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ONE



IT WAS NOT AN ORDINARY DAY.


It could pretend to be. It tried. The sun rose in the east. Blue jays squawked their usual morning greetings. Lyft drivers shuffled down below, and the coffee pot dinged at the exact prescribed moment. Still, it took only seconds to realize this was not, in fact, an ordinary day.


Maybe it was the drawn curtains—midnight blue and so rarely closed she’d forgotten their shade. Maybe it was the rumpled sheets, tossed in cologne and the scent of warm skin. Maybe it was his head on the pillow next to hers, sweet and breathing, eyes closed and lips parted.


Everything near and tangible gave evidence of something Sidonie Frame did not do. She did not wake up in darkened rooms, next to men, in her home, in her bed; not anymore, not these days. Too much danger in the exercise, too little benefit to the risk. She’d accrued at least that much wisdom in her bracingly instructive life.


Yet there he was. A sleeping man with strong arms and dark brown skin, tucked in a bed made the previous morning with no hint of its erotic disruption in the night to come. She smiled, pleased that life could still surprise her.


As she slipped from the covers and padded quietly toward the bathroom, Chris Hawkins, the unexpected man, stirred, waking just enough to alert him to the parameters of the day. His first assembled thought as he viewed the back of her pale naked form was “This did happen,” which struck him as both strange and delightful.


Sidonie turned as he fell back into a dream and, gazing upon his peaceful face, felt the flush of something familiar warm her cheeks and quicken her pulse. Could it be happiness? Some form of happiness? Was that possible? She decided it was. Happiness, rare and wonderful, inspiring tenderness for this man she’d known only briefly but whose presence promised better days ahead.


This might be an adventure worth having, she thought before heading to the shower.


In the months to come, she’d reflect often upon that fleeting moment of optimism.




 



TWO



Four months earlier. . .


“NO BUSINESS EXISTS WITHOUT CHAOS,” FRANK LEHMAN, club owner and Sidonie Frame’s longtime boss, once proclaimed. “No ideas are implemented, no plans put to action, no partners assuaged or employees managed without the grit of bedlam. Gird yourself, kiddo.”


Embrace of his nihilistic maxim may have been pragmatic, but it did not make her job—head manager of The Church, one of Chicago’s buzziest small concert and event venues—any easier to contain. In fact, today, with its gaggle of nonprofit micromanagers bordering on hysteria in her office, she found herself, once again, chafing at the demands of her accidentally chosen profession.


She’d come to The Church the summer between her junior and senior years as a business major at Northwestern University. Confident to the point of arrogance, she’d been certain her foray into nighttime cocktail waitressing, required to keep bills paid and yogurt on the table, would be a brief thing of good money and flexible hours. It was. The tips were surprisingly lucrative, and she worked as often or as little as she liked; it sustained her through graduation, even financed her master’s at the Kellogg School of Management. What it was not, however, was brief.


Working at The Church ceased being a job over six years ago, when Frank, quick to recognize talent, offered Sidonie the position— and impressive salary bump—of head manager. Given its resemblance to her dream of running a top-notch club of her own, the promotion seemed a wise step, one that, by now, had evolved into a full-blown career. But at thirty-five—divorced, overworked, and currently bereft of any previously held joie de vivre—she found the luster of wrangling celebrated performers and whipping up events for high-maintenance clients to be wearing thin. She was itching to break out, but until her own project sprang to life, she was there. At The Church. Night after long night.


It was when Jasper Zabrinsky, her all-around guy who ran everything stage- and music-oriented, announced the latest kerfuffle that she sensed this night might tip the scales. “He’s not here.” Wire thin, scruffy in a perpetual two-day beard, Jasper panted as if years of prodigious smoking had left a mark.


“Who’s not here?” Sidonie, tucked in a bar booth checking invoices and sipping a lemonade sparkler, barely looked up from her tablet.


“Troy! He took his monitors out last night, had a gig this morning, now he’s not answering his phone.”


Troy Cleveland was The Church’s somewhat-past-his-prime sound manager. In an ill-advised operational quirk, his stage monitors and dedicated mixing board were used to supplement the state-of-the-art sound system Frank built into the room years ago, a cozy arrangement that allowed Troy additional compensation and made both his presence and equipment essential. Sidonie had alerted Frank to the potential conflict of interest, but loyalty issues prevailed: he and Troy had been bandmates in the ’80s and those ties never failed to trump logic.


And despite Sidonie’s concerns, Troy had been, for the most part, reliable, managing The Church’s eclectic lineups and sound demands without a hitch. At least until the last twelve months. Suddenly there were snafus and unpredictabilities of every kind. Drug rumors floated and there was ample evidence of a serious drinking problem, but he’d had a rough patch after a messy divorce, so leeway was given. Now he was unreachable on a day when Susan Brayman, point person for the Chicago Empathy Initiative Gala, a capable woman who could nonetheless snap with the force of a hurricane, was veering perilously close to combustion.


Sidonie finally looked up, the gravity of the situation dawning. “Wait, the monitor system isn’t here?”


“No! He took his stuff out last night. Said he had some big thing in Joliet this morning. He was supposed to be here over an hour ago and so far I’m gettin’ nothing with either texts or calls.” Jasper’s eyes had a comical way of bugging when he was particularly stressed, a sort of Steve Buscemi effect that typically inspired mirth; even now, with trouble a brew, Sidonie had to stifle a reflexive grin.


“How worried should I be?”


“We’ve got two bands coming in for sound checks, and five different speakers on the rehearsal schedule. It’s all supposed to start in twenty minutes.”


She looked at her watch. “That is bad.”


“That’s what I’m sayin’!” Jasper plunked to a chair as if the weight of the day just hit his bloodstream. “I can’t do it myself, Sid, there’s lots of moving parts to this one.”


“I know. Any ideas?”


“I’ve got a friend I could call.”


“A sound guy, with a full monitor setup, even a board?”


“Yeah, a guy I used to work with downtown. Has his own company, Sound Alchemy. Ever heard of it?”


“No, but it’s not exactly my wheelhouse.”


“He’s got great gear, does a lot of outdoor stuff, but he can rig a room without a problem. He’s actually kind of a genius. Odds are he’s booked—he’s pretty busy—but it’s Thursday, so we might get lucky. Should I call?”


Before Sidonie could consider this unexpected option, the shriek of her name echoed from across the room. She turned to see Susan bristling at her office door, head shaking and eyes flaring in her direction. Sidonie’s responsive nod was a terse be right there.


Jasper’s leg was twitching. “What do you want to do, Sid? We don’t have time to think about it.”


“Call him. If he’s available, get him here ASAP. If he’s not, come find me and we’ll figure something else out. But don’t tell anyone—I mean anyone. I’ve got enough fires going without that one.”


As Jasper sprinted off, Susan again caterwauled from afar. Sidonie took a deep breath, a slow sip of her sparkler, checked some notes on her tablet, then turned and walked purposefully in the direction of her frazzled client.




 



THREE



UNDER A CANOPY OF INDIGO CLOUDS AND THE BACKDROP of downtown’s shimmering skyline, the rush and hustle of Chicago nightlife surged outside the club. Discreet signage beckoned, the notable hip quotient of The Church a draw to revelers strolling past, and a growing crowd angled for any way in, guest list be damned.


Wind off the lake, brisk and biting despite the timid approach of spring, buffeted the arrivals area with ruffian fervor. Undeterred, gorgeous women in sleeveless couture and gravity-defying stilettos teetered across the slush of Armitage Avenue to make their fashionable entrances. By six o’clock the valets were hopping, the velvet rope was taut, and invited guests, celebrity donors, and an impressive array of print and media personalities jammed the bar. In the adjoining performance room, a dramatic space of cathedral ceilings and artfully hung stage lights, dinner tables extending in from the adjacent dining area truncated a dance floor that was already filled with young, beautiful people getting the party started.


In the midst of the cacophony, reigning from behind a rectangular bar of slick concrete, stained glass backdrops, and racks strung with sparkling Edison lights, was Al Bonnura, The Church’s head bartender. A forty-something veteran of the local circuit, with Italian movie star looks and a long history of entertaining Chicago’s cocktail aficionados, Al had achieved a kind of regional celebrity. He once confessed to Sidonie that he’d taken career inspiration from the film Cocktail, doing little to raise him in her esteem, but she was that rare woman who never warmed to his charms, a status he viewed only as a challenge to overcome. So far he hadn’t.


But he did know his way around a bottle, and the shining, glittering women who surrounded his nightly domain attracted the swarm of men who followed. It was a prosperous formula that granted some latitude for his bawdy stylings, some of which, waitresses occasionally complained, bordered on unacceptable workplace behavior. Still, he managed to hold the line, if precariously. Tonight he was in rare form, playing to the phalanx of cameras and eager reporters: bottles twirling, quips flying from one end of the bar to the other; eyes glinting in high-pitched performance as occasional applause left his face flushed and ebullient.


Stepping incongruously into the mayhem was a tall black man, midthirties, with serious eyes, in faded black jeans and a Thelonius Monk T-shirt. Notably dressed down in comparison to the attending crowd, his approach drew Al’s immediate attention, who hollered over the din: “You here for the pickup?”


The man looked up, perplexed. “Excuse me?”


“She’s out in the lobby. Red dress. Not feeling too good. I think she’s headed to River North.”


The man’s demeanor shifted imperceptibly as he felt a tick, reflexive response to the cliché of presumption. He took a quick breath and smiled tightly. “No, not the cabbie. I’m here doing sound for Sidonie Frame. Was hoping I could grab a beer before the show.”


Al took a beat, then shot him a chagrined smile, pulled out a Sam Adams and slid it across the bar. “Sorry, man. Been so busy I didn’t notice what was going on in there. Can’t say I’ve seen you in here before.”


“No problem.” The man took a long draught, placed some bills on the bar, and reached out for a handshake. “Chris Hawkins. A friend of Jasper’s. Came in tonight to help out.”


Al returned a hearty shake and pushed Chris’s money away. “This one’s on me. Sorry about the confusion.” He turned back to his beckoning customers as Chris slid to an available stool, spinning slowly to take in the room.


Al was right; he had never been here before. Lincoln Park was not his usual stomping grounds, though his nights were more often spent working than barhopping. When he did get out, it was typically to clubs further south; smaller, more casual places with good jazz and blues, and the kind of home-style menus rarely found in tony rooms like this. Looking around, he noticed few faces of color in the mix.


But still, it was a nice venue, a prestigious place, and he knew their performance roster was first-rate. Jasper had invited him in on several occasions—when guys like Clapton and Buddy Guy were play-ing—but so far he’d never taken him up on it. Until tonight.


His availability had been a fluke; the original job fell through after a kitchen fire broke out in the booked venue. He’d been heading to dinner when Jasper called; given his old friend’s frantic plea, and the not-inconsiderable emergency wages being offered, he quickly shifted gears. This would be a shoot-from-the-hip kind of night, not his usual style, but after his monitors and board were set up and a rough sound check was managed, he was confident they’d get through well enough.


Meeting Sidonie Frame had impact. He wasn’t sure why, but there was something about her that set the night on a different plane. It wasn’t just her swinging blonde hair and memorable face; it was the way she made eye contact: warm and direct. She’d been gracious and grateful upon meeting, going out of her way to make sure he had everything he needed. Which wasn’t always the case at gigs, certainly not always the case with women who looked like Sidonie Frame. Chris would never say he had a type, and typically he wasn’t drawn to white women—dating, briefly, only two in his thirty-four years—but she made an impression: not flashy, grounded somehow; smart and clearly in charge. That she was stunning seemed almost an afterthought.


And approaching now from the undulating crowd was the very woman in mind.


Her face lit up when she saw him. “Oh, Chris, good, I was just looking for you. I’m glad you got something to drink. Have you had a chance to eat? It’ll get too crazy later and I don’t want you to starve to death.”


He liked that she’d thought of him. “Thanks, I’m good. Grabbed a burger a few minutes ago.” Just then Jasper flew by and Chris noticed he’d changed into a dress shirt and tie. “I’m sorry I’m not better put together,” he remarked to Sidonie. “I rushed over from another gig and didn’t realize the setup was so formal.”


She stopped scanning the room to note his attire. “That T-shirt will only score you points in this room.” She laughed. “I’m just grateful you’re here. And listen, if you need to step away during the night, there’s a little office right behind the stage. It’s really more of a closet, but the door locks, so escape is possible.”


Her tablet lit up with a text; she quickly sent a response, then turned back to Chris. “It seems we’re rolling. Just do your best and let’s be sure to touch base at the end of the night.” Her smile radiated a suggestion of what she was like when she wasn’t beleaguered.


“Absolutely. You know where to find me.”


“Thanks, Chris.” She squeezed his hand. “Jasper’ll take good care of you, and if my client drives you to drink, just know it’s on the house!” With that, she hustled off, people grabbing at her from every angle.


Chris watched her cross the entire length of the room.




 



FOUR



DESPITE NOTABLE HIGHLIGHTS AND THE COMMENDABLE efforts of everyone involved, the evening was not without its glitches. Two of the guest speakers were ultimately so unnerved by the demands of public speaking they were barely audible, losing meaningful speeches to the din. Conversely, one of the two bands, local headliners poised for a national breakout, persisted on playing so loudly (despite Chris’s repeated adjustments) that several of the more elderly donors left early with expressed irritation. Lastly, Susan Brayman, while empathetic to the needs of an “Evening for the Chicago Empathy Initiative,” complained often enough that every transition was a battle (“We’re not serving dessert before the last speaker, I don’t care if it is soufflé!”).


The food was delicious and well received, however; the dollars raised were substantial, and The Church was once again acknowledged as the place for entertaining and event fulfillment, making Frank a happy proprietor. Sidonie just wanted a hard drink and a long vacation, only one of which was available by evening’s end. As she sat at the bar sipping the best vodka gimlet she’d had in a long time, courtesy of Al’s magical touch, she noticed Susan leaning against the stage in a provocative pose, her smile coy as she chattered away with Chris. Jasper stood across from them boxing microphones, and when Sidonie caught his attention, he rolled his eyes. She waved him over.


“What’s up, boss?” Jasper wheezed. She wondered how he always managed to look like he’d just stepped off a hard road trip, even in dress attire.


“What on earth are those two talking about?”


“She’s gushing about what a great job he did. I also think she’s angling for a phone number.”


“For reasons of work or play?”


“Your guess. Chris is a big boy, he can handle her.”


“Any word from Troy?” She was reluctant to ask. Several big events were coming up and she didn’t have time for wayward employees, particularly of the sound department kind.


“Yeah, a couple hours ago. He was pretty messed up. Said his stuff was stolen out of his van this morning and after dealing with the police and everything, he just got fucked up and lost time.” Jasper, like Frank, felt some loyalty to Troy, who’d gotten him the job five years earlier. But, unlike Frank, Jasper was disinclined to minimize the problem. “Pissed me off that he acted like it was no big deal. I let him know my thoughts.”


Sidonie could only imagine that conversation. “I’m sorry about his equipment, but what did he think would happen when he didn’t show up tonight?”


“I don’t think much thinkin’ went on.”


“So, what’s the plan? He comes in tomorrow and we pretend nothing happened?”


“I don’t know, Sid.” Jasper shifted uncomfortably. There was nothing he liked less than answering for someone else, and he’d had to do that a lot lately for Troy. “He’s gonna have to replace everything. He’s got no insurance and money’s tight for him right now. He said if Frank wants to rent out some stuff, he’ll take care of getting it in here and set up, but that’s up to you guys.”


Sidonie wasn’t feeling magnanimous. From her perspective, Troy’s sense of job entitlement was severely disproportionate to his value. Her eyes slid past Jasper; Susan was now waving goodbye in her direction—she waved back with a nod and smile, noticing Chris was back on stage rolling cords. “How’d he do tonight?” she asked Jasper.


Jasper looked over. “Chris? Great. Knows his stuff. I wouldn’t have suggested him if he didn’t.”


“I know, I just mean how do you like working with him?”


“He’s awesome. A total pro and a great guy. Why?”


Sidonie took another sip of her gimlet. An idea was gelling. “I don’t know . . . just wondered. Don’t let him leave before I have a chance to talk to him, okay?”


“Yeah, no problem.” Jasper jaunted back to the stage area just as Al approached from the other side of the bar.


“Hey, good lookin’.”


Sidonie felt a recurring wave of annoyance. She’d asked Al to stick to her name, which for him typically meant her last name, but tonight he was clearly feeling sassier than usual.


“Crazy night.” He grinned.


“Yep. A wild one.”


He leaned in closer than she appreciated. “Listen, you remember Mike Demopoulos, right?” He motioned to the other end of the bar where one of the neighborhood cops who’d made The Church a watering hole raised a glass in her direction. She had a vague memory of meeting him at some point.


“Not really. Why?”


“Nothing major. He was just commenting on how cute you are, how capable you seem, you know, working the crowd like you do. I think he has a little crush on you.” Al winked with enough leer to convince Sidonie the conversation was over.


She popped off her stool. “Thanks for the gimlet.” Before he could respond, she turned and walked toward her office, passing the kitchen just as Frank emerged with an overburdened plate of crab legs.


“Hey, want some of these? I think I overdid it.”


“I’ll say!” She laughed. “I’ll pass on the food, but I do want to talk to you about something.”


“Come sit, tell me what’s on your mind.” Frank, good-looking late-fifties, always immaculate in business dress, pulled a couple of chairs up to a table in the darkened dining area and the two of them sat. Sidonie had to smile as he launched into dinner with enough verve to splatter melted butter down the front of his designer shirt. He grinned. “Never fails. It’s why I wear a bib at home!”


Sidonie liked Frank. He was a fair boss and ran a classy operation. He was good to his wife and two college-age sons, treated the staff with respect, and never failed to acknowledge her role at the club as essential. His biggest flaw, beyond misguided loyalty and a tendency toward conservative thinking in both business and politics, was his sloppy eating habits, a deep contradiction to his impeccable grooming. She found the trait endearing.


“We need to talk about Troy. You know what happened, right?”


“Jasper gave me the rundown, including his drunken call of a couple of hours ago. Not thrilled, obviously.”


“It’s beyond ‘not thrilled.’ He put us in real jeopardy with a very big client tonight. If Jasper hadn’t come through with his friend, I don’t know what we would’ve done. Apparently, he now plans to just walk in tomorrow like nothing happened, without his monitors and board, which he expects you to replace for the time being, and, I have to admit, I’m not feeling generous.”


“Okay. What are you feeling?”


“I want to talk to Jasper’s friend about stepping in.”


Frank looked up. “Temporarily? Put Troy on suspension?”


“No.” She hesitated. “Let him go.”


“Wow. That bad, huh?”


“That bad. Tonight may be the worst, but it’s not the first infraction. By a long shot.”


Frank went back to his crab, pondering her proposal.


She continued the pitch: “I’m not sure Chris is available or would even be interested—Jasper tells me he’s got a successful freelance business going—but if you’re agreeable, I’ll at least run it by him. If he can’t do it, we’ll reconvene on other options. But I’d like to make an offer, even consider a bump on what Troy’s making. Really shift gears here. I can’t risk any more unpredictability, and there’s been too much of that lately. Now, I know you two go way back and—”


“Sidonie, I’m not stupid.” Frank looked up from his plate to give her his full attention. “I know he’s been dropping the ball. I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, as we have—”


“For quite a while, actually.”


“Yes, for quite a while, and maybe I haven’t been as on top of this as I should’ve been. But when you’re right, you’re right. Tonight was a major screwup. I’ll leave it to your good judgment. Talk to your guy over there and if he’s onboard, I’ll be the one to let Troy go, okay?” Frank went back to his plate.


“Okay.” She gazed at him briefly, assessing his conviction. “Thanks, Frank.”


“Anything else?”


“Nope.” She got up quickly. “Just thinking it through.”


“Then get outta here. I’d like to be a slob in peace.”


She smiled and headed out, surprised, really, at how easy that had been.




 



FIVE



CHRIS FOUND HIMSELF PAYING ATTENTION TO SIDONIE’S comings and goings throughout the night, and now sensed he was a focal point as she and Frank convened in the adjacent dining area. Despite the few unavoidable snafus, the event had gone about as well as could be expected under the circumstances, status confirmed by Susan’s gushing accolades, but he’d learned that clients could sometimes offer unexpected post-gig assessments. As he noticed Sidonie glance his way more than once, he started to get jumpy.


“Hey, Jasper, was your boss cool with everything tonight?”


Jasper looked up from behind the stack of speaker cabinets dwarfing him at the back of the stage. “Sure. She knows the problems weren’t on us. Why?”


“Just wondered.”


“She did say she wanted to talk to you before you left, so check it out with her.”


As if on cue, Sidonie approached from the dining area. “Hey, Chris, can we talk for a minute?”


“Sure.” Climbing down from the stage, he walked with her to a bar booth. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked politely.


She smiled at his formality. “Thanks, I hit my one-drink limit about ten minutes ago.”


As she slid into the booth, he sat across from her, surprised at how nervous he felt; her cool approach was somehow intimidating.


“First, I want to say how much I appreciated the save tonight,” Sidonie began. “I’d have been happy just muddling through, but you made the switch almost seamless. I’m in your debt.”


He felt a flush of relief. “I know there were a few bumps—”


“Susan acknowledged those were all on her. She picked the bands and the speakers. You guys adjusted about as well as you could. Which actually got me to thinking about something I wanted to throw out to you. I just ran it by Frank and he’s open to it as well.”


“Okay.” He held her gaze in anticipation, intrigued by the lead-in.


“Would you be at all interested in stepping into the position fulltime? Beyond the stellar job you did tonight, Jasper vouches for you, which is a big deal to both Frank and me, and we’re definitely in need of change around here. I’d normally take longer to find the perfect person, but if tonight were an audition, I’d say you were the perfect person.” She suddenly noticed the intensity of his eye contact and it rattled her. Which was odd. She was rarely rattled.


“Wow.” He sat back, nonplussed.


She quickly filled the gap. “I know you have your own business, which Jasper says does really well, and I know the quirks of this place might not fit your work model. But I’m wondering if there’s a way you could balance both. Like, if we worked around your schedule until you could hire more guys for your private gigs. Or if, say, we trained our standby guy to sub in more regularly so you could step away when you absolutely had to. Or we could set up a flex schedule that—” She stopped, her face reddened. “I’m pushing too hard, aren’t I? Am I pushing too hard?”


Chris laughed. “A little. But it’s nice to feel wanted.” Which was true. It was also true that the appealing way her cheeks flushed tripped his own flustered response. “Um, let me grab a quick beer, would you? Can I get you anything?”


“No thanks. Or maybe some water,” she said, relieved by the opportunity to regroup.


Standing at the bar, he took the moment to consider her query. Strange turn of events, this night. What to make of it? Procuring a glass of water and another Sam Adams from Al, who again refused his money, Chris returned to the booth and her waiting anticipation.


“Here’s the thing, Sidonie: it’s a great situation for the right person under the right circumstances. The problem for me is that I’m booked solid for the next few months. Beyond that, I honestly doubt you could beat what I’m pulling in on my own. From a business standpoint that’s a big component for me, and not something I can afford to jeopardize.”


“Of course not. Though we’re certainly open to discussing whatever salary demands you might have.” Which was largely unfounded, particularly given Frank’s penchant for thrift, but she was compelled at this point. “Do you have a number in mind?”


He laughed.


“What? Am I doing it again? Steamrolling you?”


“It’s just that I’ve got so much going on right now, with so many people depending on me, I can’t even think about what salary demand would make sense. I appreciate the offer, but, in all fairness to you, I don’t think I could rework my obligations to give you guys what’s needed around here. But thank you . . . and maybe another time?”


“Absolutely. And I really do understand.” She gave him a wistful smile and slid out of the booth. “Thanks again for a great night, Chris, and if anything changes, do let me know—”


“Hypothetically speaking, though, how quickly would you need me if it was something I could work out?” His about-face startled even himself, but it suddenly struck him that The Church was a prestige gig. It could raise the value of his brand, bring in a whole new stratum of client. Shouldn’t he at least consider it?


Sidonie, as taken aback as he appeared to be, sat down without a pause and opened her tablet. “Well, let’s see . . . this weekend is easy, singer-songwriter stuff, a light acoustical roster throughout next week. The week after that is sporadic, spoken word one night, a couple of bands over the next weekend—Jasper could manage those with Andrew, our standby guy. But the following week we’ve got two big corporate events, and both Joss Stone and David Crosby coming in. I’d definitely need the full team by then.”


He leaned back, juggling a mix of overwhelm and honest consideration. He once again opted for delay. “Okay, let me go over a few things before I give you a definitive answer. If we can work the money out, and I could ramp up to it rather than leap right in, it might be doable. Can I have the weekend to think about it?”


His earnest expression, devoid of either Troy’s snark or Jasper’s perpetual beleaguerment, charmed her, inspiring an unexpected tug of feeling. Bad negotiation strategy, she thought; now she really wanted him for the job. “Absolutely. Shoot me a text when you’ve got a number in mind, I’ll run it by Frank, and we’ll take it from there.”


He stood up. “Sounds good. And, thanks, Sidonie. I enjoyed working with you.” He took her hand. It was warm.


“No, thank you! You quite literally saved my ass today.”


He smiled and walked back to the stage area, actively pondering the aforementioned body part.


Before she could slide out of the booth, Mike Demopoulos suddenly appeared at her side, drink in hand. “Good evening, Sidonie. Al tells me you’re a gimlet gal and I figured after such a long night you could probably use some libation.”


Mike was a pleasant enough fellow, not completely unattractive— average height, a little paunchy; a face most women would characterize as cute—but at the moment Sidonie found him as annoying as Al, who stood grinning behind the bar.


She looked at Mike with an inscrutable expression. “Mike, is it?”


“Yeah, Mike. We met before, remember? Mind if I join you?” Oblivious, he plopped to the seat Chris had just vacated.


Sidonie simultaneously stood up. “Actually, Mike, I’ve had all the libation I need and was just about to head home. But thanks. Good night!”


As she walked off, Mike gave Al a shrug and headed back to the bar.




 



SIX



AFTER THE SOUND ALCHEMY VAN WAS LOADED, AND handshakes and goodbyes were exchanged, Chris caught the neon of a 24- hour market a couple of blocks north and decided to walk over for a few needed items. Armitage Avenue remained closing-time hectic. Looking for a more peaceful stroll, he pulled his jacket tight against the wind, and turned into an adjacent residential area.


Walking at night was a kind of poetic meditation for him. A man whose head was filled with sound most of the time, Chris gravitated toward quietude whenever he could find it. He often took longer routes afoot, content to wander streets he didn’t know to get places he needed to be, fascinated, always, by what was noticed along the way.


Curiosity had been a proclivity of his since childhood. His mother would chastise him for being a “nosy sort” when he’d stare too long at passing strangers, or listen too closely to bus stop conversations, but his inquisitiveness prevailed. The half sentence that floated by; chatter from an open window; a couple’s whispered embrace on a porch stoop. Even before he had the maturity to articulate or understand it, those brief intersections sparked a sense of existential connectedness. His mother told him it was safer to mind his own business. He found life too intriguing to ignore.


As at this very moment. To his left, across a short expanse of late-winter lawn, behind a window warmed by amber lamplight, a middle-aged couple danced closely to the strains of something smooth and melodic. Chris slowed his pace, wondering who they were to each other and why they were dancing at two thirty in the morning, imagining their story to be something tender and provocative—


Woot, woot! The strident bleat of a police siren jolted him from reverie as a patrol car crossed the lane and pulled sharply to the curb. The uniformed officer on the passenger side—white, probably latetwenties—leaned out the opened window, training his flashlight on Chris’s face.


“What are you doing there, buddy?”


Chris felt a tick, the familiar tick. He took a breath. “Just heading to the store up on the corner.”


“Oh, yeah? Up on Armitage?”


“Yes.”


“Then what are you doing on this street? Kind of an indirect route, isn’t it? And they don’t much appreciate strangers loitering around here.”


“Not loitering. Just looking for a quieter walk.”


The cop climbed out of the car, hand on his gun. “Where are you coming from?” His approach was tense, wary.


“I worked at The Church tonight,” Chris remained still, responding in as neutral a tone as could be mustered. “Just wrapped it up and decided to grab a few things at the store.”


“How about you show me some ID?”


As Chris carefully extracted his wallet and pulled out his driver’s license, the officer behind the wheel, also white, though likely older, disembarked. Hand atop his gun, he positioned himself on Chris’s other side. No one spoke and the moment crackled with frisson. The first cop studied the license, scanned Chris’s face, then walked back to the car to run the information. Tick, tick. Chris took another slow breath.


“So you work up at The Church?” the second officer asked.


“Yes.”


“I hear that’s a pretty nice place.” He was clearly running the “good cop” angle.


“It is.”


“What do you do over there?”


“Ran their sound tonight.”


“Huh. You don’t look like a sound guy,” he remarked.


Tick, tick. “Really? What does a sound guy look like?”


“I’m just saying I wouldn’t have expected that.”


The first cop came back, nodded to his partner, affirmation of some kind, then handed the license back to Chris. “So why were you looking at that house? That sort of thing tends to make people nervous.”


Chris turned back to the window; the couple, oblivious to the drama outside, was still dancing. “I noticed those people, that’s all. It caught my eye. It was just . . . I don’t know . . . poetic.”


The two cops turned toward the window and, for one odd moment, all three men stood watching, their shadows forming an unlikely tableau on the browned lawn. A beat, then everyone shifted back to their assigned roles.


“Okay well, Shakespeare, time to move on,” the first cop intoned. “And probably smart to stick to the commercial streets from now on. It’s a lot safer that way.”


Safer for whom? Chris thought but didn’t ask.


Both cops gave him a nod, climbed back into their cruiser, and pulled slowly away. Chris started toward the intended destination, then stopped, deciding there was nothing at the store he needed that badly. He turned and headed back to The Church parking lot.




 



SEVEN



MONDAYS WERE SIDONIE’S SUNDAYS, MAKING THEM AS close to perfect days as she got. They lent themselves to sloth and serenity, luxuriating in warm blankets, good coffee, day-old Sun-Times, scones from A Taste of Heaven, and agendas free of obligation. Patsy Gilmore’s presence, therefore—with her charts and spreadsheets, short, stubby legs pacing the room, red hair flying, and voice decibels louder than necessary—was an unwelcome Monday incursion.


“They want visuals, Sid, not just ideas. This is a serious group, with serious funds, and they have serious demands.”


Patsy was a brilliant chef, in constant demand for high-end events around the city. She was also Sidonie’s former college roommate and the partner with whom she was planning her next career move. They were in the nascent stages of raising capital for the restaurant-club they’d dreamt up years earlier, and with their complementary skills made a good team. Sidonie had an impressive list of business contacts she wasn’t afraid to tap; she managed the minutia of putting their offering documentation together and wrote a brilliant and detailed business plan.


Patsy, on the other hand, brought her “sparkling personality,” as she so immodestly put it, to her role as the pitch person: she was funny, smart, and charming, and had been successful in convincing seed investors to provide development funds the previous year. Now, with coffers dwindling, they were making another push to raise the capital necessary to actually launch. Patsy had a hot prospect on the line, making her weekly report, typically reserved for Friday lunch, urgent enough to break the harmony of Sidonie’s weekend.


“What does that mean: ‘They want visuals’? Actual restaurant blueprints? We don’t even have a location. How would we do that?”


“We improvise. Remember that place on Halsted we liked? It’s been on the market for almost a year. They lowered the price two months ago and it’s still on the market. Odds are good we could grab it on the low once we have funds.”


“So you want to invest in sketches for a maybe location? That doesn’t seem wise use of the little money we have left.”


“All I know is, they want to see some semblance of this grand plan, and I get it—I would too. Since we’ve identified Halsted as ideal, why don’t we sketch a loose floor plan, and if we ultimately don’t get it, at least we’ve got something rough on paper we can tweak later.”


“That won’t be cheap.”


“I’ve got a friend in the architecture department at Illinois Tech and we’ve already talked about giving it to one of her master’s candidates. They get a grade and a decent stipend. We get cheap sketches. Want me to set something up?”


“Sure, if that makes sense. But if this new guy I’m talking to doesn’t take the sound job, I’m in for some serious headhunting. I won’t have much available time to meet.”


“No worries. I’ll give her a call and we’ll figure something out.” Patsy finally sat down, grabbed a scone, and with an expert twist of her knife, spun jam and honey into an irresistible drizzle that ultimately found its way down her chin. “I’m so good at this food thing!” She laughed. Loudly.


“You are a child,” Sidonie retorted, handing her a napkin.


“I think we could actually get this one, Sid. These guys are bona fide, and they really want a presence in Chicago. This might be our team.” She leaned in and gave her partner a hard look. “So don’t screw it up.”


Sidonie recoiled. “What does that mean?”


“Oh my God, I’m kidding!” Patsy yelped. “What would you do to screw anything up? You’re the most toe-the-line person I know. I’m counting on you to wow them with your predictable know-how and expertise!” She laughed again. She was very loud.


Sidonie wasn’t thrilled at the assessment of her character, especially since it had crossed her mind lately that she’d become stodgy and uninteresting, a dreaded event to her way of thinking. She also harbored creeping doubts about whether she was as excited about this project as she’d once been. Beyond the many and recurring disappointments inherent to the process of raising money, the energy they expended on it came in fits and starts, determined by the two women’s work demands and time availability. Both were busy enough that, despite mutual and stated commitment, momentum often stalled, long enough and frequently enough to dull Sidonie’s enthusiasm. But before she could ponder the dilemma further, her phone rang. She glanced at the caller ID, then deadpanned to Patsy. “Theo.”


“Are you going to answer it?”


“No.”


“Do you ever?”


“No. Why would I?”


Theo and Sidonie had been married for six years, six turbulent, sexy, deeply disturbing years. During that foray he developed an opiate problem, she miscarried a pregnancy, his multimedia production company tanked, and he left her for a young model who left him two months later for a rich mogul. It was both a cliché and a swirling heap of personal failure, none of which was worth rehashing—ever—particularly since its denouement was well over a year ago. Why he’d taken to calling in the last month was perplexing, but so far she’d resisted the bait.


“Aren’t you the least bit curious?”


“No.” Not true, but all Sidonie would admit.


Patsy cocked her head, disbelief registered. “I’d be dying.” Patsy had been the maid of honor at the wedding, a splashy affair Theo deemed necessary to properly fete his new marriage and the prestigious business contacts in attendance, and she reveled in her role as the couple’s booster. Sidonie suspected that, despite Patsy’s appropriate commiserations of hate and rancor during the divorce, her best friend retained a soft spot for her ex, who, she once cooed, was “one of a kind.” It was not a topic they broached easily.


Cuing off Sidonie’s reticence, Patsy changed the subject with a glance around the notably minimalistic living room. With its gray, nondescript couch, two wooden Ikea folding chairs, and a coffee table that looked like a back-alley garage sale find, it inspired a familiar retort. “I see you’re still going with temporary-college-housing motif.”


“I am.” When Theo left, he took most of the more artful furniture he’d personally acquired during their marriage. It was a point of contention at the time, but Sidonie ultimately capitulated, realizing she didn’t like most of it anyway. Now she couldn’t raise the interest to do anything about the resulting domestic deficit.


“So you’re just never going to put this place back together? Some decent furniture, maybe a few things for the walls—something, anything?”


“Ambiance is overrated.”


“Philosophy that may contribute to your hovering depression.” Sidonie finally looked around as if noticing the place for the first time. “It is hideous, isn’t it? But I honestly don’t have time to decorate. Nor do I have the talent. That was all Theo.”


“I could argue the point, as I knew you before Theo and remember you having some swell interior design impulses.” Patsy got up with a long stretch. “But since I never win those debates, I’m gonna go cook up something scrumptious, and we’ll share a nice lunch in this shitty room. That, I guarantee, will brighten your day!”


She was right. Patsy went to the kitchen and rustled up the best meal Sidonie would have that week and, for the moment, that was enough.




 



EIGHT



CHRIS’S MONDAY WAS SPENT PONDERING THE JOB OFFER. Regardless of how it was parsed, he couldn’t figure a way in which it was honestly feasible. He liked his freedom. Liked being able to schedule his life around the clients he chose to work with. He didn’t want to be beholden to higher-ups who’d expect things he might not want to give. The entire reason he’d set out on his own was to avoid micromanagement and obligation. He wore entrepreneurship well; what advantage was there to giving it up?


“The money, bro.” Diante Robinson, a childhood friend whose South Loop condo Chris had moved into four years ago and never left, sat on the couch in sweats and a dirty work shirt, a burning joint and cold pizza nearby, deep in a video game that involved sharp arm movements and visceral grunting. Despite the activity, he appeared to actually be listening as Chris debriefed the unexpected events of the weekend. “Plus, you’re not giving it up—you’re adding to it. The Church is a cool room, it sounds like a good gig, and, come on, you can never have too much green.”


Diante’s general philosophy was that, as forward-thinking black men, they were obliged to go after wealth like miners to the lode. He was in his seventh year at a small, rapidly growing financial management firm on LaSalle, the heart of “Chicago’s Wall Street,” where he’d worked up the corporate ladder with astonishing speed. Despite being a comer in ways that didn’t necessarily align with Chris’s more measured life strategy, Diante’s financial acumen was unassailable. Chris’s concern was that his old pal wasn’t taking in the bigger picture.


“I can’t just add to it, D. Alchemy takes all my time now. This feels either/or, and it doesn’t make sense to even consider shelving what I’ve sweat over for the last five years.”


“Who’s talking about shelving it? That would be damn stupid. Farm it out. You’ve got, what, how many guys on call now?”


“I don’t know, seven, eight.”


“Hire a few more, get them trained up. Be a CEO instead of a grunt. If your teams are tight, which they will be if you hire the right guys, you keep building Alchemy while running The Church. Sounds win-win to me.”


“Or a whole damn lotta work. And what are the odds they’ll offer anywhere near what I’d need to offset what I’m farming out?”


“Sounds like you’re talking yourself out of it.”


It did. “I don’t know. Maybe.” The admission deflated him. Interesting.


“Bottom line, putting aside logistics, are you interested in the gig?”


“Somewhat. The club’s got a big name. It’d raise Alchemy’s profile.” He avoided mention of the intriguing woman behind the offer.


“Then do this: crunch the numbers so you know exactly what it’ll cost to farm out the bulk of your gigs, make sure you build flexibility into your contract with The Church so you’re available for any really big Alchemy stuff, then throw out a figure so damn high they either walk away, no harm done, or you bank a serious pay raise.”


Impressive prescription. Chris stood up and grabbed his bag. “Not bad, Robinson. I’ll give it some thought. Thanks.”


“Let me know what happens.” Diante suddenly leaned back. “But hey, before you go, I’ve got something to run by you, too.”


Chris, surprised, sat back down. “What’s up?”


“The time has come, my man.” He grinned.


Chris had no idea what time that might be or why it had come, but he bit. “Okay . . . for what?”


“Jordan’s moving in.” Diante looked like a boy who’d just won his first trophy.


Chris’s response was more muted. “Seriously?” Jordan was one of Diante’s revolving posse of women, making this an unforeseen development. In fact, the most salient aspects of Diante and Jordan’s relationship, at least from Chris’s perspective, were that she was young and staggeringly hot; Diante generally acted stupid around her, and their default rapport was incendiary.


Diante, clueless to his friend’s assessment, nodded gleefully. “Yep, we figured it was about time.”


“That’s . . . random. I thought you were edging away from that one, said she’d gotten too needy or whatever it was.”


“I did and I was, but we spent a lot of time talking this past weekend and decided part of why she’s so insecure is that she can’t tell how committed I am.”


“Not hard to understand, since you’re still hooking up with Tiana and that other chick you had over here a week or so ago.”


“DeDe? Nah, that’s all done now.”


“Yeah? Didn’t look so done when she was bent over the chaise lounge the other night.”


Diante flung his remote to the couch. “Why are you breaking my balls, man?”


“I’m just being real, D. You’ve been through some raucous shit over the years and I don’t want to see you go down that road again, that’s all.”


Diante took a swig of beer, calmed himself down. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I appreciate you lookin’ out for me, I do. But, seriously, man, I love this girl and I think the fooling around was just ’cause I was scared. I’m still scared, but I’m more scared of losing her than living with her. Hell, man, I’m thirty-four, been divorced almost five years, and one of these days I want a family. I gotta at least try again, don’t I?”


Chris could see the man was struggling. “Hey, if it’s honestly what you want, go for it.”


“It is. For her too.” Diante then paused awkwardly.


“What’s the tag?” Chris sighed. “I can tell there’s a tag.”


“If I’m gonna run with this, I gotta approach it like the real thing. Like we’re doing it right, grown people building a home together.”


“What does all that mean?” Chris knew exactly what it meant; he just didn’t want to deal with what it meant.


“I need the place to myself, bro. I gotta fully take it on, you know? Her and me living together like a real couple, not just hanging out with my buddy in the next room. And, come on, you have got to be wanting your own pad by now, right? I mean, when was the last time you had a girl in here? Jordan was just sayin’ that you live like a goddamn priest. What’s it been, like, two years?”


Beyond the inaccurate time gap, Chris bristled at the thought of Diante’s damn-near-teenage girlfriend critiquing his love life. His last relationship had been with a dancer he’d met doing sound for an Oak Park wedding about three years ago. She was beautiful, incredibly sexy; they dated seriously for two years, then she got recruited by the Alvin Ailey Company in New York, left with promises made, and never came back.


“It’s not even been a year and I’m too busy for all that right now, that’s all.”


“Not even a booty call? Come on, man, you’ve got to get back in the game! That’ll be a hell of a lot easier if you don’t have me and Jordan around.”


Chris and Diante had roomed together, on and off, since they’d graduated from college. Despite their many differences, both personally and professionally, they’d managed to maintain enough common ground to keep the arrangement workable, one they returned to time and time again while rolling through the process of growing up. The current chapter began about six months after Chris launched his company; Diante was newly divorced, his condo was centrally located, and he had an industrial-sized storage locker available for Chris’s sound equipment. When the invitation was extended, Chris was happy to grab it. He was less happy to leave it at this particular moment.


“I know this is a little abrupt,” Diante continued, “so I don’t expect you to pack up tonight—”


“Well, shit, I hope not!”


“But I do want to move things along pretty quick.”


“How quick?”


“Could you be out by the first?” That was fourteen days away.


“What are you doin’ to me, D? I just told you what I’ve got going on right now! When am I going to have time to look for an apartment?”


“I could do some scouting for you, make some calls, and, look, if it takes a little longer, no big thing. You can keep the storage locker. I don’t think Jordan’ll need it and if she does, I’ll help you find an alternative. I would’ve given you more notice but this just kinda sprang up—”


“You’ve been seeing her for over a year.” Chris was authentically annoyed.


“I mean the living together thing. I’m sorry, bro. We’ll make it work—I got you covered.”


Diante reached over for a fist bump, but Chris wasn’t feeling the solidarity. He got up, his knee jostling the table just enough to splash Diante’s beer over his latest skin rag.


“Hey now!” Diante yelped, picking up the dripping magazine.


“Better get rid of that shit, brother. As I recall, Jordan takes competition very seriously.”


The wet magazine flew in his direction.




 



NINE



IN THE THIRTY MINUTES SHE’D BEEN WAITING, SIDONIE mentally assessed every detail of her current surroundings at least twice. She was seated at a table in a pop-up farmers’ market, alternately checking her phone and sipping latte on this pretend-spring day, the kind Chicagoans know as the “tease before next week’s snow.” The ice of mid-March had begun to melt, leaving the adjoining park awash in tiny, misguided buds that crept early from their green shells, all poised to be cruelly glaciated in the next freeze. Still, it was a lovely backdrop: the air was crisp, the sky blue, and every single person she looked at appeared to be part of a couple.


Maybe it was a subverted form of Baader-Meinhof Phenomenon, that frequency illusion where a random concept is suggested and suddenly it’s visible everywhere. But after a year spent reclaiming her “stable singlehood” (as Patsy so charitably put it), focused on identifying herself outside the framework of wife or couple, Theo’s calls started, and from then on, coupledom seemed everywhere.


Loving twosomes reveling in their twosomeness. Gentle touches and heads teased inward; the gaze of attachment, the soft laughter of shared, easy conversation. Connected and conjoined. Walking down streets with hands held, hips bumping, shoulders leaned; their coupledom as solid as the ground, the floor, the earth beneath their feet, and upon that foundation all happiness could be built.


Sidonie remembered feeling that way. Being with Theo made her understand for the first time how institution could logically be linked with marriage. She’d always thought the word made cold and clinical the ultimate romantic gesture of matrimony, but she discovered marriage was an institution. It had its own hum, its own rhythm and energy. It was something both inside and outside a couple, both within and around them. It was ephemeral and intangible, yet as alive as skin and muscle and sex and emotion and the very air coursing in and out of breathing lungs.


And when marriage was gone, the institution was gone. The heat, the electricity, the foundation; it all shifted and changed until it finally disappeared, leaving one standing on . . . ground. Just ground. Alone. Detached. Solitary. Nowhere to lean.


Unlike the couples she now saw every damn day of her life.


A fire truck roared by, snapping Sidonie’s gaze from the attractive pair cooing across the way. She ceased her inner grousing at their public display of affection and, instead, took in the gaggle of other folks in view, finding comfort in the random loner, the elderly dog walker, the solitary book browser.


This was a popular market typically opened only during the temperate months, but on warmer days of colder seasons they sometimes popped up in defiance of winter, as they had today. Sidonie met her older sister Karen every Tuesday during the more manageable seasons, and this was a perfect halfway point when they did. It also boasted a kiosk that served the best brew in Chicago, where Sidonie was now perched. Waiting.


She looked at her phone for the fifth time since she’d arrived. Nothing. Dammit.


It wasn’t Karen’s call she was anticipating; given her sister’s propensity for lateness, there was little expectation of that. It was Chris Hawkins. Sidonie was disappointed that he hadn’t gotten back in touch about the job. She expected a text yesterday, but, if nothing else, sometime this morning. It had now been four and a half days, and she’d presumed the urgency expressed would have compelled a quicker response. Not a good sign.


She also had to acknowledge that she’d been looking forward to talking to him, probably more than she was willing to admit. She didn’t know why. Maybe it was the novelty of a new person. Someone to alter the landscape, be interested in stories already told, shift the status quo. Maybe it was just the prospect of a more amenable sound team at the club. Maybe it was the buzz that happened whenever their eyes met.


No, it wasn’t that. There probably wasn’t any buzz. And if there was, it was probably all in her head: a desperate woman looking for attention from a capable, intelligent, brown-eyed man with sound skills. Interesting to consider, though. If there was a buzz.


She’d briefly dated a black man in college, so there was no cultural resistance to the idea of “intermixed coupling” (as a dorm mate had deemed it). There’d just never been occasion to explore it again. Frankly, she’d had little interaction with any persons of color throughout her younger life, at least until college. Growing up in the homogenized suburb of Palatine, north of Chicago, she and her sister attended schools largely populated by kids from white families. And while neither of her parents expressed overt bigotry, there was implicit expectation that she keep romantic ties within her own race, a notion made verbal when her father met said college boyfriend and remarked, “He’s a nice enough fellow, but why do you want to get into the complications of all that?” She wasn’t sure what “all that” meant, but hadn’t queried further. The circumstance never came up again.
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