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        To My Readers

      

      

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

      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 over‐ arching 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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      “Mr. Berenger, I have a proposition for you.”

      Not another one. Eric looked at his watch. Damn. I don’t have time for this. Comes with the territory, though. He dredged up his patience, pasted on a polite smile and turned to face the woman who’d interrupted a perfectly good, albeit not exciting, San Francisco Chamber of Commerce June luncheon.

      Definitely unexpected. Striking gray eyes, smoky lashes. Not that her physical traits would affect his business sense. It never had. It never would.

      “I enjoyed your presentation. I’m Cassidy Nolan.” She handed him her card.

      
        
        Digital & Social Media Marketing

        C.R. Nolan

      

      

      He usually remembered networked contacts, so he knew he hadn’t met her. “Thank you, Ms. Nolan.”

      She smiled. Generous mouth. They shook and she released his hand first. Firm grip, all business. Good. When he turned her down, she’d understand it was nothing personal.

      “Do you have a few moments?”

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Nolan. I have an appointment in thirty minutes.” Eric withdrew a case from his suit pocket and took out his business card. “We’ve already allotted funding for this period.” He handed her his card. “Maybe next quarter. Nice to meet you.” He stepped around her.

      “You need me.”

      He stopped and noticed for the first time they were eye to eye. She was a tall woman and the heels she wore had made up the couple of inches difference in their heights.

      Her eyes were not just gray, as he’d first thought. They had a hint of blue and her inky lashes framed them flawlessly. “Pardon me?”

      A light pink swept across her cheeks. “You’re making a mistake if you pass on this opportunity. Digital communication provides needed access for businesses from start-ups to established entities to succeed. If you invest in DSM, Berenger & Associates will see a sizable ROI within the next quarter.”

      Interesting. He hesitated an instant, and made up his mind. “I don’t make mistakes.”

      “Then prove me wrong.” She smiled and he couldn’t help but return it. “I’ll take you to your meeting.”

      “I brought my car. It’s in the Chamber lot.” Aside from the interesting turn the conversation had taken, he’d see how far she’d go with this.

      “No worries. I’ll catch the BART back and pick up my car later.” She paused and her expressive eyes searched his. “It’ll be an adventure.”

      Adventure. Since he’d taken over running Berenger and Associates, he’d had little opportunity to do anything just for the hell of it. Safeguarding his younger brothers’ financial security colored every decision. He’d ensure the family legacy, and let his younger brothers to enjoy their freedom from the burden.

      Who had time for adventures? The responsible venture capitalist in him knew he should refuse, but the man who wanted a momentary escape from his stagnant life couldn’t turn her down. Why should he? They’d met at an invitation-only event for Chamber Elite members, which meant she had credentials in the San Francisco business community.

      He wanted to know more about her. He liked her assertiveness. She had a passion for her company. Passion he’d once had for Berenger’s. He pulled out his keys. “Gray metallic BMW i8.”

      “Smart choice in a hybrid.”

      “Thanks.” He dropped the keys into her hand. “Pull the plug from the charging station and I’ll meet you outside.”

      She hesitated long enough that he knew he’d surprised her, then said, “I don’t suppose there could be two cars of the same model?”

      “Parking space is B-37.”

      She smiled. “You’re a firstborn.”

      “How did you—what’s funny about that?”

      “See you in five minutes.” With a light laugh, she left.

      He watched as she walked away and the incongruity of his impulsive acceptance of offering to let her drive his car hit him. “What the hell are you doing, Berenger?”

      She stopped at the coat tree in the luncheon anteroom, retrieved a dark green coat, cinched it at her waist, and walked out. She strode easily, her glossy black hair swinging about her shoulders as she navigated through the double-glass doors.

      “Cassidy Nolan.” He tried the name out loud to hear the sound of it.

      Attraction sparked in him. Sure, she was beautiful, but her intelligence intrigued him as much as her looks. She surprised him, which in turn notched up his curiosity. More than anything had in a long time. But don’t let it interfere with business, Berenger.

      He picked up his trench and went out to the sidewalk by the lot exit. He’d still make his meeting, and in this case, enjoy listening to whatever she proposed to improve his business.

      His cell rang. “Happy Birthday, bro. I’d say I wish I was there, but we both know that’s not true.”

      “David, down off the mountain, are you?” Eric Berenger looked at the parking lot exit before saying, “Thanks, but it’s just another day at the office.” David had surprised him. They weren’t in contact often. He regretted their distance, but didn’t know how to bridge it.

      “I’m surprised you answered. And you know I have a cabin. I don’t sleep in the trees. Haven’t lost your sarcasm. Good to know.”

      “What the hell are you up to?” Eric scrubbed his hand over his face.

      David let out a roar of laughter. “Damn, just saying happy birthday.”

      “Thanks. Hey, I have to go or I’ll be late for an appointment.”

      “Not surprised. How about leaving thirty minutes early? That would be a birthday celebration to you.”

      “Bite me.”

      “Did that when I was little. Nasty. Bye.”

      Eric pushed end on his phone as Ms. Nolan pulled up to the curb and opened the driver’s door to get out. He put his hands on the edge of the door and leaned down. “You can drive.”

      She waited before answering. “I thought you were taking a chance letting me pick it up in the lot. You trust me?”

      “Why not? Are you planning to wreck it?”

      “I’m the best driver I know,” she said and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Get in.”

      He slid in and buckled his seat belt. “I’ll program the GPS.”

      “That’s no fun. Let’s try it the old-fashioned way.” The sparkle in her eyes drew him in.

      “You’re in the driver’s seat. 3160 Mission.”

      She smiled coolly as she steered the BMW onto Montgomery Street. “Warehouses, right? Investment?”

      He smothered a grin. A guy had to like her economy in conversation. “More of an exploratory meeting. I didn’t mislead you. We have plans for most of our funding for this quarter.”

      “We should speak about—” A car pulled out in front of them, cutting off her reply as she focused on the road.

      The interruption suited him. He wanted to talk to her, but on his terms. “Any new investment would have to prove an opportunity I couldn’t refuse.” He looked out the window. “Could I get your opinion on this one?”

      Her hands tightened on the wheel, then relaxed. “What’s the company?” She handled the sedan with ease, changing lanes and maneuvering it in traffic. For the first time behind the European car’s wheel, she was an excellent driver.

      “Sleepz-A-Round,” he deadpanned.

      That got him a look. “Funny.” She smiled as if the joke was on her. “Is that really the name?”

      He saluted with two fingers to his temple. “Scout’s honor. It’s the guy’s dream to make round beds.”

      “Hence, Sleepz-A-Round.” She took the freeway exit and merged onto I-80 W. “But why?”

      He looked out the window. “I’ve never taken this route to Mission Street. Isn’t it out of the way?”

      “Eighth of a mile shorter,” she responded. “And we avoid city traffic.”

      She cared about efficiency and cutting drive time. A trait they shared. Where has this woman been all my life?

      “He and his wife booked one of those anniversary-themed hotels. The suite had a round bed. He’s not a big guy, but his feet hung over and drove him crazy all night. He decided he could find a way to build one that fits all sizes.”

      “Not everyone has large enough bedrooms for a big bed with no corners.”

      He liked watching her. Her movements, the way she worried her bottom lip when she concentrated. That bottom lip. Damn, he was enjoying everything about this excursion. “Ah, that’s why I’m going. He says he has a revolutionary design that will make the bed fit any room. ‘It will bring romance back into a marriage,’ he says.”

      “If a round bed were all it took, the divorce rate would plummet.” She chuckled. “Good luck to him.”

      Cassidy drove up in front of a small warehouse, its corrugated metal siding emblazoned with a huge round bed painted fire engine red with the scripted graphics “Sleepz-A-Round” in gold.

      She unclamped her seat belt and turned to him. “Safe and sound.”

      “I enjoyed the ride.”

      They got out and walked around to the front of the car. “Your keys.” She tossed them to him, leaned against the hood, and crossed her arms. She looked at him and her eyes darkened with disappointment. “I didn’t get to tell you about my plans.”

      He’d been an ass. Had cut off her attempts to talk about her proposal. “Let’s set up another meeting. Deal?”

      “Deal.” She pushed away from the car.

      “Want to see the bed? Like I said, I could use another opinion.” Say yes. I’ll make it up to you.

      She checked her phone and he recognized his own actions. He also realized he didn’t like her using a busy schedule as an excuse to ditch him. Karma’s a bitch.

      “Mm, that won’t work for me. I have meetings.” She shook her head. “Now you have your appointment and I have a business to get back to.” She held up her hand when he started to talk. “It’s my fault. My goal was to talk about my business.” She shrugged. “I don’t usually let myself get sidetracked.” She slanted a glance at him.

      “I’ve got a few minutes.” He forced himself to avoid looking at his watch. He didn’t like being late, but he also didn’t want her to leave without agreeing to a meeting.

      “I couldn’t do my plan justice. You have my card. Call me when—”

      “No, let’s set something up now.” He pulled out his cell and checked his week. Damn. He made his decision. “Can you meet tomorrow at noon?” He usually ate at his desk anyway—when he bothered with lunch.

      She pulled out her phone and stared at it, frowning in concentration. “Noon won’t work. I have a client meeting. How about one o’clock?”

      He shook his head. “No go. Three?”

      “Hmm. Three-fifteen and it’s a deal.”

      Relief flooded through him and he felt he’d just gotten through a cutthroat negotiation with concessions on both sides. “Good. You’re sure you don’t want to wait until I can drive you back?”

      “Positive. The 24th Street Station is only a couple of blocks; it’s a nice June afternoon and the BART will be there in fifteen minutes.” She held out her hand. “At least, I estimated that timing correctly.”

      He wished a traffic jam had held them up. If she’d missed the BART, she would have been with him longer.  “Until tomorrow.”

      “You won’t be sorry, Mr. Berenger.” She turned and started for the corner at a brisk pace.

      “Wait.”

      She paused.

      “It’s Eric.”

      “Okay. Cassidy, then.” She continued down the block.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t get you to stay,” he muttered. He still had the sensation that he shouldn’t let her get away. Damn.
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      The soft ping of the elevator reaching the top floor of the office building caused Cassidy’s pulse to race. Eric Berenger. Hard to believe he’d insisted on an appointment the day after she’d cornered him.

      She pushed down the niggling disappointment that he hadn’t recognized her. High school was twelve years in the past. She knew it was ridiculous to hope for him to remember. And she didn’t want him to know who she was. Reliving that particular incident was not in her best interests. This was it. Her chance. She wouldn’t let a crazy night of mind-blowing kisses following a winning championship football game ruin it.

      Besides, she’d only nursed her misguided crush for the rest of her sophomore year. He’d graduated, and she’d all but forgotten the whole thing until she’d started looking for investors and his company rose to the top of her list.

      The doors swooshed open and she stepped onto the thick charcoal gray carpet. Taking a deep breath to control her nerves, she walked to the end of the hall.

      The sign on the door, “Berenger & Associates,” ratcheted up her heart rate again. She’d risked antagonizing Eric Berenger by insisting he needed her company, but she’d had a feeling stronger measures were necessary to get his attention. It was up to her to sell him on her value. She had to if she wanted to expand her business.

      Cassidy pushed through the door and presented herself to the front desk receptionist, who checked her name against a list on the desk.

      “One minute, Ms. Nolan,” she said. Pressing a button on the phone, she spoke into her headset mic.

      A door opened across the lobby and he walked out to meet her. “Cassidy.”

      Eric looked as imposing as when she’d accosted him after the luncheon. Probably because he was in his element. Designer suit, of course, and it fit well. Same warm brown eyes, tall, wide shoulders, narrow waist…she slammed the brakes on her appraisal.

      Not here for that, Cass. She could play the game as well as anyone. She walked toward him. “Hello.”

      They shook hands. “Please come in.”

      He held the door open as she entered his office. Cassidy couldn’t help but notice the subtle scent of his cologne. Sandalwood. Her favorite. It was as if the fates were determined to make her remember every detail of their shared past whether she wanted to or not.

      He directed her to the side chair and took his seat behind the desk.

      Her practiced eye took in the sleek gray graphite desktop, burnished steel legs with a black leather inbox, pencil holder and accessories, two-drawer lateral credenza, also gray graphite.

      Odd. He had a vintage mantel clock. It was in mahogany, which didn’t fit with the other uber-modern furnishings. The clock face was scratched and the wood finish showed signs of wear.

      By the clock, a replica of the badger—their high school mascot. She schooled her features to a neutral expression. It wouldn’t do to act as if she were familiar with it.

      He cleared his throat.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Professional habit. I study every office for images that would work for digital marketing. It’s so automatic I don’t even realize it.” She smiled and shrugged.

      “Hmm. And what do you see?” He looked around the office. “Does my office pass?

      “It does. I also learned some things about you. Everything has a use and a place. You like order.”

      “I do. But you could say that about every business owner.”

      She laughed. “Not really. I’ve signed with workaholic disorganized CEOs as well as…”

      “Uptight control freaks?”

      She felt her cheeks heat. “I would never say that.”

      He smiled for the first time. In that instant, he went from imposing to approachable. More like the star wide receiver who’d made more catches for touchdowns than any player in the history of the high school. A record that stood untouched.

      “My younger brother, David, would. Anything else?”

      “I found one thing surprising.” She looked back at the clock. “The mantel clock seems an odd choice given your other furniture.”

      Eric walked over to the credenza. He put out his hand. Touched the cracked glass face. “It’s personal, if you don’t mind.”

      Something in his tone spoke of pain. No. Of sorrow. “Of course.” An awkward silence followed.

      “Shall we get started?”

      “Absolutely.” Cassidy snapped open the latches on her briefcase and withdrew her prospectus and five-year financial forecast.
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      “In closing, I’d like to assure you I’ve built Digital & Social Media Marketing from scratch. I’m good at what I do and we can both make money on my proposal if you invest in my business.” She sat back in her chair. She felt good about it. He’d listened and asked smart questions. Fortunately, she’d been able to answer every one of them.

      Eric straightened the documents she’d been presenting for the past hour. “You’ve done well in the past five years, but expansion carries risk.” He looked at her. “Why do you want to expand?”

      Cassidy gathered her copy of the presentation and deposited it in her briefcase. She snapped it closed. “It’s time. I’ve been careful with my bottom line. I didn’t overextend the business at the first sign of profit.”

      She rose, unable to contain the energy that surged through her whenever discussing DSM. “My vision includes securing office space, and hiring more staff as necessary to give my clients the very best digital marketing for their money.” Placing her hands on the desk in front of her, she leaned forward and pointed to the prospectus he held. “I can do this.”

      He stood. “I think you’ll find we make excellent partners.”

      Only by sheer willpower was Cassidy able to avoid jumping up and down and cheering. She had told herself she’d look for other investors if this proposal had fallen through, but she’d wanted the best. And now she had him.

      It.

      His company.

      She held out her hand. “Thank you. You won’t regret it.”

      He clasped her hand. “There are a few conditions.”

      Cassidy felt the warmth of his grip travel up her arm. What the heck? After all these years, his touch could still affect her. The unsettling thought zinged through her before she replayed his words in her mind. She would not recount a memory from high school, however pleasurable. Conditions? Certainly not more than basic investment agreements held. “I’m listening.” She withdrew her hand. She could work with him if her success depended on it.

      “I have a quick phone call to make before we nail down the particulars. Would you mind stepping out for a few minutes? I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

      “Of course. I’ll get some coffee.” What did he have up his sleeve?

      As soon as she left, Eric placed the call.

      “Eric, what’s wrong?” David sounded out of breath.

      “Nothing. What are you doing?”

      “Chopping wood. We just spoke—which was twice as much as usual since it’s not Christmas. What’s up?”

      Eric didn’t reply. In his line of work, anything could be negotiated. “I want to go away on a series of business trips with a new company we’ve invested in.”

      “Okay. And you’re telling me why?”

      “We have several other companies in which the Board has invested and then there are the expansions we may seed. I can’t afford a slowdown while I’m out of the office.” He paused. “I might consider it if I had someone to fill in while I was gone.”

      “You want my permission, bro?” David’s rumbling laugh came through loud and clear.

      “I want you to come here, little brother.”

      Another roar of laughter. “Only if you want the place to go up in flames. Good joke, though.”

      “I’m serious. I want you here. Our CFO will help. I’ll prep our current contracts. As partner, you have signatory rights.” He paused. “I’m asking you for a favor. It doesn’t come easy for me.”

      “You think I don’t know what you gave up for Micah and me?” David asked. “Neither one of us could afford to do the jobs we loved without the quarterly income we get from the company. A business you kept going and made thrive.”

      “Will you help?”

      “What about Ridgeview? We’re getting ready for the summer season.”

      “I know that.” Did David think he didn’t pay attention? “Can you give me two weeks starting the week after next? You’d be headed for your mountains by the end of the month.”

      “Then you’ll be back?”

      Might as well tell him all of it up front. “No. I’ll be going on several other junkets, but as long as our paperwork is completed by you, the staff can handle the day-to-day the rest of the time.”

      “I’ll talk to Rachelle. See if she’ll have enough of our crew to get started. But I won’t call this a favor. It’s for you and our family. I need to take care of a few things before I can get away.”

      “Don’t worry. We’re still arranging our itinerary.” This time, Eric let his satisfaction show in his voice. He ended the call and opened his office door. “Thanks for waiting.”
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      Coffee in hand, Cassidy rose from the reception room chair and joined him. She’d had time—too much time—to wonder what the phone call had to do with her negotiations. She had a feeling she’d have to be on her toes for whatever came next. She was not a fan of the unknown. A holdover from when her family had bounced around the world every time her father had gotten new orders. Every place they’d lived in had changes in weather, food, schools, and friends. She liked the stability she’d built in her life since she’d been on her own.

      “Let’s sit at the table. Since we’re going to be partners, we might as well be comfortable.”

      The conference table held six, so they sat at one end. Eric had a tablet in front of him for notes.

      “I have an unrelated question.” Cassidy tapped the table. “Your office has a contemporary design and furniture. Except for the clock and this table. It’s a nice wood, but scratches easily. It’s very distinct from its surroundings.”

      “Mom and Dad loved mahogany. Their bedroom set and the dining room table were in mahogany.” Eric stroked the sleek reddish-brown finish. “As a kid, my job was to polish the furniture with Olde English polish to take out any scratches.”

      Cassidy watched his hand moving over the table surface and imagined a little boy with dark eyes and chocolate brown hair diligently doing his chore. “I understand. Some of my best memories about my childhood are the simplest ones.”

      “I loved that job.”

      “And do you keep furniture polish in your desk drawer?”

      “If you’re interested, I can show you.” His smile bordered on embarrassed.

      She laughed. “I’ll take a rain check.”

      They began to review the investment documents. Most of the language read like the basic agreements Cassidy had found while researching venture capitalist plans. Except for one requirement.

      She looked up from the papers. “10-A?”

      Eric didn’t reply right away. “I go with you on the trips. I have contacts that will give you appointments faster than cold calling.”

      “Point taken, but most VCs have nothing to do with the day-to-day operations of their investments.” She paused. “Is that standard in Berenger & Associates?”

      “No, but I think I can help. I won’t get in your way when you pitch.”

      “Can you leave the office for two months?” She’d never expected this development. What should she do? Eric’s presence when she presented her company wasn’t in the plan. She considered herself a solo act.

      And besides, this was Eric.

      The guy she’d had a crush on until he’d graduated and left her small world. The guy who’d kissed her senseless at an after-game party. The guy she’d never talked to again after that night. Seeing him yesterday had brought back the humiliation. How would she handle it if they traveled together?

      She shook off her discomfort. She was a professional and she could manage any situation for the good of her business.

      “I’ll be honest with you. After the luncheon, I looked up your business and called a few mutual business acquaintances. I liked your work and got the idea of going with you. I’ve been clearing my schedule.”

      “So I didn’t have to waste the last hour on a dog-and-pony show? You’d already made up your mind?” She frowned, not liking the feeling she’d wasted time on her presentation.

      “I can tell you’re… irritated.” He put down his pen. “I’m sorry, but I hadn’t completely decided. As I said, we had already lined up the investments for this quarter. I have a discretionary fund held back for prime projects. Had you not presented solid details and forecasts, I would’ve declined to invest. But from what I learned, I figured you’d done your homework and I was right. It was a great presentation.”

      “I don’t know.” She leaned back in her chair. “I have to think about this. I didn’t plan on having company.”

      “I understand. I’ve blindsided you.” He looked at her. “How long do you need?”

      She studied his face. He was right about knowing more contacts. It was one reason she needed his investment. She had to think about her business.

      She picked up her pen, drew the first sheath of papers towards her and signed the line above her typed name. “I’ve decided.” She worked through the rest of the pages, signing where indicated, and then pushed the documents over to him. He followed suit and signed first one set of originals, then the next.

      When he finished, Cassidy took her set of the agreement. Eric breathed out an exaggerated whoosh. “I don’t mind telling you I’m glad the paperwork is done. I want to do this.”

      She smiled in her most professional way. “It’s a win for both of us.”
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      “I’ve got L.A. lined up.”

      Seated by Eric’s desk, Cassidy looked up from studying his proposed itinerary. “We haven’t agreed on the schedule.” His statement was the first red flag in the three weeks they’d been strategizing about their campaign, they had agreed on most components. She leaned back in the chair at Eric’s desk.

      “I’ve contacted the VP for Finance at MegaDyne, a leading IT consulting and software company. The law firm I use here has offices in L.A., so I set up a meeting with them, too.” Eric paced the room, stopping in front of his office window. “We’ll arrange the trip around their availability. If you sign them, DSM will have a good start on expansion.”

      Major red flag. “Let’s slow down. We haven’t talked about which companies to approach. I need to know more about them.”

      “No, you don’t. Trust me, I know them. Let me handle it.” He looked out at the view of the street.

      That tears it! Cassidy stood. “This will not work.”

      “It’s a great schedule. I’ll take care of it.”

      When she didn’t reply, Eric turned to face her. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m rethinking this trip,” she said and waved the itinerary.

      “This junket was your idea.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned against the window.

      “I’d still go.” She walked over to him. “But it might be better if I make the presentation alone.”

      His mouth tightened before he took a breath. “Listen—”

      She held up her hand. “Wait until I finish, please.”

      “Okay, shoot.” He pushed away from the tempered glass and sat at his desk.

      Cassidy returned to her seat and gathered her thoughts. How to explain without losing his support and his investment? She needed Berenger & Associates. “I started my business five years ago with one phone line in my home office, some college contacts, and a plan.”

      He nodded, but remained silent.

      “I’ve worked hard and paid off all the start-up loans early. Now I’m ready for the next phase of my business plan.”

      “This will take you to the next step.” His brows knit together as if he were concentrating on the New York Times crossword puzzle.

      So much for tact. “When you decided, and notice I didn’t say asked, to go on this trip, I thought it could work. You’d provide the introductions and I’d take care of the rest. I don’t doubt the value of my presentation skills.” She steepled her fingers and leaned forward. “I didn’t expect you to make all the plans. It’s my business and my vision.”

      Eric cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t risk Berenger funds if I didn’t think I’d get money back on my investment.”

      She picked up a pen and drew a star beside the words “Los Angeles” on the schedule. She looked over at him. “Why do you want to come on the trip? A phone call to your contacts could serve as an introduction.”

      “As I said, I want your company to succeed.”

      She watched him shuffle papers on his desk. What is the real reason? “I find it hard to believe you’re hands-on with every business in which you invest.” Remind yourself you need him.

      He shifted in his chair. “Don’t you want my help?”

      “Don’t you want to answer my question?” She had a feeling he hadn’t been put on the spot too often.

      “Is it that important to you?”

      She bit her lip. She didn’t want to set herself up to fail. She stood. “I appreciate your time.” She retrieved her briefcase from the desk and turned to leave.

      “Cassidy.” Eric stood in front of her. “I want … need you to stay. See this through.”

      “Why? You seem to have everything in your life under control. Much like you, I don’t believe in wasting my time.” She looked into his eyes searching for a clue to the sadness she saw when he let down his defenses. It was there now.

      “I’m used to doing things without help. I prefer not to delegate when I don’t have to.” He stepped aside and walked to his desk. “You’ve probably researched my history. I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      “I have,” she said. “It’s part of the job.”

      He began to recite the facts in a monotone, as if that helped to distance himself from his emotions. “Father died before his time. Eldest son took over company at tender age of twenty-one. Under a proviso, because the CFO was a close family friend who agreed to help. Kept the stockholders at bay—they talked about selling the company—for almost two years until son proved he could lead.” He stopped. “Mother didn’t take father’s death well. Big brother tried to raise two younger brothers. Did a crappy job. Wasn’t in the position—he felt—to spend time with them. They’re almost strangers.”

      He recited his family’s tragedy as if it were about a barely known acquaintance or a tabloid celebrity.

      In that moment, she knew why he drove himself to the exclusion of all else. She understood the sadness in his eyes she’d seen. Sadness she now recognized as similar to her own.

      When her father had died, her mother, Teri, and she had coped with their grief in different ways. Her mother had started a bunch of hobbies and Teri’s career in the armed services had her bouncing around the world and gone all the time. Cassidy had decided to have a stable home and build a business. But the grief didn’t disappear. She’d always miss her father.

      Eric shook his head as if shaking off the memories.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      He cleared his throat. “Don’t be. The Berengers are successful and I can take care of Mom. She seems content with her music and books.” He picked up the award paperweight and looked at it. “My brothers were young when I took over. I made sure they had everything they needed. Unfortunately, they’ve never wanted to work here. I’m the only one trying to keep Dad’s life’s work alive.”

      The torment in his voice was unmistakable, but there was nothing she could do to help him.

      “I didn’t mean to cut them out. I didn’t have time to run the company and watch over them. Bring them in. Train them.” He put the glass sculpture down. “I asked David to come and work in my place. This is my chance to have at least one brother take an interest in the business. Give him some responsibility.”

      Cassidy didn’t dare reveal David and she had shared a high school class, so she settled on non-committal. “It’s good you’re giving him this chance. You might find you’ve misjudged him.”

      “God, I hope so. But I won’t be able to find that out if you leave and David doesn’t come down from the damn mountains.”

      “And your other brother?”

      “Micah’s the youngest and Dad’s death hit him the hardest. He left our home at eighteen. In the past five years, he’s lived in four places. Says he likes being a wanderer. He’s in Seattle now. A graphic designer. He also doesn’t want anything to do with the family business. I worry that he doesn’t seem to want a home.” Eric scraped his hand through his hair.

      She took a breath. “I have some conditions.”

      “I’m listening.” He stood behind his desk with his hands on the back of the chair.

      “If we do this, you let me take the lead. I decide for my company. And no mansplaining.”

      “Ouch.” Eric skirted the desk until he was beside her. Close enough for her to catch his scent again. “I admire your tenacity and belief in your company.”

      She felt her cheeks heat. “I—sometimes I get carried away.”

      “Not at all. I’m serious. My family’s business has always been my passion. I can see that in you. We’re the same in that regard.” He paused. “Agreed.”

      The relief crashing through Cassidy nearly took her breath away. She’d told herself it didn’t matter if he said no. But it did. She wanted to help him. He’d carried an incredible burden to protect his father’s legacy and his family. He thought he was doing this for David and Micah, but she could see that, for his own sake, Eric needed to reconnect with his brothers. She hoped doing so would take the sadness from his eyes.

      She held out her hand. “Thank you. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      “When do we start?” He reached for his cell.

      “I have a client appointment that will take up most of tomorrow. I’ll call and set something up.”

      “I look forward to it.”
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      “I remember when Dad founded the company.”

      Cassidy sat in the side chair while Eric reminisced. Since the first time he’d shared his family history, he’d seemed more comfortable opening up. For the past week, she’d cleared her schedule for part of each day at Berenger & Associates and talking with him was one of the perks. “Your father sounds like a great guy.”

      “The best.” Eric looked over at the credenza. “That was his clock. People labeled him a tycoon because he made a lot of money. But he also enabled the small businesses he took on to become successful.” Eric pushed back his chair and stood. He walked to the window. “I want you to see something.”

      She joined him, crossed her arms in front of her, and mimicked his posture at the window.

      “What do you see out there?” Eric moved to the side while she looked out the window.

      “Traffic. Pedestrians. Typical weekday.”

      His woodsy cologne teased her senses. To paraphrase a fairy tale, “Not too light, not too strong. Just right.” Eric Berenger had a presence she couldn’t ignore. She’d tried and failed. She had to be on her game around him. His quick mind and expert business sense challenged her to match his ideas with her own. She enjoyed that aspect. It was the physical affect he had on her senses she had a harder time controlling.

      Eric tapped her shoulder and indicated an office building across from them. “The man in that office eats lunch at his desk Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays. I sometimes think I should find out who he is because we have that in common.”

      Okay, she’d play until he got to the point. “What about Tuesdays and Fridays?”

      “I think he works out somewhere because he leaves with a gym bag.” He shifted and pointed to a coffee shop on the corner. “A local bakery delivers to that shop every day. The driver is an old guy with white hair. He walks with a limp.”

      “You’re very observant,” she said.

      He shook his head. “I’m here a lot. When my father died, I had to hit the ground running. I spent eighteen hours a day at that desk, learning as much as I could. Slept here some nights. The family entrusted me to keep the company going.”

      A lot to put on a young man still grieving the loss of his father. She didn’t dare comfort him with a touch on his shoulder. Besides, he needed someone to listen more than sympathize. “I’d have done the same.”

      He smiled at her, just a little. “Yes, you would. I like that about you.” He paused. “Even after things got easier, I worked in the office more often than not.”

      “But you loved it,” she said quietly.

      “I did. Then. But I can’t help but wonder how things would be if Dad hadn’t died. Would I have gone a different direction after my MBA?”

      “Have you ever been to that bakery?”

      “Never seem to find the time.”

      “How about doing more than finding out who gym guy is? Have you thought about meeting him?”

      He turned to face her. “Why would I?”

      This time, she put her hand on his arm. “Because you’re an observer. High in your steel corporate tower where all you have to think about is the family business.” She went back to her chair and typed some notes into her tablet. “You need to get out on the street. And I’m going to help you.”

      “I’m not looking for that kind of help. Let’s get back to business. If we’re going to be on this trip together for the next several weeks, I think we should air any personal agendas now.”

      “And I could use a cup of coffee.” A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. “I know how to use a jarring segue to change the subject, too.”

      His eyes crinkled when he laughed. “You give me too much credit.”

      I doubt it. Cassidy’s mood lightened with his. “You should know I have an excellent memory and I still expect an answer about meeting gym guy. But I can wait until we get back from one of our trips. I’m very patient.”

      “Great. Let’s move on.” He stood rigid, as if willing himself to keep calm.

      She chewed on her lower lip. “I want us to be able to work together. There’d have to be ground rules. First—”

      “Let’s write these down.” He picked up a paper pad and pen.

      “No hidden agendas. We both lay our cards on the table.”

      “Agreed.” His hand moved in bold slashes across the pad.

      “We talk before we make decisions. I respect your expertise and you respect mine.”

      He looked up. “What if we disagree on what to do?”

      “If?” She arched her brows. She got her wish.

      He laughed. “Okay, when we disagree.”

      “It’s my company. You invested in my business, but not as a partner.” Here’s the deal-breaker. Her heart stepped up several beats. “I make the final decisions.”

      “I met a woman like you recently.” He left the window, walked over, and stood near her chair.

      “Sounds like she’s a pushy chick.” She wanted him to laugh again.

      “Hell, yes! But she also had business sense and a passion for her work. Something I didn’t. I’d lost my edge. I agree to your stipulations. I need to get out of the office, see how other outfits run.”

      “You hope to feel that excitement again.”

      “I have to.” His intensity was almost palpable. She could see it in the set of his shoulders and the glint in his eyes. “Can we negotiate?” Eric grimaced at the list.

      “Of course. I’m not about to make a decision in a vacuum. I trust you to give me good advice. But there is more than one way to do things.” She paused.

      “Agreed. I have a condition,” he offered.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Whoever wakes up first buys the coffee.” He looked years younger when he smiled.

      “Agreed. Anything else?”

      “No. You?”

      “No.”

      They each signed the list.

      “Let’s get back to that itinerary.” She straightened and picked up the schedule. “I have some thoughts.”
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      The day before Cassidy and Eric were to leave for San Diego, she dropped by his office to leave off her presentation. She respected his need for the information. She didn’t like surprises any more than he did. The assistant wasn’t at the reception desk, so she rapped on Eric’s office door.

      “Come in.”

      She pushed open the door and stopped. The man standing behind the desk was not Eric. Taking in the shaggy dark hair held back with a leather strap, well-worn Levis, and plaid shirt, she recognized his brother. Even if David hadn’t been in the same sophomore class as she, he would’ve been recognizable as a Berenger. Tamping down the momentary panic that he’d remember her, she held out her hand. “Cassidy Nolan. Sorry to barge in. I thought Eric was here.”

      David’s hand engulfed hers, work calluses scraping against her palm. “David Berenger. He’ll be back soon. He’s bringing another avalanche of paper for me to drown in while he’s gone.”

      The younger brother hadn’t missed out on the Berenger charm or the coffee-colored eyes. “I’m leaving more paperwork, but Eric needs it for the business trip. You lucked out.”

      They shared a smile.

      David’s eyes sharpened, zeroed in on her. “You … look familiar.” He scrubbed a hand over his beard. “I never forget a face.”

      How am I getting out of this?

      “Got it. Cassidy Nolan.” He snapped his fingers. “High school, right?”

      “Yes,” she said, hoping the weakness in her response wasn’t noticeable. Or the heat she felt running up her collar and across her cheeks.

      “What are the chances you’d be working with the company? Small world as the cliché goes.”

      This time she could only nod.

      “I’d ask how you’re doing, but Eric wouldn’t invest unless your business was successful.”

      “Thanks. I’m happy to get the opportunity.”

      “What did Eric say when he ran into our old high school mascot?”

      Might as well get it over with. “He was a senior and I was dressed up as a badger with full head-mask and bushy tail. I wasn’t exactly in the cool kids’ group.”

      “Right. We had a couple of classes together, which is why I recognized you.” David leaned against the desk. “I can’t wait to tell him.”

      She cleared her throat. “Um, I’d rather you didn’t.”

      David looked at her, his eyebrows raised. “Why?”

      “It’s hard for a woman to gain respect in the business world. Your brother knows me as a professional business owner and I’d hate his perception to change because I used to run around dressed as an ornery rodent-eater.”

      “I don’t think Eric would change his opinion of you because of high school a decade ago, but I won’t say a word.”

      “I appreciate that. Please give him this folder and thank you for understanding.” Not for anything did she want to be in the office with both brothers. With a wave, she made her escape.
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      Cassidy pulled out her headphones before sliding her briefcase under the seat in front of her. Eric insisted on first class seats and she had to admit she had no argument against it. She settled in and fastened the seat belt. Looking out the window, she watched the luggage moving up the conveyor ramp onto the plane. She waited until her black suitcase came bumping along the track—the fluorescent green stripe identifying it—before she relaxed.

      She checked her watch and frowned. Still no Eric. The baggage handlers had emptied the cargo and driven the cart into a hangar. She hadn’t pegged Eric for missing anything, much less a flight.

      At the head of the cabin, the flight attendant readied a seat belt and oxygen mask. She looked up as a passenger boarded. Cassidy watched her practiced smile become genuine when Eric nodded and spoke, shrugging his shoulders.

      Eric came up the aisle. “Hi.”

      “Hey. Cutting it a little close, aren’t you?”

      He put his carryon in the overhead bin and took the seat beside her. “Saving time. If I boarded as early as recommended, I’d waste work time.” He buckled his seat belt. “Good to go.”

      Different strokes, but that could be an asset in business.

      A few minutes later, the attendant began flight safety instructions as the plane taxied to the runway. Cassidy plugged the headphones into the console jack while Eric turned off his phone.

      Eric’s fingers drummed on his armrest during the plane’s ascent.

      An unexpected chink in his armor? “We should have a smooth flight.”

      Eric stopped his impromptu percussion solo. “What?”

      “You seem nervous.” She pointed to his hand.

      “I’m waiting until we level off. Then I can get some work done. I’m trapped for ninety minutes, so I might as well use it.”

      Ten minutes later, the soft ping signaling seat belts off sounded and the attendant announced drink offerings. Eric stood and retrieved a tablet from his case.

      Looking down at Cassidy he said, “Anything I can get you from here?”

      “No thanks.” She adjusted her headphones over her ears and reclined her seat to the first setting. Tuning in to an easy listening channel, Cassidy opened a magazine.

      He closed the bin, unlatched the tray, and positioned his notebook. He tapped the armrest between them. “Excuse me?”

      Cassidy closed the magazine and pulled her headphones off.

      “Do you want to go over the schedule?”

      “I helped write it. Are there any changes?” She smiled when he looked confused. “What is that look about?”

      “You surprise me. I assumed you’d be nose deep in reviewing your pitch.”

      “You feel trapped; I feel free.” She looked out the window. “Planes are one of the few places I don’t start assessing and thinking of ways to improve my business. I kick back and enjoy the trip.”

      “I can’t do that.” He looked so serious.

      “Have you tried it?”

      “Point taken. Don’t you ever feel the work won’t get done?”

      “Of course, but I work better if I relax every chance I get.” She offered him the magazine. “Walk on the wild side.”

      He looked at his display screen, then at the magazine. He hesitated.

      “I’m helping you get out of your rut,” she reminded him.

      Closing the document, Eric powered down his tablet. He took the magazine and looked at the cover. “National Wildlife? Tell me you don’t have a boa constrictor as a pet.”

      She laughed and he joined her. Eric had a great laugh, full, deep, and he looked younger, more his age.

      “I had chinchillas,” Cassidy said. “They lived longer than hamsters, had more personality, and didn’t smell as bad.”

      “Unique. How did you end up with those?”

      “I read an article in the Weekly Reader about them when I was, hmm, about ten. I bugged Mom to let me get one for six months. When Dad got home from a tour, I’d worn her down enough that she told him she was okay with it.” Cassidy looked over. “One of my first negotiations. I made a spreadsheet of how often I was going to clean the cage, give it a dust bath—everything to show how responsible I’d be.”

      “I didn’t have a chance against you, did I,” he teased. “When I was a kid, we had dogs. A boy’s best friend. Max and I ran around the neighborhood all day.” He smiled and his eyes crinkled as he enjoyed his memories.

      Cassidy ignored the current of awareness rippling along her nerve endings. She had never ruined a great business opportunity because of a wayward attraction and this was not the time to start. Even if they had a past. A history only she remembered. Still, hearing him laugh for the first time and watching the look on his face did annoying things to her insides.

      She slammed the door on her enjoyment. “I like reading about a field unrelated to my own.” She put her headphones on and closed her eyes.

      Eric settled into his seat and his arm brushed against her. The scent of his woodsy cologne reached out and wrapped around her. She’d forever associate that scent with him now. Michael Bublé crooned “Fly Me to the Moon” in her ear and her heart rate pitter-pattered in time. If relaxation meant a difficulty in her breathing ability and warmth that started in her stomach and traveled about everywhere, yeah, she was relaxed. Ridiculous.

      Cassidy straightened and checked her watch. Down the aisle, the flight attendant pushed the beverage cart towards them.

      “Very informative.” Eric read from the magazine. “Did you know that ‘sugar gliders are classified as marsupials not only because they have pouches for their young, but mainly by their means of gestation?’”

      “Do I detect a note of frivolity on a business trip?”

      The corners of his eyes crinkled. “We’re in the free fly zone. Frivolity is not only allowed, but required.”

      Cassidy had to admit this guy could turn on the charm as easily as most people breathed. It wasn’t hard to like him. She remembered the circle of friends that followed him everywhere in the halls, laughing at whatever he said. They couldn’t resist his Pied Piper magnetism. And neither had she. Fortunately, she was made of stronger stuff now.

      “Would you like a beverage, Mr. Berenger?”

      Eric turned to Cassidy. “Meet Amanda. She scolded me for almost missing the plane. I had to throw myself on her mercy.”

      Amanda’s cheeks turned a becoming tint of pink and her dimple deepened as she said, “Miss.”

      “Hello. I’ll have iced tea, please.” I hope I didn’t give myself away like she is. She’d bet the power of Eric Berenger’s personality had disarmed many women.

      “The same.”

      As the woman prepared their drinks, Eric leaned over to Cassidy. “Is this the first time we’ve agreed on something?”

      His lowered tones implied more intimacy than his words and Cassidy felt the wisp of his breath against her skin. She managed a smile. “Practically a miracle.” The thump-thump of her heart increased.

      “Sir?”

      Eric turned and smiled as the attendant passed out their drinks. “Thank you,” he paused and then added, “Amanda.”

      “You’re welcome. Please let me know if you need anything else.”

      Eric nodded and she continued down the aisle with her cart.

      Cassidy drank her tea and looked out the window, focusing on the billowy white clouds until her breathing normalized. Back in control, she said, “I’m glad the weather cooperated.”

      “Yes, we’ll check in at the hotel, clean up, and have plenty of time to get to MegaDyne Industries. Are you going to put those headphones back on and ignore me after you persuaded me to put my computer away?

      Touché. “We can talk business.”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re right about too much work.”

      “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

      “How long have you lived in San Francisco?” His perceptive eyes held her attention despite her resolution to remain distant.

      “Let’s see. Traveled the world as a kid with a military father, raised in Santa Barbara, went to college out there, eventually made my way to San Francisco where I started the business in my home. Mom worried I’d be mugged and killed in the city. She lives in Italy now and walks the streets on her own.”

      “And your father?”

      “He was killed in action. Afghanistan.” The heaviness clamped down on her chest, not as debilitating as in the beginning, but still with the power to wound.

      “I’m sorry.” His quiet voice eased the pressure.

      “Thanks. It happened several years ago, but sometimes it seems like yesterday.” Most of the time, Cassidy kept to herself how she felt about that time in her life. But Eric understood her sadness. She shared a look with him that spoke volumes. “I researched your company when I was looking for an investor.” Cassidy stopped. “I read about the accident—”

      “Mom traveled everywhere with Dad. Watching them together was like looking in on a special world that belonged only to those two.” Eric looked at her. “They were driving to Carmel for the day.”

      “You mentioned you were twenty-three. That’s young to take on a company like Berenger and Associates.”

      “More like twenty-five because it took two years before I proved myself to the oversight board. I managed. I had to.” He looked like he had when they’d met. Serious. Composed. Resigned.

      “Sounds like it was tough. It’s something to be proud of.” She regretted the disappearance of the lighthearted Eric.

      “Thanks.” He cleared his throat.

      Talking business seemed a safer subject, so Cassidy reached down and retrieved her briefcase. She flipped the latches and withdrew a folder. A white envelope fell out and several pictures spilled onto the floor.

      Eric picked them up and handed them to her.

      “I’d forgotten these were in there.” She traced her finger over the picture of the smiling woman dressed in combat fatigues and leaning against a Jeep. “This is my sister, Lieutenant Teri Nolan, U.S. Army.”

      “She looks like you.”

      “Hmm. We’re very different. She’s tough and brave. And she’s a great mom. My niece Jessie is a handful, but Teri laughs and says it’s payback for how we drove Mom crazy. I’d never be able to do the things she does. She deploys again next month.”

      “There are all kinds of tough and brave.”

      “Not like that.” With a last pat, Cassidy put the pictures back in the sleeve. “From what I read, I imagine your family gets a lot of press.”

      Emotion, quickly shuttered, crossed his face. “Yes.”

      “I’m making you uncomfortable. I’m sorry.”

      He drew in his breath and then exhaled. “It’s frustrating for me to talk about my brothers. We have different outlooks about things and we’re not close anymore. And I should know how to fix things. I want to.

      “Of course.” She felt helpless because his expression held bone-deep sadness and she didn’t know him well enough to offer a comforting touch. And it wasn’t her place.

      Ignoring the feelings Eric Berenger stirred up meant success for both. Success for her business. Success for his business. Everyone would win.
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      MegaDyne Industries spread over the top four floors of an office building in the business section of San Diego. Eric and Cassidy were ushered into a conference room appointed in light oak furnishings and navy-blue carpet. She took a moment to look for a personality clue. There it was. An autographed baseball encased in glass on an oak pedestal. Plaques and awards as well as pictures of the founders and Board Chairs hung on the sand-colored walls.

      “Have you ever met the CEO?” Cassidy asked.

      “No. Marc Dawson is a rising star in the tech field. He started in MegaDyne as one of their financial officers, but he’s moved up in less than ten years.” Eric tapped his copy of the presentation. “If we win him over, it’s a done deal.”

      “I’m glad there’s no pressure. Thanks.” Butterflies beat soft wings in her stomach, though not because she dreaded showing her product. This was the first step to realizing her dream. She couldn’t wait. She’d dreamed of this moment for years. Planned it. Now she was living it.

      The door opened. “Sorry for the wait.” The man who entered wore a dark pinstriped suit with a red power tie. Cassidy guessed his age at early forties.

      Although his dark hair was heavily silvered at the temples, he looked fit, energetic, and confident. She had no trouble believing what Eric had told her about the CEO. He was a technology prodigy.

      “I’m Cassidy Nolan
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.
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TERMINATION
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/bb-box-set-cover.png
BQPQDgep
Brothens

3-B00K ROMANCE BOX SET

\
e
MCCURRY






OEBPS/images/depositphotos_100459124-stock-illustration-hand-drawn-golden-gate-san.jpg
P,





