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BRIANA WILDER WATCHED the silver Audi drive by then pull a U-turn before it eased to a stop at the curb in front of where she stood. The radio was blasting “Make You Feel my Love” and the driver’s smirk seemed wider than the situation called for. He was either delighted with himself or he loved lemonade. 

Noah Hutchinson turned the volume down as he eyed the brunette. “Aren’t you a little, uh, tall to be running a lemonade stand, Sunshine?” 

She guessed he could have said a little old. He was nice looking, in a boy-next-door kind of way. She bit back a snarky answer to what she considered a snarky question because he could be a paying customer and she didn’t want to endanger her nieces’ financial future. Maybe if she stared at this guy long enough he’d either spend some money or move on. Or both.

She was a quiet one, not rising to the bait. Not smiling, either. But he wasn’t in a hurry to do his errands and she’d put him in the mood for a little conversation. “When are Tessa and Teagan coming back?”

How did he know her nieces’ names? 

Her frown appeared as she morphed into protective mode and he wondered who she was. “I live up the street.” He gestured over his shoulder toward his house. “I have to hit the ATM. How long will you be here?”

“Thirty-seven minutes and twenty-four seconds.” 

He liked her sassiness. Maybe with some carefully chosen words, he could get her to speak again.

And his smirk was back. She had no idea how long the girls would keep their stand open. They had been so worried they might miss Mr. Hutchinson, who always gave them “lots of money”, that she offered to cover for them while they had their PB&J sandwiches. She’d imagined from the way they talked about the man that he was older, a grandfatherly type. Not thirtyish with a scruffy beard and a cocky attitude. 

“I’ll be back. And you might want to dress down next time. Try to look like you need the money.”

What a comedian. She felt her lip curl and watched him pull another U-turn before zooming off in the direction he’d been headed before he stopped to make a nuisance of himself. Maybe she’d give her nieces twenty dollars to make up for her inability to make a sale. Even from the “lots of money” Mr. Hutchinson, if that’s who he was. 

She looked at her silk coral blouse and black capris. Dress down? Compared to the plaid shirt he was wearing maybe she was dressed up. She heard her nieces’ excited chatter and turned to see them come through the front door of the house and run down the sloped yard toward her, their long blond hair flying out behind them.

“Did anyone stop?” Teagan called out before she’d reached Briana.

“Did Mr. Hutchinson?” Tessa asked.

Briana looked at the hopeful expression on her younger niece’s face. Why mention the smirker in the silver Audi since he probably wouldn’t be back? “I didn’t sell anything. But I’m donating twenty dollars to your stand, as soon as I go inside and get my purse.”

“Mr. Hutchinson didn’t come?” Tessa asked.

“He always buys our lemonade,” Teagan said, glancing up the street, frowning.

Both looked at her, maybe waiting for reassurance the man wouldn’t let them down. “Um... what does Mr. Hutchinson look like?”

“He’s old,” Tessa said. 

Briana wondered what the six-year-old Tessa would consider she was. Maybe it was better not to ask.

“He has a silver car, and he drives fast.”

Teagan’s description was more accurate than Tessa’s if the smirker was Mr. H. himself.

“Mommy said you’re supposed to go in the house and have lunch,” Tessa said. “We’re not supposed to talk too much or the sun will make you too hot. That’s what she said.”

Briana grinned. She glanced up the driveway and saw Jack by the cars with the hose and a bucket. Time for Dad to watch over the girls and their weekend business. 

“I’d better get inside then. Good luck with your sales.”

“I hope Mr. Hutchinson comes.” Teagan looked up the street again, in the direction the Audi had come from earlier.

Briana hoped so, too.
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“WHO’S THE ALMIGHTY Mr. Hutchinson?” Briana took a bite of her chicken salad sandwich as she and Erin sat on the deck in the shade of the patio umbrella. “Mmmm. This is good.” 

“Did he stop?”

“Silver Audi, smart alecky? Knows the girls’ names?”

“I haven’t seen the smart alecky side, but that’s probably him. Did he buy some lemonade?”

“He said he needed to go to the ATM.”

Erin nodded. “That’s what he always tells the girls.”

“Then he doesn’t bother coming back?” What a jerk. She’d have to give the girls an additional twenty.

“He always comes back. I told him to stop giving them so much money, but he says he supports young entrepreneurs. Jack and I are thinking about having a wine stand someday to see what we can get out of him.” Erin grinned.

So he wasn’t a jerk. And he was generous with her nieces.

“This is the last lemonade stand for the year. Maybe forever. They can’t keep taking advantage of Noah.”

“Noah, huh?” Did he look like a Noah? Yes, maybe he did.

“I told him I’d bake him cookies for Christmas every year. He seemed to like the idea.”

And he had good taste in cookies. “I’ll stop talking and eat so we can get going.” 

“I’m going to look for matching nighties for the girls for the Christmas card. It’s too bad they’re still too young to be embarrassed by that.”

She noted her sister’s disappointed expression and laughed. “A few more years and you can embarrass them.” 

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“My sister, mother of the year.” Briana grinned.

“Are you going to be okay shopping today?”

She felt her sister’s eyes on her, and raised hers to meet them. “Absolutely. It will be good for me. You’ll see.”

Erin nodded. “Okay, then. I like having an expert with me, since I hate shopping.”

“How did we come from the same parents?” 

“I know. Hey, Noah’s single, you know.”

Briana met her sister’s glance. “Good for him.”

“Just saying.”

“Thank you, Matilda Matchmaker.”

“They aren’t all losers, you know.”

She knew they weren’t. “Right now, I’m not exactly ready to devote myself to a relationship, and I’m no prize. I’m still working through my issues and I need to get that all straightened out first. Until then, I’m all set.”

“You are too a prize.” Erin covered Brianna’s hand with hers. “When you decide you’re ready, I’ll help fix you up with him.” 

“As I said, I’m all set.” She had no need of a man who drove a nice car, smirked, and was kind to her nieces. No need at all.
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BRIANA GLANCED AROUND the interior of the Bridge restaurant but was unable to look over the high booths to see if anyone was nearby. Although she’d always appreciated the privacy the booths afforded, tonight she wished there was more visibility. Who knew who might be listening? She decided to risk it, and looked across the table at Aubrey Bittner. “I heard from Venzaar.”

Noah took a drink of beer, starting on the Friday night celebration of another week down the tubes, and one more week closer to his pipe dream of heading north to Alaska and becoming a recluse in the frozen tundra. It couldn’t be worse than working at Finestone. The name Venzaar spoken from behind him caught his attention and he sat up straighter in the booth, glancing over his shoulder to see who’d said it, but the seat back was too high. 

“What did they say?” Aubrey asked.

“I have an interview on Friday.”

“That’s great.”

“Miraculous, really.” Briana had worked for seven years at Rabkin’s, a machine parts' manufacturer, first in human resources then the marketing department, and she’d gradually become disenchanted with the place, particularly after the second time she’d been passed over for a promotion. She’d seen the marketing director position at Venzaar advertised almost a week ago and the decision to apply had been easy to make. 

“You’re too critical of yourself.”

Noah anticipated hearing the woman list her faults, imagined or otherwise. He looked at his watch, wondering where Wallace was. When he’d left the office twenty minutes ago, Wallace said he was about to leave. Probably got grabbed by their boss, Norris. Noah gritted his teeth.

“I’m just being realistic. I’ve never been a director, or even a manager, in my life.”

Venzaar? Interview? Director? That added up to the job he was after. Noah wished he could see the woman. If she had no experience, she didn’t stand much of a chance. But she’d snagged an interview. As had he. 

He’d had enough of Norris to last the rest of his life and he wanted out of the sales’ department and Finestone Injection Molding in general. If he didn’t get the job at Venzaar, he’d keep looking. He knew there were plenty of jobs out there, but he wanted Venzaar. He had a feeling about it. Maybe the woman behind him did, too. He turned his head, his ear closer to the back of his booth. 

“Use your assets.” Aubrey raised her eyebrows. “You know what I mean.”

Briana shook her head. “Don’t confuse me with you. These assets aren’t getting me anywhere.”

“Stop that. You’re just afraid to use them.”

“Let’s order.” Use my assets. If she were even half convinced it might work, she’d try it.

Aubrey leaned in and spoke softly. “Sweetie.”

Briana looked at her with a slight smile. She only called her that when she was about to impart wisdom. “Yes, sweetie?”

“Don’t let your past darken your future. You hear me?”

“Yes, Confucius. And I’m not. I’m really not.” It was mostly the truth.

Noah would have liked to get a look at the assets, but he saw Wallace approaching, so taking a quick trip by the other booth was no longer an option. Maybe he’d see the women as they walked by after dinner, and he could size up his competition. And her assets.

Wallace Gillings slid into the booth opposite him, then exhaled as he pushed up his glasses with his index finger.

“Norris?” Noah asked.

“Right. I need a drink.”

Noah leaned over the table and spoke softly. “There’s a woman in the booth behind me going for the job I want.”

Wallace squinted. “How do you know?” 

He used his right hand to make the universal gesture for talking, and Wallace nodded.

“We could denounce the place and get her to change her mind if you’re apprehensive about the competition.”

Good old Wallace. Always ready with a plan. Usually a terrible plan, but always including a word no one else on the planet used.

“I’ll take my chances.” 

“Why are you so anxious to leave? What’s so bad about Finestone?”

He knew Wallace had only been there a year and a half. Maybe not long enough to know the place sucked. Or at least working for Norris did. Maybe Wallace could overlook the backstabbing, but he’d had enough. He’d told him about Claire, but his attitude had been more of the “good riddance” kind. Maybe he should have asked Wallace’s opinion before he and Claire... Well, it didn’t matter anymore. She’d left Finestone soon after she and Norris had hooked up, saving him the trouble of either getting out or having to face her every day. 

“Norris and I need to be separated, and he isn’t going anywhere.” He opened the menu, wanting the biggest steak they had. It had been a long week.

“My mother asked me to thank you again for the living room set,” Wallace said. “She said she loves it.”

Noah waved a hand. “She’s welcome to it.” He hoped he never saw it, or anything like it, for the rest of his life.

“You can always come work with me.” Aubrey eyed Briana hopefully.

“A chocolate factory? Right. That would really build up my assets.” She didn’t know how Aubrey could work so close to candy and be able to resist it.

“I enjoy it. And the perks...” She grinned. “It’s not just about the candy. The people are fun to work with. You can’t inhale chocolate fumes all day and not be in a good mood.”

“I’d rather inhale money fumes at Venzaar. Mingled with the aroma of bye-bye-Rabkin’s.” She saw movement out of the corner of her eye and glanced to her left. “Dinner is served.”

“You and your salads. How is that enough for you?”

“Salad days are winding down, and I’m holding on as long as I can. I’ll be into pot roast and shepherd’s pie soon enough.”

Shepherd’s pie sounded good to Noah. But not tonight. Steak and potatoes with a few green beans were indicated. He needed to stay fueled up for his interview at Venzaar on Thursday. 

Wallace took a drink. “I strongly recommend this hard lemonade. Have you tried it yet?”

“Still like my beer pure.” Lemonade. He had an image of “Auntie Beebee”, as Tessa and Teagan had called her when he’d stopped to make his most recent donation. Auntie Beebee, who was the best babysitter ever because she let them stay up late and eat lots of snacks. He wondered if she were related to Erin or Jack, or neither. They both had blond hair and hers was dark. Could be an honorary aunt.

“We’ve got that sales show in Vegas coming up next month.” Wallace took a bite of meatloaf. 

Steak, ribs, and swordfish at the Bridge, and Wallace orders meatloaf. “I hope to miss it.” For the first time in five years. Noah turned his head slightly, hoping to hear more from the women behind him, but their voices were too low. Other than a few comments about their food, they weren’t speaking much.

“I enjoy the trip. Well, the one time I went, last year.”

Noah could take or leave Vegas. Some of the salesmen looked forward all year to it, but he preferred to avoid the controlled chaos. “Don’t share a room with Bixby. He snores.”

“Thanks for the recommendation. How’s the steak? This meatloaf is quite enjoyable.”

“Great as always.” But it will taste better once I get that director of marketing position.

“That was great.” Briana leaned against the booth. She was only partially full, but that’s all she could expect from lettuce and a little chicken.

“Should we split dessert?” Aubrey asked.

“That’s a joke, right?” She narrowed her eyes at Aubrey. She was headed for the biggest interview of her career, and she needed to feel her best, instead of the way chocolate cake, apple cobbler, or a brownie sundae would make her feel. “You go ahead.”

“I was kidding. I’m full. Now I just want to get home and do nothing.”

“That sounds so good.” She caught their server’s eye and he brought the check. She saw Aubrey reach for her purse and held out a hand. “My turn tonight. You got it last time.”

“Right. Thanks. This was fun. Where do you want to go next time?”

“Your treat, so you decide.”

“I’ll think about it. Maybe here again. I like their wine.”

Briana grinned. “The wine is excellent.” She signed the check and slipped her card into her wallet. “I’ll see you next time. Have a great weekend.” She stood and pointed toward the ladies’ room.

“I’ll see you outside.” Aubrey waved and headed for the door.
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NOAH HEARD THE PARTY breaking up behind him, and waited to see the women. One walked by, blonde, commendable assets, attractive. He waited for the second one but she must have taken the other way out. He wondered if the blonde or the no-show was his competition. 

“Enticing woman,” Wallace said, looking after the blonde.

Enticing. Only Wallace would describe a woman that way.

“Is she the one going for your job?”

Noah shrugged. “I didn’t see. Her interview is Friday.”

“Yours is Thursday?”

“Yeah.”

“You can flabbergast them, and they won’t bother with anyone else.”

“That’s me. A first-rate flabbergaster.” Noah tapped his beer to Wallace’s. 

“Cheers,” Wallace said with a grin.
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BRIANA DROVE SLOWLY past Venzaar after she left Rabkin’s on Thursday. Her recon mission. She saw the parking garage, the impressive building’s front door, and felt ready for tomorrow. Well, after a trip to the store for a new suit she would be. A dress-for-success suit. A suit that shouted director material. It had been a while since she’d allowed herself to buy anything, but this was important. She was going to do her best director impersonation in her new suit and see what happened. If she didn’t get this job, she would keep trying, now that she was in interview mode.

Friday morning, dressed in her interview suit, which had ended up being a dark purple dress she saw on the clearance rack in the pricey department store, she pressed the intercom button by Venzaar’s front doors, introduced herself, and was buzzed in. She sat in the lobby and focused on relaxing while she waited for someone in HR to come for her. When that wasn’t all that helpful, she focused on becoming the new marketing director for Venzaar. 

You can do this. You and your purple dress. You rocked getting in and out of the store with only one thing, and you can rock this interview, too. And remember, you’re one day closer to getting that puppy.

––––––––
[image: ]


WALLACE STEPPED INTO Noah’s office and closed the door. “How did it go yesterday?”

Noah leaned his chair back and put his clasped hands behind his neck, shrugging. “They begged me to work for them for twice what they’d budgeted.”

“When do you find out?” He glanced around. “I really like your office. I’ve coveted it since I started here.”

“It’s yours if I get Venzaar. You want me to put in a good word with Norris?”

Wallace frowned. “Maybe I should handle those negotiations.”

Noah grinned. “Maybe you should.” He sat up. “Next week I should hear.” He had liked the company, liked the interview team, liked the feel of the building, and he wanted the job more than he’d wanted anything in a long time. He only wished they hadn’t been so vague about the details of the day to day operation. He knew they were doing more interviewing today and wondered how his competition, whether she be the blonde or the vanishing woman, would fare. If he had any charitable instincts, he’d left them at home, since he was hoping she didn’t get it. She or anyone else. That job was meant for him. And vice versa. “Plans for the weekend?”

Wallace grimaced. “Another blind date. A friend of my sister’s.”

He had to give the guy credit for trying. Or pity him for succumbing to pressure from his mother and sister. “Good luck. Maybe this one will work out.”
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BRIANA LEFT THE VENZAAR building knowing little more than when she’d gone in. The interview hadn’t gone the way she’d expected, but then so much in life didn’t. She pulled out her phone and texted Aubrey. “Dinner tonight?”

She got a response as she climbed into her car in the parking garage. “Yes. Where?”

Briana had called in sick to do the interview and needed to stay away from the Rabkin’s area and anywhere she might be seen by a colleague. “Thai at my place? I’ll call for delivery.”

“Great. What time?”

“Whenever you get there. I’ll tell you about the interview.”

“See you then.”

“I asked them what a typical day would be like.” Briana set the chicken with cashews and Pad Thai on the table. “But their answers to that were pretty vague.” The more she thought about it, all their answers were vague. “It was like they realized halfway through the interview they didn’t want me but they floundered on until a decent amount of time had passed, then let me go.”

“So you didn’t come out of there with a good feeling about the place?” Aubrey said.

“I liked the place. The people were nice. Relaxed, smiling, as if they had all day to interview me. But a couple of them were giving each other looks I didn’t understand. The woman, Marybeth, was doing most of the looks. I wish I knew what she was getting at.” She shrugged. “I guess it didn’t go well. Maybe I’ll be applying some more this weekend.” It was a discouraging thought.

“That’s too bad, Briana. I wish it had gone better.”

“Me, too. Anyway, I’m starved. Let’s eat.” As she chewed, she thought about one of the men, who the rest of the team addressed as Mr. Vella, while the others had used first names. He was around her father’s age and had spoken very little. He’d watched the others and had watched her, but not so that she felt uncomfortable. Maybe he’d been sizing her up, deciding if she were director material. She would have loved to hear the debriefing after the interview. Or maybe she wouldn’t...
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NOAH’S PHONE VIBRATED during one of Norris’ excruciating sales’ meetings on Monday morning, and when it vibrated again with a voicemail he came close to walking out to go check it. He was already on Norris’ list, so what was one more misdemeanor? 

Back in his office, he closed the door and tapped his screen, listened to the message, and put the phone on his desk. He had a second interview, Friday at ten. Maybe he’d call in sick. Norris wouldn’t like it, but there was little he did like. 
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BRIANA’S PHONE RANG while she was in downtown West River walking back to Rabkin’s after having lunch. Seeing the unfamiliar number, she hoped it was Venzaar, then told herself they’d never call the day after an interview. Would they? She tapped the screen. “Briana Wilder.”

Glancing over her shoulder, she stepped into an alcove in front of a hair salon and pressed her free hand over her ear to block out the traffic noise. The call was brief. Venzaar wanted a second interview. Maybe the four companies she’d sent her resumé to over the weekend would just have to do without her. She smiled for the rest of the walk back to her desk even as she wondered if the answers to her questions at the next interview would be just as vague as the first time. 

But did it matter? Venzaar had to be better than what she was doing now, which was being reminded daily that Rabkin’s had twice promoted others over her. Maybe she should have used her assets and things would have gone differently. And maybe if she had any worth showing off she would have.
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NOAH WALKED TO THE parking garage after the interview more perplexed than the previous time. Today’s discussion had been all about sales. When he tried to steer it toward marketing, and specifically the director’s position, it was steered back to sales. There had only been two of them, “call me Marybeth” and Mr. Vella, who had been as quiet today as he had the week before. Either Noah was wearing them down, or he was still stuck with Norris.
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BRIANA MADE SURE TO tell her boss about her sudden doctor’s appointment in such a way that he wouldn’t ask questions. Maybe she had some assets after all. Or it could have been the face she hoped she’d made while pressing a hand to her abdomen as she stood in his doorway that clinched it. She hadn’t specified exactly when she’d return but she mentioned that with doctors’ appointments, one never knew.

Today’s interview had been about what she’d been responsible for in HR, then Marybeth had touched on her marketing experience. For about ten minutes. Maybe she’d be sending out her resumé again this weekend. She sighed as she walked out to the parking garage.
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MARYBETH MORTELLI EYED Mr. Vella across the conference table. “She has the HR and marketing experience, and he has the sales and set-up experience. I say let’s do it.”

“You haven’t disappointed me yet, Ms. Mortelli. What about the director’s position?”

“Dominic Lincoln from Sales will be perfect.”

He nodded and stood. “Make it happen.”

Marybeth stood, wondering if her finalists would accept positions other than the one they’d interviewed for, and what exactly Mr. Vella would decide their titles would be.
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BRIANA STARED AT HER monitor on Monday morning. A Monday which had been routine until she got the call from Marybeth Mortelli. Briana wasn’t sure how happy she should be feeling, since she was being offered a different position than she’d interviewed for. Marybeth wanted her to come in on Friday so they could discuss it. Whatever “it” was, since she hadn’t given Briana a satisfactory answer when she’d asked what the title and salary were. Having been an administrative assistant for so many years, she wanted a new title. If she wanted to remain an assistant, she wouldn’t have started the job search in the first place. She needed to feel more important and earn a lot more money. Glancing out the window, she wondered what excuse she was going to use this Friday to leave work for the two o’clock meeting.
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NOAH STOOD GAZING OUT his office window, hands in his pockets. He had calls to make, but they could wait. Possibly forever, although he couldn’t be sure after the call he’d just had from Marybeth Mortelli. He hadn’t gotten the director’s job, but they were offering him something else. He just had to show up on Friday to find out what the something else was. Marybeth had been remarkably unhelpful, but he didn’t think it was deliberate. He’d felt she didn’t have the answers to any of his questions. Other than when he should show up. She’d answered that with confidence. 
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BRIANA FACED MARYBETH across the conference table, the memory of her boss’ suspicious look fading from her mind so she could concentrate on what was being presented. She hoped it would be more informative than the call on Monday had been. 

“So, Briana.” Marybeth smiled. “The position we’re offering you will encompass your human resources and marketing experience. As well as other duties, to be determined. It’s a rather, ah, fluid position.”

To be determined. Not to mention fluid. How badly did she want out of Rabkin’s? “What is the job title?” Maybe she was focusing on the wrong thing, but right now she didn’t care.

“Director of Human Resources.” She gave Briana the starting salary.

Director of HR with a salary she’d only ever dreamed about? Who needed the director of marketing job? She could do HR. Had been doing it for years. “I see.” No need for Marybeth to know her mind had just imploded with joy.

“You wouldn’t be working for Venzaar.”

Briana hoped her lip wouldn’t curl. “Not Venzaar?” Of course, it wouldn’t be Venzaar. Just because she’d had to lie for the past three Fridays to get out of work to come to Venzaar didn’t mean she would be working for Venzaar. She exhaled slowly and forced herself to smile.

“It’s a start-up company under the Venzaar umbrella, called Vella,” Marybeth said.

Vella. Perhaps somehow related to Mr. Vella, the silent one. His watchfulness made sense now. “I see. How many people are employed by Vella?” 

“We’re starting with a director of HR, and a director of facilities.”

Two people. A company of two people. “Who would be my immediate supervisor?” Might as well get the pecking order decided.

“The owner. Mr. Vella.”

“Where is Vella located?” She hoped it was on this hemisphere. They wouldn’t be starting a company across the ocean, would they? Either ocean. There had been no mention of relocating.

“That is to be determined.”

Yes, well, this is my future being determined. “How soon do you think you’ll know? I’d hate to accept the position then find out I need to move to Bora Bora.” 

Marybeth laughed, and Briana smiled again. She knew it wasn’t one of her best efforts, but she knew she’d quite probably endangered her position at Rabkin’s and she might possibly have some serious groveling to do to a company that she had come to detest.

“We’re looking within a ten-mile radius of West River.”

Whew. 

“You’ll be working with the new director of facilities to find the location.”

“Could I meet the director of facilities?” What if they didn’t get along? Two people setting up a new company, collaborating on everything from the sound of it, to choosing paint colors to office machines to staffing...

“Are you accepting the position?”

Of course, she couldn’t meet anyone until she accepted. Regardless, people didn’t get to choose who they worked with. Unfortunately. 

“I accept.”

“Welcome to Vella, Briana.”

Welcome to Vella. I am a director of HR. Breathe in, then out. “Thank you.” Her voice had sounded almost normal.

“Will you excuse me for a moment?” Marybeth left the room, closing the door behind her.
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NOAH GAZED AT Mister Vella, first name as yet unknown. The proposal he’d made had surprised Noah but he’d taken it all in and was deciding if he felt like flying by the seat of his pants for the next few years. Or whatever. The salary, once he’d been able to pin the guy down, was acceptable. More than his current salary. And the only boss he’d have was sitting across the table from him.

“How many people are you hiring?”

“After the directors of facilities and human resources, my hiring is finished.”

Noah saw the guy smile and wasn’t sure if he liked the tone of it. Anyway, hiring wouldn’t be his problem. “You’re starting with two people?” He guessed every company had to start somewhere. 

“Are you accepting the position?”

Why not? It could either be a great time or his worst nightmare, and he wouldn’t know until he tried it. “I accept.” He extended a hand across the table.

“Welcome to Vella, Mr. Hutchinson.”

“Thank you, Mr. Vella.”

“If you’ll excuse me.”

Noah watched Vella leave the room and close the door behind him. Moving on up. Director of facilities. He’d have to find, lease, furnish, and set up the new facility, but he was ready for a challenge. At least he didn’t have to do the hiring. The one sticking point was he had no idea what Vella manufactured, since the company’s namesake said it was still being developed.

After a ten-minute wait, during which he’d become increasingly warm, he looked at the windows, hoping to open one for some fresh air. No good. Sensible for the tenth floor, but unfortunate for him. He stepped to the door and opened it, then looked up and down the long hallway. Doors all over the place. All closed. He could hear the murmur of voices, and wondered where Vella was.

He saw the doorknob of the room across the hall turn, then the door opened inward. 

––––––––
[image: ]


BRIANA WONDERED HOW long it was going to take Marybeth to find the director of facilities. The building was huge, she knew that, with twenty stories, according to the elevator buttons. She was tired of looking out the window. Now that she’d accepted, she wanted things to start moving. She went to the door and eyed the handle. Why shouldn’t she open the door if she wanted? The room had gotten stuffy. And she felt as if she was all alone, unable to hear another voice. Where was everybody else? She reached out and twisted the knob. Maybe she’d see someone in the hall and give them a confident, I’m-the-new-director-of-HR smile.

The first person she saw was Noah Hutchinson. 

“Auntie Beebee? How’s the lemonade business?”
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