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Zoe had moved from Hungary with her mother, Maria, to live with her aunt, Lena, in Chicago when she was 12 years old. This is a bad time in anyone's life to make such a big move. She’d left many good friends behind in Hungary, as well as her treasured books and a few stuffed animals, but the situation there had very suddenly grown too dangerous for them, after her father, Laszlo, was arrested for anti-government acts of terrorism. 

It had all happened so quickly, in the middle of the night. There’d been the quiet knock at the front door of their apartment, which had awakened her from a light, fitful sleep, as she’d known her father was out of their home and in danger. Her mother had answered the knock, there’d been a whispered conversation in the hallway, and then her mother had come into her room,

“Wake up Zoe, hurry we must leave now!”

She’d thrown some clothes in a little suitcase along with a few of her scant treasures, and they’d gone down the back stairs and out the service entrance in the alley behind their apartment building, just as the dreaded Polizei had pulled up in the street in front. They’d been driven away in a waiting car, then transferred to a big truck delivering groceries to stores, hidden behind a wall of stacked cartons of canned goods.

Through a series of many vehicle changes, they’d been smuggled out of the country by the underground resistance, and had arrived at O’Hare airport in Chicago with only the contents of two hastily packed suitcases to their names. They applied for, and were immediately granted, political asylum, as the work of Zoe’s father was well known to certain government authorities in the United States, and very much appreciated.

There was no money to pay for a private Catholic school, as both Zoe and her mother would have preferred, so she was enrolled in the local middle school. It was not a welcoming environment to be so suddenly thrust into. She struggled to learn English, and even though she worked very hard to improve her language skills, and eventually attained some small degree of proficiency, she was mercilessly mocked for her thick Hungarian accent. 

Another problem she had to deal with was her appearance. She was stunningly beautiful. You might not think that something like that could be a handicap, but it can isolate one at a young age. Her aunt urged her to take up modelling, but Zoe had no interest in such things, she was deeply religious. 

She’d been raised in the Catholic church, and she would've preferred to live a life of quiet contemplation, much like Saint Catherine, known to her as Santa Katlin. She had an old hand painted icon of the revered Saint, a treasured family heirloom, and it hung over her bed in the room she shared with her mother.

Her mother and aunt respected her decision, but when Zoe entered high school, her aunt, Lena, brought up modelling again,

“I’ve taken you both into my little apartment, and you are very welcome here, I enjoy your company, and of course, you are family. However, our expenses such as my water and electricity bills have increased. You could be contributing some to the household budget. It’s not like I’m asking you to scrub floors as your mother and I do, to pay for your food and clothing, modelling is easy work. I understand that you do not want to do it, but many people work at jobs that they do not enjoy.”

Zoe gave it a little thought, then yielded to her aunt’s very reasonable request, indeed, she did not wish to be a burden. When she turned sixteen, she signed up with a highly reputable modelling agency that chaperoned its young clients at photo shoots, and very quickly found herself very busy, after school and on weekends. 

She did not enjoy the work, and a sullen pout was pretty much her constant expression. This only increased her appeal to the fashion photographers and photo directors of Chicago. When the photographers would beg her to smile, she’d give them a very cold, distant one.

“Perfect!” the photographers would murmur as the shutters clicked. 

When the photos appeared in the fashion press, she attained a certain mysterious fame of sorts. She did not have a social media account herself, she disdained such things, but several fan accounts sprang up. 
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All this served to further distance her from her schoolmates. Eventually, she did make a few friends among her fellow social outcasts at the school, who were initially surprised that such an extraordinarily beautiful girl would seek their friendship, but once they got to know her, they realized that she was just as socially isolated as they were.

She met Simon one day as, lunch tray in her hands, she was looking for a relatively empty table in the school cafeteria.  He was sitting by himself, his laptop open on the table in front of him, and his cell phone in his hand. She approached him shyly and asked,

“Is anybody sit here?”

“Just me and my imaginary friends, feel free to join us,” he replied.

She laughed and sat down,

“You are looking busy, I don’t want to disturb.”

“I’m just trading stocks, that only takes about half my brain. I’m Simon, by the way,” and he stuck out his hand.

“And I am Zoe,” she said as she shook his hand.

“Nice to meet a fellow outcast,” he said.

“Is very much the same here,” she replied.

“As far as I’m concerned, it’s a badge of honor being rejected by those morons,” he said, indicating the rest of the cafeteria with a gesture.

“I am feeling same way!” she said, with a happy laugh, delighted to have made a new friend.

He gave her a warm smile in return, then suddenly peered at his laptop screen intently, tapped at the keyboard, then grabbed his phone, hit a key, and then smiled to himself.

“What is just happen?” Zoe asked, curiously.

“I just picked up $2,000 or so on an option spread,” he replied happily.

“Wow!” she said, impressed, “So quick like that?”

“Yeah, sort of,” Simon replied, “but it took a bit of researching before I could execute the trade, and I could easily have lost that much too. You probably make that much in a day of modelling, don’t you?”

“Maybe that much,” she said, “I think maybe my rates did go up?”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing with your earnings?”

“I pay rent to my aunt, and then I am just putting it in bank.” she replied.

“Just a regular savings account?” he asked.

“Yes, is something wrong with that?” Zoe asked.

“You’re getting ripped off is what’s wrong with that,” he said, “the bank is taking your money and investing it in relatively high return financial instruments, and paying you a measly 1% or 2% for lending it to them.”

“But what can I do about it?” she asked.

“You can set up a brokerage account and put your money to work in the same higher return investments that the bank is, that’s what you can do.”

“I know nothing about such things, and I am very much afraid of losing my money,” she said, “my family is poor.”

“Well, I sure wouldn
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