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“What do you mean you quit?”

Maggie cringed. She hated it when her father raised his voice.

“Is this about the debacle with that movie star?” he asked.

Maggie sat on the edge of her desk. “I can’t go back, Dad.” Her voice quivered.

“Do you realize how this makes me look?”

Maggie nodded, even though her father couldn’t see her through the phone. She played with the coiled phone cord, wrapping it around her index finger. Her father, a successful television producer, had put his reputation on the line to get her an internship at 880 News Radio in Toronto. 

Stay strong, she thought. Maggie always did as she was told, but not this time. Her father’s high expectations had become too overwhelming.

“The media world is a small one, Maggie. If you quit now, you won’t just be burning a bridge. You’ll be blowing it into the stratosphere.”

Maggie gulped. She hated disappointing her father. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice barely audible.

“You’re sorry?” Her father scoffed at the notion. “How are you going to support yourself?”

“I thought maybe I could come home until I figure things out. I​​—”

“No. If you do this, Maggie, your mother and I are not giving you a cent.”

“I’m not asking for money. I’m sure I could pick up my old shift at the Corner Café.”

“With your education? Your big plan is to go back to your high school waitressing job? Do you know how much it cost us to put you through school?”

“It would be temporary until I figure out a better solution.”

“No. If you quit, Maggie, you’re on your own.”

Maggie squeezed the receiver. Panic set in. “Where will I go?” she whispered. 

“Well, you’re an adult. An adult who is obviously capable of making important decisions on her own.” His voice was heavy with sarcasm. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

“I’m not doing this to hurt you!” Maggie fired back. She squeezed her eyes shut to keep her tears at bay.

Her father paused. Maggie could feel his demeanor softening over the phone.

“Explain it to me, honey. Tell me why.”

Maggie swallowed the thick lump in her throat. “I can’t.” 

“Maggie, come on—”

“I said I can’t!”

“Damn it, Maggie! If you won’t tell me, I guess there’s nothing left for us to discuss.”

“Wait, Dad, I—”

Click.

Maggie hung up the receiver and pinched the bridge of her nose. The florescent light flickered overhead. She looked at the mess sprawled across her desk and took a deep breath, then grabbed a cardboard box and filled it with her personal belongings—a potted fern, her toothbrush from the top drawer of her desk, and a framed photograph of her boyfriend, Brody. A sense of dread overwhelmed Maggie when she realized how furious Brody might be with her for quitting. She’d made a life altering decision without consulting him first. He wouldn’t like that.

Maggie clenched and unclenched her fists, forcing herself to focus on the task at hand. She plugged her USB flash drive into her work computer and saved her best news stories to the memory stick. Maggie had quit the paid internship she had put her blood, sweat, and tears into, and she needed something to show for it. In the midst of her packing, Maggie heard hushed voices in the hallway. She tiptoed to her office door that was opened a crack.

“I heard she was fired,” one woman whispered.

“For what? Maggie is the hardest working intern I’ve ever seen,” said another woman.

Maggie’s shoulders relaxed. She recognized the voice of the second woman. It was Jenny, the station secretary, who always had something nice to say about everyone.

“She tried to sleep with Andrew.”

“What? No way!” said Jenny. “Maggie has a boyfriend. A cute boyfriend. I’ve met him.”

“Some women will do anything to climb the corporate ladder, even if it means having an affair with their boss.”

Maggie gasped. She quickly brought her hand to her mouth and willed the women to continue on their way down the hallway. The women quieted.

“Maggie? Are you in there?” Jenny called.

Maggie didn’t move a muscle. She wasn’t supposed to be there. After she told her boss, Andrew, that she quit, he instructed her to leave the premises immediately. He said he would have someone deliver her personal belongings to her apartment, but Maggie didn’t trust him to save her portfolio of work. 

Believing the coast was clear, the women continued with their lunchtime gossip as they slowly meandered down the hallway.

“I just don’t see it,” said Jenny. “Maggie is so beautiful. Andrew is like ten years older, and he’s balding!”

“It’s not the first time she’s propositioned an older man. Remember the fiasco with that Hollywood star?”

Maggie wanted to stick her head out and tell Jenny’s friend to “fuck off,” but instead, she bit her tongue until the women wandered out of earshot. Maggie’s cheeks burned. It seemed like nobody would let her forget what happened a few weeks back, when her mentor Rooney had burst into her office in a hurry.

“Follow me,” he had said in a serious tone.

Rooney was the longtime 880 News music and entertainment reporter. He was a kind, but impatient, man. He didn’t have time to teach his interns. He expected them to keep up and demanded high quality professionalism. Maggie thought she was in trouble as she followed him down the hallway to an empty recording studio.

Rooney opened the door and invited Maggie inside. “I’ll be right back,” he had said.

The windowless studio had a large desk in the center of the room equipped with two microphones, an audio mixing console, and three swivel work chairs with padded backrests. Black soundproof foam covered the walls. Air conditioning blasted through a vent in the ceiling, causing Maggie’s teeth to chatter. She wondered what mistake she had made. She bit her thumb nail too short, exposing the delicate skin underneath. Maggie jumped when Rooney opened the door and ushered in a man wearing casual clothes and a baseball cap. Maggie stood to greet them and gave the stranger a half-smile as she shook his hand. 

“Nice to meet y’all,” he said with a Southern accent.

Confused, Maggie sat back down and dug her nails into the bottom of her chair, bracing for the fall. She wondered if he was from the HR department.

Rooney stared at her with a smile plastered to his face and then tilted his head of dreadlocks back at the mystery man. Maggie followed Rooney’s gaze, confused. She cleared her throat. “So, what are we doing here?” she asked.

Rooney’s smile fell into a mean line. Maggie intuitively knew she must’ve said something stupid. Her heartbeat picked up its pace.

“Let’s get started,” Rooney said, shaking his head. He slipped his headphones over his ears, tapped the microphone, and pressed the record button.

“Henry, it’s great to have you here in Toronto to promote your new album, Henry Cooper Jr. in Concert on Broadway.”

“It’s great to be here, Rooney. Thanks for having me.”

Maggie’s skin tingled with discomfort. She had been so focused on the idea that she was about to be fired that she hadn’t realized she was sitting in the presence of a Hollywood star. She was surprised at how normal he looked. She never would have guessed that he was a Grammy winner or someone who had walked the red carpet at the Oscars. Now, she stared at him like a star-struck fan. Hiding beneath his baseball cap was his movie-star good looks, he had a healthy tan and an easy-going smile. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. As the interview unfolded, Maggie noticed that besides his enormous musical talent, he had a natural charm thanks to his native New Orleans. 

“I’m giving this album five out of five stars. That’s my recommendation,” said Rooney, wrapping up the interview.

“Thanks, man, I really appreciate it.”

Rooney stopped recording and slipped his headphones around his neck. He stood up and shook hands with Henry.

“That was great. I’ll edit it now, and it will air this afternoon. Maggie, could you please show Henry to the elevators?” Rooney didn’t make eye contact with her. He was obviously pissed.

“Yes, of course,” she stuttered.

Maggie kept her head down as she guided Henry Cooper Jr. down the narrow hallway. As if she hadn’t been embarrassed enough, Rooney was making her walk him out. The silence was deafening. Maggie didn’t know what to say. She was terrible at small talk.

“So, what are you up to tonight?” she asked casually, pressing the elevator button three times. It arrived seconds later.

Henry gave her a disgusted look. “I’m going home to my wife and three daughters,” he said as he stepped into the elevator. 

It wasn’t until the heavy metal doors were closing that Maggie realized he thought she was propositioning him. “Wait, that’s not what I meant—”

But it was too late. The doors had closed shut. Henry Cooper Jr. was gone, and she had offended him. Maggie slammed the palm of her hand on her forehead. She took a few deep breaths before dragging her feet back to the studio. Luckily, the red light was on above the doorway. Rooney was recording. Maggie tiptoed past the studio and hurried back to her office. She had avoided the wrath of Rooney for the time being. Or so she’d thought. Moments later, Rooney stormed into her office.

“What did you say to him?” Rooney demanded. “I just received an email from his manager saying an inappropriate intern tried to seduce him!”

Maggie looked past Rooney and watched as Jenny slowly walked past the doorway, eavesdropping.

“I simply asked him what he was doing later.”

“That’s it?”

Maggie nodded. She had never been more mortified in her entire life. She liked to flirt occasionally, but this accusation was unfair. Henry Cooper Jr. sure thought a lot about himself.

“This isn’t entirely my fault,” said Maggie. “Why did you spring this on me? You never bring me in on your big interviews.”

“I was trying to surprise you.”

“I thought you were going to fire me.”

Rooney threw his hands up in exasperation. “Fire you? I was trying to hand you one of the perks of working in radio. I didn’t think you were going to act like a star-crazed groupie.”

“I was trying to make small talk!” Maggie argued.

Rooney shook his head slowly. “I know, but I’m going to have to write you up, Maggie. Don’t let this happen again.”

Maggie blinked, bringing her back to the present moment in her office. She ejected her USB stick and dropped it into the cardboard box with the rest of her belongings. She did one final sweep of her office before grabbing her purse and flicking off the light.

When she reached the elevator, Maggie pressed the button three times. 

Come on.

She looked over her shoulder, worried she’d bump into Andrew in the hallway. 880 News was located on the eighth floor of The Press Studios building on Bloor Street in downtown Toronto. The company’s radio stations, cable television stations, and magazine publishing operations were all housed on campus. Maggie’s father worked on the fourth floor. He was a producer for Sports News Now! The building complex was so large it occupied most of the block.

As the elevator doors opened, Maggie came face-to-face with Rooney. His espresso-brown eyes lit up when he saw her. 

“Where are you off to on this beautiful day?” he asked in his deep and soulful voice.

“Ground floor, please.” Maggie turned to face the elevator doors and breathed a sigh of relief when they closed. She stared into her box of belongings. “I quit today.”

“Hold up. What do you mean you quit?” Rooney hit the stop button. He tucked a shoulder length dreadlock behind his ear and raised his eyebrows, waiting for a response.

“I can’t do this anymore, Rooney. I’m not cut out for it.”

“Bullshit. You’re one of the most talented writers I’ve worked with. This isn’t about what happened in the interview with Henry Cooper Jr. is it?”

Maggie rolled her eyes. 

“Is this because I wrote you up?” Rooney asked. His face wore the same pained expression it had that day in her office.

Despite the fact she felt Rooney had been unfair that day, she had learned a lot from him. She didn’t want him to think this was his fault.

“I’m not cut out for this job,” she said. “Please take your hand off the button. I’m not supposed to be in the building.”

Rooney dropped his hand, and the elevator resumed moving. “I think you’re making a big mistake.”

They rode the rest of the way to the ground floor in silence. When the doors opened, Maggie held her head high as she walked out.

“Hey, Maggie,” Rooney called.

Maggie turned to him.

“If you ever need a reference, I’d be happy to help.”

As the elevator doors closed shut, Maggie’s eyes welled with tears. Her cellphone buzzed inside her purse. She balanced the cardboard box on her hip as she dug into her leather saddlebag in search of her phone.

“Hello?” she answered as she pushed the revolving doors forward and walked out of the building. The sunshine was blinding, but Maggie found the warmth of early summer comforting.

“Maggie?”

Maggie stopped in her tracks. “Hi, Mom.” She rested her personal belongings on a planter box on the sidewalk that overflowed with shrubs and colorful flowers, part of the city’s effort to beautify the gray downtown area.

“Your father told me you quit the internship. What were you thinking?”

Maggie bit her lip. She wasn’t thinking. She hadn’t planned on quitting. When her boss, Andrew, called her into his office this morning, she was excited. He had promised to review one of her story ideas, and she couldn’t wait to show him. She had stayed up late the night before preparing the proposal. 

“What are you going to do now?” her mother asked in a gentle tone.

“I want to come home.” Maggie’s voice cracked.

“Oh, honey. I’m caught between a rock and a hard place.”

Maggie swallowed. Her father ruled the roost. She wished her mother would stand up to him just this once. “I told Dad I would get my old job back until I figured out what to do next.”

“I wish you had talked to me first.”

“There’s nothing to talk about! The internship wasn’t working out.”

“Maggie, you’re twenty-three years old. Your father made it clear. If you quit, you’re on your own.”

Acid rose in the back of Maggie’s throat. The stress of long work hours and tight deadlines had left her suffering with bad heartburn for the past few months. She searched her purse for the Tums she’d become accustomed to taking. She opened the blue lid of the bottle and popped a couple of chalky pills into her mouth. The peppermint potion worked quickly, cooling her esophagus, and calming her upset stomach.

“Where am I supposed to go?” Maggie asked.

“Could you contact one of your connections from school? Perhaps another station is hiring.”

Maggie ran her tongue against her teeth, thinking. The radio business was a small one, and news about her quitting would have already spread through the industry like wildfire. No one would touch a junior reporter who quit halfway through an internship.

“Listen, honey, your father and I paid your rent until September. Why don’t you go visit Grandma for a couple of weeks? She would be happy to see you and help you talk things through.”

Maggie’s shoulders relaxed at the mention of her grandmother. 

“I’ll think about it,” she told her mother, but as she hung up the phone, Maggie had made up her mind. There was nothing more to think about. She needed to escape. She would leave the city, her co-workers, and even her boyfriend behind. 
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“Bridget, are you home?” Maggie shuffled through the front door of their small two-bedroom apartment. Sweat dripped down her lower back. It was early June, but summer had officially arrived. Maggie kicked off her nude high heels and hung her robin’s egg-colored trench coat in the tiny hall closet for the season. It was too warm for a spring coat. Maggie heard fiddle music and tapping coming from Bridget’s bedroom. Maggie knocked gently at first and then harder. The door swung open, and Maggie came face-to-face with her perspiring roommate.

“Hi,” Bridget said, trying to catch her breath. She took a sip from her stainless-steel water bottle. “What’s up?”

Bridget was a small-town country girl who had come to the big city to study theatre at George Brown College. She was a talented step dancer who practiced every day for at least an hour. On weekends, she taught kids how to tap at the local community center. Overall, she was a good roommate, but Maggie and Bridget both worked so much they rarely saw each other. They had never managed to become close. 

“I’m going to Ottawa to visit my grandmother for a few weeks,” Maggie told Bridget.

Bridget tucked an auburn curl behind her ear. Her gray unitard was wet under her arms.

“Okay, have fun.” She started to shut the door.

“Wait,” said Maggie. “I’m going to leave a note for Brody on the kitchen table. Could you see that he gets it? He’s supposed to stop by after his shift today.”

“Sure, no problem.” Bridget paused. “Is something wrong?”

Maggie shook her head.

“I’ve got to get back to practicing. I’m in the middle of learning choreography for a class I’m teaching this weekend.”

“Right, sorry to interrupt.”

As Maggie walked away, the fiddle music blared once again. Maggie’s temples throbbed to the beat of Bridget’s tap shoes pounding against the hardwood floor.

In her bedroom, Maggie turned on her fan and grabbed her large backpack that she’d used when she and Brody had traveled through Europe the previous summer. They’d had an amazing time exploring Switzerland, Italy, Germany, and France. She felt a sudden pang of guilt for not calling him. If she told him she had quit her internship, Brody would probably say encouraging things and push her to get back on the horse. But he could also react in anger. Lately, if she didn’t do exactly what he wanted, he’d flip his lid. He would definitely try to convince her to stay, which was why Maggie couldn’t tell him that she was leaving. 

Maggie sat down in her oak swivel chair and grabbed a piece of stationery from her desk drawer. She nibbled on the end of her pen as she stared out her open window at the old, red-bricked house across the street. Their apartment was located in a friendly neighborhood, and their street was lined with renovated Victorian homes. After she had received her acceptance letter from Ryerson University’s journalism program, Maggie and her mother spent an entire weekend apartment hunting.

“This one is perfect!” her mother had gushed. “It’s a short walk away from the subway station, and you’re so close to the cute shops and cafés on Young Street.”

Maggie’s parents had paid for both her apartment and university tuition. They weren’t rich by any means, but her father made a good living as a producer, and Maggie was an only child. It wasn’t a free ride, though. Throughout high school, Maggie was expected to work hard and earn good grades. Her parents had taken the checks she made from working at the restaurant and put them into a savings account for her. She’d been allotted twenty dollars a week in allowance. 

The sheer white curtain in Maggie’s window fluttered in the warm breeze. The air smelled of hot gravel and cut grass. Before she could change her mind, Maggie scribbled a vague note. Texting Brody would invite an instant response, and Maggie needed to express herself without being interrupted or manipulated into staying.

Brody,

I quit the internship, and I’m going to visit my grandmother. Please don’t be mad. We’ll talk when I get back.

Mags

Maggie tucked the stationery into its matching envelope and wrote Brody’s name on the front before getting up and going to her closet. She scanned its contents, overwhelmed by the neatly organized rack of clothing, which was mostly made up of blazers and dress pants for work. When she was offered the internship, her mother had wanted to celebrate by taking her on a shopping spree for new workwear attire. It was a big step up from her usual jeans and t-shirt look that screamed university student. Considering the warm weather, Maggie sifted through the hangers of blouses, pencil skirts, and high-waist wide-leg pants until she found her casual summer dresses at the back of the closet. She stuffed her bag full of summer clothes and sandals. She grabbed her makeup bag and blow dryer from the vanity and chucked them into her rucksack. Maggie did a quick sweep of the room. Her bed was made, and her desk was tidy. She picked up the note for Brody and blinked back tears as she looked around her lavender-painted room. 

When Maggie first got the keys to her apartment, her dad had spent an entire weekend painting her room the Morning Orchid color that Maggie had selected at the hardware store. Her father had beamed with pride when he learned Maggie had been accepted into Ryerson’s journalism program, and he wanted her to feel at home in her first apartment. Now, her room was a painful reminder of lost hopes and dreams. Maggie took a deep breath to collect herself. When she was ready, she heaved the bulky bag on her back and flicked off the light switch.

The bus terminal smelled like urine and cigarette butts. Her mother would have been horrified Maggie was taking the bus instead of the train to visit her grandma, but Maggie was on a tight budget, and a bus ticket was all she could afford since the internship only paid minimum wage. When Maggie’s stomach rumbled, she realized she hadn’t eaten all day. Before boarding the bus, she pulled a ten-dollar bill from her wallet and purchased the lone cheese sandwich from the seedy convenience counter. She showed the bus driver her ticket and handed him her heavy backpack, which he tossed into a compartment under the bus. Maggie found her window seat on the motorcoach. Once she was situated, she dug into her day-old sandwich. The bread was stale, and the cheese had a plastic consistency. 

“Excuse me.”

When Maggie looked up from her meal, she saw a large man, sweating profusely, standing next to the aisle seat. She quickly realized her purse was on his seat.

“I’m sorry,” she said, covering her full mouth with one hand. She moved her purse out of his way.

The man squeezed into the narrow chair. He smelled like onion rings. Maggie sighed. She had lost her appetite. She wrapped up the rest of her disgusting sandwich and tossed it in the brown paper garbage bag that hung on the seat in front of her. The man placed his briefcase on his knees, opened it up, and grabbed a few tissues to wipe his dripping forehead.

“It’s so hot,” he mumbled.

Maggie nodded. She leaned her warm forehead against the large, cool window and closed her eyes. Thoughts of her final meeting with her boss came flooding back.

“You can’t quit,” Andrew had said as he roughly massaged the back of Maggie’s neck with his fat thumbs. “You’re our best intern.”

The passenger bus lurched forward, and Maggie’s eyes snapped open. For a split second, she imagined a scenario where she had called Human Resources and told them what had happened, but Maggie quickly scolded herself for envisioning such things. Even if she had stepped forward, it would’ve been her word against his, and no one would’ve believed her after the fiasco with Henry Cooper Jr. Maggie didn’t care that she was sandwiched next to onion-ring guy for the next five hours. She was relieved to be leaving the city behind.

When Maggie arrived in Ottawa, she grabbed a cab from the line of taxis that were eagerly waiting outside the arrival terminal. 

“Where are ye going?” a small, freckled man wearing a Blue Jays cap asked in a Scottish accent. His thick auburn hair stuck out the back of his hat.

Maggie gave him the address to the state-of-the-art rehabilitation center where her grandmother was currently living. Grandma had had hip replacement surgery two months prior and was staying in a luxury accommodation suite for her recovery. 

When Maggie arrived, she signed the visitor book, bought a bouquet of flowers from the small gift shop in the lobby, and made her way to the third floor. Her grandmother’s name, Rose, was written on the door. Maggie knocked gently before walking in.

“Grandma?”

Maggie found her grandmother lying on top of her made bed, watching her favorite soap opera, The Young and the Restless. Even in a rehabilitation hospital, she was dressed immaculately in a beige linen skirt and a cream-colored cashmere sweater. 

“Claire poisoned Victor’s water,” Grandma said, pointing the remote at the television and turning the volume down. “Jordan is Eve’s sister!” Grandma spoke about the characters in the show as if they were acquaintances in real life. “Are those for me?”

Maggie nodded and handed her grandmother the bouquet of yellow tulips. “You look well, Grandma.”

Grandma closed her eyes and inhaled the grassy scent of the tulips. “Lovely. I’m getting stronger every day. My physiotherapist says I will be out of here in no time. These are beautiful, Maggie. Thank you. Come sit, dear.” 

Grandma patted the open space beside her on the bed. Maggie dropped her heavy backpack on an empty chair, kicked off her high heels, and joined her in the bed. It felt like old times when Maggie would stay the night at her grandmother’s house. She would climb into Grandma’s bed, and they would stay up late watching a movie, like Bridget Jones’ Diary or My Best Friend’s Wedding, with a bowl of plain potato chips and snack-size boxes of chocolate Smarties. Grandma took Maggie’s smooth hand into her wrinkled, arthritic one. “It’s so good to see you, dear. Your mother told me you might be visiting.” 

In the comfort of her grandmother’s loving presence, Maggie finally let her guard down. Hot, salty tears rolled down her flushed cheeks. “I’ve disappointed them.”

Grandma reached for the tissues on her bedside table and passed the box to Maggie. “Forget about them. I’m sure you left for good reasons.”

Maggie blew her nose and nodded.

“You’re smart and talented and beautiful, Maggie. Don’t worry. God will take care of you.”

Maggie hiccupped between sobs. Her grandmother was a devout Catholic who prayed before every meal. Maggie had been baptized as a baby, but that was as far as she got on the list of the seven sacraments. “Dad won’t let me go home. I have nowhere to go.”

“That’s absurd.” Grandma shook her head. “My daughter married a stubborn man, just like her father.” Grandma paused for a moment and then reached into her bedside table drawer and grabbed a set of keys. She dangled them in front of Maggie. “Take my car and go stay at the cottage for the summer.”

“What? I can’t do that. I—”

“Yes, you can. You need a break and some time to think things through.”

“Won’t you need your car?”

“Where am I going to go?” Grandma laid her head back down on the pile of white featherdown pillows. “I still have a few weeks of rehab before I transition back into my home. If I need you, I will call you.”

Maggie shook her head. “It’s too generous, Grandma.”

“It’s my car and my cottage, and I can do with it what I want. Your father can be too stern. All you need is a break, a little time to take stock of your life. You’re young, sweetheart. Young people need time to think.”

Maggie swallowed. Just the thought of spending her summer by the lake relaxed her tense shoulders. She bit her lip, still hesitant to accept the offer. She was afraid if she said yes, she would be taking advantage of her grandma’s kindheartedness. 

“Maggie, you would really be doing me a favor. The cottage is in desperate need of a deep clean and could use some sprucing up.”

Maggie’s face broke into a smile. “I could do that for you!” She would do anything to help her grandma. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“If you need anything at all, an older gentleman has moved into the cottage next door. Mr. McLeod is his name.”

Maggie cuddled next to her grandmother and breathed a sigh of relief. Grandma gently patted Maggie’s arm and pointed the remote at the television, turning up the volume on her beloved soap opera. As Maggie rested her tired eyes, she could feel the warmth of the sunshine reflecting off the lake and smell the sweet scent of the cedar trees. The more she thought about it, the more she agreed with her grandmother—a summer at the cottage was just what she needed to get her life back on track.
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Maggie awoke when the credits began to roll across the television screen. Her grandmother was snoring softly beside her. Maggie wanted to visit a little while longer, but she didn’t want to disturb her grandmother, and she didn’t want to drive in the dark. She quietly slipped out of bed, put on her high heels and heavy backpack, and kissed her grandmother’s papery cheek goodbye.

The drab cement buildings gave way to flat cornfields and lush green countryside as Maggie drove southwest toward the cottage, which was an hour outside of Ottawa. Her grandmother’s dark-blue Buick was twelve years old, but only had a mileage of seventy-thousand kilometers. Maggie rolled the windows down, turned the radio up, and leaned back against the headrest. She didn’t know if it was the fresh air or what, but for the first time in months, she felt like she could finally breathe. She was as free as the red-tailed hawk that soared above the farmer’s field to her left. Maggie smiled. She hadn’t been to the cottage in years, but she remembered how to get there. She had spent her childhood summers at her grandmother’s cottage—swimming in the lake, playing in the forest, and paddling around in an old rusty-red canoe. The directions were mapped out on her heart.

As she skirted along the country roads, Maggie’s thoughts drifted to Brody. They had met on a pub crawl. Maggie was fresh out of a short-lived relationship with a guy from her journalism program that ended with him cheating on her. She wasn’t shattered by his betrayal, but she was disappointed and in no rush to let anyone else in. She carried a fierce resolve to stay single and put herself first. Brody had been standing at the packed bar for a while, impatiently waiting for the bartender’s attention. When Maggie appeared next to Brody, the bartender was suddenly available to take drink orders.

“What can I get for you?” the dark-haired bartender asked Maggie.

“Two vodka cranberries with extra lime,” Maggie yelled over the music. Maggie looked over at Brody. She was instantly attracted to his kind eyes and the handsome cleft in his chin. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I think I might’ve budded you in line.”

“It’s-s-s okay,” he stuttered.

Maggie stared into his amber-colored eyes that were as sweet and rich as pure maple syrup. “What are you drinking?” she asked, breaking the spell.

Brody cleared his throat. “I’m getting a pitcher of Stella for my buddies.” He pointed to three fit guys seated at a table for four.

“Two vodka cranberries with extra lime,” the bartender said, placing Maggie’s drinks in front of her. He flashed her a sexy grin.

Ignoring his attention, Maggie slapped her remaining drink tickets down on the bar. “Thanks! I’ll also take a pitcher of Stella for my friend here.”

The bartender’s smile faded. He grabbed a pitcher from beneath the bar, tilted it at a 45-degree angle, and turned on the beer tap. Brody leaned closer to Maggie. “Your friend’s name is Brody,” he said, extending his hand.

“Maggie.” Perhaps it was the cocktails, but she had a sudden urge to do more than shake his hand.

“Thanks for the beer. I’ve been waiting here forever.”

Maggie smiled and tossed her long wavy brown hair over her bare shoulder. “It’s the least I could do.” She took a sip of her pink drink. “So, Brody, what is it that you do for a living?”

Brody smiled meekly. “I’m a rookie police officer. I’ve been trained to remain calm under pressure, but there’s something about you that makes me nervous.”

Maggie liked his honesty.

“Would you like to join me and my friends? I can grab an extra chair,” he offered.

Maggie shook her head. “I have to get back to my roommate. It was nice meeting you, Brody.”

Maggie’s thoughts returned to the present as she took a right at an old-fashioned gas station with vintage pumps. She pressed her lips together, realizing that the first time she met Brody was the only time in their relationship she had ever ordered for them. Brody believed ordering for your date at a restaurant was a chivalrous gesture. In the beginning of their relationship, Maggie thought his old-school ways were romantic, but thinking back on it now, it felt more like a sexist faux pas. 

Brody hadn’t asked her out that night at the bar, but he found the courage a few weeks later when they bumped into each other again at Vintage Video, a retro movie rental store. Maggie grew up watching classic movies with her parents. Her dad was passionate about his DVD collection, and he proudly displayed it on a tall bookshelf in their basement. When Maggie went away to university, her dad gifted her his portable DVD player and some of his favorite cult classics from his collection. Any time Maggie missed home, she’d put a bag of popcorn in the microwave and watch a DVD. Bridget made fun of her for it, but it worked like a charm to cure homesickness.

As Maggie waited in line at Vintage Video on a quiet Friday night, she felt a tap on her shoulder.

“Excuse me, miss, I need to check your purse for shoplifting.”

Maggie’s eyes widened, but when she turned, she was greeted with Brody’s big smile and laughing eyes.

“Brody, hi!” She was surprised, not only to see him in such an unlikely place, but to see him in his uniform. He looked good, and it gave him an air of authority.

Brody ran a hand through his perfectly groomed hair. “You remembered my name.”

“I’m good with names,” she replied. “You’re into retro rentals, too?”

Brody’s face split into a wide smile. “Yeah, I am. It looks like we have something in common. I refuse to subscribe to Netflix. Streaming is killing classic film! What are you renting?”

Maggie felt slightly embarrassed as she revealed the cover of the DVD she was holding.

“Ah, Titanic. So, you have a thing for older men who only date models.”

Maggie giggled. “No! Young Leonardo DiCaprio is hot! What are you renting?”

Brody flashed her the cover of The Wedding Singer.

“Ah, so you have a thing for Drew Barrymore.”

“Adam Sandler, actually. His old stuff is hilarious.” Brody rocked backward on his heels. “I just got off a double shift, and I need to watch something funny to help me wind down.”

Maggie paid for her rental and candy and collected her change. “Well, it was nice to see you again, Brody.” 

As she turned and walked out the front door, Brody left his place in line and jogged after her, setting off the alarm bells with the DVD he hadn’t yet paid for. “Maggie, wait!”

She stopped. Everyone in Vintage Video was looking at them. “What are you doing? You’re going to get into trouble!”

Brody looked down at his uniform. He held up his hands and shrugged his shoulders. “I am the law.”

Maggie rolled her eyes and bit back a smile. “You’re making a scene.”

“Go out with me.”

Maggie paused. Brody was good-looking and funny, and he had a respectable job, but Maggie was hesitant to start anything. She was in her last
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