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CHAPTER 1
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	Cassie pulled the computer tablet onto her lap and checked the list. She liked lists. They gave her a feeling of control and a plan, both necessary in her chosen career. This new job was critical, as she would work project management from top to bottom. She would help manage construction timelines, furniture, contractors, and liaison with the company’s head office in Frankfurt, Germany, with designated progress reports. 


	She checked her watch, seventeen minutes until the meeting with Thomson Construction. She had done a thorough background on them and knew the company had cornered numerous contracts of this size in the suburbs of Chicago over the last few years. They had a stellar reputation for the quality of work--budget conscience attention to the bottom line--, and miraculously, all of their previous projects had come in on time. That was the kind of contractor she could appreciate; she smiled to herself. 


	The other contractors for furniture, interior design, and technology infrastructure had similar files, but today would be about Thomson Construction and setting their joint objectives for this project. It was critical as they would be the company to finish the building, trying to turn the tide on a project hemorrhaging deadlines and money. She had originally requested this meeting at their corporate offices, but the receptionist let her know that the Thomson brothers all preferred to meet on the construction sites the first time out on new projects. She had let her know they could do a walkthrough, ask site-specific questions, and get comfortable with the project in a less formal setting. Considering that the site was only about halfway framed out through the third floor, and supplies were strewn about, it was obvious the original contractor had walked off in the middle of the project. She had been concerned about this being the first impression the Thomson brothers received of this project. It was this type of turnaround for which she was usually called. A project manager could be fired for various reasons, leaving a project up in the air and under extreme time constraints. She worked well under pressure and loved the adrenaline rush of pulling a project back from the brink and making it profitable for the client. It was not a role that many project managers relished as it forced you to be creative, firm, and a stickler for the little details and deadlines to the degree that left many stressed beyond their comfort zone.


	She was very particular, didn’t take any guff from anyone, and could turn anything around. Organization was her best weapon, and the death stare she could muster in the right situation had been known to make grown men back down like whimpering children. In the last two projects, she had managed, it hadn’t been needed. Her reputation for clearly defined expectations and no-nonsense protocols was becoming well-known in her peer circles, and the contractors had all risen to the challenge and met them without concern. They learned that she only took one large project at a time along with a handful of smaller ones, so she was on the site more than most project managers. She took jobs only as she was fully confident, she could give them all the same amount of personal attention. If they did things her way, then there was no need for her to micro-manage. 


	She smiled and let out a breath. She had not met any challenge she couldn’t overcome yet in this life, and this latest project would be no exception. She pulled the sun visor down to reapply her lip gloss. Seeing the picture clipped into place, she laid a kiss on her fingers and onto the smiling faces staring back at her. That was all she needed to remind herself each day why she did the freelance jobs instead of commuting day in and out to an office in the city any longer. 


	Lip gloss in place, she stepped out of the SUV and prepared to move toward the worksite and take inventory of the supplies left lying around. Turning, she saw a big double cab truck heading in her direction, the shocks getting a good work out due to speed and the mud road condition to the construction site. She had taken the same road at about a third of the speed to preserve her SUV's undercarriage. Worried that she might be splashed by mud, she stepped back right into a mud puddle. Sighing, she turned to survey the damage done to her dress pants. A bit of mud up the back of her black, but at least she had thought to wear steel-toed black boots, so there wasn’t mud in her shoes. Deciding that the pants could be better cleaned when dry, she turned her attention back to the large truck. 


	Both the driver and the passenger side doors opened as soon as the vehicle came to a stop. Being closer to the passenger door, she focused on the man that exited. 


	“Mr. Thomson,” she moved forward, extending her hand. 


	“Quentin,” he corrected, “my father’s not here. And you are Cassandra Valentine, I presume?”


	“Cassie please,” she said, reaching out for a firm handshake. The man in front of her had kind eyes and an easy smile. She was not short at five foot six, but she felt like a midget next to him. He was dressed for work, with a white t-shirt covered by a denim shirt over jeans and work boots. Not what she was expecting for the owner of a construction company the size of Thomson Construction.


	“Cassie,” he acknowledged. “This site is a mess.”


	“Yes, I was told that the principal who hired the crew had to return to Frankfurt after just a couple of days. I would say without someone supervising the site, the mice played.”


	“So, they called you, someone local to help supervise the new help,” said a voice behind her. 


	“Exact…,” she turned to greet the second occupant of the truck. There was nothing ordinary about the giant in front of her. He was slightly taller than Quentin, with broader shoulders. His hair was honey-colored and cut military short. His eyes were a vibrant blue, and while Quentin had looked kind and approachable, this man’s piercing blue eyes seemed to slice through her, leaving her feeling vulnerable. She didn’t like vulnerable and found her chin jutting up slightly as she returned his direct appraisal. 


	“This is my big brother Trent,” Quentin made the introductions. 


	Cassie squared her shoulders slightly and extended her hand.


	“Trent, it’s nice meeting you.” She felt a tiny shiver go through her as her hand was engulfed in his large work-roughened one. Get a grip; she admonished herself. She never reacted that way to a man, and somehow it made her angry.


	As if able to read her mind, Trent kept her hand imprisoned for a moment longer than good manners dictated. When she looked into that spectacular male face, she saw a look skitter across his eyes and then evaporate.


	“You don’t lie well,” he said wryly with a chuckle.


	“My two golden rules Mr. Thomson are I never make a threat I can't back up, and I never lie. You are the contractor that will help my client get this project turned around and delivered on time. And if all your references weren’t lying, I’m expecting it under budget and top-notch to boot. That’s all I care about. If you can do that for me, I will be grateful for having met you,” she finished feeling back in control.


	“Fine. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” He turned and walked towards the disheveled work site. 


	“He’s all bark and no bite,” Quentin said from directly behind her. 


	“I’ve dealt with worse,” she said, following the aggravating man. 


	It had been two years since she had felt anything close to attraction for someone, and then like lightning, this man had to be the one to flip the switch. She thought back to the last man, and her resolve returned in full force—no sense losing her head. Jason had named six exceptionally good reasons he wouldn’t stay with her and why no man would ever want to be with her. And those reasons were not going away any time soon, so that flash of awareness had to be chalked up to a momentary lapse of sanity never to be repeated. 
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	Trent walked briskly ahead, taking mental notes. Trash littered the entire site, and he kicked several cups out of the way as he walked. He heard Cassie and Quentin following him; they were having a general conversation, and he could tell she was making notes, compiling a list of the building materials that were scattered around, and giving instructions on all manner of items impacting the site. He had to give her kudos; she was not what he had envisioned in the least. When he had first heard, the project manager was a woman, his vision of a prissy woman in heels coming out to meet him had popped into his head. He hated high maintenance women who didn’t know how to dress on a job site. Cassie had on steel-toed boots, and her hair pulled back into a messy knot. Her clothes were professional but functional. The black slacks had mud up the backside that she left there; no use trying to wipe wet mud. The deep burnt orange shirt was a useful fabric. The woman came prepared to work a construction site and had a firm handshake to boot. 


	The thought of the handshake made his thoughts return to the feel of her tiny hand in his. She was not a small woman, five foot six, or so and not skinny. Definitely not fat, had nice curves in all the right places. Very little makeup, but when she had gazed at him with those blue-grey eyes, he felt it in regions he preferred to ignore on the job site. 


	Quentin had volunteered to take on the project. Each of the four Thomson brothers took over day to day management of all their job sites. Both he and Quentin had one other large-scale project between them so that it could have gone either way. After meeting the site’s project manager, he was glad Quentin would be taking this one, as spending any amount of time with the project manager in question would not be a good thing. Besides, he got the feeling he rubbed her the wrong way. 


	“Do you want me to get some day-labor to clean the site?” Cassie asked from behind him.


	“Nah, some of this can be salvaged, and day laborers won’t know the difference.”


	“Okay, when will you have a new project timeline?”


	“Two weeks,” Trent responded, still mentally taking notes. “Do you have the official filed blueprints and specs?”


	“I had them messengered to your office yesterday.” She looked at him. “Didn’t you even look at them before coming out here?”


	“No, haven’t been in the office in five days,” Trent said brashly.


	“Is this not your only job?”


	“No, I also have the MidFi Office Complex. Each of my brothers and I managed one to three projects at a time.”


	“I’m not sure that will work,” she said absently, writing notes. 


	“You’ve seen our company’s list of completed projects and our references and know the range of builds we have handled. What makes you think we can’t do this one?”


	“Timeline is 26% per square foot shorter than any project done to date by your firm. Quality cannot suffer, and at best, I will only get 50% of your time,” she said with a small bob of her head. 


	Quentin coughed into his hand. “Ms. Valentine, this is going to be my job site. And I only have a strip mall project, so I can give it the kind of attention you need.”


	“Great. That makes me feel better,” she said, writing in that god-awful notebook. “Have you seen the plans yet?”


	“No, they were not there last night when I was in, but I will go ahead and take a look as soon as we are done here.”


	She shook her head but said nothing else as she continued walking and writing. Trent gave Quentin a look that forewarned him that they would have words when Ms. Valentine vacated the job site.


	“Do you want me to provide you a list of the notes I’m making, as I see neither of you came prepared to take notes?”


	Trent felt anger, a rare emotion for him, start to rise. “We have fabulous memories, Ms. Valentine,” he ground out at her. “And we have been doing this a long time. Besides, with two of us, one can fill in a gap should we not be able to recall a detail later.”


	She cocked her head just slightly, looking at him. “I’ll fax a copy to ensure you are aware of my concerns, as you can’t read my thoughts,” she said dryly.


	“Are you just about through with your note-taking?”


	“Yes, for now. I need your review notes on the blueprints and timeline by Friday,” she said sweetly to him and then stared him directly in the face. For some reason, the stalemate comparison played through his mind. 


	“I said two weeks.”


	“We don’t have the luxury of time on this project. Can you do Friday or not?” she turned to Quentin for the answer this time. 


	“Of course. Why don’t you come by the office at 1 p.m. Friday?”


	“Sounds great. Any questions for me?” 


	Trent felt the emotion bubbling up. She didn’t even glance in his direction as she asked the question. 


	“Not at this time. If I do, I have your number,” Quentin said. 


	“Good. It was nice meeting you,” she extended her hand to Quentin. 


	“And you,” Quentin said, barely holding back a grin Trent noted, as the brief connection was broken. 


	She turned towards him; he could see the defiance in her as she extended her hand, “Mr. Thomson.”


	“Ms. Valentine,” he kept the contact as short as possible. 


	She turned immediately and made quick tracks to her car. Quentin and Trent stood side by side until her SUV was pulling onto the main drag. 


	“Well, that was fun,” Quentin said. 


	“She’s rude… and pushy…and…” 


	“Uh-huh,” Quentin agreed, heading for the truck.


	Trent slugged him hard on the arm.


	 “What the heck was that for?”


	“What was the chuckling about?”


	“I’d just never seen anyone get you so riled so quickly,” he grinned.


	“She just…I don’t know what it was.” Trent couldn’t figure out why she got under his skin. The second their eyes met; he had felt an unaccustomed antagonism toward her. That wasn’t at all like him. 


	“I can’t wait to tell Mom that I finally found a woman that got the drop on you.” 


	“Don’t you dare! I’m warning you. I have information, and I can use it should this make Mom’s ears. Seriously, she is on a mission to get me married off. She won’t believe that I’m perfectly happy being the single, childfree bachelor of the family.”


	“Okay, I won’t spill the beans, but remember, blackmail is illegal. And just because you swear you don’t want to get married or have children doesn’t make you immune to feisty, beautiful women.”


	“True, but she didn’t strike me as the one-night-stand kind.”


	“And we have to work together.”


	“Exactly. So glad this is your project. I won’t have to see the cold Ms. Valentine again.”


	“Glad I could help,” Quentin said as they climbed into the truck.


	All the good-natured ribbing had helped temper his simmering emotions. He was back in control and glad he had brothers who could help out with difficult clients. If he never saw Cassandra Valentine again, it would be just fine by him.


	 


	 


	




CHAPTER 2
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	Cassie was juggling two grocery sacks, her messenger bag, and purse when the front door opened. Bracing herself for the coming tornado, she saw it was the twins. Beatriz and Brigitte at five were a force to be reckoned with, and she prepared herself for the onslaught. 


	“Hey, you two, careful. I have lots of fragile items in the bags. Can you help me carry something?”


	“I can help,” Beatriz said, and Cassie handed over her purse. She had to get more creative as she looked at what else she had. Everything was too big or not age-appropriate for Bridgette’s unsteady grasp. Suddenly she remembered the one bag that held a huge box of cereal. As soon as she handed it over, Brigitte was running after Beatriz. Cassie picked up her pace, knowing that the others would not be far behind. As if on cue, Harper stuck her head out the front door.


	“Mom, Will, and Alex have been hogging the computer all afternoon.”


	Cassie shook her head and drew in a tight breath. “Sweetie, you haven’t even been here all afternoon. And I doubt Mrs. Tokarski would let them hog the computer. Does she have the timer out?”


	“Yeah,” said Harper rolling her eyes.


	“So, did you lose your turn this afternoon for some reason?” Cassie asked, entering the door held open by the pouting nine-year-old.


	“I called Alex stupid,” she gave the truth up. 


	Cassie sighed and walking into the dining room area, “Harper, you know what I think about that word.”


	“It’s not a nice word…and I shouldn’t use it,” the little girl said, sticking a lip out and bowing her head.


	“And when you call someone names, you lose your turn for the rest of the day so you can think about your behavior. Right?” she crouched down in front of the precocious nine-year-old. 


	“I guess.”


	“I still love you,” Cassie opened her arms and couldn’t help but smile when Harper stepped into them and wrapped her arms around her. The twins quickly joined in, and a huge sandwich ensued. This she thought is the best part of my day. 


	After a few moments, she disentangled herself and stood. Mrs. Tokarski was at the sink, rinsing a mound of vegetables and humming to herself. She was a godsend and didn’t seem the least bit frazzled by the commotion for once. That was not always the case. 


	“How was everything today?”


	“Goot,” she said briefly in her heavy Polish accent.


	“Where’s Sachie?”


	“She no nap. Is taking…umm…rest. On the sofa,” she said, pointing to a den off the main living room. 


	Cassie shook her head and headed to the den to check on the toddler. As she passed, she dropped kisses on the heads of Alex and Will. “Both have a good day at school?”


	She got two shrugs for her effort. 


	"There is paperwork on the kitchen counter for you to fill out," Alex finally volunteered.


	“Will do,” she took off again.


	“She’s grumpy…like when she had those front teeth coming in and chewed on everything,” Harper interjected, following Cassie. As the oldest child, she had cast herself in the role of a little mother.


	“Hi sassy girl,” Cassie said, grinning at the toddler who was curled on the couch watching a Disney channel show. Her plump arms immediately went into the air, “Momma…I now feel good.”


	Cassie let the child absorb the love she needed and then moved her back a few inches so she could feel her forehead. She was a bit warm, but not enough to be worrisome. Cassie looked at her big syrupy brown eyes and dark brown curls. She looked more like Megan every passing day. It made Cassie’s heart miss a beat from grief. Taking her hand from the toddler’s head, she pulled her in for another round of snuggling. As she took in the sweet smell, she let the pain go and remembered that Megan and Bruce were still with her. Every day, she tried to be the parent they would want her to be in their absence, giving all the love and attention they had. She squeezed the tiny body and gently laid her back on the couch. 
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