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      The digital screens on the kitchen appliances screamed 5:00 a.m. He knew he should crawl back into bed. It had been like this for six months now, ever since the promotion at work. Waking up with sweat across his brow and his back just before the reoccurring dream headed toward a disastrous end, as if his mind were a savvy film editor cutting out an ending he hadn’t the fortitude to handle. Each time, he carefully felt the area around his body, without waking Charlotte, to make sure it wasn’t so bad that the sheets were damp, and then walked as quietly as possible to the open area of their apartment housing the kitchen and small living room. No amount of effort to return to sleep worked these days. Nagging concerns that it was more premonition than dream rolled up in him with all the discomfort of a chronic stomachache. Logging into his work laptop settled his fears. Focusing on a stack of emails—a pile of problems to be solved and tasks to be completed—reassured him that he was necessary, valuable, not someone they would discard like an old rag no matter what he’d done. In his mind, there had been no way but the path he’d chosen. But words didn’t seem to alleviate the mild trembling in his hands.

      Lies were like that. They felt justified as a route to sparing others hurt, a path to keeping things balanced, a necessary evil. Lies spawned subsequent lies until the entangled mess required putting one’s ethics on the shelf now and then to simply manage life. This was the well-worn mantra Ted told himself in the wee hours of the morning to justify how he’d moved up and into a manager role. They needed the money. Jesse needed the money. He’d put everything he held sacred on the line. He couldn’t allow the twin detractors of guilt and regret to weaken his resolve. He’d done what he needed to do for the people he loved most.

      It was quiet at this hour, streetlights reflecting against windshields sprinkled with soft, multicolored leaves and a touch of dew that wasn’t quite frost. Late September always hinted at colder weather just around the corner. A few more hours and the neighborhood would awaken. People brushing off the comfort of blankets and sleep would appear below to warm up vehicles parked bumper to bumper in urban uniformity along both sides of East End Avenue. Others would hurry to the bus stop to catch the 61A. The world around him stepping into the day. Ted’s itch to join their ranks felt as natural as breathing. It was all he’d left his life in Montana to pursue.

      Similar to the residences of most of their neighbors, the roomy but older apartment harkened back to another time. A solid brick building whose faded glory showed in the slight dip and sag of the front steps, old woodwork in need of refinishing, plumbing with ancient cast-iron pipes, and registers emitting solid boiler-powered heat. A faded, elderly lady in need of a facelift with all the architectural character Charlotte loved. Ted wished they could buy a home in the neighborhood, but he’d told Charlotte he lusted after the big, refurbished homes near Frick Park or the luxury condos on Mt. Washington. Another lie placed carefully to postpone a little bit longer her aching desire to own a home, just until he could restore the funds missing from his account at the company’s credit union, which he’d drained. Thankfully, the account was in his name only. A few more months and he’d have replaced at least three quarters of what he’d felt forced to remove. His promotion to manager was making that possible.

      “Tell her the truth about the ranch,” Jesse had advised.

      “She’ll want to move back to Montana,” Ted had said. “You know she has this fantasy about living there.”

      “Would that be so bad?” Jesse replied.

      Just thinking about the endless hours in the saddle herding cattle, sore muscles from the physical labor, then falling into bed exhausted, worn out, only to do it again the next day made the muscles tighten in Ted’s neck and shoulders. He felt a slight pain and, looking down, realized he’d clenched his hands at the thought of returning, to the point where tension ran all the way up his arm and into his shoulders. Jesse viewed ranch life as freedom from the chains of a rigid, corporate structure. Freedom to work for himself and to answer to himself only, to own his own destiny. Ted saw it as a beautiful trap, the land and mountains casting stunning views on a life where progress, as Ted defined it, was limited. He saw freedom in a place where his computer skills and cyber knowledge prepared an even path upward to clearly definable roles that would fund a nicer, easier life for his family. He and Jesse had had discussions about this, a few of which were heated, so they’d agreed to disagree and move on. Charlotte alternated between agreeing with him and then with Jesse, her chronic indecision making Ted feel he was required to make the tough decisions.

      “It’s not what I want. And it’s not really what she would want once she got a good taste of it,” he told Jesse, hoping to shut down the topic.

      “You never know. It could turn out to be really great for both of you, and I’d love for you to live closer. You could work in Bozeman, and I’d run the ranch.”

      “Yeah, we miss you too, but no, Jesse, I’m not leaving the opportunities here for some smaller place with no career path.”

      “It’s your call, brother.” Jesse sounded more resigned than disapproving, tired of what was a conversation they’d had before.

      “Dad should have left the ranch to you. We both know that,” Ted said. “And even if he had, I’d still be helping you when times got tough.”

      “He loved you more,” Jesse answered. “We both know that too.”

      Jesse, his younger brother who loved their family ranch, who lived a straight and honest life, who loved but rarely understood Ted. He wished he could be fully honest with Jesse.  All this hiding secrets from people he loved, covering up old lies, creating new ones. Only a few more years and he could sign that ranch over to Jesse, shake the albatross from his shoulders along with the memories of the last words between him and his father, and move on. Another six months and he could pretend he’d settle for a house in their neighborhood and hire a realtor.

      “Hey, there . . . couldn’t sleep again?” He didn’t realize Charlotte was in the living room until she slid down next to him on the couch, resting her head on his shoulder as his fingers tapped the laptop keys. “How long have you been out here?”

      “About an hour, I guess.”

      “You work too much.”

      She looked beautiful—hair tousled, eyes drowsy as they fought the need for a little more sleep.  He knew she was weary of him working long hours.

      “I tried to go back to sleep and I couldn’t, so I figured I’d get some work done,” Ted said as he carefully minimized the screen and slid his hand over the USB flash drive he’d inserted earlier.

      “It’s not healthy, Ted,” she replied. “We need to get you a sleeping pill or some solution to this insomnia. I’m going to ask Dr. Collins tonight.”

      “The therapist can write prescriptions?” Ted fought the urge to roll his eyes, as he did, privately, about most things related to Dr. Collins. It was his first experience with a marriage counselor and, he hoped, his last. He’d agreed to go because he loved Charlotte and she thought this was the key to some sort of marital happiness. He thought otherwise but kept his comments to himself.

      “She’s a licensed psychiatrist. She can prescribe medication.”

      “I’d love to sleep a good eight hours,” Ted said. Dr. Collins might prove to be good for something after all, even if it came in the form of a little white pill.

      Seven years of marriage and several months of marriage counseling had taught him a few things, such as when to keep his mouth shut and when to agree.

      “Did you work on your list . . . for tonight?” Charlotte tapped the cover of Ted’s iPad, closed and lying on the coffee table.

      “Done. Insomnia was good for something, I guess.”  The marriage counselor had asked them to create a list of what they loved about each other and what drove them to the problems they’d been facing. He’d thought about objecting to what seemed a silly request that solved very little, but Charlotte had leaned forward, excited, attaching herself to the counselor’s words. “I had zero problems listing what I love about you.”

      Ted smiled at her as, in a flash of memory, he could see her auburn hair lifting on the breeze while they rode horses across the land and into the mountains near his family’s ranch. His sole thought had been to wonder if she would agree to marry him as he nervously fingered the ring box in his jacket pocket. He’d envisioned a life for them with a steady income they could count on, medical benefits, a modest home of their own, children. The opposite, in his mind, of the insecurities of ranch life. They’d been halfway to that dream when his parents died in an automobile accident, and he discovered his father actually could reach back from the grave to maintain a level of control over him. Their deaths had created the uphill battle he found himself trudging along now.

      “Can I see it? Your list?” Charlotte asked, reaching for his iPad.

      “No, we’ll do this together, later . . . with the counselor.” Ted grabbed the iPad and popped it into his backpack, removing the USB from his work laptop at the same time. He’d need to actually create a list, quickly, during his lunch hour. “How about your list? Done?” He was a little nervous about what she might say about him tonight.

      “Hmmm . . . sort of.” Charlotte stood, heading for the kitchen. He could hear her opening cupboards, pulling items to make coffee.

      “I’d say you don’t trust me, which makes list-making hard, but I know where that will take the conversation.” He purposefully kept his tone light, something practice had made perfect where this topic was concerned, but he still felt an anger that never quite grew a scab and healed.

      “I let that whole San Francisco trip go. You know that.”  Ted watched her move around the kitchen, her back to him, alert for body language that said otherwise. Maybe arms crossing her body, biceps tightening, chewing on her nails. And then, there it was as she yanked the cabinet door so hard it banged and pulled out one, not two, coffee mugs.

      Ted knew she was lying. It ate at her insecurities that he’d gotten drunk on a business trip, woke up fully clothed, his coworker Missy asleep next to him, his mind a blank as to how she’d ended up in his room. The story had trickled out, with various twists, until it reached Charlotte. He’d been explaining ever since that nothing had happened. But who was he to call anyone out on lying these days?

      “We were happier in Montana,” Charlotte said. “We were more . . . more . . . I don’t know, centered? Before you took this job, we were different.”

      Here we go again. Ted clutched the arm of the couch and closed his eyes, willing himself to keep the inward groan rolling up his chest from escaping through his mouth.

      “We were kids then, Charlotte. Everything was easier. We’ll both be thirty years old this year, and I want to move forward, not go back,” Ted answered, hoping his voice sounded steady, calm, the opposite of the turmoil flushing his cheeks. He turned sideways on the couch, watching Charlotte move gracefully around the kitchen. “A ranch is nothing but hard work and very little money. We have a nice life here.”

      This was the kind of crap he thought they should hash out in counseling and that, if Dr. Collins was as good as she claimed, their sessions would be less one-sided in favor of Charlotte. But he wasn’t about to drop a bomb in their marriage therapy sessions and start a fight. He’d decided after the first round with the good doctor that her goal was to agree with Charlotte about what key topics they should be covering and he was just along for the ride. Not that the topic of Charlotte’s ideas about living in Montana didn’t come up with the counselor, but it never moved from what Ted viewed as a fantasy lens of “living a simple life” to reality. There he sat with two women who had grown up in the city’s suburbs, their biggest childhood chore involving keeping their bedrooms clean, as the only expert on actual ranch life in the room but deferring to Charlotte’s view to keep things amenable. To Ted, simpler meant poorer. Neither Charlotte nor Dr. Collins had ever had to live that kind of life. What he’d gleaned so far in their five months of therapy was that meeting in college, dating exclusively, marrying quickly following graduation, and having a child two years later had left them unprepared for the hard work of marriage in a way that didn’t appear to affect other couples they knew.

      Charlotte ignored him, pulling down cereal for breakfast, bread and peanut butter to make and pack a sandwich for Kelsey’s lunch, and refusing to answer. He supposed she knew it could end up in an argument and she’d rather drop it now, hash it out later. But Ted thought they could save a lot of money on therapy if they could simply talk things through without a mediator and without anger and tears. The last time he suggested this, Charlotte said they would revert to the habits they needed to break rather than chart a new course. He assumed she thought therapy would accomplish some sort of new life for them. He was relatively cynical regarding the outcome she envisioned, but he’d keep showing up and giving it a try. Somewhere within himself he knew it was a half-hearted try, and this, alone, doomed the therapy journey to a less-than-successful outcome. If he could keep his current plan on track, he’d buy a house for his family in less than a year, and that, he believed, would be a much more effective game changer than Dr. Collins.

      “You have a full day today?” Ted asked.

      “What?” Charlotte paused, brows pulled inward in confusion. The brewing coffee was beginning to smell good.

      “You’re making Kelsey a sandwich, so I thought she must be going to the kindergarten after-school program rather than home with you.”

      “Oh, right, right . . .” Charlotte nodded, turning back to the kitchen counter. “I’m at the museum until noon, then lunch with Leah, and I’m on a deadline for an art gallery review for the newspaper . . . plus we have counseling later. I’ll pick Kelsey up a little later than usual, and then Shay said he’d babysit.”

      Shay, Ted’s colleague at work and best friend since their move to Pittsburgh. Other than Jesse, he’d never had as close a friendship with another man. He valued Shay like a brother. Shay had run interference after the San Francisco debacle, but he’d warned Ted that one more mistake that big and Charlotte would leave.

      Ted walked into the kitchen and poured cream into the bottom of a mug, then added the coffee, one of the few habits he’d picked up from his father.

      “Can you grab a coffee and sit with me before we go our separate ways?” Ted asked.

      Charlotte’s face softened, and she brought her mug—black, no sugar, he knew—with her, sitting down slowly, careful not to spill the hot liquid. He took her hand and squeezed, feeling the current between them he’d felt on their first date, a connection that all the ups and downs in their lives had not yet diminished, even when they chose to ignore it out of anger or disappointment in one another.

      “Before my job, we were poor,” Ted said. “We agreed Pittsburgh had better opportunities. You wanted to be near family, but now you rarely make any effort to see them beyond asking if they will babysit Kelsey.”

      “You know how difficult my mother can be, Ted,” Charlotte responded. “And be honest . . . you don’t really like my family all that much.”

      “I like some of them . . . maybe not your mother,” Ted answered jokingly, hoping to lighten the mood with what was usually their mutual annoyance with Charlotte’s mother.  “The ranch should belong to Jesse. He loves Montana. He loves his life. And we can always visit.”

      “Should belong?” Charlotte was staring at him now, that questioning look she got when she was working on a new story for the newspaper crossing her face. “Art left the ranch to Jesse because you didn’t want it.”

      “Right,” Ted said, quickly covering the slip. “I meant the ranch should always belong to Jesse.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Charlotte said.

      It saddened Ted to see the wistful expression on his wife’s face. If he kept pushing this conversation, he would open the door to something unpleasant.

      “Let’s talk about Montana vs. Pittsburgh with Dr. Collins, okay?” Ted hoped he could find a way to convey that moving to Montana wasn’t necessary. Charlotte and Kelsey did not take a back seat to his work life, as she often claimed. Nothing could be further from the truth. Everything he’d done, everything he was doing, was for the wife and daughter he could not imagine life without and the younger brother he loved deeply. Jesse deserved that ranch, and Charlotte deserved to own rather than rent a home.

      Charlotte nodded and gave him a tired half smile.

      “Finish up that coffee. I’m going to take a shower,” Ted said, standing and heading toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms and bathroom. He wanted to wash it all away, the sleepless nights, the lies he’d just told, yet again, woven into the fabric of the ancient lies his father had dumped on his shoulders.

      “Don’t be late tonight, Ted,” Charlotte called out behind him.

      She’d laid down the rules months ago. Go to marriage counseling, or she was taking Kelsey and moving out. He hadn’t missed a session, and he wouldn’t, no matter what the day would bring.
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      Charlotte walked quickly, purposefully, through the lobby of the natural history museum, pushing wisps of hair out of her eyes, trying to tuck them into the messy, hastily done ponytail she’d created at a red light on the drive to work. She’d been slow getting ready this morning, her mind in a million places, and had put together mismatched clothes, then tugged on a blouse that still had strawberry juice spots and should have been in the laundry basket. Finally, on her third try, she’d managed to quiet her thoughts, which bounced between getting the list in her head on paper before marriage counseling and facing her work projects, long enough to put on a favorite, comfortable dress and sweater. She hadn’t wanted to admit to Ted that she not only hadn’t written up her list, but that she wasn’t sure Dr. Collins was worth the money they were paying her.

      Right hand holding the strap on the messenger bag slung across her body, she plowed forward rather than going right to skirt the majestic marble pillars and ran into a young docent, almost knocking the girl—who was leading a group of visitors to the diorama of the camel and the Bedouin rider under attack from a fierce lion—over.  Normally Charlotte went the other way, as she appreciated the history of the piece but hated its violence.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Charlotte could see the frowns on the visitors’ faces. “I didn’t see you.”

      “It’s okay,” the guide answered, adjusting a red, wool beret knocked askew and now dipping precariously over her right ear. She smiled reassuringly at her tour group. “This is Charlotte McCord. She handles development and marketing writing for the museum and is an arts and entertainment reviewer for the local newspaper.”

      Charlotte felt her cheeks grow warm as she blushed, embarrassed, and managed a small smile. She probably should thank the docent for making her string of part-time and freelance jobs seem impressive.

      “I’m facing a deadline for a few things, and my mind was in a million places. I need to slow down and be a little more careful,” she said. The truth behind her misstep into the docent was she’d been lost in thought about her husband.

      The visitors smiled, and a few laughed in agreeable understanding. Charlotte backed away, waving to the group, then yanked open a polished wooden door, “Development” in gold lettering carefully displayed across the center, “Only Employees” stenciled beneath. Her footsteps created a quiet echo as she entered the small, empty office area she shared with three other staff members. She wished she wasn’t so conflicted about what a career meant to her; she should be able to decide, like Ted, what she truly wanted and go after it. She’d started, deleted, and restarted, then revised, her list for their counseling session tonight. She hated her lack of confidence, her inability to state her feelings without worry. Making tough decisions and sticking to them was not her specialty.

      Dropping her bag on a desk, Charlotte sat down and paused, taking a moment to try to breathe in the good of her marriage and exhale the fears and doubts. This morning’s looming deadline for a marketing brochure about the new exhibit coming to Bird Hall needed to take priority. Yet, a niggling feeling that something more than the stress of their marital issues, more than Ted’s tendency to be a workaholic, was at work here.  She felt the existence of a tension-filled secret that was keeping her husband up at night. It moved around in her head like the old worn and scratched vinyl records her mother had liked to play when she was a child. It hit the damaged groove and replayed again and again as she dissected what he might be keeping from her, what the source of his anxiety could be. Charlotte had been with Ted long enough to know that he could be secretive, that he struggled to open up, and some topics he simply put up a wall that there was no getting around. But they were things they’d argued about, and she’d learned to simply accept or work around. Her gut feeling said there was something new and troubling going on with Ted.

      She’d seen just a tiny bit of his computer screen, and it wasn’t a list for Dr. Collins. There was a box in the middle that showed the progression of a download, the progress line looking close to the far right end of the box. Then he’d shut the laptop lid quickly, and, as she rose to go and make coffee, she saw him pull out the USB and pocket it, turning slightly as if it were somehow a covert move. He’d said all the right words this morning, and who was she to fault him for lying about doing his therapy homework when she had done the same? Still, she looked for what lay beneath the words, the thing that felt like an insidious threat to their carefully constructed life but somehow eluded her. If her marriage didn’t get back on track soon, this cobbling together of various little jobs would not be enough if she had to go it alone with Kelsey.

      Charlotte switched on the older desktop computer just as her phone jingled a Beyoncé tune. It was Leah, lover of Queen Bey. She felt the usual mix of desire to lay her troubles at the feet of her best friend and resistance to stacking what felt like career and marital failure up against Leah’s successful career and free, single lifestyle. She pulled the phone out of her bag and swiped right.

      “Hi, Leah.”

      “Hey, Charlie. Are we still on for lunch today?”

      “Yes. Where do you want to go?” Charlotte was less interested in eating lunch than in picking Leah’s brain for a little life and career advice.

      “Hmmm . . . let me call a few places, then I’ll make a reservation and text you.”

      “Leah, nothing fancy. I’m not really dressed for it today.”

      “Charlie, I’ve never known you to be particularly ‘dressed for it,’ as you put it, but you always look great.”

      Charlotte’s face flushed with anger at the condescension and judgment in the words, despite the humorous tone of their delivery. “‘Dressed for it’ is what I do when I’m required to have lunch with my mother,” she shot back. Quietly, she reminded herself that fancy clothes and perfect makeup had always been available to her, whereas Leah had grown up longing for exactly what she now had the means to provide herself with. Still, Charlotte knew she was Leah’s only close female friend and the one person who could check Leah’s insecurity-fueled arrogance. Women, generally, did not like Leah. Charlotte usually chose to dress a little more bohemian because tailored suits and haute couture reminded her too much of her mother. It irritated her that Leah’s hang-up on the importance of clothes and appearance could get to her in a way that felt as if her confidence were being undermined.

      “Okay, sounds like you need a friend, a nice healthy salad, and a little prosecco. Let me work it out.”

      Charlotte picked at a hangnail, eyeing her hands as she imagined Leah tapping perfectly manicured nails across the phone keypad, searching her OpenTable app for a place she liked.

      “Sounds like your usual idea of slumming, something four-star or less,” Charlotte said with a laugh in spite of the small flash of irritation. It was an old misbegotten twinge of insecurity that, like any bad habit, she should discard. It didn’t even make sense. She smoothed down the floral boho dress she’d snagged at a secondhand, vintage store and rolled up the sleeves of her not-yet-ancient cardigan. Depending on the location, she might ditch the sweater. She’d always had the means to dress like Leah. Even now, Ted’s income was such that she could forego her love of vintage clothes for something new and smart-looking, but she felt at home rummaging in secondhand shops, imagining the story behind each piece of clothing. Back in her closet at home, zipped in a nice airtight garment bag, were the classic clothes she pulled out when necessary for Ted’s very few corporate events, for funerals, and at times to please her mother. “If I decide to drink prosecco in the middle of the day, then it’s on you.”

      “I think it’s exactly what you need. Text you the details in a bit.”

      With a quick “bye,” Charlotte tapped the red button on her phone and hung up. Leah Hanson had been her best friend since the first grade, and, although they might have grown in different directions, she was still the first place Charlotte went to unload a problem. But the last few times she’d run to Leah, she’d left irritated, making her wonder if what had been a friendship was now more a habit she needed to break. Charlotte scrolled through her contact list, then hit a name.

      “Charlotte?” The man’s voice on the other end was a soft baritone. She smiled, imagining him, evenly matched dreadlocks tied back, hazel eyes going from tired to alert as he worked his way through a morning coffee.

      “Hey, Shay. Still available to babysit tonight?” Charlotte knew at times his friendship with both her and Ted could be difficult for him, especially, like now, when they weren’t getting along very well.

      “Yep, can’t wait to see my favorite little five-year-old!”

      “You know you miss watching Frozen repeatedly until your eyes start crossing.” Charlotte smiled, amused, thinking of little Kelsey standing up on the couch, a small, freckled arm around Shay’s shoulder as she instructed him to turn on her favorite Disney movie.

      “Sadly, I know all the songs!” Shay chuckled, and she imagined the smile on his face.

      Charlotte opened her mouth to let him know her schedule for the day and when she’d pick up Kelsey and be home, then realized not only did he not need that information, but because Shay, like Ted and most of their friends, was not a fan of Leah, he probably didn’t need to hear she was hanging out with Leah for lunch. Although she usually rolled her eyes when they made remarks, even defended her friend at times, deep down she was aware that Leah was somewhat of a predator where men were concerned.

      As if on cue, Charlotte’s phone dinged with a text from Leah.
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      “Okay, Shay! See you later, and thanks again for watching Kelsey!”

      Charlotte looked up to see Grace, her colleague and friend, watching her with a look of concern. She picked at a few pieces of lint on her sweater, dropping them in the trash can next to her desk, and wondered if she looked as tired, stressed, and disheveled as she felt.

      “You doing all right today, Charlotte?” Grace reminded her of everything she loved about the museum—a polish and prestige from another time, a work of art in and of herself.

      “I didn’t sleep well last night, and then I almost knocked the docent over in front of her tour group out there.” Charlotte waved her hand toward the door. “I’m a little off my game this morning.”

      “Have you considered Margaret’s offer to come on full-time here?” Grace asked, gently tucking a strand of hair behind her ears. Her thick, white mane was like a carefully layered snowfall, hitting just below her ears but not quite to her collar. “Kelsey’s in kindergarten at least part of the time now, and all this running here and there has to be hard for you.”

      “I’m considering it. Margaret and I just need to be in the office at the same time to discuss her offer, I guess.”

      “Well, I’m ready to go part-time. You’d be doing me a favor.”

      Charlotte walked to Grace’s desk and gave her a quick hug.

      “If I work anywhere full-time, it will be here. This is, by far, my favorite job and work environment.”

      “You and I need to find some time, too, Charlotte. I know something is bothering you,” Grace said.

      Charlotte turned her head to hide the tears that threatened to spill over and onto her face. Grace was more motherly to her at times than her own mother. If there was one thing Charlotte had observed, it was that Grace had a good sixth sense about people and genuinely cared about Charlotte.

      “I’m having lunch with Leah today, and then . . .” Charlotte stopped, considering whether to tell Grace she and Ted were in marital counseling. She’d opened up a lot to Grace, but in this she felt embarrassed, as if she was the sole owner of their crumbling marriage. “Let’s meet on Saturday morning and take a walk. Ted will have Kelsey. Frick Park or Schenley?”

      “Frick Park. I’ll meet you at the tennis courts near Braddock Trail at, say, nine?”

      “Putting it in my calendar now,” Charlotte said, returning to her desk to pick up her phone, her fingers punching it into the Google calendar. Even as she hit “save,” she felt lighter. Lunch with Leah today. Tomorrow was Friday, her slow day. She would catch up on housework and her freelance assignments, then have a nice hike with Grace on Saturday as well.

      “I’d better get to work. I need to finish the new brochure.” Charlotte decided she’d email the final document to her boss with a note requesting both approval and to set up a meeting to discuss moving her to a full-time position. She smiled at Grace, then, hands on the keyboard and eyes on the screen, she got to work. For the first time today, she felt stronger, as if she was stepping forward on a path of her own, something that didn’t involve Ted and would give her a bigger sense of independence.
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      Ted swiped his security badge across the electronic eye embedded in the chrome-plated turnstile, the remains of a still-warm latte in his left hand. The barriers automatically swung open, and he walked to the rows of sleek, metallic elevators heading ever upward. He felt a sense of accomplishment mixed with insatiable longing when he breathed in the beauty of the skyscraper. It represented all he had achieved and all he’d hungered for since he left the McCord ranch.

      He was tired this morning from lack of sleep and running late because he stopped at Starbucks for more coffee and a breakfast sandwich, so it was a light crowd waiting for a ride to the twentieth floor. The lack of sleep would catch up with him later in the day, and over-caffeinating probably wasn’t the best idea, but for now it was moving him forward. As he stepped into the elevator, a young man with a maroon University of Montana sweatshirt, worn jeans, and a courier package jumped in behind him.

      “Go Griz,” Ted said with a grin.

      “Hey, man . . . a Grizzlies fan in the ’Burgh?” The courier looked surprised.

      “Yeah, born and raised.”

      “Ahh, cool! I can’t wait to get back. Love it out West.”

      “My wife says the same thing,” Ted said as the doors opened to his floor.

      He swiped his badge again outside a set of heavy glass doors with River City Trust etched just above eye level in gold, grabbing the handle as the light turned green and pulling hard to swing them open. He’d loved information security since the day he discovered it in a digital forensics class. He’d grabbed as many classes on the subject as the school offered. In his senior year, he scraped together enough extra money to add cybersecurity certifications to his resume.

      The gray landscape of repetitive low-walled cubicles mixed with pockets of long, rectangular open seating rolled out before him like the outdated wooden carrels he’d seen in older libraries as a child. There was a similar semi-hushed quality perforated by the clicking of keyboards and the random beeps and tunes coming from the many smartphones, tablets, and computer monitors. The music of his world.

      Cybersecurity let him in on all the company secrets, and, as a McCord, he’d learned early in life to keep a secret. Like Pandora’s box, secrets released could hurt others, especially those he loved. He’d perfected the ability to lock them away. It was the ideal profession for him. Unlike ranch life, here he could carefully map his success by his job title and hold on to each step as he worked toward the next. He’d built a path in his mind that would lead to the head of cybersecurity and then chief information security officer one day, a climb he’d gladly started the day he was hired. It was all a fierce game with success heavily dependent on a yearly performance evaluation, commonly known as “the PE.” Ted had latched on to the PE and the ensuing corporate game board like a child to his mother’s milk. Its results became the measure he used to validate himself each year. No Nielsen rating was ever more closely watched, no strategy more calculated, no goal more obsessed about than his determination to score as high as was possible on the PE.

      He headed out into the sea of cubicles, looking for Shay as he walked. Ted saw the workplace as an elevation to a strata where he could garner respect. But his recent promotion had been something altogether different, outside the normal climb. It had been a result of desperation rather than an earned reward.

      “You don’t seem as excited as I thought you’d be,” Shay said to Ted a few days after he’d received his promotion.

      “It’s a lot of extra work and responsibility. I’m just a little stressed is all,” Ted answered. He could feel his stomach churn, coupled with a sharp level of fear that the constant, grinding guilt might end up causing an ulcer. His promotion wasn’t earned in an acceptable way. A fervent belief that it was deserved after years of hard work mingled with the fear that his life could come down like a house of cards. Uncertainty ran amok in his digestive tract as though he’d eaten rotten fruit, its effects slow and lingering. He eyed, through the conference room window, the bottle of antacid tablets on his desk that he now routinely popped like a child devouring Skittles. Worse was facing Shay knowing he’d lied, and it was a living, breathing, daily lie that, if exposed, could cost him a friendship.

      “It can be a soulless, driving environment, my friend,” Shay said, his long legs and lean runner’s physique stretched outward from the conference room chair where they were taking a break. “It’s all an illusion. It can disappear in a moment. You have to take from it without letting it take you.”

      “I like feeling there is a path upward for me and that it’s me who controls my destiny.”

      Shay shook his head in disagreement. “Just one corporate reorganization, and poof, your big climb is sidelined, all personal control gone. I’m simply saying don’t let it suck you in. Don’t lose sight of what really matters.”

      “What matters is buying a home for Charlotte . . . a nice car and maybe a private school education for Kelsey.”

      “Your wife feel the same way? Because every time I’ve talked to her, she sounds like she wouldn’t mind going back out West.”

      “She grew up with a lot of money. She doesn’t get being poor.” Ted tried not to feel a level of annoyance that his best friend and his wife were having private conversations about what was best for his family. Although the three of them were good friends, this topic was not, in his opinion, up for decision, and yet it kept chasing him around like a sheepherding dog.

      “Well, dude, I grew up poor too,” Shay answered with a laugh and a smile. “You know my story—single mother, not the best and not the worst neighborhood, and on my own ever since she died. I want to do well enough to have security, but I won’t get obsessed with this place. I can like myself just fine without it.”

      “I get where you’re coming from. But I’m sick of hearing about the damn fantasy life she imagines we’d have in Montana. It’s a non-discussion no matter how hard Charlotte wants to nag me about it.” Ted took a deep breath and put up his hand as if to say “enough,” then stood. He must have seemed inordinately angry to Shay over something so insignificant. He had to curb his worries and calm down, act normal.

      Shay stood and patted Ted on the shoulder, the light, friendly touch of athletes on a field showing support for one another. The silent language of men that said he got it and he’d back off, that he wasn’t taking sides against Ted. Ted simply wanted, at least while he was at work, to focus his energies on both hiding his stress and on monitoring the very present pressures he’d put himself under.

      Pittsburgh had moved beyond its stereotype as an industrial, blue-collar town to a high technology corridor. Opportunities abounded everywhere. Each morning, Ted looked out of the office windows onto the sun-dappled Monongahela River and felt pride mixed with stubborn determination. Much of what drew him to Shay was his friend’s solid belief in himself, a quality Ted craved but found elusive in the face of his own ongoing need for affirmation from his employer. Shay encompassed quiet confidence as easily as sliding into a comfortable old jacket and could just as easily shrug off internalizing the pressures from work. He was his own man and, privately, Ted’s hero, but Ted was under no illusions that he could evolve in the same direction. He wasn’t wired that way.

      “My mother always believed I’d return to my roots,” Ted said, shaking his head as if in dispute with the specter of her as they walked out of the conference room. “To an understanding of the land and the people I’d been born into.”

      “Maybe you should think about that, Ted,” Shay answered. “Not actually moving but tapping into that concept. Put the job in perspective.”

      Now, six months later, as he walked back to his cubicle, Ted wished he could tell Shay how much he had been forced to change his perspective after Pearl Ann and Art McCord died two years ago in a car accident. Most of his responses to Shay were reflexive, based on the person he was before Art saddled him with ownership of the ranch when he should have given it to Jesse. His final move, like a hand reaching out from the grave, to attempt to force Ted back to Montana. Art’s last will and testament, adding yet another layer to the secrecy he had once demanded of Ted, and which Ted now kept tucked deep inside himself to protect his brother. He’d seen less and less of his father in the years before his death. His promises to Charlotte and to his mother to visit more often rarely occurred, and, when they did, he and Art invariably argued, the trip soured, and the time between visits lengthened. Charlotte had given up and gone to Montana several times without him, taking Kelsey.

      He’d decided not to tell her his father left ownership of the ranch to him, not Jesse. A secret he knew had the potential to cause yet another marital rift if she found out. Nor would he tell Jesse the truth as to why their father had made such a decision. Jesse, who loved that ranch with all his heart, deserved ownership. That was one secret his parents had taken to their graves and, he hoped, so would he. Art’s will stipulated that Ted couldn’t sell the ranch for four years after his death. Two more years and he could sign it over to Jesse, free and clear, lifting the albatross off his neck and his credit rating.

      “You’re late.” The raspy voice behind Ted spoke of a thousand cigarettes smoked to the butt. It was the voice of Ted’s nightmares, shaking him out of his own random thoughts and into the present.

      “I don’t work for you anymore, Geri,” Ted replied, turning around.

      After two miserable years on the Vulnerability Management team where, although he liked the work, he’d suffered under Gerilyn Leslie’s brutal style of micromanagement, he gave up trying to advance his career and made a lateral move to a role as a penetration tester. There Ted spent his days in peace, pretending to hack his own company to find its vulnerabilities. He’d moved up a little, to senior member of the team, still pen testing but also scanning specific employee actions online at the request of human resources if they showed suspicious behavior. He’d lobbied hard to make the change and move away from Geri. When she’d tried to stop him, he went to human resources and filed a complaint. He had a big target on his back now where Geri was concerned, but once he’d shaken himself of her, he’d liked coming to work each day. He liked testing the company’s network. He liked the elevated access to the system and feeling valuable. He liked knowing secrets and keeping them. He liked managing the people doing the work he loved, now that he’d been promoted to a level equal to Geri’s.

      “News flash, Geri. I’m a
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