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			It may be that the satisfaction I need depends on my going away, so that when I’ve gone and come back, I’ll find it at home.


			—RUMI


			Houses are built to live in, and not to look on; therefore let use be preferred before uniformity.


			—FRANCIS BACON


		


	

		

			In memory of my second “mom,” Rochelle Penny Zwickel, who opened her heart and home to me and made the world a more special place. We miss you every day.


			For those seeking their true home: you can search for it, build it, decorate it, change it, but I believe it is any safe place that brings comfort and peace.


			And home is always sweeter when it is shared with someone you love.


		


	

		

			prologue


			


			Caleb Pierce craved a cold beer, air-­conditioning, his dogs, and maybe a pretty brunette to warm his bed.


			Instead, he got lukewarm water, choking heat, his head in an earsplitting vise, and a raging bitch testing his temper.


			And it was only eight a.m.


			“I told you a thousand times I wanted the bedroom for my mother off the garage.” Lucy Weatherspoon jabbed her French-manicured finger at the framing and back at the plans they’d changed twelve times. “I need her to have privacy and her own entrance. If this is the garage, why is the bedroom off the other side?”


			He reminded himself again that running your own company had its challenges. One of them was clients who thought building a house was like shopping at the mall. Sure, he was used to difficult clients, but Lucy tested even his patience. She spoke to him as if he were a bit dim-witted just because he wore jeans with holes in them and battered work boots and had dust covering every inch of his body. His gut had told him to turn down the damn job of building her dream house, but his stubborn father overruled him, calling her congressman husband and telling him Pierce Brothers would be fucking thrilled to take on the project. His father always did have a soft spot for power. Probably figured the politician would owe him a favor.


			Yeah, Cal would rather have a prostate exam than deal with Congressman Weatherspoon’s wife.


			He wiped the sweat off his brow, noting the slight wrinkle of her nose telling him he smelled. For fun, he deliberately took a step closer to her. “Mrs. Weatherspoon, we went over this several times, and I had you sign off. Remember? Your mother’s bedroom has to be on the other side of the house because you decided you wanted the billiard room to be accessed from the garage. Of course, I can add it to the second floor with a private entry, but we’d need to deal with a staircase or elevator.”


			“No. I want it on the ground floor. I don’t remember signing off on this. Are you telling me I need to choose between my mother and the pool table room?”


			He tried hard not to gnash his teeth. He’d already lost too much of the enamel, and they’d just broken ground on this job. “No. I’m saying if we put the bedroom on the other side of the house, it won’t break the architectural lines, and you can have everything you want. Just. Like. We. Discussed.”


			She tapped her nude high-heeled foot, studying him as if trying to decipher whether he was a sarcastic asshole or just didn’t understand how to talk to the natives. He gave his best dumb look, and finally she sighed. “Fine. I’ll bend on this.”


			Oh, goody.


			“But I changed my mind on the multilevel deck. I found this picture on Houzz and want you to re-create it.” She shoved a glossy printout of some Arizona-inspired massive patio that was surrounded by a desert. And yep, just as he figured, it was from a spa hotel that looked nothing like the lake-view property he was currently building on. Knowing it would look ridiculous on the elegant Colonial that rivaled a Southern plantation, he forced himself to nod and pretend to study the picture.


			“Yes, we can definitely discuss this. Since the deck won’t affect my current framing, let’s revisit when we begin designing the outside.”


			That placated her enough to get her to smile stiffly. “Very well. Oh, I’d better go. I’m late for the charity breakfast. I’ll check in with you later, Caleb.”


			“Great.” He nodded as she picked her way carefully over the building site and watched her pull away in her shiny black Mercedes. Cal shook his head and gulped down a long drink of water, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Next time, he’d get his architect Brady to deal with her. He was good at charming an endless array of women when they drew up plans, but was never around to handle the temper tantrums on the actual job.


			Then again, Brady had always been smarter than him.


			Cal did a walk-through to check on his team. The pounding sounds of classic Aerosmith blared from an ancient radio that had nothing on those fancy iPods. It had been on hundreds of jobs with him, covered in grime, soaked with water, battered by falls, and never stopped working. Sure, when he ran, he liked those wireless contraptions, but Cal always felt he had been born a few decades too late. To him, simple was better. Simple worked just fine, but the more houses he built, the more he was surrounded by requests for fancier equipment, for endless rooms that would never be used, and for him to clear land better left alone.


			He nodded to Jason, who was currently finishing up the framing, and ran his hand over the wood, checking for stability and texture. His hands were an extension of all his senses, able to figure out weak spots hidden in rotted wood or irregular length. Of course, he wasn’t as gifted as his youngest brother, Dalton, who’d been dubbed the Wood Whisperer. His middle brother, Tristan, only laughed and suggested wood be changed to woody to be more accurate. He’d always been the wiseass out of all of them.


			Cal wiped the thought of his brothers out of his head, readjusted his hard hat, and continued his quick walk-through. In the past year, Pierce Brothers Construction had grown, but Cal refused to sacrifice quality over his father’s constant need to be the biggest firm in the Northeast.


			On cue, his phone shrieked, and he punched the button. “Yeah?”


			“Cal? Something happened.”


			The usually calm voice of his assistant, Sydney, broke over the line. In that moment, he knew deep in his gut that everything would change, like the flash of knowledge before a car crash, or the sharp cut of pain before a loss penetrated the brain. Cal tightened his grip on the phone and waited. The heat of the morning pressed over him. The bright blue sky, streaked with clouds, blurred his vision. The sounds of Aerosmith, drills, and hammers filled his ears.


			“Your father had a heart attack. He’s at Harrington Memorial.”


			“Is he okay?”


			Sydney paused. The silence told him everything he needed to know and dreaded to hear. “You need to get there quick.”


			“On my way.”


			Calling out quickly to his team, he ripped off his hat, jumped into his truck, and drove.


			A mass of machines beeped, and Cal tried not to focus on the tubes running into his father’s body in an attempt to keep him alive. They’d tried to keep him out by siccing Security on him and making a scene, but he refused to leave until they allowed him to stand beside his bed while they prepped him for surgery.


			Christian Pierce was a hard, fierce man with a force that pushed through both opposition and people like a tank. At seventy years old, he’d only grown more grizzled, in both body and spirit, leaving fear and respect in his wake but little tenderness. Cal stared into his pale face while the machines moved up and down to keep breath in his lungs and reached out tentatively to take his father’s hand.


			“Get off me, for God’s sake. I’m not dying. Not yet.”


			Cal jerked away. His father’s eyes flew open. The familiar coffee-brown eyes held a hint of disdain at his son’s weakness, even though they were red rimmed and weary. Cal shoved down the brief flare of pain and arranged his face to a neutral expression. “Good, because I want you to take over the Weatherspoons. They’re a pain in my ass.”


			His father grunted. “I need some future political favors. Handle it.” He practically spit at the nurse hovering and checking his vitals. “Stop poking me. When do I get out of here?”


			The pretty blonde hesitated. Uh-oh. His father was the worst patient in the world, and he bit faster than a rattlesnake when cornered. Already he looked set to viciously tear her to verbal pieces while she seemed to be gathering the right words to say.


			Cal saved her by answering. “You’re not. Doctor said you need surgery to unblock some valves. They’re sending you now.”


			His father grunted again. “Idiot doctor has been wanting me to go under the knife for years. He just wants to make money and shut me up. He’s still bitching I overcharged him on materials for his house.”


			“You did.”


			“He can afford it.”


			Cal didn’t argue. He knew the next five minutes before his father was wheeled into surgery were vital. He’d already been told by the serious-faced Dr. Wang that it wouldn’t be an easy surgery. Not with his father’s heart damage from the last attack and the way he’d treated his body the past few years. Christian liked his whiskey, his cigars, and his privacy. He thought eating healthy and walking on treadmills were for weaklings. When he was actually doing the construction part of the business, he’d been in better shape, but the last decade his father had faded to the office work and wheeling and dealing behind the scenes.


			“I’m calling Tristan and Dalton. They need to know.”


			In seconds, his father raged at him in pure fury. “You will not. Touch that fucking phone and I’ll wipe you out of my will.”


			Cal gave him a hard stare, refusing to flinch. “Go ahead. Been looking to work at Starbucks anyway.”


			“Don’t mock me. I don’t want to deal with their guilt or bullshit. I’ll be fine, and we both know it.”


			“Dad, they have a right to know.”


			“They walked out on me. They have a right to know nothing.” A thin stream of drool trickled from his mouth. Cal studied the slow trek, embarrassed his father couldn’t control it. Losing bodily functions would be worse than death for his father. He needed to come out of this surgery in one whole piece, or he didn’t know what would happen.


			Ah, shit, he needed to call his brothers. His father made a mule look yogic. They might have had a falling-out and not spoken for too long, but they were still family. The hell with it. He’d contact them as soon as his father went into surgery—­it was the right thing to do.


			Christian half rose from the pillow. “Don’t even think about going behind my back, boy. I have ways of making your life hell beyond the grave, and if I wake up and they’re here, I’ll make sure you regret it.”


			Again that brief flare of pain he had no right to feel. How long had he wished his father would show him a sliver of softness? Any type of warmer emotion? Instead, he’d traded those feelings for becoming a drill sergeant with his boys, the total opposite of the way Mom had been. Not that he wanted to think of her anymore. It did no good, only scraping against raw wounds. Caleb wasn’t a martyr, so he stuffed that shit back down for another lifetime.


			“Whatever, old man. Save the fight for the surgery.”


			They were interrupted when Dr. Wang came in with an easy smile. “Okay, gentlemen, this is it. We gotta wheel him into surgery. Say your good-byes.”


			Caleb froze and stared into his father’s familiar face. Took in the sharp, roughened features, leathery skin, bushy silver brows. Those brown eyes still held a fierce spark of life. In that moment, Caleb decided to take a chance. If something happened in surgery, he didn’t want to regret it for the rest of his life.


			He leaned down to kiss his father on the cheek.


			Christian slapped him back with a growl. “Cut it out. Grow some balls. I’ll see you later.”


			The tiny touch of emotion flickered out and left a cold, empty vastness inside his belly. So stupid. He felt so stupid. “Sure. Good luck, Dad.”


			“Don’t need no damn luck. Make sure you do what I say. I don’t want to see your brothers.”


			They were the last words Caleb heard as his father was wheeled into a surgery that took over five hours to perform.


			The next morning Christian Pierce was dead.


			And then the nightmare really began.


		


	

		

			chapter one


			


			Caleb sat in the fancy conference room of the lawyer’s office. His brothers had arrived and taken seats at the gleaming mahogany table far away from one another, eliciting a raised brow from his father’s lawyer. Yeah, the Pierce brothers had no love lost between them. Caleb had waited too long to make the call, and now there was another item to be checked off the Caleb-is-a-shit-brother list. He should’ve gone with his instincts and told them as soon as Christian was wheeled into surgery. Instead, he figured he’d wait a bit, not wanting them to hurry home to his father’s nastiness. Caleb never doubted he’d make it through the surgery. It wasn’t even a worry in his mind as he sat in the waiting room drinking bad coffee, answering texts, and watching CNN on the television. Of course, he’d been wrong, and now he was taking the heat. He’d ripped the choice out of Dalton’s and Tristan’s hands on whether they wanted to make the trip to see Dad, and when they showed up and looked at his body, something cold passed between them, stretching the distance by a few miles more.


			He refused to feel a pang of pain. It did no good. There was never going to be a tearful reunion around his father’s casket anyway, and even during the wake they’d all stood separately, greeting people with a polite demeanor and only speaking when necessary.


			Even now, Dalton’s face held a permanent scowl. Didn’t really go with the whole California-surfer vibe he had going on. His hair was caught back in a ponytail and had gone almost blond. The face that launched a thousand ships—his many girlfriends’ tagline—now looked like he’d be happy kicking someone’s ass. Probably Caleb’s. He’d gotten the height in the family, so those long limbs were crossed at the ankles under the table like he was on lunch break at the beach rather than waiting to hear the will. He’d changed. Still the best-looking in the bunch and probably still a man whore, but there was a new determination his aura reflected that was never there before. At twenty-eight years old, he was the youngest and always seemed to be competing for his place. Of course, it had been over five years since Caleb had seen his brothers. After his mother’s death in a horrific car accident, everything had splintered, shoving them into confrontation, and breaking underneath the strain. Both his brothers had walked out shortly after they lost her and never looked back. This time, the pang came and went without even an inward flinch. He’d gotten better under his father’s tutelage to bury all that anger and discontent. Too bad Dalton hadn’t received the same benefit.


			Caleb flicked his gaze over to Tristan. The golden child. The peacemaker. Caleb always figured Tristan would be the one to run the family empire. Even now, his amber eyes held a steady light, and his manicured hands were calmly clasped on the smooth surface of the tabletop. His reddish-brown hair seemed perfectly tousled, and he wore some type of pricey customized suit that screamed I’m important. Guess property sales and renovating dumps was a decent living. Tristan refused to look him directly in the eye, which told Caleb how seriously pissed he was.


			Samuel Dyken, lawyer extraordinaire, droned on as he read from lengthy paperwork and used legal jargon like a ninja used throwing stars. Finally he looked up and cleared his throat. Caleb caught a strange wariness in his gaze. A tingle began at the base of Caleb’s spine, spreading outward and warning of something bad to come. Dyken neatened the stack of papers in front of him and took a deep breath. “Now I’ve come to the new agreement your father put in his will. It affects all of you in a rather large way.”


			Dalton rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I don’t need anything of his anyway. I’ve been fine on my own.”


			Tristan nodded. “I think we all agree we want nothing to do with Pierce Brothers and will happily sign it all over to Caleb.”


			The words should’ve made Dyken happy, but he looked like someone had just overturned his winning verdict. He seemed to choose his words carefully. “Unfortunately, that won’t be possible. There are new terms to the agreement of Caleb keeping Pierce Brothers.”


			The tingle got worse. He shifted in his chair. “What did the son of a bitch do now?”


			Dyken winced. “He changed the terms of the will one year ago. The company originally would’ve been split among the three of you with an option to buy out the others’ portions. There is no longer that option.”


			Dalton leaned forward with an impatient breath. “What are the options?”


			“The company is not allowed to be split among the three of you. In order to inherit Pierce Brothers, all of you must run the company together as co-owners.”


			Caleb heard the words, but his brain had put up a barrier. Probably to protect him from losing his shit and going straight down to hell to kick his father’s ass. It had to be a mistake. His brothers were staring at Dyken with comical half-opened mouths. Yeah, they’d been gone a long time. They weren’t used to their father’s tricks or viper meanness, even after death.


			“What are the terms?” he asked briskly. “And how do we get out of it?”


			Dyken held up his upturned palms. “The terms state all three of you must live in the house together and run Pierce Brothers for one year. If the company makes a profit—I have specifics on what he termed successful—you can all decide to sell your shares and leave. If the company is not profitable after a year, it gets dissolved without recourse.”


			“Guess we’re going to court,” Tristan said simply. “Dad must’ve been out of his mind when he wrote that.”


			Dyken spoke up. “Christian made sure every loophole was tight and would hold up in court. I’ve been over this with him countless times, and he was sane, logical, and determined. He wants all of his sons involved in the business or none at all. I’m sorry, gentlemen. I truly am.”


			Caleb stared at the shiny pen slowly rolling across the desk. Embossed with gold, with elegant scrolls over the black, it caught the light and gave him something to focus on while he tried to fight through the waves of emotion tugging at the lockbox, raging to escape.


			He’d had a difficult relationship with his father. There had been little warmth in Caleb’s life after he lost his mother, and even less when his brothers split up and refused to talk to him. But there was one thing he’d been proud of for the past five years. His role in the company. Caleb had taken the reins and proved his worth, with every ounce of blood and sweat, and not an ounce of tears. His father pushed, demanded, insulted, but Caleb believed in his heart it was done to make him a better man. There was no one else to give the reins to and teach the business from the ground up. In a way, by staying to do his father’s bidding, he’d allowed his brothers to carve out their own paths, and he rarely spent time on regrets. He loved building houses—creating a new home for someone ran thick in his blood. The company was Christian’s favorite child, and everything was sacrificed for the greater good of Pierce Brothers. He’d believed he had earned his father’s respect, which was more important than any familial love.


			Now he knew that had been a lie, too.


			Because his father had despised him so much, he’d give up his beloved company in order to dick around playing God. It was his last manipulation from the grave. A way to control each of them on his own terms, without care to their wants or individual paths.


			Blessed numbness finally took hold. The pen dropped off the table and fell to the cushioned floor without a sound. Caleb looked up.


			“If we refuse to live and work together for a year, the company is dissolved?”


			Dyken nodded.


			Tristan shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense. It’s been in the family for generations! The company is worth ­millions—Christian would never give up all that money.”


			“Yes, he would,” Caleb said softly. His brothers turned to stare at him. “He’s always wanted the final word. Now he’s got it. If we don’t play by his rules, we’ll lose everything we’ve worked for.”


			Dalton groaned, rubbing his forehead. “This is insane. We haven’t worked together in years. Tristan and I have our own stuff going on.”


			An uncomfortable silence settled around them. In minutes, his whole future had blown up. His identity and livelihood was tangled within the company, and the idea of losing it brought a faint rush of panic. How should he play it? His brothers had taken leave years ago and couldn’t care less. They’d opened up their own businesses and left the past behind. He’d done everything right, followed in his father’s footsteps, and gotten fucked.


			“I guess we dissolve the company,” Tristan finally said. “There seems to be no other choice. I’m sorry, Caleb. I have no other suggestions.”


			Caleb appreciated the gleam of regret in his brother’s eyes, but it wasn’t enough. He was the one with everything to lose, and it was up to him to convince them they could have it all. He leaned forward. “Hear me out. I know you’re ready to call it quits. I know you’re pissed off that I didn’t call you about Dad and never had time to say good-bye. I made a big mistake, but I swear to God I didn’t do it to hurt you.”


			He had their attention. Good. He’d have one shot at this, and he had to be good. “I invested everything in this company. I was promised Pierce Brothers as my future; I stayed by Dad’s side, taking his shit, because I was the only one ready to protect the family business.”


			Dalton shot up out of his chair. “Are you kidding me right now? Dad never listened to anyone else but you! Don’t act like you were doing us some big favor or sacrifice for staying. Do you know how many times we tried to get involved? We wanted to be a part of this, too.”


			“Bullshit,” Caleb retorted. “You hated taking orders, and you wanted to do whatever you wanted. Instead of listening to a customer’s specs, you’d focus on your current dream project, then get mad when they didn’t want to pay for it!”


			“I’m an artist and you never gave me a chance. You drove me out of here.”


			“I think sleeping with my fiancée drove you out of town, brother. Not me.”


			Caleb could tell that it still stung, but Dalton kept to the script he’d been repeating for years. “I didn’t sleep with her! I just wanted to prove she wouldn’t be faithful.”


			“Thanks. I was real grateful.”


			“Shut up,” Tristan commanded. “Everyone calm down. Let’s stick to the facts. We can’t even stay in the same room together, let alone run a company. We have no other choice.”


			Caleb clenched his jaw. “There’s always a choice. I’m asking you to help me. Years ago, you wanted to bring real estate and renovation to Pierce Brothers. You can do it now. Open up and run your own business as part of the company. No interference from me.”


			Tristan blew out a breath and began pacing. Dyken watched the whole scene with quiet interest. “Real convenient. When I brought it up to Dad, he nixed it, and you backed him up. Now that you want something, you’re happy to give me what I’d been fighting for. It’s too late.”


			“Dad was never gonna bend, Tristan. I knew that, and even though you saw it as a betrayal, I was trying to save you from a bunch of crap. We have the power now to run the company our way. I know we have to do it together, and we haven’t had a real conversation in years, but we can do this. Hell, it’ll be a lot easier than you think. With the senator’s job, and the other projects I just finished, we’ll make plenty of money to be called profitable. All we have to do is ride out the year.”


			Dyken cleared his throat with a loud emphasis. “Umm, you misunderstood, Caleb. Your father put in a specific clause that states profits begin the official day you begin working together. In other words, no previous projects or funding will be counted. You start with a clean slate.”


			The tiny flicker of hope smothered and died. He hated himself even more for the frustration that believed there could possibly be a way out. No. Christian would’ve made sure every loophole was closed in order to suffocate them properly.


			Dalton gave a bitter laugh. “See! You’re just as delusional as Dad. That means we’d start out with a big fat zero. You know why he set this up? To laugh at us and watch us fail. Don’t you know that by now, Caleb? Are you that far gone that you still want Dad’s approval and will sell your soul for it?”


			Caleb flinched. Direct hit. But he had nothing left to lose and had to fight dirty. “Yeah, I know. Let’s just say I’d rather succeed and give him a final fuck-you.”


			Tristan turned to Dyken. “Does the will outline whether we need to run the company in a certain way?”


			Dyken shook his head. “No, you just need to turn a profit. You need to live in the house together, and you all need to have a part in the company. That takes care of all the obligations.”


			“I can’t move back here!” Dalton said. “I’m in California with my own woodworking business.”


			“It’s one year, Dalton. Bring the business here and offer your services as part of Pierce Brothers. I’m telling you it’s possible this can work. I’ll find you some ocean to surf.”


			“Fuck you!”


			Tristan glared. “Caleb, your point is well-taken. It’s not impossible, and we can do this.” His eyes darkened. “But I don’t want to. I like living in New York and doing what I want with no one to please but myself. I’ve got money I earned on my own, with no one barking orders at me. For God’s sake, I’m thirty years old, and I’ve been digging out from Dad’s shadow my whole life. I’m not going back.”


			“Me neither,” Dalton said.


			“Oh, you’re rich, too, huh?” Caleb threw out. He knew his younger brother had perfectionism issues when dealing with woodcraft. He’d inherited his grandfather’s skill, but had been well-known in the family to throw away profits in pursuit of product. Caleb guaranteed his brother was living paycheck to paycheck.


			“I do fine,” Dalton clipped out. The corner of his left lip twitched in his trademark confession of a lie. Some things never changed.


			Caleb had one last shot. He hated how dirty he was willing to play, but it was his life, and he had no choice. Already his brothers seemed to gather themselves up and walk out the door, ready to give up Pierce Brothers. In a way, he couldn’t blame them. But he needed to win.


			“If you don’t do this for me, I’ll lose everything,” he said quietly. “You probably don’t care about that, and I accept it. But I’m asking you to do it for someone else.”


			“Dad?” Dalton sneered.


			“Do it for Mom.”


			Tristan stilled. Dalton jerked back, raw pain carving into his face. A long stream of curses emitted from his little brother’s mouth, stinging his ears. Tristan just stared at him like he’d enacted the biggest betrayal—worse than Fredo in The Godfather.


			The words fell flat from Tristan’s mouth. “Tell me you didn’t just say that.”


			Caleb didn’t back off. “This was Mom’s company. She gave it to us from her great-great-­grandfather and renamed it Pierce Brothers because she believed in all of us to keep it safe. Sure, Dad doubled the profits, but she always told us this was our legacy.” His throat burned with something, but he refused to name it. “Mom was the one who told us at the kitchen table every damn day that blood is the only thing we can count on. That if we’re not here for each other, nothing else matters. To watch this company, the only thing we have of her memory, dissolve would leave us with nothing.”


			Dalton looked like a ghost had walked into the room. “She left us,” he said. “We have nothing anyway.”


			“We’ll never know if she was going to come back,” Caleb said softly. “Don’t we owe it to her to give it one last try? We were close once. I’m not saying we can get back that same type of relationship, but there’s gotta be a way we can live in the same house but still have separate lives. Tristan, you can run your businesses from here and incorporate some of the changes you always wanted to see in Pierce Brothers. Dalton can take over all the woodworking. Then we can all walk away at the end of the term and decide what we want from there. I’m asking you, as my brothers, for one year to try.” His throat was choked, but he forced the final word out. “Please.”


			He heard his father’s spirit roar and call him a pussy. He watched the faces of his brothers harden, trying to process emotions they’d refused to deal with for way too long. Caleb didn’t care if he went to hell for it. He needed them to keep his company alive, and he’d do anything possible to convince them.


			Finally Tristan spoke. “I need time to think about it.”


			Caleb nodded. “Understood.”


			“You all can take a few days,” Dyken said. “Talk it over. Let me know your decision.”


			“I’ll tell you within twenty-four hours,” Tristan clipped out. He straightened his suit jacket, tugged at the Windsor knot on his bright red tie, and turned. “I’m going out for a while.”


			Dalton slowly followed, pausing with his hand on the knob.


			“You’re wrong,” he murmured into the silence. “Mom was never coming back.”


			Then he left.


			Dyken packed up his briefcase and left Caleb alone, staring at the closed door for a long, long time.


		


	

		

			chapter two


			


			Don’t look at me like that. I’ve had a shit day, and getting drunk is probably the best thing on my to-do list.”


			Two sets of big brown eyes stared back at him. Every one of his moves was measured and studied in shaking silence. He’d been stupid to put the bag of rawhide bones near his bottles of precious bourbon, not realizing that each time he’d get a drink, the goofball duo would assume they were getting treats.


			“No way. One of you stole the leftover chicken, and I still haven’t figured out who’s lying.”


			Bodies finely tuned, ears pricked, tongues lolling in helpless excitement, these two were impossible to say no to. Caleb bit back a smile.


			He’d found the two puppy mastiffs tied to a tree during a job. Abandoned, dehydrated, and starving, with sores on their bodies, they’d likely been out in the woods for a while. After a vet visit that saved their lives, Cal couldn’t stand the idea of them going to the shelter. They refused to leave each other’s sides, bonding from the horrific incident, so separating them wasn’t an option.


			His father hated dogs and probably would’ve left them in the woods, deeming animals an unnecessary burden in life. Cal let Christian win most battles, since it was easier. But not this one. He’d decided to foster until he got them both a home together, but after a few weeks, Cal faced the truth: he loved them. He decided they already had their home—with him.


			Because Caleb had tumbled straight into love with the gentle giants, who had no manners, little attention, but huge hearts that reached out and soothed his own.


			They’d torn up his house pretty good the first few months, but after they realized they were safe, they turned into big mushes. Towering to his chest, almost two hundred pounds each, they resembled intimidating, ferocious beasts until you looked into their faces and saw the joyous abandon in their gaze. Unfortunately, they sucked at commands and rarely controlled themselves when meeting strangers. Most dogs wouldn’t have recovered from their trauma. But Gandalf and Balin had a zest for life no one could steal from them. They reminded Caleb of all the good things in the world worth fighting for.


			Even his father had surrendered. Though he muttered about their sloppy behavior, Christian had loved the dogs with a passion Cal rarely saw him show toward anything other than work. Gandalf and Balin were known to flank his father and gaze at him in adoration while he watched CNN every night, sharing his popcorn and commenting on the sad state of the world. There weren’t too many people who missed Christian Pierce, but Caleb’s mastiffs still waited at the door as if his father would surprise them by coming through it one day.


			Maybe there’d been hope for the old man, after all.


			Cal shook his head, scooped out two rawhide bones, and held them out.


			Gandalf could never seem to handle the stress, so he did the only trick he knew to get the bone in his mouth as quickly as possible. He fell to the ground and played dead. Paws stuck straight up in the air, head cocked at a sharp angle, he peeked through his eyelids to make sure he had an audience. It was the most ridiculous thing Cal had ever seen, but every time he did it, a laugh escaped his lips.


			He threw the bone, and Gandalf came alive just in time to snatch it in his mouth.


			Balin was a little more patient but tended to try to eat his hand along with the bone. Cal paused for three beats, then slowly offered the treat. Balin let out a whimper of distress, seeing it so close but not allowed to grab it. Finally Cal nodded, and Balin grasped the treat and raced toward his dog bed, where all food and toys were always hoarded.


			And now it was Cal’s turn.


			He poured a few fingers of his favorite Kentucky bourbon and tried to ignore the silence in the house. His gaze flicked around the elaborate kitchen, where his mother had reigned as queen. Memories rushed past him in a succession of images he didn’t want to see.


			They’d gather around the horseshoe marble island for meals and lively discussions, the scent of fresh bread warming the air. The kitchen was equipped with all the state-of-the-art appliances, from the Wolf double oven and Sub-Zero refrigerator to the espresso maker, soda machine, and customized popcorn popper. God, how she loved cooking for them. Some of his best memories revolved around elaborate meals and her warm laugh, her patient tone when lecturing them on their wild ways, and the way she insisted none of her sons ever go to bed angry at the others.


			His mother’s presence still beat strong in the bright yellow walls, eclectic collection of dish towels, and cheery splashes of color that livened up the cold steel and elegant marble. Their house was always a showcase for new buyers, and Christian held it to the highest standard of materials and elegance. The floor-to-ceiling bay windows with their silver velvet drapes; the vaulted ceiling, which gave the rooms amazing space; and such expensive materials as pine, mahogany, marble, and Italian tile all brought the place a greatness and quality his father proudly boasted of.


			But Diane Pierce had made it a true home.


			Now the house was quiet except for the chomping of the dogs. Cal held back a weary sigh as he made his way toward the porch. His brothers had avoided him since the reading of the will, but he needed an answer soon. It was time they had a real talk and figured out if they could forgive enough to work together.


			He opened the door to the porch and strode to his favorite drinking chair. The wicker rocker was old and worn, and the seat molded to his ass with perfect precision. He propped up his booted feet on the matching wicker table, faded now to a dirty white, smirking a bit when he remembered how Christian had hated having any wicker in his house. It was a material he frowned upon, and it looked out of place with the custom wood rockers and cedar porch. Maybe that was why Cal loved this set so much.


			He sipped his whiskey and tried to relax. Darkness closed around him, the thick woods that surrounded the twenty-acre estate full of lively night action from the crickets and frogs, each trying to outsing the others. The intricately structured gazebo of latticed painted wood and peaked roof opened onto the infinity pool. A faint greenish glow and trickle of steam rose from the right, connecting to the main house via a bluestone pathway lined with natural rock formations. The lush manicured lawn tumbled into towering oaks and pines, snugly wrapping the house around them. It was a sight that always startled him with its beauty. How many times had he and his brothers played in those woods, pretending they were Hansel and Gretel and that a witch with a candy house would eventually snag them? Cal swore he heard raucous laughter drifting to his ears. Ghosts from the past swirled and caught him in its net.


			Three young boys who ran together, climbed trees, and shared secrets in an old tree house. Three boys who believed in magic and a future so bright, no reality could ever dim it. Three young boys who had no idea one day it would be torn apart and they’d never find themselves going back to one another.


			A swarm of gnats hovered around his head, and he batted them away, reminding himself to get a few more citronella candles out. Summer was upon them, and the bugs were a bitch. He used to wonder why his parents never built near the harbor, closer to the bustling town. It was a location most people sought out in Harrington. Then he realized that land was key. Owning numerous acres gave power, the more the better. Cal wondered if his parents had been happy for a brief time, when endless possibilities stretched before them. It was as if the bigger the business got, the more their family began to break at the foundation.


			Cal knew from experience that the foundation everything was built on was key. It could rot like termites eating through bad wood and never truly recover.


			Now, wasn’t he thinking like a damn poet? But he was no Dylan Thomas. Better to shut off his thoughts and just drink.


			“Still drinking that bourbon shit, brother?”


			He jerked his head around. Dalton smirked and dropped into the rocker to the right. His fingers clasped loosely around the neck of an IPA. Cal took in his tired face, ripped tank, and denim shorts with the ragged hem. Dalton propped his feet up on the railing, which were now clad in frayed flip-flops.


			Cal tipped his head in greeting. “Still drinking the drink of the commoner, Dalton? Or is that all you can afford lately?” That comment got him a snarl, but Cal gave a laugh. “Sorry, I’m only screwing with you. Been a long time since I got to needle you.”


			Dalton let out a disgusted breath. “Dude, at least I’m not the one still living with my parents. A thirty-two-year-old single man shacked up with his dad? Cree-eepy.”


			“He’s got you there.”


			Another voice joined them, and Tristan stepped onto the porch, leaning one hip against the pillar. His drink of choice was a dark ruby-red wine that probably cost way too much to actually drink. His reddish-brown hair was perfectly tousled in that way females loved. He was dressed in khaki shorts, a clean white T-shirt, and some designer-type sneakers. Tristan had always had a thing for expensive food, wine, and women. Except when he dated Sydney, of course.


			Cal rubbed his forehead and groaned. “Fuck, you’re right. I lived with Dad. That’s kind of embarrassing.”


			“Humiliating,” Tristan added. “Pathetic.”


			“Loserville,” Dalton said.


			“All right, I get it. I don’t know, we stayed out of each other’s way, and I never had the time to look for another place.”


			“You don’t get laid much, do you, man?” Dalton asked.


			Cal refused to let his face get red. Refused. “Keeps the relationship chicks away,” he retorted. “For God’s sake, it’s a mansion. You could get lost for a week without seeing someone in there.”


			Tristan grinned and took a sip of his girly wine. “Sure. We understand.”


			Cal gave them the middle finger.


			They stared at the woods and drank in silence. The presence of his brothers was a blessing and a curse. He missed them and the relationship they used to have. Being with them now in their childhood home and knowing the distance was thick like fog made emotion claw up from his gut.


			Tristan finally spoke. “We have to talk. Make our decision.” He paused. “Go over why I don’t think it will ever work.”


			Cal took a deep breath. It was time to open up some raw wounds if he was going to have a shot. “Maybe it’s time to finally discuss why you really left.”


			He risked a glance at Tristan. Then was sorry he did. The tiger ripped open its cage doors and let loose with a roar.


			“Was I the only one in that room who remembered when I gave Dad an ultimatum and he threw me out? Was I by myself when he called me a failure?” Tristan stabbed his finger through the air. “I needed you, and you said nothing! I got tired of begging to do things differently from the sidelines of my own fucking company. And Pierce Brothers is just as much mine as it is yours, brother!”


			Cal jumped up from the wicker chair and met him head-on. “I know. You think that I don’t go over that scene endlessly, wondering if I made the biggest mistake of my life? Tristan, you know how Dad was. He fought change and focused on the construction. You always saw the bigger picture—­you were more a businessperson than Dad ever was. You saw property and renovation and how we could expand, but Dad would have never let you do it! Don’t you get it? I backed him up so you would get the hell out of Dodge and come into your own. Because if you stayed here, Dad would’ve eaten you up alive.”


			Tristan gazed at him in shock. “You trying to tell me your cowardice was a sacrifice for me? Don’t go there, Cal. Just don’t.”


			Cal winced. “I’m not trying to be a martyr; I’m trying to explain why I didn’t fight for you. Every day I watched you die a bit more, not being able to do what you wanted.”


			Tristan shook his head. “It was always you. By Dad’s side, building house by house. God, I worked there just as much as you. All of us did. Through high school and summers and after college. I never felt valued. Well, I finally found my place, and I’m not about to leave it. You made your choice once. Now I’m making mine.”


			Cal fisted his hands and tried not to howl with frustration. “This is Mom’s company, and you’re telling me you’ll walk away without a glance back? Don’t give me that shit. Let’s get real honest here. You always wanted this company, and this is your chance. The only rule we have is to make enough money in three hundred sixty-five days. I need you. I can’t do this alone. And I swear, if you walk away, you’ll regret it, Tristan. That’s not some threat from me. It’s just the truth, because I regret letting you walk away that day every fucking second.”


			Emotion pulsed and crackled between them like a summer storm. His words seemed to hit Tristan straight between the eyes. His brother jerked back, looking at him with new eyes. Cal was done with half-truths and pride. He needed his family to pull this off, and the only way to gain back trust was to get messy.


			He fucking hated it. But he’d do it.


			Tristan let out a string of curses and turned away.


			Dalton cleared his throat. “Well. That could’ve been on an episode of Dr. Phil. I’m surprised Dad didn’t rise from the grave in pissed-off fury for that type of sharing.”


			Cal shook his head. Leave it to his youngest brother to use humor to deflect too many feelings. “What about you, Dalton? What’s your reason for leaving?”


			Dalton drained his beer, rested his elbows on the arms of the rocker, and snorted. “Actually, I think I’ll stay and help you out.”


			Tristan whirled around. Cal’s mouth fell open.


			Dalton shrugged. “Why not? Sure, I got a great woodworking business going on in California, but been having a bit of trouble keeping good workers. They’re sloppy.”


			Oh, yeah. Cal knew right then and there his brother was dead broke. He was such a perfectionist, and his jobs usually took double the time due to his high standards. Cal bet he just couldn’t take on enough clients to make a profit. But he kept his mouth shut. “Huh. Too bad.”


			“Yeah, and then I got a little female trouble going on. May be a good idea to leave town for a bit. Let things cool off.”


			Cal raised a brow. “She’s not married, is she?”


			Tristan snickered.


			Dalton narrowed his gaze, eyes flaring with temper. “Hell no! I don’t do that, okay? Things got intense. I think she used the L word, and when I pulled back a little, she got crazy. Started stalking me. An address change may be good for both of us. But I want my share of the profits, and the business, if I decide to help you out. Got it?”


			Thank God. He’d give Dalton anything he wanted. Besides, his brother took after his grandfather and was famous for his furniture. He’d be a huge asset. “Got it. Thanks.”


			Cal turned to Tristan. His voice softened. “Are you in?”


			Their gazes met. In those familiar amber eyes, he caught a mixture of anger, resentment, and something else.


			Want.


			Tristan wanted to put his own stamp on Pierce Brothers, and it was finally his opportunity. Cal held his breath and hoped it won out over pride and a desire for revenge.


			“Fine. I’m in. But it’s not going to be easy. We’re not used to working together, let alone living together. Let’s hope we don’t tear each other apart after the first week.”


			“Agreed.” Cal raised his glass. “To Pierce Brothers.”


			Tristan hesitated, then finally raised his wine. “Pierce Brothers.”


			Dalton slowly got up from the rocker and lifted his empty beer bottle. He didn’t say anything but clinked his container with theirs.


			It was a start.


		


	

		

			chapter three


			


			Morgan Raines tightened her fingers around the steering wheel and stared up at the gorgeous sprawling house that could put a Southern mansion to shame. She was used to impressive houses, but this one had a unique blend of old-fashioned charm and classic breeding that made her want to sigh.


			Of course, she’d be quite worried if the house wasn’t up to par. If Pierce Brothers boasted to be one of the top customized builders in the Northeast, first impressions were important. Her gaze took in the stone Georgian with the perfectly placed fat columns and the sweeping circular upper deck. The mix of colored stone, terra-cotta, and blinding white gave an onlooker pause and a desire to stare longer. From the larger-than-normal arched windows and massive carved wood door to the wraparound porch and definitive bursts of rich green foliage against the backdrop of a sparkling turquoise pool that rivaled a lake, the effect was dazzling.


			Good. She’d made the right choice.


			Now she just had to convince Caleb Pierce to take the job.


			She’d gone to the Pierce Brothers official office first, located just down the road, but when Caleb’s assistant told her he was at the house, Morgan decided it was best to track him down here. She’d learned early to try to maneuver around the layer of protection in the form of savvy executive assistants and go direct to the source. This way, he couldn’t force her to stay in the waiting room for hours or sneak out to lunch through the back door.


			Morgan pulled down the sun visor and checked her lipstick in the mirror. After reapplying a fresh coat of poppy pink to her mouth, she smoothed the stray flyaway strands of hair and did a quick review of her appearance. Good. No smudges, hanging threads, or stickers she’d forgotten to rip off. Other than the bitch of a blister on her heel, she looked professional, competent, and sleek. Morgan grabbed her Chanel purse and slid out of the white BMW convertible. Reminding herself she had gotten her way with much tougher clients than a mere contractor, she marched to the front door, her nude heels clicking smartly over the smooth pavement. She rang the bell, took a calming breath, and waited.


			And waited.


			Voices echoed and rumbled from behind the massive hand-carved cherrywood door. Trying not to be impatient, she raised her hand to knock, and the door swung slowly open. Almost like it was welcoming her in.


			Morgan hesitated. The voices grew louder.


			“Hello?”


			She waited a bit longer, then poked her head in. The foyer made her want to sink to her knees and praise the godlike interior designer who’d completed such work. Gleaming marble, a curved staircase to rival Scarlett O’Hara’s, perfectly cut thick crown molding lining the ceiling and walls with intricate carvings she wanted time to study. Maybe the doorbell didn’t work, and the house was so huge, no one could hear her. She took another tentative step in, glancing around for any human activity, then froze.


			Two massive dogs sat at the bottom of the steps, staring at her.


			Not regular dogs. No, these were Cujo-size dogs, gigantic bodies and heads in a mottled brown color. Saliva dripped from their mouths as they both panted, never taking their gaze from her as if she were a delectable piece of meat who’d wandered in for lunch.


			She was going to die.


			Fear strangled her. She fought it back, having read something about dogs sensing the emotion, making them even madder. Her throat dried up, and she stilled, trying not to breathe or make a move.


			Down the hallway, voices rose and fell in a conversation that was definitely beginning to turn into a fight. Two men. Lots of curse words. Morgan tried to dredge up some spit so she could call out for rescue, but the dogs began to shake in a strange way, looking at her with a need she’d never seen before. Not that she had experience with dogs. Her parents disliked animals of all types for their messiness and complications and had instilled in her a healthy fear of strange creatures great and small.


			“Help,” she called out. Her voice came out in a tiny whisper, locked down from her terror. Dammit, now she knew if she were trapped in a horror movie, she’d be the too-stupid-to-live heroine who just stood there while she got hacked up by the serial killer. Morgan tried again. “Help me.”


			The dogs got up.


			A squeal broke from her lips, but her legs still wouldn’t move. “Umm, good boys, good dogs, oh, God, please don’t eat me, good, good dogs!”


			The dogs leaped from their stance and fell upon her.


			Her ankle turned as she tried to flee, and she collapsed on the slippery, polished marble, her cushy butt hitting the floor with a whoosh. As Morgan waited to die, she held up her hands, curving her fingers into claws, ready to fight to the death for her life.


			Then got a whipping, lashing tongue bath.


			The giants wriggled and squirmed in pleasure, licking her everywhere, wet noses and slobber dripping onto the bare skin of her legs. She fought them off, but they were stronger and more competent, until Morgan desperately crawled to her knees in an effort to escape.


			She got smacked in the face by a wagging tail and kissed damply on the back of her neck, which almost made her burst into giggles, before finally scrambling to her feet. They could’ve eaten her in one gulp, and now they wanted to kill her with affection.


			By now, the low rumblings from the hallway had grown to deep, enraged shouts.


			“I told you to stay out of my way and I’d take care of the damn cabinets!”


			“Are you kidding me? You switched the order on them, and now I have to step in and fix it!”


			Crash. Bang. Was that glass shattering? The dogs, now having bonded with her, kept bumping her from each side in a competition to see who she liked the most.


			“I’m done with this shit! You lied—you still want to control me, just like Dad. You want a servant, not a partner.”


			Morgan imagined gritted teeth and pure fury from the deep growl. A shiver worked its way down her spine, but she eased closer. If someone was in danger, she had a responsibility to help. Funny, though, the dogs didn’t seem to sense any danger, barely glancing over at the noises floating in the air. Cujo #1 tried to grab the heel of her shoe and pull it off her foot.


			“Don’t do that,” she whispered. “My shoe. Leave me alone.”


			Cujo #2 gave her a sloppy grin and drooled on her ankle. Ugh. What type of animals were these? Didn’t builders usually have well-trained Labs for pets, or was that just canine profiling?


			“The client wanted pine cabinets. Pine, you moron! You have to go get fancy with your tigerwood and show off, and now we’re behind schedule, and I’m still not sure they’re gonna like it! I give you one lousy job, and you manage to screw it up.”


			“Yeah? I know what I’m doing, and pine would’ve looked awful. How about this? Screw you! I’m done.”


			Morgan jumped as a man covered in sawdust and wearing faded jeans came storming out and stopped before her. His long hair brushed his shoulders, and she caught the impression of toffee-­colored strands, burning blue eyes, and swirling frustrated energy. Her mouth opened at his fierce scowl. The Cujos quickly left and swarmed around the man’s feet in adoration. He snapped his fingers, but they just jumped higher in obvious disobedience. “Who are you?” he grunted.


			Her fingers clasped her throat. “I’m—I’m, umm, here to see Caleb Pierce?”


			The man jerked his dirty thumb toward the door he’d just exited. “In there. Tell the asshole I quit.”


			“Oh! I—I—”


			He stomped out with the Cujos at his heels and left her alone. Morgan glanced at the half-open door. Low mutterings and tinkling glass drifted to her ears. This wasn’t how she pictured their first meeting, but then again, she had a job to do. Did this bode well? Running a family business with crazy dogs and family feuds seemed a strange way to retain and grow a client base. She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts and trying to straighten out her clothes. A streak of mud from dirty paws now marred the clean white fabric of her skirt. Her right ankle throbbed, and the blister burned on her left heel. Dog hair clung to her once-spotless white jacket. Sweat had definitely done a job on her flawless makeup. Nothing like the adrenaline rush of looking death in the eye to put a healthy glow on a woman’s face.


			Didn’t matter. She had to get it together and make her pitch. Morgan’s job was to make sure her clients were satisfied by getting the perfect house built to specs. Pierce was the best. She’d settle for no less. Steeling her posture ramrod straight, she walked through the door without hobbling and waited.


			The man had his back to her. He had a somewhat filthy mouth, judging from the colorful curse words lighting up the room. Average height, but his shoulders were quite broad, with a plain white T-shirt stretched to the limit over a mass of bunched muscles. He seemed to be fumbling with a decanter, finally splashing amber liquid into the target, then shifting so that she caught his profile. The man brought the glass to his lips and tipped it back with one neat, smooth movement. Her belly did a slow flip-flop as those carved lips closed around the rim of the glass. The tanned, powerful column of his neck worked as he swallowed, and for some strange reason, she was fascinated by the almost pornographic images of the other things he could accomplish with such a mouth that were flaring to life in her mind. His hair was a mass of thick hazelnut strands that looked finger combed and a bit damp. Her gaze followed the line of his impressive back to his rear, and her blood suddenly heated.


			Goodness gracious.


			The man had a great ass. Full, defined, and filling out the seat of his jeans just perfectly. Morgan fought the instinctive blush that heated her cheeks, decided her moments of voyeurism were officially over, and gave a discreet cough.


			The man whirled around.


			Goodness gracious.


			She stared into a pair of gunmetal-gray eyes that should’ve been cold and hard. Instead, they held smoky tones of a raw sensuality and confidence no man should hold. He had a large hooked nose and bushy brows, and his face was a mass of sharp, slashed lines that held together his features in an arresting way. Not classically handsome. Not pretty. But this was a man who knew what he wanted, took without apology, and never looked back.


			Her thighs trembled and her panties dampened.


			What on earth was happening?


			“Who are you?” he demanded.


			Who was she? Her brain clicked back on, and Morgan suddenly remembered. She had to tread carefully if she was going to leave with her goal accomplished. She gave him a warm, professional smile and made sure her voice was steady. “You must be Caleb Pierce. The, uh, gentleman outside said to come in. I’m Morgan Raines.”


			One brow shot up, and he rubbed a hand over his head, messing up his hair even more. “I don’t know you. And if that was my asshole brother, you can tell him to grow up and stop acting like a toddler.”


			She refused to bend to his rudeness. “Funny, he used the same term when he spoke about you.”


			The man gave a humorless laugh and went back to his drink. “Yeah, we’re a real tight-knit family. Welcome to the fun house. Can you close the door on the way out?”


			She lifted her chin. Great. Already she realized working with Caleb Pierce was going to be a bit . . . difficult. Lucky for her, she didn’t give up easily. “Mr. Pierce, I’m here on behalf of my clients, Mr. and Mrs. Slate Rosenthal. I contacted you a few weeks back about building a house for them in Harrington on a recently secured piece of property on the harbor.”


			She hoped the celebrity name-dropping would make him turn back around, but he either lived under a rock or didn’t care. “Name sounds familiar. Wait, I do remember. I told you no. I’m dealing with some other shit now and can’t take on a new job. Sorry. Close the door, please.”


			Her ankle had turned into a full-blown ache, but she refused to shift her position. A show of strength at the beginning of any encounter was key to setting up the dynamics of a business relationship. “Mr. Pierce, I’m here to change your mind. It’s imperative to my clients your company be the one to build their house. I’d like to discuss the benefits and terms with you. I’m sure you’ll change your mind.”


			He had another long sip from his glass. She waited. Finally he glanced back. “I don’t change my mind, princess. Now, I’m sure you can find another company to get you what you need. My assistant can get you a list of names. Just leave your business card on the way out.”


			This time, he deliberately turned his back and walked away. He sat at his desk, put his drink on the blotter, and began clicking away at the keyboard like she was some type of lowly, annoying gnat he’d just batted away. Princess? Was he kidding?


			Disappointment flowed. He was going to be a real prize to work with, but she’d better wrap her head around it and deal. Morgan shut the door with a decided click, noting he didn’t even bother to look up to see if she’d left. His brother was correct: he was an asshole.


			She walked back over to the desk and waited. After a few moments, he stopped typing and looked up. His brows snapped together in pure annoyance. “You’re still here.”


			Morgan smiled. “Yes. I don’t think you understand, Mr. Pierce. I’m not interested in any other companies. I want Pierce Brothers. I’m also going to need to go over the initial plans with your architect and make sure we can start immediately. The house must be done by the end of fall. Mr. and Mrs. Rosenthal need to be settled in Harrington on their estate in order to be ready for filming. I can imagine how full your schedule is, but once you see my proposal, I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.”
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