









From the desk of Patrick Elliott, CEO

Shane,

Hard to believe it has been a year since I started this competition to name my successor. The family thought—and still thinks—I’m crazy to pit you all against each other, brother against brother against sister. But here we stand, at the finish line. And there can be only one winner.

The final reports are in. The profit margins have been tabulated for all the magazines, and I hold in my hand the name of the new CEO of Elliott Publication Holdings.

If you want to know who it is, come to my office tonight at seven. If you’ve got the guts…

Patrick












Dear Reader,

Being asked to be a part of a continuity series for the Silhouette Desire line is a real treat. Being asked to write the last book in a series is both a challenge and a treat.

Beyond the Boardroom, the final book in the Elliott family continuity, was great fun to write. I love the idea of setting a book in New York City at Christmastime. And I absolutely adored my hero, Shane. He’s so focused on his job for the family company, he never notices the one woman—Rachel Adler—who has been keeping his world in order for years. Until Rachel does the unthinkable and actually quits her job.

I hope you have all enjoyed reading about the Elliotts as much as the twelve of us did writing the books.

And until next time, I wish you good books, great joy and always, more time to read!

Love,

Maureen

P.S. Don’t miss my newest release, NEVERMORE, available February 2007 from the Silhouette Nocturne line.
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For my husband, Mark, because really, all of my books should be dedicated to him. I love you, honey!
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One



“Okay then,” Rachel Adler said, keeping her voice pitched to be heard over the thumping of running feet and the hum of the treadmill. “I’ve got you booked for dinner with Tawny Mason tonight at eight.”

“At Une Nuit?” Shane Elliott asked, reaching for his water bottle, tucked beneath the cord at the head of the machine.

“Where else?” Rachel muttered with a little shake of her head. Why in heaven would he even ask? she wondered. Hadn’t she been taking care of every detail of Shane’s life for four years now?

“Good.” Shane took a long drink of water and Rachel’s gaze locked on the bobbing motion of his Adam’s apple. Seriously, even the man’s neck was sexy.

When he’d finished off the last of the water, he wiped sweat from his face with the towel looped around his neck and tossed Rachel the empty bottle. “And call ahead. Have Stash order in some flowers for, um…” He waved one hand in a silent attempt for help.

“Tawny,” Rachel provided dryly as she set the empty bottle down on the floor beside her. For heaven’s sake, the man couldn’t even remember his date’s name.

Plus, he knew as well as she did that Stash Martin, manager of Une Nuit, never missed a beat when getting the Elliott family table ready. There would, she knew, be flowers, champagne and some delicious appetizers just waiting for Shane and Tawny.

Tawny.

What kind of woman named her daughter Tawny? A stage mother, hoping for a starlet daughter? Or had the woman taken one look at her newborn baby girl and decided…future bimbo?

“Right.” Shane nodded. “Tawny. She says her mother named her for the color of her eyes.”

Rachel rolled her own green eyes.

Shane grinned at her and Rachel’s stomach did a quick dip and spin.

If she could have managed it without looking like a complete idiot, she’d have kicked her own ass. Honestly. Why was it Shane Elliott who could turn her insides to mush with a simple smile?


The first three years she’d worked with the man, everything had been fine between them. They’d had a good working relationship and Shane even appreciated Rachel’s sometimes quirky sense of humor, when most of her previous employers hadn’t. Then she’d had to go and ruin the whole thing by falling for him.

For the last year she’d suffered silently, wanting him every day, dreaming about him at night, all the while knowing that he thought of her only as Good ol’ Rachel.

Idiot.

“What do you think?” he asked, clearly oblivious to her thoughts. “Roses?”

“Huh?” She blinked, shook her head and reminded herself to concentrate on the moment. “Right. Flowers. Roses are boring.”

“Really?”

“Trust me.”

“I always do,” he said, giving her another of those smiles that had the power to zap an unwary female at twenty paces.

She couldn’t do this much longer, she thought. Couldn’t keep working with him every day and dying a little more every day. Couldn’t set up his dates with other women and imagine him in bed with every one of them. Couldn’t keep wasting her life away waiting for the wrong man to wake up and stumble on her.

Sighing, Rachel flipped through her memo book, scanned the notes she kept on the legions of Shane’s women and found what she was looking for. “Tawny prefers daisies.”


“Sure, I remember now. Such a simple girl.”

“Simpleton, you mean,” she muttered again, keeping her voice low enough that her boss’s running feet would drown out the comment.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.” She automatically handed him the second bottle of water she’d brought with her to the executive area of the company gym on the fifth floor.

“Rachel, what would I do without you?” he mused, not really expecting an answer.

But oh boy, could she give him one. Rachel was Shane’s right hand at The Buzz, one of the magazines in the Elliott family empire. As a weekly entertainment magazine, The Buzz covered all the new movies, did interviews with up-and-coming directors and fawned over whichever actor or actress was the current hot topic. And as editor in chief of The Buzz, Shane did his best to keep on top of everything going on around him.

Of course, when she’d first come to work for him, he hadn’t been so involved. Instead he’d tried to avoid the office as much as humanly possible. But slowly, Rachel had convinced him to enjoy his job more.

Back then, he’d resented being pulled into the family business. But Rachel had seen just how good he was at not only handling the day-to-day running of the magazine but at dealing with people and managing disasters. She’d eventually convinced him that he was meant to run this business.

And he’d really come into his own over the last several months—ever since his father, Patrick, had kicked off a competition among his children.

Old man Elliott had determined that the best way to name a new CEO of Elliott Publication Holdings was to see who was willing to work hardest to earn it. At the end of the year the editor in chief of whichever one of the magazines showed the most proportional profit growth would become Top Dog.

And The Buzz was the front-runner.

Shane’s father was due to announce the winner any day now.

Patrick was a sneaky old man, in Rachel’s opinion. Nice, sure, but sneaky. He’d found a way to make his grown children admit just how much they wanted to succeed. By pitting them against each other, he’d been able to sit back all year and watch them discover themselves.

And there had been plenty of discoveries, she thought, remembering all of the turmoil over the last year.

“Did you put that call in to Fin for me?” Shane asked, breathing hard as he picked up the pace on the treadmill.

“Yes,” Rachel said, flipping back a page in her memo book. Smiling, she read off, “Fin says and I quote, ‘Tell Shane he needs to get away from the city and smell some fresh air. Come to Colorado and I’ll teach him to ride a horse.’”

Shane laughed. “A month on a ranch and she’s Annie Oakley?”

Rachel chuckled along with him. She couldn’t help it. Shane’s twin sister had been sad for so long, it was good knowing that she was finally happy. She’d reconciled with Jessie, the daughter she was forced to give up for adoption so many years ago. She was married to a man she was clearly nuts about and her newly discovered pregnancy was the icing on the cake. “She’s happy.”

“Yeah,” Shane said, his running steps slowing a little as he thought about the sister he was so close to. “She really is. But damn, I miss having her around.”

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he stared straight ahead, out the bank of windows overlooking Park Avenue.

“I know,” Rachel said. “But she’ll probably come back home for Christmas.”

“Christmas.” He shut off the treadmill, stepped neatly to one side and used his towel to wipe his face again. “It’s December, isn’t it?”

“All month,” she agreed.

“Have I started shopping yet?”

“No.”

“Damn.” Grabbing the second bottle of water, he chugged down the liquid, then handed off the empty bottle. “No time to worry about it now, though. I’m gonna grab a shower, then I’ll see you back in the office in half an hour. I’d like to take a look at the new copy for the magazine before it heads out to production.”

“Right.” Rachel winced as she thought about one column in particular that he’d be going over.


As if reading her mind, he turned and called back, “The new Tess Tells All column was turned in on time, right?”

“Oh, yeah. She’s very dependable.”

From across the room, Shane winked at her. “Just like you, Rachel.”

She watched him disappear into the men’s locker room and as the door swung shut behind him, she whispered, “You have no idea.”

 

A few hours later, Shane listened with half an ear as his art director, Jonathon Taylor, laid out plans for next summer’s Fourth of July edition even as snow flurries dusted the windows. On a weekly magazine, they usually operated months in advance. And the specialty editions required even more in-depth planning.

Jonathon really thrived on the rush of trying to outdo himself with every holiday issue. And damned if he didn’t pull it off most of the time. Right now Jon was in the midst of describing, with wildly waving hands, his salute to patriotism, centering on celebrities dressed in red, white and blue. Not original, but knowing Jon, it would be great.

Sandy Hall, the managing editor, was practically frothing at the mouth. No doubt she had a complaint or two about the money Jonathon was budgeting for his blowout edition.

And Shane would have to listen to both sides and make a decision. Used to be that he hated being here, listening to all of the day-to-day drama of the magazine’s inner circles. Now, though, he was enjoying himself.

Amazed him to admit it, but there it was. He’d been getting a charge out of running The Buzz for months now. Surprisingly enough, Shane realized he was pleased. Proud, even, of how well The Buzz was doing. He’d gone into this contest with halfhearted enthusiasm. But as the months had worn on, Shane had found himself being swept up into the competitive spirit. Nothing an Elliott liked better than a contest.

“So—” Jonathon was wrapping up his speech “—I figure if we shell out top dollar to a few of the biggest celebrities, the rest of ’em will come along, too. Nobody wants to feel left out.”

Before Shane could respond, Sandy stood up, brushed her short blond hair back from her eyes and narrowed her gaze on Jon. “And if we pay top dollar for a handful of celebs, who’s going to offset that expenditure?”

“You have to pay to play,” Jon said smugly, shooting a glance at Shane as if knowing he’d back him up.

And he did. “Jon’s right, Sandy,” he said, holding up one hand to keep his managing editor’s temper in check. “We get the right people into that issue, the advertisers will line up to be a part of it. Plus, we’ll sell more copies.”

“The budget’s already stretched pretty thin, Shane,” Sandy said, sneering at Jon’s gleeful chortle.

“Bull.” Shane stood up behind his desk, swept the edges of his jacket back and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “You know as well as I do that the profit margins are way up. We’re beating the pants off the rest of the Elliott magazines. And we’re going to keep doing it. And the way we’re going to keep doing it is by not cutting corners.”

Jon slapped one hand to his chest and bowed his head as if in prayer. “Brilliant, my king, brilliant.”

Shane laughed at the dramatics, but hey, it was good to be king.

“You’re only saying that because you won,” Sandy pointed out.

“Sure,” Jon said, grinning at her now that he’d made his point.

“Before the bloodletting starts up again,” Shane interrupted, looking from one editor to the other, “has either of you made any headway on the job I gave you?”

Jon and Sandy looked at each other, shrugged, then turned back to Shane.

“Nope.” Sandy spoke first, clearly reluctant to admit that she’d failed. “I’ve talked to everyone I know and nobody has a clue about this woman’s identity.”

“I second that,” Jon said, obviously disappointed. “Our little Tess is like Spider-Man or something, keeping her secret identity so secret, there’s not even a whisper of gossip about her.”

Just what Shane hadn’t wanted to hear. Damn it. Tess Tells All was the most popular column in his magazine. They’d picked up thousands of new readers thanks to the anonymous woman’s talent for being both funny and insightful.

Seven months ago The Buzz had carried the very first of the mystery woman’s columns.

The response had been immediate. Calls, e-mails, letters, all from people who wanted to read more from Tess. But the woman was untraceable. She faxed her monthly column in from a different location in the city every time and her checks were sent to a PO box and then forwarded to yet another.

As well as The Buzz was doing, Shane knew it would be doing even better if he could just talk this woman into writing a weekly column. But she hadn’t answered any letters he’d sent and all other attempts at communication had failed.

Making him one very frustrated man.

“Fine,” he said on a sigh. “Never mind. Just keep looking for her.” Then he sat down behind his desk, waved one hand at them dismissively and picked up the latest column by the mysterious Tess. He didn’t even look up when his co-workers left his office.

He read every issue of The Buzz before it was laid out for production and eventual printing. The only way to keep a handle on what his magazine was doing was for him to stay involved. From the ground up.

But reading this particular column was always a pleasure. He leaned back in the black leather chair and swung around until he was facing the snow-dusted bank of windows overlooking Manhattan. He smiled ruefully as he read.



Tess says, the secret to surviving your boss is to never let him know you understand him. The poor guy’s got to have a few illusions.

My boss thinks he’s mysterious. Right. About as mysterious as a pot of chicken soup. The man, like all others of his gender, is so very predictable.

Just last week, I set up two “first dates” for him. At the same restaurant, with the same meal, the same wine. Only the names of the women were changed. Mysterious? Hardly.

I juggle his women just like I juggle his business meetings. The man has made me a good enough juggler that I could be making twice as much money working at a circus—and hey, the co-workers wouldn’t change that much!



Shane chuckled. Tess was good, but he felt sorry for her. Working for a man like that couldn’t be easy.


When it comes to business, though, he’s at the top of his game when everything around him is falling to pieces. Which, I suppose, is why I’m still here after all this time. Despite having to run the man’s social life, I do enjoy being at the top. I like being the right hand woman—even if sometimes I feel invisible.


Invisible? Shane shook his head. How could a woman like Tess go unnoticed by anyone?



Maybe it’s the time of year that’s got me thinking about my life. Sure, you’re reading this column sometime in March, but as I write this, it’s December. Snow’s falling outside, turning Manhattan into a postcard. Wreaths are up on the shop windows, twinkling lights are everywhere and people are ice skating in Rockefeller Center.

The old year is winding down and a new one’s getting ready to roll. And I have to ask myself if I really want to maintain the status quo. Is this all there is? Do I really want to keep working for a man who treats me like a well-trained dog? Toss me a treat every now and then so I’ll keep running and fetching?



He frowned, wondering why the tone of Tess’s column had suddenly changed. Usually she was funny, lighthearted. Making jokes about her boss and underlining, apparently, how every other assistant in the country felt about his or her job.

When he read the next line, he sat up straight in his chair and scowled at the page.


Wonder what he’d do if I quit?


Quit?

She couldn’t quit. Hell, her column was too damn popular for her to quit working. If she walked away from her job, she wouldn’t be writing this column anymore and where did that leave The Buzz?



The truth is, my boss probably wouldn’t even notice I was gone until his dry cleaning went unclaimed or until he had to make his own reservations for dinner with the latest wide-eyed blonde. So why’m I still here?

I think we all know the answer to that.

I’ve let him become too important to me.

I spend more time living his life than I do living my own.



Shane really didn’t like the sound of this.


What do you readers think? Should I give it up and stop torturing myself? Should I finally realize that he’s never going to look up and notice me? The real me? Should I accept that all I’ll ever be to him is an excellent assistant?



Shane grumbled and finished reading the column with a snarl on his face.


The answer to that question is no. The time has come to leave my job and move on to something else while I still can. To all of you assistants out there—all of you who’ve written to me over the last several months, telling me your own stories—I guess this is goodbye.



Goodbye?



By the time you read this, I’ll probably be long gone. I’ll miss you guys. I’ll miss this column. Heck, I’ll miss the boss, too.

I wish you all the best of luck with your own bosses and I’ll never forget any of you.
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