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Chapter 1
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Of all the days this week not to be late for work, this was the one. Nikki squeezed the nozzle as hard as she could and glared at the numbers on the gas pump’s digital screen with hope it might make them move faster, but the pump was unfazed. She really didn’t want to be late for the Pace’s Preserves’ company-wide meeting, the first the new president, Patsy Pace, had scheduled. Patsy had recently been promoted from Vice President to President when her father, Peter, had stepped down. Nikki knew the woman was likeable and friendly, but she didn’t want to test the limits of her understanding. Nor had she wanted to run out of gas. 

She checked her watch and grimaced, resuming staring at the numbers until the nozzle finally clicked off. Which happened about a second after some of the gas splashed out onto her shoe and she jumped back as if that was going to do any good. Not again. And this time it was worse than the last. Even if the shoes were a few years old, they were still her favorites and she wondered if she’d be able to fully clean the gasoline off. Not before the meeting, of course. No, course not. She knew from prior experience the eau de fuel was rather pungent and she’d need to sit as far away from her colleagues as possible to avoid questioning looks. Giving her unfortunate shoe one more glance, she grabbed her receipt from the pump and jumped in her Honda Civic, hoping the open windows would dissipate the smell. Immediately would be nice.

Coming down the long, empty hallway toward the cafeteria where the meeting would be held, she guessed she must be the last one and tried to feel less like a slacker by reminding herself it was still before the normal start of the day. When that didn’t seem to help she increased her speed. 

In addition to the sounds coming from the caf, she heard footsteps behind her, so she wasn’t the last one yet. The other latecomer seemed to be running, or at least jogging, and she wondered if she needed to really pick up the pace. But what was the difference between last and second to last in the big scheme of things? Deciding there was enough difference, she gripped her purse strap and took off.

Seager grinned when he saw the woman ahead of him break into a run. The dress and high heels weren’t typical jogging attire, but he wasn’t going to comment. Nor was he going to let her beat him to the meeting, whoever she was. When he passed her and got a look at her face he saw it was Nikki from Customer Service, and the look she gave him was pretty much the same look she always gave him. She didn’t seem to like him much, but he was fine with that. The best way to deal with snooty women like that was to ignore them.

Nikki watched that jerk from the Sales Department breeze right past her and reach the caf first, and she was almost at the doorway before she slowed. Which was fortunate, since he’d stopped as soon as he stepped in, and was standing in front of Patsy, who held her signature pen with its pink feather poised over a clipboard.

“And we have Seager McBride and Nikki Garfield to complete our roster,” Patsy said. Nikki watched Patsy note something on the paper, then smile at them. “Seager and Nikki, please take the chairs at the back and we’ll begin.”

Two empty chairs. Every other seat in the carefully arranged rows was taken, and beyond them, tables with more chairs, but they were clearly not intended for the meeting. Nikki sat after Seager McBride took a seat and would have slid her chair away from him but it would have stuck her in the aisle and she’d attracted enough attention already. Glancing at the backs of her colleagues, she located Leslie’s strawberry blonde self, seated very close to the front, and wished they were sitting together. Especially after Seager leaned toward her, and she reconsidered sliding her chair to the other side of the aisle.

“Is that your perfume I smell? You might want to try something less strong next time.” He guessed she’d gotten gas at the station on the corner. If the pumps didn’t spray you, the safety shut offs failed and you ended with a puddle on your feet along with the privilege of paying for the wasted gas.

Nikki glanced at Seager whose behavior today had, amazingly enough, exceeded all his previous rude behavior. The wrinkled nose was a new look for him, and no more attractive than any other of his looks. “Thanks for your input.”

“Shhh.”

Funny man. Pressing her lips together to prevent some well-deserved but possibly inappropriate words from escaping, she plopped her purse in her lap and crossed her legs, moving the offending shoe farther from the super sniffer. There was satisfaction in hearing the quiet sighs erupting from her neighbor to the left as Patsy explained what was in store for her Pace’s Preserves’ charges in another week. Nikki thought it sounded like a good time, especially if she and Leslie could be together on this team-building retreat, which would take the entire company out of the building and into the mountains of western Massachusetts for a week. Fun and games, it had to be. What else would they consider team-building activities? The only sour note came at the end, when Patsy said she would choose the teams, but maybe Nikki and Leslie could put in a request to be together. It might make it easier for Patsy.

The idea of “bonding” with some of his colleagues, and particularly Nikki Garfield, more than he was already forced to on a daily basis, was as appealing as stale bread, and Seager wondered if he could get out of the retreat, maybe telling Patsy someone should stay behind in Sales to field calls. When she wrapped up the meeting, he looked at Nikki for her reaction. Naturally she’d be all over the idea. He stood and hoped she’d stand so he could catch the boss before someone else got to her. 

Nikki wanted to talk to Leslie, then Patsy, and she made her way through the throngs in the aisle who were reviewing everything Patsy had just said, only with opinions, ideas, and suggestions thrown in. She’d never get to Patsy now. Or Leslie, but she could catch her later in the Customer Service office. 

She was irritated to see Seager had gotten not only to the front but also to Patsy, and she wondered if he’d leapt over people to get there so quickly. She wouldn’t put anything past the man. By the time she reached Leslie, who had seen her coming and waited for her, Seager had finished his little chat with Patsy and she watched him leave the caf, unable to tell from his expression if he’d gotten whatever it was he wanted.

“Hi, Leslie.”

“Hi. What happened to you?”

“I needed gas. Most of it ended up inside the tank.” She frowned at her shoe. “I need to see if I can get at least some of the gas smell off.”

“You have to stop going to that station.”

“But their prices are better than everyone else’s.”

“Not when you figure in the cost of new shoes.”

“Walk with me.” She saw Patsy leave the caf, taking away her chance to talk with her. “We need to ask Patsy if we can be partners for the retreat.”

“Maybe we can send her an email. One of us, anyway.”

“Right. She’s warm and fuzzy and she’ll understand.” Nikki pushed open the restroom door. “I’ll see you in a few.” She slipped off her heel, standing one-legged by the sink, and did the best she could, but the sniff test after the procedure wasn’t reassuring. She’d need to leave the shoe out on her porch for a few days until it had aired out enough. And maybe think about finding another gas station.
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“You trying to impress the new boss?” Kip asked Seager, leaning against Seager’s door jamb. “Showing up late?”

“Nothing wrong with being noticed.”

“I’m looking forward to getting out of here for a week.”

“For a retreat?”

“You don’t seem to have the proper enthusiasm.”

Which was along the lines of what Patsy had said when he approached her after the meeting. “Pace’s pays me to be here and produce. That’s what I want to be doing.” Kip hit him with a familiar and unwelcome look. “What?” Why he bothered to ask he didn’t know, since he could probably say Kip’s answer along with him.

“Enough with the miserable attitude. It’s been six months.”

“You don’t say.”

“That’s 180 days you’ve let her continue to bother you. She wasn’t, and still isn’t, worth your time.”

“Thanks for your input.” He realized he’d quoted Nikki Garfield and shook his head.

“The retreat’ll be good for you. And me, because I won’t have to listen to it anymore.”

The retreat would be something, but he knew good wasn’t it. 

“See you at lunch?” Kip asked.

“Sure.” Seager watched Kip turn and head for his own office and thought about what he’d said.

––––––––
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AS NIKKI WAS PLANNING the please-please-please email to the company president, an email from the woman herself appeared in Nikki’s Inbox. Deciding it would be more interesting to read that than have to phrase her own email, she clicked on it and read through. Ah. It was a good thing she hadn’t sent hers, adding to Patsy’s inferred frustration at the number of people who had requested a particular teammate for the retreat. Apparently, fate had decided who the teammates would be, and tomorrow that information would be shared. By email. Nikki picked up her desk phone and dialed.

“Fate?” she said when Leslie answered. “Can you tell me what fate has to do with anything?”

“I don’t have a clue. I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

Which was certainly incentive to get to work on time.

––––––––
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FRIDAY MORNING NIKKI logged on and checked for the much-anticipated email, which turned out to be nowhere in sight. Patsy hadn’t said exactly when she would send it, and she may have decided to hold off until the end of the day because she knew how little work would be done once they all read it, and were either happy about fate’s choice or were calling fate unflattering names.

When the email finally came, she checked the clock for about the thirtieth time that day. Ten minutes until it was time to go. Patsy did indeed have her fair share of wisdom, along with many other stellar qualities. Nikki read the two sentences, then her eyes searched the list of teammates that followed. The names weren’t in alphabetical order, which became immediately clear when she saw Leslie Sparks close to the top, teamed with Barrett Jakes, a fellow rep in Customer Service. Barrett would be a good teammate for Leslie, an all-around nice guy. Friendly and helpful. Now on to Garfield... She scanned the list and didn’t find her name until she reached the bottom. And paired with her was who? What was this? Seager McBride? She picked up her phone, glaring at the name.

“I see it,” Leslie said. 

Nikki looked around and didn’t see anyone standing in the department who might be able to overhear. They were probably all still staring at their screens, either delighted or disgusted. Still, she couldn’t go sharing her opinion of her fated partner since she hadn’t been working at Pace’s Preserves all that long, just around six months, and she didn’t know who was friends with or worse, related, to whom. “I am just delighted.” When Leslie laughed she knew she’d made her point. 

“It’s only for one week.”

“Did you read the last paragraph? Underneath my name, at the very bottom?” But really, how had she ended up at the bottom? The letter G was nowhere near the end of the alphabet. She thought about Patsy at the door with clipboard, scribbling something when she and Seager came in.

“I’m reading it now. Words of affirmation to our teammate? One a day next week? That should be interesting.”

It was too impossible to even consider right now. What words could she possibly say with any sincerity to her teammate? And they had to be handwritten on card stock of all things, provided by Pace’s Preserves and left in a basket in the mailroom. One a day for all five days next week. This was a ridiculous idea. She needed things to make sense. Something needed to make sense. “Leslie, did you get to the meeting early? Were you one of the first?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Who came in right around when you did?”

“I don’t know, a few of us were together.”

“Was Barrett one of them?”

“Um... yes. He was right in front of me.”

“And I was right behind Seager.” Fate, my patootie. They were assigned according to their order of arrival. She grimaced. Why hadn’t she gotten gas on the way home Wednesday instead of waiting? Never mind that it had been raining Wednesday, because if she’d known what was in store, she would have gladly gotten soaked. Well, maybe not gladly. But she would have done it.

“That’s an interesting way to do it.”

“Interesting? I’d call it something else.”

“Fate, maybe?”

“Right. Well, I’ve got to get out of here and start thinking up some words of affirmation. It will probably take me all weekend to find any I can use.”

Leslie laughed. “You only need five.”

“Easy for you. You have Barrett. This is going to be next to impossible for me.”

“Do your best.”

“Do you think lying is acceptable? Just in case I can’t think of something nice to say to a cocky, self-satisfied, stuck up man?”

“You think about that this weekend, young lady, and let me know what you come up with. Meanwhile, enjoy that weekend.”

“You, too. Bye.” She disconnected and stared at the list of names, people who would have been a hundred times better as teammates than Seager McBride. How could she have gotten so lucky?

––––––––
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“WHAT IS THIS WORDS of affirmation crap?” Seager stared at Kip as if he expected an answer, even though he knew Kip had no more idea than he did. The department had cleared out and he wished he’d left with them, not reading   the email from Patsy until Monday. Now his weekend was going to start on a decidedly low note.

If you allow it to, reminded a voice that had been noticeably absent for the past six months. Or maybe it hadn’t been absent. Maybe he’d just chosen not to listen to it. The weekend had a great summer forecast and he wasn’t going to sit around and beat himself up for making a mistake, no matter how monumental it had turned out to be. The sooner he accepted the fact he lacked the ability to identify a woman who wasn’t going to do her best to ruin his life, the better off he’d be.

“Never mind words of affirmation, McBride. Your teammate is hot. Doris is older than my mother.”

“This isn’t about dating, or whatever you’re thinking. It’s team building. Doris is Patsy’s admin and she’s a nice woman.” He would have preferred Doris to Nikki Garfield. He would have preferred anyone. Words of affirmation...He’d have to look some up this weekend and be done with it. It made him think of the so-called love notes Violet had always expected from him. One more thing he’d never been able to get right. “Let’s get out of here.”
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Nikki glanced in her rearview mirror as she turned into the Pace’s Preserves’ lot with a big, black SUV practically on her tail. Nice. Clearly some guy who couldn’t wait to start his magical Monday morning. She pulled into a spot and the black SUV did the same, only a few spots away. When she saw Seager McBride get out, she looked away, shaking her head, giving him time to vacate the area so she wouldn’t have to either look at or speak to him. Words of affirmation, my patootie.

Seager saw the object of his words of affirmation sitting in her red Civic and he wondered if she was planning to race him to the door again. She’d need to hustle, especially if she was in those high heels. Glancing over his shoulder, he didn’t see any movement in the car and guessed she wasn’t feeling a race today. Stopping in the unoccupied mail room, he saw colored paper and a name badge in his mailbox. Picking up the badge first, feeling the metal back with stick pin, he read “Teammates Nikki and Seager” and shook his head. He eyed the paper, knowing what it was for and that there was no escape. Nodding to his colleagues, he headed for his office.

Nikki frowned at her mailbox. Really? We have to wear a pin with our names joined as if we’re – as if we’re two people who want to be joined. Patsy must have a cruel streak, despite appearances. The card stock colors were pretty, all six of them, even though they only needed five. Maybe Patsy thought some people would be so enthused they’d want to write an extra. And there was even a basket on the mailroom table holding another stack of them. She shook her head, again wishing she was teamed with someone fun. Someone she liked and respected. Then this whole thing would be a blast. Writing fun, happy notes, then bonding games for a week? What could be more fun than that?

Logging on at her desk, she checked the email from Patsy first. Greetings to all, hope everyone had a nice weekend, remember to do the affirmations today... And what? We have to hand deliver them? Isn’t that wonderful? Not only did she have to come up with something nice to say, but she had to hand it to Seager. She sighed and took a peach colored card and a pen and got to work. 

Seager was gazing out his doorway, sounds of his department mates providing white noise while he tried to come up with something to write on the freaking card when the object herself charged into his office, a card in her hand. 

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Not in a million years. “This is for you.” Nikki extended the card, wishing she could fling it instead, but she was a mature person, and could behave in a mature manner even though she was teamed with Seager McBride.

He took it from her and gave it a look. “Thank –” He looked up at her, then back at the words. Good job not crashing into my car this morning. He appreciated her setting the ground rules. “Give me one second.” He completed the card and handed it to her. 

“Thank you.” Nikki didn’t look at it, wanting to postpone the big moment until she was away from him.

When she turned to leave, he asked, “Aren’t you going to read it?”

“I wouldn’t dream of taking up any more of your precious time,” she said over her shoulder. Once she left the department, she flipped the pink note card over. Your hair is very brown. She stopped at Leslie’s desk on the way to her own and wordlessly handed Leslie the card, watching as she read it.

“Actually, my hair is red,” Leslie said.

“True.”

“So what is this?”

“That’s today’s affirmation love note I just got.” 

Leslie laughed and handed the card back. “You’re kidding, right?”

Nikki sat in the chair beside Leslie’s desk. “I think it’s going to be an interesting week.”

“What are you going to write for Seager?”

“I already gave it to him. Good job not crashing into my car this morning.”

“Very nice. Did he look affirmed when you gave it to him?”

“He was so affirmed he immediately wrote this.” She looked at the card again. “I’ll have to pin it to my cube so everyone can be uplifted with me.”

“You motivated him.”

“Yes, I did. Tomorrow he’s not getting mine until I get his. Did you get yours?”

“Not yet. But this is what I’m giving Barrett.” She pulled a blue card from her drawer and handed it to Nikki.

“’Your work ethic speaks for itself’,” Nikki read aloud. “I like it. It could actually work for me, and I might use it, if you don’t mind a little plagiarism.”

“Please. What’s mine is yours.”

“Enough affirmation for today. My brown hair and I are going back to my cube. I’ll see you at lunch?”

“Abso-tively.”

––––––––
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“DID YOU GET YOUR AFFIRMATION card today?” Seager asked Kip, tipping his chair back as he braced the phone between his shoulder and neck.

“Yeah. Did you?”

“Bring it in here, will you?” He replaced the handset and picked up the card, pressing the corners into his thumbs as he rotated it. Kip was there in seconds and he sat in the chair across the desk. Extending his, he took Kip’s and checked it out. I am continually impressed by the results you produce! When Kip laughed, he looked up.

“Was crashing into her car an option?”

“Yes.”

“Then, good job. What did you write for her?”

“’Your hair is very brown.’”

Kip nodded and they exchanged the cards again. “There are websites with messages you can use so you don’t have to make personal remarks.”

“I have no problem making personal remarks. She doesn’t either, since she started it. What did you write for Doris?”

“Pace’s Preserves would be lost without you.”

“True.”

“What are you writing tomorrow?”

“Depends what she writes.”

“A standoff. Good luck with that.” Kip stood. “Catch you on the flip side.”

Seager studied the card again, considering Kip’s idea for a few seconds. Which was enough time to convince him to visit the mailroom for a few more cards, just in case he felt like being prepared if Nikki Garfield decided to surprise him and play nice.  
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Seager saw Nikki walk by his office and wondered what she was doing in Sales. Checking the time, he saw it was close enough to lunch time, and he locked his laptop and headed for Kip’s office, where he saw he’d need to wait in line.

Nikki could sense someone behind her as she spoke to Kip but she didn’t turn her head as she knew it wouldn’t take long. She only needed to pass along a message from a customer, which she could have emailed to him, or even called him about, but she’d been ready to take a little walk.

“Thanks. I’ll give him a call.” Kip looked around Nikki and saw Seager just outside his door.

“You’re welcome.” Turning, she saw “your hair is very brown” himself, and she wondered if she should say anything or he’d decided they’d had enough conversation for the day. When he gave her the slightest of nods, she reciprocated and left the office. 

She heard one of them quietly ask, “You sure you don’t want to trade?” Had she known which of them had said it – who was she kidding? She knew who’d said it. She would have liked to tell him the feeling was mutual, but she could rise above that kind of thing.

“You don’t really mean that,” Kip said.

“Sure, I do.”

“And that’s why you were checking her out?”

“Since when is that against the law?”

Kip grinned. “Did you work on tomorrow’s words of affirmation yet? Or do you need some help?”

“All set.” Seager stood. He’d found more than enough standard one-liners, just as Kip had suggested, but he didn’t need to share that. “You want a burger today?”

“I’m easy.”

“And your results are impressive. According to Doris, anyway.”

––––––––
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“YOU KNOW THE EXPRESSION, kill people with kindness?” Nikki asked, picking up her sandwich. “Of course, you know it. Well, that’s what I’m going to do. I’ll fix him.”

“Now you’re really getting tough,” Leslie said. “He’s going to fold under all that pressure.”

“He won’t know if I’m being sarcastic or if I mean it. Maybe he’ll think I actually respect him.”

“You might be able to convince him if you don’t sneer when you give it to him.”

“I don’t sneer.”

“Uh... yes, you do, every time you say his name or talk about him.”

She stared at Leslie. “I do? I hope I didn’t this morning. Or Friday at the meeting. And before the meeting.” She grimaced. “I really sneer?” She needed to work on her professional face.

“I wouldn’t lie to you, sweetie. Let’s practice. You say his name with a smile a few times.” Her eyes scanned the busy caf. “I don’t see him, so go ahead.”

“Seager. Seager.” 

“You’re gritting your teeth. Try it without teeth action.”

“Seager. Seager.”

“A little better. Now add his last name.”

“Let’s not go crazy here.”

“You need to be prepared.”

“Do you like this guy or something?”

“I don’t share your animosity, but I’ve known him longer. And I don’t work with him.”

“Fine. Seager McBride. Seager McBride. What kind of name is Seager, anyway?”

“It’s the name his parents chose. Anyway, that’s irrelevant.”

“Maybe it isn’t.” She took a bite, then tapped her phone, studying the results of her search. “It means ‘seaman’ and people with that name are leaders, and are courageous and stubborn. They also resent authority and are impatient.” She closed the app and looked at Leslie, putting her phone on the table. “It didn’t say a word about conceit and arrogance. I guess they haven’t met this particular version.” She gazed out the windows. “What if our personalities were actually determined by the names our parents gave us?”

“Hey, Leslie. Hey, Nikki.”

Nikki saw Barrett pass their table, then Leslie’s eyes followed him. “Now see? That’s what a teammate should be like. Saying hello in a friendly way. Not writing motivational notes that talk about hair color.”

“You’re right. But after you start writing nice notes, maybe he’ll say hello in a friendly way, too.”

“He doesn’t eat lunch here. Hardly ever, anyway.”

“And just how do you know that?”

“Tone down that grin or I might have to mention the way you blushed when Barrett said his special hello to you.”

“What are you going to write on your love note tomorrow?”

“As soon as I come up with something, I’ll email you with it, with no explanation.”

After lunch and a good deal of thought, Nikki sent it to Leslie, and received a response of two thumbs up. Take that, Mister Seager McBride.

She stayed a little late in order to give the card the proper attention, and used her best handwriting on the blue card stock. He would have no reason to complain, or retaliate. She wondered if she should add any flourishes or emojis but decided they might not convey the seriousness of the words. She wanted him to wonder if her intent was genuine or sarcastic. Placing the card in her middle drawer, she headed out, her dinner menu the current priority.
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SEAGER GRINNED AS HE read the words he’d carefully copied onto the card stock. They’d be just right, beautiful in their ambiguity. He wondered if he should wait for Nikki Garfield to visit him again today, or if he should be the one to initiate their contact. He hadn’t seen her Civic in the lot this morning, and wondered if she’d come in yet. Only one way to find out. He took the card and headed to Customer Service.

Nikki was on the phone when she saw her so-called teammate heading toward her. She looked away, but not before she’d made eye contact with him, unfortunately. It didn’t matter. He could just wait until she was finished with her call. Unfortunately, the call ended within seconds of his arrival, but that was probably a good thing since he wouldn’t be looming over her desk. 

“Can I help you?” She was almost 100% sure she wasn’t sneering. 

“This is for you.” He appreciated they were both reciting each other’s lines from yesterday morning, and wondered if they’d alternate for the next three days until this farce ended.

“And this is for you.” She extended the card and he took it, handing the other to her. She watched him read it, his eyes narrowing, then he looked at her.

“You going to read that now, or should I leave you two alone?”

Oh, the wit of the man. She looked at the words, as neatly printed in block letters as yesterday’s had been. The caliber of your work never ceases to amaze. Which meant exactly what? High caliber? Low caliber? No caliber at all? And who exactly was amazed? When she looked up, she saw him reading her words of affirmation.

I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t tell you how much you mean to this company. He reread the words, knowing she was watching him, probably waiting for a reaction. She could wait until doomsday. He nodded and headed back to his office, holding the card so the corner was poking the tip of his thumb. Couldn’t live with herself, huh? What the hell did that mean?
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“Look at this one,” Seager handed the card to Kip. “What do you think it means?”

After reading it, he said, “It’s a step up from you not wrecking her car. A big step.”

“I don’t like it.”

Kip grinned. “You liked yesterday’s better?”

“I understood yesterday’s. This...” he gestured. “I don’t like it.” He took it from Kip and dropped it into his middle drawer with the previous one. “Did you get yours from Doris?”

“Yeah. She thinks my work ethic is out of this world.”

Seager opened his drawer and pulled out the card, studying it. Nothing about work ethics there. He dropped it in and slammed the drawer, wondering what he was going to write for tomorrow’s. “You heard anything about what we’re doing next week?”

“All I know is the place is called Eastbridge.”

“Did Doris tell you?”

“No. Somebody mentioned it.” He shrugged. “Don’t remember who.”

“It’d be nice to know what we’re up against.”

Kip grinned. “A week off. That’s what we’re up against. Probably should get some work done this week.”

Seager watched Kip leave his office and take a left toward his own. Kip was right. He was spending too much time on things that didn’t matter. And not only company time, but also his own. He adjusted his laptop and focused on his job, something he had control over.

––––––––
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“IT ALMOST SOUNDS REALLY good,” Leslie said, rereading the card.

“That was my impression. Almost.”

“But it’s closer to words of affirmation than your brown hair. And he should have added light to your hair color. Anyone who looks at you can see it’s light brown.”

“It’s such a relief to me you’re amused by this whole thing.”

“You’re my BFF and you know I love you, but I can’t wait for next week if a few cards are causing this much commotion. You’re almost back to –”

Nikki stared at her. “Back to what?”

“I don’t want to mention it. Sorry.”

“Back to what?”

“Back to before that loser. You haven’t gotten this – this intrigued in a guy since forever. And maybe he does drive you crazy, but it’s better than you feeling nothing at all. Isn’t it?”

“Asks the girl with the nicest teammate in the world.”

“Am I right?”

“I have work to do. And so do you.” Nikki stood. “And I’m going to do it right now.”

“See you at lunch.”

“As long as we don’t talk about what we’ve just been talking about.”

“It’s a deal.”

––––––––
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NIKKI HELD ONTO HER WOA until nine o’clock on Wednesday. Since Seager hadn’t made an appearance at her desk, it was obviously up to her to take the initiative. She took the card from her middle drawer, wondering if he’d appreciate the purple ink she’d used. It coordinated so nicely with the pink paper. Stopping in front of his open door to make sure he was alone, she assumed a smile and stepped up to his desk, card extended.

Seager had been wondering if he’d be getting an affirmation visit. Seemed only right to make her come to him this go round, and she apparently agreed. Either that or her curiosity drove her. Before taking the card from her, he took his own offering from the drawer, making sure he wasn’t giving her back one of her own. Although, now that he thought of it, that was an idea. But, no. He had more imagination than that. He stood and extended the white card, taking hers with the other hand. No sense in waiting, he decided, giving it a good look. What’s your secret? Your output is impressive, to say the least. Impressive output, huh? She was something. He watched her as she read his.

She stared at the words. He was the king of ambiguity, this one. It’s hard to explain what you bring to this team. She’d show him exactly what she brought to this team next week. She’d show him so hard he’d wonder why he even bothered to show up to the retreat. Suppressing her irritation, some of it directed at herself for being unable to wait to read the card until she was out of his office, and the rest directed at the man across the desk who was holding the card with his thumbs and index fingers. Were they supposed to thank each other? The email hadn’t mentioned post-card discussions. She’d have to check with Leslie and see if she and Barrett chatted after the fact. Unfortunately, she couldn’t wait that long. “This is impressive.” In the worst possible way, but she didn’t need to mention that. Maybe he’d get her meaning if he bothered to look her in the eye.

And she speaks. “Kind of like my ‘output’.” He raised the card.

How enjoyable to have her words used against her. “As much as I’d like to stay and find out what your secret is, I have work to do.”

“Make the team proud.” He watched her spin her way out of his office and pound those high heels down the hall. Not the ones from last week, though. Maybe she’d tossed them because of the gas spill. He could have told her how to get rid of the smell, except she hadn’t asked. Pulling a blank card and a pen from his drawer, he got busy.

––––––––
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LESLIE READ THE WHITE card, then grinned at Nikki and handed it back. “How is the killing him with kindness going?”

“Just peachy. But I’m going to keep it up. I only need two more days. What did you get from Barrett?”

“His card said I’m so good at cheering everybody up.”

“See? That’s so true, and he’s smart for saying that. He’s a good teammate for you.”

“All true.” Leslie grinned. “Did you hear we’re going to a place called Eastbridge Lodge?”

“No. What’s it like?”

“I haven’t checked it out. I guess I should.”

“In Eastbridge, perhaps?”

“Amazingly enough, yes. It’s not too long a ride.”

“I’m going to check on the accommodations. And the food, and activities. It would be nice to be prepared in case we’re expected to do any American Ninja type activities. Which I will fail miserably at.”

“You will not. Just bring everything you have next week. You’re ‘A’ game, whatever that is.”

“Thanks for ‘cheering’ me up. I’m going to do a little research, in between working.” As Nikki returned to her desk, she thought about all the time she’d spent this week on the whole words of affirmation project, and wondered if she was the only one in the company wasting this much time. But even if she was, there wasn’t much she could do to stop herself from focusing on the words, the retreat, and that Seager McBride. What kind of nonsense was he going to write for her tomorrow?

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
,,Q..Diane M. Pratt






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





