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        To My Readers

      

      

      A book idea can be born in more ways than you’d think possible.

      I’m elbow-deep in writing my 3-book series about the Berenger Brothers.

      My inspiration for the Berenger Brothers came from a Christmas party. There were three married women who worked with me. I happened to look across the room and the three husbands were standing together. Coincidentally, they all had dark hair and similar coloring. They were laughing and having a great time. Like brothers.

      Brothers! The idea hit me like a brick. Eric, David, Micah. Perfect. I’d use their names for my brothers.

      I had to find a story in there, though. The brothers were probably competitive. The “husbands” all had very different occupations. My characters would not completely understand each other’s career choices. Still not enough for an overarching theme. Hmm, something had to drive them apart and the three-book series would be dedicated to repairing the estrangement and the brothers becoming a family again. Needed more work, but I had a solid start.

      Next, I needed their love interests. They were fun because once I “knew” the brothers’ lives, I could find women who would push buttons and become indispensable to their men. And they would not be afraid to point out when their men are dumb-heads!
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      Micah Berenger strolled along Pier 57, headed for no particular destination. The unpredictable Seattle March weather had decided not to rain today. Wise locals wore raincoats over thick sweaters because no rain now didn’t mean it wouldn’t start before day’s end. To complete his typical weather wardrobe, Micah added his ancient cable knit beanie.

      He'd left his apartment in the middle of working on his latest graphic design project for a repeat client. For the past few months, he’d found his work unacceptable to his standards, and he’d had to get away from it before he threw his monitor across the room. That didn’t mean he accepted it. His work sucked. He didn’t know why, but he had to figure it out. 

      He hated the sensation of helplessness, even though he was well acquainted with it.

      He’d felt it when his father had died.

      He’d felt it when his oldest brother, Eric, had abandoned him for the family business.

      The piss-poor mood also came from following another worthless lead. If Micah found the street artist he’d been looking for, he might get some answers about his recent shitty work. This guy’s art told a story without words. Micah’s did not.

      His irritation escalated when he got a text from his oldest brother. Several months back, Eric had decided that Micah, middle brother David, and he should jump on monthly FaceTime calls. To communicate more and bond.

      What the hell? He’d learned to rely on himself in the ten years since his father died. The three brothers had moved on without being in each other’s way. They were fine on their own except for seeing each other at Christmas and their mother’s birthday. Why change now?

      The text was because he’d missed February’s call. He’d been working, so he’d skipped the brother bonding. Eric hadn’t gone off on him. Just texted he’d send the March date. Micah couldn’t help but think Cassidy, Eric’s chill fiancée, had influenced him. She was good people in Micah’s opinion. That didn’t mean he had to get touchy-feely with his brothers.

      Just ahead, a trio of people stood, parents and their kid, clustered in a semicircle. He watched as the mother laughed at something the man said before he put his arm around the boy and pulled him close. Micah’s throat tightened at the loving tableau. Unexpected emotions and memories threatened to swamp him. He shut them down, releasing a decisive breath.

      As he drew closer, the mother shifted, and he saw a little girl seated on a stool in front of an artist at an easel. His trained eye spotted the feminine shape under baggy clothing. She was drawing a caricature of the girl, using bold, slashing strokes to form the outline. The artist wore a wide-brimmed hat for protection from sun or rain, and a multi-colored raincoat that defied even his expert eye for design.

      But the woman could draw.

      Micah normally passed by street vendors without stopping, but this work was fascinating. The subject’s face emerged on the paper, each pass of the pencil capturing more of the essence of a child’s joy and innocence. He’d seen caricaturists emphasize facial features until the final picture illustrated nothing more than an over-the-top cartoon. This was different.

      She’d blended traditional caricature standards into a unique design form.

      He needed to talk with her about her process.

      She finished the drawing and sent the satisfied family on its way. The artist looked up when his shadow covered her sketchpad.

      Her hair was pink. Not a girly pastel pink. An incandescent, fierce, in-your-face fuchsia pink. Startling in its color saturation. Bold like her strokes across the page.

      Brilliant blue eyes looked into his. “Fifty dollars. Have a seat.”

      Wordless, a state he rarely found himself in, he took his place in front of her, opened his wallet, and peeled off the bills.

      “What’s your name?” Her eyes lasered over his face, as if trying to sketch him in her mind first.

      “Micah.”

      “Hey, Micah. I’m Lexi.”

      “Your hair,” he blurted before his filtering mechanism kicked in.

      “Oh, yes, pink.” A charming dimple on the right side of her face emerged when she smiled. “I’m over it. I’ll change it in the next couple of weeks.”

      The social graces his mother had taught him surfaced. “Sorry to speak out of line. It was unexpected, but I like it.”

      “No worries. I’d rather someone say what they thought right away.” She fingered her supplies. “I’m trying to decide whether to use vine charcoal or colored chalk. Any preference?”

      Lexi had used chalk pastels on the girl’s picture. Micah wanted to see what she could do with other media. “How about charcoal?”

      “Great choice for contrast.” She busied herself setting out several sizes and shades of charcoal before starting.

      “Is it okay to talk while you’re working?”

      “I prefer it. My subject’s face is more animated and I get a feel for structure and depth.”

      She knew her stuff. “How long have you been doing this?”

      “Seven years here, but I started coloring as a kid. Except I wanted to make my own pictures rather than use coloring books.” As she spoke, her hand moved at what seemed like the speed of light sketching out her vision of him.

      “You must know many people in the district.” Maybe she was the key to finding the street art creator he’d been looking for.

      “I guess you can say I’ve found my tribe.” Her concentration showed in the way her eyes focused on her drawing. She spared only moments to look at him, as if to find an interesting angle before slashing more strokes across the page. “What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Who’s in your tribe?” Her dimple flashed.

      “Two brothers and a mother. They don’t live here.” He shrugged. “I like my space.”

      “The final frontier?” She put down her slate pencil, picked up a square of cloth and wiped her fingers. “You must have friends here to hang out with. Tribes don’t have to be relatives.”

      “I’m a graphic designer. Busy. I don’t have time to hang out much. Nature of the beast.”

      “Too easy. I would make time if it’s that important.”

      His stomach twisted. She had the art of bluntness down, that was clear. “No mystery. Just a guy who lives his life the way he wants.” Uncomfortable with the conversation getting personal, he asked, “Do you know the person covering the graffiti in town?”

      “I’ve seen the work.” Lexi selected another charcoal. “This is a 4B stick. Darker and softer lines. I like the contrast with the 3H.”

      He persisted, “I’m coming up blank with tracking him down.”

      “Why would you want to meet him? Word is he wants to remain anonymous.”

      “Since you’re familiar with his walls, you must know they’re creative masterpieces of technique, emotion, and color. I have my reasons, and I’d like to work together.”

      “All done.” She put down the charcoal, selected a moss green pastel, and swept color across the page. After putting down the chalk, she looked at the drawing, nodded, and picked up a spray can.

      Micah read the label. “Hair spray?”

      “Works just as well as the art adhesive spray and is hella cheaper.” She sprayed the artwork, ripped the sketch from the pad, and handed it to him. “Here you go. I decided a pop of color in your knit cap strengthened the piece.”

      The drawing reflected his features, but showed more than he wanted. Especially the emotions he kept hidden. Lexi had drawn haunted eyes. Sad eyes. Lonely eyes.

      “I don’t think⁠—”

      “I draw what I see. Take it or leave it, but it’s still fifty dollars.” She began putting her supplies in a black leather satchel big enough to hold her sketchpad. Folding up the easel, she threaded it through two loops on the side of the bag.

      “It’s good,” he said. “Not sure about the expression, but I want it.”

      “Thanks. I have to get to my job.” She positioned the satchel over her shoulder and turned.

      “Wait.”

      She stopped, pivoted.

      “Could you introduce me to some of your friends? They might have information about my guy.”

      “I have to go. My shift at Starbucks starts in an hour.”

      “How can I reach you? I can throw a rock in Seattle and hit one. One of the ‘perks’ of being a local.”

      The dimple flashed. “Nice pun. But you’re a rando-guy who walked up and started talking. You might be a serial killer. Why should I give you my personal information?”

      “Google me.” Micah passed her his business card.

      A few keystrokes on her cell, and she looked at him. “Okay, not a serial killer. It’s the 1st and Pike Street Starbucks.”

      “Take some time to decide about helping. I’ll stop by later for coffee and we’ll talk.”

      She stared at him for a minute. “Suit yourself.” With a wave, she left.

      Micah stared at the drawing. Fought the urge to tear it up, no matter how good it was. He didn’t like what she’d shown him. As an artist himself, he couldn’t destroy her work.

      Even if it brought up emotions he’d rather not feel.
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      He was an idiot.

      Micah didn’t go to the coffee shop to see Lexi. He told himself it was because she needed more time to think about letting a stranger she’d met on the wharf into her life. That excuse lasted almost three minutes.

      It was because of the drawing. Her perception of his conflicted emotions confused him. He wasn’t some pitiful loser without family or close friends.

      A life that suited him. That’s what he had, damn it.

      She’d gotten into his head. Better he stayed away. That decision lasted a few hours until he admitted he needed her help. He went to Starbucks the next day. The barista told him it was Lexi’s day off. He didn’t dare ask for a number and be tagged as a stalker, so Micah left with no clue about how to find her. He walked up and down the wharf for an hour, but she wasn’t anywhere.

      He was an idiot.
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        * * *

      

      She’d dodged that bullet.

      When he’d shown up, she’d been excited to have him as a subject. Micah had a coiled tension in his movements that she’d wanted to transfer to paper. Thick dark hair covered with a green knit cap. Add in a firm jaw and cheekbones that looked sculpted in Carrera marble.

      And his eyes. A color of melting milk chocolate that made her want to swim in them. But underneath that warm color, she’d seen a sadness—or perhaps a need. She’d had no choice but to draw the picture as she saw him.

      And then he’d mentioned the art work. Holy schnikeys, not what she’d expected.

      Lexi Carter’s freak out upon learning this guy was looking for the graffiti artist lasted only a moment. She’d had to think fast and pretend only minimal interest in their conversation about the mystery artist. She’d decided it would be a smart idea to lead him astray and preserve her anonymity. Easier to do if she were the person directing the search.

      Still, it wouldn’t have been a good idea to accept instantly, so she’d put him off. When he hadn’t shown up at the coffee shop, she’d been relieved. Secret intact, she could keep doing what she had to without interference. When she was working on a wall, covering up the ugliness with beauty on such a giant canvas, she felt free to express herself. As long as the city didn’t provide resources to cover the graffiti, she would.

      There were obvious downsides to the extracurricular activity. Aside from the fact she made no money from it and supplies were costly, it was illegal. It didn’t matter that she was covering up graffiti to make to improve the city. Keeping this secret weighed on her and she worried about getting caught. She had her arts community to confide in, but she wouldn’t involve them in something that was considered a crime.

      Her art celebrated nature, humanity, and the joy of living. Passersby who stopped and expressed appreciation of her murals, both silently and vocally, warmed her heart.

      But it was still illegal.

      Lexi pulled into The Capital Grille thirty minutes before her shift started. She’d have time for soup to tide her over until her meal break. She enjoyed waitressing… and not just for the free meal. She met a lot of people and she took pride in doing a good job. Most of the time, serving a meal to customers made everybody happy. She’d also met her current roommate here and having someone help with rent was mandatory, given the cost of living in Seattle.

      She hung her coat in the employee breakroom.

      Jenny, from the day shift, came in. “Whew. I’m ready for sweats and vegging on the sofa when I get home.”

      “How was it today?” Lexi asked.

      “Average. Tips were good.” She took her coat from the hooks on the wall.

      “I need a busy night. Rent’s due in a couple of weeks.”
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      After a brief wait, the host seated Micah and his brother, and handed them menus. David had flown in for a couple of days.

      Micah had opened his apartment door to find his brother standing there, backpack slung over his shoulder, a goofy grin on his face. “David?”

      “Baby brother.” David swooped in for a bear hug.

      Micah returned the gesture and couldn’t keep a huge smile from breaking through. “I’m surprised to see you.”

      “Murphy has a shoot in Oregon, and it was a short hop for me to visit until she’s finished. We’ll meet at the airport and fly home.”

      Micah didn’t know how to feel about the visit. It was strange because it wasn’t a typical occurrence. It appeared that David had jumped on Eric’s brother-bonding train. “Sounds like things are going well with you two.”

      “Better than that. I don’t know how I lucked out with a woman like Murphy.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Funny. How about you?”

      “I don’t need that complication in my life.” He hid his involuntary shudder at the thought. David’s happiness didn’t need Micah’s pessimistic viewpoint.

      “Yeah, well, that was my line before I met Murphy.” David shook his head. “I predict you’ll fall hard when it happens. Might not be soon, but it will happen.” He frowned. “I want that for you. I’m sure Eric does as well.”

       “I’m not some basket case needing to be loved.”

      His brother held up his hands in surrender. “Point taken. Just want the best for you.”

      “What do you feel like eating?”

      “I’m a Colorado guy.” David scanned the menu. “Steak works for me.”

      The waitress approached. “Hello, would you like drinks to—” She stopped in mid-sentence.

      Micah looked up. “It’s you.” He didn’t believe in fate, but this seemed like too much of a coincidence, given the number of restaurants in Seattle.

      “Hi, Micah.” She looked as surprised as he felt.

      “David, what are you drinking?” asked Micah.

      “I’ll have an amber ale.”

      “Same. Thanks.” He didn’t care what he got. Wrapping his head around Lexi’s presence at this restaurant robbed him of conscious thought at the moment.

      “I’ll be right back,” Lexi said.

      Still stunned, Micah watched as she left.

      “Well?” David drawled.

      “What?”

      “Please. You haven’t been able to hide your feelings since you were a kid.” An annoying half-grin. “Something’s up. Spill it.”

      Before Micah could respond, Lexi came back with their beers and they ordered their meal.

      “I met her a couple of days ago.” Micah felt compelled to add, “Nothing personal. She’s an artist and I’ve asked her to help me find street art dude.”

      “That same guy you were looking for at Christmas? Why are you so bent on finding him?” David’s puzzled expression showed he thought Micah was obsessing.

      Brother bonding or not, Micah refused to share his frustration with his graphic designs. “His art is different in technique and style. I might be able to incorporate that type of expression in my work.” He took a pull on his beer. “But I won’t try to copy it. I want buy-in from the original artist. I think it could be a profitable collaboration.”

      “Sounds that’s great.”

      Even though he hadn
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