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Chapter 1: The Form






Dex Martin never threw away a piece of paper without folding it in half first. He’d picked up the habit in the Army, a reflex to keep anything legible out of sight, and he still did it at home with grocery lists and birthday cards. Nora had stopped bringing it up after the first two years. She’d figured out which habits came from his time in the Army and which were just part of him, and she’d learned to stay quiet about the ones that were both.

The question stared back at him from line fourteen of the Apex Communications Group employment application, and it hadn't changed in the thirty minutes since he'd first read it.

In 300 words or fewer, describe who you are.

Around him, the open floor of Ridgeline Solutions moved through another Tuesday afternoon. There were cubicle partitions, the steady tapping of keyboards, and a conference call leaking through a closed door about Q3 metrics. Dex was supposed to be writing a press release about a hospital foundation gala. Instead, he stared at a form on his personal laptop, the screen dimmed, the application half-hidden behind a browser window filled with foundation boilerplate he’d already rewritten seventeen times. The boilerplate was easy. It didn’t ask anything of him.

He’d been out of the Army for eight years and at Ridgeline for three. His salary looked fine on paper, but it didn’t hold up against the mortgage, two kids in middle school, the car Nora needed to replace, and the kind of household math where one bad month could tip everything. He’d run the numbers on Apex’s offer. He’d done it twice, in two different ways, the way you do when you want to be certain a number is really good.

Who are you, Dex Martin?

The question made it sound like there was an easy answer. Dex wasn’t always sure there was. Some answers were true, and some were even truer, but in professional settings he usually picked the first kind. It was a kind of honesty that didn’t go all the way down.

He typed: I'm a former Army Staff Sergeant with eight years of service, currently working in corporate communications. I know how to write a clear sentence, build a credible message, and talk to people who don't trust you yet. I'm applying for this position because I'm good at this work and I'd like to do more of it for more money. I'll answer any other questions directly.

He read it over. He considered editing it to sound more careful, to say the same thing in a less direct way, to manage the impression better. But he closed the laptop before he could start, because if he let himself edit, he’d spend forty-five minutes on it, end up saying almost nothing, send it anyway, and regret it on the drive home.

The drive home usually took forty minutes, but today was worse. The interstate was backed up between exit 12 and exit 14, just like it always was from 5:15 to 6:00. Dex sat in the middle lane with both hands on the wheel and let the radio play. He’d gotten used to leaving the radio on, even when he didn’t want to listen. Silence in the car felt heavy, especially after Kellen, and after eight years of not talking about Kellen. The radio kept the silence from turning into something more.

He thought about the form anyway. He wondered what a real answer would look like—not the one he’d sent, which was honest but limited, but the one underneath it. The answer that started eight years ago, at a support base forty miles outside a city that rarely made the news but that Dex could still picture in the dark: low concrete buildings, dust everywhere, and the way the light looked at 6 a.m. when the day was still cool, before it changed completely.

The exit ramp put him onto Linden Avenue, and from there it was nine blocks of sidewalks, old trees, and houses that all seemed to have been designed by the same person with one good idea and not much money. Their house was the beige one with the bent mailbox. He’d meant to fix the mailbox for six months. He noticed it every time he came home, made a mental note, and still hadn’t fixed it.

Nora was at the kitchen counter when he came in, her laptop open, reading glasses on, and a glass of white wine at her elbow that she’d been sipping since she got home from the real estate office. She had the focused, slightly impatient energy she always showed when working through a problem she hadn’t solved yet. Her jaw was set just a little forward, one foot tucked behind the other on the stool. She wore the blue cardigan she put on when she was cold, even though the house wasn’t cold, which meant she’d had a frustrating day and was dealing with it in small ways.

"There's pasta on the stove," she said, without looking up. "The kids already ate."

"Thanks." Dex set his bag down and stood in the kitchen the way he sometimes did, not quite ready to shift from one version of himself to another. The house smelled of garlic and dish soap after dinner, a scent that should have felt comforting and mostly did.

"How was it?"

"Fine."

Nora took off her reading glasses and looked at him. After fifteen years, she could tell exactly what his fine meant, and she’d heard this one before. It was the kind of fine a man used when he’d done something he couldn’t quite judge yet.

"Did you send the application?"

"I sent it."

She held his gaze. "And?"

"I answered the open-ended question honestly instead of the way you'd want me to."

A pause. Then: "Dex."

"I know."

"We talked about this. Apex is a real company. Harlan Speece is a real CEO. This isn’t Ridgeline. This is the kind of job that changes things." She closed the laptop. "You can’t just say what you’re thinking every time someone gives you a form and calls it an opportunity."

"I said I was good at my job and I wanted the money." He got himself a glass and ran the tap. "That's accurate. It's more honest than anything they'll get from the other forty applications."

Nora looked at him with an expression that was part frustration and part something older and harder to name. It wasn’t quite anger. It was more like the tiredness of someone who loves a man who’s honest about everything except what really matters. She put her reading glasses back on and opened the laptop. "Go eat your pasta," she said. "And fix the mailbox this weekend."

He ate while standing at the counter. Through the doorway, he heard Nora’s keyboard, steady and purposeful, and from upstairs, the muffled sounds of two kids who were supposed to be asleep but clearly weren’t. His son’s voice was low and secretive. His daughter’s laugh was quick and then stopped. The house sounded alive in the way he’d always hoped a house could be.

The real 300 words were still in his head. Not the version he’d sent, which was honest but controlled. The real version was the one that included what he’d actually done and what he’d been paying for, in every sense, for eight years.

Tariq Hassen had been their unit’s civilian translator at Forward Support Base Kellen, forty miles outside a city Dex could still picture in the dark: low concrete buildings, dust everywhere, and the way the light looked at 6 a.m. when the day was still cool. Tariq was twenty-six, spoke four languages, had a wife and two daughters back in the city, and would hum to himself when working through a tough passage of text. It was a low, tuneless sound, almost like thinking out loud. In someone else, it might have been annoying, but not in Tariq. Tariq was the kind of person who made his presence feel right.

He died because a command error sent him to the wrong gate on a day when the patrol schedule had been changed and not communicated down the chain. He died because the base's communication system had a gap in it that everyone knew about and no one had formally documented because formally documenting it meant formally owning it.

He died because of paperwork.

Dex hadn’t written the report that covered it up. But he’d signed it. His commanding officer, Major Thorne, had put it in front of him at 2 a.m. in that way men with rank do—not quite a request, not quite an order, but something in between. Dex had been twenty-nine, exhausted, and loyal to his unit in the way the Army taught and never questioned. He knew exactly what Thorne was asking. He understood, and he told himself the report was basically true, that the gate malfunction was a factor, and that making the command failure explicit wouldn’t bring Tariq back and would only hurt the unit.

These were all partially true things. He'd signed.

The next day he'd started sending money to a charitable foundation operating in that region. He'd done it anonymously, through an account he'd set up for that purpose, and he'd been doing it ever since—sixty dollars a month, which wasn't enough and wasn't nothing and wasn't the same as making it right, and he knew all three of those things and had learned to carry them together.

He rinsed his bowl. Went upstairs to check on the kids. Stood in the doorway of his son's room long enough to see the breathing, then did the same in his daughter's room, because he always did both and in the same order. He didn't know when he'd started doing it. He knew he'd been doing it for years.

His phone buzzed at 8:47 the next morning. Ohio area code, local exchange.

"Mr. Martin? This is Petra Haag from the executive team at Apex Communications. I'm calling to schedule a first-round interview at Mr. Speece's convenience. Would Thursday work for you?"

He looked at his desk. At the press release about the hospital gala. At the bent mailbox through the window, leaning into the morning like it was tired of standing.

"Thursday works fine," he said.








