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The lines on the computer screen blurred as Ben's heavy eyelids drifted closed. He'd been adding last minute details and editing designs nonstop for the last thirty-six hours. Finalizing his latest architectural inspiration before the impending deadline had been his sole purpose, and the coffee pot had long since run dry. Hours earlier, he'd ditched his tailored suit coat and silk tie in the privacy of his top floor, corner office at Manatti Facades. The dark shadow sprouting on his chin matched the unkempt state of his even darker hair. At this point, no employees had yet arrived for their normal workday, much less anyone he cared to impress.

All of his attention focused on completing the blueprints, spec sheets, and graphic mock-ups for his client presentation scheduled for later that afternoon. The clock on his computer reminded him the meeting was less than eight hours away. Honestly, this wasn't the most exciting project. It didn't speak to Ben on any personal, humanitarian, or even creative levels. He would typically delegate this type of project to one of the other architects in the firm. This would, however, be the largest physical structure he had ever designed from scratch and the most costly.

The facility would, essentially, be an oversized, upscale shopping mall; a largely routine and standardized structural design. Manatti facades didn't bid on strictly retail spaces like this one often, but his father, Antonio, had insisted this project warranted their attention and deferred any further explanation when asked about his reason. Now, the time had come. Everything had to be perfect if Ben was going to land the biggest design project of his career and not disappoint his father. Naturally, that's exactly what he intended to do. He didn't like coming in second to anyone.

Beep! Beep! Beeeep! Beeeep!

"What the...?"

He lifted his head off his keyboard and shook himself awake. Thank goodness he'd recently saved his file or his unintentional attempt to type with his forehead could've cost him hours of work instead of merely a pounding in his head.

"Come on, Ben! Pull yourself together. You know better!"

He stood from a seat at the workbench on the left side of his office where his plotting and the core of his design work took place. Swaying slightly, he stretched his long legs as he strode over to his desk on the opposite side of the room, pulled a bottle of aspirin out of a drawer, and swallowed down two capsules.

Since he'd reached the point where sleep was mandatory before he could accomplish anything further, he set the alarm on his smart phone and placed it on the coffee table adjacent to his desk and a few feet away from the couch where he stretched out and relaxed. Within seconds, his breathing leveled off and the soft leather cradled his fitful sleep.
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SYDNEY'S HEART BEAT a little faster with a combinaton of excitement and nerves the closer she came to the building with the stylized logo over the entrance. She had always admired the company's logo, a fancy letter M encircled by what looked like a rope. Logo notwithstanding, heading into the building today kept the butterflies in her stomach fluttering at full speed.

"Good morning. Can you tell me how to get into the Manatti parking garage please?" Sydney asked the blonde man in the black leather jacket, smoking a cigarette in front of the security booth at the gated entrance.

"This garage is reserved for employees working in the office tower."

"I work for Manatti Facades. Today is my first official day."

"Are you Melissa?"

"No, Sir."

"Sydney?"

"Yes."

"Good! Now I know your face," the blonde man replied.

Something in the way the man eyed her made her squirm uncomfortably. Shouldn't he have asked to see her driver's license or another form of identification?

"Is my name on a new hire list?" Sydney asked politely.

"You're definitely on my list, Sydney! Let me get this gate open. Wait there."

She watched as he tinkered with the levered arm for several minutes before it finally rose at his touch. He waved her into the garage and lowered the arm after her. She stopped her car and waited as the attendant approached her driver's window.

"Should I park anywhere specific?"

"Wherever you can find a spot."

"Thank you for your help. I appreciate it."

"You're part of my job, Sydney. Do you come in this early every day?" he asked.

"I don't know if it'll be this early, but I do have a tendency to start my day earlier than most people."

"Good to know."

"What are you writing?"

She wondered what he scribbled in the notepad he'd pulled from an inner jacket pocket.

"Noting your car's make, model and license number."

"The company didn't provide it already?"

"I'm sure the info is making its way along the paper trail. This will do in the meantime."

"Okay. I'm sure Melissa will be grateful for your help on her first day as well."

"We'll see about that."

If the man intended his words to be a joke, it fell flat and sent unpleasant shivers down Sydney's spine. She wanted to get away from the bad vibe he oozed.

"I'll be on my way then. Thanks again!"

Sydney waved and pulled away, making sure her doors were locked until she was well out of the man's reach. For a security guard, his manner didn't make her feel the least bit safe in the nearly deserted garage.

However, she quickly put such thoughts out of her head as she parked beside a sporty, red car and walked to the nearby elevator bank. She stepped into a waiting unit to be carried up to her office.

When the lift reached the top floor, she stepped off and took in the view of her new employer's offices. The firm occupied several of the uppermost floors in the building, but she'd be interacting primarily with those on this floor. She stepped into the dark and quiet halls, assuming no one else would be there this early. She had a penchant for getting to work well before the sun came up and accomplishing more in those first few hours than most people would do all day.

Today was different. Sydney had finally agreed to join the firm that had been pursuing her for more than two years. Today, she became a fulltime employee instead of an independent contractor. Because she'd reached the top of her field on her own, it had taken a lot to convince her to make the transition. One of the easily negotiated perks in her contract was the new corner office she walked toward.

The four corners were designed to be senior management offices. Two were on the far exterior wall across from the elevators and, including a conference room between them, encompassed the entire length of the wall. The second office belonged to the youngest partner, Ben Manatti. Sydney had been told she would be working most closely with him.

Sandwiching the elevators in front of which she stood, were the other two corner offices belonging to the founding partners, Antonio Manatti and his younger twin brother, Andrew. She'd met Antonio and worked with him on several contracts. They got along very well. He was the one who finally convinced her to accept this job. In fact, he was the only employee of Manatti Facades she had met in person thus far.

This building, unlike any other high-rise in the city, had all of its elevators located on the exterior wall. The unique design and the façade that permitted the feature showed off one of the many aspects she liked about the quality of the firm's work. She was good at what she did, but she hated the idea of falling short of the high standards imposed by this firm's prestigious reputation.

As she walked the long, open hall to her new office, she scanned the rest of the floor. A dozen other offices lined each of the two longer, exterior walls adjacent to the elevator banks. The center of the floor, to either side of the central hall, had been divided into a variety of workstations for printing, collating, and a sundry of routine office tasks. Sydney didn't linger on any of these. She approached a vacant reception desk centered between her office and the junior partner's office.

Turning left, she saw her name on the silver plate on the office door. Of course, she'd seen it yesterday, when she'd been given buildng access through the front entrance and had come in to get her office furniture and computer set up before she officially started work this morning. Only a few items remained boxed, awaiting her attention. Yet, today, it officially became her office.

To the right, a similar silver name plate revealed Ben Manatti's office.

"I guess I'm not the only early riser," Sydney said to no one in particular, noticing the light shining through the junior partner's slightly ajar door.

"No time like the present to introduce myself."

She walked over and softly tapped on the door. When she didn't receive a response, she knocked again. Still no answer.

"Hello?"

She spoke softly, not wanting to startle anyone as she poked her head into the office. What she saw caught her off guard. A man lay shivering in his sleep on the leather couch. For the briefest moment, Sydney thought she recognized him, but the placement eluded her.

Quietly making her way over and collecting his jacket along the way, she covered the man's torso. Without thinking, Sydney placed her wrist against his forehead and then quickly pulled it away from the unexpected heat. 

"Perhaps he's always warm when he sleeps."

She didn't know him and had no idea if this was normal, though she highly doubted it. From the generally haggard look on his face, she felt certain Antonio's son was sick, perhaps fighting the flu or a bad cold.

She stared at him a few moments longer. The vague familiarity of his face nagged at her, but she couldn't place it. Perhaps it was merely his resemblance to his father, whom she'd seen many times.

Sydney turned and noticed Ben's computer over on his workbench remained on and easily accessible. She tiptoed across the room, saved a copy of the open files to his desktop, and powered down the machine. With one last glance at the sleeping man, she flipped off the overhead light as she crept out the door and silently closed it behind her.

She spent the next hour and a half working in her own office, unpacking her remaining supply boxes and perusing emails she'd received from her new associates. As expected, she had already been assigned to a project. When she finally glanced up at the clock, it was a few minutes after eight.

"Time for coffee," Sydney said to herself.

She walked out to the coffee station behind her assistant's desk, expecting to see the lady starting her workday. However, the desk remained vacant. Therefore, when the phone rang, Sydney answered it. She reached over and picked up the receiver while taking a seat in the chair in order to locate a pen and paper.

"Manatti Facades. How may I help you? Yes, we are. No, I'm sorry. Mr. Manatti isn't available this morning, but I'd be happy to give him a message for you."
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BEN OPENED HIS OFFICE door and cleared his scratchy, sore throat as he heard the new employee answer the phone.

"Ut-hum..."

The lady turned her head abruptly and, with a smile, wiggled her finger to indicate she'd be with him in a minute.

While he waited, Ben leaned heavily against the door frame and watched the woman with long, dark brown hair jot down a name and phone number with quick and polite efficiency. He noted the confidence with which she performed the task, as smoothly as if she'd been answering his phone her entire life. This gave him hope that perhaps this assistant would be the right fit. The last three had been more interested in his marital status or his lineage than maintaing his schedule.

Unfortunately, the light began to hurt Ben's eyes and the uncomfortably warm office suddenly felt like a sauna in the middle of a summer heat wave. He grabbed hold of the door frame to steady himself as the room started to spin.

"Thank you. Have a great day!" Sydney ended the call and turned to introduce herself to her new coworker.

She'd no sooner stood from the chair when the man pitched backward and fell to the floor in an unconscious heap.

"Mr. Manatti!" She rushed over to help him.

He lay on his back, sweating, shivering, and out cold. She hurried back to the desk and called for an ambulance. As she waited, she folded Ben's jacket under his head and made sure his breathing wasn't obstructed and his pulse was strong.

"At least I won't have to do CPR. Not that you aren't cute, but it's been much too long since my certification expired."

With a half-grin at her self-amusing comment and nothing more to do, she locked up her office, soaked a hand towel in cool water for Ben's forehead, and stayed with him until the paramedics arrived. She hoped they would get there before any overly curious employees caught wind of what was happening. She felt certain Ben Manatti wasn't the type of man who'd want to be stared at by a bunch of gawking eyes during a moment of weakness.

"How long has he been unconscious?" one of the paramedics kneeling beside Ben asked.

"About ten minutes."

"What happened?"

Sydney explained his sudden topple to the floor.

"Does he have any medical conditions?"

"I don't know."

"Has he been ill?"

"I don't know, possibly. He might've been running a fever earlier, but I'm not certain."

"Do you know his name? Age? Any allergies?"

"His name is Ben Manatti. I don't know anything more about him."

Sydney listened as the second paramedic tried, unsuccessfully, to rouse Ben.

"Here. Take this and look inside, please. See if it contains any useful information."

The paramedic passed a wallet up to Sydney as he and his partner continued to assess Ben's condition. She hesitantly thumbed through his wallet and shared what she learned that might be pertinent to his medical care. Thirty-one years old and, according to an electronic entrance card, worked out in some sort of fitness center on a regular basis. His license said Ben was not a smoker and he had checked the box to be an organ donor, though she didn't think that was going to be necessary.

"All right. We're going to take him to the hospital and let the doctors have a look at him," the paramedic announced.

They lifted Ben onto a wheeled stretcher and began to roll him toward the elevator.

"Which hospital?" Sydney followed.

"St. Mary's. It's a few blocks from here. You may want to notify his family. Someone should accompany him."

"His father and uncle are in meetings until later this evening."

She was glad she'd read the apology email from Antonio Manatti about the scheduling conflict that prevented he and his brother from greeting her on her first day.

"I don't know if Mr. Manatti has any other family available."

"Tell his father he should get to the hospital as soon as possible. The doctors will need a contact person in order to treat him beyond the initial evaluation."

"If it will help, I'll follow you. I can stay with him until he comes around or until his father arrives. Maybe I can use the information in his wallet to help complete the paperwork."

"I'll let the hospital know you're in route. What's your name?"

"Sydney Daniel."

As the elevator doors closed, she noticed a few of the employees they passed trying to catch a glimpse of the person being taken away.
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VOICES OUTSIDE THE room drew Sydney's attention away from Ben's unmoving form on the hospital bed and toward the man with wavy brown hair who'd stepped quietly into the room.

"Hello," She said softly as she stood up from the stool at Ben's bedside.

A glance is all that was needed to see the family resemblance. Not withstanding the old scar partially hidden beneath the stubble along Ben's left jaw, this man and Ben shared several prominent facial traits. In fact, Sydney had the same nagging familiarity with this man that she'd had when she first saw Ben. She concluded it had to be the family resemblance to Ben's father.

"Hi. I'm Nick Manatti, Ben's cousin. My uncle texted about Ben."

The man extended his hand in greeting and then leaned in to offer the customary kiss on each cheek.

"I work with your cousin. Today is actually my first day."

"You're already exceeding our expectations by taking care of Ben for us."

"Thank you, Mr. Manatti."

"Please, call me Nick. You're the one who emailed my uncle?"

"Yes."

"So, you were present when this happened?"

"I was."

She repeated what she'd already told the paramedics and the doctor.

"Did they tell you what was wrong with him?" Nick stepped around her to get closer to the head of Ben's bed.

"The doctor said your cousin might be suffering from the flu, definite low blood sugar, dehydration, and exhaustion. They're somewhat concerned that they haven't been able to rouse him for more than a minute here and there, but his vitals are stable. They think your cousin might've been overworking himself, perhaps not stopping to eat or rest, thereby letting the flu get much worse than it needed to be."

"That's why he's still out?"

"They believe so, although he did regain consciousness long enough to answer a question or two when the doctor examined him. He wasn't awake long and his responses weren't entirely coherent. The doctor said Ben's body shut down when it'd been pushed beyond its limits. He needs time to recover."

"That sounds like Ben," Nick commented as he turned his attention to this kind lady once more and performed a quick visual assessment.

Athletic figure, pretty face, long hair. If only she were a redhead, Nick wouldn't hesitate to ask out a woman like her. Then again, he was already dating a firecracker named Rachael who met the same criteria and held his heart captive. Nevertheless, something more than this woman's pleasing appearance held a note of familiarity for Nick.

"Do I have my shirt on backwards?" she asked.

"What? Oh, sorry. Pardon me if I was staring, but you seem familiar. Have me met?"

"Not to my knowledge."

"Hm... guess not then."

"Maybe I have one of those faces."

"Nah. Your face is distinct. I'd remember it. Regardless, do you know anything more about Ben's condition?"

"They're waiting for test results, but they think he'll be fine once he rests and gets fluids and food into his system. They also suggested it might be best if he takes the rest of the week off and steps away from whatever stress or pressure he's under in order to recuperate."

"I understand. Grazie mille!"

Nick stepped closer and kissed Sydney briefly on both cheeks once more in the European custom typical of his family.

"Thank you for looking after Ben until one of us could get here. It's very kind of you. Most people wouldn't go this far for a coworker, especially the first day on the job."

"No thanks is necessary. I was glad to help. However, now that you are here, I should get back to the office."

"A moment please." Nick reached out and lightly caught hold of Sydney's wrist to stop her progress toward the door.

"Yes?"

"Between you and me, this is probably one of the best things that could've happened to Ben."

"Excuse me?"

"Ben works so much he rarely spends any time away from the office. I agree with his doctor. It'll be good for him to step away. I was hoping you could help me arrange that."

"How?"

"Is there any way you could reschedule his appointments for the rest of the week? Make them for Tuesday through Friday next week?"

"Not Monday?"

"No. Give him a day in the office to catch up and get his feet back on solid ground. Can you do that for Ben? You'll make his father, his doctor, and me very happy."

"Somehow, I doubt he's going to be happy about it if what you say about him is true."

"Don't worry about Ben. He may be a workaholic, but he's a good guy. He'll understand. If he doesn't, I'll protect you from his ill begotten wrath," Nick responded with a joke and pounded his chest.

Sydney laughed at Nick's antics.

"All right, Tarzan. Just don't start swinging from the curtains, and I'll see what I can do. I don't know if I have permission to change his schedule to that extent, but I'm sure someone at the office can point me in the right direction."

"Great! Ask Tiresa for help. You'll be the office hero if you can accomplish this miracle, and I'll be in your debt if you can help Ben get away from his desk for a few days. Here's my business card."

"You work at Manatti Facades, too?"

"Firm lawyer at your service." Nick gave Sydney a mock bow.

"Please call my cell and let me know when you get Ben's schedule sorted."

"Okay. I hope he feels better soon."

"Me, too."

"It was a pleasure to meet you, Nick."

"Likewise, although the pleasure was all mine. I look forward to seeing you around the office. Arrivederci!" Nick hugged her and kissed her on the cheeks a final time.

As Sydney walked away, she saw Nick drop his coat onto a chair and take up her former seat on the bedside stool.
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HAVING WORKED WITH Manatti Facades on previous projects, Sydney was already familiar with their phone and computer systems. Her credentials were the same on-site as they'd been when she worked as a remote contractor. Therefore, she had no trouble processing Nick's request.

From the new laptop at her desk, she could view, but not edit, Ben's schedule. By the time she'd reviewed the details of each appointment and contacted everyone to reschedule, noon snuck up on her. Sydney printed the changes and placed a copy on their assistant's desk, which remained empty, and slid another copy under Ben's now locked office door.

She returned to her office and sent an email to HR letting them know the assistant was missing in action, and then sent a separate email to Ben's father to provide an update on the situation. As she was about to pick up the phone to order lunch from the deli in the lobby, it rang.

"Sydney Daniel speaking."

"Syd, I got your message," a male voice replied.

"Mr. Manatti?"

"Come on, Syd! How many times do I have to ask you to call me Antonio?"

"As many as you want, Sir."

"Of course," he laughed.

"I stepped away from my meeting to call and thank you for taking care of Ben. I'm glad you were there for him. You seem to have a knack for that. Tu sei un animo gentile."

"I'm sorry. My high school Italian classes were much too long ago to translate that phrase. What does it mean?"

"I said you're a kind soul."

"That's nice of you. Thank you!"

Sydney enjoyed the sound of his accent and the genuine sentiment in his words. She'd always liked Antonio. He reminded her of her own father, who died in a fire when she was a teenager.

"How did you manage to get all of Ben's appointments rescheduled?"

"I called the contacts and explained that he'd taken ill unexpectedly and you were out of town. All except one were more than happy to reschedule."

"Which one gave you problems? The proposal for the Heritage Park location? The one Ben was supposed to present this afternoon?"

"Yes. You obviously expected them to be difficult. Are they that bad?"

"They can be. That project has a few peculiar details that I'm trying to sort out, but it's nothing that should worry you. Tell me how you handled it please."

"After I explained the situation, they insisted the proposal had to be presented before the end of the week or we would forfeit the right to bid."

"Deadlines are what they are," Antonio acknowledged.

"Since you emailed me the proposal guidelines already, I understood what we needed to deliver. I spoke with Tiresa. She helped me arrange to send the formal proposal over by courier tomorrow. That meets the official requirements."

"Brava, but that won't be enough to keep us in the running."

"I understand. The firm doesn't stand a chance without the personal presentation. After checking with your assistant again, I scheduled an appointment for Thursday morning for you to present your son's original proposal. Naturally, a few egos will need to be soothed with minor groveling for the last minute change of plans."

"Naturally. Mark your calendar to join me, Syd. Don't worry! I'll review the project with you beforehand."

"Are you sure that's wise?"

"Certamente! That means..."

"I don't need a translation on that one. All right. I'll join you for the meeting, though I have no idea what help I'll be able to offer."

"You'd be surprised." Amusement flowed through the line along with Antonio's voice.

"You might be, too," she cautioned.

"I expect so! Enough about the presentation for now."

"Very well. Having your son out of commission this week is going to put extra work on your plate."

"Yours as well, Syd. I'll have all of his incoming calls forwarded to you. Handle them as you see fit," Antonio instructed.

"I'll do what I can," Sydney agreed.

"I'll help you with anything you don't know."

"Thanks! If there's anything else I can do to help, please don't hesitate to ask."

"You're already doing it, Syd. I'm even more certain than before that bringing you on board was a wise decision. You're going to fit perfectly into our family! Ben is going to enjoy working with you."

"I hope so. I'm impressed by what I've seen of his work. I'm eager to see if our styles will mesh."

"I'm confident they will, my dear! I wish I could be there in person, but let's plan on having coffee and a brief meeting in my office at ten in the morning."

"I'll mark my calendar."

"Send me a meeting request, too, though I won't forget. Meanwhile, go see Tiresa if you need anything else. She knows more about what happens in that office than I do! She'll take care of you."

"Thank you, Mr. Manatti."

"Antonio...per favore! You make me feel like an old man. My name is Antonio." A slight chuckle followed his correction.

"Safe travels, Sir."

"Arrivederci, Syd."

She hung up the phone feeling reassured about her choice to join the firm. If it hadn't been for her existing friendship with Antonio, she never would've taken this job. Whether or not she'd get along as well with Ben was yet to be seen. He'd obviously inherited his father's good looks, but whether he also inherited his father's warm personality remained a mystery.

After snarfing down a turkey sandwich, washed down by an indulgent cream soda, she phoned Nick to let him know Ben's schedule had been cleared for the week, and he wasn't expected in the office. She then set to work on one of the new projects to which she'd been assigned.

This was her chance to do both space planning and commercial interior design on a large scale. The client owned one of the most extensive chains of retail stores in the country, Cartiers. The building for their primary location had been restructured with the aid of Ben's architectural skills.

Sydney had been inside several times, both out of curiosity regarding the redesign and to view it as a potential client for herself. All of the branch locations were getting interior makeovers for the purpose of relaunching their brand.

Of course, never in a million years would she have landed this gig as an independent contractor. However, Antonio knew she wanted the opportunity and used his clout to win the atypical project for the firm as another one of the perks she'd been promised when she accepted his job offer.

The remainder of the day passed without further incident or interruption. When Tiresa stopped by to check on her as she was leaving for the day, Sydney had barely even noticed how much time had elapsed.

"Don't try to get it all done on your first day," Tiresa joked.

"I'm not, but I do tend to get caught up in my projects. At times, it hardly seems fair to call it work."

"You sound much like young Ben. I swear that boy will burn himself out if he continues at his current pace. That episode this morning might be exactly what he needed to get him to slow down."

"You're the second person to mention that."

"Then it must be true. Have a good evening, Sydney! Don't stay too late."
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"Nick?" Ben's voice sounded hoarse to his own ears.

"Ciao, Benji! It's about time you woke up. I was beginning to think you might sleep for a week. You aren't getting lazy are you?"

Nick smiled to see his cousin fully awake at last.

"Funny! Stop calling me Benji. I haven't been called that since grammar school."

"Whatever you say, Beniamino."

Nick laughed when Ben muttered something indiscernible in Italian and rolled his eyes.

"All right. All joking aside, I'm glad you're all right. You gave us all a bit of a scare."

"About that... what happened exactly? How long have I been out? What time is it?" Ben noticed the sunrise through the exterior window on the opposite side of the room.

"You don't remember?"

"I remember closing my eyes very early this morning to catch a few hours of the sleep I'd missed. I woke up here."

"That's it?" Nick wondered if Ben might've hit his head when he fell.

"I'd been up all night putting as many additional details as possible on the design prior to the Heritage Park presentation. The presentation! Nick, what time is it? Tell me I didn't miss the presentation!" Alarmed, Ben sat up too quickly and regretted it as the room swam before his eyes.

"Easy! Lay back a minute and raise the bed up instead. The control is over by your other hand. Better?" Nick asked once Ben had himself sitting almost upright.

"Yes. The presentation?"

"You didn't miss it."

"That's good!"

"It got rescheduled from yesterday afternoon to Thursday morning."

"Yesterday?"

"Yep! It's Tuesday. You've been in here since yesterday morning. You've come around several times, but never for long and not entirely coherent. I'm guessing your exhaustion had a lot to do with that. We've been worried."

"We?"

"Your dad and mine. All of us. Never fear! Everything, including your presentation, has been rescheduled."

"Rescheduled? Are you sure?"

"Certamente!"

"By whom?"

"Your new coworker. She cleared your schedule for the entire week after the doctor said you needed the time off," Nick explained.

"Who gave her permission to change my schedule?" Ben grumbled.

"I tasked her with it, and I'm sure she cleared it with Uncle Tony. Regardless, the doctor said you should take the week off. From the sweat beading on your forehead, I'd say you need it. You've been killing yourself trying to land this project, Ben. No job is worth your health! You need a break."

"I think I know whether or not I need a break!" Ben closed his eyes for a second to rein in his frustration and ease the pain in his head.

"Apparently not! If you did, you wouldn't have passed out like you did. Furthermore, you seem to be sick on top of everything else. If that's not enough, your dad phoned a while ago and said to pass along his concurrence with the doctor's order. Uncle Tony doesn't want you back in the office this week."

"Shoot!"

Ben's lack-luster outburst wasn't directed at anyone, merely at his own luck. If he didn't make that presentation this week, it wouldn't get made at all. He also realized his father knew that. Therefore, the logical assumption was that his father intended to handle it. While his dad was exceptional at landing new clients, he wasn't as good at explaining Ben's work with the same level of detail and excitement as Ben himself.

For half a heartbeat, he considered showing up for the presentation regardless of his father's wishes, but the thought was fleeting. It would upset his father and be disrespectful at the same time. He'd never intentionally do that to his dad.

"So, I like the new lady," Nick stated once he saw the expression of resignation cross Ben's face.

"Which one?"

"Your coworker, of course."

"I haven't met her yet."

"You must've! I met her in this very room."

"I didn't. In fact, yesterday was her first day."

Ben assumed Nick referred to his new assistant. He recalled how his last assistant had said he was too intrusive of her time outside normal business hours. After he'd called her the day before Thanksgiving to come in and help him on a project package, she had immediately resigned. He'd been without an assistant for almost a week now.

"I think you should keep this lady."

"Why?"

"Anyone who cares enough about a man she's never met to go to the hospital with him has to be a good person, right?"

"Not necessarily, but likely."

"If she's easy on the eyes on top of that, then that's a person I might like to have around. That's why you should keep her."

"If she's good at her job, I'll consider it."

"She definitely is!"

"How would you know?" Ben wondered at Nick's assertion.

"When was the last time your entire week's schedule got revised, much less completely cleared, without a single word from you? Additionally, she accomplished it in less than three hours. Trust me! This woman is good at her job."

"I'll have to take your word for it until I can evaluate Ms.... Ms... What was her name?"

"It's... well, isn't that funny. She said she worked with you, but didn't actually give me her name. How did I miss that?"

"Regardless, I'll form no opinion until I interact with her myself. Where are my clothes? I'd like to get out of here."

"You'll have to wait until Doc returns and decides if he wants to release you."

Ben looked down at the remote control by his left arm. He pressed the red call button and asked to have the doctor sent in as soon as possible. His doctor wasn't on duty, but a covering physician arrived before too long.

******
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER, Ben paced the living room of his downtown condo, cell phone in hand as he listened to his father's detailed concerns for his health.

"Yes, yes. I'm home, and I'm fine. I know I overdid it, but I wanted to ensure the presentation was the best it could be."

"Your work is always impeccable and inspired. It couldn't be better! However, I'd like you to keep doing it for many years to come. If you don't learn to pace yourself and balance your time away from the office, then there's no point in chasing success, is there?"

"Please don't give me the wife and children speech again, Dad. If that road awaits me, it will happen in due course."

Ben wasn't opposed to marriage and a family. He simply figured that when the right woman came along, he'd know it. In the meantime, he was perfectly happy building his career.

"It won't happen if you never leave the office long enough to stop for a cup of coffee."

"I stop in the lobby for coffee every morning."

"That doesn't count. You know exactly what I mean! Having this week off will be good for you."

"I doubt it! I'm worried we'll lose the bid for the Heritage Park. Are you taking over my presentation?"

"I am, and that's all I'm going to say about it. It won't be the end of the world if we lose it. We're only bidding on it because your grandfather requested it."

"He did? You never mentioned that. Why?"

"I'm sure he has his reasons, but I refuse to discuss work with you any further. Your mother, God rest her soul, would rake us both over the coals if she heard about what happened to you. I won't be party to it happening again!"

"Not fair bringing Mom into this."

"Whatever it takes, Ben! Rest. Enjoy the week. Have a little fun! Go throw a few snowballs with the kids in the park."

"I'm not seven, Dad!"

"You're never too old to enjoy life, my boy. I have an errand to run before I head to the office to meet with Miss. Daniel. I'll talk to you later."

"Wait! Dad, are you certain it was a good idea to hire her?"

"Of course, I am! Why do you continue to doubt my judgment?"

"It's unusual. That's all."

"Syd has natural talent, invaluable experience, high education, and she's recognized as one of the best in her field. Her reputation alone will be a great asset to the firm."

"Exactly! From what you've told me about her work, I suspect she knows how good she is. How many times has she refused your generous offer to join us? That sort of ego might cause waves in the office."

"Nonsense! Syd is a perfectly lovely woman. She has the kindest heart and warmest smile of anyone I know. Her previous refusals had nothing at all to do with ego. She simply wasn't ready for that type of commitment and was wise enough to know it. I never doubted she would join us when the time was right. Besides, Son, you're at the top of your field as well. Ask yourself the same question regarding your own ego," Antonio countered.

"I don't have an ego! I enjoy my work and take pride in the product I deliver."

"You've answered your own question then, haven't you? Trust me! You two are going to work great together!"

"That remains to be seen, but I do want to meet her."

Ben was, indeed, eager to meet the lady. He'd seen her work, and she was every bit as talented as his father described. His dad wasn't one to pay an empty compliment just to be nice, and he thought very highly of Sydney Daniel.

"You've already met her, though it wasn't under the best of circumstances."

"No I haven't. Have I? When?"

"Sorry, they're calling my name. I have to go now, Ben. We'll talk later."

"Bye, Dad."
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A KNOCK ON HER OFFICE door caused Sydney to look up from her spot on the floor amidst a pile of product samples.

"Come in," she called and got to her feet.

"Miss. Daniel, I'm Veronica from HR. We spoke briefly yesterday about your missing assistant." The short, blonde lady in a navy skirt and matching blazer introduced herself as she stepped inside the office.

Sydney stepped forward and reached out to shake her hand.

"It's nice to meet you in person. Please come in and excuse the mess. I wish I could say it isn't typical, but it is. I'm one of the few people who almost literally buries herself in her work."

"I can see that. How are you adjusting to the corporate environment?"

"Fine. I have my office unpacked and sorted. All of my supplies arrived, and everything seems to be in order. I've started my first project, and I have my first official meeting with Mr. Manatti in a little while."

"Which Manatti?"

"Antonio."

Sydney walked around and sat in her desk chair, motioning for Veronica to have a seat in one of the chairs across from her.

"Ah, of course! Andrew is almost never in the office. He prefers to work on-site with his clients. I think that's why he favors residential projects over commercial. He trained the associates to do the tasks that would otherwise require him to sit at his desk. You'll be lucky if you see Andrew more than once a week at the staff meetings."

"Are they truly identical twins?"

Sydney hadn't previously met any of the Manatti men except for Antonio. Ben's episode didn't really count, and Nick was a new acquaintance.

"Yes, they are. Once you get to know them, however, you won't get them confused. They may be cut from the same cloth, but they are two distinct personalities. For example, I see you received Antonio's welcome flowers." Veronica nodded at the vase atop the oak lateral file to the right of Sydney's desk.

"Yes. That was very thoughtful of him."

"He's a good man. Andrew is as well, but I doubt he even knows your name yet. Neither man is anything like their family's reputation."

"What reputation?"

"Oh, just old world tales. I'm sorry to prattle on about the guys. We don't often hire new staff. Our employees are like family and tend to stick around for a long time. It's fun to bring a newcomer into the fold."

"I appreciate the insight."

"Anyway, I wanted to thank you for getting your paperwork completed so quickly. I didn't expect you to read everything yesterday."

"It was no trouble, and I know you need it if I want to get paid."

"True. So, no new disasters to avert or emergencies to handle this morning?" Veronica asked.

"No, thank goodness! All things considered, I guess I'm off to a good start today. May I ask what happened to our assistant? She didn't show yesterday, and I haven't seen her yet today."

"That's one of the reasons I came to speak with you. There was an unfortunate incident in the parking garage yesterday and Melissa, the woman we hired for the position, is no longer going to work with us."

"I'm sorry. Is she all right?"

"Yes. Yes. It wasn't an injury or anything like that, but... well, it's not right to share the details. However, given that you were involved, I wanted to make sure you understand."

"Understand what?"

"We won't tolerate that type of behavior from any of our employees."

"Veronica, I'm not sure what you mean. How was I involved? I didn't do anything other than let you know she wasn't here."

"You were seen on the security tape entering the garage yesterday morning."

"Yes."

"How did you get inside? You should've been told to park on the outer lot until I could give you your access card."

"The security guard knew my name and let me through the gate," Sydney explained with a bit of confusion.

"We assumed as much based on what we saw. Sydney, I don't mean to alarm you, but that man was not our security guard."

"What?! Who was he? How did he know my name?" A sickening feeling churned in her stomach.

"From what the cops have surmised, he was Melissa's boyfriend. She met him in the garage shortly after you arrived. Six cars were vandalized, and Mr. Manatti's car was stolen."

"That's terrible! Wait! Wasn't Antonio out of town yesterday?"

"Not Antonio's car. They stole Ben's car and, because of his trip to the hospital, he doesn't even know about it yet."

"Have they been caught?"

"Yes. Of all the disgusting things... the car was spotted in a warehouse parking lot ten miles from here. At first, the police thought the car had been abandoned. When they approached the vehicle, Melissa and her boyfriend were discovered in the back seat."

"Ew! I didn't need to know that. Yet, I'm confused. How does this involve me?"

"Your name came up during Melissa's interrogation. She had some wild tale about you hiring the guy to assault her; that he'd been waiting for her when she arrived; and that she'd been forced at gunpoint to help the man."

"That's ridiculous! I didn't do any such thing! I don't even know Melissa or that man. He stood at the gate when I arrived. He knew my name, though I have no idea how. Why would they involve me?"

"I don't know."

"Guess that explains why he gave me the creeps. There was something off about the way he looked at me. It made me feel bad enough that I locked my car doors to be certain he couldn't open one of them."

"Nevertheless, the detective on the case will be around today to follow up with you. I didn't want you to be caught off guard when he arrives. The police have our security footage, so they know you weren't involved. Their questions will be nothing more than a formality for the record."

"I've never been questioned by the police. Will I have to go to the police station at some point?"

"Don't worry. Like I said, it's a formality. You have nothing to fear. Antonio and the firm's attorney will be present the entire time."

"Nick?"

"Yes. Have you met him?"

"He came to the hospital for Ben yesterday."

"Ah, yes. The Manattis are a close family. Ben and Nick are as tight as brothers. Nick is a year younger than Ben, but he's a pistol and an excellent lawyer! He will have your back during the interview."

"I'm not sure if that makes me feel better or worse. I wish there weren't a need for a lawyer. So much for hoping for a good day today."

"Cheer up! At least we have a replacement for Melissa. We called her in on short notice from a temp service. In fact, she used to work in the coffee shop in the lobby. Please, don't mention that tidbit to Ben. He loves one of their coffee blends and would pester her about making it."

Veronica and Sydney shared a laugh.

"Anyway, she should be here at nine. Antonio decided it would be best not to look for anyone permanent until you and Ben could both interview the candidates and find someone mutually agreeable."

"All right."

Veronica stood to leave.

"On that note, I'd best get back to my office. I have a good deal of paperwork to get through related to all of this. If you need anything, my office is two down from Andrew's corner. Please, feel free to stop by anytime."

"Thanks, Veronica!"

Sydney walked the woman to the door and closed it behind her. She leaned against the coolness of the door, releasing her tension as she sank to the floor wondering what else could possibly go wrong. This was only her second day on the job.
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"UMPH!"

Sydney felt the jarring thump against her back as someone tried to open her office door.

"Hello?" A female voice called from outside.

"Just a minute."

Sydney hopped up and looked at the clock on the wall. She'd been sitting there for fifteen minutes, shaken about her run-in with the man in the garage and wondering if there was anything she could've done to prevent the entire incident. Should she have alerted someone? No. She couldn't have known he wasn't supposed to be there.

More troublesome to her was how this guy had known her name. She hadn't met him. Sydney was certain she would've remembered the snake tattoo on his neck. Other than that, the man's appearance had been unremarkable. Well, the mystery would have to wait until after work.

She took a deep cleansing breath, smoothed her skirt, and pushed her long hair behind her shoulders. As she reached for the doorknob, it turned and the door flew open, smacking her on her left temple and sending her stumbling backward. Her foot slipped on a stack of manila file folders strewn across the floor, nearly bringing her down to join them. Thankfully, she managed to save a bit of her dignity by remaining upright.

"Oops! What were you doing behind the door?" The red-lipped woman with shoulder-length blonde hair asked as she stepped into the office.

"I was reaching to open it. I asked you to wait a minute." Sydney rubbed her sore temple before looking up to acknowledge the woman.

"I did wait. When I heard you moving, I opened the door. You really should be more careful."

"I'll try to remember that. I would appreciate it if you would knock first next time," Sydney replied, maintaining her polite tone as she knelt to gather the scattered client files.

After all, she didn't want to start out on the wrong foot with one of her new coworkers.

"Let me help you with that." The blonde dropped to the floor and began collecting file folders.

"Thanks."

Sydney and the woman now stood facing each other.

"Now that we have the mishap of the day out of the way, what can I do for you?" Sydney asked.

"I'm Terri, the temporary assistant for you and Ben Manatti. I wanted to let you know I'm here. I've already made a circuit of the office to introduce myself, so I'm ready to start work."

"It's nice to meet you, Terri. I'm Sydney Daniel."

"I assumed as much."

"Mr. Manatti is out of the office this week. He isn't expected back until Monday."

"Is he sick? Rumor around the water cooler is that he collapsed in his office yesterday. Is that true? Were you here?" Terri boldly asked, clearly not ashamed to gossip.

"The reason for Mr. Manatti's absence is his to share or not. Please don't perpetuate office rumors."

Gossip was a pet peeve that got under Sydney's skin in a big way.

"Consider the matter dropped. What would you like me to do first?" Terri inquired.

"Start by answering the phones. I'm covering Mr. Manatti's calls while he's out, so please forward callers to my direct line. If anyone walks up to the desk, help them with whatever they need. If you have any specific questions, just buzz me."

Sydney didn't have any idea what the woman's exact job duties were supposed to be, but she didn't want Terri to know that. Technically, she was the woman's boss.

"What about the mail and your appointments?"

"What about them?"

"Should I open the mail? Do I need to schedule appointments for you?"

"Oh, no. That's not necessary. Sort the mail and place it in the labeled bins on your desk. I'll take care of it from there. You can view my calendar in case any of the partners need to locate me, but I prefer to schedule my own appointments, unless it's an emergency. If that should happen, send me a meeting request and then email me the details."

"When someone stops by wanting to see you without an appointment, how should I handle that?"

"Use the chat software on your computer to notify me, and I'll reply with instructions. I believe someone from HR will be along soon to get you trained on the system. Otherwise, all I ask is that you promptly and pleasantly greet the clients and other staff so no one is left waiting."

"What about Ben...Mr. Manatti's visitors?"

"Please do the same for Mr. Manatti as you do for me. His calendar has been cleared for the rest of the week and time blocks have been created to manage his schedule so he isn't overwrought when he returns. While he's unavailable, forward everyone to me. When Mr. Manatti returns, he may have different instructions for you. At that point, you can handle his matters however he prefers."

"Easy enough. Anything else?"

"Not right now."

"I'll be at my desk then."

"Thank you, Terri."

Sydney started to turn away and then paused.

"Oh! And Terri..."

"Yes?"

"Welcome to Manatti Facades! We're glad you're here." Sydney smiled politely.
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"WHAT DO YOU MEAN SOMEONE stole my car?!" Ben asked the officer who stood in his living room.

"It happened yesterday."

"Our garage is secured and monitored. How did the thief get in unnoticed?"

"The perps didn't go unnoticed. We have the woman in custody. I need to know if you want to press charges, Mr. Manatti."

"Tell me what happened."

Ben listened as the officer detailed the events of the previous morning. He was only mildly surprised that Nick hadn't mentioned the incident. Ben knew his father would've asked his counsin to keep it under wraps. It also explained why his father had sent Nick to pick him up at the hospital. If he hadn't had a ride home, Ben would've taken a cab to the office to retrieve his car. He noted, with appreciation, the lengths to which his father had gone to let him rest.

The officer explained how the couple had been caught, but since the woman was taking the blame for everything, they had to release the unidentified man. As soon as the man left, the woman recanted and provided an entirely different story than what she'd originally claimed. Bottom line, either one or both were responsible. Unfortunately, they'd only been able to detain the woman for the time being.

"I see. The firm will definitely pursue charges for the damage done to other cars in the garage. If the woman is responsible, then charge her. Please make sure the official report gets filed and a copy gets sent to my office. Our attorney will need it to aid the affected employees."

"Certainly, Mr. Manatti. Have you made a decision regarding your own vehicle?"

"Was it damaged?"

"Not that I noticed. We found a spare key in the woman's coat pocket when we arrested her, meaning they didn't have to resort to destructive means to take the car.

"Do you have the key?" Ben asked.

"It's in evidence."

"She hasn't confessed or explained why they did this? Were they in need of money? Was it for kicks?"

"The woman insists she was forced to help the man. The man never said a word until we released him. We took his fingerprints, but he wasn't in the system. We don't even know his name."

"Go ahead and make the official report regarding the theft, but I, personally, won't be pursuing criminal charges against her. As long as my car is returned without damage, there's no need to waste the taxpayer's money over it. However, as I said, I do expect charges to be filed for the theft and damage to the other cars. Our employees deserve satisfaction for their loss and to know we'll do what we can to help them."

"Thank you, Mr. Manatti. I believe that's everything I need."

"When can I pick up my car?"

"Whenever you want. Call the station and someone there can give you the information you need to retrieve it from the impound lot. Thank you for your time. If we need anything else, we'll be in touch."

Ben escorted the officer to the front door and watched as he headed toward the elevator. As soon as he heard the doors close, Ben returned to his bathroom and finished getting ready to leave. His first order of business was to pick up his car. He then intended to have lunch with his father. There were a few things they needed to discuss in person.

******
[image: ]


"GOING SOMEWHERE, BEN?"

"Dad! Ciao. What are you doing here?"

Ben recovered from the unexpected appearance of his father at his front door and reached out to accept the offered hug.

"Come in, please."

"Thanks. Am I interrupting? You appear to be on your way out." Antonio noted his son had his long winter coat hanging over his arm.

"I was going to get my car. Why didn't you say anything about the trouble when we spoke?"

Ben closed the door after his father entered and waved him over to a seat at the island counter in his kitchen. After setting aside his coat, Ben followed Antonio into the kitchen.

"We have enough trouble without adding to the pile."

"What trouble? Did something else happen?"

"We'll talk about it later. Now is not the time."

"Would you like a cup of coffee? You look cold."

Ben studied his father for a moment, trying to gauge the seriousness of the new development from his expression. However, his father wasn't giving anything away.

"Yes, please! Hot coffee would hit the spot. The temperature has dropped another fifteen degrees out there."

Antonio rubbed his hands together to warm them while he watched Ben prepare a pot of coffee. The boy didn't need to worry about anything new right now. He wouldn't burden Ben with the news until he had no other choice, so he carefully avoided any talk of the office.

"I heard we're likely to have snow later this evening."

"I don't doubt it. The last weather report I saw mentioned record lows in the next few days. That's one of the reasons I wanted to get my car as soon as I can."

"Then, you need not worry."

Antonio tossed a keyring onto the counter.

"I picked it up for you. Of course, I'll need a ride back to the office."

"Grazie, Dad! I'll be glad to drive you, but you didn't have to do that."

"It gave me an excuse to come by and check on you. You gave me an honest scare!"

"I'm sorry I caused you to worry."

"How are you doing?"

"I'll admit. I definitely needed the sleep! I was so absorbed in the Heritage Park project that I lost track of time. Additionally, I've been fighting the flu for a few days. My fatigue and not eating as I should have finally caught up with me."

"And now?"

"I'm good! Whatever medicine they gave me in the hospital worked wonders, and I have a prescription to take for the next couple of days. I have a lingering cough, but nothing too bad. I feel a lot better."

"Bravo! That's very good."

Antonio accepted a mug from Ben and sipped at the steaming beverage.

"You make coffee like your mother."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"E' delizioso!"

"I'm told the new gal cleared my schedule for the week."

"She did and, before you ask, the answer is no. You aren't coming into the office to do any work."

"You say that as if I might want to be there for another reason."

"I have a meeting with Syd at ten. I thought perhaps you'd like to join me."

"What's the topic?"

"The Heritage Park."

"Are you bringing her to the client presentation?" Ben's sputtering astonishment matched the wide eyes on his face when he looked directly at his father.

"I plan to have Syd there with me. I want to get her up to speed on the project so she won't feel lost."

"Why don't you let me handle the presentation? It's not until Thursday. I'll be perfectly fine by then. Nobody can present my work better than I can. No one knows the details as well as I do because I created them. Please, Dad? Miss. Daniel is new. This could be our largest project to date. It's not fair to throw her, unprepared, into the middle of such an important bid. She needs time to learn the ropes and become accustomed to the way we work. Let me handle this."

"Everything you say is true, and I'd prefer if you made the presentation. Yet, for once, I'd like you to think of yourself over your work. If Doc says you need to take time off, then you'll take it! Besides, Syd can handle herself. It's not as if I've never worked with her. I know what she can do."

"I've never worked with her."

"You'll soon have the privilege."

"I'm not doubting her ability or yours. It's just that I've put so much time and effort into this project. It can be one of our biggest accomplishments if we land it. We've been told the businesses supporting the venture are working toward community improvement; they're looking to bring more jobs to the area and support local residents. It seems like a worthy cause. That must be why Grandpa wanted us to work on it."

"It appears that way, and it may well be why your grandfather has such an interest in it. He has always been passionate about helping friends and neighbors," Antonio considered.

"Grandpa would probably agree with me. I very much want to make this presentation! Per favore, Papa. Possiamo compromesso?"

"Compromise
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