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  Chapter One


The field wasn’t different. Then again, one softball field looks like another. I dropped my bag in the fenced-in dugout, a puff of dirt exploding beneath it. It was sufficiently dusty from sitting in my closet since my senior year in high school. That was the last time I bothered with my softball glove and plastic cleats.    
“Can I help you?” a petite dark blonde stepped away from the third base line and toward the dugout. A scowl covered her face, drawing lines around her eyes. There was something familiar about her, but I couldn’t quite place where I’d seen her before. 
“I’m Chuck.” I held out my hand. She stared at it and crossed her arms over her chest. “Mathis. Chuck Mathis.”
“Oh,” she said. Recognition of my last name dawned in her brown eyes, but that didn’t change her stance one bit. “Oh, well. Everything going well here. We’re ready for our first game next week and –”
“Sweetheart, I’m here to play.” I drug out each word like an asshole. 
She snorted and turned around, muttering, “Ya right.”
What the hell? I hurried after her onto the infield. This chick thought I was checking up on her then when I said I was there to play; she blew me off. Several members of the team stopped to watch our little show. My buddy Joey waved from right field and didn’t bother to control his laughter. I shook my head at him. 
“‘Ya right?’ What’s that supposed to mean?” I touched her shoulder, which was the wrong thing to do by the way she spun back around to face me. 
“First, don’t ever touch me again. Second, I’m not your sweetheart.” Her finger jammed into my chest as each word shot from her mouth. “Third, I don’t need some hotshot college player taking over my team. Mr. Mathis made it clear I could manage this year and that’s what I plan to do. So you can pick your bag up and go back to Westland. I’m sure there are plenty of people there that wouldn’t mind having you around.”
Actually that was the last thing I wanted to do. This chick didn’t need to know that though. This chick did need to know that I wasn’t planning on taking over the team. Yeah, I’d run it in the past but that was the past. 
“I don’t know why you’re here,” she said. Her stone gaze softened as she tilted her head to the side. “Just go.”
“Look, sweetheart, I’m not going to step on your toes.” I held up my hands in defeat and stepped back to put some distance between us. “I’m just here to play. That’s all.”
She rubbed her hand over her face. No makeup. Damn me to hell, if that wasn’t the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. The au natural look worked for her. 
“Really.” I leaned down so she could hear me loud and clear. “If Dad told you to manage the team, then manage the team. I won’t get in your way. And having a ringer won’t hurt one bit. Especially if they’re as bad as they’ve always been.” 
She smiled. All my previous perceptions about her disappeared. I’d thought she was at least in her thirties, but once the scowl was gone, I’d seen my error in judgment. She was closer to my age. Wisps of her dark blond hair framed her high cheekbones. Her eyes shone with sparks of gold mixed in with the brown. I shook my head to clear it. Amidst was not usually part of my vocabulary and it didn’t need to start either. Chicks were not in my immediate future and a horrible one was in my not-so-distant past. Nope, it didn’t matter how cute this girl was, or how sexy her lips pouted, or how much of a turn on her mischievous eyes were. None of that mattered. I wasn’t going to get involved in anything more than a one-night stand at this point. 
“Fine, but you’re gonna have to listen to me. If I put on the shift, then shift. And if you call me sweetheart one more time, you’ll see what a ball buster I can be.” She walked backward away from me and shouted over her shoulder. “Hope everyone here is okay with Chuck joining the team.” 
A few people said hello while Joey whooped. He waved again before barely catching a ball coming his way. The pretty brunette he played catch with didn’t even glance at me. Very well. Not every girl needed to appreciate my fine form. I didn’t need a girl anyway. That was definitely something I’d have to remind myself of every single day this summer. Once my final year in college started, maybe I’d consider it. And, like I said, a one-nighter wasn’t out of the question. Just not with anyone who worked for the almighty Charles Mathis. 
“I’m not,” a deep voice said behind me. I turned around and leered at the man. Roger Dorsey didn’t stare, he glared with outright hatred. He still played the bully. It never worked on me. 
“Why’s that?” the new manager said. 
Roger smirked under his too thin mustache. “Ask him what position he plays, Sophie.”
I waited for her question. That didn’t happen. “He’ll play where I tell him to play. Any other reason, Roger?”
Obviously not getting the answer he wanted, Roger grinned. “Yeah, I’ve got a million of them. He’s a major asshole for starters.”
“Get over yourself, Dorsey,” I snapped. Shit that happened in high school should’ve stayed in high school. 
“I’m not the asshole, Mathis,” he said taking a step closer to me.
“Could’ve fooled me.” I stood taller and puffed out my chest, making myself look as intimidating as possible. 
“Oh for crying out loud,” Sophie snapped. “From where I stand, you’re both assholes. Now cut that shit out. You can have your testosterone match in the parking lot later.”
“Fine,” Roger said, slapping his glove against his thigh. “He can’t play. He doesn’t work for the company.”
“His father owns it. That should be close enough,” Joey said as he took his spot beside me. Now this really did feel like high school part two. Back then, Roger would bully Joey and I’d give it right back to Roger. Nobody fucked with my friends, especially not Joey. Roger hated me for it. 
“No, it’s not.” Sophie turned to face me, her steel-exterior back in place. “Sorry, but Roger’s right.”
“Yes, he is.” I smiled the smile that got me laid more times than not. “And no, he’s not.”
Sophie waved her hand in a circle, the universal signal to get on with it. 
“He’s right that you have to work for Mathis Development in order to play on the team. But he’s wrong that I don’t work for my father.” I paused for added drama. “I start Monday.”
A smile almost quirked on Sophie’s cheek. “Then that settles it. Now get to first, Mathis. We’re going to field some balls.”
“First?” I hadn’t played first since t-ball, and that was only because I was the tallest kid. “I play second.” 
Sophie cocked her head. “Then I guess it’s time you learn a new position.”
I didn’t even get a chance to respond to that. She turned away from me and hurried toward the plate. A chick that doesn’t need makeup with a perfect ass, following her around this summer wasn’t going to be hard. 
Joey slapped my shoulder, chuckling as he ran out to right field. My gangly friend wasn’t athletic in the least, but he tried his best. Right field was pretty much the only place to put him unless he caught. Keith Finn, one of Dad’s project managers, took his usual place on the mound. Roger was at short, and Natalie Harris, who graduated two years before I did, stood over third base. Nobody moved toward second. It didn’t take a PhD to realize who would be at second. I sauntered over to first. Sophie dug in at the plate, then tossed a ball into the air and hit a hard grounder toward Natalie. I watched her field the ball smoothly. 
Then she came up throwing. Toward me. As I stood flat-footed at first base. 
The ball sailed over my head and into the fence. 
“Mathis, are you here to play or to stand like a statue at first?” Sophie yelled. 
My face burned. Anger mixed with humiliation, which was never a good combination. “Well, if the person managing the team had said fielding practice included throws to first, I would’ve been ready.”
“Excuse me for not being clear, but that’s how we do things here.” She leaned against the aluminum bat. “If that’s not how you do things at Westland, tough. Now get in position.”
She tossed the ball and rocketed it toward Roger. He had to scramble to his right to get to it. This time I was ready. I had my right foot on the corner of the bag and my glove up. Roger threw the ball as hard as he could. 
It sailed high. I leapt and the ball hit off the tip of my glove, falling to the ground behind me. 
“Jesus, Mathis, can’t you play first?” Sophie snapped. 
I knew bullshit when I saw it. She was posturing for the team, showing them she wasn’t going to back down from the boss’s son. I wasn’t about to back down either. 
“As a matter of fact, I haven’t played first since you were in diapers. Let me play second and I’ll show you how good I am.”
“Somehow I don’t think position matters,” she said with added bite. 
Whether she was just being a bitch, or she wanted to make a point, Sophie threw the ball in the air and hit it right toward the natural second base position. I watched it bounce into the outfield. The girl Joey had been playing catch with fielded it and threw it in to Roger. 
“I thought you could play second,” Sophie said. 
“And I thought you could manage,” I snapped back.
Again, I wasn’t in position, but this time I wasn’t totally caught off-guard. Sophie threw the ball again and smacked it down the first baseline. I spun, diving to keep the ball from going past me, and snatched it out of the air on an awkward bounce. My ribs screamed where I’d been hit by a nasty fastball during my last game for Westland. The bruise hadn’t healed past the ugly green of the sky before a tornado. 
Keith had run over to cover first, as a pitcher was supposed to do. I tossed the ball to him from my knees. The dive had also knocked the wind out of me, and I wasn’t too swift to get to my feet. 
Frustration and humiliation took the place of needed air. “Good enough for you, Coach? Or should I do it again? Because diving at a ball during practice is pretty fucking stupid.”
“Yeah, it is,” she said. “Why’d you do it?”
“The way I see it, you didn’t give me much choice in the matter.” I put my hands on my knees as my breathing returned to normal. If this chick was going to be a pain in my ass all summer like this, playing wasn’t worth it. 
But I needed the game. I needed the sense of control playing ball gave me. Without it, I felt lost. And I’d lost too much this past semester. I’d suffered through a big enough shit creek that I needed to paddle to get to shore before I drowned. This stupid little softball team was my redemption, at least for myself. I needed to prove that I was in control. And that I could be manageable. Coach Hummel hadn’t wanted me to play slow pitch. He’d actually prohibited it until I promised not to do anything stupid. 
What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 
Sophie didn’t smile. She didn’t do anything other than go back to hitting balls, this time to the outfielders. Her poise was impressive. Her skills were really good. Okay great. She was a natural ball player. I wanted to know why she wasn’t playing somewhere. Maybe she was older than I thought. I wasn’t wrong very often, but if I’d learned anything this last semester, I wasn’t right very often either.
For the rest of practice, I kept my comments to myself. There were mistakes that Sophie should’ve corrected. Tiny fielding mistakes that can cost the game. She jumped all over my form during batting practice, but she was gentle with the others. By the time we’d finished this so-called practice, my anger had overcome my humiliation by ten-fold. I clutched my hands into fists, slamming my old glove into my armpit as I headed back to the dugout. Sophie greeted everyone with a nicety. She ignored me. 
So I waited until everyone was gone. 
“Are you going to bust my balls this entire summer? Or do you like coddling your other players that much?” I dropped my bag back onto the wooden bench. 
“You seriously think I was coddling everyone?” She closed the distance between us until I had to crane my neck down to see her face. “Or are you that much of a wuss you can’t take a little criticism?”
“Oh I can take criticism when it’s equally spread. You don’t seem to have a handle on how to do that.”
“If you don’t like it, Mathis, quit.” She shrugged and stepped back, picking up a worn army duffle. “It’s no skin off my nose either way.”
I grabbed my own bag, flinging it over my shoulders. “Yeah, I’m sure my father would be thrilled that you got me to quit. That’s your play, isn’t it?” I slapped my forehead with my free hand. “I can’t believe I didn’t see that before. He told you I was coming and to get me to quit. I should’ve known.” 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Sophie said. 
“Sure, you play that card.” I turned toward the parking lot. “I’m not quitting, Sophie. No matter what you or my father have planned.”






  
  Chapter Two


I didn’t sleep worth a shit after such a horrible practice. Even the three beers I’d consumed while watching a local independent baseball team didn’t help. Sleep had never been a problem before this spring. The year had started great. I had an awesome girlfriend. Or so I thought. My team was defending national champs. Until it fell apart. And scouts were lining up to see my best friend Aaron Betts play, and by default, they would’ve seen me play. Not that I pinned any hope on going pro, but it would’ve been amazing. Having my name announced just once at any major league ballpark set my skin ablaze in a way nothing ever had before.  
It wasn’t going to happen though. With Betts using ‘roids, my girlfriend’s betrayal, and the suspension, nobody’d touch a second tier second baseman. The scouts didn’t show for any game. At the end of the season, a few of the hopefuls told Coach Hummel they were jumping ship and transferring out. I didn’t even know if I’d be back at this point. My now ex’s mostly false story about how I gambled on sports cost me my scholarship. She’d used me to get ahead in her journalism career, but it backfired. I still lost the scholarship even though what I did wasn’t technically against the rules. Without that money, I wasn’t sure if I could finish out my senior year. Unless my father helped. 
That wasn’t going to happen. 
I needed to spend every bit of my savings, and maybe take out a loan, to graduate. Getting my master’s was an entirely different problem. One I’d have to think about sooner rather than later. My plans were disheveled, and I hated that. 
The stairs creaked as I headed down to the kitchen. The sizzling sound and smell of bacon helped my sluggish step. It was overlaid with the powerful smell of Dad’s French roast. Coffee and bacon, a businessman’s breakfast. 
“Hey, Dad.” I sat at the counter in the stark white kitchen. Mom loved the clean look of white walls, counters, and floors with the sharp stainless-steel appliances. It felt cold and I dreaded dropping anything. She’d kept the kitchen in various shades of white since I could remember. 
“Ready for your big day?” Dad boomed as he slid a plate in front of me. I closed my eyes and inhaled. He’d also made hash browns. Dad was definitely celebrating my first day of work. He huffed and I opened my eyes to stare back at him. “Obviously not since you’re in boxers and nothing else.”
“It will take me all of five minutes to put on jeans, a t-shirt, and my work boots.” I popped a piece of bacon in my mouth. It was limp, not nearly crisp enough. 
“You’re not wearing jeans.” He turned around and poured a mug of coffee, adding more sugar than a body could take in a week. “Get your dress clothes on.”
It was my turn to huff. “Why ruin them? I’ll just be hauling drywall around a site for eight hours. Maybe the project manager will let me hammer a nail into a two-by-four. Even though that’s not the best idea either.” 
“You’ll be doing a hell of a lot more than that this year.”
“Like what? They’ll let me drive the truck to the site?” Dad just didn’t get it. Once I got on-site, I’d be the boss’s son. I’d be someone to make happy, not someone to work. It was stupid, but it was the way the world worked. Even if I’d proven myself over a hundred times, I’d have to prove myself a hundred more. I wasn’t incapable of work and I wasn’t someone to shuck off the responsibility of it. But I also wasn’t someone to trust with a nail gun. 
“Eat, do as you’re told, and you’ll see.” Dad set his own plate and mug on the table by the windows. His back was to me, but I could see his reflection. It might as well have been my own in twenty-five years. Dark blond hair receding into a widow’s peak, a sharp thin nose to match a sharp thin face, and wrinkles around the eyes. That was my future. Even with my chosen career path, I’d always look like my father at the core. It didn’t matter that I had Mom’s dark blue eyes or her athletic ability. Whenever anybody ever looked at me, they would always see Charles Mathis. It wasn’t a bad thing, but sometimes it wasn’t a good thing either. Like going on a job site. 
I finished my food in silence and dutifully rinsed the plate before putting it in the dishwasher. “Where’s Mom?”
“Tennis.” One word, that was all I got. He didn’t even turn around. “How’re you going to pay for school next year?”
Now that you’ve lost your scholarship was what he didn’t say. Salt into a still fresh wound. “I’ll figure it out.”
“And grad school?” 
Just keep on pouring, Dad. I scratched my eyebrow. This wasn’t the first time it had come up since I slunk back home. “I’ll figure that out too.”
“You can always work for me, son.” He threw his arm over the back of the chair as he turned. “We’d make a hell of a team. Mathis Development could expand outside Madison, maybe to Cedar Rapids or Des Moines. Hell even Davenport.” His thousand-watt dentist approved smile lit up his face, taking off ten of his fifty years. “Then you could pass it down to your son, and his son, and so on. With—“
“Dad, stop.” I leaned against the counter and let my gaze drop to the white tile floor. “I don’t want to do this again.”
The air in the room dropped twenty degrees. “Because it’s not good enough for you?”
I closed my eyes, counting breaths to keep calm. 
“I didn’t need a college degree. Hell, I didn’t even need to graduate from high school to be a success.” 
Here we go. I had this speech memorized. It started my sophomore year when I told Mom I wanted to become a psychologist. “I know, Dad. We –”
“I don’t think you do.” He pushed the chair back hard enough for the metal back to bounce off the floor. “Being some shrink, going into debt just to have some fancy title, isn’t necessary.”
“Jesus, Dad,” I said, losing control. “This isn’t about a title or even having a fucking degree.” I slammed my hand on the counter, the sound echoing off the walls. “I told you a million times. I want to help people like Joey. I want to help people like Aaron Betts. It has nothing to do with Mathis Development or anything else. It has to do with me.”
“Joey’s fine.”
“Did you forget what it was like seeing him in the hospital with his wrists bandaged?” I shook my head and walked toward the door. 
“That was years ago. The kid’s fine now. And that Betts boy is the reason you’re in this position to begin with. He’s the reason you lost your scholarship.”
I laughed, letting the bitter sound roll off my tongue. “No, he’s not.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Joey’s not fine, and Aaron didn’t make me lose my scholarship. I did that all on my own.”
His face stayed the stony statue he’d been known for. He was one hell of a businessman and negotiator. But he was a pretty shitty father.
We headed to Little Italy, a small neighborhood on the other side of Madison. I’d been there a few times to DeLuca’s Bakery with Devon Miller. His mom owned it, and we’d go after a bad loss for some sugar and caffeine comfort. 
The neighborhood was in great shape as we drove through it. I had no idea why Mathis Development would bother until we came to a block completely under construction. Empty shells of row houses stood with mere feet between them. The shotgun style homes were built in the 1950s. If I’d learned anything from my father, it was details about architecture.  
“Here we are, son,” Dad said. He was back into his proud father mode, chest out and voice louder than necessary inside the cab of a pickup truck. 
“I don’t get it.” 
“What don’t you get?” He waved his hand out as if presenting me with the grand prize of development. “We’re rehabbing these houses on the edge of this ‘exclusive’ neighborhood.” He grinned. “The homes will feel like part of Little Italy even if they’re technically a block outside the neighborhood. We anticipated making a decent turnover, but now...” Dad turned toward me with a look that said he’d hit the jackpot. “Now our profits will double.”
It actually made sense. Little Italy rarely had a house go on the market. If a home’s owner died, the property stayed in the family. It was a close-knit community. And it had long been rumored to have mob connections, although I thought that was result of people’s active imaginations. Madison wasn’t Chicago or New York. It was freaking Iowa.
“Okay, but why am I dressed in my Sunday best?” I stared at the site. Everyone else was in jeans, work boots, and t-shirts with bright yellow hardhats keeping them safe from falling debris. “I look like an idiot.”
“You look like a site manager.” Dad grinned, and I wanted to punch it off his face. 
“I’m not a site manager.”
“You are now. This is all yours today.” He waved his hand in front of us like it was the Holy Land and he had conquered it to gift it to me. 
Only I didn’t want it. Marty glanced toward our truck, and I could see the grimace on his face even from this distance. There was no way I was going to run this site for a million reasons. I glanced at Marty who’d worked for my father for at least ten years. He wasn’t going to be happy about this. “Dad—“
“Let’s go.” Dad opened the door of his white pickup, one of his prized possessions. He’d bought it last summer and presented me with the keys to his old truck. I’d turned them down. Stupid, yes, but my pride wouldn’t let me take a handout from a man who demanded I never take a handout from anyone, even my own father. I wasn’t sure if he respected my decision or if he hated me for it. My father was one person I’d never been able to read like a book. 
I followed him to a pair of sawhorses set up in the middle of the street. Marty looked up as we approached, a set of blueprints spread out in front of him. He smiled at my father, but there was a hint of a grimace at my approach. It didn’t matter that he didn’t need to look at me like that. I wasn’t going to take his job by any means. Actually, the minute after Dad told me I was going to take over a site was the minute I decided to make this as easy as possible on everyone involved. 
“Marty, how goes it?” Dad boomed, slapping him on the back. 
“Good, Mr. Mathis,” Marty said through gritted teeth. He gave me the head nod of acknowledgement. 
Dad spun slowly around, taking in the entire block with his keen eye. When he was satisfied on the exterior survey, he smiled at Marty once again. “You remember my son Chuck?”
“Yeah, sure.” He held out his hand and I shook it once, but not too hard. “How’s it going, Chuck?”
“Good, Marty. How’re you?” Polite and professional. I wanted to get my point across before Dad left so Marty could relax. Apparently, it didn’t work. Marty gave me a quick once over. Based on his body language and tone of voice, he didn’t think much of me or my new position within the company.
Dad took the blueprints from Marty and spread them out, smoothing his hands over them as if they were ancient Chinese silk. “Are these for twenty-four?” He ran his finger along the lines of rooms. “Or twenty-six?”
“Neither.” Marty pointed to a number in the upper right-hand corner. “Twenty-five. Twenty-four’s had an electrical setback and twenty-six is the duplex at the end of the block.”
My curiosity got the best of me. “What’s with the numbers? Is that the address?”
“No,” Marty said with a slight sneer in his voice. He managed to keep his expression cool and professional. The underlining tone indicated that he didn’t think I could handle the job. And he was right. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to either. “Each one of these buildings have been designated a number based on the rehab needs and design. Most of them have the same row house feel, but interior changes over the years have modified each house into something different.”
“Because the owners took out walls or something?” The individuality of the house piqued my interest. I wondered what they looked like before my father got his hands on them 
“Exactly.” He pointed to a house in the middle of the long block. “Twenty-four over there had some shoddy electrical work done. We thought we’d fixed it, but Joey blew a fuse when he fired up his saw yesterday. Now we have to wait until the electrician can figure it out. There’s no sense in rebuilding a wall that might need to be opened for faulty wiring.”
Marty just gave me the best news all day. At least Joey would be around to keep me entertained. 
“And when’s the electrician coming?” Dad asked. His eyebrows curled around one another as he stared at the blueprint. 
“This afternoon.” Marty glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “I’ll make sure Chuck is up-to-date on when everyone is going to be here for deliveries, work schedules, and such.”
In other words, all the things I didn’t know. 
Dad nodded and stepped back from the makeshift table. 
“If you don’t mind my asking, Mr. Mathis, will I be going to a different site?” Marty stood like a soldier in hundred-degree heat. Only a trained eye would see him sweat.
“No, I still need you here to assist Chuck.” Dad grinned as if he was giving Marty the Nobel Prize. 
Marty opened his mouth and closed it quickly. He turned back to the blueprint. “Then we better get started. You’ve got a lot to learn, kid.”
I bristled at the kid comment, but I stayed quiet. He didn’t need to be a dick to me over something my father did. 
“Yes, you two get to work. I’ve got to head over to the office.” Dad leaned down so only I could hear him. “Big deal brewing not far from here. Could be huge.”
I watched as he strolled away with his hands in his pockets. Dad whistled a somewhat familiar song, but I couldn’t quite figure out where I’d heard it before. The minute he closed the truck door and started to back away, I let out a heavy breath. 
“We should get to work,” Marty said. 
I turned to face him. “Yeah, we should. Where do you want me, boss?”
Marty’s stony expression flinched. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”
“Nope.” I shook my head and scanned the area to make sure nobody overheard us. “You know as well I as do that I am not cut out for managing a site. Dad’s got it in his head that this is his chance to ... bring me into the fold.” Especially after my failures over the spring. “I don’t want to do this anymore than you want to become the subordinate to a twenty-one-year-old. So, we’ll play Dad’s game to make him happy, but this is your site. Besides, you know I can barely hold a hammer without hurting myself.”
Marty finally smiled. “If you’re serious, kid, great. But if this is some trick—“
“No tricks.” I helped up my hands. “I’ll be back at school in the fall.”
“Okay, but you’ll have to be around me most of the time to sell it.” He shrugged and pointed to a building at the other end of the block. “Check on twenty-six for me. See if they need anything down there.”
“You got it.” Basically I’d be the face of the site to my father and Marty would be running it. That was even better than my plan of staying out of Marty’s way and faking everything else with Dad. At least this way I wouldn’t have to lie completely. 
I stopped outside the building dubbed twenty-six, the lone bungalow on the block. The cement steps were too clean and bright to be anything but new. Brick surrounded the porch in an opened pattern with concrete on the railing. It was the perfect place to put your feet up on a hot summer day. The bungalow had been a duplex in its former life. Dad never liked those, so I had no doubt he’d turn it into a single-family home, but there were still two doors leading into the building. Both were wide open. I hopped up the stairs, glancing back once to make sure I didn’t step into unsettled cement. The last thing I needed was to be the guy who made them redo all that work. 
This new arrangement with Marty would benefit me more than I realized. I wasn’t opposed to hard labor or to working for my father over the summer. Hammering nails and plastering drywall took a skill set I didn’t possess. More often than not, I was in the way or was regulated to sweeping up the site. I never bitched about it. My limitations were mine alone. There wasn’t any reason to hold back the rest of the guys because I wasn’t handy. 
The muffled sounds of construction grew louder as I stepped inside. The entire house had been gutted so all that remained were the support beams. New wall frames had been put up. Electrical wires were already in place as were the light switches. I took in what I assumed would be the living room and the dining room. The house was open from one side to the other, adding to my suspicion that this was now a single-family home. Despite the work that needed to be done on the first floor, it was abandoned. The muffled hammering and saws were above my head. 
I took the open steps two at a time to get to the completely open upstairs. A pair of sawhorses stood on the north side of the building with two-by-fours waiting to be cut. Even from my spot at the top of the stairs I could see the dark pencil on the wood. They’d no doubt measure again before cutting. Just to be sure. Measure twice, cut once. That was the rule of thumb. I turned toward the noise. Joey held up a frame along the wall while Roger nailed it in. It was weird seeing them within a foot of each other. In high school, Roger hated Joey as much as he hated me. 
“Let go, retard,” Roger said as he stood to his full height. Apparently, nothing had changed except circumstance. 
“Don’t call me that,” Joey stammered. He’d lost his stutter in middle school, unless something or someone threatened him. Roger always had that effect on people. 
“Shut up. We’ve got too much shit to do.” Roger shoved his hammer into his tool belt and turned around. If he was shocked to see me, he didn’t let it show. “Oh great, the fucktard joins the retard.”
I crossed my arms and leaned against a dark support beam. “I’d watch what you say, Dorsey. I’ve never pulled the Dad card before, but it’s not above me.”
Roger snorted. “And tell him what? That I’m calling it like I see it?” He glanced over his shoulder at Joey. “It’s not like he doesn’t know.”
“Fuck you,” Joey said, the stammer completely gone this time. “I didn’t cause that accident. You did. Stop blaming me for it.”
Joey’s outburst surprised me. It also impressed me. He’d never been one to stand up for himself. That was one reason we became friends. 
“I did no such thing.” Roger smirked and walked away from Joey. “What’re you doing here anyway? Sweeping?”
“No, Dad made me project manager on the site. So I’m your fucking boss.” I matched his smirk and made a mental note to let Marty in on this bit on information. “And if I hear you talk to Joey or anybody else like that again, you’re gone, Dorsey. Dad won’t keep you around if I tell him what a piece of shit you are. Which I’m sure he already knows.” 
Roger shook his head. “Won’t happen. It doesn’t matter what you say. He’d just move me to another site. And we both know he’s got plenty.” He closed the small gap between us and stood nose-to-nose with me. “Unlike you, he knows he can depend on me. I’m the son he never had, Chuckie boy. And I make it known every chance I get that I’m willing to do the one thing you’re not.”
Roger stepped around me and clomped down the stairs. His words echoed like his steps. Once I was sure he’d left the property, I let out a breath of tension. “You okay, Joe?”
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