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      As far as gene pools go, I come from one of the finest. Not to brag, but that’s what I’m thinking as I stride through the doors of De Bij and walk toward my father and grandfather. They’re both tall, fit, well-dressed, and smiling. I’m not exactly looking forward to aging, but as I survey them, I realize I’ve got nothing to worry about. Genetics are on my side.

      My father spots me first.

      “Julian!” he calls. “Son, you made it! How was your flight?”

      “Smooth. No hiccups.”

      I don’t want to dwell on my recent flight from Germany back to the Netherlands, since I’m not ready to tell the two exactly where I was or what I was doing. They think I was on a business trip, and that’s just fine with me.

      I give my dad a quick hug and then face my grandfather. “Opa, happy birthday.” I wrap my arms around my ninety-year-old grandfather. He hugs me tight.

      “Thank you, Julian. Good to see you here. Quite a turnout.”

      I survey the restaurant. It’s filled with tall, blond individuals, glowing with Dutch good looks. “You’ve got the whole Meijer clan here, hmm? And then some!”

      “It’s a real honor.”

      De Bij, the most exclusive restaurant in Amsterdam, is filled to bursting with Meijers, but there are also a fair few people here who aren’t family members. I recognize many of them, including the group of half a dozen white-haired gentlemen, near my grandfather’s age, gabbing by the bar.

      “Are those your ski buddies there, by the bar?” I ask.

      “Most of them. We lost Hans six months ago. You remember the others?”

      “Of course! I’ll go say hello.”

      A group of women is heading our way: my grandmother, my aunt, and two other women. As the guest of honor, I know that my grandfather is in demand. I don’t want to monopolize him.

      My grandfather smiles. “They would love to see you, Julian. I’m really glad you’re here.”

      “Me too, Opa.” I pat him on the back. “I’ll let you speak to the ladies.” I turn away just as the women approach.

      As I start towards the bar, my father calls out, “Oh, Julian, make sure to find Fleur! She’s been asking about you all evening.”

      Fleur! I haven’t seen my cousin in far too long. I turn and nod, and then resume my course towards the bar, ready to wet my whistle. My trip to Germany was not a success, to say the least. I’d spent the last three days on a wild goose chase. Instead of a productive business trip, as I’d let my family believe, I was actually looking for something.

      A very valuable object, and one that I desperately wanted to find, yet couldn’t.

      Beep. My phone alerts me to a message.

      Pausing on my way to the bar, I take my sleek cellphone out of my pocket.

      It’s an email from the jeweler I’ve been working with in Germany.

      Julian. Sorry again that the ring was not a match. I forwarded your information to an appraiser in The Hague, and she may well have a lead for you. I suggest you speak with her ASAP.

      At the bottom of the email, I see the appraiser’s contact information. I sigh. Six months ago, the prospect of a lead would have excited me. But after half a year of searching for the priceless, ancient Meijer Ruby ring, I’ve become jaded. This lead is probably just like the others. Useless.

      However, the jeweler recommended that I reach out, so I fire off the email template that I’ve been using on my quest, filling in the appraiser's name, of course.

      “Is that Julian Meijer?” a voice booms out. It’s one of my Opa’s ski buddies.

      I smile, jam my phone back into my pocket, and walk towards the old man, who has outstretched arms.

      “None other.”

      I accept the hug, and then exchange handshakes all round. Soon, we’re talking about skiing couloirs all over Europe—the elderly group’s favorite topic of conversation, and one I’m more than fond of myself.

      Half an hour later, I’m into my second glass of champagne, and regaling the group with a tale of a brutal descent in France’s backcountry, when there’s a tap on my shoulder.

      I turn. “Fleur!” I exclaim, taking in the sight of my equally fair-haired cousin.

      “Julian, I thought that was you.”

      I swivel back to the group. “Gentlemen, will you excuse me? I haven’t seen my cousin in over a year.”

      “Two,” Fleur interjects.

      Champagne in hand, I walk with her towards a tall table by the windows. Panoramic views of Amsterdam’s waterfront unfold below us, twenty stories down. The sun is setting over the inlet, and the rays glint off yacht windows and ripples in the water.

      Fleur leans casually against the table. “I heard you were out of town. I thought we might miss you—again.”

      I shake my head. “I had to make it back for this. Ninety, can you believe it?”

      “He doesn’t look it, does he?” Fleur glances over her shoulder at our grandfather.

      “Not one bit. It’s like he doesn’t age. Wasn’t he walking with a cane, though, at my thirtieth?”

      “You’re right. I suppose he’s doing without it tonight for show. Us Meijers have a streak of vanity in us, don’t we?”

      I smile. “Sure. But I think it keeps us in top form. That was the last time I saw you, wasn’t it? My party?”

      She puts her chin in her hand, thinking. “I suppose it was. Two years ago…whew. Time flies. I hear that the brewery is doing well? International distribution?”

      I nod. To say that my company, Vermaak N.V., has been doing well is an extreme understatement.

      “We signed a contract with one of the world’s leading distributors shortly after my thirtieth,” I say. “Now, you can purchase a blue-bottled Vermaak beer in one hundred and three countries around the globe,” I say, playfully mocking our ad (in which I am the star).

      “Just one hundred and three?”

      I laugh. “Don’t worry; we’ll nab a few more soon enough, I’m sure.”

      She chuckles too, but it’s forced. I can tell she feels obligated to ask me about the business, but also that she’d rather not talk about my success. The frown line on her forehead and her slumped shoulders give her away. Fleur and I grew up together. As the only two Meijers in our generation, we were more like brother and sister than cousins when we were kids. It’s always been easy to read her.

      “What about you?” I ask. “How’s Napoleon?”

      I expect her shoulders to bounce back up and the crease in her forehead to smooth as she begins talking about her cherished, beyond-spoiled, long-haired lap dog. Instead, the opposite occurs. Her thin eyebrows rocket upwards and her blue eyes well with tears.

      “You didn’t hear? Sir Napoleon—he…he…died.”

      Oh, crap.

      My cousin dissolves into tears, a sight that confuses me; she used to be so tough, back when we were kids. At the same time that she’s sobbing, she’s trying to soak the tears back up, wiping her eyes furiously with a paper cocktail napkin as if trying to stop a leak.

      It’s useless to console her, though I try.

      She launches into the story of her treasured pet’s tragic demise—which isn’t so tragic in my opinion, since the dog led a life most people would have been jealous of, and he was nearing fifteen, after all.

      I’m relieved when the long tale turns a corner. “It has left me with such a vacuum in my schedule, Julian. Thankfully, I have a new passion that’s helped to take up most of my time.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?” I take a sip of my drink, waiting to hear about a new obsession with gluten-free baking, crocheting, or Pilates.

      “The Meijer Ruby,” Fleur says.

      I nearly choke on my champagne. The liquid careens down my windpipe and I give a dramatic cough. “What?” I manage. “What about it?”

      “I’m looking for it,” Fleur says matter-of-factly, delicately blotting away the last of her mascara-stained tears and then squaring her shoulders.

      “You are?”

      I can’t believe this! We’ve been hearing about the ring since we were kids, and she never once expressed interest in it. I was always the one who asked questions when my grandfather recited the family legend to us.

      “Yes. I am. I have some time on my hands, and I feel that ring belongs back in our possession.”

      “Our possession?” I question. “The ring is said to belong to the heir to the Meijer house. The…the successor. Me.”

      Fleur stands up a bit straighter. Is that a glare she’s shooting my way?

      “When Opa told us that story, he said that the ring belongs to a Meijer…one continuing the legacy of our noble house. He never said ‘male heir’, just ‘heir’. I have news for you, Julian. If I find that ring, I’m going to keep it.”

      So much for fragile!

      I feel my eyes narrow, meeting her own frosty look.

      Our silent standoff is interrupted by the sound of my father’s voice.

      “Friends, family!” he says. “If I could have your attention for just a moment!”

      What follows is directions to take our seats. Without another word to my cousin, I follow the flow of the crowd and migrate towards a table. I make sure I’m not seated next to Fleur—I need time to think over what she’s just said.

      I raise my glass along with all of the other party guests, and offer a salute to my grandfather. Among cheers and a standing ovation, he takes the microphone from my father.

      Standing in front of panoramic views of the sky, city, and bay, he looks more like a man in his prime than a senior citizen.

      I’m not surprised when a few flashes go off. As Dutch nobility, my grandfather may not hold outright political power—those days ended with the constitutional reform of 1848—and yet, the Meijer name is known in every household across Amsterdam. As one of the few high-society families in the Netherlands, we manage to hold onto our fair share of influence. I’m sure Opa’s photograph will be in the papers in the morning.

      My grandfather oozes cultivated class as he thanks us for being with him to celebrate his ninety years. He goes on to recognize friends, political figures, and a few relatives by name. Ever the diplomat, he even makes a subtle plug for his favored member of the Cabinet, a man who is also in attendance.

      After pausing to let our group clap in support of his endorsement, he scans the crowd.

      “Lastly,” he says, “I want to address something that many of you have heard me speak of before, but never with such a sense of urgency.”

      The applause dies down, and a hush fills the room. Even the soft classical music that’s been playing is now paused, and the room fills with a weighty silence.

      “What is it that I feel such urgency about?” Opa asks.

      We’re all holding our breath, waiting to hear.

      He continues. “It is, as some of you might have guessed, the Meijer Ruby. As you all know, the ring was crafted in the 1300s, when the Meijers were among the first living along the River Amstel. It was passed from generation to generation, only to disappear some two hundred years ago.”

      He clears his throat, and I swear his eyes find mine, though I’m several tables back in the crowd.

      “It is time to find and reclaim this ancient piece of our family history. It is time to find the Meijer Ruby. It is my deepest hope that one of my dear grandchildren will find the ring, while I am still alive to see it.”

      Heads swivel in my direction, and I find myself nodding resolutely. I see Fleur, at a table nearby, receiving almost as much attention as I am. We are his two grandchildren—he’s clearly giving us a task.

      We’re way ahead of you, Opa.

      There’s a tense moment as Fleur and I meet each other’s eyes, and not in a friendly way. I wonder if the crowd can sense the fact that we’re rivals in the quest he is laying before us, not comrades. I’m relieved when attention goes back to my grandfather, who finishes his speech on an uplifting note and is met by a second standing ovation.

      As the first course is served, my phone alerts me to another message. I hold my device low so that no one can witness my faux pas of reading emails at the dinner table.

      My heart starts to race as I read the message. The appraiser has gotten back to me, and her response is very promising. She recognizes the detailed description of the ring that I’ve provided, and she gives me the exact name of the bank in The Hague where she believes it is being held.

      It could be nothing. But given the fact that Fleur is now actively searching for the ring, too—and plans to keep it if she finds it—I am certainly going to follow up with the bank. The Hague is only an hour’s drive from Amsterdam, and I resolve to make the trip the very next day.

      I slip my phone into my pocket, and tuck into the côte de boeuf before me, mentally going over some preparation for my trip. I’ll have to call the bank first thing in the morning, and hope that I can secure an appointment for the same day.

      The sooner, the better; I don’t know how far Fleur is in her search, and it’d be a disaster if she got there first. Instead of making me nervous, the impromptu competition with Fleur has given me a jolt of energy.

      The race is on!
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        * * *

      

      I leave the party earlier than most, opting out of tequila shots with my grandfather’s ski buddies. I want to be fresh for the hunt in the morning.

      When my alarm goes off at six the next day, I waste no time. I’ve gotten a full workout, hot shower, and healthy breakfast in by eight. I call the bank just minutes after they open and secure an appointment for later that afternoon.

      I’m feeling smug as I pull my sports car into a parking spot right in front of Van Boor N.V., one of the oldest private banks in the country. Fittingly, the building is the oldest on the street, and looks distinctly squat and out of place between the two modern skyscrapers that sit either side of it.

      The stone steps have a time-worn path carved into them, leading up to two elaborately carved wooden and brass doors. I pull them open, trying to guess by the architectural clues just exactly how old the bank is. Seventeen hundreds? Earlier?

      A plaque in the lobby answers my questions. Van Boor N.V. was established in 1798. Twenty years before the Meijer Ruby disappeared, according to my research. This fact is promising, and I’m in high spirits by the time a clerk shows me to a back office for my appointment.

      A round, grey-haired gentleman stands up from behind his desk to greet me. I step forward and shake his hand.

      “Mr. Meijer, it’s an honor,” he says. “Please, tell me what I can do to help you today.”

      I’m well prepared to answer this question, and I take a seat while laying out the facts I’ve memorized.

      After providing the banker with a history and description of the ring, as well as the legal information of the last known person to possess it, I finish with a question.

      “Do you think it is here?”

      The banker is younger than my grandfather, but doesn’t have nearly the same athletic bone structure or youthful smile. He’s hunched, crumpled, and creaky. His jowls waggle as he considers my words.

      “Well, let’s see.” He fumbles with his reading glasses and fixes watery eyes on the computer monitor in front of him. Tap, tap, tap. “Hmm, look at that. Well, yes, there’s that…well. Interesting.”

      What?

      I’m dying to know, but I don’t want to distract him. Minutes pass, but it feels like hours.

      Finally, he speaks to me. “Mr. Meijer, it seems that your relative did indeed store his valuables here. If you’ll give me one moment, I’ll have one of our clerks gain access to the vault. I also need to summon one of our lawyers to join us to go over the contents before they are released to you. I’m sure you understand; cases like these are very sensitive.”

      “Yes, yes. Whatever you have to do.”

      This is it! This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. And, best of all, the old banker has said nothing of another relative who has been in recently. I’m sure he would have mentioned it by now if Fleur had already been in to inquire. I’m first! I’ve won!

      Half an hour later, a lawyer enters the room. He’s just as stooped and wrinkled as the banker, and I wonder if all of the employees of Van Boor N.V. are required to be as time-worn as the structure itself. It certainly makes for unified branding.

      I lean forward as the lawyer shuffles some papers around, impatient to hear what he has to say. He takes plenty of time reading over items silently before speaking aloud.

      “Well,” he says, lowering his reading glasses and peering at me over them. “Our records show that the ring you seek is indeed within the vault, along with a set of terms of inheritance, as set out by the former owner.”

      “What are they?” If I lean forward any more, I’m going to fall right off the chair. I’ve been waiting so long for this.

      He clears his throat and begins reading aloud. “To begin the process of acquisition, the Meijer heir must use the ring as part of a proposal of marriage. The ring will be considered to be ‘on loan’ throughout the couple’s engagement, and only legally become theirs on the occasion of their marriage.”

      The words tumble around me. The creaky old lawyer did everything slowly since entering the office. Why, now, is he suddenly reading fast?

      “Could you say that again?” I ask.

      “The Meijer house heir—that’s you, Julian Meijer—must propose with the ring.”

      I barely have time to process those words before he’s moving on. “Then, it will be on loan—you won’t actually own it, you see?—through the couple’s engagement.”

      Proposal. Engagement. This is not going to be as straightforward as I assumed…

      He goes on. “Very unusual, these days, to see such specific clauses in a will, but times were different back then. This ring has been with us for a very long time indeed. I’m surprised you’ve come for it, after all these years!”

      “I’ve been searching all over Europe,” I say quietly. My ears are ringing.

      “I see. Well, congratulations on finding it, my boy. I’m sure you weren’t expecting the…additional specifications, but I’m afraid there isn’t a great deal we can do about it.”

      “It’s all right,” I say.

      I can’t believe how close I am! A few outdated rules aren’t going to stop me now. I need to improvise…

      “I’m actually planning on proposing to my girlfriend with the ring,” I go on, “which is why I’ve been searching so intently. There’s no other ring that I’d rather give her. It has to be the Meijer Ruby.”

      Both old men raise the corners of their mouths into smiles.

      The banker speaks first. “Wonderful!”

      “Congratulations!” the lawyer chimes in. “I’m very happy for you. Nothing better than a young couple finding love. That being the case, I will be happy to release the ring into your possession.”

      I jump up from my seat. The banker extends his hand, and I grasp it excitedly. Next, I move on to the lawyer. I’m pumping his bony hand up and down when his next words hit me like a punch to the gut.

      “We’ll just have to meet her first,” he says, and I feel my handshake slow. “To validate the legitimacy of the relationship, of course. All that is elaborated on in the will. Very specific, thoughtful rules!”

      I pull my hand away. “Meet her?”

      Maybe my fib wasn’t such a brilliant idea after all.

      “Yes. A short interview. Just a formality, of course; I’m sure you understand,” the lawyer says.

      “How about early next week?” the banker offers. “Monday, two p.m. Will that work for you?”

      I’m too stunned to answer.

      The lawyer misreads my open-jawed expression. “It does seem like a long way off, doesn’t it? But not to worry. Your ring is safe here, Mr. Meijer. And we will be delighted to meet your soon-to-be wife.”

      I force my mouth closed and try to lift my lips into a smile. “Yes, and she will be very happy to meet you both.”

      We share handshakes all around again, and the two men show me out to the lobby. I make my way in a daze out the front doors, into the bright sunshine. It’s not until I’m on the highway, heading back to Amsterdam, that the dazed feeling finally clears away. I’m left with a sudden sense of clarity. My little fib might have just cost me the priceless treasure I’ve been searching for all this time.

      How in the world am I going to produce a fiancée in one week? I don’t even have a girlfriend!

      Single, and screwed. What am I going to do?

      I tap a button on my steering wheel, and voice-dial my PA.

      “Hey, hey,” he answers cheerily.

      “Max, my man. I have a scheduling request for you.”

      “Shoot.”

      “I need you to clear my schedule next Monday. Starting at noon.”

      “You got it, boss. Hey, are you coming into the office today? There are some details that I’d like to iron out for your big meeting tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Right. The rebranding pow-wow. I’m just driving back from The Hague, and I don’t think I’ll make it in today. Email me and I’ll answer when I get home.”

      “Will do, boss. I’ve sent out itineraries to all of the executives on the list you gave me, but I can’t find the contact info for the U.S. head of marketing.”

      “That’s because it’s a new hire. I don’t have the info either, but hit up the marketing branch of Canada’s H.Q. They were involved in the interviewing process, so I’m sure they have an email address.”

      I’m trying to read road signs as I talk, because I know my turn-off is coming up soon. Was that it? A black and white sign zips past my peripheral vision.

      I need to pay attention. “Hey, I gotta go, man. Message me any other questions that you have.”

      We sign off, and I start merging just in time to make my exit. After finding my way onto the stretch of highway that will take me home, I find myself thinking about the interview again.

      I need to figure something out, in just a week, if I want to get my hands on that ring.

      What am I going to do?
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      Vermaak N.V.

      The metal letters are royal blue, eight feet tall, and carved in a modern font.

      Bold. Handsome. Unique.

      Just like the brand itself. Not to mention the founder and CEO.

      There’s no doubting that I’ve arrived in the right place. I step out of the cab and sway backwards on my heels as I look up at the towering letters and the even more impressive setting just beyond them.

      I feel like I’m looking at the entrance to a college campus, not a brewing company. The manicured courtyard, lawn, and pathways lay the groundwork to several imposing brick buildings. The old-fashioned brickwork is interlaced with modern, vast expanses of glass, giving the whole scene a hip look. People zip around on bikes, messenger bags over their shoulders.

      I wish I had a bike as begin to make my way across the main courtyard, just beyond the blue letters. My feet ache, and my neck hurts even more. The neck pillow I purchased before my red-eye from Massachusetts was supposed to help me sleep through the long flight. Instead, it gave me a crick in my neck that just won’t go away, no matter how many stretches I perform.

      As I walk, I eye the happy employees riding past. From a distance, I swear, most of them look like the man I want to see.

      The man I’ve been thinking about ever since I applied for the position with Vermaak N.V., three months ago.

      Who am I kidding? The man I’ve been thinking about for the past fifteen years.

      At a distance, I see a tall, handsome blond man biking towards me and my heart leaps into my throat. But as he nears, I’m able to regain my composure. That’s not him.

      I spot a map in the middle of the courtyard and pause long enough to try to figure out where I’m supposed to be headed. I’ve never been the best with maps, and after spinning in a full circle and squinting off into the distance, I think I spot the right building. My brain feels foggy with fatigue.

      It’s a good thing that I’ve arrived early; maybe once I get my bearings, I can find some sort of canteen or coffee shop.

      I make my way into the building, my heels clicking across the polished, black marble floor. I approach the front desk, and a woman behind the desk greets me with a friendly smile.

      “Welcome to Vermaak! How can I help you?”

      “Hello,” I say, pulling the print-out of an email I received just the day before out of my purse. I place the sheet on the desk and scan the instructions for the name of the meeting room. “I’m looking for the Van Eyck room…?”

      I’m sure that I’ve butchered the pronunciation, and the woman’s expression confirms it. I see her stifle a smile.

      “Yes, ma’am. Can I ask you your name? I’ve been instructed to check in the attendants as you arrive.”

      “Yes. I’m Shelby Bright. Head of marketing for the U.S. territory.”

      The woman scans a list and then makes a quick note with her pen. “Ah! Ms. Bright. Welcome to Amsterdam! I see you’ve flown in from Massachusetts—how was the trip?”

      “Long.” I give her a wry smile. “Actually, I’d love to find some coffee before heading up to the…meeting room.” I decide not to attempt the name again.

      She pulls out a little map, and quickly shows me a route to the nearest employee cafe. Great, another map! I step back out into the bright sunshine and look at the paper in my hands while I walk down the steps, back out to the courtyard.

      She said turn left, didn’t she? I think so.

      Head still down, tired but determined to find coffee one way or another, I begin to march down a pathway to my left.

      I’m squinting at the map, wishing I had a pair of sunglasses with me, when I bump into something solid.

      Solid, but forgiving.

      A person—whose outstretched arms catch me before the collision sends me toppling backwards. I look up into sparkling, light blue eyes. A handsome face. A confident grin.

      I step backwards.

      It’s Julian. The man I’ve been waiting to see!

      Does he recognize me? His eyes seem to dance with mine as I study him. He’s grown. I knew this, from the pictures I’ve seen of him online. In person, he seems even taller and more muscular than the man in the images. He’s dressed in a suit, and his finger-length blond hair is combed stylishly up and over to one side. His grin is as playful as ever, and his neat-and-tidy urban look is offset by casual layer of stubble.

      I see him studying me, too. I want to rush forward and embrace him, and cry out: “Julian! It’s been forever!”

      But what if he doesn’t recognize me? That would practically be assault! I should offer my hand and reintroduce myself. The thought of doing this with my long-lost best friend makes my heart ache.

      But it has been fifteen years. Just as he’s changed over the last decade and a half, so have I.

      I begin to stick out my hand, when at last, he steps forward.

      “Shelby!” His voice is deeper than I remember. His eyes twinkle with warmth. “I can’t believe it! You’ve completely caught me off guard! I was just…”

      His voice fades from my mind as he wraps his strong arms around me. My face presses against his muscular chest. Hello! He is tall. He smells like aftershave. I feel his perfect jawline of stubble graze my forehead. I’m in heaven.

      The hug is over way too soon.

      “…over this afternoon.” He seems to finish a sentence.

      “Hmm?” I say. Is it the jet lag that has me so spacey, or has his hug actually made me brain-dead for the last thirty seconds? “Could you…um, repeat that?”

      He chuckles. “I said that I’m just heading to my office and then to a meeting this afternoon. But that’s not important. I don’t know why I’m talking about me…what are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for a meeting, too.” I say. I can’t take my eyes off of him. “I was just hired as the marketing executive for your U.S. offices.”

      “You’re the new hire from the States? I had no idea!”

      I know I should say more: how excited I am to work for his company, what drew me to the position, how qualified I am. Years of climbing the corporate ladder has taught me better than to stand in front of a CEO, tongue-tied.

      My “Women in Business” mentor from college would have slapped me.

      But in this moment, I’m not a woman in business, clawing her way to the top, out to impress the head-honcho. I’m a girl of fifteen, standing across from her best friend—her first love.

      I’m that shy and smart teen, being drawn out of her shell by the quirky, intelligent class clown. I’ve got a backpack full of books—comic, philosophy, and poetry alike—and we’re about to sneak down to our boarding school tennis courts to lay side by side and pore over the pages. Later, we’re going to the banks of the Seine, to dip our toes in the water and eat greasy pizza slices while the lights of Paris turn on all around us, one by one.

      I have no idea how long I stand there, silent, lost in thought as I look up at him. He seems to be just as disoriented.

      A cyclist whizzes past us, skids to a stop, and then backs up.

      “Boss?”

      It’s a young man, probably mid-twenties. He’s wearing thick-rimmed glasses and has a mohawk.

      “Max,” Julian says.

      “I was just heading to your office to bring you the rebranding folders. You want them now?” Max swings a neon yellow messenger bag around to his hip.

      “No—ah…bring them to my desk. I’ll be there in five. Wait for me.”

      Max looks over at me and nods hello. I smile in return. Then, he bikes off.

      We’re alone again.

      “I can’t believe this…” Julian repeats. “You’re working for Vermaak. After all these years. This is…great. Really great. Wow.”

      I see him looking at me intently, bewilderment in his eyes. I used to know him so well. I used to be able to guess what he was thinking, just by the look he’d give me. Now, I find that I can’t guess his thoughts. Is he happy to see me?

      “It’s so good to see you, Julian,” I manage to say. My voice sounds small and soft, like it did when I was fifteen.

      “You too, Shelby.”

      “I know you have to get going. I should, too…I think I’m going to faint if I don’t get some food and a coffee.”

      He smiles, and glances down at the map in my hands. “You’re telling me you learned how to read maps?” he asks.

      Suddenly, I’m pulled back into a daydream.

      I’m fourteen, looking down at a crinkled, foldable map of Paris. There’s a lollipop in my mouth. I look up, away from the map, to Julian, who is walking across the bridge’s cement railing as if it’s a balance beam.

      “I give up,” I say.

      “You can do it,” Julian encourages me. “Here, I’ll help.”

      He sits down on the cement railing and pulls me into him, so I’m situated between his legs. He leans over me, his lanky arms resting on my shoulders as he points to the compass in the map’s corner.

      “North, East, South, West,” he says. He motions to the sky. “Look for the sun. Then, turn the map so it’s oriented the right way.”

      I remember how surprising and wonderful it was, to feel Julian all around me. I remember laughing as he pulled the lollipop from my mouth, sucked on it for a moment as we both stared at the map, and then handed it back to me. It was in his mouth, then, in my mouth. To my fourteen-year-old mind, that was just as good as a kiss.

      I developed my crush slowly, over the years of our friendship. There was no one moment when I suddenly fell head over heels in love with Julian Meijer. Instead, the fall was slow and steady, one grape lollipop at a time.

      Back in the present moment, I look down at the map in my hands. “Not really,” I admit.

      He chuckles. “You never could. Don’t worry, it’s not far.” He steps closer to me on the path. I smell his aftershave again. He points to our left. “Just keep going. See that row of benches? Walk next to them for a bit and then take your first right. You’ll see lots of employees going in and out. There’s one thing we all love just as much as Vermaak beer around here, and that’s a good espresso.”

      “Can you…join me?” I ask, forgetting that he’s just told the young guy with the mohawk that he’ll be at his office in five minutes.

      Julian shakes his head. “I wish I could. I’ve really got to go over some notes with my assistant before our meeting this afternoon.”

      “Oh, right. Well, I’d love to catch up with you.”

      “I’d like that, too. How about drinks tonight? I could show you around Amsterdam. We’ve got some great bars.”

      I smile. “Perfect.”

      We part ways, and I manage to find the coffee shop. While I sit and sip my quad-shot Americano, I try to go over my own notes for the meeting. I have some ideas for the rebranding strategy, and this will be my one and only chance at making a good first impression with many of the Vermaak executives. I’m tired and distracted by my run-in with Julian, but I also know that I can’t let any of that get in the way of my focus. I need to nail this meeting.

      I take my time nursing my drink and nibble on a salad box of quinoa and roasted vegetables. When it’s time to head back towards the Van Eyck room, I feel as ready as I’m going to be, the caffeine having temporarily rewired my brain.

      The front desk attendant welcomes me back, and I take elevators up to the fourth floor. When I step into the meeting room, I’m twenty minutes early, but there are a few others milling about. I recognize the head of marketing for Canada, and she’s quick to pull me into a discussion.

      Soon, we make our way towards the tall, black leather office chairs situated around the circular, glass table on curving metal legs.

      It’s one minute past three when Julian breezes in. Everyone stops talking as he takes a seat. His assistant, Max, enters close behind Julian and starts handing out folders—one for each of us.

      Julian speaks. “Hello, hello! Thank you all for being here.”

      His voice is commanding and kind. I can tell that the years have drawn his natural ability to lead out of him. He seems completely comfortable addressing all of us as a group.

      “I know it was a long trip for some of you, and I hope you know I wouldn’t have required your presence in person if it wasn’t of utmost importance. Some things can be done virtually, but for this meeting, I wanted us to all be here—as the Vermaak family—working together.”

      He looks around the room and I feel a shiver as his eyes meet mine. He’s good at this.

      “During this meeting, I hope to hear from every one of you. We’re stronger as a team. The purpose of our time here today is to get clear on our rebranding strategy. I want explicit quarter, year, and five-year goals. Together, we’re going to decide on the direction that our brand is going to take, and we’re going to map out a way to get there.”

      Julian grins.

      Did I imagine it, or did he look right at me when he said the word “map”?

      “First, I want to go around the table and introduce ourselves. As you can see, there are a few new team members among us since the last time we gathered here in Amsterdam.”

      A few of the executives around the table smile in my direction, and I lift my hand in a small wave.

      Julian continues, “If you could, tell us one new thing about your personal life. I don’t want to hear about the success of your latest ad campaign; I want to hear about whether little Sofia,” (here, he looks directly at the woman to his right) “has lost her first tooth, and whether the tooth fairy came or not.”

      The woman on Julian’s right laughs and blushes. She looks tickled pink as she begins to talk in a thick Italian accent.

      “Grazie, Julian. It is wonderful to be here with you all. I’m Martina, head of marketing in Rome. My daughter Sofia is now five years old. She lost her first tooth last month, in April.”

      “How did it fall out?” someone asks.

      “A cucumber!” Martina chuckles. “She bit into a cucumber! And plunk…there it was!”

      “Did the tooth fairy come?” another executive asks.

      “She arrived right on time,” Martina says. “And she gave Sofia shares of Vermaak stock. Much more valuable than coins!”

      There’s laughter all around, and I join in. Martina is beaming as she settles back in her chair, giving the floor to the next person.

      I feel my shoulders relax as we go around the table. I manage to say something somewhat interesting about myself—a sentence about a concert I recently took my mother to—though my personal life is definitely not vibrant at the moment. After ten short minutes, the mood for the meeting is set; there’s a friendly buzz traveling around the room.

      Conversation turns to business. I’m surprised at how much leeway Julian gives his team. Instead of dominating the discussion, he graciously facilitates.

      One by one, the executives bring up ideas for the rebranding strategy. I listen to the ideas attentively and jot down some notes.

      But I can’t get away with staying quiet for long. Soon, Julian motions to me, across the table. “How about you, Shelby? What do you think?”

      I feel nervous. I know my jangled nerves have more to do with the fact that I can feel Julian’s eye on me than the fact that I’m speaking to a group of executives. After all, I wouldn’t have gotten to where I am in my career if public speaking frazzled me.

      I’ve learned to keep my cool in high-pressure situations. But, apparently, I haven’t learned to handle the way it feels to be an adult, sitting across from my teenage crush.

      “I…well, yes. I like Martina’s idea about—” I bend my head down over my notes and feel my hair fall over my face. I can’t look at Julian if I want to say anything that makes sense at all. “Um…where was it? Yes, using athletes. In the U.S., the numbers clearly show that our loyal customers are sports-oriented. I think that, going forward, we…um…need
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