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Chapter One
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THE RAIN IN MANHATTAN did not fall so much as attack.

It came sideways down Park Avenue at seven forty in the morning. By the time I reached the curb outside my building, my umbrella had flipped inside out and quit. I stood there holding a bent metal skeleton in one hand and a leather folder in the other. The folder held the only printed copy of the numbers I trusted. Today, I needed every one of them.

A yellow taxi cut through the puddles toward me. I stepped off the curb and raised my arm, and the driver flashed his lights. Relief hit me so hard I almost laughed.

I had one hand on the door when a second hand landed on the handle beside mine.

It was a large hand, tanned, with a steel watch on the wrist that probably cost more than my first car. The sleeve above it belonged to a charcoal coat, and the coat belonged to a man I could only see in pieces through the rain. A strong jaw. A dark wet curl of hair across his forehead. Eyes the color of the sky right before a storm, which seemed unfair, considering the storm was already here.

“This one is mine,” I said.

“I don’t think so.” His voice was low and calm, the voice of a man who had never once raised it because he had never needed to. “I raised my hand first.”

“You raised it after I did. I watched the driver flash his lights at me.”

“The driver flashed his lights at the street.”

“The driver flashed his lights at the woman standing in the road like a drowned cat.” I tightened my grip on the handle. “Which is me.”

Something moved at the corner of his mouth. It was not quite a smile. It looked more like a man noticing a small error in a contract. “You do look like a drowned cat.”

“And you look like someone who owns an umbrella and chose not to bring it. That tells me everything I need to know about your character.”

“I do own an umbrella. My assistant carries it.”

“Of course he does.”

“His name is Marcus. He is stuck behind a delivery truck on Fifty Ninth Street, and I have a meeting at eight thirty that I cannot be late for.”

“So do I.”

“Then we have a problem.”

“No.” I pulled the door open a few more inches. “You have a problem. I have a taxi.”

The driver twisted around in his seat and looked at us. He was a heavy man with a gray mustache and the tired face of someone who had settled a thousand fights like this one. “Folks, the meter is not running while you argue. I take one of you, or I take neither of you.”

Neither of us moved. Rain ran off my chin and slid down inside my collar.

The man let out a slow breath through his nose. “Where are you headed?”

“Why? So you can claim you are going the same way and demand half the seat?”

“So I can decide whether you are worth the trouble.”

“Wow. You are really charming.”

“I am efficient. Where?”

“Forty Second and Lexington,” I said, because the driver was watching me, and I was cold, and I was out of arguments.

For the first time, he said nothing. He studied me. The rain drummed on the roof of the taxi, and a bus roared past and threw a wave of dirty water over both our shoes.

“Forty Second and Lexington,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“What a coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in coincidences. I believe in people lying to get what they want.”

“Then you must have a very tiring life.” He pulled the door wide, stepped back, and swept his arm toward the seat. “After you, Drowned Cat. We will share.”

“Do not call me that.”

“Then tell me your name.”

“No.”

“Then I will keep calling you that.”

I should have walked away. Instead, I slid across the wet seat, hugged the folder to my chest, and glared at the window while he folded himself in beside me. He took up too much room. His knee bumped the folder, and he moved it away without a word, which annoyed me more than if he had made a joke.

The taxi pulled into traffic. For three blocks, the only sound was the wipers.

“You are holding that folder like it holds a state secret,” he said.

“It holds a quarterly report.”

“Of what?”

“Of mind your own business.”

“Freight,” he said.

My head turned before I could stop it. “What?”

“The corner of a shipping label is sticking out.” He tipped his chin toward the folder. “Blue and white stripe. Common on regional freight forms.”

I looked down. He was right. I shoved the label back inside and hated that he had noticed. “You know shipping labels.”

“I know a lot of things.”

“That must be exhausting for the people around you.”

“They manage.”

His phone buzzed. He glanced at thse screen, and I watched his face change, only slightly. It went smooth and flat, like water over a stone. He answered. “Yes.”

I looked out at the rain and pretended not to listen.

“No,” he said. “Not until after this morning. Nobody moves until I say so.” There was a pause, longer this time. “Then let him wait. I have waited three weeks. He can wait three hours.”

He hung up and slid the phone into his coat as if nothing had happened.

“Bad news?” I asked.

“Business.”

“Whose?”

“Mine.” His eyes found mine, and they did not leave. “And soon, I suspect, a lot of other people’s.”

I would think about that sentence later, many times. In the taxi, I only rolled my eyes and turned back to the window.

The Calloway Freight building rose out of the rain at the corner of Forty Second and Lexington, twenty two floors of gray stone that my great grandfather had paid for with one truck and a stubborn heart. My father’s family name was cut into the granite above the doors, as it had been for seventy years.

I threw too many bills at the driver, told him to keep the change, and pushed out into the downpour. The man in the charcoal coat climbed out the other side. We stood on the sidewalk, wet and furious, with a revolving door ahead of us and a security guard already snapping to attention behind the glass.

“Good morning, Ms. Calloway,” said Ray, holding the door.

“Good morning, Ray.”

The man beside me looked at Ray, and then at me. For one second, something flickered across that calm face. Interest, maybe. Or amusement. Or a small, cold kind of satisfaction.

“Ms. Calloway,” he said quietly. “Thank you for the ride.”

“It was my taxi.”

“Of course it was.”

He walked through the doors ahead of me. I stood in the rain for a count of three, wondering why my stomach had dropped to my shoes, and then I followed him in.

◆

By eight twenty, I had traded my ruined jacket for the spare navy one I kept behind my office door. I had also dried my hair with a paper towel, which was as close to a miracle as I was going to get.

Gerald Whitaker was waiting for me when I stepped out. Gerald was our chief financial officer. He was fifty eight years old, he had worked for my father for thirty one of them, and at that moment he looked like a man who had swallowed a fork.

“Nora, before we go in, I need you to remember something,” he said.

“That I am in charge?”

“That you are in charge of a company that is bleeding.”

“Gerald.”

“I am not saying it to hurt you.” He lowered his voice and glanced down the hallway. “I am saying it because the board is going to look at you today and see two things. They will see a Calloway, and they will see a number. If you walk in there angry, they will only see the number.”

“I am not angry.”

“You are holding your folder so hard the corner is bending.”

I looked down. It was. I loosened my grip and smoothed the leather with my thumb. “Tell me again what the offer says.”

“It came by courier on Friday, and nobody asked for it.” Gerald shook his head. “Stone Harbor Group wants to buy Calloway Freight outright. Every truck, every warehouse, every contract. Two point four billion dollars.”

“Our company is worth more than that.”

“Our company is worth what a buyer will pay when the owner is in a hospital bed.”

The words landed like a slap. Gerald saw it, and his face fell at once. “Nora. I am sorry. That was cruel.”

“It was accurate.” I swallowed. “My father is going to walk out of that rehab center by spring. He told me so himself on Sunday, and he does not lie about his legs.”

“I hope he does.”

“Then you can stop talking like he won’t.”

“Yes,” Gerald said gently. “I can.”

I took a breath and let it out. My father had taught me that trick when I was nine years old and terrified of my first piano recital. In through the nose, out through the mouth, and then walk onto the stage like you own it. I had never owned a stage. But I had learned to look like I did.

“Who is Stone Harbor Group?” I asked. “Besides a name on a letter.”

“Private. Very private. The man who runs it does not give interviews, does not attend galas, and does not allow his photograph in the papers.” Gerald rubbed the back of his neck. “His name is Damien Stone. He is thirty four years old, and he has bought and broken up eleven companies in six years.”

“Broken up.”

“Sold for parts. Fired the old management and kept the profit.”

“Charming.”

“Nora.” Gerald stopped me with a hand on my sleeve. “He will be in that room. He asked to present the offer himself.”

“Then I will be very happy to say no to his face.”

I pushed through the double doors of the boardroom on the twenty second floor and walked in like I owned the stage.

The long oak table had room for twenty. Seven people sat at it, and every one of them had known me since I was in pigtails. Walter Pruitt, our board chairman, sat at the head, his white hair combed straight back and his reading glasses on a chain. Linda Abbott sat on his left with her tablet open. Two lawyers I did not recognize sat in the far corner, and I felt my jaw tighten before I even knew why.

And at the far end of the table, with a dry black umbrella hanging from the chair beside him, sat a man in a charcoal suit.

He had changed out of the coat. He had combed back that wet curl of hair. He sat with one hand resting flat on the table and the other holding a pen, perfectly relaxed, like a man in his own living room.

A younger man stood behind him, tall and neat, holding a tablet. Marcus, I guessed. The umbrella guy.

The man in the charcoal suit looked up and met my eyes.

“Ms. Calloway,” said Damien Stone. “We meet again.”

The room went quiet. Walter’s eyebrows rose over his glasses. “You two have met?”

“Briefly,” Damien said. “This morning. Ms. Calloway and I shared a taxi.”

“We did not share a taxi,” I said. “You stole half of mine.”

“I recall it as a generous compromise.”

“You recall wrong.”

Linda covered her mouth with her hand. I could not tell if she was hiding a smile or a cough.

Walter cleared his throat. “Nora, please sit. We have a great deal to get through.”

I sat. My chair was the one at the opposite end from Damien, the one my father had used for thirty years. It still felt two sizes too big. I placed the folder on the table and folded my hands on top of it so no one could see them shake.

“Mr. Stone,” Walter said. “The floor is yours.”

Damien stood. He did not use notes. He did not use the tablet. He buttoned his jacket, walked to the window, and spoke to the whole room as if it were already his.

“Calloway Freight lost eleven percent of its contracts last year,” he said. “It lost another six in the first half of this one. Your trucks average nine years old. Your routing software is older than some of your drivers. And your debt has grown every quarter for the last four.”

“Those numbers are public,” I said.

“So is the weather. I still check it before I leave the house.” He turned from the window. “I am not here to insult your company, Ms. Calloway. I am here to buy it.”

“It is not for sale.”

“Everything is for sale.”

“Not this.”

“Then tell me what it is for.” He walked down the length of the table, slowly, until he stood a few feet from my chair. “Tell me what Calloway Freight is going to be in five years. Not what it was in your father’s time. What it will be, with your name on the door.”

My mouth opened. Then my pride caught up with my mouth, and it closed again.

Because I had a plan. I had a whole folder of plans. New routes, new software, a loan I had been trying to restructure for three months. But I had not shared any of it with the board yet, because I wanted it to be perfect. I wanted to hand it over with the same calm my father always had.

And now this man, this stranger with a wet curl and an expensive watch, had walked into my building and asked the one question I had not rehearsed.

“We will be a leaner company,” I said. “We will modernize the fleet. We will move into cold chain shipping, which is where the money is. Within three years we will be profitable again, without selling a single warehouse.”

“With what money?”

“Our own.”

“You do not have it.”

“I have a plan to find it.”

“A plan is not money, Ms. Calloway.”

“And an offer is not a rescue, Mr. Stone.”

Someone gasped softly. Linda, I think. Damien did not blink.

“Two point four billion,” he said, quieter now. “Cash and assumed debt. Every employee keeps a job for twelve months. Your name stays on the building. Your father’s name stays on the building. I will give the board forty eight hours.”

“Forty eight hours.” I laughed, and it sounded thin. “You are asking a seventy year old company to make a decision about its entire future in two days.”

“I am asking it to stop pretending it has more time than it does.”

Walter folded his glasses. “Nora, we do have a duty to consider any serious offer.”

“Walter.”

“It is the law, and it is our job.” His eyes were kind, which was the worst part. “Hearing him out is not the same as agreeing with him.”

I looked down the table at the faces that had known me my whole life. Linda looked worried. Gerald looked like he wanted to disappear into the carpet. Two of the older members had already started whispering to each other behind their hands. They were not whispering about whether to say no. They were whispering about how much.

I stood up so fast my chair scraped the floor.

“I would like a recess,” I said.

“Nora, we have only just started.”

“Fifteen minutes.” My voice came out harder than I meant. “Please.”

Walter looked at Damien. Damien lifted one shoulder in a small, easy shrug, as if the whole matter bored him.

“I am very good at waiting,” he said.

I picked up my folder and walked out without looking back.

◆

The hallway outside the boardroom was empty and quiet and smelled like floor polish and old coffee. I walked past the portraits of my grandfather and my great grandfather and my father, all three of them wearing the same stern expression, and I stopped in front of the last one.

He looked so strong in that picture. He was fifty then, with broad shoulders and a gray suit and a stare that could make a trucker confess to lying about his mileage. He did not look like a man who would ever lie in a hospital bed and struggle to hold a spoon.

“I am not going to lose it,” I whispered. “I promise.”

The portrait, being a portrait, said nothing.

“That is a handsome man.”

I did not turn around. I did not need to. I had only known that voice for an hour, and it had already settled into the back of my head like a splinter.

“You are not supposed to be out here,” I said.

“I was told fifteen minutes. I used the first two to find you.” Damien came to stand beside me, hands in his pockets, and looked up at the portrait. “Your father.”

“Yes.”

“You have his chin.”

“Please do not talk about my family.”

“I am only making conversation.”

“You are making an acquisition.” I faced him at last. “You walked into my building this morning, and you said nothing. You sat beside me in a taxi for ten blocks and let me complain about a company I was about to defend from you.”

“You volunteered the complaining.”

“You knew exactly who I was.”

“Yes.”

“So you let me make a fool of myself.”

“No.” He turned from the portrait, and for the first time since we met, that cool face looked almost serious. “I let you be yourself. I wanted to see what you would do when you thought no one important was watching.”

“And what did I do?”

“You fought for a taxi like it was the last lifeboat on a sinking ship.” A pause. “And then you walked into a room full of people who have known you forever, and you fought harder. That told me more than any report ever could.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“It is an observation.”

“Then here is mine.” I stepped closer. I was a foot shorter than he was, and I still tilted my chin up like I was taller. “You are going to lose this. The board will listen to you because they have to. Then they will vote no, because they love this company, and I will make sure of it.”

“They will not vote no.”

“You sound very sure.”

“I am.”

“Why?”

He looked at me for a long moment. The hallway lights hummed above us. Somewhere far below, an elevator chimed.

“Because I did not come here with only an offer, Ms. Calloway.”

A cold feeling crept up my arms. “What does that mean?”

“Your father borrowed a great deal of money last year. A bridge loan, secured against your warehouses and your fleet. It was held by a regional bank.”

“I know about the loan. I am restructuring it.”

“No,” Damien said. “You are not.”

“Excuse me?”

“Three weeks ago, Stone Harbor bought that loan from the bank.” He said it gently, almost kindly, which made it so much worse. “Every dollar your father borrowed now belongs to me. Every warehouse he put up as security, every truck. They answer to me, and they have since the day I signed.”

The floor tilted. I put a hand against the wall to steady myself.

“That is not possible,” I said. “Gerald would have told me.”

“Gerald did not know. Nobody did. That is rather the point.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because I wanted you to understand something before you walked back into that room.” His voice dropped, soft and level and absolutely certain. “You can say no to my offer. You can say it in front of the whole board. But you are no longer negotiating with a stranger who wants to buy your company.”

He leaned down until I could see the gray in his eyes, the storm that had already arrived.

“You are negotiating with the man who already holds the key to every door you have.”

He straightened, nodded once, and walked back toward the boardroom, leaving me alone with three stern portraits and the sound of my own heartbeat.
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Chapter Two
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I WALKED BACK INTO the boardroom with my shoulders straight and my hands perfectly steady. I had spent the entire walk from the hallway telling them to be steady, and for once they listened.

Every head at the table turned. Walter Pruitt lowered his glasses. Linda Abbott stopped tapping her tablet. Gerald stared at his coffee cup as if it had just insulted him.

Damien Stone was already back in his seat at the far end, one ankle resting on his knee, looking like a man waiting for a train he owned.

“Nora,” Walter said. “Your fifteen minutes are not quite over.”

“I know. I came back early because I have a question, and it is not for you.” I turned and looked straight down the table. “Mr. Stone. You said you hold my father’s loan.”

“I did.”

“Then you will have no trouble showing the board the paperwork.”

A pause. The room seemed to lean forward.

One of the lawyers in the corner shifted in his chair. He was a thin man with a gray tie and a tight mouth. “Ms. Calloway, the transfer of a secured loan is a private matter between the lender and the new holder.”

“It is private until it touches my company. Then it belongs to the board.”

“That is not strictly how the law works.”

“Then tell me how it works, and speak slowly, because I am only a freight executive.”

Linda made a small noise that might have been a laugh. The lawyer’s face went pink.

Damien raised one hand, and the lawyer stopped talking at once. “Daniel. Give it to her.”

“Mr. Stone, I would advise against it.”

Daniel closed his mouth. Damien looked at him for one calm second, and Daniel opened his briefcase and slid out a thick folder.

Marcus took it from him, walked the length of the table, and set it in front of me. I noticed his shoes were dry. I noticed his umbrella was still hanging from Damien’s chair. These were small, silly things, and they helped.

I opened the folder.

The first page was a letter from Hartwell Regional Bank. The second was an assignment of debt, signed and stamped and dated twenty three days ago. The third page listed the collateral, line after line after line. Our warehouses in Newark, Baltimore, and Columbus. Two hundred and six tractor trailers. The title to our dispatch center in Queens.

At the bottom of the third page was a signature I knew better than my own.

My father’s.

That was the part that made my chest go tight. He had signed for this loan fourteen months ago, before the stroke, before the hospital. He had sat at this very table and promised the board it was nothing, only a bridge to the next good year.

I flipped to the last page. The new holder of the debt was listed in plain black letters. Stone Harbor Group, Limited.

“Is it real?” Linda asked
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