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To those of you who freely choose to stand on the front lines of possibility. You know the dangers of taking on the status quo, but you are driven by principle. And you are willing to endure in your stand for as long as it takes. You are not satisfied sitting in the stands and observing the world, content to inherit the future. You live to get on the court and create the future. You are the morally courageous, and our world needs you now more than ever.


To the children of the world. You deserve good ancestors.
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INTRODUCTION:


Two Books, One Goal


The ultimate goal of this book is to help you understand and believe three things:


1) Culture is not some abstract, nebulous, complicated topic; it is as real as steel, and when it’s intentionally shaped, you get a tangible result. It is also something you can do—you can shape your culture, and you can do so immediately in a way that others will see and be affected by it. And we’re going to show you how in this book.


2) Culture is something you have to generate every day. Like health and love, culture is not a state you achieve and then it automatically stays there—it’s something you have to generate intentionally and actively. And when you stop intentionally generating a culture, a default culture is created. So, while you always have culture, you must intentionally generate the culture you want, or you will be left with the culture that the world generates for you. This is when you ask yourself whether you want to just get by with a default culture, or do you actively want to be the cause of a great culture—one in which you and everyone around you are driven to work at their peak performance?


3) There is nothing new in this book. There are things in your life and in your experience that we’re going to touch on, and, as you read this, they’ll make sense to you. You will recognize that you’ve been here before, and you’ll know it’s right. In the end, this book is meant to activate you and, in turn, those around you, until you’re all intentionally generating a peak performance culture.


How you are perceived in this world is not in the way you think; it’s how you act and what you say. By actively generating a peak performance culture, you create an environment where everything just seems to click. Big things suddenly seem easy to do, and things go fast. You can be intentional about causing these times, and you can do that starting today, on your own.


This belief is one that I’ve come to understand over the past three decades of working in both large and small groups. From dealing with death calls in my father’s small funeral home in Scranton to working for IBM, Frito-Lay, building my own three companies, and being the father of six children, I’ve been unavoidably immersed in working with groups my entire life. Through this, I’ve come to understand the simple reality of culture: It is as old as fire, as pervasive as wind, and as inescapable as gravity. It’s a part of the human experience, and it will always be around you. But it’s on you to recognize the culture you have, to know the culture you want, and to actively generate the culture that drives you and everyone else around you to work at peak performance.


 


CAROLYN’S STORY & STRIKE A MATCH


There are two very clear, very different parts to this book. The first is the story of Carolyn, the newly hired CEO of a firm in need of a culture change, which I call “Carolyn’s Story.” The second part, “Strike a Match,” is more instructional and is meant to serve as a quick reference guide as you work to establish a peak performance culture in your own environment, whatever that may be.


The characters you’re about to meet in Carolyn’s story are not fiction; they’re composites of people you may already be familiar with—individuals who occur in just about every office environment, from the laggards (who may seem to support new ideas in the beginning but turn out to be nothing more than self-appointed guardians of the status quo) to the true supporters, generators, and champions. You work with these people every day, meet them constantly in life, and in reading this book, you’ll learn how to recognize them on deeper and more meaningful levels so that when it comes time to instigate change, you will know which ones are able to change, which ones will offer their unwavering support, and which ones you simply need to acknowledge—and then ignore entirely.


Conversely, “Strike a Match” is designed to read as instructionally straightforward as a wilderness survival field guide. This is the section that you can take with you when you decide to strike your own match and ignite a peak performance culture within your own organization. It is your collected journal of knowledge from those who have gone before you, so when you find yourself with a question of culture in your workplace, this guide will quickly and effectively provide you with answers.


The book takes two distinctively different angles, because we understand that the world is full of different learning styles. If you prefer a just-the-facts approach, you’re welcome to jump to the back of this book and start briefing yourself on the guide. If you prefer the journey and learn by experience, then the story of Carolyn was written for you.


Regardless of which path you take, I am honored that you’re investing your time and this part of your life to learning about what you can do, right now, to change the tide of culture in your workplace. You can change the experience. It’s within your power to do it, and when you strike that match to spark a peak performance culture, this book will be here to support you every step of the way.


—Chris McGoff
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CHAPTER 1


MEET CAROLYN QUALEY


Carolyn woke up with a start. The sky outside her window was barely hinting at dawn, dark pewter against the black of the trees, but she was wide awake.


Actually, she’d barely been able to fall asleep last night. For days, she’d only been able to think about this moment and what was ahead of her. Today, in a few hours, she would walk into her new job at Phossium Enterprises for the first time as a Chief Executive Officer (CEO).


The house was quiet during her morning routine, the only sound coming from the talking heads on television as they bantered their way through the news. In her small walk-in closet, she quickly stepped into a pencil skirt and blouse that she’d set out the night before, completing the look with a gauzy scarf the color of spring leaves, which set off her hazel eyes. It never took her long to get ready—a lifetime of getting up early to get the kids ready for school, get her husband out the door, and, in the odd remaining seconds, get herself ready for work had trained her to whip through her morning routine with almost militaristic efficiency.


She glanced down at the bathroom counter as she ran a brush through her silver-streaked, honey-brown hair, letting it fall naturally into shoulder-length curls. Two antique sterling frames held pictures of her eldest son—a recent graduate from George Washington University with a degree in pre-medicine and currently volunteering with Doctors Without Borders—and her daughter, who was majoring in business administration and Spanish at the University of Virginia. She’d spoken with both of them about her new job, and both were very happy for her.


“You so deserve this, Mom,” her daughter had said. “You were practically running that last company on your own, anyway. Now it’s just official!”


She’d laughed, both at the comment and the fact that deep down, she’d been thinking the same thing.


Her husband had been congratulatory, too, but only briefly. He was out of the country, and their phone connection was spotty at best, but she knew they’d talk more when he got home next month. At sixty-two years old, he kept swearing he was going to retire from the architectural world soon, but she knew how passionate he was about his job. He’d be on the road for a few more years at least, and she was fine with that. She obviously wasn’t ready to stop anytime soon, either.


The hot-orange clouds on the horizon were condensing into a brilliant sunrise as she slid into the car to leave. But before she switched on the engine, she sat for just a moment, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. This was the moment she’d waited for her whole life, and she was ready for it. Everything she’d done throughout her career had built to this, and today was the day that everything changed: for her career, for herself—and for the company. She was ready to dedicate herself completely to turning her new organization into something spectacular, something she could be proud of and that would carry her mark on it for decades to come. Her focus, from this day on, was the transformation of Phossium Enterprises into an industry leader that clients and team members alike would boast about being a part of.


With one more deep breath, she exhaled, smiled, turned on the car, and took off down the road.




SHE WAS READY TO DEDICATE HERSELF COMPLETELY TO


turning her new organization into something spectacular.







 


CHAPTER 2


Meeting with the Board


As much as she wanted to walk in the front door of Phossium and hit the ground running, Carolyn had to take care of her corporate obligations first, which meant that before she could settle into her new office, she first had to attend a “welcome-aboard” meeting with the company owners.


She’d met with several company reps during her interview process and even knew some of them from her previous job. It was this group, Algus Consolidated Systems, that had purchased her old company while she was still serving there as interim director. In fact, it was her sharp business acumen and success with the acquisition process that had encouraged Algus’s board of directors to consider her for the CEO position at Phossium—another company that they’d only recently acquired.


Today, as she officially stepped into her new role, she would also meet with the entire board to ensure they were all on the same page in regard to what they wanted to see happen with this new acquisition. Phossium was going to play an integral role in Algus’s infrastructure, but only if it could prove to be both productive and profitable—two factors that she understood were already shaky for the thirty-year-old company.


The boardroom was on the fourth floor, but she took the stairs, enjoying the brief burst of physical effort. It was all she could do not to jog up each flight, but there would be time for a run when she got home. Plus, that energy needed to go into making a solid, positive impression with her new bosses . . . and it wouldn’t help if that first impression was of her in a sheen of sweat.


Even though Carolyn was early, several people were already there to greet her as she walked in. She said hello, shook hands, and chatted for a minute before taking her seat. Right at 8:00 a.m., the meeting began.
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At first there were no real surprises; the board reinforced exactly what they’d told her during her interviews: Phossium had once been a decent company but had been in a slow decline for years. It was her job to identify the problems, clean them up, and transition the company into a functioning and profitable member of the Algus family.


Carolyn already had several ideas on where to start, but just as Bertrand Wagner, the director of the board, opened the floor to her, the door flung open.


“Gentlemen, ladies, good morning, my apologies,” said a tall, elegant woman as she strode in, a large, expensive-looking purse carefully nested in the crook of her bare arm. She gave the room a deep, heartfelt smile before settling gracefully into an empty chair, drawing a black leather-bound tablet out of her bag and flicking it on. After a moment, she looked up in surprise as though startled at the silence.


“Well, don’t let me interrupt, Bert,” she said to the director, who flinched ever so slightly at the nickname. “What’s on the table?”


“Good morning, Dolores,” the director replied with a hard-but-polite smile. “I had just handed the floor over to our new CEO, Mrs. Carolyn Qualey, when you walked in.”


“Mrs. Qualey,” the director continued, “this is Dolores Pendergrast. She’s the most recent member elected to our board and whom you’ll be reporting to from here on out. I’m sure you’ll have a lot to talk about after this meeting, but first, you had some initial thoughts to share?”


Carolyn nodded, smiling warmly around the room as she stood. “Thank you, Mr. Wagner,” she said to the director, “and, Ms. Pendergrast, it’s a pleasure to meet you. On receiving Algus’s initial acquisition report last week, I believe there are several areas where we can make an immediate impact . . . .”


Carolyn spoke for about ten minutes, summing up her first impressions of Phossium and what she expected to achieve in the coming months. Board members around the room nodded in approval, occasionally offering up a thought or two. Dolores, too, took extensive notes and smiled encouragingly at Carolyn as she spoke.


The meeting closed with the director thanking Carolyn and once again welcoming her to the team.


As the board members gathered their things and prepared to leave, Dolores walked over to Carolyn, her hand outstretched elegantly in welcome. Carolyn shook it and smiled, marveling slightly at the woman’s seemingly effortless air of sophistication.


“Carolyn, dear, it is so nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you!” said Dolores.


Carolyn shook her head modestly. “Thank you, though I wish I could say the same about you! I take it from Mr. Wagner that we’ll be working together pretty closely.”


Dolores nodded obligingly. “Of course, I only began overseeing the Phossium account last month, so I’d be surprised if they said anything to you yet.”


She was still holding the tablet she’d been taking notes on during the meeting, and as she spoke, she flicked through a few pages and typed a few lines.


“You know, Carolyn,” she said as she typed, “I would absolutely love to sit down with you and ‘meld minds’ over some of these ideas you have. Of course, we’ve tried several of them already and not one of them has proven effective, but that’s not your fault for not knowing. In fact, I think the first thing I’m going to do is have Phossium’s monthly progress reports from the last three years sent to you so you can see what the crew’s been up to . . . .”


She typed rapidly for a few seconds, then looked up. “There, done. My assistant will have those reports to you before week’s end. Now, as for our meeting . . . .” Once again she consulted her tablet, flicking through her calendar pages. “How does a week from Tuesday sound? 10:00 a.m.? I’ll bring tea. That should give you enough time to skim the reports, too, so you can see what’s been done. It should help you think outside of the box a little more.”


Suddenly, she glanced up at Carolyn with a concerned look. “You won’t, I take it, be acting on any of those ideas you shared until we talk, right? I would think you could just take this first week or so to get organized and get settled, then we can work on what needs to happen next.”
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Carolyn nodded. “Of course, Dolores. That sounds wonderful. I look forward to your insights and thank you for having those reports sent over. I wish I’d thought to ask for them myself,” she smiled.


Dolores smiled graciously. “Not a worry at all. I’m glad I can help.”


She slipped the tablet into her bag, glanced at her seat to make sure she hadn’t left anything behind, then shook Carolyn’s hand. “Until next Tuesday,” she said.


“Until next Tuesday,” Carolyn replied, smiling.


It wasn’t until Dolores finally left the room that a vague sense of uneasiness swept over Carolyn, as subtle and inscrutable as the lingering scent of perfume. She couldn’t quite put her finger on why, but there was something about Dolores that rubbed Carolyn the wrong way.


After a moment, however, she just shook it off, assigning the feeling to the overall excitement of the day. There were much more important things to focus on, and she couldn’t wait to get started.




 


CHAPTER 3


The New CEO


Despite her excitement, Carolyn took her time walking from the boardroom to her office. There really weren’t that many other offices on the fourth floor—a line of empty rooms, dimly lit by the morning sun, could be seen behind the frosted glass walls lining the hallway. Toward her office, she could see the open arch of a break room niche and a handful of closed office doors, the lights on in about half of them.


The smell of brewing coffee caught her attention, and as she veered toward the break room, she almost ran directly into a petite young woman carrying a tray of coffee supplies.


The woman let out an involuntary yelp and backpedaled, the cream and sugar scattering on the tray and the carafe tilting dangerously backward. Carolyn shot her hand out instinctively and caught it before it could spill onto the girl’s dress.


“Thank you!” the girl said, quickly sliding everything on the tray back into place.


“No problem,” Carolyn said. “Sorry for surprising you like that.”


“Oh, it was my fault for not looking where I was going,” the girl said, finally looking up from under her dark-brown bangs—and then almost dropping the tray again when she saw who she was talking to.


“Mrs. Qualey!” she started. “I . . . hi! Wow, what an awkward way to meet you. I’m your executive assistant, Bridget Hemsworth. I was just bringing you some coffee.”


She offered up an apologetic grin, and Carolyn couldn’t help but smile.


“It’s great to meet you, Bridget,” she said. “And I can tell already that we’re going to be a good team; you’re already reading my mind! Coffee was exactly why I wandered in here.”


Bridget gave her a relieved smile. “Well, I hope you like dark roast. Can I walk you back to your office?”


“Lead the way,” said Carolyn.
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Carolyn’s office was only a few yards down from the break room. The hallway ended with a small door that read “Bridget Hemsworth, executive assistant to the CEO,” adjacent to a door on the right-hand wall that read, in fresh gold print, “Carolyn Qualey, Chief Executive Officer.”


A sudden rush of pride, undercut by a flurry of anticipation, excitement, and fear, flooded through Carolyn as she read her name with that title in print for the first time—and in gold, no less.


The office was almost exactly how she pictured it. It was a corner space with floor-to-ceiling windows on the outward-facing walls. From where she stood, she could see the cluster of buildings on the other side of the parking lot, the fringe of woods beside the building and the trail that ran along its edge, and in the distance, the glint of a river that divided the city.
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A curved, honey-colored wood desk stood to her left, framed by two deep-plush maroon chairs that she had sent to the office. They were gifts from her husband, who’d pointed out that you could positively influence just about any conversation when you have a comfortable place to sit. She couldn’t help but agree with him; the wide chairs looked warm and inviting in the otherwise neutral space.


There were a few other personal touches she’d sent in ahead of her, as well: a desk lamp that her son had made for her a few years ago; a few framed family pictures; and on the two center shelves of a built-in bookcase, several of her favorite books, along with her grandmother’s personal library. She hadn’t read many of Nona’s old books, but they held a special place in her heart. Nona had been an adamant reader and had inspired Carolyn as a young girl to do the same, advising her to soak up knowledge “like a morning flower soaks up the sunrise.”


Bridget slid the coffee tray onto Carolyn’s desk as she looked around.


“Everything look alright?” she asked. “Is there anything missing?”


“It looks great, Bridget, thank you,” Carolyn said. “No, nothing’s missing. Except for those chairs, I tend to travel light.”


“Oh, good,” said Bridget. “I wouldn’t have put it past the mailroom to misplace a package or two. I mean, just last week they completely lost a shipment of some cardstock that customer relations ordered. Couldn’t find it for two days! Man, was old Crespo mad. Of course, he’s usually not in that great a mood anyway, but when people start messing with his scheduling, watch out!”
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Bridget rambled on as she poured the coffee and adjusted a few pieces of paper on the desk that had been pushed aside by the tray. She looked up at Carolyn as she handed her the steaming mug.


“You’ll have to watch your step with a lot of the department heads around here,” she added in a confidential tone. “They have their own ways of doing things, and if you mess with that routine, God help you.”


“Thank you, Bridget. I look forward to getting to know everyone at this company,” said Carolyn. Then, in a more serious tone, she added, “And while I appreciate your honesty, I’d like to get to know everyone here in person first, instead of hearing about them secondhand.”


Bridget blushed intensely. “Of course, Mrs. Qualey. I didn’t mean . . . that is, I hope you don’t think I’m trying to be negative or anything . . . .”


“Don’t waste another thought on it, Bridget. You’ve been wonderful this morning, and I’m looking forward to working with you,” Carolyn said. “And speaking of work, it’s about time I started digging in.”


Bridget smiled and turned to head out. “If you need anything at all, I’m right next door, and my number’s on the phone-extension list.”


She shut the door quietly, and Carolyn heard a soft series of clicks that told her Bridget had gone into her own office. She sighed deeply. She’d never been a fan of gossip, and while she liked Bridget, she’d have to figure out some way to help her get out of that habit.


I sure hope that’s not a regular practice around here, she thought to herself as she took a long sip of coffee and stared down at her desk. The number of things she had to do that day was already stacking up in her mind, so with that thought, she set her mug down, dropped into her desk chair, and flicked on her computer.


When you have a seemingly impossible mountain of work to conquer, the best place to start is at the top, she thought.




WHEN YOU HAVE A SEEMINGLY IMPOSSIBLE MOUNTAIN OF WORK TO CONQUER,


the best place to start is at the top.







 


CHAPTER 4


Lifeless


For almost a month before her first day, Carolyn had been collecting ideas about what to do and where to begin at Phossium. She’d dug into online reviews about the company, discovering articles almost two decades old about how successful it had been in its glory days, and then other data sources about how that reputation had slowly decayed over the years, bringing it to where it was now: a document-processing company that survived almost entirely on a handful of legacy clients and a series of one-offs who, on discovering the quality of both the work and customer relations, decided to cancel their services after the first order.


“Survived” might be stretching it, thought Carolyn. According to the internal financial reports, the company had been in the red for almost two years before Algus bought it and hadn’t done much better in the three years since then. It was living on life support, and the plug was about halfway out of the socket.


To Carolyn, however, that fine edge was part of the excitement. It would take all of her years of accumulated skills and knowledge to save this sinking ship, but if she could do this, by God, she could do anything.


As she poured through her list of ideas, however, a thought struck her that took some of the wind out of her sails: her promise to Dolores that she wouldn’t put any of the ideas she spoke about at the meeting into practice until they met next Tuesday. What was it she’d said? “We’ve tried several of them already, and not a one has proven effective.”


Which of those ideas had failed? Why? Who’d put them into place? The temporary directors that Algus had shuffled through until they found a permanent CEO? How much effort had they really put into them?


Carolyn was kicking herself for not asking more questions earlier, but a promise was a promise, and there were still plenty of things she could do in the meantime. And at the top of that list was something she’d already intended to do as soon as possible: get to know her staff—an idea she hadn’t shared at the meeting because, to her, it was a given first step.
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She clicked her screen over to the shared company calendar and began running through the department heads’ schedules, selecting open spots and sending invites over the next few days to meet with them individually for a quick introductory chat. And first on that list was the man Bridget had just mentioned: Marsalis Crespo, the head of customer relations.


I guess we’ll see if he’s as gruff as he sounds, she thought with a wry smile.
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The rest of the day saw Carolyn poring through as much of the company’s financial history as she could get her hands on, as well as composing an introductory letter to the company’s existing legacy clients, which she planned to personally sign and mail out, along with a tin of cookies from a local bakery.


Nothing wins people over like fresh cookies, she thought. She’d give those about a week with each client before calling them with a follow-up. She wanted to make the best impression possible before asking them to share with her their concerns about the company. As for the one-offs, she still had to work out the best approach for bringing them back into the fold, but her head was filled with ideas. The most important thing she needed to do was let them know that this wasn’t going to be the same old Phossium anymore. There was a new captain on board, and her intention was to make sure they received the best-quality product and service from here on out.


She was deep into perfecting the wording on the legacy letter when she heard a soft rap at her door.


“Come in,” she said.


Bridget poked her head around the corner.


“Just wanted to let you know I’m heading out, Mrs. Qualey,” she said.


Carolyn looked at the clock with surprise. It had just hit 5:00 p.m.


“Sounds good. Thanks again for your help today,” she said.


Bridget nodded and shut the door. For a brief moment, Carolyn wondered why Bridget hadn’t offered to do anything for her before she left, or really, why she hadn’t interacted with her much that day at all (although Carolyn had been so deep in her work, she really hadn’t noticed Bridget’s lack of presence).


It was close to eight o’clock when Carolyn finally shut down the computer, packed up her things, and headed out for the day. The hallways were dark and seemed like they’d been abandoned for hours. She took the stairs, and while she thought she heard some sounds coming from the third floor, the whole building had a feeling of desertion.




the sense of lifelessness was pervasive.


HER INTENTION WAS TO MAKE SURE THEY RECEIVED THE BEST-QUALITY PRODUCT AND SERVICE FROM HERE ON OUT.





It wasn’t that she expected people to stay late or work the hours she intended to work, but in most productive offices, there were at least one or two night owls to be found working on some last-minute projects. Here, however, the sense of lifelessness was pervasive. It didn’t seem like something that should concern her, but that empty feeling haunted Carolyn as she drove home.


The problems at Phossium, she thought, may be far deeper than she’d imagined.




 


CHAPTER 5


The Rumor Mill


The next day, Carolyn arrived at the office right at 7:00 a.m. to an almost empty parking lot and locked front doors. She let herself in, leaving the doors unlocked behind her and turning on the main lights in the foyer. Again, she took the stairs, whipped up a quick pot of coffee in the fourth-floor break room, and headed back to her office.


It was a little after 9:15 a.m. when she finally heard the now-familiar rap on the door.


“Come in,” she said.


Bridget stepped halfway into the room, and her eyes zeroed in on Carolyn’s coffee mug.


“Good morning!” she said. “Thanks for getting the coffee going. Do you need a refill?”


“I’m set, thank you,” said Carolyn. Bridget nodded and was about to close the door when Carolyn stopped her. “Oh, Bridget?” she asked. Bridget swung the door back open. “Yes?”


“Run this letter down to document processing for me, please. I need one hundred copies on our best letterhead stock, and I wasn’t sure who would be the best person to ask. I’ll need them back by noon.”


Carolyn noticed a look of concern cross Bridget’s face and raised an eyebrow.


“Is there a problem?” she asked.


“Problem?” said Bridget. “Oh, no, not a problem. Just an impossibility. There’s no way document processing is going to get copies to you today. They just don’t work like that. They’ll put it in the queue, but good luck if you get them in the next two or three days.”
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Carolyn frowned, and Bridget quickly added, “I mean, I’ll ask of course, but to tell you the truth, the people down at DP are about as smart as snails and twice as slow.” Her voice lowered as she added, “Personally, I think they spend most of the day just screwing around on the computer. Steven put up this whole tirade on his social page yesterday about global warming, and he must have written it during work, because he posted at, like, 11:00 a.m., and then, like, everyone in the department was commenting on it—”


“Bridget, wait, stop,” Carolyn interrupted her, holding up her hand. “That’s more than enough information. I’ll take this down myself. If they can’t get a simple set of papers printed off in three hours, they can tell me why themselves.”


Bridget bit her lip and nodded. “If I can do anything else, please let me know,” she said as she walked out.


Carolyn gave a small sigh and nodded. “I will, thank you.”
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Fortunately, Carolyn was already planning on leaving soon for her meet-and-greet with Crespo, so the extra stop at document processing didn’t bother her as much as Bridget’s need for gossip.


Carolyn pondered the problem as she walked down to the document-processing room on the third floor. There were several offices along the way, most with their doors closed, though she could see the silhouettes of people working behind the frosted glass walls of the larger rooms. One, in fact, with several people in it seemed to have some soft music coming from it, and she could hear a low murmur of chatter. She almost stopped to see whose room it was when she glanced at her watch. She only had about ten minutes to speak with the DP team before her meeting with Crespo, and she was not about to set a bad example by being late.


The main document processing facilities were at the end of the hallway in a large room that mirrored the setup on the fourth floor. A series of industrial printers ran along one wall, and short-walled cubicles filled the space in between. The room was filled with the low hum of scanners and at least one machine running physical prints. No one looked up when Carolyn walked in, so she walked up to the first desk she saw and knocked gently on the wall.


The young man in the cubicle looked up at her quickly, then back at his computer.


“Yeah?” he said as he typed.


Carolyn frowned slightly at the reply, but made herself smile as she replied, “Hi, I’m Carolyn Qualey, the new CEO. I’m looking for someone to help me run some copies.”


The young man continued typing, eyes never leaving the screen.


“You’ll want to talk to Greg,” he said.


“Okay, could you tell me where he is?” Carolyn asked.


He jerked his head backward. “Back there, next to the printers.”


Carolyn waited a moment for him to say something else, but that appeared to be the most she would get out of him.


“Thanks,” she said.


She walked down the aisle toward the back of the room, reading the small placards on the cubicle walls until she found one that said Greg Mulvaney.


The balding, middle-aged man sitting at the desk was wiping off a pair of round, owlish glasses as she walked up.


“Greg?” she asked.


He looked up, squinting at her, then slid on the glasses.


“Yes?” he replied.


“Hi, I’m Carolyn Qualey, the new CEO. I have something I need printed off and was told to talk with you.”


Greg quickly stood up and shook her hand. “Mrs. Qualey! How nice to meet you. I heard you started yesterday and was wondering when we’d get to meet you in person. How has it been going?”


Carolyn smiled. “It’s going well!” she replied. “There’s a steep learning curve to be sure, but I’m enjoying the challenge.”


“Good, good, very good,” said Greg, nodding. “Well, what can I do for you today?”


Carolyn handed him a copy of the legacy letter she’d printed out.
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“I wasn’t sure who to send this to, so I figured I’d print it out. I need a hundred copies of this on our best stock letterhead by noon today. Can you do that for me?”


Greg nodded, looking down at the letter and sliding his glasses up on his nose. “Noon, noon, I see. Rush job. And our best stock letterhead, you say?”


“Yes,” Carolyn replied. “Will that be a problem?”


Greg looked up at her, his brown eyes almost comically large behind their round black frames, and glanced quickly around the room. No one was watching them, and in fact, it seemed like everyone in the room had hunkered down into his or her cubicle a little more, as though trying not to be seen.
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