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To my dad, who taught me how to hold a hammer.
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This book was written while my house was being renovated, which made for incredibly convenient research. A couple lines of dialogue may or may not be direct quotes from the work crew. How’s that for authenticity?


Chapter One

Oh, hell no!

Angie Corcarelli squinted through the slightly dingy windshield of her pickup against a blast of summer sun shooting off a shed-sized sign. Pounded into the ground outside a line of dilapidated row houses on Pittsburgh’s North Side, the billboard read, “Future home of the Parkway Extender. Another project proudly managed by The Perrault Group.”

“Oh, hell no!” She whipped her truck around until she was headed downtown again.

Today was supposed to be a good day—a great day—the start of an excellent week. With a cashier’s check for seventy-five grand stuffed inside the folder of closing documents on the passenger seat beside her, how could it be any other way?

“Stuart Perrault, I’m going to kill you.”

She gunned it through a yellow light and slowed as she dialed her best friend, Trish.

“Trish DeVign Interior Design,” answered the perfectly professional voice on the other end.

“That jackass you dated before you married my brother is about to be a dead man.”

“Stu? Why? What happened?”

“He’s in my way. I’ve had my eye on some row homes, but the city’s been stalling me, saying the properties haven’t been removed from the tax rolls yet. Well, guess what? I drove by today, and a big ole sign’s up announcing a highway is going to run through the houses, and Stuart Perrault’s going to be driving the frickin’ bulldozer.”

“He doesn’t drive a bulldozer. He’s simply managing the project.”

“Yeah, well, whatever he does,” she snorted, “it’s gonna be hard to do it dead!”

“Ange, you need to calm down. You don’t have a legal claim to the properties or even a promise you could purchase them. You got beat out. It happens. There will be other places to flip. Right?”

If only it were that simple. “I want those places.” Because, if memory served her right, her late father honed his carpentry skills on that woodwork and those rafters. She’d be damned if a highway was going to obliterate any more of his memory.

She swerved into the right lane to avoid backup in the turning lane. A few horns blared.

“Why don’t you hang up, and call me back when you aren’t driving? I want you alive and by my side when I give birth to your nephew in four months.”

Angie backed off the gas pedal with a slight sigh. “There you go playing the baby card again.”

“Did it work?”

She wrinkled her nose as she watched the speedometer needle drop to a more respectable speed. “Maybe.” Angie adored her three-year-old niece, Angelina, and she couldn’t wait to meet her nephew.

“Good. Now promise me Stu lives, because prison would keep you away from the birth, too.”

Angie spied the gleaming Perrault Group office complex flanked by fancy landscaping, and scowled. “I’d only go to prison if I got caught.”

“Ange …”

“Fine. Stuart lives, but I can’t promise he won’t be damaged after I get through with him.”

Out of the truck, Angie stormed through the parking garage. The cooler temperatures in the shade kept her comfortable despite the work boots, jeans, and stifling anger. How had those properties gone from ripe for rehab in a neighborhood that was supposedly on the rise, to destined for demolition and more traffic than anyone in the surrounding area needed? There hadn’t been a single mention of this highway extension on the news or in the paper. Something seemed shady.

She stepped off the elevator into the marble lobby and, for a minute, thought she was in the wrong place. But no, another gleaming sign hanging above a dark walnut reception desk confirmed this was The Perrault Group. What kind of construction engineering firm was decked out like a stuffy bank?

“Can I help you?”

Angie forced a smile at the librarian-like receptionist. “Hi, I’m Angie Corcarelli. I’m here to see Stuart Perrault.”

The woman smiled back and picked up the phone. “One moment, please.”

Easy. Must’ve been the boots and jeans. From her appearance it would be clear she was in the construction industry, too.

“Down the hall. Third door on the left.”

“Thank you.”

He was waiting for her, standing in the hallway outside his office. “Now, this is a surprise.”

He didn’t look particularly surprised. He looked neutral, like he always did. Businesslike in his navy suit. His cheeks were a little too concaved for her liking, his jaw too square, and the dip in his chin made him seem even more uptight than she already knew he was. The bright blue eyes were nice, though. They just weren’t enough to make up for the other things.

“Hey,” she said. “We need to talk.”

“Is Trish okay?”

“Trish is fine.” Not that it was any of his business. Tony, Angie’s brother, was the one with a vested interest in Trish now. And, he’d kill Stuart if he knew the guy had even breathed his wife’s name.

Now there was an idea.

“Okay.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and tilted his head. “So if you’re not here about Trish, then I’m really intrigued.”

Again, he didn’t look intrigued. Those cheeks stayed just hollow enough to make her notice the shadows on his clean-shaven face, and those pretty-girl eyes never sparked.

She walked right past him and into his office. Construction engineer? She bit back a laugh. It looked like a professor worked here. High-polished shelves were filled to the brim with dustless textbooks, but not a drafting table or blueprint was in sight.

“So what can I do for you?” he asked, rounding his gleaming, pristine desk.

“You can rework the plans for the Parkway Extender to save the row homes you’re set to demolish.”

He blinked. “And why would I want to do that?”

“Because I was supposed to have first dibs on those properties so I could rehab them.”

He nodded, slowly, and then he lifted his hand to his face, pulling on his chin, deepening the dip at the center. She almost laughed at his level of concentration.

“Angie, that’s ridiculous. The city owns those properties. They can decide what to do with them. Besides, those houses have been condemned for ages. You can take your pick from hundreds of other urban properties needing rehabbed. I’m not rerouting an entire highway project so you can flip a few houses.”

“Fine. Then how about you reroute an entire highway project so the people living there can enjoy their neighborhood? Those houses are a piece of this city’s history, and destroying them to put a four-lane highway in the middle of an already struggling area isn’t going to make you anyone’s hero.”

He flinched. That got him. She felt a frisson of triumph, but then his shoulders rose and fell, and neutrality returned. “I’m not rerouting the highway. Period. It would unnecessarily and exorbitantly increase costs to my client, and I could kiss my business reputation goodbye. Find another property, Angie. You don’t have legs to stand on here.”

She hated backing down from a fight even more than she hated giving up on something she wanted. “You know what, Stu?” She wrinkled her nose when she used the silly nickname Trish had always called him by. “I have a hunch you can kiss your business reputation goodbye either way, because I know some people who are going to be very interested in what you’re trying to do. The Historic Review Commission will have something to say about homes that old being torn down.” It was flimsy. For all she knew they’d already cleared away any red tape that resulted from the buildings’ age.

Again, Stuart tugged on his chin, but before he could respond to her veiled threat, there came a knock on his door.

“Come in,” he said.

“Stuart, I have … oh, I’m sorry to interrupt. I didn’t realize you were in a meeting.”

Angie turned her head in time to see an older version of Stuart standing in the doorway. Same chiseled features and bright blue eyes.

“Dad, this is Angie Corcarelli.”

“It’s a pleasure.” The man held out his hand and flashed a blinding smile. He had the personality Stuart seemed to lack. Charisma. And yet, the big grin didn’t crinkle an ounce of skin around his eyes.

Not an honest man, her father would’ve said.

Throughout her fourteen years in the business, she’d met more than a few captains of industry like Alan Perrault. Their steel town roots and rough edges hadn’t fully been planed smooth by money and power, and their brash arrogance made them think they could use their charisma to close the gaps.

She straightened her shoulders and reached forward for an obligatory handshake. “It’s nice to meet you, too, and you’re not interrupting anything. I was just leaving.”

He gave her a good, hard squeeze with his hot hand, and then his eyes flashed to the logo above her breast. “Corcarelli Carpentry Company? I’ve heard that name around town. Residential, right?”

“Yes, sir.” She slipped her hand into her front pocket as soon as it was free. Then she turned her head and tossed Stuart a bit of a warning glance. Don’t mess with me, Buddy. “We’ll talk soon.”

By the time she made it to her truck, her heart was pumping like a piston. You don’t have legs to stand on here. She looked down at her steel-toed boots. We’ll see about that, won’t we? As a business owner, she had friends in high places. Maybe not as many as Stuart did, but all she needed was one or two willing to help her with research. There had to be some way to halt the demolition. It was the right thing to do—for the people of that neighborhood … and for her.

She couldn’t bear to lose more of her father.

• • •

“What was that about?”

Stuart didn’t want to answer. The truth wouldn’t make his father happy. “Nothing really.” He sat and pulled his keyboard closer. Maybe the illusion of dealing with something pressing would keep his father from asking more.

“Personal or professional?”

“Neither really.”

“Jesus Christ, Stuart. Quit giving me the runaround. Why was she here? And you’d better not tell me you’re considering using her for a project. She builds kitchen cupboards, not infrastructures.”

“I’m not hiring her, Dad. She … well, she’s unhappy about the highway extender. She wants us to reroute the project so she can rehab the row houses.”

His father’s eyes widened. “You told her that was impossible, right?”

“Of course.” He wasn’t a complete screw up. “I told her a reroute would be exorbitantly expensive and ultimately unnecessary since the city owns the property free and clear.”

“Good boy.”

Stuart straightened a little at the praise, but then he noticed his father’s scowl had returned. “What?”

“She didn’t look happy when she left.”

“She wasn’t.”

“Why am I worried that could come back to bite us?”

Because Angie Corcarelli wasn’t afraid to speak her mind? And she wasn’t afraid to use her big—although, not entirely unattractive—mouth to slam Stuart. She’d done it lots of times when he’d been dating Trish.

“You need to make sure this fire is out. You hear me? I will not have a repeat of Paris.”

Paris, where a record-breaking bridge project crashed and burned, because Stuart couldn’t change the tide of public opinion once a few opponents revealed that the new bridge would displace a crumbling, inoperable, historic one.

Stuart didn’t want a repeat of that, either. He couldn’t afford one if he wanted to be named his father’s successor.

“I understand,” Stuart said. “Let me think about it, and I’ll come up with a plan.”

“No,” his father barked. “You said the same thing in Paris. This time, you’ll act quickly to make sure it’s not a problem. Show some of that Perrault razzle-dazzle I keep hoping you’re hiding in there!” He punctuated the command with a showy, jazz hands gesture, then thumped the desk in front of him. “Here’s your plan. Take a page out of your brother’s book and invite her to dinner. Charm her. Give her a reason to think favorably about you—if you know what I mean.”

He couldn’t be serious. Stuart fidgeted. “You want me to neutralize a potential situation by seducing the opposition?”

His father laughed. “Now, now, son. I didn’t say that, but … it couldn’t hurt. You know what they say: Make love not war.” He laughed again, a booming sound that made Stuart flinch.

“You’re crazy.”

“I’m kidding. But you could still stand to have a little fun with this. Ask her to dinner and smooth out the wrinkles.” His father’s brows rose. “Or … I’ll have Ethan do it.”

Checkmate. “Fine. I’ll call her.”

“Call her now.”

He threw up his hands. “She just left the office. She’s not going to answer a call.”

“Leave her a message.”

“Won’t that look desperate?”

“Aren’t you? After Paris you promised me you’d show more passion and commitment for the success of this business. Now’s your chance.”

Stuart hid a growl with a clear of his throat and lifted the receiver. With his other hand, he searched for Angie’s number in his cell phone. It had to be in here somewhere. He’d texted her a few times when he’d been dating Trish, and he never deleted a contact. Just as he presumed, he found the number (under A instead of C inexplicably) … and she didn’t answer.

“Hi, you’ve reached Angela Corcarelli and Corcarelli Carpentry Company. Leave me a message, and I’ll get back to you soon.”

He inhaled at the beep and glanced at his father. “Angie, it’s Stuart. I didn’t like the way we left things. I’d like to take you to dinner, where we can talk more. Call me when you have a chance.” Or when hell froze over, because he knew her too well to think she wouldn’t see right through this call.

“If she doesn’t call back, you call her again,” Dad said the second the receiver hit the base. “Be persistent. Don’t sit around and weigh the goddamn pros and cons. Sometimes you’ve just got to act.” He walked around the desk and grabbed Stuart by the back of the neck, giving him a playful shake. “One of these days I’m going to get that through your skull. All the shiny degrees and book knowledge in the world can’t compete with heart. Passion!” He gesticulated, then waved an open hand, indicating the office. “How do you think I got where I am?”

After his father had gone, Stuart dropped to his desk chair and banged his head against the cushioned headrest. A battle with Angie Corcarelli could ruin any headway he’d made at proving to his father that he was the right son to run this company. Neither his father nor Ethan would let today’s little run-in become a major problem. After a few drinks and some laughs, they’d have her eating out of the palms of their hands. Wheeling and dealing always came easy to them.

He straightened. Well, if his father wanted action, then that was what he’d get.

Stuart dialed Simon Cross at City Hall. He’d feel a lot better about everything as soon as he knew the Historic Review Commission had no grounds to oppose the project. Knowing Angie Corcarelli opposed it was bad enough.

She didn’t need to be encouraged.


Chapter Two

“He’s a weasel.” Angie glared at Stuart Perrault’s name amid the list of voicemails from yesterday, and then she deleted the message and got back to work. “He just wants to take me to dinner so he can show me some stupid list of pros and cons, which will no doubt prove that I’m a complete idiot for wanting him to move the highway. And then, he’ll expect me to beg for his forgiveness. It ain’t gonna happen. I don’t beg. And unlike you, I’m not impressed by lists.”

“Lists can help a person see things clearly. Here, hold this.” Trish jabbed the tip of the tape measurer into Angie’s belly. “Take it to the woodwork.”

Angie dropped the end of the tape to the carpeted floor and held it against the woodwork with her boot. “All I’m saying is, if the guy I dated told me he was going to Paris and had drawn up a cost-benefit analysis to figure out if he should break up with me, I would’ve told him to stick the pen up his ass.”

“Because you’re sweet and delicate that way.”

“Because I’m honest.”

“Ninety-six. Remember that.” Trish walked to the other end of the room, dragging the extended tape behind her. “Pull it tight, so we can get the length.”

Angie tamped her boot on the end again.

“So, how’s this for honest,” Trish said. “Stuart is a really decent guy. You’re giving him a bad rap. You always have.”

She snorted. “If he’s so decent, then why did you end up with my brother instead of him? Oh, wait. Because the list said so.”

“Just because he’s decent doesn’t mean he was the man for me.” Trish yanked on the measurer, sending the metal tape zipping back into its plastic casing.

Angie loved the sound of that. She had since she’d been a kid working side by side with her dad. God, for the last twenty-four hours—ever since she saw that damn sign—she couldn’t think about her dad without thinking about those houses being torn down.

Her chest felt hollow. “I think my dad did work on those places.”

Trish tapped her fingers over the screen of her fancy tablet PC. “What places?”

“The houses Mr. Decent wants to tear down.”

“Ah. So that’s why you’re so invested.” Trish dropped the tablet into her floral bag and rested one hand on her bulging belly. “Why don’t you just tell Stuart how much the houses mean to you?”

Angie rolled her eyes. “Yeah. I’ll get right on that. Because you know how much I like sharing my feelings with people.”

“Then I’ll tell him.”

“Over my dead body. Besides, I don’t even know if I’m right about it. I have no proof my father ever stepped foot on the property.”

“Can’t you get proof? It seems kind of mean to challenge Stu’s project if there’s no reason to challenge it.”

No, she couldn’t get proof. It wasn’t like he was the original builder, and that was long before permits were required for simple carpentry work. The houses had been vacant for years and under the management of a revolving door of slumlord owners even longer. She wouldn’t even know where to begin tracking down the person who’d hired a small band of Italian carpenters some forty years before. And it wasn’t like she could ask her dad or Nonna. They were gone. She still couldn’t believe Nonna would be gone almost a full year. And those houses would be gone, too, if she didn’t find a way to save them.

Bottom line, even if her father hadn’t worked on those houses, someone had. She didn’t like the idea of anyone’s history being demolished. “A little opposition never hurt anyone. In fact, it makes you up your game. Who’s to say there isn’t a better option for everyone concerned with that project? Maybe they picked that route because it was easiest or cheapest, not best. Let me tell ya, that neighborhood needs a lot of things, and a highway running though it isn’t one of them.”

“True. I just wish you weren’t facing off against a friend.”

“You mean an ex-boyfriend.”

“Same thing.”

“Only in your world. In mine, ex-boyfriends are the spawn of Satan.”

Trish giggled. “Then it’s a good thing there aren’t very many of them.”

Angie stuck out her tongue and went to check on her crew. Damn straight she didn’t have a lot of ex-boyfriends lying around. The two who’d meant the most to her had let her down in spectacular fashion. Ha! That was an understatement. Both Patrick and Giuseppe could’ve ended up in jail. What did it say about her that the two times she’d fallen in love, she’d done so with a gambler who bordered on con-artist and a man who’d been twice her age and didn’t see a problem with dating an overconfident teenager? Bad judgment. In fact, aside from her father, she was just better off not trusting men. She had enough of them—what with her family-populated work crew—sucking the life out of her already. She didn’t need another one.

Although, a man who would suck other things now and then might not be such a bad idea.

When she was satisfied the mudroom cabinets were on track for completion by end of week, she headed off to a charity build for a family who’d lost their home to a fire. On her way there, she called Maddy Gregg at the Historic Review Commission. They’d worked together a couple times since Angie had started flipping inner-city houses. If anyone knew whether or not Angie had legs to stand on, it would be Maddy.

“Give me the addresses, and I’ll see what I can find out,” Maddy said.

“Wait, so you don’t think it’s odd that you don’t already know what properties I’m talking about? I had to jump through hoops to get permits for the houses one block away.”

“If the properties aren’t historical, then we wouldn’t be concerned with them.”

True. But how could they not be historical when almost everything else in that neighborhood was? She didn’t get to make that point, because her mother’s call beeped through, and she automatically answered. It was habit. For years she’d been answering her mother’s calls on the first ring, praying it wasn’t bad news about Nonna. Eight months ago, she’d received the worst possible call. You’d think some of the urgency would’ve passed since Nonna had.

“What’s up, Ma?”

“Are you coming to dinner after Nonna’s birthday memorial mass on Saturday? Aunt Connie is making reservations.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good. Four o’clock mass. Don’t forget. We can put some flowers on the graves before we head to the restaurant.”

It wasn’t the happiest way to spend a Saturday evening, but it was important to her family, which was why her crew would be taking Saturday off. The hazards of nepotism.

After the call ended, she made a mental note to gather sawdust from one of her current projects to sprinkle on her father’s grave.

She swung her truck into a spot behind a Reimer Electrical Services van and hopped out just as Matt Reimer slammed his door.

“Angie, so glad you could make it.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.” Apparently a lot of people felt the same. Build Together Pittsburgh’s first official charity build was off to a banging start—literally. The sounds of hammers pounding and saws buzzing were already at quite a volume, and cars and trucks were stretched up and down both sides of the street. It made her smile knowing there were this many selfless people in the world—people like her dad. He’d have heeded the union’s call for volunteers so quickly he’d have been the first one here and the last one to leave. Hell, Pasquale Corcarelli could’ve started a nonprofit like this.

Everywhere she looked, people were carrying boards and tools. They were smiling and laughing. It was exactly where she needed to be if she wanted some perspective.

Up ahead, four guys lifted a wall frame into place. The guy closest to her rocked a sweaty T-shirt, which worked the hell out of a set of admirable biceps. It was odd she even noticed. She worked side by side with physically fit men every day. True, most of them were family, but still … Biceps were biceps, weren’t they?

“Looking good, Stuart,” Matt called out.

Angie’s stomach flipped, and a second later the man with the biceps turned his head enough for her to see his face.

Stuart Perrault. What was he doing here? More important, why was she drooling over his biceps?

• • •

Stuart watched the lethal brunette striding toward him and couldn’t decide if it was good or bad luck. She hadn’t returned his call, and by the look of her grim face, he figured the thought of a business dinner with him was about as warm and fuzzy as pouring a concrete foundation in January.

Lethal, he thought of the word again, because it was so damn accurate his hair stood on end. That woman in jeans, a T-shirt, and steel-toed boots was dangerous. She could do a lot of damage when she wanted to, like the time she convinced levelheaded Trish DeVign to run off to Cabo for a girls’ week, leaving behind a trail of risqué Facebook pictures.

He looked away, because even after four years, he couldn’t get one particular picture out of his mind: Angie Corcarelli toned and tanned with long arms shielding her bare breasts from view on a Mexican beach. That picture prompted feelings that sure as hell weren’t welcomed when he’d been dating her best friend, and they weren’t any more welcomed now.

“Angie,” he said, and then he shook Matt’s hand. “It’s good to see you both.”

“It’s good to be here,” Matt said. He scanned the scene around them. “Is there a check-in table?”

“Inside the white trailer.” Stuart pointed to the side yard where thousands of pounds of heavy equipment waited.

“Excellent. Catch ya later.” As Matt walked away, Angie took a step to follow.

He should’ve let her go. He’d said all he’d needed to say in his office yesterday. But his father had asked him to do this, and as a rule, he didn’t like to disappoint the man.

“Did you get my message?” Stuart asked.

She stopped and didn’t move for the longest time. She was thinking about walking away, wasn’t she? He wished she would; maybe then he would stop staring at her denim-wrapped ass.

“I got it.” She turned and leveled him with narrowed eyes. “But there was no need for me to respond, because there’s no need for dinner.”

“I beg to differ.”

“Don’t beg. It’s weak.”

He was a lot of things, but weak wasn’t one of them. To prove it, he straightened his back and broadened his chest on an inhale. “I don’t want to fight with you, Angie.”

She sized him up, and an unexpected jolt of awareness charged his body. “Then move the highway.”

He was about to tell her she was setting herself up for serious disappointment, when a call for his help from the carpentry tent pulled him away. Thank God. That woman was the last woman on earth he should feel any sort of attraction to—primitive or otherwise. Not only was she the best friend of the woman who was arguably his perfect match, but she was also the sister of a man who hated him. She was brash, outspoken, and intent on causing him more trouble than he deserved. Move the highway. He scoffed as he measured and cut two-by-fours.

Still, as the afternoon wore on, every so often he scanned the landscape in search of her. Rule One of any good fight was to keep your enemy in sight. And just as he’d thought, she’d found a sympathetic ear. Verne Moss looked his way, and Stuart had to fight the urge to march over and ask if Angie had turned one of the North Side’s biggest developers against him.

When he’d finally finished cutting the boards, Stuart wandered off in the direction he’d last seen her. He wasn’t going to beg, but he was absolutely, positively going to get her to agree to dinner. He needed to squash this uprising before it grew to Parisian proportions.

He nearly ran her over as he cut between two dump trucks.

“Oh,” she said, stopping just short of him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.” He smiled, and her face went a little blank. It made him think he had more of an advantage than he’d thought. “But, I was looking for you.” Pouring on the charm. His father would be proud. That was really all he wanted. “About dinner.”

“Stuart—”

“Angie,” he cut her off. “I want to talk about this. You’re upset. I don’t want you to be upset. We have a lot of history between us. And despite what happened between Trish and me, I still consider you a friend. I always have.”

“Cut the bullshit, Stuart. You saw me talking to Verne Moss, didn’t you?” She grinned, and any advantage he thought he had burned away on the spark in her coffee-colored eyes. He liked coffee. A lot. In fact, he should’ve had a cup the last time he wandered through the refreshment tent. Maybe then he’d have been sharp enough not to walk into a trap like this.

She wasn’t any weaker than he was.

“I saw you talking with lots of people.” Which was why he was so worried. That mouth could cause him and his project serious trouble.

“Were you stalking me?”

“It’s not stalking if you know I’m here.”

She huffed. “Why are you here? It’s a long way from that mausoleum you call an office. Besides, I’m sure there are some overseas conference calls and executive board meetings you’re missing while you’re over here doing manual labor for poor unfortunate souls you could just cut a check for instead.”

“Maybe if you’d spent more time talking to me during the two years I was with Trish rather than bashing me, you’d know there’s more to me than my checkbook. I actually like to get my hands dirty.”

She didn’t look impressed, so he didn’t provide any more details. He wasn’t sure it would help. The importance of his starting this nonprofit would be lost on anyone but him. Besides, most people took one look at a rich guy with a foundation and saw one thing: tax write-offs.

“Whatever,” she said. “Let’s just cut to the chase. If I agree to dinner with you, you need to promise me you’ll hear me out. I want a fair shot at changing your mind.”
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