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  Chapter One


When a sharp elbow connected with her ribs, Ivy Bardot slowly turned a puzzled expression on her spirited companion. The petite Asian woman was always hoping for a little excitement and it was Ivy’s job to make sure things didn’t get out of hand. The monthly Chamber of Commerce mixers were for business and not pleasure.  
Victoria Kwan took a sip of her wine. “The hits we take for the team. I can think of so many other things I’d rather be doing on this gorgeous April evening. I know Kaitlin sometimes fills in for one of us but tell me again why Jess and Serenity can’t take their turn at these shindigs? They are partners too after all.” 
Ivy leveled a serene smile at her friend and business partner. “Because we want the public to associate professionalism with our construction and design business. Wrestling Jess out of her hard hat and Serenity out of her dirt-stained jeans would be more trouble than it’s worth.” 
With an interested hum, Victoria whispered, “Don’t look now but the hottest guy in the room is claiming you with his eyes.” She fanned her face and waggled her eyebrows. “Maybe this event won’t be a huge yawn fest after all.” 
Ivy’s pulse beat a little faster. She didn’t necessarily want to be caught, but the chase could be fun. “He’s a hunk, you say? And devouring me with his eyes, no less? While our goal is to network, a momentary distraction isn’t a bad thing.” Touching the sleek bun at the back of her head, she added, “Do you think he’d be worth making Randy believe he has competition?” 
A slow, appreciative smile crept across Victoria’s face. “Honey, he’s one fine-looking black man and more than worth tossing that cold fish you’re dating back in the water.” Victoria’s features puckered in concentration. “He looks familiar though.” 
Plucking an appetizer off the tray of a passing waiter, Ivy angled her body just enough to casually glance behind her. Scanning the ballroom filled with clusters of chattering people gathered around high-top tables—her eyes narrowed when she spotted… him. The blood stopped moving through her veins. Frozen. Like a river of ice. 
The bright voice of her companion pierced the cold blue haze shrouding Ivy’s body. “Now I know where I’ve seen him.” Victoria snapped her fingers. “He’s the stud of the moment that all the ladies are getting their panties wet over. He’s in all the local gossip news. Events he’s attended. Women he’s dating…” Her voice trailed off. “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen the devil himself rising up in a ring of fire and brimstone.” 
Victoria’s head swiveled as she followed Ivy’s gaze to the man in question. “Wait a minute. You know Mr. Fire and Brimstone? And it’s not a happy knowing?” She crossed her arms in a ‘ready to do battle’ stance. “You want me to take him down with one of my lacrosse moves?” 
“That won’t be necessary.” Ivy made a motion as though flicking lint off the sleeve of her navy pinstripe Armani suit. “He’s nothing more than an irritant from the past. Like an annoying mosquito bite. If you don’t scratch, the itch will go away.” The way her gut twisted said Jackson Longstreet still had the power to tie her in knots. But she wouldn’t let anyone, especially him, know how much he affected her. After all those years on the beauty pageant circuit, she knew how to hide behind an aloof mask of calm. 
Victoria leaned in and whispered, “What’d he do to become enough of a pain in the ass to create ripples in the serene lake of your life?” 
“He—” Ivy began.
“Oh, shit. He’s coming over,” Victoria tightened the sash on her wrap dress. 
Ivy pivoted slowly and waited in a model-worthy pose, drawing herself to her full height. With luck he’d feel the tiniest bit intimidated. Right. Nothing intimidated Jackson Longstreet. She watched him cross the room. On the way he accepted a fresh glass of beer from a passing waiter, paused to shake hands with the mayor, kissed the cheek of an admiring female, and slapped someone else on the back. Glad-hander extraordinaire. That was Jackson.
She’d like to say he slithered toward her like the snake he was but that wasn’t his style. No, he was affable, debonair like Sidney Poitier, confident, and a born leader. She’d been practically invisible to the crowd he’d run with. Unremarkable. Unimportant. Forgettable—except when they decided to make fun of the gawky, awkward, studious girl. Maybe that’s why she’d treasured the few smiles he’d sent her way when they were kids. Thrilled at the rare sideways glance as they passed in the halls at school. He’d even occasionally diverted the other kids’ attention when they’d been particularly hurtful to her. Yet the crumbs of his interest had been the only thing that had fed her schoolgirl romantic fantasy—one that could never come true.  
He stopped in front of her and raised his glass in salute. “Ivy Bardot. Looking good. I was hoping our paths would eventually cross now that I’m back in town.” He flashed a multimillion-dollar smile at her. 
“Well, well. If it isn’t Brantley Longstreet, himself. You’re back in town and here I hadn’t even realized you’d left.” She shrugged and watched the fit of pique slide over his face before it smoothed into a bored expression. Why didn’t scoring a point over Jackson make her feel better? Instead, a smoky haze of regret swirled in her chest. Except for the family drama, maybe they could have been friends rather than enemies. 
“Apparently, you’ve forgotten that I use my middle name, so I’m not confused with my grandfather. But you already know that, don’t you?” He casually adjusted his custom-tailored suit jacket and visibly swallowed when her eyes focused on his broad chest. 
Ivy allowed a slow smile to curve her lips. “I’m sorry. I guess I did.” With humor in her voice, she casually lifted one shoulder. “My bad.” If she’d put a tiny dent in his self-confidence, he was unlikely to be bothered by it for long.  
Jackson turned to Victoria and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Jackson Longstreet, a partner at Longstreet Development.” 
“Victoria Kwan and, along with Ivy, a partner in Uniquely Yours,” she said as she accepted his hand.
Ivy bit back a chuckle as Jackson winced. Her friend’s delicate frame and slender fingers had fooled more than one big strapping guy with the power of her handshake. 
“I’m always happy to meet a fellow construction industry professional,” Victoria said with a twinkle in her eye. “What do you do at Longstreet Development?” 
“Other than staying one step behind your father.” Ivy casually covered her mouth with her hand and yawned. Momentary disappointment at her childish behavior pricked at her conscience but she’d been conditioned to get her digs in where she could. 
Jackson’s scowl quickly morphed into a practiced smile. “I’m VP of development and in charge of securing and managing new projects. I’ve only been back in town for a month so I’m still sorting out who all the players are but looking forward to flexing my urban planning muscles.” 
Victoria took a sip of her wine. “And what were you doing before you decided to grace us with your urban planning muscles?” 
A befuddled expression pinched Jackson’s face. Ivy turned her face and coughed into her hand to cover her amusement. Victoria’s saccharine sarcasm often pushed people off track, but Jackson recovered quickly. He always had. 
“After graduating from Yale, I worked on an urban renewal project in Boston. You may have heard of it.” He rattled off the name of a multi-year, mega million-dollar project that had been written up in all the industry and financial publications. 
Ivy nodded in response to his statement. And yes, she had seen his name connected to it. Not that she’d been looking or anything. 
Jackson’s eyes brightened. “It’s world famous for its scope and vision. It was pretty exciting to have gotten in during the early planning stages and to be part of the transformation. I’d like to bring that same energy to Sacramento and Northern California.” 
Ivy refrained from rolling her eyes and instead listened politely. Way down deep, she experienced a dash of pride in his accomplishments. He’d managed to shed his brash high school image and had emerged as a serious urban designer. She gulped. The traitorous thought that the last decade might have changed him needed to be squelched immediately. He’d returned and was working for his father. How much could he have changed if that was the choice he’d made? 
“You’ve done well for yourself.” Ivy cocked her head, “But after working in the big city on a world-class project, it must be quite a change to transition to our slower pace of life. The Jackson I remember was known for dashing into the fray.” 
His gaze swiveled back to her, and Ivy forced herself not to take a step back from the impact. She’d forgotten how intense those dark-brown eyes of his could be. 
“It was time. The exciting part of the project was over, and I was ready for a new challenge.” He offered her a self-deprecating smile that Ivy was sure he’d practiced in front of the mirror. “Besides, Dad’s making noises about retiring and turning the company over to me and my brothers. We’re eager to make some changes. Get away from doing the same thing over and over again. I’d love to add some redevelopment projects to our lineup.” He smiled wider this time and those damn dimples made an appearance. “I hear there’s one nearby that will be open to bidding soon.” 
Ivy’s heart clenched at his interest in what must be the same redevelopment project she wanted to bid on. It’s not like there were hundreds coming up for bid in this area. The thought of competing with Jackson created a tickle of excitement at the base of her skull. “And how’s that attempt to change direction at your dad’s firm going for you?” 
He flexed his fingers into a fist and then released them. “I’m sure your dad has told stories about my dad. And some of them are probably even true, especially if they deal with his stubbornness.” 
Ivy did roll her eyes now but inwardly cringed as she recalled her father’s tirades whenever Frank Longstreet’s name was mentioned. “You mean those stories about a man with two heads, horns, a long pointy tail, and a forked tongue?” 
Jackson exhaled slowly through his nose. “That sounds about right. I heard similar stories growing up about your dad.” He took a sip of his beer and slowly licked the foam from his full upper lip. 
“Oh, and I forgot to mention that backstabber was a key attribute.” Ivy crossed her arms. 
Jackson’s lips flattened and his eyes narrowed. “I don’t know if I ever got the entire story but it had something to do with a business venture going sideways. I always heard that the rift was because your dad was jealous of my dad’s success.” 
Her back went rigid and heat throbbed in Ivy’s chest. “That’s not exactly the story passed on to me. Your dad stole my dad’s business idea and ran with it before my dad was ready to jump in. Your dad’s success was built on my dad’s back.” 
Mimicking Ivy’s stance, Jackson folded his arms across his chest. “Dad didn’t build Longstreet Development on anyone’s back. Dad and Mom scrimped and saved and worked hard to turn our company into what it is today.” His foot tapped a quick tempo against the floor. “Someone’s version of history is skewed. I believe my dad.” 
“My dad is not a liar. If he says that’s what happened, then that’s what happened.” Ivy looked away from Jackson, her heart beating rapidly as she let her gaze wander casually around the room. She’d had enough of this walk down memory lane—or was that nightmare lane. 
With a glance over her shoulder, she said, “It was nice seeing you again and I wish you luck taking your firm in a new direction, but we don’t want to monopolize your time.” She returned her gaze to him. “Like us, I expect you came here to meet and greet. Please don’t let us detain you.” She dipped her chin in a way that she hoped he would recognize as regal dismissal. 
“Are you sending me on my way, Miss Bardot?” 
“Sending us all out to do what our respective businesses expect.” 
With a curt dip of his chin, he turned and strolled away. 
Victoria’s head had swiveled between them like she was watching a tennis match. 
Ivy swallowed to keep the sigh from escaping. Sparring with Jackson was both energizing and frustrating. Her gaze stayed on him until he stopped to visit with a group of mortgage lenders she also planned to network with. Turning back to face an obviously inquisitive Victoria, she cleared her throat. Some space to process the emotions seeing Jackson again had brought to the surface would be nice but not going to happen.
“So, what’s the story with him? And please don’t leave out any of the juicy details.” Victoria hooked her arm through Ivy’s as they made their way across the room toward another cluster of building suppliers on their contact list. 
Ivy smiled and patted her friend’s arm. “You’re such a gossip.” 
“And I’m proud of it.” Victoria grinned back. “Gossip is the path to enlightenment. It’s comforting to know that the high and mighty trudge through the same doo-doo as the rest of us. No one is immune from the messiness of life.” 
“Invite me in for a cup of tea when I drop you off after the event and I’ll tell all.” 
“Deal.” Victoria stopped and extended her hand complete with business card to the owner of an upscale flooring company. With a tilt of her head, Victoria indicated that Ivy should continue without her.  
Ivy nodded at the group on her way by and set her sights on her main objective for the evening, the council member of a small city northeast of Sacramento. Rumor had it that Pine Meadow would soon be looking for bids on a neighborhood redevelopment project and when a proposal from her company crossed his desk, she wanted him to recognize the name. On the quiet, Ivy and Kaitlin, the company’s office manager, were already organizing focus groups in the potential project area. Ivy wanted to be ready if… no make that, when… her partners got on board with submitting a bid. 






  
  Chapter Two


An hour later as Ivy and Victoria made their way to Ivy’s Porsche SUV after the event, she described the Pine Meadow project in broad strokes. She’d been so preoccupied with getting inside and connecting with the town leaders that she’d failed to note where she’d parked her car. Fishing the key fob out of her purse, she clicked the unlock button. A beep and quick flash of the lights located her vehicle. She huffed out a breath. It was so unlike her to lose track of details like this.  
Victoria circled to the passenger side and climbed in. She swiveled to face Ivy as the engine purred to life. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so fired up about a potential job. This must mean a lot to you.” 
“I just think it’s the perfect chance for us to showcase all our talents before we start being stereotyped as those women who flip houses.” Ivy pulled out into the flow of traffic heading from downtown to the surrounding residential neighborhoods. “I believe in us. I know we’re the best firm to do the work the way it should be done. We aren’t a cookie-cutter outfit like some firms I could mention. We’re special. That’s why we deserve to win the bid.” 
With pursed lips, Victoria absently twisted a lock of hair around her finger. Ivy held her breath, waiting for her friend’s assessment. 
“It would be nice to use our urban design training. You, me, and Jess… we all took urban planning classes in college and based on our specialties, we each did a different internship with a different city’s planning department, so we’ve worked in a diverse set of circumstances. Serenity managed the landscaping portion of the recent Elk Grove downtown beautification project. Kaitlin is a project management genius. I’d say we’ve got what it takes to pull off what you described.” 
Ivy released a slow breath through her nose. “The only part that worries me is that we’ll be competing with much larger firms, with resumes filled with projects of this magnitude, and with much deeper pockets than we have.” Her hands tightened on the wheel. 
“Like Longstreet? Yes, I saw the subtle tightening of your jaw when Jackson mentioned he was interested in a local redevelopment project.” 
“Do you think Jackson noticed?” Ivy chewed on her bottom lip. 
“I doubt it.” Victoria shrugged. “So, we go up against some big firms. We have something they don’t. We connect with the residents. We’re nimble, we listen, and we’re never deterred from doing what’s best for the community. Are you sure he was talking about the project we want?”
Ivy pulled into Victoria’s driveway. “Probably. It’s the only one I’ve heard of that’s planning to open bidding soon.” She released her breath in a huff. “Anyway, you’re right. It doesn’t matter.” But in the back of her mind, what Jackson had said about wanting to get into redevelopment projects cemented her resolve. They would get this project despite who the competition was. While the bottom line was important, unlike other firms, the client was always the top priority along with delivering a design that was even better than they had imagined. 
As they made their way to the front porch of Victoria’s bungalow-style home, she asked, “Are you planning on making a presentation to the other partners?” 
“Yes, but I think a field trip is in order. Once you all see it, I know everyone will be as excited as I am about the possibilities.” Ivy stepped into the living room and dropped her purse on the floral sofa before following Victoria into the kitchen at the far end of the open-concept design. 
The copper kettle bumped against the cast iron farmhouse sink as Victoria filled it. 
Ivy felt the excitement building in her chest. “In some ways it reminds me of the neighborhood where we built our new offices, just on a bigger scale. I’m proud of the work we did and think we brought a real feeling of community to the neighborhood.” Ivy reached into the cupboard and pulled out a porcelain teapot along with cups and saucers and carried them to the farmhouse table. 
Victoria followed with placemats, a plate of biscotti, and a container of honey. Seated on the white wooden chairs, they waited for the water to boil. 
“The project sounds fascinating but you and Jackson?” Victoria tapped the table with her fingertip. “What’s the deal with you two?” 
Lifting one of the biscotti from the plate, Ivy ran her finger over the rough surface before setting it on her saucer. Stalling didn’t sit well with her but sorting through her feelings toward Jackson was not straightforward. “As kids we were caught in the middle of a major feud between our fathers.” 
“That part I figured out but your reaction to him tells me there’s more to the story.” Victoria arched one brow.
Folding her hands, Ivy rested them on the table in front of her. “I was a nerdy, gangly child. We were one of the few black families in our neighborhood which meant I stood out even more. My face was too long, my nose too wide, unruly hair that my mom styled in pigtails that stuck out at an odd angle, buck teeth that years of orthodonture ultimately corrected. Tallest person in the room. All to say I was on the receiving end of teasing from the other kids in school.” She bit down on her lip as pain radiated down from her chest to her stomach. 
Victoria’s jaw dropped open. “But look at you now. Gorgeous, smart, successful. I don’t understand. What has all that got to do with Jackson?” The teakettle began to whistle, and Victoria held up one finger. “Hold that thought.” 
Picking up the teapot, Victoria carried it to the counter next to the stove. The sound of the lid knocking against porcelain, the rattle of the tea strainer, and water splashing into the teapot filled the silence. Setting the pot between them, Victoria took her seat and folded her arms on the table. 
“So, like the rest of our mighty band at Uniquely Yours, you weren’t part of the popular crowd.” She shrugged. “None of us suffered from the oversight.” Victoria pointed to herself. “I, in fact, was relieved since finding myself in the popular circle was exactly what my mother wanted for me. Again, how does Jackson fit into the picture?” She poured tea into each of their teacups and looked at Ivy expectantly. 
“If I’d been ignored and simply relegated to the general masses of invisible faces, I wouldn’t have been left with such a sour taste in my mouth. Instead, I was singled out to be the butt of everyone’s jokes and young Jackson, being the class prankster, was in the thick of it.” Ivy dunked her biscotti in the fragrant black tea and jasmine blend and took a dainty bite despite the annoyance churning in her chest. “My life changed once my body slimmed down and caught up with my arms and legs. I’d worked hard—taking dance classes, devouring hair and makeup tips, elocution lessons, and learning what clothing styles were most flattering for me—to get to the point where I started winning beauty pageants.” 
“The picture’s coming into focus but what in the world did Jackson have against you? From the look in his eyes tonight, there was a definite spark of interest.” 
“As far as I’m concerned that man can spark until he ignites and burns to a teensy-weensy crisp.” Ivy harrumphed, then sighed. “To be fair to Jackson, he was the youngest of four extremely competitive brothers. His pranks, which often centered on me, may have had more to do with garnering attention than meanness.” 
Victoria rolled her eyes. “Jackson aside, do you think your fathers will ever settle their differences?” 
“It’s been going on for so long, I highly doubt it.” Ivy shrugged. “They’re both too stubborn for their own good.”
Victoria stirred a squirt of honey into her tea. “Did Jackson’s dad reach out to yours before he started the business on his own? At least give him a chance to jump in?” 
Ivy closed her eyes and let the animosity she’d grown up with wash over her like a tidal wave. It was a sickness she’d lived with all her life. She felt like she was under water holding her breath and desperately needed to come up for air. She didn’t want to hate anyone. “I don’t know. Dad never brought up the arrangement and my sister and I knew better than to ask questions. As far as Dad was concerned all we needed to understand was that the Longstreets were the enemy.” She twisted her teacup in the saucer. “Enough of the Bardot family drama. Let’s talk about the contacts we made tonight and what our next steps should be.” 
Forty-five minutes later, Ivy glanced at her phone and stood. “It’s time for me to head home.” Giving her pal a quick hug, she added, “We did good tonight. Made solid contacts. I’ll see you in a few days at our weekly partners meeting.” 
On the drive back to her downtown penthouse, Ivy’s mind whirled with ideas about the redevelopment project. Anything to distract her from letting images of the sexy man who had made her elementary school years miserable but since high school, when he’d stopped teasing her, had made her traitorous heart beat faster. 






  
  Chapter Three


“Hi, Dad,” Jackson said as he claimed one of the high-back leather wingback chairs on the visitor side of Frank Longstreet’s massive walnut desk. Jackson stretched his long legs out in front of him and clasped his hands over his belt buckle. He eyed his dad who cut quite the figure in his custom-tailored suit, dark skin showing the first hint of wrinkles framing his eyes, manicured fingernails, and a sprinkling of gray in his short-cropped hair. While he was proud of what his dad had accomplished, Jackson dreamed of the day when the old man loosened the reins a little.  
His dad looked up from the glossy proposal he’d been studying and grinned. “How’s my favorite VP of Development today? Did you manage to kick any competitors to the curb last night? Let’s hear it.” 
Jackson hid the pinch of annoyance behind a smile of his own. Always beat out the competition. Longstreets didn’t lose—ever. A part of him wished his dad wasn’t stuck on that one note. A symphony needed lots of notes. Not that Jackson hadn’t bought into the winner takes all philosophy in his younger days. After his work in Boston, that philosophy didn’t fit anymore. He mentally shook himself to focus on the now. 
“New painting?” Jackson nodded at the abstract art on the wall behind his dad in between the bookcases filled with literary classics he knew his father had never cracked open. They were there to impress anyone who happened to visit his expensively furnished office. “It’s not exactly your style.” 
Frank swiveled his leather desk chair to follow his son’s gaze. “It was getting the most attention at the art auction your mom dragged me to in Los Angeles last week. Everyone wanted it.” He shrugged. “I expect it’ll grow on me. For what it cost me, it better.” 
Jackson’s brows drew together. “But if you don’t really like it, why go after it? There must have been a painting that spoke to you.” 
His dad’s deep belly laugh filled the room. After a few seconds, Frank wiped a tear from his eye. “Spoke to me.” His dad chuckled as he swiveled his chair back around. “Son, you’re beginning to sound like your mother. Now tell me about last night. Make any good connections?” 
“I did. It got me thinking that instead of giving all our business to big national suppliers, it might be worthwhile to spread our purchases around. Working with local suppliers would raise our profile in the community and give us leverage with area planning departments.” He moved his hands to his thighs and sat forward. “I talked to a flooring vendor and a building materials supplier and they’re very interested in working with us.” Jackson cringed inwardly at what he didn’t tell his father about last night. 
He didn’t usually keep information from his dad but if he wanted to avoid confrontation, mentioning he’d also seen Ivy last night was a bad idea. No need for his father to know that the chance to run into Ivy was the main reason he’d agreed to go. He’d been thinking about her since he'd moved back. She’d intrigued him when he first started noticing girls in junior high. She hadn’t been the prettiest but there was something about her that drew him in. And he didn’t think it was the fact that friendship with her was forbidden.  
“That’s all well and good, son,” Frank said, pulling Jackson away from his thoughts. “But the nationwide guys give us big discounts and our reputation is all the leverage we need to get jobs. Gotta keep an eye on the bottom line.” 
“I know that.” Jackson moved his hands to the arms of the chair and drummed a staccato rhythm. “They’d be willing to give us big price breaks to get our business and in addition to creating goodwill among the locals, it would help safeguard against supply chain issues. It’s not like we’d abandon our corporate vendors.” 
“I’ll think about it.” Frank tapped his finger against the glossy proposal on his desk. 
Jackson clamped down on his irritation and kept his face neutral. “That’s all I’m asking. To consider some of the ideas I have to diversify our company… and our bottom line.” 
His father’s scowl deepened. “I said I’ll think about it, but I’m not convinced Longstreet Development needs to diversify. We’ve got more potential clients knocking on our door and inviting us to bid on their projects than we have time to take them on.” He picked up the proposal in front of him. “Take this project for example.” He rattled off the name of a good-sized town about forty miles southeast of Sacramento. “They want us to put in a bid to tear down the existing downtown structures and replace them with something sleek and modern. That’s what cities want. That’s where the money is.” 
“Some cities, yes, but there are others that prefer to spotlight what makes them unique.” Jackson stood and paced away from the desk toward the center of the room. He’d reached his limit of sitting still. Pivoting to face his dad, he opened his stance and slipped his hands in his pockets. 
“I got wind of a project in a town just northeast of here along the interstate 80 corridor—Pine Meadow. They’re revitalizing part of their downtown and one of their older neighborhoods. The goal is to build a community that will appeal to families who work in the metro area but are looking for a family-friendly environment in which to raise their kids. I’d like to bid on it.” 
“It doesn’t fit our current business model.” With the proposal he’d been studying in his hand, Frank walked over to his son and opened it to an image of a dilapidated downtown. “Look at the square blocks that need to be demolished and replaced.” He stabbed his finger at the image. “Now this is something we can sink our teeth into.” 
Jackson ran a hand over his hair. “Dad, we can do that stuff with our eyes closed. I’m talking about doing something different. Something that will open up new lines of business. Make us more versatile.” Jackson closed the proposal and handed it back to Frank. “Isn’t that what you always say, keep your eyes open for new opportunities? That’s what I’m doing.” And if he got to tangle with Ivy during the bidding process, so much the better. 
Frank returned to his desk. “Taking on that project might mean you wouldn’t have the bandwidth to go after more substantial projects. And that’s not good for business.” 
“Dad, I wouldn’t let that happen. I’ve got a stake in this company’s success, and I wouldn’t do anything to damage it.” Jackson sat and propped his foot on his knee. “I believe this is our chance to show we can do something unique. That we’re more than a company of steel and glass high-rise buildings.” 
Frank’s phone rang and he held up his finger. “I have to take this call. Can’t keep clients waiting. We’ll continue this conversation later.” 
Dismissed, Jackson turned on his heel and left his dad’s office. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Mulling over his reason for attending last night’s Chamber mixer, Jackson knew it was all about Ivy. As soon as he had seen Ivy’s name on the list of attendees, he had to seek her out. A decade had gone by, enough time for his interest in her to have faded, but there was something about her that he’d never been able to forget. She’d been quiet and studious in grade school and the kid chosen last when sports teams were picked. He almost smiled as he remembered the gangly girl she’d been. Even then, he’d seen the inner beauty that made her unforgettable. Between his youth and the fact their families were enemies, he hadn’t known what to do about the attraction. But seeing her across the room last night, she’d made his heart race. Tall, regal, with an air of confidence she’d lacked until she’d started winning beauty pageants, she took his breath away. What he was going to do about his attraction, he did not know.  
Stalking down the hall, he released his breath in one short huff and scraped his knuckles over his close-cropped black hair. Then there was Dad and his ongoing feud with Ivy’s family. His shoulders bunched in tight cords across his back as he strode down the hall to his office. 
“Must have had a close encounter with Dad,” came a cheerful voice from behind him. Samuel, of course. His brother, Sam, had an irritating habit of showing up when Jackson was looking for some decompression time. Frank Jr. was the eldest of the four siblings, then Hudson, then Samuel, and finally Jackson. 
Sighing, Jackson jerked his head to indicate Sam should walk with him. Past experience told him Sam wouldn’t go away until he’d lightened the mood. His brother had an uncanny knack for flushing out tension in the workplace and as the firm’s marketing director, he saw it as his solemn duty to return the environment to harmony—or at least bring everyone’s blood pressure down. 
“Ding. Ding. Ding. We’ve got a winner.” Jackson cringed at the sarcasm in his voice and tempered his remarks with a self-deprecating snort. His brother didn’t deserve his ire. “What was your first clue?” 
“You mean other than the fact that you’re leaving Dad’s office?” 
“Yeah, other than that.” 
“The set of your shoulders. The tic along your jaw.” His brother slapped Jackson on the back. “Glad I’m not climbing into the boxing ring with you right now. What was it this time that set you off?” 
Jackson swung open his office door and rolled his eyes. Hudson, the most straitlaced of the four Longstreet boys, sat in one of the leather chairs in front of Jackson’s desk. His personality suited his role as the company’s controller. 
“To what do I owe this honor?” Jackson asked Hudson as he circled his desk and sat. Sam leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest.
“I’m here because Dad asked me to go over the budget for the Greensleeve Office Complex project with you. He said you’ll be managing it.” Hudson’s gaze shifted between his brothers. “From your scowl and Sam’s cringe, I gather this is not a good time to discuss this project with you. What’d Dad do now?” 
Propping his elbows on the table and rubbing his eyes, Jackson grunted. “Since you’re both here, at least I only need to repeat the story once. The usual. I went to Dad with an idea for expanding our business model by adding smaller redevelopment projects and got shot down. I told him I have a great project in mind.” He made a whistling sound and a dive bomb motion with his hand. “It’s not like we don’t have the capacity to take on both kinds of projects—the big new commercial construction and smaller redesigns. But he won’t even consider anything new.” 
“Tell me about it,” Sam chimed in. “I gave him a proposal to upgrade our website. I’d like to give it a slicker look and to dip our toes into email marketing—you know remind our industry partners what we’re capable of.” He looked at Jackson. “But like you, I crashed and burned.” He lowered his voice to mimic their dad’s baritone. “Our website is fine and our clients like our personal outreach… letters and handshakes and wining and dining… that’s where it’s at. Like I always say, if it ain’t broke, keep your hands off it.” 
“Let’s face it, guys”—Hudson placed the binder he’d brought with him on Jackson’s desk and stood—“Dad holds the keys to the money box and unless we can change his mind, we either abide by his decisions or go elsewhere… and we all know how that turned out for Frank Jr. He’s lucky he’s still invited to holiday dinners and family celebrations. If we’re fantasizing about things we’d like to change in the company”—he nodded at the binder he’d just set down—“I’d love to go digital with all our reports, but Dad insists on paper. Anyway, you’re a big boy and know how to read a budget so I’ll be on my way. I’ve got several more of these to churn out today. See you later.”  
Sam pushed away from the wall. “That’s my cue to get back to work. By the way, thanks for filling in for me last night at the Chamber mixer. My wife would have killed me if I’d missed Ryker’s preschool play debut.” 
“Not a problem. I’m sure your son stole the show.” Jackson’s desk phone rang and he glanced at the display. “When is Dad going to learn how to text?” 
Sam laughed as he headed out the door. “When dinosaurs roam the earth again. Good luck.” 
“Yes,” Jackson said into the handset, then listened for his marching orders. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 






  
  Chapter Four


A few minutes later Jackson had seated himself in his dad's office and adjusted his suit jacket. Arching one brow, he waited for his father to speak.  
“What is it that attracts you to this particular project when we have so many others to choose from?” Frank asked. 
Jackson did a double take. His dad was giving Jackson’s suggestion consideration. Maybe his dad was mellowing. With a deep breath, Jackson decided to see where this would lead. “The town’s city council thinks that its proximity to the Sacramento metro area, paired with its small-town charm, can be a real selling point. I’d like the chance to take an aging neighborhood and turn it into something that meets their goals and the town will be proud of. That’s a real rush for me.” 
His father harrumphed, evidently not yet convinced this was a good opportunity. 
Jackson pulled the ace out of his pocket and lay it on the table. An ace he hadn’t wanted to play because he didn’t want to be pitted against Ivy, but if he was ever going to have the chance to show his dad that the firm could do something different, he had to do it. “Did I mention I ran into Ivy Bardot last night at the Chamber of Commerce mixer?” 
Frank’s eyes narrowed. “That’s the youngest daughter of Leon Bardot.” 
At the look on his dad’s face, Jackson could see himself hauling in  those chips now. He hated himself for doing this to Ivy but the chances of his attraction to her going anywhere were practically zero so he might as well go after something that was both attainable and important to him. “One and the same. She’s become quite the deal in local real estate circles.” 
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Frank muttered.  
“Well… I heard via the grapevine that her company is interested in putting in a bid on the redevelopment project I was just telling you about.” Jackson sat back and crossed his arms. No way was his dad going to let the daughter of his archenemy beat them out. 
“That does put a different spin on your proposal.” Frank’s fingers drummed on the edge of the desk and his brow wrinkled in concentration. “Doesn’t her company focus on house-flipping? Sounds like this would be a real stretch for them.” A sly smile lifted his lips. “Can’t say I’d mind if I put one over on her dad even if it is through his daughter.” 
“Are you two ever going to put this grudge to rest? Why do you care? You’re a success no matter what Leon has said about you.” 
His dad snorted. “I’ll get over it when that crazy old fool admits he never had the stomach for the venture right from the start. Even after I’d worked in the mortgage industry for a few years and had my half
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