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Chapter 1 
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Maggie Gillen wondered if counting to ten might possibly help save her head from exploding. Counting up with each step she took in the corridor as she aimed for her office, and salvation, she only made it to five before admitting defeat. Then she heard her name spoken from behind her, but knowing whose voice it was, she ignored the man, unsurprised when she reached her office only a couple of seconds before the bane of her existence did.

Derek Fisher closed the door, his eyes on Maggie, who was on another rampage, her cheeks as red as the sweater she wore, her dark hair now looking tangled, as if she’d run her fingers through it. “Maggie –”

“Whatever it is you want, I’m not in the mood for it.” And you can just take your tall, dark, and handsome self out of here, Derek Fisher, and leave me the hell alone, for once. And stop wasting your time being so handsome because your looks are ruined by your annoying, disagreeable, and infuriating personality.

“What is your problem?”

She stared at Derek, who had the nerve to barge into her office, hands on his hips, as if she’d been the one to steal his customer. “Do you know how much time I spent holding Enright’s hand, convincing them to go with Triple J? Ask me how much time, Derek.”

“How much time, Maggie?”

“Hours. That’s how long. Call after call, email after email, then when they finally decide to go with us, you take the call and get the sale.”

Derek understood Maggie’s fury, but there was nothing she or he could do about it. They’d been advised, they had all been advised, by the Sales department head, if they didn’t like his rules, they knew where the front door was. Did Derek think it was fair that whoever took the call that clinched the sale, no matter who had been working with the customer, would get credit for the sale? No, he did not. But he wasn’t in charge, either.

Maggie wanted to smash something and loudly curse Jerry Drengen, and if she thought it would have done some good, she might have. But with her luck, the man would be walking by her office and would hear her and she’d be the next one to be laid off. Or fired. Whichever. She dropped onto her chair and said, “I miss Frank.”

“We all miss Frank,” Derek said. “But it’s been six months since he left and you should be used to the fact Jerry has a different managerial style.”

She stared at Derek. “A different managerial style? The man doesn’t know what he’s doing, pitting us against each other and laying off everyone who doesn’t perform to his ridiculously high standards. Which will probably be me, now that I lost Enright’s sale.”

He wasn’t going to tell her she was wrong, although he wished she were. They were all expecting to be let go without notice, which was why many of the sales staff were actively looking elsewhere. He knew better than to poll Maggie, doubting she’d tell him if she were among them. 

“And now I have a headache, and I want to go home.”

“Cheer up. Maybe Drengen will call you to HR and make your wish come true.” That earned him a shot from those laser eyes, but what the hell was he supposed to tell her? They were all in the same situation, it sucked, and they needed to find something better before they were shown the door.

Derek Fisher was loathsome, and Maggie had had more than enough of him, and their boss, and their whole damn company. The only bright spot was Derek had turned around and was finally leaving her in peace. And because he left the door open, she didn’t have to walk over to open it herself. 

Taking what she hoped would be a calming breath, she reminded herself it was Friday and almost time to go home. Maybe if she stayed in her office until the mass exodus began, Jerry wouldn’t fire her today. She really needed to find another job, meaning she was going to spend some serious time this weekend scouring the internet for something, anything, that would be secure, would pay her what she needed, and would get her far away from Jerry Drengen and his damn “different managerial style”.

She made it safely to her car, starting the engine in a futile attempt to warm it up, but it was only in the low twenties, and dark, and there was little chance the heater would be doing her any good before she reached home. She needed to talk to Cassidy and make some kind of plans so the weekend wouldn’t be completely without fun, but she’d wait until she reached home to call.
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DEREK LISTENED TO THE rings as he drove out of the parking lot, hoping Troy wouldn’t let him down.

“Derek. What’s going on?” Troy Benton said.

“Beef and Brew tonight?”

“Are you a mind reader? Logan just called about the same thing.”

“You in?”

“See you there. Don’t drink all the Winter Lager if you get there first.”

Derek laughed. “No worries.” His celebration for making it through another week at Triple J would be more focused on a ribeye and a baked potato.
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MAGGIE RAN THE SHORT distance from her car to the front door of her cottage, letting herself in and heading for the thermostat to kick the temperature up a few degrees before slipping her coat off. Tapping her phone, she made the all-important call.

“Hi, Maggie. Happy Friday,” Cassidy Douglas said.

“Hi, Cass. Is there any chance we can do something for dinner tonight? Derek Fisher stole one of my orders today, I’m in a rotten mood, and I want to share it with you.”

Cassidy laughed. “I’m sorry about laughing, but you need to deliver your bad news without tacking on a funny comment. What should we do about that? Make a Derek voodoo doll?”

Maggie sighed. “No. I just want to try to forget about it. Dinner with my bestie will help.”

“Should we go out? My car is still warm from the ride home, so I can drive. Where would you like to go?”

Grimacing, Maggie wished Cassidy had opted for getting a delivery instead. A delivery to Maggie’s house. But she needed to woman-up and do the right thing. “You choose the restaurant, since you’re driving. And I’ll put on a happy face before you get here. Thanks for being so supportive.”

After Maggie climbed in Cassidy’s car, Cassidy said, “How do you feel about the Beef and Brew? I know he who shall not be named sometimes goes there ...”

Maggie waved a hand. “It’s fine. It’s been months, and Nolan’s probably already had about seventeen girlfriends since he broke it off. Seeing him won’t bother me. I tell myself I’m lucky to be single. Or at least lucky to be free of him.”

“You absolutely are lucky, and I couldn’t be happier he’s out of your life. I won’t tell you again that I never liked him, but you can read between the lines.”

Maggie laughed. “Cass, I wish you worked at Triple J.” Shaking her head, she said, “On second thought, no, I don’t. We’ve all been walking on egg shells for six months ever since Jerry took over when Frank left in July, and I miss Frank so much. He was the best boss I ever had, but Jerry ...” She shook her head. “The man laid off two people right after Christmas, and it wouldn’t surprise me if I got it next. So guess what I’ll be doing for hours this weekend? It has to do with my laptop and job search websites.”

“It’s so stinky that you got stuck with such a rotten boss. I wish we had an opening in our office for you.”

“I don’t know anything about accounting, so I guess it’s just as well that there is no opening. But thanks.”

“Keep searching. You’ll find something you like.”

“You’re right. Do you feel like splitting a brownie sundae tonight? I think I’m feeling chocolate-deprived.”

“So am I. Let’s do it.”

“Then you can tell me about what’s going on in your office and I can remember what it’s like to have a nice, normal job.”
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DEREK HAD JUST TAKEN a drink of the Sam Adams when he saw Maggie Gillen following the hostess to a table. She seemed to have lost the laser-eyed look he’d last seen on her, but then she hadn’t caught sight of him, either. Of all the restaurants in Turner, Massachusetts, she had to walk into this one tonight. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d seen her in there, and with the same friend, and he wondered if she’d notice him for once. Because his night wouldn’t be complete if he didn’t get another laser blast from those dark eyes.

“You think so, Derek?” Troy asked.

Shifting his gaze across the table, Derek said, “Missed that. What did you say?”

Logan laughed. “I asked you guys if the Pats are going to take the Bills on Sunday.”

“Course. Maybe.” He grinned, knowing he needed to stay out of his head while he was with his buddies. “Hey, you guys don’t have any openings in Sales, do you?”

“Things still suck at Triple J?” Troy asked.

“Yeah. I had a big sale today, but I wasn’t the one who had worked with the customer. Maggie Gillen was pissed when she found out, since she’d already done the lion’s share of the work.” He shrugged. “I’d be pissed, too. Our manager is certifiable.” He looked across the restaurant again and saw Maggie’s profile as she smiled at her friend.

“Who are you staring at?” Logan asked, looking in the same direction.

Derek knew he’d been caught and there was no point in lying. “Maggie Gillen. She’s on the other side. Brunette, red sweater.”

Logan looked over his shoulder. “Very nice. You’re not dating her why?”

“Let’s just call it incompatibility.” That sounded better than saying Maggie looked on him as something she needed to scrape from the bottom of her high heels.

Troy lowered his voice. “And another familiar face just came in the door, Derek.”

Derek glanced toward the hostess desk and saw his ex with his replacement, possibly one in a series. Fidelity had never been her strong suit. “Thanks for the heads up.”

“Popular place, the Beef and Brew,” Logan said.

Maybe next time they went out, Derek would suggest a different restaurant. He’d come there to relax, not to be haunted by what he’d once thought he wanted, and what he now couldn’t have.
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On Wednesday morning, Maggie was thankful for having made it through two more days of work without being laid off, and on her drive in, she felt inspired to stop for bagels for the Sales department. Her colleagues were all suffering as much as she was, and they deserved a treat.

As she continued on to Triple J, the bagels beside her on the passenger seat, she wished they were celebratory bagels for her mythical new job, but she hadn’t seen any positions even worth applying for during her hours of searching both Saturday and Sunday. 

Between the freezing cold weather, which encouraged her to stay inside all weekend like some kind of hermit, and the pan of brownies she had made as a consolation prize, brownies which she had proceeded to enjoy repeatedly, she felt as if she’d somehow lost the entire weekend. Thanks to the January weather and job dissatisfaction, she was feeling trapped, and she knew something had to give, and soon.

She scurried through the parking lot, wishing her coat was warm enough to completely keep the cold winds out, then she scanned herself into the building with her access card, managing not to drop anything, which she considered a win. 

Taking the stairs to the second floor, then opening the heavy door and stepping into the corridor, she glanced at her watch and saw she was scarily close to being late, so she dropped the bagels on the table in the break room before hurrying to her office to slip off her coat and sit, hoping she looked as if she’d been hard at work for entire minutes, in case Jerry happened to walk by.

Using her email group for the department, which included only her colleagues and not their poor excuse of a boss, she told them there were bagels in the break room, knowing she needed to get one for herself before they disappeared. When her phone rang, she knew the bagel run would have to wait. This call could be worth money. And quite possibly her job. “Maggie Gillen, Triple J.”
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DEREK READ MAGGIE’S email, wondering from where her benevolence had sprung this morning, since there had been no evidence of it on Friday. Didn’t matter. He wouldn’t mind a bagel, but as soon as he stood, his phone rang, and he grabbed the handset. Maybe it was Enright, wanting to upgrade the software they’d decided on last week. “Derek Fisher.”

While he was on the call, which wasn’t from Enright, he was aware of the sporadic traffic in the hallway, noticing a bagel being carried by here and there, and he hoped they wouldn’t be gone before he could get one. Also wishing he wouldn’t be stuck with an onion or an everything, so he’d have onion or garlic breath and would have to brush his teeth before he spoke to anyone.

By the time he reached the break room, he found one empty bag, a collection of crumbs, and a second bag containing one bagel. Grabbing the cream cheese, a knife, and the bagel, he prepared his breakfast, then cleaned up the table and left the room, nearly bumping into Maggie, who seemed to be on a mission. “Hey, thanks for this.” He lifted the bagel before taking a bite, the taste of onion filling his mouth. 

Maggie smelled the onion, thankful she wouldn’t be stuck with it, or she’d have to brush the taste out of her mouth. Wasn’t Derek being polite? He’d rushed past before she had time to say anything more than, “You’re welcome.” 

Reaching the break room, her eyes scanned the table and the counters, not seeing the bags, then she opened the refrigerator, seeing a packet of cream cheese, but no bagels. Slowly turning to check all horizontal surfaces more carefully, still not seeing what she needed to see, she looked in the trash barrel, eying the crumpled bags resting amidst discarded coffee cups. Flipping wonderful. Just to be certain, she marched along the corridor and into Derek’s office. “Might that be the last bagel, or are the remaining ones hidden somewhere?”

Derek swallowed the bite and wiped his mouth, suspecting his answer might have a widespread effect. “As far as I know, this was the last one.” He didn’t get the laser beam, but he witnessed her lips flattening before she pressed them together, then she spun her way out, headed toward her office, two doors down. Maybe one bagel wasn’t enough for her, and she’d gone looking for seconds. When his phone rang again, he chewed faster, swallowed, then grabbed the handset.

Maggie sat and rolled her chair as close to her desk as she could, thinking about good deeds and punishment. In this particular case, hunger was her punishment. She should have known things wouldn’t work out for her. Sensing someone enter her office, she told herself to smile before she looked up, and when she saw Jerry looming by her desk, she felt her mouth go dry. Which was an appropriate accompaniment to her growling stomach. On the bright side, maybe in minutes she’d be let go and she could stop at the bakery on the way home and buy all the bagels she wanted.

“Maggie, you need to up your numbers,” Jerry said. “Your quality is slipping, and you need to increase it to my expectations.”

Saying nothing, since she couldn’t think of a single word that wouldn’t get her fired on the spot, she realized she didn’t need to respond since the man left as quickly as he had arrived. With a smear of cream cheese on his face, if she wasn’t mistaken, that stupid loser idiot unfair moronic unqualified department head. 

Trying to slow her rapid breathing, she reminded herself she hadn’t been laid off. Yet. But maybe her colleagues who had been laid off had also received the same warning speech before they had had the boom lowered. Well, she could hardly call them to ask. Not only would it be unkind, but she didn’t have their numbers.

Unfortunately, despite the scare, she hadn’t lost her appetite, and it was still too soon to take her lunch break. She hadn’t brought in anything anyway. Meaning she needed to go out in the frigid temps again if she expected to get something to eat. Her life was so flipping grand lately.

Until she remembered something wonderful; the coffee shop with the drive thru window now served soup. Maybe soup wasn’t the answer to all her work worries, but it would make her feel better, at least temporarily, and she could stay in her car to buy it. 

After somehow making it through until lunchtime without being fired, she hurried out to her car, trying to ignore the fact she felt as if she were in a freezer. She drove the few miles to get into the drive thru line, ordered her loaded potato soup and a plain bagel, then she decided she’d rather eat at her desk than in her car.

The round trip took almost twenty minutes, but she’d still have time to enjoy her meal, and she made the walk back to her office without being fired, then she closed her door and relaxed, taking a spoonful of soup. She slathered cream cheese on her bagel, not bothering to take it to the break room for toasting because that would waste time. And she might run into Jerry. Or Derek. 

When she heard a couple of sharp knocks on her door while she was chewing, she didn’t bother responding, and wasn’t pleased when the door opened anyway and Derek appeared in her doorway, apparently fascinated by the sight of her with food on her desk. 

He stepped up to her, lowering his voice. “One of the guys heard Jerry in your office. What’s going on?” He knew Maggie hadn’t been let go, but they were all aware attracting the attention of their poor excuse of a boss was never a good thing. When he noticed what she was eating, he said, “You addicted to bagels, or something? Two in one day?”

After swallowing her bite, she said, “I didn’t get any this morning.”

“You brought them and you didn’t get any? How’d you manage that?”

“How did I manage that? Because of people, Derek. Just like now, when I’m trying to eat my lunch and people are still preventing it from happening.”

“Back to my first question. What did Jerry want?”

“He wanted me to know my quality is slipping and I need to up my numbers.”

That freakin’ loser ... “What did you say? Did you tell him to up his –”

“What do you think I said? Now would you please let me have ten minutes of peace so I can enjoy what’s left of my lunch?” She was amazed when he turned around, quietly closing the door behind him, and she took another spoonful of soup.
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Mid-morning on Friday, after a rash of phone calls that had failed to increase her productivity to Jerry’s expectations, Maggie opened a drawer and retrieved her coffee mug, then took the short walk to the break room, where she saw Derek about to leave as he sipped from his mug.

Derek hadn’t seen much of Maggie all week, with the exception of Wednesday for their discussion about bagels and their loser of a boss. “Morning, Maggie.” He eyed the black ceramic mug in her hands, the Jet Fuel text making him grin, as it did whenever he saw it. “Bad news about the coffee situation.”

“Of course there’s bad news. You just finished the pot and didn’t feel like making another one?”

“Worse than that. We’re out of coffee.”

Naturally. She stood in indecision, staring at the recently washed carafe on the dish drainer and the useless coffee maker on the counter.

“Want to take mine?” Derek asked. “Black, one sugar. I already drank some of it, but I’m not too germy.”

She knew the man had no intentions of giving up his coffee, and she wondered why he’d even ask. Well, maybe to liven things up, she should call his bluff. Alternatively, she could just have a cup of tea. That was a better idea, and it meant she could spend less time in his presence. “No, thank you. Go about your business, and I’ll go about mine.”

“Whatever you say.” He stepped to the doorway, watching her open a cabinet and pull out a tea bag, deciding he was going about his business. “Enjoy that tea.”

When she looked over her shoulder, Derek had disappeared. Fixing her tea, she returned to her office, no doubt for even more fun and games. But at least it was Friday, meaning she could spend another weekend job-searching. The fun just never ended. Maybe it would even snow during the next two days and she’d be truly house-bound.

––––––––
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AS DEREK DROVE HOME, he wondered if Maggie and her friend would be making an appearance at the Beef and Brew again. He hadn’t made plans with the guys, and he wasn’t sure he felt like going out. It seemed more like a delivery night. Tomorrow he’d whip up something in the slow cooker so he could eat effortlessly for days. Maybe he’d put in more time in his quest for a new job. 

Except when he did find something else, and he was confident he would, Maggie wouldn’t be there. He wasn’t happy where he was, but he hadn’t reached the miserable point yet. And he could always drop into the office two doors away when he was feeling low, because seeing the magnetic Maggie always gave him a boost, no matter what came out of her mouth. Life was about give and take, and he was going to enjoy his Maggie snippets as long as he could. Until Jerry decided it was time for him to go.
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MAGGIE WAS WORKING on a concoction she had named Mystery Soup, which consisted of canned soup, vegetables, and rice, when her phone rang. Looking from the soup pot to her phone on the counter, she lowered the heat on the burner and eyed the phone display. Frank? Frank was calling her?

She grabbed the phone. “Frank, it is so nice to hear from you. I miss you so much. We all do. You have no idea. Did I ever tell you that you were my favorite boss of all time?” She heard his familiar laughter and closed her eyes, remembering how great work used to be.

“Hello, Maggie,” Frank Russell said. “How are you doing?”

“Well, I can answer your question as a former underling, or I can answer as if you were a peer. How do you want it?”

“For the moment, consider me a peer.”

Maggie knew she still needed to watch what she said. She was an adult, not a thirteen-year-old who’d just received a bad grade from her least favorite teacher. “Let’s just say your successor hasn’t quite grasped the required management skills, and I am therefore actively seeking employment elsewhere before I am laid off the way two of my colleagues were just after Christmas.”

“Ah. I’m sorry to hear there have been layoffs.”

“It’s only in Sales, for the reason I just mentioned. Anyway, how are you doing? What are you doing? And how is Robin? Is she still painting?”

“Robin is well. I’ll tell her you asked about her. She is semi-retired from the law firm so she can spend more time painting, and helping me out with what I’ve been doing, in her capacity as a general business lawyer. I started a company just before I left Triple J, and now I find I need to add additional staff. I hoped you might be interested in trying something a little different, since things at Triple J aren’t going the way you want them to.”

Maggie inhaled. “Yes. Whatever it is, Frank, I want to try it. But what exactly is it?”

Frank laughed. “Digitization.”

“That sounds interesting, but I have no idea what it is.”

“The conversion of documents, books, microfilm, paper files, and legal documents. Things like that.”

“How do you do all that?”

“The magic of scanning machinery. You would be a digitization technician.”

“Frank, it sounds amazing and wonderful, but I have zero experience in that.” And being able to leave Triple J had sounded so perfect.

“I’ll train you, Maggie. You always were one of my superstars, and I doubt that’s changed. If you need convincing, why don’t you come to the office tomorrow. I’ll show you what you’d be doing, and you can decide. But I really hope you’ll say yes.”

It sounded so very tempting, but she didn’t want to let Frank down. She felt basically useless not knowing the first thing about digitization. Her sales experience hadn’t prepared her for anything this technical. Still, if it turned out to be something she could do ... “I’d like to come see it all tomorrow. Thank you for giving me this opportunity, Frank. It means a lot to me. You have no idea.”

“Then I’ll text you the address. Why don’t you come over around nine? And don’t worry about handling the work. I know you can do it. You’ll be an expert in no time.”

“You’re very kind.”

“I know what I’m talking about. Just one thing, Maggie. I ask you not to mention this to anyone at Triple J.”

“Don’t you worry about that. If anyone else knew about it, they’d be beating down your door to hire them. We all remember what a great boss you are.”

After Frank disconnected, Maggie received his text with an address, and she opened Google Earth to check it out. The building was in an office park on the outskirts of Turner, and not all that far from her cottage in Summerside. 

She wanted to tell Cassidy, but she’d keep it a secret until after she saw Frank in the morning. And possibly beyond tomorrow. Looking at her pot of soup, she decided to call it Celebration Soup. Frank had practically handed the job to her, and it was her decision to
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