk is already covered with documents and binders. Maria, Antoines assistant, calls me. Ann-twone wants to know whether you prefer Chinese or Italian. He wants to review some files with you over dinner in the boardroom tonight at nine.

Just then, cold hard New York reality strikes me between the eyes.

Im ready for the challenge.





Chapter 3

I say we skip the crappuccino.

Rikash stands beaming in my office doorway wearing an immaculately tailored linen coat with a Prada messenger bag strapped across his chest.

Would you like an espresso? Im going down for a coffee and a drag. I cant stand the caca they serve from the breakfast cart.

That would be great. Id kill for some good coffee.

I dig into my wallet for some change as he takes a seat.

How are you settling? Have you found an apartment yet?

Not yet. Im living in the firms temporary apartment. Ill be taking care of that over the weekend.

Good. What about summer plans? Its coming rather quickly.

The summer? Its only May.

He rolls his eyes.

Sweetie, let me explain something to you. The heat in this city is completely unbearable in August. You have to have somewhere to escape to. If you dont find a summer rental ASAP, therell be nothing left and youll fry to death, alone. Let me make a few phone calls, maybe I can get you into a share in Quogue or something. The disdain in his voice implies that he might as well get me a place in hell.

Thanks, Rikash, I really appreciate it.

After he leaves for his coffee run, I attack the correspondence in my in-tray. I sift through a few copies of the New York Law Journal and invitations to attend various legal seminars: there are so many to choose from in the city, its dizzying. And Im already getting the distinct impression that they constitute a rare opportunity for lawyers to catch some sleep on firm time.

Under the heavy pile of seminar invitations and legal bulletins, I find a catalogue with J. Crew written in bold print.

Oh. Mon. Dieu.

Im hit with a rush of excitement so strong that it borders on the orgasmic. I flip through the pages and desperately want to be in these pictures. Carefree and smiling women wearing candy-coloured shorts and T-shirts are riding bicycles and cavorting with surfers on the beach. Even the dogs look happy. Now this is American style at its best. And these fabulous outfits can be mine with the click of a mouse! The French are somewhat reluctant to purchase anything online; as a people wed rather wait in line for hours to obtain mediocre service and engage in hour-long discussions with the sales staff. Personally, though, I prefer anonymous clicking. (It even sounds naughty.)

A knock on the door makes me jump from my seat. I hide the catalogue under a copy of the Law Review.

Good morning, Im Nathan. I didnt mean to startle you.

Fair-haired and appearing to be in his mid-thirties, hes wearing the standard law firm uniform; a navy suit, a white shirt accessorized with a red-and-blue-striped tie, and a pair of tortoiseshell glasses.

No, no. I was just, um, reading the news. Its important to keep up with what our clients are up to.

Right.

He approaches my desk and gives me another crippling New York handshake but quickly pulls away as though he might pull out a bottle of Purell from his trouser pocket.

Youre new, huh?

New to this office. Im a transfer.

From Paris?

I nod.

So youve decided to cut the vacation short?

Excuse me?

Come on, its not like you guys actually get any work done over there. We all know what really goes on in the satellite offices.

I could start explaining that despite the long lunches, I did work my derrire off in Paris. I was constantly at the mercy of the demands of American clients and needed to be available for conference calls late into the night because of the different time zones. Thinking better of my little tirade, I decide not to provide an answer to avoid it being used against me at some later date, but clearly Ill need to overcome this perception that I spent most of my time on lunch.

Did you go to a French law school?

I did, but I also participated in an exchange program here in the States.

Which one?

Pepperdine.

He rolls his eyes.

Another vacation.

I want to deck him.

Mmm. I bite my lip.

So, the corner office. Whats that about?

Its only temporary. Until some new partner moves in.

Oh right. He looks suddenly relieved. As he relaxes, I can see him scanning my desk and computer screen for anything interesting.

Whats your main area of practice, Nathan?

I like to be involved in the firms most important files. I billed more than twenty-five hundred hours last year. Im up for partnership this year so Im working like crazy.

Ah, this is my first encounter with zee competition. In front of me stands an overachieving, potentially backstab-bing, sadistic machine: the New York associate on partnership track. I take a deep breath, smile, and try to switch to a friendlier tone.

Nice suit.

Thanks. Coming from a Parisian, Ill take that as a compliment. Are you into fashion?

Guilty as charged. I love to window shop.

I can see that. He nods toward the poorly hidden J. Crew catalogue.

Hmm. Not mine.

Maybe you should take advantage of it. Im not sure when youll have time to go window shopping here. He gives me a condescending smirk.

I respond with a half-smile and a nod: message received loud and clear. I throw an annoyed glance toward the door to suggest he should resume his billing activities. Hes now got major competition to deal with.



Turning away from Bonnies ABC file for a second, I take a sip of the coffee Rikash picked up for me and look out onto the street. From my desk, I can see Grand Central Station and hundreds of people walking hurriedly to work.

My reverie is interrupted by Antoines voice coming through the intercom.

I hope you dont have any plans for lunch. Were taking some clients to Brasserie.

Ah, meeting important clients. Thats right up my alley. My heart trills in anticipation.

Perfect. Who are we meeting there?

Two hedge fund managers from PCL Investments. Theyre a big account.

Sounds good.

Bonnies coming too, he adds in a distinctly unenthusiastic tone that leads me to suspect that the two of them are not on the greatest of terms.

What time?

Our reservation is in half an hour, but Im leaving now. I need fresh air. Bonnie will meet us there.

As we walk along the streets of midtown, I let myself spend a minute thinking how I might impress these reputable PLC fund managers. Maybe I could mention the transaction I expertly negotiated for Swiss Bank last year? Or should I first bring up the Picasso exhibit I saw at the Grand Palais to break the ice? Antoine, on the other hand, manages to talk non-stop on his cell phone while also BlackBerrying the entire way. I wonder if he can bill for the time he spends on both gadgets.

At the restaurant, I take in the decor as the matre d leads us to our table: stunning modern design commingles with a not-so-modern business crowd. Bonnie is sitting in a rear corner with two men. One has a paunch and what appears to be a toupe and the other is a tall man with a large gold chain nestled snugly in his thatch of exposed hair and a matching ring. Both are wearing ill-fitting suits. The paunchy one stands to greet us. Nice to meet ya, counselaaar. Mel Johnson is the name, and this is my colleague Jack Stone.

Nice to meet you gentlemen, I smile as I shake their hands, trying to conceal my disappointment at their lack of polish.

Mel takes a lecherous look at Bonnie and me and, with a glint in his eye, asks, So are the two of you partners? emphasizing his pun with finger quotes. He then mischievously winks at Antoine and turns to his colleague with a big, satisfied smile.

I mentally roll my eyes after his cheesy jeu de mots and imagine jabbing my pointy stiletto heel into his parties intimes, but I smile politely instead.

Our lunch lingers on for far too long as Mel and Jack make failed attempts at practising their French-language skills and recount every single trip theyve ever taken to Paris, including the several bachelor parties where they ended up ogling half-naked danseuses at Crazy Horse. Mel isnt exactly the ticket to partnership I was hoping hed be.

Antoine interrupts Mels storytelling to advertise my previous work experience. Catherines been involved in a lot of international regulatory work in Europe. Shell be perfect for handling your international expansion plans.

Fantastic, Mel replies while playing with his toothpick.

I glance over at Bonnie, who sighs loudly. Not good at sharing the spotlight, she glares my way before she stands to leave. She pulls out a gold lam business card holder and casually flings a few cards on the table.

Gentlemen, its been a real pleasure. Id be happy to help you out, but I charge a lot more by the hour than Catherine and Antoine. But then again, you get what you pay for.

Stunned, my spine stiffens into the back of my chair. Why did she just put us down in front of a major client?

Mel intently surveys her backside as she walks toward the exit.

What a party-pooper that broad is. Its too bad. Shes got a hot bod. With an attitude like that we wouldnt want to have her around the office, would we, Jack? But wed gladly take Catherine anytime.

Take Catherine? I suck it up, my physical revulsion matched by my determination to impress.

Antoine shoots a dirty look at Bonnies retreating figure and attempts to justify her abrupt departure. Im really sorry about Bonnie leaving so quickly. She has her hands full these days.

Listen, Ann-twone, dont waste your breath defending Ms. Tight-Ass-Snobby-Pants cause wed much rather work with Catherine anyway.

After what feels like an eighteen-hour lunch, Mel finally brings up something work-related as we make our way toward the exit. He enthusiastically mentions that hes working on his firms proposed expansion in Europe and that hell need my help in the upcoming weeks to obtain certain clearances with the European Securities Authority.

Well be talking very soon, counselaaar. He ends with a wink and a too-close-for-comfort handshake.

Wonderful. Looking forward to it, I reply, trying hard to disguise my true feelings.





Chapter 4

Theres no accounting for taste and most of my colleagues offices prove it. They are typically decorated with golf tournament trophies, Lucite IPO tombstones, empty closing dinner champagne bottles, and various unattractive knick-knacks from exotic four-day vacations. But Antoines office has a different vibe; its like walking into an upscale interior design shop. On a windowsill sit some tulips in a delicate red Murano glass vase and works of modern art are hung over his mahogany desk. Silver cups holding sharpened pencils and a leather agenda are neatly placed next to organized stacks of black binders and brown accordion folders.

He stands to hand me several new files and I catch a glimpse of the silk lining of his Paul Smith jacket and a whiff of Vetiver by Guerlain. Here is a man with refined taste, a refreshing change in a sea of Brooks Brothers suits, messy offices, and strong cologne.

These files have looming deadlines. I need you to review them ASAP.

I know this is a test to see what I am capable of, and I am determined not to disappoint. I flip open the top one to take a look at the cover page. This is the Allen Partners deal they were talking about in the Journal this morning, right?

Surprised by my response, he smiles and offers me a Tootsie Roll from a large glass jar.

Here, take a few. Theyll help you get through these documents.

I accept his settlement offer and reach for a treat.

Thanks.

Im happy to hear you have some experience. I was worried they had transferred a complete neophyte, he says in a friendly, conspiratorial tone.

Ive had my share of late nights with these types of transactions.

He grabs a Tootsie Roll before changing the subject. Catherine, did you handle any intellectual property matters in Paris?

Yes. I did some contract work for a few French software companies.

So youre familiar with international copyright laws?

Absolutely.

Good. Id like to bring you in on an important mandate for a French client that has major business activities here.

Expecting him to hand me some work for France Telecom or a large French bank, I nod in agreement.

No problem. Im happy to handle it.

Its for Christian Dior.

I nearly fall off my chair. Ive always dreamed of doing legal work for my favourite maison de couture but was repeatedly told that the company was off limits as a client since a major French law firm handled most of their legal matters. I never imagined that moving to New York would give me an opportunity to do so.

But I thought Pineau La Rochelle handled all their legal work?

In Europe they do, but theyve retained us for a specific project here in New York.

Oh?

They want us to help crack down on the sale of counterfeit luxury goods in Manhattan.

My eyes must be as big as saucers. I imagine successfully shutting down an international ring of organized criminals who sell knock-off Dior bags on New York street corners. My reward? Being presented with La Lgion dhonneur as I wear a made-to-measure John Galliano dress as Carla Bruni-Sarkozy proudly looks on.

Im definitely interested in helping out!

Great, I was going to hand it over to someone in the IP department, but since you speak French, you can liaise more easily with Pierre Le Furet, Diors IP director, who is spearheading this initiative.

When can I start?

You should get going on the research right away. Your starting point should be the PRO-IP Act that was recently enacted. Apparently the act increases civil and criminal penalties for copyright infringement and requires courts to enforce stiffer forfeiture penalties against convicted infringers. I would also read the report prepared by the Anti-Counterfeiting Coalition and then call the Trademark Infringement Unit of the NYPD. Ill give you the name of the inspector overseeing it, he should be helpful.

I scramble to take notes and picture myself working alongside the NYPD while they raid a warehouse filled with fake merchandise in Chinatown. I knew moving to New York would be exciting but never dreamed it would be like an episode of Law & Order.

Okay, will do.

It might be a lot to handle with all the work Bonnies been giving you, he says, crossing his arms and looking peeved. So let me know if you become overloaded. This file is really important to the firm.

Of course.

He stares at me hesitatingly before standing up and closing his door.

Catherine, you need to understand how this office works if youre going to survive here.

Okay, I answer eagerly, excited about getting a competitive edge.

I know youve been with the firm for several years, but New York is totally different. You need to think of it as a feudal system.

Right. I nod but have no idea what hes talking about.

You see, the senior partners are the warlords. They lead their battalionstheir departmentsinto battle to gain control of more territory: clients, files, and billable hours. The victory is a major payout at the end of the year.

Warlords? Battles for more territory? Paris was competitive, but this is nuts! I stare at Antoine, wondering if he strips off that Paul Smith jacket at the end of the day to play World of Warcraft. I giggle, assuming that he must be joking, but his expression remains severe.

You need to form an alliance with a warlord who will continuously supply you with work and protect you when times get tough. No warlord, no future at Edwards and White.

Hes dead serious. What does this mean for me?

Theres a lot going on right now at the firm. You need protection.

Protection? This is starting to sound more like a mafia ring than a feudal system.

Whos your warlord? I ask.

Scott.

Who should mine be?

I think it should be Bonnie.

Bonnie? But he seems to hate her. Is he trying to trick me?

I dont think shed be my warlord. She seems way too busy. And, I dont mention, bitchy.

Catherine, you need to get real, he says, looking exasperated. Everyone around here is very busy. You need Bonnie to provide you with a steady stream of work. A steady stream of work means a clear route to partnership.

Okay, I get it. I think.

Good. One last thing. Did Scott talk to you about doing pro bono work?

No, he didnt.

Were all encouraged to do some, Catherine. But its not a substitute for meeting the billable hours requirements.

Have you done any? I ask, trying to find out whether this is actually something successful associates door just something they pay lip service to.

Yes, for a school in Harlem for kids with learning disabilities. Theyre moving into a new building to accommodate their expanding art program and Im helping them negotiate the lease. His voice softens. Its extremely rewarding.

Im surprised that an apparent workaholic like Antoine takes time out of his busy schedule to help Harlem school kids.

Thats amazing! Id love to be involved in something that important. But, honestly, when do you find the time?

I just make the timemostly on weekends.

My weekends in Paris that I didnt spend at the office were mostly filled by browsing at Le Bon March, checking out art galleries, or occasionally lying in bed recovering from a bit too much red wine after a night out with my girlfriends. I feel embarrassed by my lack of altruism.

This unanticipated piece of information makes me want to know more about Antoine and I have an urge to dig deeper into his private life.

Can I be nosy? Why are you leaving for Paris?

For personal reasons. He looks away before responding.

Feeling awkward about his closed response to such an intimate question, I cover my tracks with flattery. The Paris office can definitely use the bench strength. They dont have anyone of your calibre.

He responds with a grateful smile.

Leaving his office, I cant stop wondering about the reason for Antoines upcoming move. Whatever it is, hes a bit of a mystery.

I take the long way back through the reception area and catch a glimpse of Bonnies office. Unlike the other darkly ornate offices, hers is sleek and modern. A long white leather couch sits in front of the window and two matching Barcelona chairs face her glass and stainless-steel desk. The look is cool and icy and from what Ive seen so far matches her personality.

Back in my office, I find my agenda placed in the middle of my desk with Rikashs Birthday in big red letters covering todays date. Ah, merde. I need to do something about this tout de suite. Any lawyer knows that a good rapport with her assistant is crucial. Its like the relationship between an actress and her makeup artist.

I scurry over to Mimis desk, since she seems to be a master of office culture.

Mimi, can I bother you for a minute? I need help with something.

Of course, sweetie, how can I help?

Its Rikashs birthday today and I want to take him out to lunch. Do you know his favourite places to eat?

Sorry, I dont. But its restaurant week. She rummages in a drawer. Heres a Zagat. Go for the names in bold print.

Thanks. I owe you one.

I hustle back to my desk and start dialling numbers. Four Seasons, Fully booked. Le Cirque, fully committed. Aureole, nothing before 3:30 pm. I try a few more places before I stumble upon the listing for the 21 Club. Yes, we do have one table for two available at 1:00.

Wonderful. Ill take it.



This place is such a boys club. I wish we were people watching at the Caf de Flore.

Obviously my choice isnt the hit I hoped itd be.

Okay, it isnt exactly the trendiest scene, but I read that it used to be a former Prohibition-era speakeasy. Its kind of exciting, dont you think?

Pfff, the days of Prohibition are long over and thank god for that. Id die without my gin and tonic after work. He removes his sunglasses from the top of his head.

Gin and tonic? I thought youd be more of a flavoured martini type.

Dont be fooled my sweet exterior. I enjoy my liquor strong, straight up, and with no artificial flavours.

I go through the menu and decide on one of their classic lunch offerings. Ill have the 21 burger with fries and a glass of red wine. What are you having?

How do you eat all that fattening food and stay so thin?

Im French, remember?

Oh right, and Im not, so Ill have the house salad. Bathing suit season is just around the corner.

Do you want some wine?

No thanks. I have a strict rule about waiting until after five.

I probably should too, but having a glass of wine is a ritual that I just cant go without.

Im sure you were introduced to it early in life. In India, I drank contaminated water as a child. Luckily, I can go without.

So youve opted for gin and tonic instead?

Yes, it stimulates the palate and the mind.

Wine also stimulates the mind. Baudelaire once said that there would be a major void in human intelligence if wine didnt exist.

That void already exists at our firm, in case you havent noticed. And if my memory serves me right, Baudelaire studied law, developed a fondness for booze and hashish, contracted syphilis, and died, so Im not sure I would follow his lead.

I laugh, amused by his wry sense of humour, but stop when he doesnt join in.

Why the long face, Rikash? Its your birthday. Come on, lighten up.

Sorry, sweetie, Im just a bit pissed off. Bonnie the ice queen made me miss something really important yesterday.

What?

He hesitates before answering. The Dolce and Gabbana biannual sample sale, he says with equal parts pout and reverence.

Why didnt you ask someone else to cover for you?

Like I didnt think of that! I did everything I could to get out of the office, including kicking and screaming in reception, but Bonnie wouldnt budge. I had to finish one of her documents since Maria and Roxanne were both out shopping at Daffys. The disdain is nearly dripping off his face.

Rikash, its just a sale.

As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I know theyre a dumb thing to say. He gives me a look that suggests Ive violated a sacred oath.

Just a sale? Are you serious? That sale is the cornerstone of my wardrobe. God, I even sleep in Dolce.

Okay, sorry. I guess Id be upset if I missed a Dior sale.

After I commiserate, his face softens. Im dying to tell him about my new Dior mandate but decide to wait until we get back to the office to avoid leaking sensitive information to fellow diners.

Anyway, I got my revenge. Bonnie asked me to order a Town Car yesterday afternoon for an important meeting downtown and I forgot.

Non?

Since she couldnt get another car during rush hour, she had to take the subway. I would have loved to be a fly on the wall as she wobbled down the stairs to catch the F train in her Jimmy Choos.

Im surprised by his confession but full of admiration for his spunk. I also make a mental note never to prevent him from going to a sample sale.

Did she say anything about it?

Are you kidding? She doesnt address assistants directly. She had Roxanne yell at me on her behalf.

Youve got guts.

Its all about survival. Youve got to stick up for yourself.

He tucks his serviette in over his designer tie. Anyway, enough about me. You need to find an apartment. You dont want to stay in that dreary corporate suite for much longer. Where are you going to look?

You wont approve, but Im thinking of the Upper East Side.

He shakes his head.

Soon youll be wearing penny loafers and quilted jackets.

It may be a bit staid for your taste, but I like the fact that I can walk to the office and at least Ill get some sleep at night.

Who moves to New York City to sleep? He takes a bite from his salad. Speaking of getting no sleep, have you started dating yet? he asks with a mischievous glance.

I take a sip of Beaujolais before answering. Rikash, its not a priority for me right now.

Ah yes, the old not-a-priority syndrome.

Unaware that I was afflicted with a syndrome, I pry for more information.

What do you mean?

Ive met so many women your age, totally consumed by their careers and ambition, going out bar hoping, luxuriating in the blush of money, not one bit concerned about finding a mate, and then one day, poof! He snaps his fingers. They reach forty and freak out.

Startled by his abrupt gesture, I nearly jump from my seat.

You know, they join those dating sites, buy a book about how to find a man, and become aggressive huntresses. Dont let that happen to you, dah-ling. Get in the market while the going is good and you dont have cheek implants.

I reach for my glass and swirl my wine pensively before finishing it in one large gulp. Although I know hes right, Im not ready to face the reality hes describing; it seems so distant. After all, Im in my early thirties and I dont have time for a committed relationship.

Youre probably right, but for the moment, work is my priority, not finding true love.

He nearly chokes on his salad.

True love? Whos talking about true love? I just think you need to get out there and get some. Itll help your practice. Look at Bonnie. He covers his mouth and I know hes just revealed some juicy information.

What about Bonnie?

I really shouldnt say.

Oh come on, you cant do this to me, Rikash! Spill it.

He looks around the room before answering.

Okay, I wont say much, but Ill say this. Shes sleeping with someone at the firm and shes very territorial about it.

Who?

Cant say.

How can I stay out of her way if I dont know who it is?

Just watch, youll figure it out. Like I said, be careful or shell make your life a living hell. And you definitely dont need that right now. There are enough turf wars going on at the office as it is.

How do you know all this?

Information circulates at lightning speed, especially that kind of information. Rumour has it Bonnie was engaged a few years ago to a senior partner in London, but he broke it off a week before the wedding. She never got over it and has been fishing in the office pool ever since.

Stunned, I lean back into my chair. I then try to analyze my reaction: If Bonnie were a man, would I be so shocked? Of course not. But doesnt she know that a womans reputation at work can be destroyed faster than you can say dshabill?

Okay, now tell me about the turf wars.

I wish I could, dah-ling, but I dont know much. I overheard someone in the elevator say something about a senior partner leaving, but I have no idea who it is. All I know is that there have been lots of closed-door meetings lately and that everyone seems to be on edge.

Im not surprised. Theres always some kind of drama going on. What about Antoine? Whats his story? While Rikash is dishing, I might as well ask.

Hes a fantastic lawyer, but Ive had a hard time trying to figure him out. He keeps mostly to himself. I
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