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			crossfire noun

			a: in combat, a situation where firing occurs from two or more points,   causing the lines of fire to intersect.

			b: in business or politics, an instance when opposing forces or interests   meet, cross, or clash.

			c: in communication, a rapid or heated exchange of words.

			d: in rodeo [team roping], an illegal maneuver by the heeler, occurring when   they throw their rope hastily, before the header has fully controlled the   steer and made it change direction. 

		


		


			1 

			Twelve million dollars. Moirin Garrett nodded and scrawled her signature at the bottom of the page, approving the request. It was a good investment. The hydropower division had a solid team, and she was confident they’d soon achieve marketable results. She flipped through the sheets, approving several more requests before straightening the pile and sliding the entire stack to the corner of the desk.

			She ran her hand along the edge of the sleek walnut surface. Commissioned by her grandfather, it was a work of art, eight feet across and four feet wide, inlaid with Colorado aspen and juniper with hand-tooled leather panels. She was the third generation to sit at the desk where piles of work rarely existed. They signified a backlog and inefficiency. Right now, the incriminating stack screamed for attention. The corner office was the pinnacle of prestige, the payoff for a lifetime of effort, but no one ever mentioned how much work it took to keep it.

			The shrill ring of the landline telephone cut through the silence of the office, echoing through the executive floor that had long since emptied. She glanced at the caller ID and sighed, picking up the receiver. “Mother.”

			“Don’t Mother me. Edgar has the limo downstairs waiting. He called and said you’re not answering your cell.”

			“I’m just finishing up a few things.”

			“It won’t do to be late. It simply won’t.”

			“Mother, I know. I’m hanging up now to change. Tell Edgar I’ll be down in ten minutes.”

			She put the receiver back on the cradle and opened one of the desk drawers. Withdrawing a tablet computer connected to her home security system, she paused to let the screen brighten, showing the image of her living room.

			Orson sat, staring at the camera, his crooked tail twitching. Waiting. When he saw the light come on, his petulant meow resonated in the empty condo. She smiled as she pressed the microphone button to activate the speaker.

			“Sorry, buddy. It will be a few more hours before I come home.” She switched to the food dispenser app on her phone, tapped it, and watched the camera as Orson tore off toward the kitchen, drawn by the sound of treats clinking into the bowl. She closed the tablet and returned it to the drawer.

			Moirin crossed the office to her private bathroom, which included a closet and shower. Her schedule demanded convenience and efficiency. This wasn’t the first time she changed from business suit to evening dress at the office. Within minutes, her hair, makeup, and attire were suitably altered, and she took the elevator to the lobby.

			“Good night, Sam.” She raised a two-finger wave to the security desk as she passed.

			“Good night Ms. Garrett.”

			

			Edgar stood at the open rear door of the town car, waiting to close it after she slid into the back seat. Twenty minutes later, the car stopped, and the door reopened. She took a deep breath, nodded at Edgar, then exited the vehicle.

			Moirin surveyed the room filled with donors and supporters drawn here by the mission of environmental preservation. The annual People for Earth Preservation Foundation gala was a major society event that Moirin typically avoided. This year, her mother insisted that association with the group would counteract the criticism and judgment Moirin often received for her role in running a wildly successful international energy company. She didn’t think changing public perception would be as easy as that, but the effort seemed to please her mother.

			The Board of Directors of PEP, as they were known, had wanted the gala to be immersed in nature. The Nautilus Ballroom at the Denver Aquarium fit the bill, shimmering like rippling bands of water, its elegant tones of blue and gold blending together like a warm sunset over the ocean. Exhibits of marine life and freshwater creatures in various habitats surrounded the attendees, providing a vivid glimpse at the life they worked so hard to preserve. Muted notes of classical music softened the conversations around her, the actual score unrecognizable over the human voices.

			She walked to the bar and ordered a whiskey highball. A drink to avoid the femininity of a wineglass, the appropriate color of a man’s drink, but tempered with ginger ale. Another concession for public appearances. She took a drink, mentally reviewing the talking points for the evening. There was a narrow focus for the event, and she intended to stay on topic.

			Moirin didn’t need to circulate through the crowd because everyone in attendance sought her out. A pose for a photo, pitch a plan, voice a criticism, ask a favor… everyone wanted something. Her long career had made her recognizable to many, both in the Energy sector and amongst environmentalists. The PEP marketing team had made full use of the press release announcing her attendance at the event.

			“Ms. Garrett. What a tremendous honor to meet you. I mean — I heard you would be here tonight, but I didn’t believe it. After all, you, with this crowd, but here you are.” She wasn’t the first one to point out the incongruity of a corporate energy executive’s attendance at the annual environmental gala.

			Moirin turned and faced the thin, willowy girl, taking in the sparkling eyes and flushed cheeks. She remembered those days when the world was exciting and full of promise. For a moment, she would have given anything to switch places with the young corporate groupie. Then again, the thirty years of hard work and sacrifice she’d spent building a career would still be ahead of her.

			“Thank you,” she said, smiling as she clasped the girl’s outstretched hand between both her own. “You have a lot of passion. Is that for business, the environment, or both?”

			“I, well, I guess, both. I’d like to be an environmental attorney one day. I’m one of the interns for PEP this summer. I’ll start my junior year in the fall.” A quick calculation put the girl’s age at around twenty years old. Had she made different choices in life, Moirin may have had a daughter that age, perhaps even several children. She brushed the odd thought aside to encourage the girl with a nod.

			“Good for you. Summer internships are an excellent experience.”

			“Excuse me, ladies. Moirin, hello.” A white-gloved hand tapped on her forearm.

			Moirin glanced in the direction of the new voices. The young girl’s slim hand pulled out of her grasp, backing away as she spoke. “Anyway, Ms. Garrett, I want to thank you. You’re my inspiration — a role model of how women can succeed in this field. I just wanted to tell you.” As quickly as she appeared, the girl blended into the crowd.

			Moirin found herself surrounded by a trio of aging society matrons.  Each was garbed in elegant, understated evening wear, but glittering with jewels. They were major benefactors of the foundation, pillars of the Denver community, and the figureheads of her mother’s ladies’ group. Each of them was here to see and be seen, solidifying relationships with those in power and establishing ones with the  up-and-comers.

			She faced them, suppressing a sigh, and mustered one of her cultivated smiles: courteous but distracted, designed to deter prolonged interaction. “Ladies, good evening.” She nodded to each one in turn. “Mrs. Eldrich, Mrs. Myerson, Mrs. Devonshire.”

			“Hello, dear. We were thrilled to hear from your mother that you would be announcing your company’s support for this. Such a worthy cause.” Eliza Eldrich spoke for the group, her companions nodding in enthusiastic agreement.

			“Yes, it is, isn’t it? It’s so good to see you all here tonight as well. If you’ll all excuse me.” She cocked her head toward the bar and lifted her empty glass. The trio of ladies tittered and nodded, releasing her from further social obligation.

			Her drink refreshed, she scanned the crowd for the enthusiastic intern. She could use more of the girl’s energy, but Moirin couldn’t spot her. Instead, a flurry of activity caught her attention. In the opposite corner of the room, a round, squat figure in a dark suit gestured emphatically at one of the uniformed hostesses. The hostess’s features were drawn with an expression somewhere between extreme patience and complete frustration.

			Moirin recognized both the emotion and its origin. Gregorian Plankett. An odious narcissist with more money than principles, his hefty contributions didn’t make his personality more tolerable. The hostess seemed to be losing whatever battle they were fighting, shifting from one foot to another and glancing away, possibly looking for reinforcements to manage the situation.

			Moirin grimaced and searched for a suitable focus for her attention. One of the mayor’s aides stood with his wife alongside a congressman whose arm was firmly in the grasp of a porcelain-faced blonde. Perfect. Before she could step in the direction of the group, the event manager materialized, blocking her path.

			“Ms. Garrett. It is wonderful having you here tonight.” He spoke in a slow, calm manner, his voice hushed.

			“Thank you. It’s a lovely event.” She inclined her head to the center of the room.

			“You’re too kind. I hate to bother you, but I need your assistance with a small item.” He cleared his throat and twisted his long, elegant fingers before clasping them securely, almost prayerfully, together. “I am so sorry to ask, and it is indelicate, but we have a bit of a dilemma.”

			“Oh?” She massaged her neck before running a hand over her hair, ensuring it was still tucked into the elegant chignon. The once-vivid flame color had mellowed over the years to a deep auburn, now touched with a few strands of gray, but appearance was still important. She wrenched her expression into a smile, digging deep for the illusion of energy she didn’t feel.

			“With a reservation event of this type, dinners and seating are set in advance, and last-minute changes are difficult to accommodate. Mr. Plankett seems to have brought two guests tonight instead of one.”

			“That is unfortunate.” She narrowed her eyes, hoping he would ensure Plankett remained someone else’s problem.

			“Yes, well,” he cleared his throat before his words came out in a rush, “um, each of our special invitees received a guest ticket. Pardon my presumption, but I don’t believe I’ve seen you with a companion or escort tonight…” He paused, his eyes pleading for her to answer the unasked question.

			Someone slid up next to her. Without warning, Gregorian Plankett slapped the underside of her elbow, driving her arm up, sloshing her drink from its glass. “She never has a date to these things anymore. What’s the problem? Just sit my cousin next to her. It’ll give him a thrill to be at the head table, and everyone will think she’s a cougar now with a handsome young buck next to her. Win-win.” He smirked.

			Moirin kept a firm grip on her composure, dabbing the spilled drops from her hand with a napkin. She turned away with a tight smile, swishing the soggy napkin through the air as though to playfully slap his forearm, but stopping short of direct physical contact.

			“Oh, Mi-ster-Plan-kett.” She drew out his name, accentuating each syllable. Any bystander overhearing her might think she was tolerant and accommodating, possibly even indulgent, even as Gregorian’s smirk faded; her rebuff was evident in her body language and expression. She had honed a look she used as effectively in business negotiations as in personal conflicts. Unfortunately, unlike her normal negotiations, she had no play here. Concession was her only option.

			She turned her back on him and smiled at the event planner. “Yes, of course. Mr. Plankett’s additional guest may be accommodated. There is an unused dinner place setting at our table.” Direct and forthright as always.

			Without a backward look, she walked away with slow, measured steps, relying on her appearance to be all the armor she needed. She knew the shimmery, sheer fabric of her bronze-colored ankle-length gown followed her body’s curves without clinging, accented by a daring neckline and modest side slit. A woman in her early fifties was on a fashion tightrope, walking that fine line between sexy elegance and becoming gossip fodder of what-was-she-thinking-wearing-a-dress-made-for-a woman-half-her-age. The attitude when wearing such a dress made all the difference.

			She took a deep breath, ignoring the sidelong look of empathetic pity she caught in her peripheral vision. Mr. Plankett’s comments had been heard by several attendees standing nearby. Moirin refused to reveal any outward evidence of embarrassment or the disquiet that churned in her chest. There was nothing about her life to be pitied. Certainly not her single status. She smiled tersely and continued toward the congressman’s group.

			When they were seated for dinner, she was relieved to see Mr. Plankett’s party was on the opposite side of the circular banquet table, out of earshot. Moirin herself was seated between two engaging PEP board members, one a marine biologist and the other an attorney. A retired marine biologist, seated at her right, who specialized in whales, porpoises, and dolphins, proved to be an entertaining storyteller. She enjoyed the levity he brought to the evening.

			It was especially welcome after she learned that Plankett was actively involved in the PEP foundation, and she would be subject to continued interaction with him throughout the project. That information made her want to back out right then and there. Of course, she couldn’t do that. The long-term benefits for Garrett were too important. Her own inclinations would take a backseat to the company, as usual.

			After the tofu twist on a rubber chicken meal, the Foundation’s President made opening remarks, and Moirin stepped up to the podium to deliver a few words they had requested before the keynote speaker.

			“Good evening. I’m Moirin Garrett, Chief Operations Officer for Garrett Diversified, an energy company founded by my great-grandfather. He came to Colorado after the discovery of oil in Cañon City. He had big dreams back then. Like many prospectors at the time, he didn’t see success right away; fortunately, he persevered. Since then, the philosophy of diversification and eco-friendly energy solutions we’ve followed isn’t just our family’s legacy; it’s our mission.

			“I’m proud to be joining with the People for Earth Preservation this year for a ground-breaking effort. The esteemed members of the Board are spearheading an impressive Climate Change Impact Study that I’m pleased to announce Garrett Diversified will be taking part in. The focus of the study is the impact of human energy resource procurement on the environment. Our area of the study will include sites where oil drilling, fracking, wind turbines, solar collection, and harnessing hydroelectric power have been done.”

			As she looked over the crowd, Moirin saw the young intern she had met earlier sitting at rapt attention, poised on the edge of her seat. Moirin imagined her own face held much the same look years before when her father told her the stories of his grandfather’s struggles that she shared with this crowd tonight. She looked at the girl and nodded, smiling, realizing she hadn’t asked her name.

			“The very talented and respected environmentalist Riggs Robinson has been chosen to lead the project. He’s here tonight with the research team he’s assembled. I am honored to be joining, if only in some small way, a study that may provide guidance for our ongoing efforts to ensure a clean and healthy planet for generations to come. I’ve been told that due to the overwhelming response from all of you and supporters throughout the world, they’ve secured the entire funding goal for the five-year study.”

			As the audience applauded, Moirin glanced at her copious notes. Prior to tonight, she had never met Riggs Robinson and knew only the broad strokes of the study.

			“For our small part, Garrett Diversified will be providing access to six sites here in Colorado for testing. Our philosophy of transparency and  commitment to the environment aligns with PEP’s mission. We are proud to be an industry leader and trailblazers for eco-friendly solutions. By participating in this study using some of our own properties, we can demonstrate that it is possible to be both responsible and profitable. By doing this, we hope to share with others in the industry that a balance can be struck between environmental responsibility and corporate profitability.” She double-tapped the podium with her forefingers as she nodded, smiling again at the audience. Her face ached.

			Polite, scattered handclapping increased measurably as Riggs crossed the stage to join her. They shook hands briefly, Moirin stepping back as he took her place at the podium. “Now, I’d like you to meet the PEP team.”

			The room erupted with applause. The audience was captivated by the handsome and gregarious scientist as Moirin slipped back to her seat. She snuck a glance at her watch. Another hour at most. She tried to paste on an interested smile, struggling against the urge to massage her stiff neck, waiting for the night to end.

		


		


			2

			The quiet Sunday mornings in her condo were usually productive. To her annoyance, today had not been.

			Her eyes darted from the road to the dashboard clock of her Lexus. Time was moving too fast. Her day began before dawn, but hours later, the pile of paperwork hadn’t diminished to her liking. Her habit of needing to finish one more note, check one more email, and do one more task before moving to her next appointment often resulted in breathless last-minute arrivals. It seemed that today would be no different.

			Sunlight cut through the branches of lush green trees as Moirin sped through her parents’ Cherry Hills neighborhood. Her mother had a standing reservation for Sunday brunch and hated when Moirin was tardy. The trendy restaurant had limited parking, and arriving late often meant she was forced to park several blocks away, increasing the delay. They offered valet, but she availed herself of the service only on those Colorado days when stinging snow or bone-chilling winds made her loath to be outside. Today, only a few fluffy white clouds lazed across the vivid blue sky, allowing the sun to shine brilliantly. She was almost disappointed to find an available spot a few steps from the restaurant’s front door. Her mother, on the other hand, would be pleased.

			The old-English stone cottage design was out of place among the modern downtown shops, but the parking lot and grounds were in keeping with the quaint countryside theme. The valet stand stood under an arched entry that extended out to allow two lanes of automobile traffic, but the stone columns covered in hanging ivy looked more suitable for receiving horse-drawn carriages. Hedges on either side of the cobblestone sidewalks were trimmed with expertise worthy of royal English gardens.

			She walked inside, nodding to Márcio, the maître d’. He smiled and looked down, moving his finger across a computer tablet. His black suit, crisp white shirt, gray vest, and ascot tie gave him the look of a proper English butler.

			A hug from behind pulled her attention. “Hello, Gingersnap, you’re looking beautiful.” She turned and smiled. Only her father and his sister used that nickname for her.

			“Hi, Dad.” She leaned in, kissing his cheek. She took a step further. “Mom.” She kissed the air, barely brushing close enough to feel the warmth of her mother’s face.

			“Hello, sweetheart.”

			They made an attractive couple. Charles Garrett was exactly six feet tall, his posture still straight despite his seventy-eight years. His closely cropped steel-gray hair revealed sunglass tan lines at his temples, evidence of hours on the golf course. He could have posed for a retired lifestyle magazine if not for the dark smudges under his sunken eyes.

			Standing next to him, Iris Garrett had nearly an identical shade of steel-gray hair in a cropped style almost as short as her husband’s. The top of her head came to his shoulder despite her high heels, and she stood just as ramrod straight. Expertly applied makeup gave her a lightly tanned, flawless complexion. A few bits of gold and diamond jewelry, paired with a sleeveless dress, created her trademark look of understated elegance.

			Moirin slipped her arm around her mother’s waist, giving her a sidelong hug. “Fabulous dress, Mom.”

			“We have your table ready now.” The maître d’ stepped past them to address a couple sitting on a bench nearby. “Right this way, sir, ma’am.”

			“Oh, please, don’t call me ma’am,” the woman said, smoothing her unwrinkled tennis skirt as she stood. “It makes me feel a hundred years old.”

			“My apologies, Mrs. Babbich...”

			“Oh, no, not that either. Mrs. Babbich is my mother-in-law.” She shrieked. “Call me Bitsy.”

			“Elizabeth, please, you’re creating a scene.” The man seated next to her stood up and guided her firmly toward the maître d’.

			Iris huffed as she watched the couple disappear through the archway into the dining room. “No sense of decorum in that one. I’d say she married a few steps above her breeding.” Her words, though whispered, were articulate, clipped in her customary style.

			Moirin covered her mouth, clearing her throat to suppress a laugh. She’d bet any amount of money that her mother’s childhood had been more impoverished and lacking in etiquette education than Bitsy’s. The only difference was that her mother had learned how to fit into the ranks of high society even before she married Charles Garrett.

			“Iris, now, you know Babbich is thrilled to be with such a beautiful woman. He had all that propriety in his first two wives, and look where it got him.” Charles’s low tone was just over a whisper. “Let the man indulge his happiness.”

			“It’s just bad manners.” Iris sniffed. “I won’t apologize for saying so.”

			“Maybe you should reach out to him, Dad, see if she plays golf. Eighteen holes as a foursome would give Mom some time to influence Bitsy.” An impish impulse to rankle her mother more came over her. Moirin enjoyed pulling her father into rousing debates and discussions on various topics. His open discourse was a stark contrast to her mother’s more uncompromising viewpoints.

			“Oh, you think?” He turned his head, raising one eyebrow.

			“Sure. Just don’t call her Mrs. Babbich,” Moirin said.

			“I would definitely avoid that.” Charles’ laughter dissolved into a coughing fit. “Pardon me.” He shook his head, pushing away her concerned hand. “Just a frog in my throat, honey.”

			“Such nonsense,” Iris hissed. “Please stop, you two. You’re both being ridiculous. It gives me a headache to listen to you go on like that.”

			Moirin exchanged a conspiratorial grin with her father.

			Marcio approached them and inclined his head. “Mr. Garrett, ladies. We have your table ready. If you’d follow me.”

			

			Charles allowed his wife and daughter to move first. A few steps later, he touched Moirin on the shoulder. “I’ll join you in a moment. I need a moment to speak with someone.” Moirin watched him approach an older gentleman with graying hair, who leaned heavily on a cane as he stood at the edge of the dining room.

			Moirin sat down with her mother, each accepting a cup of coffee as it was offered, Iris nodding to the server. No menus were offered or requested; their standard order was placed with that small signal. Simply, elegantly, in the way her mother preferred all things.

			“So, I received a glowing report yesterday from Eliza Eldrich about you and the gala Friday night.” She spread the linen napkin across her lap with a smooth, practiced motion before looking up at her daughter.

			“How nice. Yes, I saw Mrs Eldrich with Beatrix Myerson and Catherine Devonshire. We spoke briefly. Of course, I made the rounds and spoke to many of the attendees.”

			Iris laughed. “Yes, well, I understand those three can be a bit overbearing, but they are quite influential. I am pleased you agreed to take on a more involved role in the foundation. It should be quite good for your personal reputation.”

			“I did it because it’s good for the company. It’s an excellent endeavor, and being associated with the foundation that can certify our energy production sites aren’t destroying the environment is, of course, good for Garrett.”

			“I’m so glad your father insisted you take the leading role instead of Ian.”

			“That’s true. Oh, speaking of, Uncle Ian asked me to let you know Felicity will be calling to set up a foursome.”

			“Um, yes, she did leave me a message,” Iris said, her tone noncommittal. She sipped her coffee in silence.

			“Oh, Mother, be nice.” Moirin chuckled. “Felicity didn’t campaign for president of the arts council—she was appointed. It’s a volunteer position anyway, and you would have hated it.” For years, the arts council had been her mother’s pet charity, although she kept her support purely financial.

			“Yes, well, I should have been asked first.” Iris raised her empty cup, catching the attention of a nearby waiter. He responded with a nod and hurried off for the coffeepot.

			“You would have declined, and everyone knew it. There was no offense intended. You know Felicity didn’t undermine you, so stop punishing her for it.”

			Iris sighed. “I suppose you’re right. The pending litigation I’m working on now demands all my time, anyway.”

			“Do you think you’ll be able to settle, or are you going to trial?” Moirin felt her jaw tighten. Her mother pushed herself too hard. Iris had an illustrious career as a corporate attorney, and she showed no signs of slowing down, despite being seventy-seven years old. Her expertise was still in such high demand that she often turned away clients. Meetings, filing, and negotiations were one thing, but the stress of a trial for a woman her mother’s age was troubling.

			“I’m sure we’ll settle. The documentation against the employee is quite incriminating, but my client will obviously want to keep this quiet. Corporate fraud can be dicey, and there’s a lot of evidence we wouldn’t want to present in open court.”

			Moirin nodded. She would feel the same if one of her employees attempted to share trade secrets with competitors. Consequences were better meted out in the privacy of closed-door meeting rooms, not in an open courtroom where the details needed to be shared.

			“I’m sorry, my dear. Arthur does tend to go on and on.” Charles sat down across from Iris, pulling a linen napkin across his lap. “Legacy,” he chuffed.

			“Excuse me?” Moirin said to her father.

			“Arthur,” Charles said. “He’s completely consumed with his endowment to the university and the scholarships. He determined to have education of future generations be his legacy.”

			“That’s wonderful. Very generous of him.”

			“Yes, well, he never had a family. Worked hard, made good investments, nice guy by all accounts. That’s his niece and her husband with him. Sad his family name ends with him.” He pursed his lips, tapping on the linen tablecloth with his forefinger.

			“His name will continue because that’s his legacy,” Iris said. “He has a building at the university named after him, plus an entire foundation with several annual scholarships. His name is linked to a lot of good press.” She set her coffee cup down. “I think this environmental effort will help Moirin with that sort of thing as well, don’t you agree, Charles? She could be remembered for doing good.”

			A server dressed in black arrived, sliding dishes before each of them. It was their standard Sunday brunch fare; each week, an identical meal of perfectly prepared eggs Benedict, lemon poppyseed crepes, and seasonal fruit was served.

			“Of course, dear, but I expect she’ll be remembered for her work at Garrett Diversified. As CEO.” He nodded at the waiter, then winked at his daughter.

			“I hope so, Dad. I had thought I might enjoy a bit of philanthropy with this foundation, but last night I learned that Gregorian Plankett is on the Board and intends to be hands-on. Joining the effort has lost its appeal.”

			“That is unfortunate.” Iris clucked her tongue and shook her head. “But women in business must always deal with difficult or unpleasant men. It comes with the territory. You’ve dealt with quite a few and have succeeded just as I’ve taught you. Stay focused, think two steps ahead, and never let your emotions have a part in business.

			Charles speared a strawberry with his fork, then pointed it at her before taking a bite. “Keep a close eye on him. He’s an underhanded, vengeful man, and he won’t soon forget how you blocked his placement on Garrett’s Board of Directors a couple of years ago.”

			“There was absolutely no way I was going to allow that. Gregorian is too shifty, always seems to be up to something. Although I’ve never heard of any accusations sticking, his name comes up too often regarding questionable business dealings. He would have been a disastrous influence on our Board. I wish Ian had handled it, but he still thinks business is best done either at a cocktail party or on the golf course, where Gregorian excels. He’s well-connected and slick enough that Ian’s blind to any red flags.” Moirin’s heart rate spiked, and a flush spread across the back of her neck as a few distasteful interactions with Gregorian flashed through her mind.

			“Exactly why this change in leadership is long overdue, Moirin. I wish we could have pushed it through a couple of years ago, but you know how Ian pushed back then.”

			Iris chuffed, looking from Charles to Moirin. Moirin raised her eyebrow, waiting for her mother to comment, but Iris looked down, demurely sipping her coffee.

			“I remember. I think he’s ready now, and it’s a good time for the company to make the change. I’ve been content as COO, running the day-to-day, for what, eight or nine years now? But it makes a difference when the head of the company is a woman instead of a man. I think we’re in a good political climate to transition.”

			“Ian doesn’t have a choice, now. The industry is changing rapidly now; we need a strong CEO at the helm. Someone who can be agile and pivot when needed. Man or woman, makes no difference.” Charles shrugged. “You’re the best one for the job.”

			Iris wagged her finger at him. “It does make a difference. Moirin, it’s what I’ve always told you. Women must work harder to overcome the glass ceiling. You’re in a family business, and it’s a double-edged sword. If you succeed because of hard work and merit, you’ll still have some people claim it was nepotism. After you’ve taken the promotion, you’ll have to work even harder to prove you deserve it.”

			“I know, Mom.” Moirin sighed and turned to her father. “So, you’ve talked to the other board members? They’ll back the transition at the next meeting?”

			“Yes, well, ah, yes and no. You’ve more than proven yourself to me and everyone else. But the company is significantly larger than it was when Ian took over after my heart attack. They do feel that standard vetting and approval is warranted, just for appearance. Just a formality, of course.”

			Her heart dropped, the elegant eggs Benedict souring in her stomach. Surely she heard wrong.

			“Vetting and approval?” Moirin repeated the words, her voice sounding sharp in her ears. She swallowed hard, tamping down a wave of righteous indignation. Being subjected to vetting like an unknown candidate pitching a resume was humiliating.

			“Charles, honestly.” Iris’ tone was disapproving. “I thought you quashed that.”

			Sexist, insulting, unfair. She pushed the words aside as they emerged, refusing to allow them to take root. She pulled in a deep, calming breath.

			“I did my best, but as you said, family business has some level of expected nepotism. Unfortunately, one of the newer board members made a point that it’s prudent to do more than rubber-stamp the candidate, and others agreed.” Charles shrugged. “Where’s the harm? You’ll exceed any standard they measure, and you have no skeletons. Like I said, a formality.”

			Moirin had no argument. The company was significantly larger because of her work, not Ian’s. How did they not see that? Her father had a valid point that it was just a formality, but the idea of an assessment – one that might find her wanting - was disconcerting.

			“Of course, yes. I understand,” she said. “The full support of the Board always translates well to public perception. I assume it would be some abbreviated process of vetting? They would not be considering multiple candidates, simply verifying my viability independently?”

			“Exactly. It’s not a competition. You really have nothing to worry about, Moirin. By the end of the summer, everything will be different. You’ll be CEO, Ian will have retired, and Garrett Diversified will be one of the less than twenty percent of corporations worldwide to have a female CEO. How’s that for a legacy?”

			“It’s quite an achievement. I suppose most people consider their children to be their legacy. I guess I’ll be my own legacy. Otherwise, I should have made some children long before this.” Moirin smiled wryly.

			“People can fail you. Children aren’t a reliable legacy.” Iris scoffed. The table was silent before she rushed to clarify. “You’re an exception, dear, of course. A credit to the Garrett name. You know we’re both proud of you. And a female CEO of an international corporation reflects well on the community.”

			Moirin nodded. Of course, her mother was interested in her success only as far as it reflected on her parenting, the community, and perhaps the women’s group. That made sense. She couldn’t worry about that now. Her focus would be on the quick and easy approval by the board. Her father was right. She was above reproach, and vetting would be easy.

			Charles reached over and patted her hand. “Not to worry, honey. This will go off without a hitch.”

			“I appreciate your faith in me, Dad.” She’d prefer to leave her own imprint on the world, but, unless she wanted to trailblaze a new path, a daunting task this late in life, solidifying her family’s business legacy would have to do.

			“Keep focus on the company as you’ve always done. Mind your Ps and Qs. Be above reproach, and the Board will have nothing to be concerned about. And neither will we.”

			She pushed away the plate. Nothing to be concerned about. Still, the sour taste lingered in her mouth.

			Monday morning, Moirin refilled her coffee and stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, enjoying the view, one of her indulgent compensations for the sacrifice and effort it took to get here. The snow-capped peaks visible in the distance during the winter and in the summer, the blend of mossy to emerald green mixed with variegated browns, displayed the majestic panorama of the Rocky Mountains. She could see the thick stands of trees between the rocky outcroppings and imagined the wildlife moving through the brush, breathing in crisp air even as she inhaled the cold, metallic-tinted oxygen pushed into her corporate cage at regular intervals from the mechanical beast on the roof.

			She took a sip of coffee and blanched, choking back a cough. Her assistant, Wanda, must have brewed this hours ago. She dumped the bitter sludge in the nearest philodendron and debated walking to the executive lounge, which might have an equally vile offering, or taking a trip down to the atrium level of the building, where a high-end coffee shop offered the best espresso downtown, but would likely have a ten-minute wait. She glanced at the clock. It was nine-thirty, and the small cafe would likely be packed. Make that a twenty-minute wait. Time she couldn’t afford.

			The telephone rang, pulling her attention to her desk, the top now almost invisible under the folders piled at one end, carefully arranged stacks of paper at the other, strewn paper, pens, and various notepads between. She shifted piles to find the instrument.

			“Moirin Garrett.”

			“Moirin, it’s Ted Iverson. I needed to give you a heads up on a delay I’m having getting this report together.” Ted Iverson was one of her product managers in the renewable energy sector. His anxiety was evident in the whiny, breathy delivery of the words. Ted was reliably competent and conscientious, so she took his concern seriously. He explained that a glitch in the data had delayed the financials that were due for the quarterly reports.

			“What do you mean by glitch? You’re saying the data is bad?” she asked, noting down the particulars as he spoke. A problem in the quarterly report would impact the annual report, as the fiscal year was ending. If not corrected, it could delay both reports - precisely the type of operational slip she couldn’t afford right now with the Board’s scrutiny.

			“Not yet. I’m rerunning the underlying reports to see if I can isolate the problem.”

			“Send me the data. I’d like to take a look. Maybe we can figure it out together. I might pull in the IT folks and see if they can shed some light.”

			“Great. Thanks, Moirin.”

			She moved behind the desk and sat down at the computer, logging into her email. Before Ted’s data came in, she’d clear out some of the other topics awaiting her attention. There was never a shortage of items requiring her immediate attention. Garrett had grown from her grandfather’s humble beginnings to an international concern operating in the oil and gas, wind, and solar energy sectors. They still focused on exploration, production, and transportation of oil and natural gas, but thanks to Moirin and her cousin Colin, they had grown a renewable energy division with wind and solar energy projects.

			Colin was committed to renewable energy, and his reports last year had prompted Moirin to promise the Board exciting and profitable advances in the area. Unfortunately, groups such as Ted’s, which focused on hydrogen research, had so far not produced the promised results. With her every move being evaluated, now was not the time for another delay or setback.

			She heard the shuffle of someone entering the office and looked up. “Uncle Ian,” she said.

			He tangoed into the office with surprising agility, his hands in his pockets, his face beaming. An ever-present leather portfolio was tucked under his arm, tight against his body. His perfectly tailored navy-blue suit turned his portly physique into a stalwart boardroom presence. Her father’s younger brother was her only boss at the company, a title Moirin considered more honorary than supervisory.

			“You look like the proverbial cat that ate the canary,” she said, chuckling as she leaned back.

			“It’s Gillian’s daughter, Avery. She just told us she’s expecting. Felicity’s excited for another baby, but adjusting to the idea of us being great-grandparents before we hit seventy. I thought she’d reach through the phone and strangle me when I told her it’s only by the skin of our teeth.” He chortled at what Moirin surmised would quickly become a stale joke.

			She smiled and stood up. “Congratulations all around. It’s wonderful how the family is growing.” Ian had a wife, children, and grandchildren. Now his grandchildren were starting their own families. She had an odd sensation. Regret? Not quite. Maybe it was sorrow. Where had all the years gone? Suddenly, she felt old and tired.

			“Thank you, yes. And with Colin’s oldest heading to college this fall, we’ll have the next generation lined up.” He rocked on his heels, looking more like a proud grandfather than a corporate executive.

			“That’s so good to hear. Sit down. I could use a break.” Moving around the desk, she motioned to the seating area between the windows, and he settled into one of the club chairs. Moirin poured each of them a glass of water and handed one to her uncle before sitting on the couch. He settled back, tossing his portfolio on the table.

			“They grow up so fast,” Ian said. His grandchildren had become adults in their own right. Avery, his oldest grandchild, had been married for two years. Colin’s two were in high school. Ian and Felicity had marked life milestones of weddings, birthdays, graduations, and gatherings, first their own and now through their children and grandchildren.

			Moirin nodded. “I sent Ryan a graduation gift and received a nice thank-you note. In his own handwriting, no less. Colin and Brittany did a wonderful job raising him. Brittany tells me that Megan was accepted for a semester abroad. Only a junior in high school, and she speaks Italian like she was born to it.” Lacking siblings of her own, Moirin thought of Colin’s children more as a niece and nephew than cousins-once-removed.

			Her eyes were drawn to the floor-to-ceiling bookcases behind the desk, the shelves filled to capacity. The first shelf, directly at eye level, contained a photograph of her father and grandfather. She felt like they beamed down at her in approval when she passed by, as a reminder of her responsibility to the company and to the legacy of her family. And to the future generations Ian had produced.

			It was just one photo in a collection on the massive unit. The rest spanned a timeline of her own life and achievements. The earliest was her graduation day thirty years ago, posing with her parents and grandparents. Another more recent photo from Colin’s graduation. Soon, Ryan’s would be added. A few others were casual snapshots.

			Most were professional shots of Moirin with one of two other individuals shaking hands or holding framed certificates, others where she was one of a group of three, four, or five people attired in business suits. A few were red-carpet events, where she stood next to a movie star in one, a national politician in another. One captured a wide smile as she was flanked by a rock star and a foreign dignitary. The bottom shelf featured promotional shots at ribbon cuttings and first shovel ceremonies. Memories of moments in a life lived through business functions.

			“Am I right?” Her attention snapped back at Ian’s voice and guffaw. She smiled weakly and whatever joke she’d missed. “It will be good to have everyone together at the graduation party. You have it on your calendar, right?”

			Her cell phone rang, and she glanced at the caller ID.  Jo. She pressed the ignore button, sending the call to voicemail, nodding at Ian. “Of course. I just sent the gift in advance on the off chance I get pulled into something last-minute or forget it at home. You know how it goes.”

			“Of course, of course. I’m not going to miss that aspect of this job. Benefits of retirement, eh?” He chuckled and shrugged his shoulders like a mischievous five-year-old.

			“Speaking of the job, we have a C-level meeting next week.” Moirin checked the calendar program on her phone. “I want to status the financials and look at the drafts for the quarterly and annual reports. Are you still good for that?” As Chief Operating Officer, Moirin met regularly with her other C-level counterparts – Chief Officers of Technology, Financial, Compliance, and the Strategy Officer. They each officially reported to Ian, but the CTO (Chief Technology Officer) and CSO (Chief Strategy Officer) worked more closely with Moirin.

			“Yes. We have a few things to discuss before next month’s board meeting. Colin’s got some new data from R&D that might change next year’s projections. Exciting stuff.” Ian slapped his hands, briskly rubbing them together, his expression almost gleeful. Colin’s role as CSO often dealt with the most exciting and potentially troublesome areas.

			Her return smile felt wooden. She had expected the board meeting’s primary topic to be his retirement and her appointment as CEO. “I’m concerned we may have oversold the Board on Colin’s projections already. I’m not sure we want to add to that.”

			She looked down, opening her phone’s memo pad, and made a note to chat privately with Colin that afternoon.

			The cell phone in her hand chimed again, this time signaling a text message. She glanced at the screen. Jo again.

			Are we still on for dinner tonight? Please don’t cancel — I need your help! 

			Jo had been her friend for nearly thirty years, and such a dramatic message wasn’t completely out of character. Moirin put the phone down and looked back at Ian.

			“I need to prepare for a couple of meetings today and get to that never-ending stream of emails. Oh, and the PEP kickoff is this afternoon, so I’ll need to review the property list we’ll submit.”

			“One of the reasons I stopped by.” He pulled a thick manila envelope and a single printed page from the portfolio. “I emailed this, but I know how things get buried in your inbox.” He laughed as he stood, sliding the page on top of the envelope before holding it out. “Oh, and that package is paperwork from the Board with the vetting process they’ve started.”

			The reality hit with force beyond an emotional blow, physically pulling the air from her lungs. Vetting paperwork was real. The envelope hung in the air between them, the flap sealed with string woven around the little cardboard buttons, as if the contents needed to be restrained from escape.

			She took a deep breath and exhaled rapidly, grabbing the page and envelope. Indifferently, she tossed the envelope on her desk and glanced at the printed page for PEP. “Great. I’ll take a look, in case they have any questions, but I’d imagine today’s meeting will be quick.” The information she’d received when they agreed to the project indicated the kickoff meeting would introduce the participants and review the protocols.

			Each company volunteered a property for testing and analysis to determine the business’s potential impact on the environment. It seemed like a nice idea on the surface, but Moirin doubted there’d be much meat to the resulting study report. She imagined everyone’s lists would be carefully selected. No one would risk outside testing on industrial property without being certain of the outcome. The thought of negative press from Garett’s participation in the project was fodder for an instant panic attack. She could only imagine how that would be assessed under the Board’s microscope.

			“Sounds good. I’ll check in with you tomorrow to see how it went.” Ian whistled off-key as he disappeared down the hallway. Moirin turned to her phone, thumbing the screen to initiate a call. After five rings, she heard Jo’s recorded voicemail message. She tapped her toe as she waited for the beep.

			“Hey Jo. Sorry I missed you. Let’s do dinner tonight at my place. We’ll order up some takeout. Call me.” She hung up and stared at the phone, tapping her thumb and middle finger together. The tactile sensation helped focus her thoughts. Thirty minutes ago, Jo seemed desperate to connect, and now her call was sent to voicemail.

			The phone on her desk chirped, and one of the buttons flashed red. She glanced at the clock—Wanda, efficient as usual, reminding her of the next meeting on her schedule. Fortunately, it was a lunch meeting; she was starving.

			She looked at the PEP site list in her hands. There was no time for review now, so she’d have to trust Ian’s selections.
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			“Not yet. I’m rerunning the underlying reports to see if I can isolate the problem.”

			“Send me the data. I’d like to take a look. Maybe we can figure it out together. I might pull in the IT folks and see if they can shed some light.”

			“Great. Thanks, Moirin.”

			She moved behind the desk and sat down at the computer, logging into her email. Before Ted’s data came in, she’d clear out some of the other topics awaiting her attention. There was never a shortage of items requiring her immediate attention. Garrett had grown from her grandfather’s humble beginnings to an international concern operating in the oil and gas, wind, and solar energy sectors. They still focused on exploration, production, and transportation of oil and natural gas, but thanks to Moirin and her cousin Colin, they had grown a renewable energy division with wind and solar energy projects.

			Colin was committed to renewable energy, and his reports last year had prompted Moirin to promise the Board exciting and profitable advances in the area. Unfortunately, groups such as Ted’s, which focused on hydrogen research, had so far not produced the promised results. With her every move being evaluated, now was not the time for another delay or setback.

			She heard the shuffle of someone entering the office and looked up. “Uncle Ian,” she said.

			He tangoed into the office with surprising agility, his hands in his pockets, his face beaming. An ever-present leather portfolio was tucked under his arm, tight against his body. His perfectly tailored navy-blue suit turned his portly physique into a stalwart boardroom presence. Her father’s younger brother was her only boss at the company, a title Moirin considered more honorary than supervisory.

			“You look like the proverbial cat that ate the canary,” she said, chuckling as she leaned back.

			“It’s Gillian’s daughter, Avery. She just told us she’s expecting. Felicity’s excited for another baby, but adjusting to the idea of us being great-grandparents before we hit seventy. I thought she’d reach through the phone and strangle me when I told her it’s only by the skin of our teeth.” He chortled at what Moirin surmised would quickly become a stale joke.

			She smiled and stood up. “Congratulations all around. It’s wonderful how the family is growing.” Ian had a wife, children, and grandchildren. Now his grandchildren were starting their own families. She had an odd sensation. Regret? Not quite. Maybe it was sorrow. Where had all the years gone? Suddenly, she felt old and tired.

			“Thank you, yes. And with Colin’s oldest heading to college this fall, we’ll have the next generation lined up.” He rocked on his heels, looking more like a proud grandfather than a corporate executive.

			“That’s so good to hear. Sit down. I could use a break.” Moving around the desk, she motioned to the seating area between the windows, and he settled into one of the club chairs. Moirin poured each of them a glass of water and handed one to her uncle before sitting on the couch. He settled back, tossing his portfolio on the table.

			“They grow up so fast,” Ian said. His grandchildren had become adults in their own right. Avery, his oldest grandchild, had been married for two years. Colin’s two were in high school. Ian and Felicity had marked life milestones of weddings, birthdays, graduations, and gatherings, first their own and now through their children and grandchildren.

			Moirin nodded. “I sent Ryan a graduation gift and received a nice thank-you note. In his own handwriting, no less. Colin and Brittany did a wonderful job raising him. Brittany tells me that Megan was accepted for a semester abroad. Only a junior in high school, and she speaks Italian like she was born to it.” Lacking siblings of her own, Moirin thought of Colin’s children more as a niece and nephew than cousins-once-removed.
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			It was just one photo in a collection on the massive unit. The rest spanned a timeline of her own life and achievements. The earliest was her graduation day thirty years ago, posing with her parents and grandparents. Another more recent photo from Colin’s graduation. Soon, Ryan’s would be added. A few others were casual snapshots.

			Most were professional shots of Moirin with one of two other individuals shaking hands or holding framed certificates, others where she was one of a group of three, four, or five people attired in business suits. A few were red-carpet events, where she stood next to a movie star in one, a national politician in another. One captured a wide smile as she was flanked by a rock star and a foreign dignitary. The bottom shelf featured promotional shots at ribbon cuttings and first shovel ceremonies. Memories of moments in a life lived through business functions.

			“Am I right?” Her attention snapped back at Ian’s voice and guffaw. She smiled weakly and whatever joke she’d missed. “It will be good to have everyone together at the graduation party. You have it on your calendar, right?”

			Her cell phone rang, and she glanced at the caller ID.  Jo. She pressed the ignore button, sending the call to voicemail, nodding at Ian. “Of course. I just sent the gift in advance on the off chance I get pulled into something last-minute or forget it at home. You know how it goes.”

			“Of course, of course. I’m not going to miss that aspect of this job. Benefits of retirement, eh?” He chuckled and shrugged his shoulders like a mischievous five-year-old.

			“Speaking of the job, we have a C-level meeting next week.” Moirin checked the calendar program on her phone. “I want to status the financials and look at the drafts for the quarterly and annual reports. Are you still good for that?” As Chief Operating Officer, Moirin met regularly with her other C-level counterparts – Chief Officers of Technology, Financial, Compliance, and the Strategy Officer. They each officially reported to Ian, but the CTO (Chief Technology Officer) and CSO (Chief Strategy Officer) worked more closely with Moirin.

			“Yes. We have a few things to discuss before next month’s board meeting. Colin’s got some new data from R&D that might change next year’s projections. Exciting stuff.” Ian slapped his hands, briskly rubbing them together, his expression almost gleeful. Colin’s role as CSO often dealt with the most exciting and potentially troublesome areas.

			Her return smile felt wooden. She had expected the board meeting’s primary topic to be his retirement and her appointment as CEO. “I’m concerned we may have oversold the Board on Colin’s projections already. I’m not sure we want to add to that.”

			She looked down, opening her phone’s memo pad, and made a note to chat privately with Colin that afternoon.

			The cell phone in her hand chimed again, this time signaling a text message. She glanced at the screen. Jo again.
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			“I need to prepare for a couple of meetings today and get to that never-ending stream of emails. Oh, and the PEP kickoff is this afternoon, so I’ll need to review the property list we’ll submit.”

			“One of the reasons I stopped by.” He pulled a thick manila envelope and a single printed page from the portfolio. “I emailed this, but I know how things get buried in your inbox.” He laughed as he stood, sliding the page on top of the envelope before holding it out. “Oh, and that package is paperwork from the Board with the vetting process they’ve started.”

			The reality hit with force beyond an emotional blow, physically pulling the air from her lungs. Vetting paperwork was real. The envelope hung in the air between them, the flap sealed with string woven around the little cardboard buttons, as if the contents needed to be restrained from escape.

			She took a deep breath and exhaled rapidly, grabbing the page and envelope. Indifferently, she tossed the envelope on her desk and glanced at the printed page for PEP. “Great. I’ll take a look, in case they have any questions, but I’d imagine today’s meeting will be quick.” The information she’d received when they agreed to the project indicated the kickoff meeting would introduce the participants and review the protocols.

			Each company volunteered a property for testing and analysis to determine the business’s potential impact on the environment. It seemed like a nice idea on the surface, but Moirin doubted there’d be much meat to the resulting study report. She imagined everyone’s lists would be carefully selected. No one would risk outside testing on industrial property without being certain of the outcome. The thought of negative press from Garett’s participation in the project was fodder for an instant panic attack. She could only imagine how that would be assessed under the Board’s microscope.

			“Sounds good. I’ll check in with you tomorrow to see how it went.” Ian whistled off-key as he disappeared down the hallway. Moirin turned to her phone, thumbing the screen to initiate a call. After five rings, she heard Jo’s recorded voicemail message. She tapped her toe as she waited for the beep.

			“Hey Jo. Sorry I missed you. Let’s do dinner tonight at my place. We’ll order up some takeout. Call me.” She hung up and stared at the phone, tapping her thumb and middle finger together. The tactile sensation helped focus her thoughts. Thirty minutes ago, Jo seemed desperate to connect, and now her call was sent to voicemail.

			

			The phone on her desk chirped, and one of the buttons flashed red. She glanced at the clock — Wanda, efficient as usual, reminding her of the next meeting on her schedule. Fortunately, it was a lunch meeting; she was starving.

			She looked at the PEP site list in her hands. There was no time for review now, so she’d have to trust Ian’s selections.
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			It seemed unseasonably hot for late May. Moirin would have preferred to stay in her air-conditioned office all day, but the PEP kick-off meeting required her presence at the Foundation’s office in Boulder. Seated at the large conference table next to Riggs, along with the team members, interns, and other corporate sponsors, Moirin recognized one of the interns as the tall, willowy girl who had fawned over her at the gala. The round-robin introductions supplied her name — Steffie.

			Riggs Robinson controlled the meeting with professionalism and efficiency. Her cursory assessment at the gala had pegged him wrong. His tousled blond hair, muscled physique, and golden tan made her think of an aging surfer. The easy smile, quick wit, and outgoing personality indicated playboy, but the professional profile she’d read this morning lauded his intelligence and deep commitment to the environment. She’d thought the article was written by an enamored journalist, but she saw now the assessment was accurate.

			After the introductions, Riggs moved the meeting forward, walking the participants through bullet points of the study’s objectives. “In a nutshell, folks, we’re seeking to have an honest assessment of what works and what doesn’t. Too many environmental protection efforts have been boiled down to buzzwords and empty promises. Or, worse yet, exciting new options that get implemented without proper study. I drive an electric car, but that doesn’t mean I’m blind to the issues of refined lithium and EV batteries. But we don
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