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Chapter 1

On the drive to downtown Portland, Maine, Vernie Olander’s thoughts darted from the curious to apprehension. Traffic was bumper to bumper on the Casco Bridge providing plenty of time to speculate. She’d been summoned by Martin, president of the board at the Portland Symphony Orchestra, who said he’d explain why when they met. Since that call, the phone conversation had consumed her mind yet still offered no indication why he wanted to meet with her. Was it an offer for a board seat? A fundraising proposition? A problem and they wanted her input?

She would know soon enough. In the meantime, her eyes focused on the budding trees and shrubs along the banks of the Fore River. Impressive, she thought glancing at the willows, maples, and birches, ready to announce spring. She loved this time of the year in Maine. With each sign of rebirth and renewal, energy surged through her body. There were so many things she wanted to accomplish this year. Another book. It had taken two years, but her first novel was at last in the hands of several publishers. There was the attic renovation both she and her husband wanted to complete, and a summer vacation with him and the girls to plan, plus a landscape project she’d methodically planned but was laying dormant in her office. A border of poppies in front of two azalea bushes would replace the tired band of ornamental grasses giving the front of the house a fresh look. Under the huge maple tree, she intended to plant a luscious variety of hostas and spread a thick coat of new mulch on all the flower beds.

She sighed, wondering which to tackle first. A honk behind signaled the cars were moving, snapped her mind back to the drive. Within a few minutes, Vernie turned onto Commercial Street, maneuvered across lanes and side streets to the symphony office, and pulled into a vacant parking place. She cut the motor, got out, paid the meter, and walked to the office to meet Martin. This better be good, she whispered. I’m giving this Napoleonic man more time than is probably wise.

Her pace was fast and determined as she dashed into the office. It had been two years since she had resigned her position as executive director of the symphony, and even though she left on good terms, she and Martin had never been the best of friends. In fact, he had been a constant annoyance to her. Her thoughts reverted to their phone conversation.

“Vernie, Martin Young, here. Hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

“No, good timing. Having my second cup of coffee. How are you, Martin?”

“Could be better, but more important, how are you and your writing career coming along?”

Was it possible this man who she once considered her problem child was interested in her personal life? Something was up. She swallowed hard and decided to play along, giving him much more than she knew he wanted. “Doing great. My first novel is making the rounds of publishers and I’ve started the second. Whoever said writing was easy had never attempted a novel. I can’t tell you how many drafts I went through before I felt it was ready for someone to read. Oh, and the long hours of research…well, it’s been a struggle, but also very rewarding. I’ve already started writing the second book.”

Martin had quickly cut in before she could elaborate. “So you’ve decided to go the traditional route instead of self-publishing?”

“For now. I may change my mind, but currently, I’m giving the publishing houses a go.”

“I’m sure you’ll be successful.” There was a pause before Martin continued, “I’ll come straight to the point.”

Ah, there was the Martin she knew. Blunt, stoic, and brusque. The man totally lacked warmth and social graces and was a twenty-year board veteran who had unwavering ideas of how the symphony should run. The term “fresh ideas” wasn’t on his radar. It was Martin who accused Vernie of neglecting her job as executive director because she took her contracted three-week yearly vacation all at once instead of spreading it out in several short ones.

She smiled inwardly remembering the ashen look of panic on his face the day she gave notice. Office burn-out plus dealing with Martin led her to resign. With all his nit-picking and crazy demands, the idea of him doing without her came as a shock. After all, she was leaving an impeccable fifteen-year career which had kept the symphony in the black for all of those years. Martin’s accusations were unjust, but for Vernie they fueled the desire to quit and embark on a second career—writing. The more she thought about it, she concluded she was burned out and the idea of retiring looked great. Now, this man whom she had labeled ‘problem child’ was offering friendly chit-chat?

“Wonder if you could meet with me tomorrow around two o’ clock at the symphony office?” he asked.

Vernie hesitated, then jumped into business mode. Just like that? Without an explanation? Better find out what’s up. “What does this concern, Martin?”

“I’d rather not elaborate over the phone, but I need your help on a matter.”

Vernie suppressed a scowl. Sure he does. This, the man who was always quick to blame her when things weren’t going smoothly. Still, she was curious and her day was clear for tomorrow. “Let’s make it one o’clock, Martin. That will give me time to do a couple of errands while in town and still avoid the four and five o’clock traffic back to Cape Elizabeth.”

“Of course. See you then, and thanks, Vernie.”

No hint whatsoever on the reason for the meeting, but she detected a sort of pleading in Martin’s voice so didn’t press the issue. Anyway, for some odd reason Vernie felt she owed them an audience. More curiosity maybe, than loyalty.

###

She entered the reception area and withheld a gasp. They had renovated the entire area, including the receptionist. Luxurious new furnishings were placed regally on polished hardwood floors, which were originally carpeted. The walls had been faux painted a rich ochre, and goodness, was that an original Donald Stermer on the wall? Nothing was the same including the woman at the desk who stood and smiled.

“Ms. Olander?”

“Yes,” Vernie said, “and you are?”

“Gloria Marshall. I took over for Delores, who retired. Mr. Young’s already here,” she said, ushering her into a private conference room. Vernie hated to stare, but it was hard not to notice the new designer features. Her replacement must be talented in fundraising because from the looks of things, he had spent an excessive amount to cover what was once an aging office. She couldn’t remember the last time there was money left for office renovations. Any extra money always went for sheet music and small employee raises.

She strode into the conference room, thrust her arm out, and greeted her former problem child. “Martin, nice to see you again.” She made a wide sweeping gesture around the room. “I’m loving what you’ve done to the office. Everything looks so beautiful. The new upholstered furniture adds a lavish type of richness which the old leather stuff didn’t have, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s all Ralph Lauren.” She gazed at the plaid drapes which framed the large windows set perfectly against companion floral English design wallpaper in hues of black, gray, and cream. “I love the new color palate. My guess is it’s the work of a prestigious designer.”

Martin gave the room a swift glance, nodded, then fixed his eyes on Vernie. “Nice to see you also,” Martin said, shaking her outstretched hand. “Yeah, guess it does present a nice statement, but that borders on why I asked to see you.”

Vernie seated herself into one of the cushy overstuffed chairs, folded her hands in her lap, and tried to focus on Martin instead of the new bronzed trimmed cherry wood conference table. Thing must have cost at least $35,000.

“Vernie, I’ll come straight to the point. The board and staff are not happy with Mr. Michaels. When he took over your job, things went smoothly for about three months, but soon after, it was one expenditure after another to the point we slipped into financial distress.” He cleared his throat, then appeared to gasp for the right words before forging ahead.

“As you are aware, the executive board must approve all expenditures over $5,000. Mr. Michaels has not seen the need to abide by the rule. Renovations? Well, he started with the reception area and went on from there. Most of the actual work began during the winter when most of the board members go south on vacation.” He rubbed his chin and shook his head. “I should have been more vigilant, but my practice, as you know, is to not bother the staff unless there is a meeting to attend.”

Vernie suppressed a smile thinking right, but what about the daily, sometimes hourly phone calls?

He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “I’ll never forget the day when I arrived unannounced to ask him to lunch and found painters and carpenters all over the place. When I asked why he hadn’t requested board approval, he retorted that the board was for important matters and not trivial housekeeping. Well, we went along with him for a few months but then the constant employee turnover added to the problems.”

“Wait a minute,” Vernie interjected, “you let it slide?”

Martin frowned and hung his head. “Yes, but let me continue. Michaels has authority to handle staff matters, but he has hired and fired more employees in the past year than you did the entire fifteen years you were here. Apparently, he’s difficult to work for and staffers are flying in and out like a revolution.” He paused and moved forward arms on the desk. “It’s not just an employee relation and expenditure problem. There has been no communication between the board and Mr. Michaels for quite some time, and moreover, has not socialized with our benefactors and backers, which makes them feel we’re either ungrateful for their contributions or at best don’t even know about them. And, the musicians are getting restless. Bottom line—we need you back.”

Vernie sat stunned. She was proud of what she had accomplished as the executive director, but most of all that she left them of her own free will, with a balance sheet in the black, an expert staff, and flawless records. Inside, there was a distinct surge of glorification. Martin was indeed swallowing his huge ego, and she knew given their past conflicts, it was difficult for him to ask her to return. So they wanted her back to unravel office problems someone else created?

She fought against blaming Martin for not being on top of things, to expounding on her own unblemished performance. It would be so easy to lash out at the man, yet she also realized it wouldn’t solve anything. After all, he’d acknowledged his guilt and was asking for help.

Finally, she found her voice. “Martin, I’m sorry Mr. Michaels has not worked out. When I met with him and went over all the procedures of our organization, I never saw signs of arrogance or control issues. He did appear to be quite interested in the bottom line, but I took that to mean he was prudent and would be careful about finances. His résumé was stellar, which was an added bonus.”

“I know, same here. We were so pleased with his credentials and glowing references that when all this came about… well, you can imagine what a shock it’s been.”

Vernie frowned. “As I remember, the three references we contacted all stated he was an effective leader and employee. Sounds like he flipped and is having psychological problems.”

Martin slumped. His shoulders hung forward, eyes down. He cleared his throat. “Something happened, that’s for sure.”

Vernie squirmed, trying to digest what she’d just heard. “As I said, when I interviewed him, I saw nothing indicating this kind of performance, but have to ask, was there any red flags when the executive board interviewed him?”

“No.” Martin replied, heaving a huge sigh. “He presented quite an opposite picture.”

“I’m shocked,” Vernie said.

“It’s been an education to say the least. Can you help us?”

Vernie’s eyes widened. Although a normal response for someone in her shoes might be to laugh or gloat, she sensed his sincerity and felt sorry for him. He’d made a mistake in not insisting on board approval for expenditures, but now they needed to move forward. She straightened and sat rigid. Forward or not, it wouldn’t be with her.

“I’m flattered to be asked, but afraid not.” She cleared her throat and leaned forward to meet Martin’s eyes. “I’m very happy working as a struggling author. Please don’t think I’m ungrateful for the offer because my heart will always have a warm spot for our symphony and the opportunity I had to work here. But when you get burned out, it is time to let a new person bring fresh ideas to the organization. In the beginning, it was a hard decision to leave after working so hard to make it a success, but my dream was always to write and it was now or never.” She hesitated, then said, “I’m sorry, but there is nothing or any amount that would entice me to return to my old job.”

Martin leaned forward with hands clasped, ready for another speech. “I’m sorry to hear that, but perhaps I can persuade you. I could offer you a twenty-five percent increase in salary with a company car and phone.”

Vernie smiled. “That’s very generous, however, my decision stands. I do not want to return to this job.” She made the statement in a firm but pleasant manner. It was gratifying to know the board thought her worthy, but if she agreed, her new life would revert back to corporate lunches, budgets, and pampering the board—a life she no longer wanted.

Martin’s face turned red and he scooted back in the chair. He rubbed his head as if trying to find the right words to change her mind. “Vernie, we asked you because we value your skills and know you would have the best interest of the symphony at heart. Given the situation I’m in, it’s hard for me to take a no, so would you consider returning until we find another executive director? I don’t want Mr. Michaels to work another day.

Vernie lifted an eyebrow. An unexpected idea, but did she want to tackle someone else’s mess? She stalled, before addressing his suggestion. “I assume you have documented all the broken rules of his contract?”

“Yes and then some.”

“How much in the red are you?”

“About three hundred thousand. We have also lost a few of our contributors.”

“Goodness, didn’t anyone look at the balance sheet at the monthly meetings? And what about, Roger? As finance director didn’t he warn you?”

Martin bristled shifting in his chair, then squinted, his eyes aimed at mid-air instead of Vernie. “Let me explain some things,” he said. “I don’t intend to make excuses for our lack of attention, but in defense, I received none of the total bills for the renovation until the work was completed—which was two months ago. Michaels hired an industrial designer who agreed to twenty percent up front and the rest due upon completion. The board only saw the original budget proposal, not all the additions to it.” He stopped and frowned. “Sounds crazy I know.”

“So there was a written budget for the renovations?” Vernie asked.

“Yes, and it didn’t appear to be out of line, however, when work started, Michaels kept adding stuff and making expensive changes like this conference table. We never approved any of the changes. Also, Roger has been absent more than present this past year caused by one tragedy after another. His wife was ill and eventually passed away leaving him to care for his two small children. He gave his reports to me, but they were sketchy at best.” Martin gave another huge sigh, leaned back, and crossed his legs.

“I called a private executive board meeting, and we discussed the matter at length. Since Michaels did not get board approval for the additional expenditures, we could have fired both he and the designer, but we were mid-way in the construction phase and it would have left things in a mess.”

Martin paused. Vernie remained silent, waiting for more.

“We also didn’t relish the publicity that would have surfaced making us look like idiots. When the project was completed, I confronted him and he just brushed it off saying the symphony was fine in the money area and not to worry. He also agreed to run expenditures by the board in the future before spending money.”

“What a can of worms,” Vernie said. She moved forward to stare directly into Martin’s eyes. “If I had been in charge, and someone spent this kind of money without approval, I would have fired their ass on the spot.”

“I know. As I said, we are at fault for not keeping a stronghold on expenses but wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt until we saw the actual completed bills.”

Vernie’s composure and well-meaning emotions snapped. In an instant, anger trumped compassion and she retorted, “Martin, he broke the rules of his contract. If I’d done that I wouldn’t have lasted two seconds and you know it.” She leaned forward and clasped her hands on the table. “I don’t like to play the gender card, but if the shoe fits…”

Martin’s face turned fiery red and sweat popped out across his forehead. Vernie knew she’d hit a nerve. “Martin, you gotta admit it is because of the executive committee’s neglect you are where you are. Still, what’s done is done. It’s time to move forward. Perhaps you could take over as an interim executive director until you find someone.”

“My business would not allow the time it would take,” Martin said his voice firm and stiff.

Vernie gazed out the window toward the Portland Museum of Art in the distance. The idea of working for only a year or less to help them out began to build. She loved a challenge and dearly respected the musicians, many of whom were the best in the New England area. And, it would pad the girls’ college fund. She squirmed and fiddled with the clasp of her purse before offering a shaky proposal.

“Question. Where is Mr. Michaels now?”

“Out of town. Where, I don’t know, but it gave me a chance to meet with you without him nosing around.”

Vernie fidgeted and softened the scowl on her face. “Martin, I might consider returning on a contract basis for a specified time. But it would need to be on my terms. I don’t mean to be ugly about this. I want to be fair, but I have carved a life outside of this office which I like very much. If the board finds someone in a couple of months, I would only stay for three-four months. If you do not find anyone within a year, I’ll be gone. So, a year tops.”

Martin’s face broke into a satisfied smile. There was little doubt he was thrilled at her suggestion. He quickly asked, “Can I tell the board you agree to come back until we hire someone?”

Vernie paused. Did the man not hear her? Or was he putting words in her mouth? No matter, she would set him straight. To Martin, she said, “Whoa, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. First of all, I said might—not will. I need to talk to my family, and if they are agreeable, then we will need to work out the details of salary and a benefit package. Second, I said one year, not until you replace Mr. Michaels. It’s for one year and one year only. The board needs to know this. Third, if my husband and daughters say okay, then I will need an iron-clad contract reflecting all the terms. And another thing, I would want to entertain the idea of a lengthy performance evaluation with the finance director. Don’t get me wrong, I understand family crisis, but he should have been more vigilant and appointed an interim or at least turned his duties over to you.”

“Understood, and just so you know, Mr. Michaels acted as the interim finance director,” Martin replied. “As it turns out, it wasn’t a good decision, but Vernie, I can assure you we will be most receptive to your demands because we are confident you can get this organization straightened out. I sincerely hope we can come to terms. As you know, our fiscal year ends June 30, so if you start immediately you will have a chance to implement a plan and get things sorted out before then.”

Vernie stood and shook Martin’s hand. Mixed emotions were swirling through her mind. Was she crazy in considering this now when life had become stress free and she was living her dream? Well, it was only a year. “I’ll be in touch no later than Friday, which will give me two days to consider the proposal and discuss it with the family. I’ll be in touch.”


Chapter 2

Vernie hummed a tune while preparing dinner. She had to admit returning to the corporate world sent a wave of exhilaration through her body. Interesting, because most days she couldn’t wait to get up and start writing another chapter. Completing a novel had been an obsession, and the joy it provided was awesome. Each day she became lost in her characters, their challenges, and the feeling of control she had over their lives. Even the numerous re-writes were fun and rewarding. So why was she so excited about returning to the symphony? Was she a two-career woman?

She opened the fridge and took out eggs, an onion, a red pepper, and butter. Tonight’s supper was “breakfast for dinner” with salmon omelets and Champagne. Even though she hadn’t accepted the job, the offer alone, plus Martin eating crow was cause for a celebration. There were a few drawbacks, like all new staff members and not knowing if they were qualified for the jobs they held, putting up with Martin, and unraveling the mess left by Michaels. The best part would be re-connecting with the musicians, many with whom she had developed a harmonious bond over the years. Then there was the president of the Culture Club, Amanda Frank, who worked tirelessly for the arts in Portland. It was Frank who organized the Music in the Classroom and Youth Concert programs, which gave young students exposure to classical music. Anticipation began to build in Vernie. Portland prided itself on its symphony which ranked as one of the top symphony orchestras of its size in the country, and Vernie was proud of the small part she’d played in its success.

She began chopping the veggies for the omelets, all the while thinking about Martin’s offer and the fact it might work. After all, the terms were her own, including the time frame and salary, well at least the time frame. As long as Martin was aware it would only be for one year, and Ralph didn’t object, she only needed to work out the details.

She stirred eggs into a mixing bowl then added chopped red pepper and onions. Most recipes called for sautéing the peppers and onions before adding to the eggs, but Vernie liked the crisp fresh taste of them raw. Now, what to go with the omelets. Hash Browns? Yep, perfect, because everyone needs a little grease now and then.

Ralph and Brooke arrived home at the same time and announced they were starving.

“Something smells great,” Ralph said, smiling as he bent to give a peck on the cheek to his wife. “Didn’t have time for lunch today, so I’m really hungry. Almost ready?”

Vernie returned the kiss and nodded. “Sit and be served, husband. You too, Brooke.” She plated the omelets with a side of hash browns for Ralph and Brooke. She was bursting with her news but resisted spilling until they shared their day.

“So how did orchestra practice go, Brooke?” she asked while pouring the Champagne for Ralph and her.

Vernie was proud of her daughters. Baker was in her freshman year at the New England Conservatory of Music on a scholarship and played flute in the college orchestra. Her grades were good and aside from a few mischievous incidents when she got her first car, she had never given her parents one moment of mistrust. Brooke wasn’t the student Baker was, but still worked hard and played the violin with the finesse of a budding virtuoso. She ran with a good crowd and worked hard at school, maintaining a C+ average, just shy of the required B for a scholarship.

“Nothing special. Oh, except our spring concert is May 14 at the school. We’re playing Bach’s double violin concerto and Claire and I have the duet in it. Kinda’ scared, but I’m practicing like crazy.”

Ralph leaned over to pat her shoulder and said, “Remember, practicing breeds confidence and perfection and with all the practicing you’ve been doing, you’re already there.”

“Exactly,” Vernie said. “Don’t be frightened. You’re playing very well, and think about it, your conductor wouldn’t give you the duet if he didn’t know you could do it.”

Ralph took a huge drink of water, then picked up the Champagne flute watching the bubbles float upward. “So Champagne? What’s up? I’m sensing something big.”

Vernie laughed nervously. “Why do you say that? Am I that transparent?”

“Only to me, my dear. Out with it. What’s going on?”

“Remember I told you I had an appointment with the symphony office this morning?”

“Oh yeah, what’d they want?”

“They asked me back.” Vernie giggled then looked at her husband and daughter who were staring in amazement. “Don’t panic, I told Martin I was happy writing novels, but he then offered to have me return until they hired a new executive director.” She paused, then placed a hand on Ralph’s hand. “My response was I might consider it after I talked to my family but would only do it on a contracted basis for one year tops. What do you think?”

Brooke rolled her eyes and snickered. “I’ve been taking bets with friends on how long you could stay home. I think Becky wins. She said two years. I said five, thinking both Baker and I will be out of the nest by then.”

“Glad to help with your gambling activities,” Vernie said, a smirk on her face. “Ralph?”

Ralph swallowed a bite of dinner then took a drink to wash it down before he answered. He laid his fork on the plate and placed both arms on the table, giving his wife a worried look. “My question is why would they consider hiring you for only one year? Sounds fishy.”

“Very astute, my dear. Yes, there’s a good reason. Turns out the executive director who took my place is not working out to their satisfaction. Martin wants to get him out of there as soon as he can.”

Brooke rolled her eyes. “I’ve never met him, but when he’s around our practices, he acts sort of above us lowly musicians.”

Vernie gave her daughter a hard look. “Honey, please don’t repeat what you heard at this table. Let’s just say Mr. Michaels left for a different opportunity, okay?”

Brooke nodded and rolled her eyes again. “Got it, but I’d say good riddance and let’s hire someone more sensitive to student musicians.”

Ralph loaded his fork and took the last bite of omelet. “It could be the reason, but the fact they came calling to you says they obviously cannot do without you. But remember, I can’t either. In a selfish vein, I’d rather have you on relief, as they say, and available to my whims. It’s been nice having you here stress free, and even greater to have home-cooked meals instead of grab and go.” He paused and winked before saying in a soft voice, “If you want to do it, go ahead. It doesn’t sound much like I’m in favor, but seriously you need to do what you want. I’ll roll with whatever the choice. Would you have weekend work again?”

“Might, but my goal would be to work hard five days a week and keep weekends free.” She took a sip of Champagne and sighed. “It’s been pretty awesome not answering to a boss or in my case, a collective group of bosses, and you both know how much I love writing. But I got to thinking. There is one huge feature about this offer. We’ve learned to live on one income and it works well, but if we didn’t spend the extra income, I could make enough in one year to pay for two years of Brooke’s college which would allow us to pad our retirement fund with what we normally saved for college.”

Ralph winked at Brooke and said, “Oh, are you going to college, too?”

“Dad, don’t be cute, you know I am.”

“Whatever will your mother and I do after you’re gone?”

Vernie grinned. The thought brought feelings of both sadness and exhilaration. She and Ralph had spent hours dreaming about their retirement as empty nesters. They wanted to travel. Vernie to Europe and the Orient, and Ralph had the dream of visiting all the National Parks in the United States.

“We’ll get fat, grow old, and make our daughters lives miserable by calling them with daily advice,” she said, giving Ralph a high-five.

“Question. If they don’t hire a new executive director within a year, will you still quit?” Ralph asked. “You said one year.”

“Yes. I made it clear to Martin. If I take the job, the commitment is for only one year, replacement or not.”

“Might happen, but I know you and you would never leave them high and dry,” Ralph responded.

Brooke stood and began to clear the table. “You guys work it out and let me know what’s going on, okay? I’m fine whatever you decide. Oh, will any of the extra money go toward a new car for me instead of a clunker?”

“You wish,” Vernie answered, then added, “Dad already has his eye on a used car for you when it’s time.”

“Yeah, and I wouldn’t call it a clunker. More of a well-kept used car,” Ralph responded smiling.

“Summer, right? I’ll have my unrestricted license by then.”

Ralph winked at his daughter, pride bursting from his expression. “We’ll talk about it after the spring semester ends.”

“Back to me,” Vernie said, “I want to sleep on my decision. Impulsive actions are not my thing. I told Martin I would call him Friday.”

Ralph pushed back from the table and stood. “Let’s hash it out over a long walk while we spy on the neighbors.”

“Or, take inventory of how many bulbs are beginning to sprout,” Vernie said.

 

Smoked Salmon Omelet

10 large eggs beaten

4 ounces smoked salmon

1 red pepper chopped

1 green bell pepper chopped

½ sweet onion chopped

2 tablespoons each of dill and chives

4 tablespoons butter divided

Method:

Heat two tablespoons of butter in a skillet over low to medium heat and sauté the smoked salmon. In another skillet melt two tablespoons butter and sauté 1/3 of the onions and








