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To the ones who yearn to be happy;
to those who live with hidden shame.


To those who keep trying to find a way home.







“In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: It is more blessed to give than to receive.”


—ACTS 20:35





 


Happiness often sneaks in through a door you didn’t know you left open.


—JOHN BARRYMORE





 


A woman is like a tea bag—you never know how strong she is until she gets in hot water.


—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT
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Each morning as Sarah maneuvered her crème brûlée Lincoln MKX up the ramp into Smart Park Tower, the experienced drivers knew they’d best keep out of her way. She scanned her monthly access card and waited, her fingers tapping the steering wheel, for the robotic arm to lift. She made a tire-squealing beeline for the C-level spaces, which gave her direct access to the elevator and the walkway to her office building.


The experienced drivers had learned to practice the list of AAA defensive-driving tips whenever they encountered Sarah Harper. When she was behind the wheel, they put their pride in the backseat and didn’t provoke her. They didn’t speed up to try to pass or try to hold their own in the climbing lane. Above all else, they fastened their seat belts. Because they all knew Sarah believed life was there for the taking. To say that Sarah was aggressive would have been an understatement.


Sarah wanted the best of everything in life, including the best parking spot.


Newcomers would find themselves whipping around pylons, darting around blind corners, trying to find a way to cut through; it was impossible to get ahead of her. No matter how hard anyone tried, Sarah would take you in that new crossover SUV. She’d downshift the Lincoln going uphill, zip into the spot she wanted, and switch off the engine without even glancing in your direction. She’d check her lipstick in the sun-visor mirror without giving a second glance. If she found a smudge on her lips, she’d touch it up with something called Garnet Burst, blot in a ladylike manner, and tuck the tube inside her purse.


Most annoying of all, the whole time you tested your driving skill against her, she’d be talking nineteen to the dozen, conferring with clients on her cell phone. She’d be setting up the schedule for her day, conversing with colleagues, instructing her assistant, Leo, to send out price memos to everyone on her e-mail list. She’d be mentally comparing currency rates and futures prices and trading strategies, trying to predict a market that had run amok, prices shooting up or tumbling down, terrifying clients who depended on her.


She liked to arrive early.


She liked to stay until the bitter end of the day. You could bet money she’d be the last to turn off the lights in her office at night. She’d be the last to leave the parking lot. She wouldn’t depart her office until she had dotted every i and crossed every t, no matter how late it made her assistant.


This morning, ready to leave the comfort of her vehicle and stroll inside, she would speak one simple command to the SYNC feature in her Lincoln and, just like that, the music would shut off.


She’d tuck her cell phone away, keeping it close enough to hear in case it rang, and remove the keys from the ignition, depositing them inside her Gucci purse. She’d step from the SUV, adjust her blazer, fling her computer case over her shoulder, and lock the doors. That’s when you could see for the first time that she’d done all that perilous driving, all that squealing around concrete pillars and speeding up the multistory ramps, in a pair of pretty Prada heels. Name brands and labels were very important to Sarah, and she displayed them any time she had a chance.


Each time Sarah entered her offices in the financial district, you could see someone teasing her about her performance in the Smart Park; they loved to laugh about it on the trading floor. They joked about it as she entered the pit; they pestered her as she hooked up her nest of cables and wires and speakerphones and screens. How did she manage to snag the space with her name engraved on the gold plaque on the curb? Did she ever think of signing up to drive for NASCAR? Who did she think she was, Mario Andretti? And Sarah would shrug all this attention off with a puzzled smile, not understanding exactly why everyone made it such a big deal. She lived life in overdrive, but to her it was normal.


Sarah liked to have everything in her life just so, from the progression of the music selection in her iPod (from the latest pop on the charts to light jazz) to the lineup of roller-ball pens, three black ink and three blue, in the little trough built into her desk drawer. From the baby-soap samples and finger snacks she stored inside the diaper bag (so Kate could be dropped off at the babysitter’s at a moment’s notice) to the entryway of her house, where she kept Mitchell’s shoes, knapsack, galoshes, jacket, and Cubs cap all within easy reach for a little boy darting out the door. From the color-coded Tupperware suppers in the refrigerator (a few of which she prepared ahead on the weekends, others she bought from the grocery or the caterers) to Joe’s shirts, ironed and arranged where he could find them by sleeve length in the closet.


Sarah felt that having everything organized was a matter of survival for her, a necessary habit. She felt driven to be a supermom, as efficient in her home as she was successful at her job. She needed to squeeze everything she could out of her days.


Life was there for the taking, and Sarah Harper was focused on taking all of it she could.


And when you were as busy as Sarah and you had all those plans, things must never be taken out of order. Sarah liked to keep her to-do list as finely tuned as the engine in the Lincoln she drove. This, she had decided, was the way to happiness. Sarah had similar expectations of other people. As a matter of fact, she strongly believed that to live any other way would equate to a wasted life.


This morning as Sarah tossed her dark hair over her shoulder and entered the Roscoe Futures Group offices, an alarm sounded on her personal data assistant, reminding her of an upcoming meeting with one of the firm’s senior brokers. At the same time, she was exchanging shoptalk with a client, her cell-phone earpiece barely jutting from her head: “If you want to do this, we’ll have to do it later in the week. You’ll have to set up an appointment with Leo.” Anyone who didn’t realize she had a phone in her ear would have thought she was talking to herself. Added to that, she was thumbing through a report, searching the latest market forecast for any commodity prices that looked like they might rise.


“You get your parking spot again?” a guy from human resources teased her. “Wouldn’t want you to start things off wrong. Sort of like getting up on the wrong side of the bed.”


“How’s it going, Andretti?” someone added. “Ready for another day at the races?”


Sarah ignored the parking-space comments and dropped a box of folders on her assistant’s desk. She backed halfway through her own office door and eyed the intern, a small anxious-looking youth named Leo McCall. Leo took care of office duties; he’d gone through at least eleven different interviews to get the internship. Taking him on as an intern meant she could get away with asking him to do anything because he was in training. If luck held out and the market ever came back, he’d also become a commodities trader one day.


Call me in a minute. She pointed to her earpiece and cocked her thumb like the hammer of a gun. I’ve got to get off this thing, she mouthed. “No,” she told the earpiece as she disappeared inside her office. “I can’t. This evening is out of the question.” And for a moment she considered explaining why, that she was meeting the two gentlemen in her life at the Cubs game, that something always got in the way when they tried to have time together, that even though Joe insisted they sit in the bleachers at Wrigley she was really looking forward to it this time.


She swapped her navy blazer for her trading jacket and, still talking on the phone, attached the rat’s nest of wires to a microphone that curved under her jaw and referred to the small mirror on her shelf while she twisted her dark curls into some semblance of a bun.


With bobby pins aligned in her teeth, she examined her pale hazel eyes, her narrow oval face, with pessimism. Trading-floor rules required a smooth, contained hairstyle that wouldn’t provide a safety hazard around all those miles of cable. She hated to admit how much hair she’d yanked out trying to get untangled at the end of a session.


What is taking Leo so long? She gestured through the glass door, trying to get his attention, but he was busy distributing to-go coffee and didn’t see her waving.


Oh well. If she couldn’t get off the phone, at least she could check on the baby. Sarah situated herself in her leather chair and briefly noted the photograph of Joe with his heavy brows and his Italian good looks smiling at her. On the other side of the computer sat a snapshot of the kids taken last month, Mitchell, with his new glasses perched atop his nose, grinning at the lens while Kate (with her wisps of hair so much like Sarah’s) looked desperate to wriggle from her brother’s knee.


Sarah powered up her computer and entered the www.nanny-rating.com Web site. She punched in her ID number and waited for the information to load. The nanny site appeared, and Sarah began to scroll through. Sarah had signed up for this service the same day she’d employed Mrs. Pavik. And even though Mrs. Pavik, in her sensation-seeking way, had pitched a fit (“You are spying on me with this machine!” “You do not trust me to do the right thing!” “I will let Kate do handstands in her car seat and find out who reports me to you then!”), Sarah wouldn’t back down. Every piece of equipment even remotely associated with the baby—the diaper bag, Kate’s favorite stuffed bear, the canister of baby wipes—had the same visible placard fastened to it: “How’s my nanny doing? E-mail 5384@nannyrating.com.” Even the stroller sported a bumper sticker. And even though Mrs. Pavik acted highly insulted by this process, Sarah preferred punching in a password to breaking up her finely tuned schedule.


“Your nanny has three new posts,” the screen announced after completing its search. Sarah scrolled down the messages, each of them submitted by a stranger who had happened on Mrs. Pavik and Kate in the park. One of them was from a crackpot who wrote, “This is ridiculous! Get a real relationship with something! Don’t use a computer to check on your babysitter!”


Another wrote, “It was a delight to see your baby playing on the slide.” Sarah didn’t know whether this was meant to be a good post or a bad one. Wasn’t playing on a slide dangerous? Yet the writer had chosen the word delight. You wouldn’t say, “It was a delight to see your baby playing on the freeway.” Or, “It was a delight to see your daughter juggling knives.” So … maybe let that one go.


The last post proved more beneficial. Finally, someone had given Sarah information she could use. “I don’t know if you mind this or not, but I saw Nanny #5384 feed your daughter peanut butter for a snack. Isn’t your daughter too young for you to determine whether she has a peanut allergy?”


The phone finally beeped, signaling she had another caller. Through the door she could see Leo holding his phone in his hand. At last, an opportunity to break in! Took you long enough, she mouthed to her assistant through the glass. Where have you been? Why didn’t you do this sooner?


“I need to let you go,” she told her long-winded client. “I’ve got another call I need to take.”
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There were other things Sarah believed in taking besides the prime parking spot. When she stopped by Starbucks, she helped herself to a great number of sweeteners and stirrers for her desk; you never knew when you might need some Splenda. When she happened upon the cosmetics counter at Macy’s, she selected an assortment of disposable applicators and mascara wands for her own use. When she and Joe got the babysitter and had a night out at Ambria in Lincoln Park, she always managed to slip a few of those rose-shaped French chocolates at the hostess stand into her purse. But Sarah’s talents for getting the most out of everything became most evident of all when, armed with her cell phone, her laptop in its satchel, her headphones, and her microphone, she tried to make sense of the world’s slumping economies on the crowded floor of the Chicago Board of Trade.


Sarah usually arrived at the office by seven o’clock. An hour before trading started, she would leave her desk, plod up the LaSalle Street canyon, and march through the art-deco doors that had guarded the building’s hallowed halls ever since the days of the Great Depression. Her Prada heels would click purposefully across the marble tiles. A bell would ring when the elevator reached lobby level and, moments later, she would disappear behind sliding doors of brushed champagne steel.


The quotations board would already be blinking when she arrived on the trading level. Prices would be showing in red, green, yellow—these days mostly red. The pits would be full of frantic, gum-chewing traders ready to buy and sell, trying to lock in prices, making hand signals to show the quantity of their bids.


Sarah thought nothing of jumping into the fray, and according to Tom Roscoe from the brokerage firm, that’s when her instincts became extraordinary. In a place where you could lose your shirt just by holding a hand the wrong way, Sarah had an uncanny knack for knowing exactly what to sell and when to buy.


By the time she arrived that morning, she’d already shot Mrs. Pavik an e-mail message about Kate’s inappropriate snacking (“No more peanut butter, please,” she’d written) and had forgotten about it by the time the market opened. Sarah was quick to correct any error she perceived in her nanny and other people she worked with, but she was not quick to compliment or show appreciation. She wasn’t mean-spirited; she was simply busy and very focused on getting what she wanted in life. “Let’s get going.” She elbowed Leo and pointed toward a number streaming overhead.


Leo followed behind her, frantically scratching observations in his notebook. Sarah’s focus darted between the boards and her computer screen. She typed madly on her keyboard for a while before she stopped to wait—crouched, ready.


When the board changed, Sarah acted. “Here we are.” She held up her hand with four fingers, her palm faced toward herself. “We’re taking!” she hollered as she bounced on her toes. “Taking!” Although buying could be a risk. “All the way!”


There wasn’t much time to celebrate before another bargain purchase presented itself. Then another. And, after that, something else looked like a good sell. By the end of the closing bell, Sarah had locked in a favorable price on a good share of crude oil futures as well.


“Great job out there, NASCAR,” one of the ninth-floor guys congratulated her.


“Ah,” another said, offering a high five as she passed in the hall. “Just another day of healthy risk-taking, I see.”


“Yep,” she said, pretending to wave a checkered flag.


Leo, who’d returned to his administrative duties sometime between the closing bell and the dismantling of Sarah’s many wires and screens and coax cables, leaped from his chair and followed her when she returned to the office, relaying a long list of messages even as her PDA alarm sounded again, reminding her of a meeting with the trading strategists. Sarah’s adrenaline was running high, her emotions and thoughts racing as if she was in high gear and could not slow down. She felt excited and was ready to tackle more before the day was over.


“Gary Rothman was wondering if you had any gut instincts about those T-Bonds. He’s making his decision tomorrow.”


“Why can’t he make a decision without me?”


“You know he likes to get your opinion. You know he won’t stop bugging you until you give it to him.” Sarah made a face as if to say she was aggravated, but Leo knew deep down inside she liked it when other people depended on her. “And Bill Morris’s clerk needs your file on the Davis contract.”


“I thought I pulled that for him last week.”


“Right. It’s in the mail. Double-check.” Leo hesitated a beat. “Oh yeah. Your husband called to confirm tonight. You can get him on his cell; he’s still at the shop.”


“Oh, right. Joe.”


“He says to remember that you promised them.”


“I remember.” Her tone said she was half deserving of this prompt and this was half none-of-his-business.


“DarCo guy will be in town Thursday. Wants to talk about upgrading software.”


“Leo. Hey. In case you haven’t noticed, that’s why we’re paying you the big bucks around here. So you can get rid of people like the DarCo guy.”


“This is an unpaid internship,” he reminded her.


She ignored his comment.


“Leo McCall takes care of the DarCo guy.” He scratched the item off his list with zeal.


“Those plans for tonight?” Sarah announced happily, and anyone could tell that, for the moment, everything felt satisfactory in her world. “Did Joe tell you? I’m meeting him and Mitchell at the Cubs game.”


“Oh man.” Leo’s voice flooded with envy. “Joe got tickets to that? It could be the best game of the year.”


Sarah pondered the panoramic view of Chicago, what seemed like miles below their enormous window—the plaid grid of sidewalks and streets, the occasional turquoise patch of a rooftop swimming pool, the elevated train track that sliced the fabric of The Loop like an oversized zipper. One of the pools caught her attention; she liked the idea of installing a pool when the baby got older. Mitchell and Kate would love a pool once Kate got old enough to take lessons. Maybe it was too early to plan, but a pool would ensure her children plenty of friends during the sweltering Illinois summers. After all, having things like swimming pools was what she was working so hard for. I want my children to have the best of everything, she thought. Anytime Sarah felt even a twinge of guilt about all the time she spent away from her family, she always convinced herself she was doing it for them.


“Back in Michigan I told my friends that when I lived in Chicago, I’d be close enough to Wrigley to lean out the window and spit on the field,” Leo said.


“I thought you lived in Bucktown. With five roommates,” she reminded him.


“Back in Michigan, I exaggerated sometimes.”


A Midwestern whiz kid come to conquer the city. There would always be an endless supply of them. Sarah smiled.


“I’d give my right kidney to go to that game,” Leo said.


“I’ll phone the medics for you,” she said, teasing. “Let them know they can drive right over and pick it up.”


He rolled his eyes at her calling his bluff. “You get the Roscoe corporate seats?” Although the company had cut back, Tom Roscoe had not given up the baseball tickets. Phone in hand, Leo looked ready to call the CEO and make sure everything had been arranged.


She shook her head. “The bleachers.”


“You? A Bleacher Bum? What happened with that?”


“It’s Joe’s deal, for once. He says the bleachers are the best place to experience the people of Wrigley.”


“I’d give anything to be in the bleachers. But knowing you, are you sure that’s the experience you’re looking for?”


A yellow warbler flittered past outside the mammoth window. Sarah wondered absently how such a small bird could find a place to perch this far above the ground. How had something so small flown so high?


Sarah followed up with her husband as she settled herself atop Leo’s desk to sort through pages of numerical data. Can you make sure these add up? she mouthed as she fluttered two pages in Leo’s direction. “Joe,” she said after she heard the click. “Joe?” But she’d only gotten the recording.


“See you when I see you,” she said after the beep, picturing him with a customer, their heads together beneath the hood of his latest car project.


As fond as Sarah was of conversing with her husband, she was glad to leave a message. She didn’t have time for anything else right now. But maybe she ought to add extra information so she wouldn’t sound too abrupt.


“It’s been another one of those days over here.”


She narrowed her eyes conspiratorially at Leo, who shared this madhouse with her and understood. For the hundredth time she couldn’t quite believe her luck that she’d gotten an intern this year. Leo McCall, at the top of the Kelley School of Business from IU at Bloomington, who’d ridden his scooter to save gas money and parked it on the sidewalk for each one of those grueling Roscoe interviews. Leo was determined. Sarah liked determined people.


She continued her message to Joe. “Leo’s drooling to be in my place. He says it’ll be quite the game.”


Her intern glanced from the adding machine and gave a thumbs-up sign. With a fortifying nod that said I’m sticking by you, Leo returned to the scads of figures, his fingers skittering over the adding-machine keys.


“So don’t worry, Joe,” she said with added confidence, basking in Leo’s enthusiasm. “I promise I won’t let anything get in the way of me being there.” She needed a night to forget about work and be with her family and let her hair down.


“See you in a few hours then, honey,” she said, swinging her leg, absently tapping her heel against the desk. “I might be late, but I’ll be there. You know I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”
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Sarah’s husband, Joe, would be the first to tell you that nothing much seemed impossible on Chicago’s North Side. You could order a Polish dog from any vendor just the way you liked—dragged-through-the-garden, which meant you got the works, sweet-pickle relish, mustard, a dill-pickle spear, sport peppers sliced thin and topped off with tomato—and have all that in hand, sixty seconds max.


You could take the “L” train clear from Skokie to The Loop and it wouldn’t cost you more than $2.25 full-class fare.


You could cruise the Chicago River in a tall boat at certain hours of the day while dozens of bridges rose to allow you to pass. You could stand among the skyscrapers downtown in the center of Daley Plaza on Washington Street and know you stood beneath one of the last pieces of artwork Picasso ever created.


But there was one particular thing, Joe Harper had to admit, one impossible task, one single feat in Chicago—only one—that couldn’t be done.


Try as you might this time of year, you couldn’t save a bleacher seat at Wrigley Field. Not in mid-September. Not when the Cubbies were in town playing the Cards. And certainly not when the hopeless Cubs were only a half game out of first place.


“That’s saved for my wife,” Joe told a portly gentleman who tried to sidle into Sarah’s spot carrying one of the aforementioned hot dogs and an overflowing carton of nachos.


“Sorry. This spot’s taken,” he announced to a girl dragging her boyfriend down the cement steps as if she thought they might be able to fit into Sarah’s small space.


“Someone’s already sitting here,” he told a woman waving a poster that read It’s Gonna Happen in his face.


Joe lost count of how many times he thumped the empty bleacher with his hand, “Seat’s taken,” before he got overruled and everybody starting squeezing in. “Well, dude, I sure don’t see her,” a man in a blue pin-striped shirt insisted as he forced his way in from the aisle. Then he started directing everybody else to where they could sit too. “You got an invisible wife or something? There’s plenty of room for us here.”


“Look, mister.” The lady with the sign shook it at Joe and said, “We’re here and she’s not. You can’t save the cheap seats. You’re ruining it for everybody.”


“She’ll be here any minute,” Joe argued, trying to stop the onslaught. “You just have to wait a minute until Sarah gets here.” Then, “Besides, it’s just this one seat. You’re trying to fit three people in here.”


Joe knew he couldn’t hold on to the seat—these Cubs fans had a fighting nature; everybody knew it.


As his mother’s space filled in, Mitchell looked disapprovingly at Joe and wailed, “But, Dad. There’s no place for Mom now.”


Joe gave a helpless shrug and straightened his son’s little eyeglasses. “Guess we’ll figure something out when she gets here.”


The guy in front made a megaphone of his hands and yelled, “Hey, St. Lou! Let us have a win today, will you?” As he offered Joe and Mitchell bagged peanuts: “Where is your wife, anyway? She sitting in traffic?”


“Guess so.” Discouragement took hold of Joe the same way he took hold of a fistful of nuts in the cellophane. Joe had told Sarah to leave the car at the Park & Ride and take the shuttle into Wrigleyville. Maybe she’d ended up coming from The Merc and had taken the Red Line. “Guess so. It happens all the time.”


On the field, the first-base coach had sent Derrek Lee to steal second on a wild pitch, and Lou Piniella, “St. Lou” as the peanut man called him, didn’t much like the out. He stormed from the dugout and let the ump have it right in front of everybody, one of those dirt-kicking, hat-throwing arguments that ends in ejection. The lady with the sign uttered something foul, and Joe shot her a look as he covered Mitchell’s ears with his hands. “Do you mind?”


Joe took chances in the bleachers with a child, and he knew it. He ran the risk of his eight-year-old hearing words that ought to be erased from the annals of human history, never mind introduced to an impressionable boy who might just decide to employ the exotic and enticing new vocabulary in his second-grade classroom. But Joe didn’t mind having a few heart-to-heart talks with Mitchell about people who used not-very-nice words whenever Fontenot missed a tag or Theriot struck out—he thought it well worth it.


People in the bleachers came alive for baseball. They pursued it completely, from wearing frizzy blue wigs to painting red encircled Cs on their faces to all those It’s Gonna Happen signs. They raced through the gate hours early to claim a spot near the field. They hugged absolute strangers whenever the Cubs hit a home run. They offered high fives when an outfielder made a catch in the vines.


Sarah often asked him, “Why put yourself through this with the seats? Why not let me get in line for our company tickets? Or we could spend a little more money and buy our own reserved ones instead.” Joe, who loved being a Bleacher Bum, was tempted to come right out and tell her. Don’t you understand? Why show up to the game if you don’t want to stop and enjoy the whole experience?


True to bleacher fashion, Joe had bought Mitchell one of those foam claws, as big as a bed pillow, to wave around on his hand. When Geovany Soto ripped a pitch for a stand-up double, Mitchell mimed a long bear-cub scratch in the air and growled. Joe wanted to grab him off his feet and hug him to pieces; he was so cute wearing his new glasses and that claw.


“How about that swing?” Joe pointed to the replay on the JumboTron. He’d been teaching his son about baseball ever since Mitchell had been old enough to walk. But Mitchell didn’t answer. His mind must have gone back to his mother again.


“Dad?” Mitchell held the huge foam paw now pressed pathetically against his chest. “When’s she going to get here?”


When Joe moved to hug his boy sideways, the hug was only a trap. He tickled Mitchell’s ribs, hoping he’d stop asking so many questions. Mitchell giggled and doubled over in self-protection. Which set off a chain reaction of elbowing and shoving and disgruntled looks from the spectators wedged along the same row.


“Hey. We’d better calm down.” Joe gripped the boy’s shoulder and hauled him up. Their eyes met as Joe set Mitchell’s glasses to rights on his nose. Even with Mitchell so young, the two men of the family had an unspoken understanding between them. No matter how hard Sarah tried, she didn’t always end up where she was supposed to be. “She’ll be here; I know she will,” Joe said, sounding doubtful.


“But how long will it take?”


“You know the way your mom drives.” Joe shrugged. “How should I know?”
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Tom Roscoe, chief executive officer and president of the futures group that bore his name, gazed out the window of his exquisite new office on the twenty-fourth floor and exhaled with satisfaction. It pleased him greatly, standing this high above Chi-Town. On days like today, when the sun glittered off cars jolting to starts and stops below him, when the street reverberated with noise, horns honking, engines racing, people shouting, it suited him that the frantic activity seemed far below.


Up here in these luxurious quarters, business had no sound. On days when the breeze carried the smog away, he enjoyed broad, sweeping views of the city. Given a rainy day, he preferred having his windows in the clouds. He liked having someone report to him. He made a practice of speaking to the doorman to find out the weather.


No need to worry about what’s on the streets below, he philosophized with great pride, when you never intend to lower yourself that far.


Tom had good reason today for gloating. He’d been working for months to convince the Cornish brothers, Chicago’s great global real-estate financiers, to move their investment assets to his company. Andrew Cornish had phoned this morning to say they might be convinced.


The status of managing such a prestigious account would make him the most influential commodities broker in the Windy City’s financial district. Tom could already taste victory like steel on his tongue. The Cornish brothers were stopping by for a casual discussion just as soon as they could get away from their own granite-clad high-rise on the north side of The Loop.


Which meant his stature would skyrocket and the value of his brokerage would soar and he’d have yet another chance to demonstrate the company’s worth to his two sons, Jonas and Richard.


Which meant he could someday bequeath his sons a financial enterprise that would set them up for life.


Which he reasoned meant he had no choice but to insist that every employee’s schedule stretch to accommodate his demands.


Tom Roscoe needed assistants in the front room to pull files and double-check figures. He needed texts and examples transmitted immediately to his PalmPilot. He expected Rona to carry in the tray with sparkling glasses and tonic water and lime. And maybe she could serve some of those basil tarts she’d spoken about. Yes, that sounded good. Rona could also come up with crusty bread and small squares of cheese.


An hour later, all this quick arrangement left him swiveling his chair to face his guests with a smile. He assured his potential clients that his company stood on firm financial footing, that his brokerage could handle their trading in real time, in only nanoseconds, in places all over the world. He diagrammed his business model for them, showing in full detail how his employees focused on service, support, and integrity. “I tell you both, you won’t be sorry if you pursue this.”


Andrew Cornish made a great show of stirring the ice in his glass. “And what about this whiz kid of yours we’ve heard so much about?”


Tom crossed his arms behind his head. “Ah. You’ve heard about Sarah Harper.”


“Hasn’t everybody?”


“You want to work with her?”


Their smug, twin smiles told him everything he needed to know.


“She does have a mind for strategy. Brilliant moves. Won’t back down.”


Andrew shot a discreet glance in the direction of his brother. They’d met with a half dozen traders this past quarter, and there was no doubt they’d found what they wanted. Depending on Roscoe’s sales spiel, of course. “Can she handle it? What about experience with something of this magnitude?”


“She’s certainly got the instinct. Knows right when to take what’s coming to her. Makes brilliant split-second decisions, better than I do, actually.”


Andrew surveyed his huge manicured thumbnail from three different angles. “May we see numbers to back it up?”


Ah. He’d been right to wield a heavy whip on his staff. “I’ll have her assistant bring the spreadsheets.” Tom lifted the receiver. He’d almost finished dialing Leo before he got a better idea. “Tell you what, I’ll make it even easier than that,” he said, hanging up. “Let’s get our hands on today’s transcript.”


The two brothers looked at each other with satisfaction.


“You’d be willing to take her off the other accounts?” Nathan, Andrew’s older sibling, slid a pair of spectacles from his pocket and polished them on his sleeve. “We’d want exclusivity.”


That’s the moment Tom realized how close they were to closing this deal.


“She’d have to agree to it, of course.”


He already knew she would. She’d lost the Nielsen account for him last month, which hadn’t mattered much. That account had been small potatoes, but because he could use it to put the thumbscrews to her, it meant a lot more now.


Tom made the call to Rona. The three gentlemen made small talk until the requested documents arrived. Rona knocked lightly, opened the door a bit, and handed the pages over to Tom. Tom presented them to the brothers. Nathan steered his spectacles onto his ears and, together, the two men perused the columns. Eventually Nathan Cornish lifted his head and asked, “What do you think, Andy? Would you be willing to write out the check if she agrees?” Then, to Tom, “How about a meeting-of-the-minds over dinner?”


Andrew nodded. “I’d write the check. Absolutely.”


Tom Roscoe felt like he might hyperventilate. Everything had happened so fast. “We’re on for dinner then.” Rona could make the excuses to his family. During the years she’d gotten very good at that.


He didn’t let the thought keep him sullen for too long. They’d done it! They’d roped in the most notable financiers in Illinois! Tom could almost picture his company’s stock climbing.


“Just give me a minute.” He couldn’t help it; he was practically leaping up and down. “I’ll get your girl on the line.”


[image: image]


Sarah raced along the cubicle-lined corridor, tugging off her jacket as she ran. She yanked one sleeve off, then started working on the other. She slalomed a chair that had been abandoned in the aisle after most of Roscoe’s employees had departed. By the time she reached the ladies’ room, she’d wadded her entire blazer in her hand.


She worked her skirt down over her hips inside the bathroom stall, which wasn’t the easiest thing to accomplish considering the tight space. She lurched out of the stall, balanced on one foot to remove her shoe from the other. By the time she made it to the lavatory mirror, she was fastening her jeans, which meant a sort of chicken dance as she straightened her spine, sucked in her stomach, and drew up her zipper. Precious seconds ticked past as she worked her toes into her sneakers.


Definitely the smartest thing she’d done all day, bringing her Cubs-wear to the office. She hauled the T-shirt over her head and tried not to think of the clock. Everything had taken longer this afternoon than she’d intended.


The last half dozen phone calls, each of which she’d ended with, “I need to let you go. I’m running behind.”


Her final session with Leo, where she’d reminded him she needed info on the energy sector in the morning, which meant he’d spend the wee hours doing research.


The time she’d spent tapping her toe behind the young woman at Starbucks who couldn’t find enough change to pay for her iced tea. Anytime Sarah’s energy started to slump, she managed to get a large coffee with an extra shot of espresso from Starbucks.


“Excuse me,” Sarah had insisted, practically pushing the woman aside and moving forward in line. “If you can’t pay for that, do you mind letting someone else go ahead? You’re holding everyone up.”


By the time she’d sent off the T-Bond info for Rothman, the first pitch had already gone out at Wrigley Field. She could still get to the game, but she was glad she’d warned Joe she might be a little late. If traffic wasn’t backed up along Lake Shore Drive, she’d still be able to find her seat without missing much.


Sarah employed both thumbs at once, pecking out a text to Roscoe that she’d departed for the night. TR IN IMPORTANT MEETING, came the word from Roscoe’s secretary, Rona. DOESN’T WANT INTERRUPTIONS. CAN IT WAIT?


YEP, Sarah answered. She smiled at the irony. THANK HEAVENS would have been more appropriate.


She ended up on the marble ledge between the faucet and the soap dispenser, doing her best to tie her shoes. When she hit the door running, she winced at the mucky smell that had picked tonight of all nights to drift in off Lake Michigan. The air was so thick that she could almost see the smog.


The minute Sarah pulled out of the parking structure and headed toward the ballpark, traffic boxed her in. Before she ever left The Loop, she got stuck behind a catering truck whose driver seemed to think he was entitled to two lanes. She veered to the right to pass him, only to zoom up behind a CTA bus dropping off passengers at the curb. She found an opening and darted left again, just in time to screech her tires to avoid hitting a delivery van that swerved out of the alley.


“Come on.” She drummed her fingernails against the steering wheel in frustration. She glanced at the clock in the Lincoln. “Come on, come on, come on.”


Rush hour had passed, but bumper-to-bumper traffic still clogged the city. Remarkably, Sarah darted to the far left and the lane opened for the next few blocks. The boulevard made a curve toward the waterfront. That’s where Sarah saw the boat moving up the river toward the bridge.


No. Not now.


No no no no no.


It was her fault. She never should have cut this so short. Sarah felt the beginnings of a headache as her neck and shoulders tightened from the stress she felt.


The light turned green, and the race was on again. She bolted into the middle lane and made some progress that way. She glanced from the road to the boat in hopes she might be gaining. But by the time she made the corner, the boat had beaten her. The signal flashed red ahead. The barricade began descending.


Tires squealed. Sarah waited, fuming, while she watched the bridge begin its leisurely rise. She counted taillights in front of her and decided at least three more cars could have crossed if only someone had had the guts and the barrier hadn’t gone down. The Windy II, a sailboat on voyage from Navy Pier, drifted forward as dozens of merry pirate-clad passengers waved from the deck. She watched the stanchions part in front of her to make way for the tall boat to pass along the river. Her nagging headache had grown into a full-blown migraine. She dug inside her purse, searching for aspirin, acetaminophen, anything to dull the pain. She found the plastic bottle and fiddled with the lid. She shook it, frustrated by the childproof cap. Empty. Why was she always running out of these things, anyway? She reminded herself that she needed to go to the doctor for something stronger than over-the-counter pain relievers. She had put it off a long time, but her head was hurting more and more these days.


She kneaded her temples with her fingers. As long as she’d lived, she’d never seen anything move as slowly as this boat.


Sarah fumed. Just to let everyone know how frustrated she felt, she laid on the horn. The guy in the Beamer turned and eyed her like she’d gone out of her mind.


She’d just picked up her cell to text Joe and say she was on her way when yet another call rang through. T ROSCOE, announced the screen.


No.


In the hairbreadth of a second, her instincts whispered: Don’t answer it. You’re off the clock. Leave well enough alone.


Sarah could do a great many things, but never this: She hadn’t acquired her lofty position by ignoring a ringing phone.


She hooked up her earpiece. “Hey, Tom. What’s up?”


Ahead of her the boat began to progress. The haze in the air made the gaping bridge and the sluggish craft appear to shimmer around the edges.


She listened.


“Oh, congratulations, Tom. That’s great news about Cornish. There’ll be a write-up on Bloomberg for sure…. Of course it makes sense. It makes sense they talked to all those people and narrowed it down to you.… You actually did that? You showed them today’s financials?”
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