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  CHAPTER 1


  Mark Weston hoped his face didn’t betray the tension seething inside him. Show calm, confidence. That’s all they need to see. What’s in my mind is none of their damned business. He spread his fingers, surreptitiously forcing himself to release his death grip on the arms of his chair.


  Fred Cline, head of HR for OneMarket Services, leaned forward and glanced again at Mark’s resume, which lay in the center of his tidy rosewood desk. He wore his slightly graying hair in a short, no-frills style. His crisp white shirt, dark blue tie, and trim torso spoke of discipline and hard work.


  Actually, he looked like a cold, bloodless son of a bitch.


  “You’ve been unemployed for a number of months now. Explain that, please,” he said without looking up, as if it were a casual, insignificant remark.


  Mark felt his stomach churn at the inevitable question. Time to tread carefully, to stick with the answer he’d rehearsed until he could recite it with no audible trace of anger. “There were significant layoffs at my prior firm, Mr. Cline, due to outsourcing.” He added, “Performance was not a consideration. As my resume shows, I’m considered an expert in tuning high-availability systems.”


  “Yes, I see you’ve published a number of white papers on the subject. So with your expertise, why have you been out of work for so long?” Cline gazed intently at Mark, as if daring him to trip up.


  “I had some family matters to attend to.” Another statement delivered with no outward emotion. Mark hoped Cline wouldn’t choose to probe further, though he was fairly sure he couldn’t legally press him for more detail.


  “Are those matters…resolved?” Cline emphasized the last word, enunciating each syllable in an intrusive manner.


  “Yes,” Mark lied, as he looked directly at Cline and prayed he sounded believable enough to curtail the line of questioning.


  Cline leaned back in his black leather chair, steepled his hands under his chin, and paused. Mark knew that game, and Cline looked like the type who elevated it to an art form. Let silence fill the interview room, make the subject crack and say too much. He wasn’t going to fall for that one. He sat back in his stiff vinyl chair, matching Cline’s gaze while appraising the room itself during the test of wills.


  The walls were devoid of corporate art. Cline’s desk was neat, utilitarian. A rosewood In and Out tray stack sat to his right, a laptop computer and phone to his left. His office seemed arranged for maximum output with minimum clutter. Disarray had no place here.


  After several minutes, Cline broke the silence. “Your technical interview went well. Mr. Reyes indicated there is no problem with your qualifications. The question is what is your capacity?”


  Mark had won the silence contest, but now Cline had thrown him a curve to retaliate. He wiggled his toes inside his shoes to conceal his fidgeting while he tried to read Cline’s intent. “What do you mean?”


  Cline leaned forward again, a trace of a smirk on his lips. “I mean, how much can you take? You must understand what you’d be committing to.”


  Here comes the spiel about OneMarket’s notorious overtime requirements.


  “Mr. Weston, information in this organization flows faster than you can imagine. Training is a constant effort—on top of day-to-day demands.” He paused and looked Mark in the eye for emphasis. “Our environment is so demanding that seventy percent of our new employees leave by the end of their first year. But—for those who can perform under pressure and remain with us—the rewards are well worth it.”


  Cline reached into a cabinet drawer beside his desk and pulled out a glossy, dark blue folder bearing the OneMarket Services logo. He handed it to Mark. “This describes the incentives granted as you achieve each new level in the firm. Study it, weigh it against the commitment you’d be making. See if you consider it a fair exchange.”


  Mark set the folder on his lap, maintaining steady eye contact with Cline. “Thank you. I’ll do that.” He wondered just how much of his soul he’d have to exchange for those incentives.


  Cline stood and offered his hand. “We’ll be in touch within forty-eight hours with our decision. It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Weston.”


  Mark stood, brushed his hand against his pants to inconspicuously dry his palm, and shook hands. “Thank you. I’ll await your call.” He turned and stepped out of Cline’s office, closing the door behind him. Thank God that’s over.


  Sheila cringed on the living room couch, holding the receiver slightly away from her ear. Damn it! She knew what was coming next—a déjà vu litany of pain and frustration.


  “Why do we always have to wind up on this topic? You made your choice. I’ve made mine.” Her sister’s voice carried a tired anger, worn smooth and hard from repetition.


  Sheila closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. She struggled for a moment to find the right words to make her point—a point she had been trying to get through for months. “Molly, what if you get married again? Don’t you want to know if it’s safe for you to have kids?”


  “It was bad enough losing Dad that way. I’m trying hard to remember him as he was before the Alzheimer’s. And I can’t! But I’ll be damned if I’ll live with a sentence imposed by a blood test. Look how it’s affected you.”


  “Affected me how? The doctor said it’s not a guarantee I’ll get it.”


  Sheila gritted her teeth. Molly could flip defense to offense in a snap.


  “Sheila, that’s not how you’ve been acting. You forget one little thing, and it automatically has to be early Alzheimer’s lurking in the shadows. You’ve let it color your entire life.”


  “OK, maybe you don’t want to know for yourself, but what about anyone you get involved with—”


  “Can we please drop the subject? I’m supposed to meet some friends, and I need to get going.”


  After terse goodbyes, Sheila slumped back on the couch, exhausted. Most of her conversations with Molly lately took the same path, and she still couldn’t get through to her. Dad’s death carried a message: Be vigilant, prepare. You, too, could die like this. It was irresponsible to ignore the warning.


  She got so tired of being the older sister sometimes. Molly had always insisted on her own path, and their often-exasperated parents had used Sheila as their proxy. Now that both their parents were gone, Sheila was on her own with Molly, who, at twenty-six, already had a failed marriage under her belt and hadn’t yet seemed to learn responsibility. At least not in Sheila’s opinion.


  She glanced at the coffee table, heaped with books, magazines, ragged-edged articles ripped from newspapers. All things Alzheimer’s. Molly didn’t have the market cornered on grief. She, too, couldn’t get the images of Dad’s final days from her mind. Alzheimer’s was the enemy, and she’d be damned if she’d face it uninformed, unprepared. Sooner or later, she’d get Molly to understand and face it, too.


  The harsh ring of the phone cut short her train of thought. She snatched up the receiver, certain it was Mark with news of his interview. “Hello?”


  “Hello, Sheila? This is Frank. Did I catch you at a bad time?”


  Sheila pressed her forehead against the heel of her hand and frowned. She owed him an answer she wasn’t quite ready to give. He’d been so patient the last few months, hiring a temp for her spot at his accounting office and telling her to take the time she needed. But it couldn’t go on forever.


  “Frank, hi.” She tried to sound calm, but was sure she sounded like a basket case after the hassle with Molly.


  “Sheila, I really hate to have to make this call. You’ve done great work for us the last six years, and I know you’ve had a tough time lately. But I have to ask if you intend to return. We’d love to have you back.”


  Sheila rolled her eyes upward and blinked to fight the tears. Truth was, she was afraid to go back. Afraid to test her power to concentrate, to remember. If she started to forget things, would it be chance…or not?


  “Sheila? You there?”


  She hastily wiped away a tear. “Yeah, Frank, I’m here.”


  “So, are you coming back?”


  “I…can I have a few more days to think?”


  “Sheila, I really need to know. The temp we have now is pretty sharp, and if you’re not coming back, I’d like to hire her while I have the chance. But I’d rather have you, of course.”


  “All right. Well, I’m still wrapping up a few things. Can I start in two weeks?”


  “I’d prefer a bit sooner, but we can manage. It’ll be great to have you back, Sheila. See you soon.”


  “See ya.” Sheila hung up. Well, that’s settled, anyway. She checked her watch. Mark should be done with his interview by now. Why hadn’t he called? Maybe it hadn’t gone well.


  Sheila tried to push her negative thoughts aside. It just had to go well. Because of her father’s lousy insurance coverage, she’d inherited an estate of debt. And between Mark extending his layoff period to help her out, and her own time off from work, they’d exhausted their savings.


  And if that wasn’t enough to overcome, she could contract early onset Alzheimer’s in as little as twenty years.


  She glanced around the living room of their modest, middle-class home. Their furnishings were comfortable, nothing extravagant. She and Mark had always been careful with their money, never wild spenders. Yet all it took was the domino of her father’s illness to endanger all they’d worked for.


  Groaning, she pushed herself up from the couch and went to the kitchen. Time would pass faster if she kept busy mindlessly making dinner while she waited for Mark.


  CHAPTER 2


  Mark leaned against his eight-year-old 4Runner in the visitors’ lot, trying to shake off the tension from his interview before heading home to Sheila. Arms folded, he scrutinized OneMarket’s five-story headquarters building. The late-afternoon light cast a rosy tint across its otherwise glacial silver-blue glass surface. Fifteen acres of green rolling hills formed the corporate campus. He shook his head. You’d never know Acacia Park was right in the middle of drought-stricken northern California.


  Just more evidence that whatever Simon Harris wanted, he got. OneMarket’s founder, president, and CEO was known for his ego. He bathed in the limelight with his extravagant parties, his elbow-rubbing with celebrities and powerful politicians. Yet he was amazingly untouched by scandal. And there was no denying his success—OneMarket’s record spoke for itself. Harris’ hubris had always made Mark’s skin crawl.


  Mark slid behind the wheel, setting the OneMarket folder on top of the stack of bike trail maps on the passenger seat. He already had a pretty good idea of the nature of OneMarket’s incentives. As he loosened his tie and undid the top two buttons of his dress shirt, Mark wondered how the interview had really gone. He hoped Cline hadn’t sensed his reservations. In truth, he wasn’t at all sure he was OneMarket material—or that he wanted to be.


  The employee lot was still nearly full. No five o’clock mass exodus here. He wondered when the lot did normally empty for the day, and what kind of lives these people had outside of work, if any.


  To give himself more time to think, Mark drove home in the congested right lane of the freeway. The discussion with Sheila had to be framed carefully. He knew she wanted him to get this job, but not for the prestige. No, she was strictly interested in the money.


  Her father’s illness and death was more than a family tragedy. It had wreaked havoc on their finances. Given time, they could dig themselves out with two incomes. But if Sheila contracted early onset Alzheimer’s, they’d fall right back into the pit, and wouldn’t be able to get her the care she’d need. OneMarket’s compensation plan would be the fastest way to put the debt behind them and set aside the funds for Sheila’s care, should she need it.


  Mark had always hated everything Harris stood for. But he owed Sheila. She’d sacrificed her own shot at grad school to put him through his master’s in information technology. So he’d swallowed his feelings and given the interview his best shot.


  Yet there was one little problem with this plan. Well, a couple. First, he had to actually get the job. Second, he had to perform at the level expected by OneMarket—a grueling effort that would leave precious little quality time for him to spend with Sheila. Let alone on anything he himself enjoyed. He’d likely have no need for those bike trail maps while employed by OneMarket.


  Mark shook his head as he pulled into his driveway half an hour later. He almost hoped they turned him down. Then he could pursue a suitable position elsewhere, make a more normal salary, but they would have a life.


  Sheila was pacing in the kitchen. The counter was cluttered with utensils and various dinner possibilities, as if she couldn’t decide what to make. She abruptly stopped and turned when he said hello. Mark could tell she’d had a difficult conversation, probably with her sister again. The ends of her long, wheat-blonde hair were bunched together from her nervous habit of twisting the ends.


  “What took you so long? How’d it go? I’ve been worried, I thought you’d call.” After rapid-firing her questions, she planted herself near the sink, shoulders tensed, waiting for his answer. Her jeans and T-shirt hung on her, now a size too large. Normally slender, she’d passed right into gauntness with the stress of the last few months.


  Mark tried to set a casual tone as he took off his suit coat and draped it over the back of a kitchen chair. “I don’t know anything yet. They’re going to call in a couple of days with their decision.”


  “Well, how do you think it went?”


  “I’m not sure. The technical interview went well, or so they say. Then—”


  A saucepan on the range beside Sheila boiled over, splashing its contents onto the stovetop.


  “God damn it!” She quickly shut the gas burner off, then turned back to Mark, all tightness and sharp angles. “All right, so what happened? How can you have no idea how it went?”


  Mark sighed. She wouldn’t give up until he spilled it all anyway. “Well, for the tech interview I met with Reyes, the vice president I’d be working for. That part seemed to go OK. Then I met with the head of HR.”


  “That should have been the easy part, right?”


  “Not exactly. They look for more than technical competence. The HR guy, Cline, was harder to read.” He chose to not mention the extra time he took after his layoff to help Sheila may have hurt his chances. “Here’s the compensation plan.”


  Mark sat down at the small maple kitchen table and opened the folder Cline had given him. Sheila came over and sat, then stared at it as if she were afraid to touch it.


  “Before we read this, remember what they’re asking for in return. All my focus, all my energy. We have to be ready for that.”


  Sheila looked at him, her brown eyes shining with repressed tears. “If I had a choice, it wouldn’t be this way. But we need to get back on our feet, and put money aside. You saw my father. You know what a drain that was. And I don’t think he got the best care he could have. I want better than that if I—”


  Mark reached out and put his hand on her shoulder. “I understand, Sheila. Of course I do. I just want to make sure you understand this isn’t a matter of a little overtime here and there. It would seriously affect how much time we have together in the near term.”


  Mark started flipping through the pages and reading parts of it aloud. “All of this assumes you meet their performance standards. At the end of your first year, your salary is raised to $150,000 minimum. Depends on your job title. And you get a company car, all expenses paid, including gas.”


  “Wow,” Sheila breathed. “Then what?”


  “Second year, $200,000 minimum salary, and they give you a mortgage allowance. Whoa, it’s big enough to cover what we’re paying now. Imagine that salary without a house payment!” Despite himself, Mark felt the draw of the bait. He could see how OneMarket lured people in.


  “Oh my God.” Sheila held her hands over her mouth like a little girl stunned by an extravagant gift. “Third year, $250,000 salary, a second new car, all paid for, the first car replaced—and they increase the mortgage allowance. This is even more than I’d expected after my research.”


  “So you say you’ll know in a couple of days?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, at least we won’t have to wait too long to find out—even though it’ll feel like forever.” Sheila’s fingers lingered on the brochure as she changed the subject. “Frank called today. Wanted to know when I was coming back.”


  “What’d you tell him?”


  “I asked for a couple more weeks. I’m not quite ready to go back.”


  “You know it’ll be good for you to get back on a normal routine.”


  Sheila looked up at him with a weak half-smile. “I’m sure you’re right. It’s just hard to take that first step back.”


  “I know. It’ll take time, but I think it’s important for you to take that first step soon. I won’t be around much with the hours I’ll be keeping if I get this job. Are you sure you’re going to be OK with that?”


  “Well, it doesn’t have to be that way forever. With that salary, we should be able to get back on track in a few years. I can handle that, if it means getting this sort of peace of mind. They’ve just got to offer you the job. I won’t be able to rest until they call.” Sheila stood and kissed him, then returned to the stove.


  Mark watched her silently as she started to clean up the spill. Her shoulders had relaxed; she moved with a fluid energy he hadn’t seen in months. As if she already expected the job to be offered—and for him to succeed at it.


  CHAPTER 3


  Sheila was just clearing the breakfast dishes from the kitchen table when the phone rang. She flinched and set them back down awkwardly, as if she feared she’d drop them, then stared wide-eyed at Mark for a cue.


  The two days since the interview had been relatively uneventful, yet had passed with a knife-edge of tension just beneath the surface. Mark had purposely avoided the topic of OneMarket entirely, but it lurked in the background of every conversation. He’d had enough of the tension, and secretly hoped this call would end it with a nice “Thanks, but no thanks.”


  A wrong number earlier had put Sheila into a tense silence, and had jangled Mark’s nerves so badly he’d barely been able to choke down his toast and eggs.


  Mark clutched his coffee cup tighter, and tried to act as if the call wasn’t out of the ordinary, despite his bone-white knuckles. “You get it. Could be your sister.” He sounded more terse than he’d intended.


  Sheila glanced at him, her mouth a tight line, and approached the kitchen phone on the wall by the sink. She took a deep breath and answered on the third ring. “Hello?” After a pause, she turned and nodded at Mark. She was wringing the sash to her yellow terry robe with her free hand, her knuckles as white as his.


  His breakfast lay heavy and sour in his stomach. He feared the answer, whatever it was. If he didn’t get the job, their hopes of a quick financial turnaround would be dashed. And if he got the job, but couldn’t perform to OneMarket’s standards or couldn’t stand being in the employ of someone like Harris…same result, just a longer rope.


  “Yes, he’s here. I’ll put him on.” She covered the mouthpiece with her hand and held the receiver out to him. Her face left no doubt it was The Call.


  Mark released his death grip on the coffee cup and stood, nearly knocking his chair over in unaccustomed clumsiness. He took the receiver from Sheila then turned his back to her. Looking at her questioning eyes while he took the call would be just too distracting.


  “This is Mark.”


  “This is Fred Cline from OneMarket Services. Is it a good time to talk?”


  “Yes, it’s fine.” Fine, indeed. Mark felt like there was a tight band squeezing the breath from his lungs.


  “We’ve discussed your qualifications, and we believe you’re a suitable candidate for the Technical Specialist position. You would be one of the key individuals responsible for maintenance and support of OMTrade, our proprietary twenty-four-seven global equity trading platform. I believe Mr. Reyes reviewed the details of the position with you.”


  “Yes, he did.” This can’t be happening.


  “Now, this position involves support of the most stringent uptime requirement in the industry: 99.999% calculated on an annual basis. The application can be down for only five minutes a year. ‘Five nines,’ as they say. Do you understand the implications?”


  “Yes.” Kiss my personal life good-bye—there’s your implication.


  “It’s very important that you do. The demands on you will be very heavy, some would say extreme. In return for the high fees we command in the marketplace, we have severe financial penalties built into our client contracts. Deviation from ‘five nines’ is very costly to us. Accordingly, demands on our Tech Specialists are equally high.”


  “Of course.” Keep Harris’ pockets lined at all costs.


  “Your starting salary will be $125,000, to be raised to $150,000 on the anniversary of your start date. Predicated upon satisfactory performance, of course. Do you have any questions for me, or for Mr. Reyes?”


  “I don’t believe so.”


  “All right. If you think of any further questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me. Meanwhile, we would appreciate hearing your decision within the week.”


  “I accept.” There, he’d said it. Somehow, he didn’t feel relieved at all.


  “Are you certain?” Cline sounded surprised. “We allow consideration time for candidates to be truly sure they’re ready for the challenge.”


  “I’m certain.”


  “Very well. Then congratulations, Mark. I’ll send an email to you shortly with the information you need for your orientation session. Does a start date of next Monday work for you?”


  “Yes, that’ll be fine.”


  “Welcome aboard, Mark. We wish you the best in your career with OneMarket Services.”


  Mark hung up and turned to face Sheila. She was still rooted in the same place she’d been when she handed him the phone, still wringing her sash. Undoubtedly, she’d been staring at his back the entire time.


  “I got it. I start next Monday.” He tried to sound enthusiastic, to convince himself to warm to the idea. Sheila raised her arms into the air and whooped. “Congratulations! Let’s go to the Miramar tonight—I’ll make reservations. It’s been so long since we had something to celebrate!” She rushed over to Mark, flung her arms around him and kissed him over and over.


  Still stunned from the news, Mark’s first thought was to enjoy every day before next Monday. Like a convict preparing for his jail term.


  Sheila stepped over several dresses she’d tried on and tossed to the bedroom floor, then turned her back to Mark.


  “C’mon, zip me.” She smiled and looked back at him, her bangs falling over her eyes in an inviting way.


  “Sure.” Mark nearly winced at the prominence of her ribs as he zipped up her strappy little black velvet cocktail dress. He tried to remember the last time she’d worn it; he seemed to recall it fitting a little more snugly.


  She spun around, put on her pearl choker and matching earrings, then slipped on dangerous-looking black high-heeled sandals. She looked as excited as a teenager going to her first prom.


  Mark shrugged into his charcoal gray sport coat. “All right, let’s go.” He could already tell he was going to have to work hard to enjoy the evening.


  All the way to the restaurant, Sheila kept up a constant chatter of how proud she was of him, how well he would do at OneMarket, and how their finances would straighten out in short order. Mark wondered who she was trying to convince. He kept quiet, annoyed with her and disgusted with himself for being annoyed.


  At the restaurant, a black-tied maître d’ led them to their booth. The Miramar held special memories for them. Mark had proposed to Sheila there and they’d returned for special occasions over the years.


  Their booth had tall, polished walnut sides, inset with blood-red stained glass. The dark wood, subdued light, and tall, flickering candles on the table made it feel as if they were alone. Mark wanted to savor the mood. He wondered how long it would be before they’d be able to relax together again once he became entrenched at his new job.


  Sheila spread her hands out on the white linen tablecloth, glanced around the dimly lit restaurant approvingly, and declared, “I love this place. And tonight, I feel…” She took a deep breath. “I feel like anything’s possible.” She looked at Mark, the warm glow of the candlelight reflecting in her eyes. “I haven’t felt this good or excited about much in months.”


  “Well, I’m glad.” Mark took a sip of water. How could he begrudge her happiness—he felt like a heel for his thoughts in the car.


  Sheila frowned. “You don’t sound glad. You’ve been quiet all day since OneMarket called. Aren’t you excited?”


  He wished he could feel excited. All he felt right now was dread. He enjoyed their life and the things they liked to do together. They’d spent a lot of time apart over the past few months so Sheila could be with her father, and he’d been hoping to reconnect with her now that the ordeal was over. Any hope of that was gone now. And he’d have to stomach working for Harris.


  Now Sheila didn’t seem able or willing to grasp how much things would change while he worked for OneMarket—if all went well. Five nines wasn’t just a description of their service level; it was likely a description of his working life for the foreseeable future.


  To Mark’s relief, the waiter interrupted the conversation and saved him from answering Sheila for the moment. After presenting them with menus and a wine list, he described the evening’s specials, then floated away soundlessly.


  “Everything looks good, as always,” said Sheila as she scrutinized her menu.


  Mark made an affirmative grunt. Actually, his breakfast still seemed to weigh on him, dulling his appetite, even though they had skipped lunch.


  The waiter returned several minutes later to take their orders. Once he left, Sheila picked up where she’d left off.


  “So why don’t you sound excited?”


  Mark forced a smile. “I’m just a little nervous, is all. It’s a big step.”


  “Well, it’s an impressive step, and I’m proud of you.” Sheila leaned forward, squeezed his hand and smiled. “Let’s relax and have a wonderful dinner tonight.”


  The waiter brought their bottle of Cabernet, deftly uncorked it and poured. Sheila lifted her glass. “Congratulations!”


  Mark lifted his glass, pasted on a smile, and drank.


  When their entrées arrived, Sheila dove into her Scampi Alfredo as if she hadn’t eaten in months, carefully slurping the sauce-coated fettuccini into her mouth. Mark picked at his blackened salmon, the intense spices not even registering on his taste buds.


  “Isn’t yours good?” asked Sheila, her plate devoid of the tiniest trace of her meal.


  “It’s fine. You must have been hungry.”


  “Yes, I suppose.” Sheila put on a slightly sheepish look.


  Mark finished his dinner, tasting none of it, but masquerading his misgivings just enough to stave off Sheila’s questions. All evening, he noticed how carefree she looked, as if a huge weight of worry had been taken from her shoulders. He was grateful for that, for now. There’d be time enough for them to adjust to his job in the months to come. He sipped his wine and suggested they order something decadent for dessert as he tried to absorb some of Sheila’s buoyant optimism.


  CHAPTER 4


  “Race you back to camp!” Sheila surged past Mark on the mountain bike trail. The sharp, tangy scent of the pine trees wafted through the crisp mountain air and tickled her nose. The maple trees displayed touches of scarlet and yellow in kaleidoscopic splendor as she sped along. It was likely their last camping trip that year to the mountains near their Acacia Park home. The nights would soon carry snow at that altitude.


  But for this weekend, the weather was gorgeous and Sheila felt a current of energy she hadn’t experienced in months. Mark would start his new job on Monday, and the Hartmans were back at camp, preparing dinner and the campfire. And after the ride they’d just had, Sheila was pleasantly hungry.


  She glanced back. Mark was gaining on her. Her lack of exercise the last few months was affecting her stamina, but this was a matter of honor. She notched up the gear shift and pumped harder, determined to beat him back to the camp. It wasn’t that much farther.


  “Coming through!” Mark laughed and passed her in a cloud of trail dust.


  “Damn you!”


  A few minutes later, they pulled into camp, laughing and panting from their race. Sheila’s legs felt a little rubbery from the final push, but she’d held her own pretty well. Mark was made for biking, with his strong legs and lean torso—and his ability to push himself just a little harder when he had to. Proof of his prowess adorned his home office walls: ribbons and medals from his college bike-racing days.


  As they took off their helmets, Sheila couldn’t help but smile as she glanced at Mark’s bike. He’d had it for years, taking the time to repair it or upgrade it himself rather than buy a new one. It was a matter of pride as much as it was of frugality. His bike had most of the features of her newer model, but retained all the dings and scratches to the body paint that Mark had put on through faithful and frequent use. He liked to say it had personality, like a favorite old shirt.


  “Hey, how’d it go?” Jim Hartman, his slight paunch balanced over the waistband of his jeans, called to them as he fed small branches to the budding campfire.


  “Ah, she thought she’d beat me,” said Mark as he squatted to check for dirt in his chain. “But nooo!” He laughed.


  “I almost had ya, and you know it,” said Sheila, hooking her helmet onto her handlebars.


  Cathy Hartman appeared from their small trailer, two-year-old Aaron following close behind in a fresh diaper and T-shirt. Sheila noticed how fragile the child looked, with his nearly transparent white skin and sparse blond hair. And those long, beige lashes over his shy, blue eyes. The Hartmans had nearly lost him in the months following his birth. Some crazy virus. He was fine now, perhaps a touch smaller than his peers. The ordeal had taken its toll on Cathy, aging her prematurely. Fine lines crosshatched the corners of her eyes and mouth; deeper lines traversed her forehead. Aaron was her focus now, after she’d come so close to losing him. Who could blame her?


  Sheila was thankful she found out about the Alzheimer’s before they’d had children. The decision made itself; her desires had no place in the matter. She tried not to think about it—and sometimes she even succeeded.


  Jim had a metal grill heated over the fire and was just setting the marinated steaks on it. The smoky scent drifted over, making Sheila’s stomach growl.


  “Jim, that smells wonderful.” Sheila flopped down into one of the folding chairs near the fire pit.


  “Cathy’s secret marinade. I just cook ’em.” Jim winked and fussed with the steaks and foil-wrapped ears of corn.


  Sheila smiled. Jim and Cathy were friends of theirs from college, and had been married since graduation. It was good to see them still so obviously in love and happy with each other, despite the near-tragedy with Aaron.


  Cathy sat down in a folding chair next to Sheila, then hoisted Aaron up into her lap. “So, you almost beat Mark on the trail?”


  “Almost. Need to get my wind back a little. It’s been months since I’ve been on the bike at all.”


  “That’s understandable, with what you’ve been through. You’ll be back in shape in no time.” Cathy smiled and patted Sheila’s arm.


  Having changed into a clean, dry T-shirt, Mark came over and stood by Cathy and Sheila. “Anyone ready for a beer?”


  Jim piped up, “Sounds good! Dinner’s nearly ready, too.”


  “Oh, can you hold Aaron for a minute while I get the salad?” Cathy handed the child to Sheila before she had a chance to answer.


  Aaron looked at Sheila, then over to where his mother had gone, then back to Sheila. His face started to contort into a pre-tantrum pout. To Sheila’s relief, Cathy set the salad on the picnic table, returned and scooped him up before his mood disintegrated.


  Mark set a propane lantern at the center of the picnic table where the salad and settings waited, then put a cold can of beer out for each of them. Jim brought the steaks and corn.


  After everyone served themselves, Jim raised his beer. “To good friends, and to Mark’s new job with the infamous OneMarket! When do you start?”


  “Monday. Then the fun begins. Looks like it’ll be pretty challenging.”


  “I’m sure you’ll do well,” said Cathy. “You always do.”


  “They made a big deal in the interview—and the acceptance call—about how demanding the work will be. Guess I’ll know more soon enough.”


  Mark’s tone worried Sheila. He’d built an excellent reputation throughout his career. He’d always been confident of his abilities, often even cocky. This time, it didn’t sound like he thought the job would work out, or that he even wanted it to.


  To Sheila’s relief, the conversation soon moved on to other topics. They laughed and talked like the old friends they were, then went to sit by the fire in the twilight. After a while, Cathy got up and carried a sleeping Aaron into their trailer.


  Sheila leaned over to Mark. “Wanna turn in? I’m kinda tired.”


  “Sure. Hey, Jim, we’re gonna call it a night.”


  “OK. I’ll put out the fire. I bet Cathy’s fallen asleep in there with Aaron anyway. Good night!”


  Sheila slipped her arm around Mark’s waist as they walked to their tent, tucked between their 4Runner and an enormous spruce tree. He unzipped the front flap and they crawled inside, where their sleeping bags and pads were already set up.


  Mark switched on a small battery-powered lantern at one corner of the tent and zipped the door shut behind them. He turned to her, half his face lit by the small lamp, the other half in darkness. “It’s good to have you back,” he said softly.


  Sheila marveled at the power of the tent’s thin nylon to seal out the worries and distractions of daily life, forming a nexus that held only what was essential. She studied Mark’s face in the half-light, and felt their connection returning. She stretched out her hand, stroking the dark stubble along his jaw. She reached farther, cupping the back of his head, and pulled him toward her. Then she kissed him, lightly at first, savoring the feel of his lips.


  In the past months, she’d been so consumed with her father’s illness that the few times they’d made love, it had felt like she’d been under anesthesia. So distant, cold, and trivial. Even now, it felt like Mark was holding back, being tentative with her.


  She opened her mouth, ran her tongue along his lips, teasing, until he began to stroke her tongue with his. Her nerve endings awoke, demanding that she consume him, that she be consumed by him.


  Sheila grappled for the light, switched it off. She stripped off her clothes a piece at a time, hampered by being unable to stand up in the tent. “C’mon. You, too,” she urged in a low, throaty voice.


  As she waited for him to struggle out of his clothes, Sheila sat back on her lower legs. There was no moon, so she could only track his progress by the sound of his rustling. Then it was silent. She waited in the darkness, and then felt his hands at her back, pulling her toward him. She felt his tongue, lingering here, skipping there, pressing, backing off. She held back a groan in case Jim was still out. She reached out a hand, spread her fingers wide apart, and lightly traced down Mark’s chest, to his hard, flat belly. She could feel how taut he was, how ragged his breathing had become, and it urged her on. She reached lower, taunting him with her fingers as he was taunting her with his tongue.


  Impatient, Sheila took Mark by the shoulders and pushed him down onto his back in the tangle of sleeping bags. She lowered herself onto him, slowly at first, then without restraint.


  Afterwards, she pulled Mark close, creating a little cocoon of warmth between them. As they pressed together skin to skin, she whispered in his ear, “It’s good to be back.”


  CHAPTER 5


  Mark arrived at his orientation a full fifteen minutes early, dressed in his interview suit to insure the best possible first impression. He filed into the designated room and sat in the front row, alone. He smiled to himself. Good, first one here.


  He’d spent the weekend struggling to adjust his attitude. Cline’s ominous remarks bothered him less than the thought of working for a man like Harris—though he was unlikely to have to deal with him firsthand. If he could ignore who signed his paychecks and just deposit them…they could repair their finances and move on. Mark resolved to do his best and get out in as few years as possible.


  Mark turned and appraised the smallish room. Three rows of five hard plastic chairs apiece. Not intended for comfort, that’s for sure. Orientation would probably be a get-to-the-point and get-to-work deal. The walls were plain, simply painted off-white. At the front was a white screen for projection and an oak podium. At the back was a long dark table bearing about a dozen small stacks of paper, each topped with a business-sized envelope.


  As he wondered what was in the envelopes, other new hires drifted in and seated themselves, filling most of the chairs. None appeared to know each other; no one spoke. All appeared apprehensive. Or was he projecting his feelings onto total strangers?


  At precisely 8:30 AM, a tall, striking young woman strode in and stationed herself behind the podium. Her bearing portrayed confidence and authority. She wore a trimly tailored gray tweed pantsuit with black stiletto heels. Her pale blonde hair was pulled into a sleek pony tail. She cleared her throat once, paused to insure she had everyone’s attention, then began.


  “Welcome to OneMarket Services. I’m Toni Hanson, Manager of New Recruits. I report to Fred Cline, whom you’ve all met by now. I’m responsible for helping you acclimate to OneMarket during your first year. You should feel free to contact me with any questions or concerns you may have—all confidential, of course.”


  She looked like she worked for Cline. Same crisp, bloodless appearance. Mark tried to focus on what she had to say, though he had a hard time ignoring the waves of cold he could almost feel radiating from Ms. Hanson.


  “We want you to have long and rewarding careers here. But to be honest, though we select only the best, only the very best will succeed. The work is challenging, the demands are extreme. But in return, we reward our employees lavishly.” She continued, describing the compensation and benefits.


  Yep, heard that before. Go ahead and drop the other shoe now. What else am I in for?


  “You will be issued two state-of-the-art computers: a desktop here, and a laptop with a wireless modem for home. We’ll also arrange installation of high-speed cable or DSL networks, and will cover the subscription costs. That way, if satellite communications are disrupted, you won’t have to rely only on the wireless modem. You will also receive a new iPhone, so you’re never out of communication.”


  Mark could feel the electronic collar and leash tightening already.


  “You think of everything,” one of the new recruits muttered. Mark couldn’t tell if it was a failed attempt at humor, or an ill-conceived come-on to the chilly Ms. Hanson.


  “Yes. We do.” Toni locked eyes with the recruit, but did not smile. Then she continued. “E-mail is a way of life here at OneMarket, far more so than at most companies. We expect you to monitor incoming e-mails during all waking hours.” She paused, looking at each of the new recruits, as if daring them to react to her statement. No one moved or made a sound. “And to respond within an hour. Our success rests on being faster to respond than our competition. Much faster. And continual electronic connection with you is one of the key ways we accomplish this agility.”


  Five years at the most. Then out. I can do this for five years. Mark could already tell he’d be repeating this mantra many, many times.


  “We also expect you to pursue ongoing technical education—this is a constant effort expected over and above your other responsibilities. Another reason for our success is continuous learning. Our people simply know more than the competition.”


  Toni stepped away from the podium, slouched slightly and slid her hands into her pockets, assuming a more casual posture. She could be your pal, your confidante, oh yes. She softened her voice. She’d obviously practiced this part of her speech quite carefully, and took care to make eye contact with each recruit in turn.


  “You may find all these requirements daunting. We do try to mitigate the demands where we can. For example, once you qualify to take vacation after your first six months, it is time considered off-limits to OneMarket. When you’re on vacation, you have no responsibilities whatsoever, and we will not interrupt your time off.”


  “We also provide key services on site for your convenience. We have a clinic right here. Exams and treatments conducted here are one hundred percent covered; no deductible. Medical care conducted elsewhere, except for emergencies or if you need a specialist, is not covered. If you elect dependent coverage, family members need not come here for their care. Specifics for their coverage are explained in your benefits booklet.”


  She took her hands from her pockets and held them before her, palms up, to portray deep sincerity and concern for the recruits. “Rest assured that we want and need you to succeed as much as you want to succeed. If you find yourself getting behind, come to me or your manager before it becomes a problem. We will do everything possible to help you. Don’t be embarrassed to ask for help. I’ll also be in touch to schedule a checkpoint session with each of you after your
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