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Аннотация
Continuation of A Stupid Boy Series. David is moving on to tackle college. His plan is to continue where he left off in high school. He would win a couple of national championships in football. Maybe win a college world series just for kicks. To appease his parents, he would get his degree... all while knee-deep in coeds. Then he would play both baseball and football professionally as he raked in endorsements deals. Welp.
Find out how well that works out for him in the first book of a new series - A Better Man.


G. Younger
A Better Man Story
A Better Man - Book 1


Prologue

Lexi


�We want to welcome Lexi Andon, David A. Dawson�s personal assistant. Unfortunately, Mr. Dawson wasn�t able to be here today, so we got the next best thing,� Cassie Krieger of In The Know announced to her TV audience.
Lexi let a trace of irritation touch her eyes at the backhanded slam. Many people underestimated Lexi because she was young and good-looking. It was easy to make that mistake in Hollywood because everywhere you turned, there were beautiful men and women.
Reflecting on it, Lexi realized that people often forgot that Lexi�s father was Paul Andon, an executive at one of the largest film companies in the world. They�d been responsible for the Star Academy movie franchise that David was currently starring in. Lexi wasn�t a typical Hollywood kid who was off in their own world; she�d paid attention to the details of her father�s work-but hardly anyone knew that about her.
Lexi had made up her mind not to use her dad�s influence to make her career. Instead, as soon as she�d graduated high school, she�d set her eyes on one of the most promising young actors to hit Hollywood in recent years: David A. Dawson. Her plan was to leverage working for him into bigger and better opportunities.
�David sends his regrets. He is currently in New Zealand, wrapping up the filming of his most recent Star Academy movie,� Lexi answered with her best smile.
�It sounds like David has been busy.�
�Yes. Besides wrapping the next two Star Academy movies, he finished filming his part in the upcoming James Bond movie, Devil May Care. In that one, he plays James�s son, Ian Bond,� Lexi related.
�I think we have a clip,� Cassie said.
�Yes, we do. This is the first time anything has been released to the public. Ian comes upon a terrorist attack in this segment,� Lexi said to set up the scene for the audience.
The video switched to the clip. When it started, Lexi couldn�t help admiring David. There was a reason he�d recently been named one of the sexiest up-and-coming actors in Hollywood. He�d gotten his start modeling while still in high school. David was six-four and had a body that made women swoon.
One of her favorite pastimes was sitting back and watching women either check him out or fall all over themselves, trying to get his attention. Lexi was amazed that David took it all in stride and ignored it for the most part. He was too focused to be distracted. It took quite a lot for someone to catch his attention.
What amazed Lexi was that David was never rude or dismissive. He always had time for people but was firm about his refusals. It was hard to pull off and not have women feel rejected or mad when David didn�t succumb to their advances. He had a flair and quiet authority that somehow made it okay.
The scene began with David in running clothes, jogging in London. There was the sound of an explosion, which prompted David to set off toward it at top speed. David reached the iconic Tower Bridge over the River Thames, where he found a scene of chaos. A double-decker bus was in flames, and traffic was beginning to pile up.
There was a second explosion that rocked the bridge. People began to jump out of their cars and run away from the carnage. David fought his way through the utter chaos.
There was a cutaway scene that showed another bomb. When the camera switched back to David, he spotted it.
�Run!� he screamed as the bomb detonated to end the scene.
�Oh, my. That looks exciting,� Cassie observed and then turned back to her guest.
�It does have a lot of action in it, as you would expect with a James Bond film.�
Cassie smiled and then got a serious look. Lexi knew what was coming next and prepared herself not to react if she was asked something outrageous. David�s main PR guy, Frank Ingram, had given her a set of talking points to help her navigate an interview like this.
�Tell me about what happened in India. I understand that David refused to film there,� Cassie said, digging for dirt.
Lexi kept her composure as she felt some relief; she�d been prepped for this question. She sent a silent word of thanks to Frank and his team. Lexi paused a moment to show thoughtful contemplation, another trick Frank had taught her. It kept her from rushing her answer. Frank had pointed out that pacing was necessary when building trust with your audience. He said it showed that she was confident.
�They�d planned to film in northern India. I understand it�s beautiful and would have made an excellent backdrop for the film. David began to be concerned when he did his homework on the region. He�d run across an article that discussed births in the area. During one time period described, there were 216 children born in several neighboring villages. Not a single one was a girl.
�It raised the question: was this a fluke occurrence or something more sinister? David asked me to look into it,� Lexi said.
�What did you find?� Cassie asked as she leaned forward in interest.
It was one thing to watch someone like David give an interview and know what he was doing, and another for her to pull it off. Lexi found that being the one on stage was harder than she�d realized. She had to tell a story, one that was engaging and held the audience�s interest.
�Indian baby girls are being aborted simply because of their gender. For families living in poverty, boys are deemed more desirable since they are considered the main breadwinners. Families chose to simply never have girls because they are considered a burden,� Lexi explained.
Cassie gave her a shocked look. Living where they did, it was easy to forget the reality of true abject poverty. What seemed deplorable to us could make perfect sense if you went to bed hungry at night. Frank had told her it was okay to show outrage but not go over the top with it.
�Isn�t that illegal?� Cassie asked.
�India made it illegal in 1994, but the practice still persists.�
�What was the other concern that put a stop to filming in India?�
Lexi looked at the camera and grimaced. This was the part that genuinely disturbed her. In her mind, she could come up with no justification for what happened.
�There was an incident. I understand that there are nomadic tribes in the area where we planned to film. The local population was a different religion, which caused tensions,� Lexi said to set the stage.
�What happened?� Cassie prodded when Lexi paused.
�An eight-year-old girl left her camp to tend the horses, and she went missing. Her body was found a week later. It was discovered that she had been taken to a small temple, drugged, raped for five days by a group of men, and then killed with a rock.
�When David heard about it, he told Chubby Feldman, the director. Chubby looked into it and agreed that they would have to find another location to film. Neither the studio nor David wanted to have that taint the movie. I was glad they made the right decision,� Lexi said with conviction.
�That�s terrible,� Cassie admitted and then switched gears. �David is one of the most eligible bachelors in Hollywood, yet we haven�t heard a peep about a love interest.�
Lexi had to choke back a laugh because she was amazed. She�d just described a horrific event, but Cassie showed no interest in digging deeper. Frank had a term for it: �NIMBY,� or �Not In My Back Yard.� If it didn�t affect someone directly, they could just brush it off and ignore it.
Cassie had just shown Lexi that she wasn�t a serious journalist. In truth, though, Lexi hadn�t expected anything more of Cassie, given her position on a show like In The Know. They were geared toward reporting the latest starlet exposing herself as she got out of a car or a pop star getting drunk and making an ass of him or herself. So, switching to David�s love life fit better with their usual fare.
The real reason David hadn�t been linked with anyone on set was that Lexi had hooked up with him. She�d made it clear that they were both young, good-looking, and had needs. They were to both understand that was all it was, just a hookup.
It wasn�t as if others hadn�t offered David similar opportunities. Both his publicist and agent had told David that if he wanted to maintain his �All-American Boy� image, he shouldn�t be seen acting like a typical Hollywood douche. It was bad enough that he�d had five children before graduating high school.
Granted, one was adopted, but the optics were still far from ideal.
On a football recruiting trip, he�d met a young lady at the campus check-in. He�d asked her to show him around campus and go to dinner with him. David and a few of his fellow recruits went out as a group. They were accompanied by some of the sorority sisters of the girl in question.
It was all pretty innocent until the second night when David had been invited to fulfill a fantasy one of the sorority girls had. That night, he�d spent quality time with both the girl he�d asked out the day before and her sorority sister. One of them ended up having twin boys and the other a baby girl. They�d held off telling David about the children until after they�d been born.
In the meantime, he�d gotten a classmate pregnant, and she�d had a little boy.
David, being who he was, hadn�t shirked his responsibilities. He had a healthy family support system, and his parents had stepped in to help raise the children.
The last child was that of a friend who�d found herself in a tough predicament. She and David had actually dated for a while. She�d broken up with him and taken up with another guy who�d gotten her pregnant with a boy right as they were ready to go off to college. The father had signed away his parental rights, not wanting anything to do with having a baby at such a young age.
David and his family had opened their doors and let the girl and her son move in with them. They�d given her a job as a childcare helper, which allowed her to take college classes. David had always treated her son as one of his own and made it official last spring.
Now he had all his children under one roof in his new home in Malibu.
�The poor guy�s schedule has been bananas. He�s been working nonstop since the beginning of May when filming started on the James Bond movie. Immediately after that, in August, he was off to New Zealand and Australia to film the next two Star Academy films. Because of the compressed schedules for filming, he�s often been on set upwards of eighteen hours a day or more. I challenge anyone to find time for a love life when that�s happening,� Lexi said to deflect the question.
�Why is his schedule so compressed?�
When David had agreed to film the movies, he�d bypassed his first semester of college. A deal-breaker would have been to miss the second semester.
�He�ll enroll at the University of Oklahoma for the spring semester in just a few weeks.�
�Does he still plan to play football?� Cassie asked.
�That, and baseball.�
David had been one of the top recruits for both sports coming out of high school.
�Will he continue to act while in school?� Cassie dug.
Lexi had to admit that Cassie had finally asked a good question.
�He did get a waiver from the NCAA, but he has no plans to act while he�s in college. He�ll focus on getting his degree and playing ball. David wants to be a normal student-athlete,� Lexi answered.
Getting the NCAA waiver had been touch-and-go. The NCAA and its member institutions wanted to control the image rights of their student-athletes. With the help of his legal team, David had come to an agreement with the NCAA powers-that-be. His being a model and actor had been a sticking point for his eligibility.
The NCAA had specific rules that precluded such activities. Their contention was that student-athletes gain the fame that makes them marketable from their athletic abilities. The schools provided training and opportunity, so they should reap the benefit. But David had garnered his marketability before entering college, which the NCAA recognized, and they had finally provided him with a waiver.
Then came the fly in the ointment. A shoe company and university had each approached David and two of his teammates with money if they would go to that school. David reported the whole scheme, which turned into a mess.
The NCAA investigator, Stewart Chadwick, had wanted David to conduct further meetings with the bad actors, to the point of committing to the school. Chadwick was hoping that would help the NCAA get the goods on them. Unlike the FBI, the NCAA could not compel people to talk. The investigator was trying to do an end-around, to the point of seriously jeopardizing David�s sports career.
�Fat chance of that,� Lexi thought with smug satisfaction. David had refused.
The investigator tried to coerce David�s cooperation with the threat that he would pull David�s eligibility and waiver if David didn�t help him. David called his bluff and found himself ineligible for a while.
The NCAA and Chadwick didn�t know that in addition to reporting the incident to them, David had talked to the FBI. The feds were in the process of building cases against various shoe companies for offering money to high school athletes to attend schools they sponsored. However, no one but the FBI was privy to that information. It turned out that the FBI was more interested in basketball recruiting, so they�d shelved David�s case.
David and his legal team had arranged a meeting with the NCAA to work out his issues. The meeting was hijacked by the FBI, and the NCAA was forced to back off. The FBI didn�t want it getting out that they were investigating shoe companies. They�d suggested that the NCAA might want to reinstate David�s eligibility. The NCAA acquiesced but had slow-walked the waiver to allow him his name, image, and likeness rights, also known as NIL rights.
While he was filming in New Zealand, the story broke that the FBI had moved on the shoe companies. The NCAA, fearing that David might tell the press that they�d known about the investigation and done nothing, had finally come to their senses. They�d given him the waivers he needed to promote his films. There was a lot of language in the agreements indicating that the waivers were an exception due to his unique history.
The NCAA had dragged their feet because they faced legislation in several states that would negate one of their long-standing rules. The laws would allow student-athletes to control their NIL rights and enable student-athletes to make money through advertising, appearances, and the like. It might also mean that they would get paid for jersey sales and other items that universities currently controlled. If the market truly opened, the NCAA�s member institutions could take massive financial hits.
�But I�d understood that he was approached about doing the new Star Wars movie. What�s going on with that?� Cassie asked.
Lexi bit her tongue because Cassie had been on the cusp of uncovering what had happened behind the scenes at big-time football schools. Instead, she was back to more familiar topics.
David�s agent, Ari Gould, had pushed for David to skip college and act full-time. David had, in fact, won the role of young Han Solo but turned it down because it would have meant leaving high school to film it.
Ari hadn�t been happy when that decision was made. But then the Star Wars movie had tanked relatively badly compared to the other films in the franchise. And David then won his Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor for his role in The Royal Palm. That was followed shortly by his filming the James Bond and Star Academy movies.
Ari had gone behind David�s back to see if Disney/Lucasfilm were interested in his client doing another project. David had been furious and fired Ari. Frank, his publicist, suspected that Ari leaked the information as a parting FU.
�David�s made it clear that he wants to focus on his family and school for now. After college, he�ll see if there�s still interest in him as an actor. Then again, he might just play football or baseball,� Lexi explained.
�You can let him know that we�ll miss him on the big screen, and he needs to hurry up and get back to acting,� Cassie said.
�I�ll tell him, but remember, you won�t be missing him for long,� Lexi assured her. �The three movies are due out this year. Starting with Devil May Care this Memorial Day, followed by the second in the Star Academy series around the fourth of July. The final film in the Star Academy trilogy will be out around Christmastime.�
�What about you? Will you still be David�s personal assistant while he�s in college?�
Lexi wondered that herself because everything had been perfect while filming. She�d made herself indispensable to him. Lexi organized and catered to his every need so he could focus on his craft. He�d said many times that she was the best PA he�d ever had.
Looking back, Lexi had to admit to herself that hooking up probably hadn�t been the best decision. Lexi had found herself in David�s bed most nights. In her fantasy world, that would have continued, but he�d made it clear from the start that it didn�t mean anything.
Lexi had made the mistake of announcing that she loved him during a particularly nice orgasm a week ago. After that, David had pulled back.
He�d claimed that she probably should head back to LA since they were wrapping up the shoot. She�d found herself on a flight home the next day.
Kent, her boss, had been happy to have her back. He wanted to dump their problem child, Gwen Larkin, back in her lap. Gwen was mentally unstable but was currently a key figure in a highly rated TV series. One of the benefits of going overseas with David was that she�d been able to fob the nutjob off onto one of her colleagues. Gwen required almost 24/7 babysitting to keep her from doing crazy stuff that would get her in the gossip rags.
So far, Lexi had fended Kent off by saying she needed a vacation.
�I�m back in LA. I�m sure I�ll still help David out as needed, but I�ll have other clients to keep me busy.�
The alternative Kent had given her was time off to go to college to get her degree. The company did more than PA work; they also helped celebrities manage all aspects of their lives. To do that effectively, she could really use a college degree.
Lexi�s long-term plan was to get into management at a studio, so she leaned towards going to school. If nothing else, it would make her parents happy.
�Thank you for stopping by today and giving us the scoop on what David A. Dawson is up to. Maybe you could talk him into visiting with us when he gets back into town,� Cassie said.
�I doubt he�ll show up,� Lexi thought but plastered a smile on her face.
�I�ll let him know.�
Cassie seemed happy, so Lexi was able to make her escape. David was going to owe her for this one.

Chapter 1

David


Tim, Wolf, and David were sixteen hours into their seventeen-hour flight from New Zealand to Norman, Oklahoma, home to the University of Oklahoma. That was where they planned to go to school and play football.
�Could you imagine if we�d tried to do this via a commercial flight?� Tim asked.
�My luck, I would�ve had some little kid behind me, either screaming or kicking my seat the whole way,� Wolf replied.
Their original flight to New Zealand had been a nightmare. Tim and Wolf had flown out in June, nearly three months before David arrived, to help set up and start filming the last two films in the Star Academy trilogy. David had been in Europe shooting the latest James Bond offering. Without David along, they�d had to fly commercial. For the flight home, the studio had sprung for a private jet.
�I don�t think they allow rug-rats in first class,� David said with a bit of a smirk.
�Whatever,� Wolf said, not taking the bait.
David had gotten his two best friends jobs with the Star Academy production crew. The financial windfall was enough for both Tim and Wolf to decide to gray-shirt and enroll for the spring semester instead of the fall. They�d had a lot more free time than David and had been able to enjoy traveling all over Australia and New Zealand.
The copilot emerged from the cockpit.
�The tower in Norman wanted to let you know that Coach Michaels will be there to meet you. I let them know we�re still on schedule.�
�What time is it here?� Tim asked.
The copilot looked at his watch.
�It�s nineteen hours behind Auckland ... that would make it two-thirty, local time,� he said and then went back up front.
�We didn�t rate the head coach when we came for our recruiting trip. Why do you think he�s meeting us today?� Wolf asked.
David had caught that, too. One possibility was that their Heisman-winning quarterback, Hayden Walsh, had announced plans to go pro. The coach might be greeting them to jumpstart David on his quest to lead the Sooners as next year�s quarterback. David had been rated the number one recruit his senior year and had decided on Oklahoma specifically to win national championships.
But in the back of his mind, he didn�t think the head coach would be there when one of his staff could have done the job. Oh, well, he would find out soon enough.
�Before we left, I got confirmation we got a triple in Headington Hall,� Tim said.
�I got that too. Did you get yours?� Wolf asked David.
David shrugged.
�I�m not sure. Lexi handled that stuff.�
�Not that I�m complaining, but why did she go home a week early?� Tim asked.
Lexi was David�s PA and acted as his gatekeeper, sometimes to his detriment. She�d pissed off his friends more than once when she�d stopped them from �bothering� him. Tim and Wolf had admitted to each other, though, that with the compressed filming schedule, David had been run ragged. He�d been lucky if he got five hours of sleep on any given evening.
It wasn�t that David was afraid to work hard. He�d put in more hours than anyone he knew of during high school to become an elite quarterback and baseball player. He was almost invariably up at the crack of dawn, hitting the pavement running when most everyone else was snug in their bed.
But the past half year had been nonstop. If Lexi hadn�t been taking care of him, David didn�t know how he would have survived. She�d made sure he was where he needed to be when he needed to be there, and she�d been tasked by David and others, including the director, with keeping all distractions away from him. That sometimes meant that his friends and family were blocked in their efforts to get ahold of him.
David grinned as he reminisced about the time when Lexi had learned that her gatekeeper duties didn�t apply to his mom. All his friends loved his mom but knew that you never crossed her. In David�s junior year, she�d actually dragged his former best friend, Alan, out of the stands by his ear when he�d defied her.
It hadn�t taken long for everyone to figure out that if they really had to talk to David, they should have his mom call. Lexi had even interrupted filming one day when she�d called. That Lexi was more afraid of David�s mom than of Chubby Feldman, the legendary action director who�d filmed the James Bond movie, said a lot about David�s mom. When Chubby had started to object, Lexi simply told him it was David�s mom. They�d been lucky Chubby found it amusing.
�We were almost done, and she�d done such a good job that I decided to reward her and let her go home early,� David explained.
Tim and Wolf looked at each other.
�I call bullshit,� Wolf said.
�He�s right. It was more than that, because you were lost without her to boss you around,� Tim agreed.
�She said she loved me,� David confessed.
They both looked as confused as he�d felt for the last week. If he�d known that might happen, he would never have gone along with Lexi�s scheme to hook up. She had made a convincing argument. Instead of him romantically linking up with another actor on set in stereotypical Hollywood fashion, she would fulfill his sexual needs.
Lexi had sold it as a way to prevent any friction on the set if things went south. She�d reminded David of what happened in the romantic comedy he�d been in, Love Letters. The two leads, Halle James and Ben Cowley, had gotten interested in each other. Halle was one of David�s best friends, and he�d warned her that Ben was also dating Isabel Alexandra, the smoking-hot actress of Baywatch fame. It turned out that he was right and that Ben had never intended to leave Isabel. The results were not good when Halle had finally realized Ben wasn�t the best idea she�d ever had.
There were many other instances where such relationships had caused problems, so David had relented. It didn�t hurt that Lexi was his type: athletic with model-quality looks. He also knew that sex with her was more than satisfactory, and that was selling it short. Between the sheets, they clicked.
The final reason David had accepted was that Lexi and he had a history. When they�d first met, he�d been convinced she was the typical �mean girl.� David had had numerous people who�d met her warn him to be careful. Even when David first hired Lexi, he�d been cautious.
Then she�d made it her mission to prove him wrong. They�d had a few rough patches, but all in all, she�d done an excellent job as his PA. David had come to think of Lexi as an integral part of his team. Sort of his Girl Friday, who just happened to be there for him in more ways than was probably appropriate.
When Lexi said she loved him after the last time they�d made love ... David had panicked. He was of two minds. David once had a girlfriend explain to him that if you said you loved someone within 24 hours of sex, it didn�t count. A good orgasm wasn�t much of a foundation for love, so it was possible she didn�t mean it.
There was another possibility, though, which was why he�d sent Lexi home: she really might have meant it. The honest-to-God truth was he�d never made the cognitive leap to even entertain the possibility. He�d instantly realized that if two people worked together as closely as they had, day in and day out, for seven months, feelings could develop.
What made him even more skittish around Lexi was yet a third possibility, something his Uncle John had explained to him. It concerned what was called �grooming,� which was a process that was done in stages to tie a person to someone else. In its most insidious form, it was used by predators to lure underage children.
The stages include: targeting the victim, then building trust; filling a need or finding something missing in the target�s life and providing it; creating a �special� relationship; introducing sex; and finally, reinforcing the connection. The same steps could be applied to dating, but the difference was the intent.
David could see that Lexi had accomplished each of those steps. If so many people hadn�t warned him about her, he would probably have never doubted her actions. In the back of his mind, though, he knew Lexi was smart enough to con him. David had already seen her fake-cry on demand to get her way.
If it had been anyone else, he�d have taken the declaration at face value. In the light of day, he�d connected the dots that they were about to wrap up filming, Lexi was going back to LA, and he would be going to college. Was her announcement of love a way to bind them closer together?
David had almost instantly decided that if he had those kinds of doubts, then he didn�t want her as a distraction on set. David still had work to do, and with her there, he would have been focused on trying to figure out if she really meant it or not, rather than on making a quality film.
The big question now was ... what if she did? What if she really loved him?
�That is an epic bad idea,� Tim said.
�Almost as bad as when you thought you could sleep with an entire women�s volleyball team,� Wolf reminded Tim.
That brought David out of his Lexi funk. A volleyball team had stayed at one of the hotels the guys had been at. The first night, Tim had gotten lucky and brought one home. His lucky streak had lasted three nights, with a different girl each night. There was a lot of alcohol involved, and sound judgment had gone out the window.
On the fourth night, each of the three girls figured out about the other two. Wolf had sent David a video of them going at each other in a pub. Tim made his next big mistake when he decided he should be the peacemaker.
The three girls� focus had turned from each other to Tim. He�d ended up with a pitcher of beer on his head, several lumps, and a cut over his eye. Then the girls had thoroughly and loudly listed his shortcomings as a man for all to hear.
Back in their hotel room, after Wolf and David had done what they could for Tim�s bruises and abrasions, the guys had time to reflect on what happened. The three of them had concluded that if something like that ever occurred again, it was better to just leave.
�Why do you think I sent Lexi home? I don�t have time for girls right now.�
�Says the man who has a hot stripper waiting for him when he gets to school,� Tim rejoined.
David sometimes wondered why he had friends.
On their recruiting trip to Oklahoma, the university�s then-starting quarterback, Hayden Walsh, had been their guide, and he�d taken the three boys to a gentlemen�s club. They�d witnessed a live work of art named Tawny Greenwalt, aka Mercedes.
After the club, the group had gone to a party at Hayden�s apartment, and David had learned that the goddess lived upstairs from Hayden. Tawny and David had bailed on the party and had gone to her place to talk. It wasn�t that he didn�t want to spend some quality time with her; it was more that he�d found a friend. His best relationships had started that way. If something happened between them, he didn�t want it to be just a one-night stand.
�I haven�t really talked to her since that night,� David explained.
�But you�ll be looking her up,� Tim said.
�Yeah, I might,� David admitted.
�That�s my boy. Get Lexi out of your head. If she got her claws into you, we would never see you again,� Wolf predicted.
Lexi had said on more than one occasion that the two of them were terrible influences on David. He could see her putting her foot down if he came home with glitter on his face from some stripper�s boobs. It would, of course, be all their fault if that happened.
�So, are we set on the plan for today?� David asked to get them off of their Lexi rant.
�We might want to get Lexi back just to organize him,� Wolf teased.
David flipped him off.
�Sign our financial aid docs, get our class schedules, and then we go to our dorm room and see what it needs,� Tim listed off.
�I already know that we need a giant flat-screen TV,� Wolf said to make his priorities clear early.
Tim and David rolled their eyes because he�d been politicking for that for the last several weeks. They�d both come up with reasons why they didn�t want one. Of course, they were just pulling his leg.
�We�ll have to see if there�s room for one,� David said.
�I�m not sure we need the distraction,� Tim added.
Wolf gave them a determined look but let it go.
�Do we really have to have cameras in our unit?� Wolf asked.
�It�s either that, or my mom will insist that a security guy sleeps on the couch. Besides, there won�t be any in your bedrooms. Only I have to carry that burden,� David said.
The downside of fame and money was that a person having both had to protect themselves. On more than one occasion, David had been happy that there was always a camera on him, be it a bodycam or cameras where he lived. It helped eliminate he said/she said situations. More than one celebrity had been shaken down that way. The easiest method was to say that sex was nonconsensual after the fact. Nine times out of ten, people believed the accuser.
Wolf snorted.
�Like you would hesitate to make a sex tape.�
From being a model, David was not body-shy, and his friends knew it.
�The problem is that my security team won�t let me have access to them,� David shot back.
Over the speakers, the captain told them that they were preparing to land and to put on their seatbelts.
�I�m so ready for this,� Wolf said.
�Today begins our drive for a national championship,� David said.
�Hell, yeah,� Tim agreed.
A new chapter in his life was about to begin. David relaxed in his seat as he thought of what was to come. His hope was that he could just be an average college student-athlete. He would prefer to let the whole David A. Dawson actor persona fade into the background while he went to school.
He still had some movie commitments, like voice work and then the publicity tours, but he�d been promised that would be kept to a minimum.
What he really needed was to be treated like any other guy-and maybe to sleep for a month.

Chapter 2

Coach Michaels


Oklahoma�s head football coach, Bob Michaels, had been summoned to the athletic director�s office. While it wasn�t unusual for him to meet with Dr. Wilken, they�d just met two days ago to talk about their upcoming bowl game. The athletic department was in charge of the logistics, and he�d wanted to make sure everything was on track.
In the past, he�d been confident that everything was being handled. But Dr. Wilken had suddenly been thrust into the job as the interim athletic director. Bob�s old boss, Tug Candis, had unexpectedly retired due to health issues.
Tug had been in charge for the past seventeen years. He knew all the ins and outs of running a smooth operation. In contrast, the best characterization that Bob could come up with was that Dr. Wilken was �muddling through.� The coach didn�t think anyone in the department would be happier than him when they found Tug�s permanent replacement.
�Hey, Becky. I�ve been summoned,� he said as a greeting to Tug�s long-time assistant.
Truth be told, she was probably more responsible for the success of Oklahoma�s athletics than anyone else. Coach Michaels knew that if you really needed something done, you went to her.
�Bob,� she said, which brought him up short. Becky had never used his first name before. �I tried to stop it, but they�ve made up their minds. Don�t lose your job over what he�s going to tell you.�
As she was saying that, she�d pushed him out into the hall so her boss couldn�t overhear them.
�What�s going on?� he asked.
�The new compliance guy we hired from the NCAA rejected the waiver we were granting David Dawson.�
�Son of a B ... We had that worked out,� he said, stunned.
�Go make your case, but I�m telling you he has made up his mind. Dr. Wilken is worried he�ll look weak if he grants it,� Becky shared.
�Why couldn�t Tug have waited to retire?� Coach Michaels complained. �This will cost us, mark my words.�
She simply nodded and went back into her office, where she announced him. Bob put on a neutral face and walked in. He saw that Dr. Wilken was with a man who looked to be in his mid-20s. How anyone thought that the interim AD was fit for the role was a mystery to Coach Michaels.
�Bob! Thanks for making time for me today,� Dr. Wilken said, a bit too excited.
�We need to make this quick. I�m meeting with Darren Ludlow for lunch today to talk about signing David Dawson, Tim Foresee, and Wolf Tams to financial aid agreements. He�s doing a piece to welcome them to Sooner Nation. He plans to write a big spread for Sunday�s paper. It�s not every day that we pull in the number one recruit. The timing couldn�t be better, with Hayden planning to go pro.�
Dr. Wilken visibly flinched. Coach Michaels really didn�t have a lunch meeting with the local paper�s lead sports reporter, but he soon would if this meeting went south.
�Bob, I�d like you to meet Stewart Chadwick from the compliance department. He has something to share with you.�
A glimmer of hope cracked through when he saw Dr. Wilken toss the grenade to the source of all this nonsense.
�It concerns David Dawson. We�re not going to be able to provide him a waiver for his image rights. The long-term implications are too grave to allow it,� Stewart announced.
Both men braced themselves for the coming explosion, which would have happened if Becky hadn�t warned him. Instead, Coach Michaels put on a confused face before trying to reason with the two ... well ... idiots.
�Tug Candis already agreed to it and signed a letter of understanding to that effect. David will probably take in more money from his movies than all of us together make in a year. Part of that pay requires him to help with promotions when the films are released. At the time he verbaled, he made it clear that giving up those rights was a deal-breaker.
�What I need to know is, what changed? What is making us go back on our word?� Coach Michaels asked.
�Nothing changed. It has been our policy all along that all student-athletes sign a blanket document granting us the use of their likeness. Without it, we couldn�t function,� Dr. Wilken explained.
�Even the NCAA provided him with a waiver because what he needs it for is something he�s created on his own before he steps on campus. This isn�t going to change how we do business. A little common sense would dictate that we work with the young man on this. Unless we all missed something before, I would strongly recommend we stick with what we promised,� Coach Michaels said.
�We have several concerns. A good example is our upcoming bowl game. We, as a university, had to grant them image rights for all our football players, coaches, and anyone affiliated with the program to allow them to both promote and televise the game. If we give up those rights to David, he could potentially refuse to grant the bowl committee the use of his likeness for the promotion of the game. That could be a huge problem for us,� Mr. Chadwick said.
�Did you even read the letter? He is granting us the rights to his image for football and baseball activities,� Coach Michaels countered.
�There is a clause that says that for marketing purposes, David has veto power,� Mr. Chadwick added.
�That was explained at the time. David has a public image beyond football. One, I might add, he pays a PR firm to manage. What he�s protecting himself from is some marketing guy deciding he�s the bad boy of football or being asked to make excessive appearances. It�s intended to limit us from turning him into some kind of show pony as the face of the program. He is serious about getting an education and doesn�t want his athletics to affect that,� Coach Michaels reasoned.
At the time, Coach Michaels had wondered why David would be worried. Then the whole Heisman hype had hit for Hayden Walsh. He�d had to step in to limit all the press requests for Hayden so he could focus on football. The marketing arm of the athletic department had naturally wanted the exposure that one of Oklahoma�s players winning a Heisman would give the university.
�The decision has been made. I suggest you get David to sign it,� Dr. Wilken ordered to show that he wasn�t backing down.
Coach Michaels would have taken this to the Board of Regents or the university president if he�d had time. He suspected that Dr. Wilken had deliberately waited until this morning to spring this on him. David and his friends would be here in a couple of hours to sign the financial aid packets that would give them scholarships. Part of that paperwork was the document granting the university the almost exclusive right to use their likeness.
He could try to sell David on the idea that he could make this right after that fact, but once David signed away his rights, there were no guarantees. Coach Michaels couldn�t, in good conscience, do that to the young man. If he couldn�t get this worked out, he would advise David to not accept a scholarship.
�He�ll walk, and I predict the other two will as well,� Coach Michaels said. �Wolf Tams is one of the better tight-end prospects and one that I planned to use next year. Tim Foresee is a bit of a project, but he could start his junior and senior years for us. Those were three key recruits I was counting on to fill out this class.�
Coach Michaels had another thought.
�And you two need to remember something: none of these three has signed a National Letter of Intent. Without those in our hands, they can walk and enroll at another school without any consequence to them. They won�t have to sit out any time at all.�
From Dr. Wilken�s stunned expression, Coach Michaels could tell that the idiot had thought they were locked in. If they�d signed the National Letters of Intent and decided to transfer, they would have to sit out another year before playing ball at their new school. Glancing over at Chadwick, though, Coach Michaels could see he was trying mightily to hide a smirk.
�That�s not really a problem. All you have to do is have them sign their enrollment and scholarship papers before you tell them,� Chadwick said, showing that the man had no morals.
Coach Michaels had to fight hard to master the upwelling rage that now threatened to consume him.
�I doubt David will leave,� Dr. Wilken said doubtfully, but then he firmed up, obviously reciting a prepared litany. �We are the University of Oklahoma and just produced the latest Heisman winner. He picked us because he knows that we are his best shot at both winning a national championship and landing in the first round of the NFL draft.�
Coach Michaels shook his head in disgust. This idiot was making a colossal mistake. Heaven help them if they ever met David across the field of play.
�David can make one phone call, and every top program in the country will roll out the red carpet for him. We�ve never had a quarterback with his raw talent step on this campus, and I include Hayden in that statement. I have him penciled in as next year�s starter, and everyone knows that I hate playing freshman quarterbacks. He is the exception to that rule,� Coach Michaels tried one last time.
�Like I said. The decision has been made.�
�That�s fine and dandy,� Coach Michaels said and then turned his gaze unblinkingly on Stewart Chadwick. �However, if you think for one second I am going to be the front man for your little scheme to defraud these young men, you�re dead wrong. I will not be getting them to sign binding documents without telling them about what it means for David.�
He thought for a second and turned back to the interim AD.
�Like you said, we�re the University of Oklahoma, and we do things the right way. I�ll meet with them and try to salvage this, but I don�t hold out much hope.�
Coach Michaels made a mental note that as soon as Dr. Wilken was gone, he would make it his life�s mission to get Stewart Chadwick drummed out of the university.

He went back to his office, where he found his brother, Tom, who was his defensive coordinator, waiting for him.
�You will not believe what Wilken did this time,� he said without preamble.
�I have a healthy imagination. Why don�t you just tell me?�
�He just jerked the waiver David Dawson needed so he could promote his movies.�
�I thought we agreed to that already, and him coming was a done deal.�
�It was, but some jerk in the compliance department got into Dr. Wilken�s ear. The long and the short of it is we just lost our starting quarterback for next year,� Coach Michaels said.
�And we turned away the kid from Texas. Do you think he�ll still be open to us?� Tom asked.
�I don�t know. Tell Charlie to get in touch with him soonest. We need to come up with a way to not make this worse than it already is. David will never sign, but Wolf Tams and Tim Foresee are both with him, and they plan to sign today.�
�Have them come here first, and we can separate them from David when we tell him,� Tom suggested.
�It�s bad enough that we�re going back on our word to David, but you don�t know what else that weaselly little compliance prick tried to get me to do. He actually wanted me to wait until after they�d signed their enrollment documents before letting any of them know, including David.
�I have to be able to look at my face in a mirror, to begin with. We aren�t some desperate program that has to stoop to underhanded tactics. I won�t try to deceive any of them,� Coach Michaels said.
Tom looked embarrassed by his initial comment.
�You need to go to them. Making them come to the football offices sends the wrong message.�
What Bob loved about his brother was that while Tom might want to go a bit too far, his moral compass was just fine when he had a moment to think about it.
�They�re flying in on a corporate jet over at the university�s field. I�ll have the tower contact them and let the guys know to be looking for me. Doing this there lets them know I�m taking this seriously.�
�Do you want me there?� Tom asked.
�No. I don�t want them to feel like we�re ganging up on them.�
�I�ll give Charlie a call. I think he�s in Dallas, seeing that receiver we want. After he�s done with that, I�ll send him to Houston,� Tom assured his brother.
�Tell him to do whatever it takes. We may have to start Jordan Murphy, but we need the Texas kid after that. We�ll have to save a scholarship for a transfer to back up Jordan,� Coach Michaels planned.
He could see the domino effect that losing David was going to cause. If David had come, he would have had spring ball, all summer, and then preseason practice to get ready. The kid from Houston wouldn�t get here until summer school started. They would lose five months of his learning the offense.
Jordan would be a junior. The party line would be an open competition at quarterback, but Coach Michaels knew that Jordan wouldn�t win the job unless David fell flat on his face. He would then turn into the security blanket in case the pressure or an injury got to David.
While a top prospect, the kid from Houston couldn�t be expected to walk in and be the backup at Oklahoma. He might be ready by the last third of the season, but they couldn�t trust him early on.
Coach Michaels mentally prepared to put on his kneepads so he could apologize to David and hopefully keep the other two.

The University of Oklahoma Westheimer Airport was designated a regional business airport serving general aviation aircraft, including business jets. Coach Michaels had arrived early enough to watch the plane carrying the guys land.
He put on his game face as they made it to the building. The first thing Coach Michaels noticed was that David looked exhausted. He had dark circles under his eyes as he stretched at the entrance. Wolf and Tim were joking with him, and he saw a tired smile touch David�s lips in response to whatever had been said.
�Coach Michaels, you didn�t have to come to pick us up,� David said as he led the group to say hello.
It wasn�t lost on him that David had been the one who�d initiated the conversation.
�I need to talk to all of you before we get to campus. They have a small conference room this way,� Coach Michaels said as he led them. �How was your trip?�
�Much better than the flight out. When you�re with David, you get the perks,� Tim said.
�I�m so ready to get started. Working for the last several months just highlighted how good college kids have it,� Wolf added.
Once they got to the conference room, everyone took a seat.
�What�s wrong?� David asked.
�Our interim athletic director called me to his office this morning and informed me that we are reneging on the waiver we agreed to.�
Tim and Wolf rocked back in their chairs. Bob was impressed when David didn�t say anything for a minute as he thought through what that meant. David took a deep breath and then looked Coach Michaels in the eyes.
�That�s a real problem. I can�t play football or baseball without it.�
�I was afraid you would say that. Would you consider enrolling to give me time to fix this?� Coach Michaels asked.
�Would I be able to play baseball or football without an agreement in place?� David asked.
�No. Even as a walk-on, we have to have something signed so you can be shown on television. I would have to see if you�d be able to practice or not,� Coach Michaels said and then took a deep breath. �I hate what has happened, and I�m sorry, but I don�t have all the answers. This is uncharted territory for me.�
�Thank you for the offer, but I have a real problem with the athletic department going back on their word. I�m going to have to find somewhere else to go to school,� David said.
The words were spoken casually, but there was a tightness in David�s face that told Coach Michaels he wasn�t happy. This was going just as badly as he�d feared.
�I don�t blame you in the least. If you need me to make calls on your behalf to explain you were forced into this, let me know.�
�What about my teammates?� David asked.
�I�m not sure I want to stay after that,� Wolf said.
David turned to look at him, the stormy eyes changing to look at his friend with understanding and compassion.
�Before you make a hasty decision, I want you to remember why you picked Oklahoma. It�s one of the places where we felt most at home when we visited campuses. On Saturdays, you�ll be playing ball in front of a sold-out stadium. If I end up somewhere like Northwestern, it�ll be more like playing high school ball.�
Coach Michaels would be forever grateful David had said that. It would�ve been easy for the young man to let his emotions reign and take Wolf and Tim with him wherever he ended up. David had put his friends� welfare first.
�I want to assure both of you that we didn�t offer you scholarships just because David was coming; you earned them on your own merit. We have plans for both of you,� Coach Michaels added.
�I don�t know, David. The plan was the three of us would play ball together,� Wolf replied sadly.
The conflicting emotions were there on his face for all to see.
�I understand, but we all knew that at some point, one of us could get hurt or transfer, and we�d have to break up the band. It just might be happening a lot sooner than we expected.�
Neither Tim nor Wolf looked happy, so David added to his comment.
�Look. I can�t ask you to give up an opportunity like this. It would be ten times harder to find a spot for the three of us this late in the game. Take the scholarships and play ball here. You both know that�s what you want. If it weren�t, we would never have all agreed to come here.
�Besides, who knows what the future holds for me? This might be the wake-up call I needed. After what I went through doing the movies, I seriously need a mental break. Taking the first semester off to just be a college student looks pretty damn appealing right now. You both know how much work it is to play ball, go to school, and all the rest,� David said.
�And you planned to play baseball, too. I never could figure out how you were going to do it,� Tim admitted.
�Like I said before, you could do that here,� Coach Michaels said.
The guys laughed. He had to admit, it sounded weak when it came out. He knew that David�s best bet was to go elsewhere.
�Are you guys going to sign?� Coach Michaels asked.
Tim and Wolf looked at each other and then at David. He gave them a slight nod.
�I�m still in,� Tim said.
�Me, too, but I�m not happy about what you did to David,� Wolf agreed.
�I�m not happy either,� Coach Michaels said and then turned to David. �In my wildest dreams, I never thought something like this would happen. All I can say is, best of luck. If circumstances change, I�ll welcome you with open arms.�
�I appreciate that, Coach,� David said and then turned to his friends. �You guys are set for transportation back home?�
�Yeah. Our flights are booked,� Wolf said.
�I think I�ll see if the pilots are up to taking me to California. They�d planned to stay overnight and take me back tomorrow, but I want to get home and see my family,� David said.
Coach Michaels watched with Tim and Wolf as David walked back to the plane.
�Come on, guys. Let�s get you set up. If you�d like, I know my wife is making lasagna tonight. Could I interest you in a home-cooked meal?�

He dropped Tim and Wolf at the admissions office. While they dealt with getting registered, he called Darren Ludlow.
�I�ve got a story for you. Want to hear how our interim athletic director and our compliance officer lost us our starting quarterback for next year?�
�You�ve got to be shittin� me,� Darren said.
�Do me a favor. Call the university president and the Board of Regents for comment,� Coach Michaels said.
�You looking for some heads to roll?�
�You got it. Those two need to go. Make sure it�s clear that David Dawson is the victim in all this. Tug set it all up for everything to go smoothly for David, and those two blew it up in one morning. Call Becky, and she can get you the dirt,� Coach Michaels said.
�Can I use you as a source?� Darren asked hopefully.
�Hell, no. You can say you got it from my brother, though,� Coach Michaels said with a laugh.
They had a standing joke that if something negative had to be said, his younger brother was the source. Darren knew Coach Michaels was joking. He also knew that if he�d been given access to Becky, the coach was dead serious about getting rid of whoever was involved in losing him a recruit.
�I�ll have a bottle of the good stuff sent over.�
�If you get them fired, I might even let you come over and drink it with me,� Coach Michaels said.

Chapter 3

Coach Clayton


USC�s head football coach, Dylan Clayton, had a dilemma on his hands. He�d received word from his recruiting coordinator, Bryant Franzese, that David Dawson had backed out of his commitment to Oklahoma and was interested in coming to play for USC.
Coach Clayton had asked Bryant to call Coach Michaels to get some background on why David was making a change. The coach had to chuckle at what a boneheaded move their interim athletic director had made. Bryant had also sent him an article from the local paper in Norman calling for the athletic director�s head.
Coach Clayton�s dilemma stemmed from his system for recruiting and handling his quarterbacks. He wasn�t one of those guys who just kept recruiting top talent, letting them fight it out to see who came out on top. He didn�t want his starting quarterback continually looking over his shoulder, worried that one minor mistake would see him on the bench.
The coach was a believer in having a clear number one recruited every two years. That would give the future number one a couple of years to get settled and learn the offense.
USC�s current situation was a textbook example of how and why he wanted quarterback recruiting to work. Ridge Townsend had been their starter for the last two years and was projected to be a top-five draft pick in this year�s NFL draft. Even though Ridge was leaving a year early, they�d picked up Matt Long. Matt had had a chance to redshirt and was set to take over this fall as the starter with four years of eligibility.
Last year, they�d recruited both David and Matt. Coach Clayton had sat David down and assured him that if he accepted, they would back off on Matt�s recruitment. It wasn�t like Matt was a consolation prize or Plan B-type player, though. He ranked as the number four quarterback and the tenth overall recruit in the nation coming out of high school.
As tempting as it was to take the number one ranked quarterback and number one overall recruit in David, it went against what Coach Clayton believed. David would walk on and be at a significant disadvantage because of Matt�s year of experience in the program.
In his system, he gave the lion�s share of coaching and playing time in practice to his starter, another factor that worked against David. David had sat out the football season to make movies and would walk onto campus without having taken a live football snap in over a year. High-level college football wasn�t something you could just show up for after that kind of layoff and do well. He would require practice time that would eat into what they planned to give Matt.
Having both highly rated quarterbacks would mean that one would have to sit on the bench. That wouldn�t be fair to them because he felt they both had the potential to play on Sunday after graduation.
With that in mind, the coach was leaning towards not taking David, as crazy as that sounded. Before Coach Clayton called David back, he wanted to get his brain trust together and talk about it. That included his offensive coordinator, Wyatt Thomas, and defensive coordinator, Jackson Farrow, to get their thoughts.
Coach Clayton was on his way to meet with them. They had a small conference room where they talked about strategy. He found both men waiting, so he took his seat.
�Bryant got an interesting call. David Dawson pulled his verbal from Oklahoma and has put out feelers to see if we�re still interested. I talked with Coach Michaels at Oklahoma, and he�s okay with it, says David has a legitimate beef with Oklahoma�s administration.�
�My first instinct is to say absolutely. My only concern is what this will mean for Matt. He might transfer if he hears that David is coming. I�d hate to see that since we invested so much time in Matt, and he�s going to be a good one,� Coach Thomas said.
�Do you really think that David, who hasn�t touched a football in over a year, could come in and displace Matt?� Coach Clayton asked.
�When you put it that way, maybe not. But when we recruited them, it was obvious that David has the higher ceiling. While Matt might get us to a national championship game, David could win it for us,� Coach Thomas said, giving his evaluation.
�It sounds like we�re splitting hairs,� Coach Clayton said and then made his opinion known. �I�m leaning toward saying �no.� Matt has earned his shot, and I don�t want to muddy the waters with a quarterback controversy before he has even had a chance to take the reins.�
�If you two idiots don�t want him, I do,� Coach Farrow said to weigh in.
Coach Farrow had kept out of it to this point because David�s best position was on offense. But he was more than a quarterback. He was, first and foremost, an athlete. In high school, David had played defense at times. When he did, he showed that he could play almost any position on the defensive side of the ball. Coach Farrow was excited because he could move David all over the field, from stand-up defensive end to cornerback, as situations dictated.
Coach Farrow also felt that you put your best athletes on defense. While schools like Oklahoma loaded up the offensive side of the ball, they ran into problems when they met better teams outside their conference. Defense won championships, in his opinion.
�We don�t have any more scholarships for your side of the ball. You used them in the early signing period,� Coach Thomas pointed out.
�This surely warrants giving me one more, don�t you think?� Coach Farrow asked.
�What if we offered him a preferred walk-on spot with the promise of a scholarship when one opens up? I mean, he can certainly afford tuition, to start with. It shouldn�t be long until we have someone leave for one reason or another, and we could give him one then. We could sell it to him as, �if we�d known you were coming, we would�ve had a scholarship on hand,�� Coach Clayton floated.
�Why take the risk of his going elsewhere?� Coach Farrow worried.
�If he threatens to do that, we�ll give him a scholarship. But we make it clear that we�re offering him a shot to play defense and not take over at quarterback. If he doesn�t accept that, then we take a pass,� Coach Clayton said to make the final decision.
�I want to take the lead on this,� Coach Farrow said.
�Go tell Bryant. He has enough on his plate and will be happy to let you handle it,� Coach Clayton said to conclude the meeting.

Coach Farrow


He wanted a chance to sell David on this before Coach Clayton could mess it up. Coach Clayton�s focus was on his precious offense and some rather rigid ideas as to how to build a team. Coach Farrow had no doubt that David could beat out Matt if given a fair shot. After all, he�d seen the tape from both and had actually seen the two of them go head-to-head at a football camp, where David was clearly the better quarterback. But David was also both excellent and flexible on defense. No, the best thing would be to get him into the fold and use him defensively. That would leave open the possibility of going to the offense somewhere down the line if the change was needed for some reason.
He swung by Bryant�s office to get David�s information and to let the recruiting coordinator know that Coach Farrow had been put in charge of his recruitment. Bryant was thankful because he had his hands full working to fill out this year�s class.
Coach Farrow confirmed that they were still willing to give David his waiver. Bryant smiled and assured the coach that they�d agreed to the waiver request and would make it official as soon as David decided to come to USC.
When Coach Farrow got to his office and discovered that David lived in Malibu, he called David and set up an in-home visit for that very night. The coach wanted to be in front of all the decision-makers, which he assumed included David�s parents, when he worked to sell him on the idea of playing defense.

David lived in a gated community of higher-end homes. The guard at the gate gave him directions. As Coach Farrow pulled into the driveway of the given address, the gate magically opened. A large man who looked to be Samoan or Tongan pointed to where he wanted the car parked.
�Coach Farrow?� the security man asked as he got out of his car.
�Yes. I�m here to talk to David.�
�Right this way.�
As they walked to the front door, Coach Farrow couldn�t help but take in the property. It was evident that making movies paid well.
When they entered the house, he was led to a large playroom. There he found David sitting on the floor next to a short table where his five kids were coloring with markers.
�Daddy! Help circle,� the redheaded boy of the bunch said.
�Hey, Coach. Give me a minute, and we�ll go upstairs,� David said and then helped the redhead draw a circle. �You just take your time and go slow. Start with little circles and then try a big one.�
A redheaded young woman came in.
�Carol! Don�t draw on Coby,� she said as she rushed over to take the marker out of Carol�s hand.
�I�m too young to have to know what child-safe markers are,� David said, standing up. �You got this, Peggy?�
All the little ones started to clamor for their dad not to leave. David reached into his pocket and pulled out small suckers.
�Bribes,� he admitted.
Peggy didn�t look impressed, but it distracted them enough for David to make his escape. As he and Coach Farrow walked upstairs, he explained.
�Being away filming, I was only able to talk to them via video chat for the last seven months. Now that I�m home, they want to be with me all the time. I figured I better do just that until I go off to college,� David said.
�My two are older. My boy is a junior in high school, and my daughter goes to USC. She�s a freshman. When they became teens, they didn�t want much to do with me anymore. Enjoy it while you can,� Coach Farrow advised.
David took them to the kitchen, where two women were cooking.
�Mom, Rosy, meet Coach Farrow.�
�Carol Dawson,� David�s mom said to introduce herself. The coach could see where David got his good looks. �Rob should be here shortly. I sent him out to pick up some wine.�
�Get out of there,� Rosy chastised David when he stuck his head in the oven to discover what smelled so good.
�Oh, man, she�s outdone herself tonight-both red and green enchiladas. Rosy is the best cook ... besides my mom,� David announced.
Coach Farrow gave him points for the save. The kid had already learned what took him five years of marriage to discover: never compare women to each other.
�Are the adults eating on the roof deck?� David asked.
�Yes. We�ll feed the horde down here,� Carol said. Turning to Coach Farrow, she asked, �Would you like a beer with dinner?�
�I�ll wait for the wine,� Coach Farrow said.
�We�ll go up and get everything set up,� David said.
Coach Farrow followed him up to the roof and was instantly jealous. He could never bring his wife here because she would insist they remove their roof and install something like this. It had great views of both the hills and the ocean and was set up for adult entertaining, complete with an outdoor kitchen, wine fridge, and fireplace. The topper was the ten-person hot tub. The space took full advantage of what drew people to live here, namely the weather.
David grabbed some cleaning supplies so he could wipe down the chairs and a substantial redwood table. The table was cut out of a solid piece of wood; you could tell by the live edges. While David did that, Coach Farrow followed behind, setting the table for eight. It looked like he was going to meet more than just David�s parents tonight.
They�d just gotten done when people began to come upstairs. Coach Farrow was introduced to Ashley and Scarlet, the mothers of three of his children: Allen, Dawson, and Carol. Peggy was the slender redhead, Dave�s mother. David�s parents, Rob and Carol, were the last to join them.
Coach Farrow sat back and watched their interaction throughout dinner. He came away with the conclusion that they�d built a stable family environment. He could tell that Rob and Carol were principally responsible for making everyone feel at home.
After dinner, the girls cleaned up, leaving David and his parents to talk to the coach.
�There has to be something that�s come up. I�m curious why they sent you,� David said.
Coach Farrow was at first taken aback that David had figured it out. He was also impressed with David�s natural confidence in taking the lead in the discussion. Usually, when a family sensed something wasn�t right, one of the parents stepped in to deal with it. It was refreshing to see someone David�s age take charge and do it in a way that wasn�t overbearing or immature.
�Remember when you came for your recruiting trip, and Coach Clayton talked to you about his quarterback philosophy?� Coach Farrow asked and waited until David nodded. �He wants you to know that Matt is penciled in at QB1. We aren�t going to offer you a scholarship to play ball at USC to be a quarterback.�
Coach Farrow waited for the blowup he knew was coming. Instead, the three Dawsons just stared at him. It was the most unnerving experience he could remember. Before the coach knew what he was doing, he began to babble everything.
�While Coach Clayton doesn�t want to create a quarterback controversy-which would surely happen if you were recruited as a quarterback-I want you to play defense. I can see you playing multiple positions, based on the situation. With your size and speed, you�ll be a difference-maker. I personally think you may have as much potential impact on my side of the ball as you would at quarterback.
�But I have one problem. I used all my scholarships for defense in the early signing period. You would have to be a preferred walk-on at first. We can get you through the admission process via the athletic department and get you placed in the athletic dorms without a problem. You would just have to wait until a scholarship freed up to get your schooling, room, and board paid for,� the coach ended in a flourish.
Coach Farrow felt like a complete ass after he�d said all that in a rush. He held his breath to see what the response would be.
�What about the waiver?� Rob asked.
�Sorry, I forgot about that. I confirmed that we are on board, and David wouldn�t have any issue with that.�
�Would there be any problem with David playing baseball?� Carol asked.
Coach Farrow rubbed his forehead before answering. While he would prefer that David focus entirely on football, there was no way he could see to prevent his playing baseball, under the circumstances.
�No, that would be fine. I can even talk to the baseball people, if you want.�
Finally, David weighed in.
�Would I be required to attend preseason training as a preferred walk-on?�
�Technically, �no�...�
�Would I have to live in the athletic dorms? Could I live elsewhere?� David asked.
Now Coach Farrow was confused. Why would David not want to work out and live with the team?
�If you wanted, but we want freshmen to live in the dorms,� Coach Farrow answered.
�Technically, David will be a sophomore. He took enough advanced placement classes in high school to bypass his freshman year. He plans to get his undergraduate degree in two and a half years,� Carol said.
�I�m seriously considering pursuing the five-year BA/MBA program USC offers,� David added.
Coach Farrow suddenly felt he�d not been prepared for this meeting. He should have known that.
�I think living in the dorms would be good for David. It helps young men get acclimated to college life since this is their first time away from home,� the coach said.
�You may not realize I�ve been living away from home for the past seven months while I filmed my movies. So, I�m not particularly worried about living away from home. I�m going to college with a purpose; I�m not going to party 24/7,� David said.
�Well, I�d have to see about you living off campus,� Coach Farrow hedged.
�I�m fine with living on campus, but I have a specific request. I want to live in Sandoval Hall, and I want to room with Alejandro Sandoval,� David said.
�I ... uh ... I ... uh...� Coach Farrow stammered before he gathered his thoughts. �I�m not sure I can get you into Sandoval Hall, let alone be Alejandro�s roommate. There�s a waiting list to get in, and most have to demonstrate a need...�
Then he got it. Sandoval Hall was a new dormitory that had formerly housed medical offices. Umberto Sandoval had wanted a high-security residence hall to house his two children. The building had been miraculously transformed over last summer so that it was ready for the fall. It was called �The Palace� around campus because it housed high-profile students, and the accommodations were equivalent to what you would find in an exclusive condominium.
It had instantly filled up with students whose families had either connections or money. It was also the only residence hall where you had to pay a premium over the standard rate for campus housing. The extra money went for security, amenities, and the like. He�d heard rumors about how great the food was.
�Never mind. I get why you would want to live there,� Coach Farrow finished.
�It�s part of the deal I had to make with my parents. It was either live there or have a security guy follow me around. I want to go to school and be just a normal student. You met Manaia; he kind of stands out,� David said, referring to the Polynesian man Coach Farrow met when he arrived.
�Even if I could get you in, I�m not sure I can displace whoever is living with Alejandro,� Coach Farrow said.
David got a big smile on his face.
�I�ll let you in on a little secret. Both Alex and his twin sister, Natalia, live there. They live in double suites. Alex has been bragging about how nice it is that he doesn�t have a roommate. I want to surprise him and crash his perfect little setup,� David said.
�If he�s living alone, then I can get it done,� Coach Farrow said, feeling more confident.
�And you can�t tell Alex who his new roommate is. You might have to tell his father, Umberto, but he�ll go for it,� David assured him.
Coach Farrow didn�t really know what to do but nod �yes� to that.
�Aren�t you even going to ask David to come to USC?� Carol asked.
�My mom sells real estate. She�s been teaching me to ask for the sale,� David said to clue him in.
�No, I get that. I was just processing all this,� Coach Farrow said and then cringed. �Sorry. Would you honor us by attending USC?�
�Absolutely,� David responded.
�You don�t know how much David wants to play defense. In high school, he would�ve never come off the field if the coaches hadn�t made him,� Rob chuckled.
�Now that I know you�re coming, clue me in as to why you don�t want to work out with the team.�
�I already have a trainer; her name is Cassidy Hope. She�s the daughter of my high school coach and is on scholarship at USC for rowing,� David explained.
�Don�t worry. Cassidy will have him in shape,� Carol added.
�But we have some of the best strength-and-conditioning people in all of college football,� Coach Farrow objected.
�I�ll make you a deal. I�ll meet with them periodically so that you�re confident in the training I�m getting. Let Cassidy work me out, though. She knows how to get the most out of me,� David compromised.
�Besides, she would hurt him if he didn�t let her,� his dad added.
They all laughed when Coach Farrow looked confused.
�Just wait until you meet her and see her work me out, and you�ll understand. I contend that without her, we wouldn�t have won three state championships in football and one in baseball. We were always the best-conditioned team in the state, hands down,� David assured Coach Farrow.
�Welcome to the team. Can you come to campus tomorrow? We can get your waiver signed, get you enrolled, and assign your dorm room. You�ll also need to pay for school.�
�Yeah. Let�s get this done,� David said and then raised a finger as he thought of one last concern. �By the way, I don�t want there to be an announcement that I�m coming to USC.�
�Why�s that?�
�David wants to try to be a normal college student. At some point, word will get out, and he�ll have to deal with all that. But he wants to just be a regular guy for as long as he can,� Carol explained.
�I�ll make that happen. Can you be at the football offices at around ten tomorrow?� the coach asked.
�Yeah. I�m looking forward to it,� David said.

On the drive back to campus, Coach Farrow couldn�t help but think that he�d made the right call in getting David Dawson to commit. He predicted that by the end of next season, David would be their starting quarterback. In the meantime, the coach would take advantage of having someone like David play defense.
He made the prediction based on what had just happened. David hadn�t thrown a fit when he was faced with being told �no� about playing the position he was most suited for. Coach Farrow had no doubt that David could learn both the offense and defense. David had exhibited a quiet confidence in himself that he�d only seen in kids that age a couple of times in his career. One of those times was Ridge Townsend, who was about to be drafted in the top five of the upcoming NFL draft.
Matt Long was still a boy, maturity-wise, compared to David. He would�ve had a meltdown if he�d been faced with David�s situation today. That told Coach Farrow that when the going got tough, Matt would more than likely focus on the problem. He�d be so wrapped up in that, that he wouldn�t be able to quickly move on to the solution. In football, developments that didn�t go your way often happened quickly. In many ways, a quarterback had to have amnesia about what had just happened so he could focus on the task at hand.
What he did know was that Coach Clayton was big on how his process worked and inflexible about it, to boot. But! He was also about winning games. Coach Clayton would ride the Matt Long experiment until it failed. Then he would be open to David taking charge. If that ever happened, Matt would probably need to transfer or pray that David was off to the NFL soon.
Matt was a typical 18- or 19-year-old, after all. He was living the dream and had been handed the keys to the football program. Like when giving your teenage son the keys to your sports car, you shouldn�t be surprised when he wraps it around a tree. That was probably the biggest reason Coach Clayton liked to wait until a player had been in the system two years before starting them at quarterback. It gave them a year to get playing �big man on campus� out of their system and settle down into the job.
David had already had to grow up. Any young man with a family to look after had to face some hard truths. David also had the advantage of living in the public eye because of his acting success. From the way he talked about wanting to be just a regular student, it was apparent that David had moved past wanting to be the big man on campus.
That would allow David to focus on what mattered and not all the trappings and popularity. David wouldn�t be tempted to do anything that would get him off track.
Coach Farrow looked forward to working with him.

Chapter 4

David


There was a lot for David to do today. Coach Farrow had called to let David know he�d pulled some strings and that David was set to move into Sandoval Hall. David had to go to USC to register for classes, and he planned to swing by the dorm and see what he might need or want to bring with him.
He�d dressed down for this. David�s clothes were casual Midwestern, making him look almost like a bum compared to the LA smart set. The addition of his baseball cap and �birth-control� glasses�complete with a built-in camera, black rims, and clear lenses�reinforced his low-profile look. David�s actress friend, Halle James, would be appalled at him for allowing himself to be seen in public dressed like this, but he didn�t want to draw attention to himself today.
After visiting the dorm, David planned to stop in at the baseball offices to talk to the coaches. USC�s first game was only three weeks out, and he wanted to find out what it would take to walk on as soon as possible.
Last on the agenda, David wanted to pick up his car. When he�d won his Academy Award last spring, they�d given all the nominees swag bags full of goodies that ranged from skin-care items to lavish vacations. David had either donated or given away most of the stuff. One that he ultimately wound up keeping for himself was the use of a high-end car for a year.
David had contacted Drexler Motors, and they told him he could either pick something from the lot, or they would order what he wanted. He planned to use it for his car on campus, so he didn�t want anything too over-the-top. The way his luck had been going lately, it would get banged up or stolen.
When it was time to go, David went downstairs from his apartment over the garage to meet Manaia, his security and driver for today. David saw Manaia had pulled out his Dodge Challenger SRT Demon. This was one of four prototypes that Dodge had built to test the Demon�s design. When he�d first gotten it, he�d been disappointed to discover it only had a driver�s seat and no creature comforts, including no radio. Fortunately, his dad and uncle had contracted with the dealership to trick it out.
Dodge had included all the bells and whistles performance-wise so they could test the car�s limits. That meant that it had more horsepower and beefed-up brakes compared to what ended up coming off the production line-and the production version was no slouch. The car was a beast and a joy to drive.
�Keys,� David said, holding out his hand.
�Can�t. I�m supposed to drive you,� Manaia countered.
�Either you let me drive, or I�ll make sure you�re the sole driver for the kiddy van. That means driving them to and from daycare, playdates, and the like ... forever.�
Manaia could see he was serious and just tossed David the keys. Being stuck in traffic with five two-year-olds would make anyone want to blow their brains out, especially if they weren�t yours. He wouldn�t put it past David to feed them sugar to get them amped-up before the trips, either.
David got in and adjusted the seat backward to accommodate his long legs. He fired up the engine and gave Manaia a grin as it rumbled to life.
�I haven�t gotten to drive since I went to make my movies,� David admitted.
�That�s probably another reason I should drive,� Manaia grumped.
David ignored his whining. He pulled the car from the back garage and found his mom standing in the middle of the driveway.
�Did you narc me out?� he asked.
Manaia gave him a sideways look and shook his head �no.� His mom walked around to the passenger door and opened it.
�Get in the back. I�m going with you.�
David was impressed when Manaia did as he was told without a word. It seemed his mom had Manaia better trained than he did.
David didn�t even comment that his mom was going with. She would want to review his classes and see where he was going to live. There was no point in fighting it.
�We�re picking up Lexi,� Mom announced when she had her seatbelt on.
�Frick!� David thought.
He�d been avoiding Lexi since he�d sent her home from New Zealand. If Oklahoma hadn�t had their collective head up their posterior, he would have been free of Lexi. Living in the same city might make that more of a challenge.

They caught a break on the ride to USC as they missed most of the morning rush hour. When anyone drove a car like the Demon, they�d naturally want to let it run, not be forced to endure LA�s stop-and-go traffic.
Coach Farrow walked David�s group over to admissions and got all the necessary paperwork filled out for him to be able to register for classes. David also received his student ID.
They then walked across campus to see a counselor at the Marshall Office of Undergraduate Advising to get him signed up for classes.
David wasn�t surprised when his mom took over. She had a folder with everything they needed from his high school days to show he had the necessary AP credits to skip a year�s worth of the basics like calculus.
Monday-Wednesday-Friday:


9:00 am - 10:00 am Principles of Microeconomics - 4 units


11:00 am - 12:00 pm Communication Strategy in Business - 4 units
Tuesday-Thursday:


8:00 am - 9:30 am Introduction to Financial Accounting - 3 units


10:00 am - 11:30 am Marketing Fundamentals - 4 units


1:00 pm - 2:30 pm Applied Business Statistics - 4 units
By the time they left there, his head was spinning. On more than one occasion, David�s mother had changed his classes when he was in high school. She�d been behind many of the AP classes he�d taken. Why did he think, now that he was an adult and paying for college out of his own pocket, that she wouldn�t decide what he was taking? That would have been crazy talk.
On reflection, when David reviewed the schedule she�d put together, he was okay with it. Coach Farrow made a token objection that it might be a bit too much load for a typical athlete. His mother countered that they were all classes he either wanted to take or needed for his major. In the back of David�s mind, he planned to get his degree in Business Administration with a possible minor in Comedy.
Yep, they offered a minor in Comedy, but no one took him seriously, so that suggestion had died a quick death. He could figure out a minor later.
David knew he�d indulged his mother today, but it had to stop, or she would be doing stuff like this when he was fifty. Everyone was always saying that you had to pick your battles. This was one that needed to be fought.
�Mother.�
His mom surely knew what was coming.
�While I appreciate the help, I�m a grown man now and will decide my class schedule.�
His mother now had the full force of her gaze locked on David. He just stood there, did a Dawson, and went quiet. After a couple of minutes of them looking at each other, the counselor, Coach Farrow, and Lexi all started to fidget.
�What would you change?� Mom asked.
�Nothing. They�re all classes I need for my major and would have to take at some point anyway. That isn�t my point,� he said and could see his mom�s body language tighten up. �Before you explain to me why you�re taking over, let me ask you a question ... two, actually. Would you have put up with this if your mom had butted in and picked your classes in college?�
His mom�s eyes narrowed, and he could see her pinch her lips. He took that as a �no.�
�Did you go with Greg when he registered for college?� David asked.
He knew she hadn�t done that to his brother.
David knew why she�d done it this time. He was her youngest, and his mother wanted to hang onto him.
�I was trying to help,� she finally said.
�You did,� David conceded. �And I wasn�t always the most responsible in high school. I mean, even I knew that rock music appreciation wasn�t the best choice at the time. But I left home last May and have been on my own for a while now. It�s time you begin to cut the apron strings and let me make my own decisions.�
David and his mother were very similar when they butted heads. They tended to go at each other pretty hard. He expected her to dig in and come back at him. He was surprised when she got a thoughtful look and just nodded.
David knew enough to just shut up and take the win.

Their next stop was University Housing, where David had to get a special key card and PIN to be able to get into Sandoval Hall. They also issued a parking pass for the secure lot behind the residence hall. Coach Farrow explained that most freshmen didn�t receive parking passes because there weren�t enough spaces around campus. One of the many perks of living in Sandoval Hall was the ample room it had for both residents and staff to park.
David had met Alejandro-or Alex, as everyone called him-on spring break his senior year of high school. On his trip, David had traveled first to Monte Carlo and then to Mykonos. It was in Greece that David met Alex and his family.
Alex had a twin sister, Natalia or Nat-Alex had nicknamed her �Squeak.� They were the same age as David. Alex�s father, Umberto, had family involved in the drug business in Colombia. Umberto had gone a different route and become an archeologist. That didn�t stop rivals from targeting Umberto and his wife and children as a means of gaining leverage on his extended family in the business. Umberto had almost been kidnapped shortly after David had left Mykonos to go back to the states.
The unsettling part for David was that his condo had also been broken into. The kidnappers had thought they could grab him as well, but he�d left that morning, and they�d missed him.
That was why Alex and Nat needed extra security to protect them while in college. Umberto had inherited more money than he knew what to do with, so his logical means of solving the security problem was to create a dorm for his kids to live in. Well, it might not be reasonable to the average person, but to the �ber-wealthy, why not?
When they first saw the building, David thought it looked like it was right out of the 1960s. The ground floor had one entrance in the front and no windows. His mom�s comment was that it didn�t meet fire safety standards.
After a security guard checked his credentials, one of the resident assistants was called to take them on a tour of the dorm.
When his mom asked about the security, the RA explained that it went beyond just checking people in. The staff had all signed nondisclosure agreements so that nothing would be �leaked� about the residents living there. She said signing the NDA was worth it because RAs in this particular dorm got not only room and board paid for, but tuition as well. They also had the use of all the amenities the building offered. She explained that the waitlist to be an RA here was lengthy.
�Let�s start in the basement,� the RA announced as they went to the elevators.
When they got on, she pointed at the occupancy sign. It read �Maximum Occupancy 10 Persons.�
�The plural for �person� is �people.� You would think that over the years, someone would have noticed it and fixed it.�
�You�re an English major?� Lexi asked.
�How did you know?�
�Lucky guess,� Lexi deadpanned.
The basement was outfitted with a full, state-of-the-art gym that included a lap pool and a giant hot tub. There was also a laundry room. The tasteful d�cor upped the ambiance considerably over most gyms, and the whole area smelled of newness. David decided he liked it a lot.
�You can either do your own laundry or pay to have it done,� the RA said and then showed David where he could drop off his clothes.
�I have to take my clothes all the way down here to get them clean?� David asked, playing dumb.
�That�s correct. The clothes fairy doesn�t pick them up off your floor, and they won�t magically come back neatly pressed and in your closet,� the RA said with an eye roll.
David could tell his mom instantly liked her for that comment.
The main floor was where the cafeteria was. It bore little resemblance to what David was used to from high school. This felt more like a restaurant, with sizeable ten-person round tables in the center and smaller four-person ones along the walls.
�They�ll open this Friday when students start to come back. There will be parties this weekend if you want to move in early and get to know people,� the tour guide shared.
�Is the food as good as rumored?� Coach Farrow asked.
�Chef Andr� is fabulous. He used to work at Soho House before they stole him away.�
That reminded David that he had a membership there. He�d used it a couple of times when he was in London. They had three in the LA area, one of them in Malibu.
The dorm was four stories high, not counting the basement. The RA said that it housed fifty-two students. The second and third floors were single-sex only. The top level, where David would live, was coed, with the men in one wing and women in the other.
When they got off the elevator on the fourth floor, it opened into a large common area where residents could either study or watch the big-screen TV on one wall.
�On weekends, we push the couches back and sometimes have floor parties. This weekend, it�s the second floor�s turn to host one Saturday night,� the guide shared.
�My mom has to be loving this,� David worried.
�To get into either wing, you need your dorm card and PIN,� the RA continued.
There was a solid-looking metal door. The RA had David use his card and then enter his PIN to make sure it worked. The sound of the lock disengaging told him he�d been successful.
The hallway was shorter than he�d expected. There were four dorm rooms to a side with a door at the end of the hall, which was open. You could hear people talking from it.
�You�re at the end,� the RA said, pointing at a door there.
They made their way to the room, and David spotted Alex and Nat�s stepmother, Camilla.
�What are you doing in my room?� David asked, startling her.
�David!�
Umberto came out of one of the bedrooms and smiled when he saw David. David noticed that Umberto had also spotted Lexi, and his smile faded. Lexi was suddenly at David�s side.
David quickly introduced everyone.
�What are you two doing?� David asked.
�I got a call that you were moving in, and Alex is back home in Colombia, playing soccer. He�d been using your room as his catch-all, so we came down to clean it out,� Umberto said.
Alex and Lexi had gone to high school together. His senior year, Alex had gone back home to play soccer for his national team. It sounded like he was again playing for them over Christmas break.
Camilla gave them the grand tour. The reason the hall looked short was that the suite was enormous. The layout had the living area with a kitchenette/bar at one end. They were taken to Alex�s bedroom next; he had a California king bed, study area, walk-in closet, and private bath.
David�s bedroom was full of boxes.
�The university will provide a twin-size bed and desk if you want. I would suggest you go out and buy your own stuff,� Camilla said to clue him in.
�I can help you with that,� Lexi offered.
David didn�t comment. He would talk to her later.

The next stop was the baseball offices. USC had a new coaching staff, so he hadn�t met them yet. They were all there and expecting him.
The head coach was Todd Deneau. He�d been at San Diego State and had built a successful program there. When he came to USC, he�d brought along Associate Head Coach Don Hob. New hires were Assistant Coach / Recruiting Coordinator Carl Homer and Volunteer Assistant Coach Len Burris.
�When Coach Farrow called and said he was bringing over the former USA Under-18 team captain and MVP of the Pan Am Games, I was pleased,� Coach Deneau said.
�When he heard you were a walk-on, he was over the moon,� Coach Homer shared.
�We�re trying to rebuild the program and need all the scholarships we can get,� Coach Deneau admitted.
Arrangements were made for David to come to practice on Monday. Coach Farrow also reminded the baseball coaches of David�s wishes to keep his presence on campus under wraps, even keeping it from the other players for now.
�If you�re as good as we�ve heard, I�m betting you won�t be able to keep it from the other players for even a full practice,� Coach Deneau commented.
David looked him in the eye and nodded.
�I�m honestly not trying to hide it from them. It�s just that I want to keep a low profile so I�m not hounded by paparazzi. I want to get to know both you and the team without the circus that can follow. If you don�t believe me, I�ll give you my high school coach�s number, and he can describe in detail what a disruption it can turn into.�
Looking doubtful, Coach Deneau nodded.
�I see your point. We have enough on our plates that we don�t need to deal with distractions. We�ll have a team meeting to get everyone on board.�
With that, he smiled and again shook David�s hand, and they both turned to go about their business.

The ride to Drexler Motors was enjoyable. David and his mom hadn�t been able to really talk during the months when he was filming. His work schedule had been atrocious, and when he�d had the opportunity to call, his kids had priority over everyone else.
When a lull in the conversation hit, Lexi chimed in.
�Frank Ingram wants you to do some interviews before school starts. I told him you wanted to hold off for a while, at least until you had to start promoting your movies.�
�Is this part of your wanting to just be a regular student?� Mom asked, and he nodded. �I know what you want, but don�t you think that�s a bit ambitious? It�s not like you�ll never be recognized. I can�t see how you could pull it off for any extended length of time.�
�David had some training in spycraft for the Bond film. With that, and my connections, he can change his appearance just enough to put doubt in their minds,� Lexi offered.
�Spycraft?� Mom asked.
�Lexi and her big mouth.�
�I learned all kinds of stuff that I used in the movie,� he deflected.
�Like what?� Mom asked.
There was no use evading the subject. David had learned it was better to just come clean when his mom wanted to know something.
�Remember when the studio sent JD Ma to get me ready for my role?� David asked.
�The young woman?� Mom asked.
�She taught me skills like how to blend in, pick a lock, break into a car, and other stuff. They wanted me to know how to do it so when I did it on camera, it looked real.�
�That�s not worrisome at all,� Manaia said.
David was sure he�d offered that little jab because David had threatened to make him the kids� chauffeur.
�Even if you change your appearance, don�t you think people will recognize your name?� Mom asked.
�He could go by his middle name,� Lexi suggested.
She was starting to remind him why she was the best PA he�d ever had.
�Why exactly would you bother? It�ll all come to light shortly, no matter how good your disguise is,� Mom wondered.
�I want to make some friends before they know I�m the actor. It�s hard to tell whether people really want to get acquainted or whether they think they can get something from me,� David explained.
Mom thought about it for a moment and then nodded.
�I think that has merit, but I still doubt you�ll be able to pull it off for long.�
David winked at her.
�Please. I�m an Academy Award-winning actor.�
�Here we go again,� Lexi moaned.
They all knew this was his pet peeve. People thought that since he�d won, it made him something or someone David never felt he was. A lot of people now thought that he was somehow better or some such nonsense.
�That reminds me of when, to fend off a reporter, David claimed that he put his pants on one leg at a time,� Lexi shared.
�That was funny,� he admitted.
�Why? What happened?� Mom asked.
�Tim and Wolf challenged me to see if that was really true. They had me try to jump into my jeans.�
�He just about killed himself,� Lexi said with a big grin. �But he was able to do it with a pair of shorts.�
Yep. Lexi wasn�t all bad, David decided. He�d just been spooked when she announced she loved him.

Drexler Motors was located in the heart of Hollywood, where all the movie studios were. They were the go-to place if you wanted to pick up something to show off in. Many actors used them to rent a car for a night out if they wanted to be in the gossip rags the following day.
When David pulled into the lot, he was a little worried. The first four cars he saw were a Lamborghini, a Bugatti, an Aston Martin, and a Rolls-Royce.
�This looks to be out of my league. If they weren�t giving me a car for a year, I�d give it a pass.�
�Tell you what: you can drive my car, and I�ll take that cute Rolls-Royce convertible,� his mom offered.
�I bet she would� came the immediate thought, unbidden, to David�s brain.
As they got out of the Demon, it looked like two of the car salesmen were about to get into a fistfight. Commissions must be pretty good for that level of competitiveness. David was impressed when a young woman popped out from between two cars.
�May I help you?� she asked.
She seemed to feel the death stares she was getting from the two men who had been headed toward the group.
�I�m Lisa Drexler, and you�re David A. Dawson,� she said, recognizing him.
�Yes, I am,� he said as he shook her hand. �And this is my mom, Carol, and personal assistant, Lexi.�
�You�re here to pick up your car. My mom was just saying that you�re the last one to do so. Do you know what you want?� she asked.
�I�m going to use it as my car for college, so I want something smaller but big enough to seat four comfortably. I�d prefer it be something that isn�t too flashy,� he explained.
She gave him a wry look.
�Unlike your Demon.�
�Well, yeah,� he admitted.
�How about a small SUV? We just got one in that I think you might like.�
�That might work.�
She took them around the side of the building and towards the back. Some of the cars there looked like they�d just come off a truck. A team was busy detailing them.
She pointed out a red 4-door hatchback SUV with an all-black interior.
�That�s cute,� Lexi said.
They got closer, and he had to blink in surprise. It said it was a Porsche. He had no idea they made a hatchback.
�This is the Porsche Macan. It has a 3.6-liter V6 twin-turbo with the handling capabilities you would expect from Porsche. And, as you might also expect of a Porsche, it has nice pickup. The Macan will go from 0 to 60 in 4.6 seconds. It might not have the raw power your Demon has, but for city driving, it�s more than adequate,� Lisa explained.
She could see that David was doubtful.
�Honestly, this is the most �normal� car we have on the lot. I can, of course, get you anything you want, but I think if you drive it, you�ll be happy.�
Forty-five minutes later, David drove off the lot in his new car.

Chapter 5

Lexi


She felt ready to explode, like a giant pi�ata full of secrets. Seeing Umberto Sandoval brought back a flood of memories that she wanted to suppress. He�d been part of her biggest regret.
Lexi had planned to use the day to fix her relationship with David. She knew that announcing that she loved him had made him gun-shy, and he�d been on guard when she got in the car. Lexi had watched as he began to relax as the day went on. She would bet that it was only a matter of time before she could win him back.
The plan had been to remind him what a great team they made. In her wildest fantasy, she�d hoped she could lure him into her bed, but she hadn�t anticipated seeing Umberto today. When Lexi and Umberto had seen each other, he�d almost given everything away. Lexi knew that David was more observant than people gave him credit for and had caught the momentary lapse.
When David had suggested that Manaia drive her home from the car dealership, she�d acquiesced. Lexi wanted to get away from David so that she could deal with all the feelings that had suddenly come flooding back. He knew her better than anyone else and would quickly figure out that something was off.
The irony was that all this really began with David. He�d unwittingly been the catalyst for her downfall, and now, in many ways, he was her redemption.
She found herself sitting on her couch with a bottle of wine, remembering what had happened.

Two Years Before


Lexi�s father, Paul Andon, was excited. He�d maneuvered to take over the Star Academy franchise. The first movie was set to be released shortly, and all indications were that it was going to be the next big blockbuster.
The board of directors wanted to get the cast locked in for the next two movies in the trilogy before the first one hit theaters. The fear was they would make the mistake that Marvel Comics had made with the Avengers series of films. It was reported that one of the key actors had negotiated a deal that would make him upwards of $75 million for just one movie. The board made it clear that they wanted to keep the salaries of the ensemble cast to under that number for two films.
Everything had been going well for Paul until the four actors had met and compared notes. The women had been unhappy with the revelation that they would make considerably less than the men. They�d ended up banding together and wanted to jointly negotiate their contracts, with Craig Wild�s manager, Kent Crain, leading the talks.
Paul�s plan was to divide and conquer. If he could split off either Craig or David from the group, he felt he could break the logjam and get a deal done. Paul figured it would be easy because Craig was all about Craig. If Paul could make him think he could make more money by splitting off, Craig would sign separately and without telling the others.
Paul was keeping David in reserve because he was essentially a novice and didn�t realize that he was really the key to the franchise. David had tested off the charts with their focus groups. While Craig was the perceived star, it wouldn�t take long at all for David to eclipse him.
Aside from Craig being easier to get, the main factor keeping the studio exec from making his run directly at David was that his agent was Ari Gould. If Ari got an inkling that the studio thought the movie was about to explode, or that his client�s contribution to the film�s success was critical, he would make them pay through the nose.
Paul arranged for the production crew and cast to take a cruise on a yacht that day so he could work his magic and get the deal completed.
Lexi had been privy to all this because she�d told her father she wanted to someday follow in his footsteps and become a movie executive. Today was the first day he planned to utilize his daughter.
�Remember, Craig is the key. Be nice to him and do what you can to help him see he�s better off going his own way,� Paul lectured.
�But he�s creepy and will bed anything. I�m afraid of what I would catch if he even touches me,� Lexi said to push back.
�I didn�t tell you to sleep with him. Just talk to him,� Paul said.
�Fine.�
When Lexi met Craig, she quickly figured out that he was more into Trip James than he was into her. That allowed her to turn her attention toward David.
David was young for the business. He was actually a year younger than she was, so Lexi had assumed she could use her charms to bend him to her will.
Her father had hired what were called �party hos.� Hollywood was littered with attractive young women whose visions of stardom had been crushed. They had been the star of some high school musical, and everyone back home had encouraged them to follow their dreams and become the next Academy Award winner. Soon after they arrived in Tinseltown, reality set in.
Now, instead of being the prettiest, most talented girl in town, they were one of many. Some turned to being escorts at parties where the rich and famous played, hoping to be discovered.
Lexi had posed as one of those girls. She�d gotten David to take her to a stateroom on the yacht. Her plan was to reveal who she was so she could gain some leverage over him. If Lexi were lucky, maybe she could even get the inexperienced hick to cum in his pants.
That plan went horribly wrong. David wasn�t some weak-minded, quivering high school boy who was excited just to be in her presence. He was a force of nature. She was stunned when he removed her bikini top.
She realized that if she�d told him �no� or �stop,� David would have. He wasn�t a monster.
Lexi had been one of the few girls she knew who was still a virgin. If she hadn�t been, she might have fared better. David had simply rocked her world. They spent the afternoon doing stuff she never imagined she would do, but with him ... oh, my.
Of course, Lexi�d had a fair idea of what sex was all about. You couldn�t live around this business and not have at least some inkling. She�d even had numerous orgasms, so she thought she was prepared for David. Quite simply, she was wrong.
By the time he was done with her, Lexi was a quivering, sweaty mess. He then had the audacity to walk out of her life.
The irony was that Craig had succumbed to her father�s plans. He�d signed his deal before the movie was released. It was quite a bit more than the original offer, but nothing compared to what he probably should have made.
It turned out that David, the supposedly young, na�ve member of the group, was the one who got the massive payday. He�d stubbornly held out until after the movie was released. Her father even wound up giving David a percentage of the gross from the following two films�which, if everything went to plan, would pay him close to what the Avengers actor had earned.

After Lexi had spent the afternoon with David, she had a problem. She now knew how good sex could be and wanted more. Lexi assumed that she could find someone who could give her a decent orgasm. She tried a few guys her age, but they were either pencil-dicked or one-pump-and-dump bastards.
She wanted to try an older, more experienced man. That was how she found Umberto and made the single most incredibly stupid mistake of her life to that point. He and her father had done a few deals together to get movies made. Her father joked that Umberto liked his women young, which explained his subsequent marriage to Camilla. She�d been Umberto�s children�s babysitter when she was younger and was only a couple of years older than Lexi.
As part of the effort to raise money for one of his films, her father threw a party at their house for potential investors, including Umberto. Looking back, it hadn�t been all her fault. He should have known better, even though she was 18 at the time. It hadn�t taken much to get the older man interested, and she found herself in the pool house, giving him oral. Then it all went sideways when Alex walked in on them and snapped a picture.
In typical Hollywood fashion, Umberto paid her money for her silence. It was understandable what Alex had done, but it didn�t sit well with her. Simply walking in would have been enough. Now she had to worry that picture would somehow end up on the Internet. Stuff like that seemed to happen at absolutely the worst time.
If that weren�t enough, her date to Prom, Christian Pelly, had dumped her for Stacy Thurston. What confused Lexi was that Stacy was homeschooled and very religious. Christian had met her doing some volunteer work (aka community service) when he�d gotten himself into a spot of trouble. When he broke up with Lexi, he�d shared that Stacy had made it clear that she wouldn�t put out without his wedding ring on her finger.
Nick Bennet, who�d stepped in as Christian�s replacement for Prom, had a massive bash for graduation. Christian and Nick were best friends, so Lexi knew Christian would show up with Stacy.
It turned out that, in this case at least, Lexi was a terrible judge of character. Nick wasn�t a very nice guy. He was sick of Christian spending all his free time with Stacy and wanted to break them up so the guys could hang out for the summer before they left for college.
Nick knew that Lexi wasn�t pleased with the couple either, so he enlisted her help in finding some guys who were up for a bit of naughty fun. He�d told her that he�d hired someone to show the guys a good time. He was sure she would be happy when she found out the girl was none other than Stacy.
Lexi walked through the party and found Alex with two of his friends. They looked to be well on their way to getting hammered.
�Can you guys keep a secret?� she asked.
Alex gave her a dirty look, and the other two looked nervous.
�Are you trying to set us up for something?� Alex asked.
Lexi laughed.
�Actually, it�s more of an olive branch. Nick hired a girl for a good time. He said she�s up for anything.�
The three of them looked at each other warily.
�I�m not sticking my dick in some crack whore,� Alex said.
�How about this: you check her out, and if she�s good enough, you have your fun. Otherwise, I�ll find someone else,� Lexi negotiated.
His friends had smirks on their faces. There were rumors about what went on at Nick�s parties. Alex and his group had never been invited before, so his two friends looked eager.
�Okay, you win. What do we have to do?� Alex said.
Lexi told them where to find Nick.

After it all went down, she regretted what happened. The night of the party, Nick put Lexi in charge of playing hostess while he set everything up. Lexi later learned that Nick had dosed both Christian and Stacy�s drinks. When they started to feel funny, he�d been the good friend and gave them a bedroom to go lay down in.
He�d given Christian something to put him out for a couple of hours. He provided Stacy a different cocktail of drugs that would free her of all her inhibitions and make her just loopy enough to seem drunk. He�d used that cocktail on more than one girl during his high school years.
Hindsight being 20/20, Lexi felt lucky that Nick hadn�t dosed her and passed her around as a party favor.
She�d completely forgotten all about it until the next day. One of Alex�s friends was dumb enough to video themselves with Stacy. It didn�t take long before everyone received it via social media. At first, Lexi wasn�t sure who or what the video was. Then the camera operator figured out how to actually point their phone at the action. She watched with an increasing sense of horror as the scene played out. It didn�t take her long to put it together and realize both what Nick had done and what her unwitting part in it had been. She quickly called Nick.
�What the fuck?! You told me it was some random girl you hired. Christian will kill us both if her father doesn�t,� she predicted.
�Settle down. There�s no way Christian will find out unless you blab. And you�re not thinking of doing that, are you?� he asked with more than a hint of a threat in his voice.
The way he said it scared her. She told him �no� and hung up. Her next call was to Alex.
�You have a serious problem.�
�What are you talking about?� Alex asked.
�That girl from last night is Christian Pelly�s girlfriend. He�ll be coming for you,� Lexi warned.
�Fucking Len. I told him not to make the video. FUCK!� he yelled and hung up on her.
The cherry on top of the whole shit-storm was that two days later, Stacy�s dad tracked down Nick. To add insult to injury, during the confrontation, Nick had assaulted him. To evade arrest, Nick slipped off to parts unknown.
Alex had already planned to go back to Colombia for soccer, leaving behind his two friends, who wound up getting the crap kicked out of them. No one could identify who�d given them the beatings. Lexi�s bet was on Christian. It sounded like they were just happy that was all they�d gotten for their role in this mess.
Christian had shown up one afternoon and demanded to know what happened. She explained in detail what she knew and suspected. The whole time, Christian sat stone-faced as she filled in the blanks for him. When Lexi was done, Christian just got up and left. He never spoke to her again after that.
Lexi was left shaking as she came to realize that she wasn�t the person she wanted to be. How had she missed what a psycho Nick was? Lexi looked back at her �mean girl� persona and the damage she�d done to be popular. All of that paled when compared to what happened to Stacy.
Lexi was terrified, not only of Nick but also of what would happen to her, what she might become if she kept Nick and people like him around as �friends.� She remembered reading something that fit her situation to a T: Choose your friends wisely. Good friends will make you better than you are. Bad friends love nothing better than to bring you down with them.
Lexi vowed to become a better person. She also had come to see that her father wasn�t the role model she�d once thought he was and decided that she would get to the top differently. With the money Umberto had given her, plus her trust fund, she decided to take time off and figure things out.
Her parents weren�t happy when she deferred her enrollment at UCLA. Lexi solved the problem by buying a condo and moving out. She was contemplating getting a job to keep busy when she figured something else out: she still wanted David.
After he�d rocked her world, Lexi had done her research on him and found he was everything she wasn�t. Someone had told her once that you had to surround yourself with the right kind of people if you wanted to change. Lexi decided she had to find a way to get him into her life.

Present Day


Looking back, she�d made some mistakes working to win David over. It had been a long process to learn to fight her old instinct to be a bitch on wheels to get her way. In addition, David knew that she had a history of not being a very nice person; people had warned him about her.
They�d talked about it one night during the filming of the James Bond movie. Lexi never told him what had made her decide to change because she knew he would never look at her the same if she did. David wouldn�t understand her unwitting role in a girl being drugged and then raped. And who could blame him? She would feel the same if he revealed something that horrific.
She assured him that she was learning to be a better person, which he did accept. David had a strong belief in second chances and the possibility of redemption.
As time went by, Lexi found that David was much more than just someone competent at making her body sing in bed. He had all the qualities of someone she would consider marrying someday. What had started off as using him as a role model and a step to a better life had transformed, in her mind, over time. Lexi hadn�t realized it until she blurted out that she loved him.
She knew that David was big on talking things through. And that it wasn�t wise to spring something on him because he didn�t like surprises. The admission of love had caught him completely off guard. David would tell you that if you gave him time to think about something, he calmed down and made better decisions.
When she�d said what she had, he hadn�t waited to calm down. Instead, he�d sent her home.
Lexi hadn�t yet worked out how to fix the situation when a miracle occurred. Oklahoma had given her a gift, and David had transferred to USC. She still wasn�t sure how she would win him over, but at least he was now in the same city.
Lexi realized that she had to talk to Alex, and do it before he clued David in on her past. She felt her stomach twist at the thought of that conversation.

David had arranged to give her access to his dorm room. He�d given her a list of what he wanted, and she�d made arrangements to get everything delivered and set up.
She made an appointment for David at the studio to create his disguise. She�d laughed her ass off when she saw a picture of what they�d come up with. He was bringing the sexy to a nerd farm boy.
In the picture, David had worn a John Deere hat, a baggy flannel shirt, and a pair of jeans that were designed for a hefty guy. She thought they called them something like �comfort fit.� For women, they called them �mom jeans.� Basically, the thighs and butt areas were roomy. The shirt and pants looked to be a couple of sizes too big as well, so it gave him a chunky look.
The kicker was his bodycam glasses. David had bought some designer ones that he looked good in. These, on the other hand, were what used to be called �birth-control glasses.� The old-style black frames would keep the females of the species from getting anywhere near him.
David shot back that he was working on his farmer�s walk. There was no doubt that he could pull it off. When he hit campus, he would fool most people. Heck, she wouldn�t give him a second look if she ran into him on the street.

Lexi was working on the final details of getting David�s room ready when she heard the outer door open. She knew that David wouldn�t be moving in until Saturday, so she suspected it was Camilla. Umberto had made himself scarce after their last encounter.
The two women had finished clearing out David�s room and worked on redecorating the main living area. Lexi was glad when Camilla had said that Alex had no taste, and a makeover was needed. The two of them had started to become friends over the last few days.
But it wasn�t Camilla.
�What the hell are you doing here?� Alex asked and then looked around. �What happened to all my stuff?�
�Camilla remodeled, and I�m here to help your new roommate get his room set up.�
Alex�s eyes narrowed, and then he smiled.
�That little shit. David is my roommate?�
�He wanted to surprise you.�
�Is that why there�s a sign on the door about video surveillance?� Alex asked.
�Yeah. David�s security people talked to your dad, and he agreed it was needed.�
Alex took that in. Lexi had a feeling he would be talking to his father, but once David�s security had explained how it helped prevent the �he said/she said� stuff, Umberto was a convert. Alex would have great difficulty changing his dad�s mind.
�Once you�re done with his room, I�m not going to see you hanging around, am I?� Alex asked.
�I wanted to talk to you about that,� Lexi said.
�If I have anything to say about it, you won�t be. You and your fucktard boyfriend, Nick, caused me no end of trouble. I had no idea the girl had been drugged, for Christ�s sake. From what I saw, I just thought she was into it. I never would have taken advantage of her if I�d known. That was messed up,� Alex said, glaring at her.
�I�m sorry about that. You must believe I had no idea what Nick was up to. I told you what he told me,� Lexi said.
�Between what happened to that poor girl and what I saw you do with my dad, I�m not sure I want you around. I still don�t get my dad. What was that all about, anyway? Were you just trying to get a payday?� Alex asked.
She suddenly had tears in her eyes. Sometimes, the need to cry when she got upset made her hate being a girl.
�That was a colossal mistake,� was all she said.
Alex looked like he wanted to yell some more, but her tears were affecting him. Finally, he sighed.
�What is it you want?� he finally asked.
�I told David I loved him, and he didn�t take it very well.�
Alex snorted out a laugh.
�He�s smarter than I thought.�
Lexi bit her bottom lip.
�I have a lot of work to do to win him back. What I don�t need is for you to work against me,� Lexi admitted.
�Like tell him what you and Nick did to that poor girl?� Alex asked.
The waterworks were back.
�I�ve said it a million times. I had no idea...�
Alex rolled his eyes.
�What do I get out of this?� Alex asked.
�Honestly, nothing but seeing us happy. Since that day, I�ve tried to turn a new leaf. It hasn�t been lost on me that I was a horrible person. Could you see your way to giving me a chance because he�s your friend?�
Alex snorted out another laugh.
�As a friend, I would hope he would warn me if the girl chasing me was someone like you.�
�I�ve changed,� Lexi said.
�You mean you�ve become a better actor, one good enough to hide the evil ice queen that�s buried inside you,� Alex said.
Lexi shook her head in defeat. Her past had finally come back to bite her in the butt.
�I�ll make you a promise. If you hear from David that he wants me gone, I�ll leave. Please let him decide what�s best for him.�
Alex gave her a hard look.
�You mean that, don�t you?�
�I do. Just give me a chance to prove to you that I�ve changed.
He nodded.
�I�ll give you your chance. But I�ll hold you to your promise if you make him unhappy,� Alex said.
�Thank you,� she said and then looked him in the eye. �I am sorry about what happened with your dad.�
�I can�t really put all that on you. He did end up marrying my babysitter,� Alex said, and they both relaxed. �You promise you had no idea about what was up at the party?�
�Even as bad as I was, I would never do that to an innocent girl,� she said earnestly.
Thinking about it for a second, she closed her eyes for a moment and then looked at Alex.
�I do have a list of not-innocent girls who are real bitches, though. It wouldn�t bother me to put them in their place, but even then, I wouldn�t do anything like that,� she said with a straight face.
�I hear you. I�m sure we all have a list,� Alex admitted as he gave her a sideways look.
�Are we good?� Lexi asked.
�We�re good.�

Chapter 6

David


David was excited. Today was move-in day at his dorm. He was looking forward to seeing Alex and also to discover what Lexi had done to his room. At first, David had felt guilty for turning that task over to her, but honestly, he�d needed time with his family. David had spent the last several days catching up on his sleep, spending time with his kids, and doing a bunch of nothing. Knowing that he�d gotten his priorities straight, his guilt disappeared.
David also recognized that for the past seven months, Lexi had been with him almost 24/7. By now, she had a good idea of what he would want for his dorm room.
As excited as he was, David was a bit wary of revealing his identity to his fellow students. He wanted to keep the sycophants, leeches, and wannabes at bay for as long as possible. The last thing he needed was to collect his own �entourage.� He�d rather have real friends.
When David arrived, the parking security guard exchanged his parking pass for a sticker for his car to be placed on his windshield. It had an electronic chip that would provide him with access to the parking lot after hours.
David found a spot in the back corner that he hoped would keep his new car from being dinged up. Making his way inside, he was greeted by a clamor of excited voices coming from a mixture of new residents and students returning from Christmas break. David was glad that he didn�t have to fight the crowd to move in today.
The line for the elevators was a nonstarter, so he took the stairs. On the third-floor landing, he found a girl sitting down, breathing heavily. Even with a sweat mustache, the girl was cute. She had a case of wine next to her.
�Want some help?� he asked.
She looked up and took David in. He�d worn his nerd-farmer gear, and he could tell she wasn�t impressed.
�Maybe just up the next flight of stairs,� she finally said.
David bit his tongue because it was evident that she didn�t want to be seen with him. That didn�t mean he couldn�t be put to work, though. He picked the case up and took it upstairs.
�You can put it there,� she said as she pointed. �Are you visiting someone?�
�No, I�m new here.�
Time for the subterfuge to begin.
�Allen,� he said as he offered her his hand to shake.
�Oh,� was all she said as she ignored his outstretched hand.
�You sure you don�t want me to carry that to your room?� he asked.
From the look she threw him, she would prefer to be dipped in honey and tossed onto a hill of fire ants rather than be seen with him. David thought for a moment about just standing there to see how uncomfortable he could make her, but he had better ways to spend his time.
He walked out into the common room, and the first thing he noticed was that the security doors for both the women�s and men�s sides of the hall were propped open. David looked down the hall toward his suite, and that door was open as well. The kicker was that Alex and Lexi were nowhere to be found.
David took a deep breath to calm his irritation and wandered into his suite to look around. Lexi and Camilla had done an excellent job of improving the looks of the place. They�d replaced all the mismatched furniture with pieces that belonged together. He was pleased that it looked like stuff that would hold up.
In place of the cloth couch that looked like it came from a doctor�s waiting room, there was now a leather one. They�d also picked up four gaming recliners that had cup holders. The chairs were arranged in front of what had to be an 80-inch TV. What would really incite his friends� envy was the gaming system hooked to it. David snapped a couple of quick pictures and sent them to his buddies Tim and Wolf.
He went to check his new bedroom and was even more pleased. The walls were painted a neutral gray, with the ceiling a chocolate brown that matched the wood blinds.
Lexi had placed his desk against the wall by the door. On it was a 60-inch TV with a keyboard and mouse in front of it. Next to the desk was a credenza. When David opened it, he found his new computer and printer. The credenza was stocked with all the office supplies he would ever want.
In the center of the room was a California king bed that had a USC bedspread on it. Instead of a headboard, Lexi had hung two surfboards on the wall. The bottom one was the one he�d bought his junior year of high school. It was white with a burnt-orange octopus with orange and yellow tentacles and bright green suction cups. The one on top had a weathered, vintage look and featured a huge sun as it dipped down over a tropical island.
Against the far wall was a comfy oversized chair with a round table. That looked to be a perfect spot to kick back and either study or relax after a long day when he wanted some alone time.
There was also a docking station for his phone. What he�d first thought were security cameras in the corners by the ceiling turned out to be speakers. David plugged his phone in and picked a playlist. He was impressed by the sound quality.
The walk-in closet was completely decked out with a top-of-the-line integrated closet system. He�d seen what something like this cost; there was a similar one in the master bedroom of his house in Malibu. If he ended up only living here for a semester, that would be a costly purchase. Everything else could be packed up and moved; the closet system couldn�t. Then again, for that kind of money, he could pay to have it torn out and put something cheaper back in its place.
The bathroom was as David remembered. There was a shower, toilet, and sink. Lexi had put in a shelving unit over the toilet to house all his products. It was embarrassing that a guy would have so much of that stuff, but he�d learned from modeling that proper skin and hair care were essential over the long haul.
�You�re here,� Lexi said, scaring the bejesus out of him.
Damn, that sound system was good. David hadn�t heard her over the music until she spoke.
�So, what do you think?� she asked.
�I love it,� David said with a smile.
Lexi was eager to show him everything. He did discover where all the security cameras were hidden. Fritz and his team were sneaky. They were in the pegs that held up the surfboards.
�Where did you go?� he finally asked.
�Oh. Alex and I went to get some food. If you�re hungry, I brought you a roast beef sandwich.�
�Do you even have to ask?� he teased Lexi.
When David walked out of the bedroom, he saw Alex was making full use of the gaming system and giant TV to play a soccer game. David made a mental note that he had to broaden his new roommate�s taste in gaming. Maybe he could interest him in real football.
Alex glanced back and dropped his controller as he began to laugh.
�You look like a complete dork. I�m not sure I can be seen with you in public.�
�Fuck you too,� David shot back.
�Seriously, dude. Are you sure about this? Lexi told me you wanted to blend in, but this will have people making fun of you.�
Lexi was trying not to laugh. Maybe this wasn�t such a good idea.
�I think I scared one of the girls when I came in,� David said and then related helping the girl in the stairwell.
�That had to be one of the princesses. There�s a group of stuck-up townies who judge everyone. It�s almost as bad as what Lexi used to be like in high school,� Alex related.
Lexi stiffened.
�Thankfully, she outgrew that. If she hadn�t, I�d have kicked her to the curb by now,� David said.
Alex and Lexi gave each other looks David couldn�t interpret. Hopefully, she would win Alex over as she�d done him.

Lexi had to get going. Her mom had been ignored long enough, and it had been made clear that Lexi had to make an appearance at her parents� home. Alex invited him to go hang out with his soccer friends, but he passed.
When he left, Alex had left the door wide open. Back home, it wouldn�t have bothered him. There were many days they�d left their doors unlocked when they�d departed the house for some reason, and no one bothered anything. Traveling around the world had taught him to be more cautious. He�d had his phone stolen in the UK, and Lexi had lost her watch and a nice pair of sunglasses in New Zealand. David had no reason to think someone would take anything, but why tempt them?
He was about to get up and close the door when a tall, skinny guy with curly hair walked in, followed by a girl with straight, dark-brown hair that went halfway down her back.
�You�re the new guy,� the girl said, channeling Captain Obvious.
�Yep,� David said, then just looked at them.
They looked at each other and then back at him before the girl smiled.
�I think I like him.�
�I don�t know. Veronica said he creeped her out,� the guy said as if David wasn�t there.
�That�s a plus, though, isn�t it?� she asked.
�You�re probably right, but look at this room. Do we want to hang out here?� the guy asked.
�It�s better than the roof when it�s raining,� she shot back.
�Excuse me, what are you guys doing?� David asked.
�Trying to decide whether you fit into our group or not. We lost one when he flunked out, and we�re figuring out who would be a good replacement,� the guy said.
�Do I get any say in this?� David asked.
They ignored him.
�He�s probably a virgin,� the girl said.
�He might be too much work,� the guy admitted and then held up a finger. �Do you have a car?�
�Yes,� David said tentatively.
�Have you gotten your books yet?� the girl asked.
�No.�
�Great. You�re taking us,� she decided.
�My mother taught me not to give rides to strangers,� David said with a straight face.
They both broke out laughing.
�He�ll do. I�m Lindsey Granger, and this tall, handsome dude is Kirk Meadows.�
�I�m Allen,� David said.
�Do you have your class schedule?� Kirk asked.
�Uh, yeah. Why?� David asked.
�Because we can order your books online, and they�ll have them ready when we go to pick them up,� Kirk explained.
�Okay,� David said.
�This would be where you get off your butt and log onto your PC,� Lindsey said and then turned to Kirk. �Are you sure he�s worth the effort? He seems a bit slow.�
David led them into his bedroom and turned on his PC. Both Lindsey and Kirk looked around and appeared stupefied at how different his room was from theirs. While David got onto the Internet, Lindsey flopped onto his bed.
�Oh, my God. How did you get a bed like this?�
�Bought it,� David answered.
Kirk sat on the edge and used both palms to test it out.
�Mine feels like it�s full of rocks compared to this,� he complained.
�You�d let us take naps on this, wouldn�t you?� Lindsey asked.
David wasn�t sure whether �naps� was code for sex.
�I guess,� David said, not sure what the proper etiquette was for a question like that. �I just wouldn�t want to have to ... uh ... clean up after you two.�
�I have a boyfriend ... there�s nothing...� Lindsey began.
�He�s jerking your chain, Linds,� Kirk said to save her.
�You wouldn�t tease me, would you?� Lindsey asked seriously.
David just shrugged.
�Where do I need to go to order books?� he asked.

It was a relief that Kirk had shown him how to order everything he needed. The bookstore was a madhouse. They were able to bypass the chaos and slip in and out in record time.
When they got back to the dorm, David was given his orders. He was to meet the two of them, and their other friend, for dinner.

Chapter 7

Cassidy


Cassidy Hope prided herself on her fitness. In high school, she�d put together a conditioning program called sixty minutes of hell, modeled after what the Marine Corps did to turn boys into men. Her father had spent twenty years in the Marines, and she�d grown up around them. When Cassidy had been barely a teenager, her father had been willing to put her up against almost any new recruit. He�d won numerous bets when she would outlast them all.
David Dawson had been her model student. She�d taken him under her wing and taught him to defend himself. In a dojo or on the street, David could hold his own. Towards the end of high school, he�d slacked off on his self-defense training, but she wasn�t sure if she could still take him.
Part of what she wanted to do someday was train people. David had talked to her dad and arranged for her to work with a trainer they�d brought in to improve Lincoln High�s strength-and-conditioning program. She�d learned a lot about what trainers did that she hadn�t really thought of before, but that had just whetted her appetite to learn more.
So, when she stepped onto campus with a rowing scholarship, she�d thought she was ready. She�d done better than any of the other freshmen, but she discovered that rowing felt like the equivalent of sprinting a marathon. The sport utilized every major muscle of your body: arms, legs, abdomen, even the tips of your fingers. Every muscle counted.
She�d worked her tail off and made the novice 8+ team. Their first race had been held at the annual San Diego Fall Classic, where the team had been entered in the Women�s Open Frosh/Novice races. They�d ended up winning by over a minute against the second-place boat.
The real season for rowing would begin in about two months when they were entered in the Las Vegas Invitational.
Cassidy was putting her workout clothes into a duffle bag to go to the gym when her roommate, Pam, came bounding up the stairs.
�David�s on his way over,� she announced, then hurried to her room to get ready.
Cassidy had two roommates in the townhouse they were living in. It was actually owned by David, and he let them live there for free. All they had to pay for was food and utilities. The girls she lived with had been best friends since midway through high school.
There was a fourth bedroom, which David had said to save for him. The townhouse was close to USC�s baseball field. He reasoned he could park his car there and walk to the game or sleep over. They�d put a daybed and desks in the room. The girls were using it as a study room.
Pam was originally from California. She�d moved to the Midwest when her father had taken a job in David�s hometown. Pam was the quintessential California girl, a knockout with blond hair and blue eyes. She made sure to go surfing at least once a week, if not more often.
Tracy had won the head cheerleader spot in her junior year at Lincoln High. She was a year older than both Cassidy and Pam.
Tracy and Pam each had a history with Cassidy�s friend David. Tracy had been his first official girlfriend in high school. From what Cassidy heard, it hadn�t ended well. It had taken David and Tracy a while to start talking again. Now she was probably his best female friend.
Pam and David were linked through their son, Coby. David had offered to marry her�multiple times�but she felt she was too young to do that. Thankfully, David�s parents had stepped up and volunteered to be Coby�s guardians until David was done with college. They�d welcomed Pam with open arms, helped her (and David, of course) to raise Coby, and included her (and David) when decisions had to be made.
Cassidy had accompanied Pam to David�s house in Malibu numerous times. He�d asked her to work with all the little ones, as he called them. Coby was the youngest and also the biggest of David�s children. He didn�t tolerate bullies, so when someone at daycare got hit, pushed over, or bitten, he could be expected to retaliate.
They were still too young to really teach how to defend themselves, but she could teach them some ways to avoid conflict. She�d worked with them to try to avoid confrontations altogether. They now knew to run away from biters. They were also taught to tell an adult. Currently, she was working on stop means stop.
Another reason for Cassidy�s visits was that David�s dad was teaching her to cook. For her, it was a win-win because on every visit, she got a home-cooked meal for free.
�Honey, I�m home!� David called out.
Cassidy came downstairs to find him sitting at the island in the kitchen, loving up her cat, Precious. That lasted until �the cat from hell,� as David had dubbed her, clawed him. He dumped her on the floor and shook his head.
�I knew better,� he admitted.
�If she didn�t like you, she wouldn�t have let you in the house,� Cassidy said.
She also noticed that David wasn�t bleeding. Precious tended to draw blood if she had it in for someone.
Cassidy found David looking at her with an open mouth. He cleared his throat.
�You�re wearing a dress.�
She had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Tracy and Pam had convinced her to do a makeover to lose her tomboy look.
�It�s a wonder you passed all those AP classes in high school,� Cassidy shot back. �You, on the other hand, look terrible. What happened to you?�
Pam and Tracy joined them in the kitchen.
�Before you change the subject, tell me about you wearing a dress,� David said.
�What�s wrong with me wearing a dress?� Cassidy asked.
�I don�t know. I don�t think I�ve ever seen you in a dress other than for a school dance,� David said. When he caught the look the three girls gave him, he quickly added, �It looks good.�
�Nice save,� Cassidy thought.
�You know, you can borrow it if you like. With your legs, you would look better in it than what you have on,� Cassidy rejoined, causing her roommates to giggle at David�s expense.
�I think he looks fine,� Pam said.
Tracy and Cassidy each gave her a sideways look and rolled their eyes because Pam was looking at him like a caffeine junkie eyes a hazelnut macchiato.
�I dress like this on purpose,� he explained. �I want to keep my identity on the down-low for now. That way, I can figure out which people are truly nice and genuinely interested in being my friend without knowing who I really am.�
�I�m sure they�re all running away from you,� Tracy commented.
�In fact, I met a guy and gal who said they want me to be their friend,� David said to defend himself.
�I would be your friend,� Pam said.
It was obvious where this was headed.
�Take him upstairs and say hello already,� Tracy said disgustedly.
�Dear Lord, he can get laid looking like that!?� Cassidy asked, to David�s amusement.
Of course, being the slut that he was, David let Pam lure him upstairs.

While her roommate did unspeakable things to poor David, Cassidy decided to do laundry. Tracy hiked herself up on the washing machine, watching Cassidy fold. Slipping her arms around her knees, Tracy perched her head there, her blond hair sliding against her pale cheek. Cassidy gave her a puzzled glance as she grabbed for a pair of shorts.
�Are you finally going to find your lady balls and make your move?� Tracy asked.
Cassidy had a mental flash of her and David�s sweat-slickened skin sliding together. She closed her eyes for a moment until her heartbeat climbed down the emotional ladder from rabbit-speed to normal.
When her dad had taken the head coaching position at Lincoln High, David had been one of the first people she�d met. There�d been an instant attraction on her part, and she�d decided that someday, he would be hers. She soon came to realize that he was nowhere near ready to settle down.
It was fascinating, really. David was a master at juggling multiple girls. She�d kept waiting for the bloodbath that should have happened, but his open and easy-going nature somehow got him off the hook every time. Girls just seemed to be okay with having only a piece of him.
Cassidy knew that David was really a romantic at heart. He believed in settling down and living happily ever after. When he finally decided that he�d found the one, the one woman that he would spend the rest of his life with, all his playing around would end.
The problem was, why should he settle down now? It wasn�t yet time. David had just entered college, and that was where you experimented and had a good time with the hope that you matured and figured out what you wanted to do when you grew up. Cassidy didn�t have anything more than a general idea of what her own future would look like, so how could she get into a serious relationship right now?
�He�s not ready,� she finally said.
�Who said anything about ready? None of us are ready,� Tracy said.
�But...�
Tracy gave her a sad look.
�Honey, if you wait, he�s going to find someone, and then it�ll be too late. Stop letting your thoughts go in circles about when the perfect time will be. If you let him, David can be a lot of fun to spend time with while you�re figuring it out.�
�Why don�t you make your move?� Cassidy asked, to take the focus off of her.
Tracy looked up to heaven and shook her head.
�That opportunity has passed.�
Tracy had gone a little batshit crazy on David, but she had a legitimate reason. She�d actually spent time in the loony bin.
�The two of you are good friends. Aren�t the best relationships supposed to be based on friendship first?� Cassidy asked.
�The problem is that we know that we�re better friends than anything else. That doesn�t mean that I�m beyond using him for stud service when I get the itch,� Tracy said with a wicked look. �You should think about doing the same.�
�I don�t think so,� Cassidy mumbled.
�You could just go upstairs and barge in. You know David. He�s the Energizer Bunny,� Tracy teased.
�I couldn�t.�
�You wouldn�t be upset if I did?� Tracy asked.
Cassidy laughed.
�Go for it. I�m sure Pam can�t handle him on her own.�
�God, I hope not,� Tracy said as she slid off the washing machine.
Before she left, she looked back at Cassidy.
�At some point, you need to sit the boy down and tell him how you really feel about him. He might surprise you.�
�Same goes for you, Sister. Hug it out?� Cassidy asked.
The two girls hugged, and then Tracy left her standing in the laundry room. Cassidy tried to push the negative self-talk out of her mind. Tracy was right; at some point, Cassidy would have to find her �lady balls� and put it out there for David. Otherwise, she would be stuck in the dreaded �friends zone� and never have a shot.

When Tracy joined the fun, the noise level went up. Cassidy had to get out of the house, so she went to work out. She hoped it would relieve some of her frustration.
She was only partially successful, and had all but decided that she would jump his bones when she made her way back to the townhouse. She was greeted at the back door by Precious. Cassidy picked the cat up and rubbed her chest.
�Is the bad man still here?� she asked the beast, which just purred back at her.
�David had to get back to his dorm. He was invited to spend time with some people he just met,� Pam said from the kitchen.
Cassidy walked in and saw that Pam had an indelible smile plastered on her face.
�Bitch.�
But Cassidy couldn�t think badly of Pam for long. At least she�d made her move.
�I think I�ll see what the rowing team is up to,� Cassidy decided.
�The waves are good off the strand in Oceanside. Tracy and I planned to catch a couple of runs and then grab some dinner. You�re welcome to come with,� Pam offered.
�You know what? That sounds like the best offer I�ve had today.�

Chapter 8

David


David met Lindsey and Kirk at the elevator. They were with another girl who looked like the quintessential bookworm. He recognized that he would probably never have stopped to talk to her if he�d seen her on campus.
�Allen, this is Jamie,� Lindsey said to introduce them.
�So that�s what the �A� stands for,� Jamie said.
�Uh, oh�game over!�
�What are you talking about?� Kirk asked.
David kept a neutral look on his face and prayed Jamie was not about to out him before he�d even made it through his first day.
�I must have seen a floor chart, and it listed his first name as an initial.�
Thankfully, the elevator came to distract Kirk and Lindsey. Jamie gave him the ghost of a smile to let him know that he owed her.
David was amazed by the cafeteria�s transformation. Each table had a white tablecloth, and there was actual waitstaff. Instead of going through the food line, as he�d expected, they were handed sheets of paper with the evening�s menu.
�Is this how this always works?� David asked.
�Only at night. For breakfast and lunch, you go through the line,� Kirk explained.
�Tell us about yourself, Allen. I take it you grew up on a farm,� Lindsey said.
�Not exactly. My grandmother, father, and uncle did, but my father left the farm when he went off to college. My grandmother recently moved to Malibu with my parents, so only my uncle farms now. I grew up in a small Midwestern town. It was the kind of place where everyone knows everyone else,� David explained.
�What do you like to do?� Jamie asked.
�Normal stuff, I guess. Our high school was big on sports, so I played both football and baseball. In fact, I was thinking about trying out for the baseball team on Monday.�
Kirk and Lindsey each gave him skeptical looks. David had decided to refrain from totally deceiving them. It would be easier if they knew some truths when his true identity was finally unveiled.
�That might be harder to do than you think,� Kirk weighed in.
�I�m sure it will be,� David conceded.
Their conversation was interrupted by Veronica and a girl with two guys David didn�t know yet. He didn�t have to know their names to guess what they represented, though. David had a friend, Halle James, who was also an actor and had grown up around the business. While he had filmed one of his movies, he�d stayed at her house when he was in LA. Halle had taken David to a party that her high school friends were having. These four would have fit in perfectly.
�Fair warning, Allen. If you want to have any kind of social life at college, you shouldn�t hang out with these three,� Veronica said.
�Don�t you all have something better to do than harass us? Like torturing kittens or whatever it is you get up to for fun?� Kirk fired back.
The other girl looked appalled at the kitten reference.
�He�ll never fit in, regardless,� one of the guys commented.
�You�ve been warned,� Veronica said and then led her group to another table.
�You�ve been warned,� Lindsey mimicked snarkily. �I hate my roommate some days.�
�Wait,� David said. �She�s your roommate?�
�Yes, and she�s a total entitled snot,� Lindsey grumped.
�Does she wear frilly panty sets?� David asked like he was a twelve-year-old horndog.
Lindsey had a look of horror on her face. Both Kirk and Jamie cracked up when they saw her reaction.
�Linds, he got you again,� Kirk observed.
�We were looking for a replacement when we met you,� Lindsey threatened.
David batted his eyes at her.
�But Veronica is every guy�s dream girl,� he whined and then smiled. �Until she opens her mouth.�
Kirk started to say something, but Jamie jabbed him in his ribs.
�No need to take it to the gutter,� Jamie warned him.
From that point on, their �get to know you� dinner began to be fun. Kirk�s father was a Lutheran minister, and he was from San Diego. He was a junior majoring in English and had two younger sisters who were still in high school. Kirk planned to either be a writer or possibly a teacher when he graduated.
David had thought that everyone in the dorm had money and asked Kirk about it. He explained that his grandfather was wealthy, and both his father and he had trust funds.
Jamie�s parents were professors at USC, and they both taught in the Marshall School of Business. She explained that while her parents made a good living as professors, most of their money was made through savvy investments and consulting. She was also a junior and a business major. Jamie commented that David might run into her parents, Gerald and Julia Stratton, in some of his upper-level business courses.
Lindsey was from Seattle. Her father had died in an accident when she was ten. When she was twelve, her mother had gotten remarried to a Microsoft executive. Lindsey was an undeclared freshman and apparently changed her mind about her future major weekly.
David made a mental note to tell Coach Farrow that the food was every bit as good as he suspected. He doubted he could find a local restaurant that served a better meal.
When they were done, Kirk made an announcement.
�It�s time to initiate you into the group. Let�s show Allen our secret spot.�
If they hadn�t looked happy, David might have worried.

On the top floor, on the other side of the elevators, there was a door. David had assumed it was a janitor�s closet. It turned out to be a narrow stairwell that led to the roof. It had one of those emergency exit crash bars that set off an alarm when opened, but someone had disabled it.
�Welcome to our little slice of paradise,� Kirk said.
Their secret spot included three park benches surrounding a portable fire pit. There was also a cooler and a small stack of firewood. Kirk got busy starting the fire while Jamie grabbed four beers.
�I don�t drink,� David said as he handed the beer back to her.
�How are we ever going to get you laid if you�re a virgin and you don�t drink?� Lindsey asked.
�What makes you think Allen�s a virgin?� Jamie asked with an amused look at David.
�Tell her, Allen,� Lindsey said.
�I was brought up to never talk about stuff like that,� he said, acting put out.
Kirk laughed.
�Yeah, he�s a virgin.�
�I�ll have to help you lose your V-card,� Lindsey said.
�I�m flattered, but we�re not even engaged,� David said seriously.
�I didn�t...� Lindsey sputtered.
�You�re completely off your game,� Kirk said to Lindsey. �He totally got you again.�
�If you want my help, you better start being nice to me,� Lindsey warned.
Everyone got settled on a bench. It was a perfect night for a fire since it had cooled off after the sun had gone down. They all took a moment to watch the flames dance.
�Who gets to pick tonight�s topic?� Kirk asked.
�Topic?� David asked.
�When we get together, we like to talk about something. Our last one was �why are males fascinated with big boobs?�� Lindsey shared.
�I have one. Pet peeves,� Jamie said to kick the discussion off and then added, �And it has to relate to something that happened over break.�
�I have one,� Kirk said. �What�s the deal with the new cameras?�
They all looked at him funny because they had no idea what could be wrong with a camera.
�I remember when a picture was taken, there used to be a click or flash to tell you it had been taken. At least then you could go back to whatever you were doing. With the new cameras, there�s nothing. My mom insisted on getting photos of all of us. My mentally challenged cousin was put in charge of taking the pictures. He would point the camera at us and then just stand there. With no idea if he�d taken the snap or not, we all stood there with stupid grins plastered on our faces. We couldn�t move until he lowered it. I think he left it up just to mess with us,� Kirk complained.
David filed that tidbit away because it was so right. He wondered how long he could get people to pose.
Lindsey was next.
�At what point are you so comfortable with your significant other that you can tell them that they�ve gained too much weight?�
Both boys rolled their eyes. There was no way they were commenting on that.
�My boyfriend decided when he picked me up at the airport that I was much sexier before I gained my freshman fifteen. He gave me the goal of losing it all by New Year�s Eve.�
�Damn. And he�s still her boyfriend?� David wondered.
�Binge drinking and eating pizza for breakfast does that to you,� Kirk commented.
Both girls glared at the boys.
�He said it,� David said, holding his hands up in case a beer can came flying his way.
�Continue,� Jamie said.
�I�ve dieted before, so I was trying to figure out which one to go with...� Lindsey started, but David interrupted her.
�How much did you want to lose?�
�What does that have to do with anything?� Lindsey asked.
�Knowing how much and the time frame would have helped you make a good choice,� he said innocently.
This time she figured out David was playing with her and ignored him.
�I first thought I would just do the �starve yourself silly until you pass out� diet. Everyone knows that you can�t start that one right before Christmas,� Lindsey said.
David blinked a few times because that made no sense to him. He knew better, but he asked anyway.
�Why?�
�It�s the same for Thanksgiving, Easter, and all the major holidays. It�s because that�s when the best food is available,� Jamie explained.
�I�m surprised you didn�t wait until the following Monday,� Kirk offered.
�I already regret this, but again I have to ask, why?� David asked.
�Everyone knows you can�t start a diet over the weekend. You have to work your way up to it, especially if you just got home. You have to get takeout from all your favorite restaurants that you missed while you were away at school,� Lindsey explained.
�So, did you start your ... what did she call it?� David asked.
��Starve yourself silly until you pass out� diet,� Kirk provided.
�Oh, yes. Did you start the �starve yourself silly until you pass out� diet on Monday?� David asked.
�No,� Lindsey said.
David couldn�t wait to hear why not. Lindsey finally enlightened him.
�I was putting together my shopping list in my head so I would be prepared. I would need to buy bran cereal and nonfat milk for breakfast. For lunch, I would get nothing because everyone knows that you have to tough it out. For dinner, I would have an apple so I�d get some fruit into me,� Lindsey said.
�And...� David prodded.
�I remembered that the last time I tried that diet, I lasted until midafternoon when I ate a whole chocolate cake. It sort of defeated the purpose. I decided instead to do the one where you eat small portions but eat multiple times a day. I thought I was doing really well on it the first week until I weighed myself, and I�d gained two pounds,� Lindsey said.
�Did you strip off and put the scales on the right type of surface?� Jamie asked.
David knew that he was destined to play straight man for this group if he kept asking the obvious questions, but he had to hear this one.
�Right surface?�
�Totally,� Jamie said, like David was clueless, with Lindsey nodding her agreement. �It can make three to five pounds difference, depending on where you put the scales.�
�And how you stand on it,� Lindsey said to pile on. �And ... I made sure to blow all the air out of my lungs.�
David looked at Kirk, and he just nodded his agreement that it sounded logical to him. David decided he would ask Cassidy about that later.
�Did you figure out what went wrong?� David asked instead.
�To be honest, it might have been what I was eating. Mini Snickers bars, mini bags of chips, mini cheese spread with mini crackers. I blame the people that made �mini� items. They made it too easy for me. Then again, it might have been the �often� part of the diet. I did that part very well,� Lindsey said.
�Did you lose your weight by New Year�s?� David asked.
�No. I just told Finn that there was more of me to love now.�
�How did he take that?�
�Not well, until I told him that the alternative was having nothing to love,� Lindsey said.
�My pet peeve is public restrooms,� Jamie announced.
�Those are the worst,� Lindsey agreed.
David decided he was done digging for the �why� of it.
�Why?� Kirk asked.
David mentally wanted to gouge out Kirk�s eyes.
�You�re there for a purpose, but you can�t do it if there are other people there. No one wants to hear you ... you know,� Jamie said.
�Just wait until they leave,� David said, not being able to stop himself.
�That�s just it. They never leave. They�re busy washing their hands, checking their hair, taking pictures in the mirror. Don�t get me started about how it goes if there are two or more in there,� Jamie said.
�And...� Lindsey started.
�I hate it when people are late,� David said.
David was even more confused when they all began to clap.
�You are officially initiated. You survived the �pet peeve� game. We would have kept going until you finally told us yours,� Kirk said to clue him in.
David wasn�t sure whether he hated them all or whether they were geniuses.

David woke up the following morning to his phone ringing. He glanced over at the clock and saw he�d slept in. The caller ID said it was Fritz, his head of security.
�What�s wrong?� David asked.
�I sent you a video. You need to show it to your roommate.�
�Why?�
�Just watch it, and you�ll understand.�
�I have two other matters for you. The residents are propping open the doors from the common room. Is there some way to have them open during the day and closed at night?�
�I�ll look into that,� Fritz promised.
�Also, there�s access to the roof. The door has been messed with, and the alarm turned off.�
�I�ll get it fixed.�
�Not so fast. My new friends and I are using it as a hangout spot. I want us to be able to get out but keep intruders from coming in,� David explained and then caught how dumb it would be if he couldn�t get back in. �And let us come back in.�
Fritz chuckled, probably because he�d already had the delightful thought of David and his friends being trapped on the roof.
After dragging himself out of bed, David turned on his PC. He had to reduce the size of his browser. With it full-sized, he had to crane his neck to see it all. Who knew you could have too big a monitor?
He found the video on his cloud account and watched it. Yep, he needed to talk to his roommate.
David pulled on a pair of sweats and went out to the main room. Alex was playing a racing game this time.
�You�re up!� Alex said. �You have to go to the coffee shop on the corner.�
�Why?�
�They have a new barista. The guys on the soccer team told me about her. I went this morning, and she is even better than advertised. Think Goth Barbie,� Alex enthused.
That did generate an image, one that was arousing in a naughty-girl kind of way.
�Do they serve tea?� David asked.
�Who cares? When you see her, you�ll order whatever they�re offering,� Alex predicted.
�I�ll go check her out,� David assured Alex. �We need to talk about leaving the door open.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Watch this,� David said as he handed Alex his tablet.
It showed their main room with the door wide open and no one around. In walked Veronica with the two guys David had seen at dinner. Veronica went behind the bar and pulled out a bottle of rum.
�Fucking bitch,� Alex seethed.
�It gets better,� David assured him.
One of the guys picked up Alex�s game controller, stuffed it down his pants, and rubbed it on his junk. Alex tossed it out of his hand as if he�d just been told it was coated with anthrax. The video ended with the three of them laughing their asses off as they waltzed out.
�We might have to buy new controllers because I�m not sure which one it was,� David said.
�I�d hoped this semester would be different,� Alex said. �But it�s on.�
�What�s on? What happened?� David asked.
�Prank wars. Kirk and those guys were the usual targets of the townies. They did stupid stuff like shaving-cream bombs, switching jock-itch medication with Bengay, dumb stuff. A truce was called when Veronica�s hair was dyed purple. Someone tampered with her shampoo,� Alex explained.
�I�m not sure I want to participate in something like that. I�m here for school and sports,� David pushed back.
�Have it your way, but when you get pranked, you�ll come around,� Alex predicted.
It might be best to have some contingency plans. David would have to find out what a shaving-cream bomb was, though.

Chapter 9

David


David had gotten lazy over the last week. Today was the first day of school, so he wanted to get back on track. He�d gotten up at the crack of dawn to go running. It was officially winter, so David had worn baggy sweatpants and a hoodie along with his glasses, as much to stay warm as for a disguise.
He�d kept his run short because he knew that he had baseball tryouts that afternoon. Somehow, David found himself at the coffee shop before he went back to the dorm. All he�d heard for the last 24 hours was talk about this hot Goth barista. The guys were all infatuated because she wasn�t the typical California girl. Let�s just put it out there: the USC campus was a target-rich environment by anybody�s standards. What had David intrigued was that this �Goth Barbie,� as they were calling her, had seemed to catch all their attention. For that to happen, she had to be extraordinary.
The shop had just opened, and he was the only customer in the place. There was music pumping, and no one was behind the counter, so he took a moment to look around at the d�cor. The walls were covered with vintage band posters, which, along with the music, gave the place a fun vibe. He wandered toward the back to see what else there was to see of the coffee shop.
He turned around and found a large mahogany-skinned woman who looked to be in her thirties, checking him out. She wore vintage clothes covered by an apron with the coffee shop�s logo.
�Mmm, now we�re talking! I like me a fine-assed big boy. Come here and give me a hug.�
She moved in with her arms spread to hug him, the woman reached up, grabbed his head, and pulled it down. David found his nose buried between two giant aproned boobs as she held his head in place. It felt like he was being smothered by two plump pillows. She smelled like French roast and lilac body wash.
�Doreen, let the poor man go,� another woman said.
�Sorry, no can do. If I let him go, he�ll take one look at your skinny ass and won�t look my way again.�
If David hadn�t found the banter amusing, he might have tried to wiggle free.
�You better let him up, or you might smother him. Besides, you�re about to scare away our only customer while you sexually harass him.�
�Fine, but I call dibs on this one,� Doreen said as she released her grip on David�s head.
David turned and found �Goth Barbie� standing by the counter. He finally figured out what the fuss was about.
Barbie dolls had become a subject of scorn for the politically correct crowd. Scarlet, the mother of his little girl, Carol, had said that he couldn�t buy his daughter one because the dolls presented an unrealistic example for young girls. If the Barbie doll had been blown up to human size, she would be five-nine with a 36-inch chest, 18-inch waist, and 33-inch hips. She represented the idealized image of the perfect hourglass figure. Scarlet had further pointed out that only eight percent of women had an hourglass figure, so why set their daughter up to have body-image issues?
�Goth Barbie� wore all black, including knee-high leather boots with five large buckles on the outside. Peeking over the boots were fishnet tights that disappeared under a lacy skirt. She wore a black corset trimmed with red stitching that just reinforced her Barbie look. The bonus was the way the corset pushed up her breasts. Above them was an intricate tattoo design with a large red rose in the center of her chest.
�Please be ugly� David thought before looking up toward her face.
He�d nearly decided that he didn�t want to get tied down in a relationship. David wanted to just be a regular guy and have some fun during college. If what he�d seen so far was any indication, and she had a pretty face, he might have to change his mind.
Well, that and the competitive side of him would surface. It wasn�t something he was always proud of, but he�d come to accept that he worked to be the best. If the measuring stick was the girl everyone else wanted, then he�d go after her. His biggest problem was he�d put himself at a decided disadvantage with his farmer-nerd look. He was betting he could still pull it off, though.
She had a black hoop piercing in her nose and blood-red lipstick that was the same shade as her rose tattoo. She wore black eyeliner, and her hair was dyed jet black as well.
�Sheeit! I said I had dibs,� Doreen complained.
David could only imagine the look on his face for Doreen to make that comment.
�Since Doreen sexually harassed you, how about a cup of coffee on the house?� �Goth Barbie� offered.
�Uh, sure,� he finally got out.
That made him chuckle because Alex had said that he would take whatever she gave him. He preferred tea, but if she wanted him to drink coffee, he would, and thank her.
David typically wasn�t flustered when it came to good-looking women, but she had him tongue-tied. As soon as she handed him his coffee, he made a hasty exit. As he walked out, he heard her ask him to come back tomorrow. He smiled all the way back to his dorm. You bet he would see her tomorrow.

David had to take a long, cold shower after returning to the dorm. He�d put on a version of his farmer-nerd gear and went down for breakfast. He had to grin when he saw they had an omelet bar where you picked what you wanted, and they made it for you. David snapped a picture and texted it to his social circle. It wouldn�t take long for his friends to hit him back with their awe and wonder at his good fortune.
The first few replies let him know he might be wrong in that assumption. Haters were just going to hate.
David found Jamie at their table, alone. Kirk and Lindsey must not be up yet.
�So ... Allen, is it?� she asked.
�Thanks for not saying anything.�
�Frankly, I�m amazed that no one has figured it out yet. I mean, you blow it when you have a messenger bag like that,� Jamie said as she pointed to the bag on the chair next to him.
David looked down and cringed. His dad had bought it for him, saying that a quality messenger bag would last him for many years. It didn�t really fit the look he was trying to pull off. Then again, what would the farmer-nerd use as a book bag, anyway ... a grain sack tied shut with a rope?
David decided to just go with it. Most people weren�t as observant as Jamie obviously was. When he walked around with his shoulders hunched and his head down, they saw someone whose body language screamed �stay away.� For the most part, he never received a second look.
The two of them walked to campus and then split up when he had to go to his Principles of Microeconomics class. He found the room and walked into a lecture hall that held over 150 people. There were maybe fifteen people seated, scattered around the room. David found a seat in the center three rows up.
He got his tablet out and opened the stand so he could record the class for future reference. At two minutes till nine, a young woman hustled in with a stack of papers, looking out of breath. At nine on the dot, she started the class.
�I�m Margaret Tilghman, your teaching assistant for Principles of Microeconomics. Professor Edward Courtney wasn�t able to be here today, so he asked me to hand out the syllabus and tell you where and when he has office hours,� she explained.
Margaret then handed out the class information. When she got back to the front of the class, she turned and addressed them again.
�Read the first chapter and try the questions at the end for Wednesday. If there aren�t any other questions, you�re dismissed,� she said.
Everyone started to pick up their stuff to leave. David decided that he would just go down and ask his question one-on-one. Margaret smirked when she saw him approach her.
�What�s so amusing?� he asked.
�There�s no need to try to become the teacher�s pet with me. I�m not Professor Courtney�s teaching assistant. He had something come up, and your regular TA didn�t answer his phone,� she explained.
�Oh,� David said, a bit confused.
�Did you have an actual question?� Margaret asked.
�This is my first college class, and I wondered if this was normal?�
�That no one showed up, and the first class was five minutes?� she asked.
�Well, yeah. I�m wondering whether or not I should just skip my next class,� David admitted.
She gave him a sympathetic look.
�Did you check your university email? Professor Courtney sent one out early this morning, canceling class and providing the syllabus,� she explained.
He smacked his forehead with his palm.
�I feel ridiculous now. I figured that was just another email address and never bothered to set it up on my tablet and other devices,� David admitted.
�No, it�s something you really do need; it�s how the professors and TAs will communicate with you. Getting it set up is a pain, unfortunately. I don�t have to be anywhere for a few, so let me help you,� she offered.
He logged onto his tablet and handed it to her. It only took her a few minutes to get his email working. Something Lexi had done for him was to integrate all of David�s devices. That meant that once anything was on his tablet, it went to his phone, watch, and the PC in his dorm room. After a moment, his smartwatch vibrated to tell him he had emails.
When Margaret handed the tablet back, he thanked her.
�You must hate being teased about your name,� she said.
It took him a second, and then he got what she was talking about.
�You mean having the same name as that actor?� he asked, and she nodded. �Could be worse, I guess.�
�That it could.�
He decided to take his leave before she figured it out.

After his last class for the day, he met Cassidy and took her to lunch. Then they went to the football training center to meet with the strength-and-conditioning coaches. They provided him with a locker and enough gear to last him a week.
David was glad that Coach Farrow had smoothed the way for him, but that didn�t mean the coaches didn�t want to put him through his paces. They had every gadget invented, it seemed. They even had a machine you ran on that instantly detected what was wrong with your stride, foot placement, and the like. When they got those measurements, they gave him a different kind of running shoe. He reran the test and discovered it felt better, so there must be something to it, he concluded.
They put together a workout routine for him.
As he and Cassidy were leaving, she took it from him.
�That�s the one they give all freshmen,� she said and tore it up.
�But I promised Coach Farrow.�
�Don�t worry. I�ll get you there faster,� Cassidy predicted.
�Did you see they want me to gain twenty pounds by the time spring football starts?� David worried.
�Your dork clothes might actually fit when that happens,� she teased and then got serious. �Swing by the nutritionist and pick up all the protein powders and other supplements you normally use. Now that you�re on the team, you don�t have to buy that stuff anymore.�
�When the RA took us on the tour of my dorm, she showed us a complete weight room in the basement. Word is that people use it first thing in the morning and then after classes; it�s not used most of the day. Do we want to use that in the afternoons?� David asked.
�What are you doing here?� asked a no-nonsense voice, interrupting their planning.
David turned and saw his friend and last year�s starting quarterback, Ridge Townsend. They both went in for a quick bro hug. David quickly reintroduced Ridge to Cassidy.
�Are you just visiting?� Ridge asked.
Cassidy excused herself to give David a chance to tell Ridge all that had happened to cause him to switch to USC.
When David finished, Ridge shook his head in disgust.
�The story�s been a hot item in the college football media for about a week now. Hell, a few of them have been having a field day with the �Where�s David?� speculation. But even though most of them said USC was a possibility, no one�s heard a whisper that you actually landed here.
�But they didn�t even give you a scholarship?� Ridge continued.
David shrugged. He�d heard from his publicist that there�d been a media buzz about his whereabouts, but he hadn�t paid too much attention to it. David had been busy matriculating and getting his living situation set up. And frankly, he thought to himself, he really didn�t give that much of a damn. He decided he was probably still burnt out from filming the three movies over the last several months.
�They said they were out of them, and they would give me one as soon as someone left.�
�Bullshit. I know for a fact they have scholarships available,� Ridge said. Then he had another thought. �I bet Matt threw a fit. He was told he wouldn�t have any real competition at quarterback.�
�Well, that�s something else that no one knows. I�m walking on to play defense.�
David chuckled when he heard the string of profanity that Ridge uttered.
�That sounds just like them. When I announced that I was going to go to the NFL, I was told I could use the facilities but not to expect any coaching. My agent is going to have to hire a strength-and-conditioning coach and is going to get someone to get me ready for the NFL combine. I might have to hire receivers to work out with,� Ridge explained.
�Why don�t we work out together?� David suggested. �I already told Coach Farrow I planned to follow my own practice regimen until spring football. Cassidy can finally get you in shape, and I�d be willing to play receiver if you spend some time teaching me what it takes to be a college quarterback.�
Ridge agreed to meet David and Cassidy tomorrow afternoon at The Palace to work out. Ridge said he had to talk to his agent, and the guy would want his people involved. Ridge looked at it as cost savings. His agent wanted to hire a bunch of people to get him in debt and lock Ridge into using him for his first contract.
David waved goodbye. He had to get running because there were baseball tryouts for the hopeful walk-ons before practice today.

When David arrived at the baseball facilities, Coach Burris, the volunteer assistant coach, directed him to where he could get dressed. Nine other guys were already getting their gear on. David picked out a locker and did the same.
He�d brought his own gear, including the protective underlayer that he�d gotten from Range Sports. The owner of the company, Devin Range, had been the first one to hire him for a big modeling contract. When David was a freshman in high school, Devin and his marketing people had made him the face of their company. David had had to let that go when he entered college to avoid any issues with the shoe company that sponsored USC. He had no interest in running afoul of the NCAA.
The protective gear had been developed by Range Sports in conjunction with another company that had a defense contract to develop ballistic shirts for the armed forces. They�d sent him a prototype of the equipment in his senior year when he�d been targeted by other teams� pitchers. At one point, he�d considered quitting high school ball because of the risk of injury.
Now, when a ball was either thrown at him or fouled off, he hardly felt the impact. The technology dispersed the force, so it all but prevented an injury. The underlayer fit him like tights or a second skin, and he wore his baseball uniform over the top of it.
The guy next to him nodded hello.
�I didn�t see you here on Saturday,� the guy said with an accent.
David didn�t think it was Australian or English, but something that sounded similar.
�I was told to show up today. I didn�t know I was supposed to be here Saturday,� he said.
�My da would say that it be sounding like there�s a bit of a kerfuffle about to be kicking off if you�re gate-crashing. You know why we�re here today, yeah?�
�To try out for the baseball team,� David answered. �Did they have tryouts on Saturday?�
�About fifty of us showed up, yeah. Only this lot was asked back.�
�David,� he said as he held out his hand.
�Seamus.�
With Seamus�s accent and looks, David suspected he was what they called �black Irish.� He�d read somewhere that Spanish invaders married into Irish society and created a new class of Irish who were immediately recognizable by their dark hair and complexion. He wasn�t sure if that was true or not, but it would explain the guy�s black hair. The light blue eyes, though, together with the accent, gave his origins away.
Even David had to admit that Seamus was a good-looking guy. He imagined that with his Irish accent, women would throw themselves at him.
Coach Deneau walked into the locker room and had everyone gather around.
�I want to thank you for trying out. We wanted to get a second look, and in one case, first look, before we make a decision on who we�ll invite to practice with the team. If you do well enough, you might even start or, at the very least, make the traveling squad.
�Here is how it�s going to work. We�ll do the usual stuff like time you. Then we will try you out in the field. Finally, we�ll have you bat,� Coach Deneau shared.
�How many are you planning to take?� one of the guys asked.
�One outfielder and one catcher. Eight of you are fighting for the outfielder spot. You�d all be advised to show us your best effort.�
�Why did David only have to show up today?� Seamus asked.
Their coach got a pained expression.
�We�d penciled David in to take one of the spots because of his background. He played on the USA Under-18 National team and was their team captain. He was also the Pan-Am Games MVP. Beating him out for the last spot isn�t going to be easy, but the coaching staff agreed that you all showed enough on Saturday that we should give you a shot.�
�Frick!� David thought.
Not that he expected them to simply hand him a spot. But if he�d known that this was going to be an open competition, he might at the very least have spent yesterday in a batting cage. He hadn�t done anything baseball-related since his last game in high school.
What calmed him some was that he�d worked out seriously while filming. He�d done it because his roles were action-related. People assume that when an action sequence is shot, there are many cuts. However, his director, Chubby Feldman, was the best in the business for a reason. He liked to shoot them nonstop from beginning to end when he could. Most had to be done multiple times. If David hadn�t been in world-class shape, he might not have survived some days.
When he�d moved on to shoot his Star Academy movies, he�d invited his two best friends along not only for them to make some extra cash but to work out with him. They all wanted to hit campus in top shape to play football.
David felt every eye in the room on him. He was up for the challenge.
�Let�s get this over with,� he announced and led everyone out to the field.

Everyone went out, and the coaches let them each do their own routine to warm up. David did a lot more running than any of the others, but he knew he was better prepared when he had a good sweat going.
�We�re going to run the 60 first. Who wants to set the bar?� Coach Deneau asked.
Several raised their hands, but David strode forward.
�It�s only fair that you know what you have to beat.�
Coach Deneau withheld a smirk because he wanted to see how David performed under pressure.
�Clock will start on you,� Coach Hob, the assistant head coach, told him as he lined up.
There were electronic light sensors across the track, with one at the end to time you. There was an LED sign next to the finish line that would display the results so everyone could see.
David mentally went through what his speed coach had taught him. Explode out of the start, but don�t pop up too soon. Relax when you run, and don�t let up at the finish. The relaxing part was the hardest. Your instinct is to power through the run. But he�d been shown that he was faster if he followed his coaching.
He double-checked his cleats to make sure the laces were tight. Then he took a couple of deep breaths, followed by one long one out as he got set. When the breath was out, David exploded out of his stance. After the first couple of strides, he raised his head, and his chest followed. He focused on his form as he crossed the finish line.
�Fuck me!� someone shouted.
�Lay off the likes of that swearing, boyo,� Seamus chastised.
David turned back to see his time. 6.40. He�d run a 6.37 at the Team USA tryouts before his senior year. With a bit of practice, he was sure he could get his time down. When he was in camp, his had been the best time. He�d been told that times of 6.7 to 6.9 were average in the big leagues. His bubble had been burst when they said that the year before, someone had run a 6.28.
The rest of them ran, and the best was a smaller guy who managed a 7.1.
At that point, David relaxed. He had this.

Chapter 10

Ridge


Ridge had hired Doug Ericson to be his agent. His dad had done the research and determined that Doug was one of the best in the business. The man seemed to be constantly on his phone. Doug claimed it was so he could gauge teams� interest and sell Ridge to them. Ridge had no doubt Doug was good, but the anticipation and anxiety over where he would end up in the draft were about to kill him.
Projections on the Internet were all over the board. There were mock drafts that had him as high as number one and going as late as the end of the first round. The difference in guaranteed money was significant.
He was brought out of his musings by David�s evil-pixie trainer, Cassidy.
�You�re up, Princess!� Cassidy barked.
David smirked at him. He�d warned Ridge that she would finally get him into shape. At the time, Ridge had dismissed the warning because he�d worked his butt off with the USC staff.
He�d been mistaken.
They�d been at it only a couple of days, and he�d considered bailing today because he ached everywhere. The only reason he�d kept at it was David. If she hadn�t killed his protege, then Ridge wasn�t about to admit that she might have gotten the best of him. It wasn�t in his nature to back down from a challenge.
What scared him a little was that Cassidy worked out with them. She might not lift as much weight, but she put him to shame when it came to cardio. She had them doing what David called �sixty minutes of hell.� If Ridge could lift his arms at the end of the day, he might have to kick his friend�s butt because David did the routine wearing a weighted vest. Ridge hadn�t quite gotten to that level of crazy yet.
�If I could make you some extra money, would you lighten up on me?� he asked Cassidy.
�What you don�t realize is that part of her payment is watching us suffer,� David shared.
�Shut it, Stupid Boy. Let him talk,� she said.
�A few other guys are preparing for the NFL draft like I am. I might have mentioned how you�re kicking my butt. They were wondering if you�d train them as well.� Ridge said.
�They would have to show up when we work out. I still have school and my rowing commitments,� Cassidy said to set expectations.
Ridge agreed with her thinking because being a full-time student with an athletic scholarship wasn�t easy. He was only taking one class this semester to free up his time to prepare for the draft.
He honestly didn�t know how David planned to do it when he added baseball into the mix. When Ridge had asked, David had laughed. He explained that he was used to working long hours from when he did his movies. Ridge suspected that David was more organized and focused than he ever was in his own freshman year.
Ridge was a little worried that David would have a reality check when the first round of midterms was given. Ridge remembered what had happened to him. School had taken a back burner to football and his social activities. When he�d all but flunked out, his parents came to his dorm and explained the facts of life to him. If he didn�t handle his schoolwork, he wouldn�t play ball.
�I�ll give them your number,� he promised Cassidy.
The dumbbell in Ridge�s left hand slipped out and almost hit him on the foot.
�What were you thinking?� she asked.
�Nothing.�
�It never ceases to amaze me how often men are being truthful when they answer �nothing� to that question,� she quipped.
�You promised to go easy on me,� Ridge complained.
�Dude, she hasn�t been paid yet,� David teased.
�Bite me, Stupid Boy,� Ridge shot back, to Cassidy�s amusement.
�Let the pain begin,� he thought.
Cassidy didn�t disappoint.

After their afternoon workout, David and Ridge went to the underground practice field in the John McKay Center. Ridge�s agent was bringing a scout from the Cleveland Browns in for an informal meet-and-greet.
David and Ridge were meeting a couple of receivers to help him work out. His agent had sprung the meeting on Ridge before he could reschedule his workout.
�I need to talk to my agent. Why don�t you warm them up for me and toss them some balls?� Ridge asked.
David nodded and went to help him out.
The Browns had the first draft pick in the upcoming draft. Personally, Ridge wasn�t too keen on them possibly picking him. He was keeping his fingers crossed that they would take the kid from Oklahoma. The Browns seemed to be near the top of each draft, and for good reason: they were a terrible franchise. Of course, to the public, Ridge said all the right things. Doug had warned him that even if he didn�t want to go to Cleveland, he didn�t want to look like a prima donna, either.
The talk with the Cleveland scout took longer than he�d thought it would. When he came back out, David had organized a seven-on-seven game. Somewhere, the guy had found eleven other ballplayers to join in their workout. When Doug and Ridge made it to the sidelines, Ridge held his agent back for a moment.
�You�ll want to watch this,� he said.
On the snap, David took a seven-step drop and pumped his arm to get the corner to break toward where he thought the ball was going. The receiver cut hard upfield. The pump fake had pulled the corner closer so that when the receiver cut upfield, the cornerback didn�t have as much time to react as he usually would. As soon as the receiver got his shoulders even with the cornerback, Ridge knew that David had him.
The safety had reacted when he saw his cornerback get fooled and was sprinting to disrupt the play. The cornerback had himself situated between the receiver and the quarterback as he tried to squeeze the receiver out of bounds. Ridge was impressed that the defensive players were doing everything they should.
Frequently, Ridge would have seen that and gone to his next read because it was the safe play. He smiled when David threw this high arcing pass. Both the corner and safety saw it coming. The cornerback timed his jump and reached for the ball. If it had been thrown normally, it would have been swatted away or intercepted. Instead, the corner didn�t have a chance of touching it as it dropped over the receiver�s shoulder, right into his hands.
The safety had held back to let his cornerback handle the play. When the receiver caught it, the corner had slowed down because he�d jumped. It was all the room the receiver needed to juke the safety and run free to the end zone. That was the type of throw that separated David from average quarterbacks.
�Matt�s looking good,� Doug said, referring to next year�s starter.
�That�s not Matt. That�s a freshman walk-on who they recruited to play defense.�
�Who is he?� Doug asked.
�David Dawson.�
�Why is that name familiar?� the agent asked.
�He�s the actor.�
Doug looked confused for a moment and then smiled.
�Maybe you can introduce me.�
�You know the rules. You can�t approach anyone who still has eligibility,� Ridge reminded him.
He left Doug on the sidelines and trotted out. David spotted him and tossed him the ball.
�They�re warmed up for you,� David announced.
�Now that I�m here, I�ll show you how it�s supposed to be done,� his friend shot back.
David just shook his head in amusement. Ridge really wished that David had been here last semester. Having him on the team would have been interesting. The two of them were competitive, and he would have enjoyed playing �if you can do that, I can do it better.� As it was, David would improve his game because Ridge was damned if he would let an upstart show him up in his own house.

Penny, Ridge�s fianc�e, greeted him at the door and gave him a kiss.
�You look like you had a good workout. How did your meeting with the Browns go?� she asked.
�Not bad. They wanted to have a quick conversation before the combine. Doug said they�re worried I might not want to go there and be hard to sign. I had to let them know that I was just excited to have the opportunity.�
�But you don�t want to go there. Why didn�t you just tell them?� she asked, following him into the bedroom as he got ready to take his shower.
�Doug told me not to. He repeated the stats about how short the average NFL career is, and all it would take is one injury. He wants me to get as much guaranteed money up front as I can to ensure our future. If I end up getting that with the Browns, I�ll suck it up and pray I make it to free agency where I can go somewhere better,� Ridge explained.
Penny stepped up and touched his chest with concern.
�I understand, but that�s where young quarterbacks go to die. If you go to Cleveland, you�ll be on the field before you�re ready. All it takes is one bad season, and the rest of the NFL will discount how good you are even if you make it to free agency.�
Ridge loved that she knew so much about football. He pulled her into his arms.
�Ridge! You�re gross right now,� she complained.
�That just means you need to take a shower with me,� he said as he wrapped his arms around Penny to keep her from escaping.
�Someone did have a good practice,� she observed.
Ridge chuckled because, after big wins, he and Penny celebrated. When he lost, he wasn�t in the mood.
�Actually, I got schooled by frickin� Dawson. I think Doug was ready to dump me as a client and sign him. I mean, I�d seen him have some �aha� moments the last few days, and he needed to knock the rust off of his arm, but he�s a freak. Everything he did worked today,� Ridge grumbled.
�Does that mean you had a bad day?� she asked.
�Hell, no. I wasn�t going down without a fight. I made throws today I only wish I�d made last season. Working out with David was the best decision I ever made.�
�Is he better than you?� Penny worried.
He laughed.
�Not now, he�s not. I�m confident that if tryouts were tomorrow, I would easily beat him out. I�ve had too much experience at this level of ball for him to take my job.�
�What about in a couple of years?� she asked.
�The kid has so much potential, it�s not funny. Coach should forget about Matt and take his lumps because the long-term future of USC football is David Dawson. If he becomes only half the football player I think he will, he�ll play on Sundays,� Ridge predicted.
�We need to invite him over for dinner some night,� Penny suggested.
�When we do, we need to ask Cassidy, too.�
�Good. I want to meet the girl who�s abusing my man.�
�Speaking of abuse...�
Ridge pulled her into the shower.

They�d just finished dinner when there was a knock at the door. Ridge looked out the peephole and sighed. It was Matt Long, and he didn�t look happy. Ridge opened the door, and Matt pushed past him.
�When were you going to tell me that David Dawson was on campus?� Matt demanded.
Before Ridge could respond, Matt was off on a tirade.
�He walked into the weight room, and within a minute, he had them all following him to the practice field to play seven-on-seven. From what I heard, it wasn�t good. Tell me that he was just here to practice with you. I don�t need him messing with what I have going,� Matt seethed.
�I thought you were so good that someone like David wouldn�t matter,� Penny said, sticking her head out of the kitchen.
Ridge kept the smile that wanted to touch his lips off his face. It would just serve to make Matt madder. He also didn�t want Matt to turn the team against David before they got the chance to know him. Matt was self-centered, like a lot of football players, but he also had a mean streak. David had been nothing but kind to Ridge and had gone along with the football coaches� wishes. Ridge knew he had to head this off.
�David is playing baseball. I know for a fact that he didn�t get a football scholarship. It�s my understanding that Coach has you penciled in as the starter for next year,� Ridge said.
Ridge was glad that everything he told Matt was the absolute truth. He�d leave it to the coaches to explain the football side of things.
�What was he doing working out with you?� Matt asked.
�I spotted him on campus, and I needed someone to work out with. He said he would help me get ready for my NFL tryouts,� Ridge explained.
Matt took a moment to take all that in. Ridge hadn�t realized he was holding his breath until Matt relaxed, and he let it out with relief.
David had no idea of the politics that went on behind the scenes at major college programs. USC was littered with four- and even five-star players who never got the playing time their talent indicated they should when they got onto campus. Part of that was the way they were coached, but sometimes it was because they were simply overrated. Finally, their chances might also be sabotaged by other players�upperclassmen in particular�who were worried about losing their own playing time.
Ridge felt that all went back to coaching because the coaches should know whether that sort of stuff was happening.
�Hey, sorry for storming in here,� Matt said to make nice.
Penny snorted in the kitchen at his blatant acting job.
�No problem, man. I have to get back to it,� Ridge said, showing him the door.
After Matt left, Penny came out of the kitchen.
�He needs to grow up.�
As much as he wanted to, Ridge couldn�t disagree with that assessment.

Chapter 11

David


Choosing all morning classes might have been a mistake, at least from a sleep perspective, but being done by noon on Fridays made up for it. David had stuck to running each morning and visiting the coffee house. This morning was no different.
�There�s my fine-assed white boy!� Doreen, the owner, called out. �Come dance with me.�
With a beat thumping, Doreen�s hips started moving to the rhythm of the music. She crooked a finger toward David to tell him to �come here.� He began to wiggle his hips to mirror her movements.
�Oh, yeah. That�s what mama needs,� she said while giving him an appraising look.
David blew her mind when he busted a move and began to dance around her. Doreen squealed and began to shake everything she had. He didn�t know if he should be aroused or amused. Various parts of her anatomy were jiggling all over in a provocative way.
Kat, aka Goth Barbie, aka Katherine, came out from the back.
�Doreen! What did I tell you about sexually harassing the customers?� she said with a look of interest.
�Honey, you need to let this one take you out. He at least doesn�t have a stick up his uptight ass like all those Palace boys that come in here.�
�He�s not interested in taking me out,� Kat told her boss and friend.
�What gave you that idea?� David asked.
Doreen stopped dancing and gave him a hard stare.
�What�s keeping you?�
�Kat, would you go out with me tonight?� he asked.
�I was planning on going to a party with some of my Goth friends tonight. I will if you dress appropriately,� she challenged.
�Either I hand in my manhood card for being coerced into dressing as a Goth, or I hand it in for passing up a date with Kat,� he thought.
�I have just one condition,� David decided.
�This should be good,� Doreen predicted.
�I get to start picking out what I drink around here. I don�t actually drink coffee very often, and when I do, I prefer Cuban. Believe it or not, I would rather have tea in the morning.�
They�d been giving him a coffee each morning. Not that he was complaining, since it was free. Doreen claimed it was in honor of him being the first customer each day. He wanted to believe that was the real reason. David had been giving the coffee to Alex, who, in turn, thought David was the best roommate ever. Alex thought he should also bring him a pastry but had shut up when David threatened to give his coffee to the guard at the front desk instead.
�I�m a little embarrassed I never asked,� Kat said and then bit her bottom lip. �Now, I have to make a bigger fool of myself. What�s your name?�
�David,� he said without thinking.
�Frick!� This whole �Allen� deception was going to come to a rapid end. Already the baseball team knew he was on campus, as well as half the football team. It wouldn�t take long for the whole �Where�s Waldo?��or, rather, �Where�s David?��question to finally be answered. So far, Ohio State, Clemson, and Alabama had all denied to the press that he�d enrolled there. It was probably for the best that he be honest with Kat.
Not that he felt like he�d lied to his dorm-mates; he just hadn�t been entirely forthcoming. In his defense, it had been eye-opening to find what a bunch of posers lived in Sandoval Hall. On the other hand, he�d discovered a lot of people he really liked, too. So, it had been worth it, in his mind. He might not have gotten to know them if he�d walked in as David A. Dawson.
�Where and when should I pick you up?� he asked.
Kat wrote it down for him and then made him tea. He left to start his day, all smiles.

By noon, David had completed his first week of school. After the cancellation of the first class, it had gone well. The most significant adjustment he�d had to make was to the fact that college wasn�t as structured as high school had been. In high school, your day was filled with back-to-back classes. College was more pick-and-choose, with less classroom time. So, instead of sitting in a particular course for five hours a week, you only attended for three.
The reduced classroom hours meant you were expected to be prepared for each class since the professors didn�t have the extra two hours a week to hold your hand and spoon-feed you the information. David found that his high school practice of reading ahead, which had been his secret weapon in getting straight �A�s, was something college required of every student who hoped to pass.
Another, albeit less significant, difference was that he�d basically skipped a year and was taking classes in his major now. With that in mind, the professors had higher expectations than they would have in entry-level courses. They assumed you�d established the study habits you needed to be prepared.
Both Coach Farrow, on the football side, and Coach Hob, for baseball, had approached David about availing himself of the tutoring that was available to athletes. That was why he�d skipped his workout with Ridge, Cassidy, and the two new guys today. Instead, David had an appointment at the John McKay building that housed the Stevens Academic Center for student-athletes. He was meeting with one of their counselors to determine what help he needed.
David found the room number he�d been given. The door was open, and a woman his parents� age was reading a file. He knocked on the door frame.
�Dr. Carter?�
�You must be David. Come in and close the door.�
He took a seat in front of her desk.
�I understand that you were a last-minute addition. How is your first week going?� she asked.
�Good, actually. I�m coming to grips with what�s expected.�
�Before we talk about your specific needs, I wanted to give you a quick overview of everything we offer our student-athletes. Our primary goal is to provide all the necessary academic support services to guarantee that you have academic success while participating in sports at USC. But we do more than that.
�We work to prepare you not only for what you need to be successful here but also for after college. To that end, we are big on your personal development.
�I�m not going to sugarcoat it for you. Without our help and support, you�ll probably find it almost impossible to juggle all your responsibilities. We do more than just provide tutoring services,� Dr. Carter explained.
�Such as?� David asked.
�You�ll find that we are a conduit to many services. For example, we collaborate with the counseling center, athletic medicine, and the health center. We also provide outside speakers for workshops and seminars on nutrition, sexual health, and alcohol use. As well, students can schedule individual appointments with the athletic department sports dieticians.
�In-house, we provide academic counseling services, priority class scheduling, and for when you travel, we offer both excused absence letters and travel laptops. In a moment, I�ll take you on a tour and show you our study hall, computer labs, and the rest of the facilities.
�But before we do that, let�s talk about your current classes...�
David had expected to have a quick meeting and maybe get a tutor assigned to him. Instead, over the next two hours, he was shown that they provided a lot more help than he thought possible. USC was like most big-time universities, he suspected. They had put together a program to help student-athletes be successful in the classroom if they availed themselves of what was offered.
When they�d completed the tour and returned to Dr. Carter�s office, she had one more surprise for him.
�We found someone who wants to be your tutor for all your business classes. It seems the two of you have already met.�
�Who might that be?� he asked.
�Margaret Tilghman.�
�I met her when Professor Courtney couldn�t make his class on the first day. I thought she was a teaching assistant.�
�She is, but she doesn�t have a particular class she�s responsible for. Ms. Tilghman works directly for the dean and floats where needed. We sent a request for a tutor specifically for you, and she intercepted it,� Dr. Carter shared.
David was given her number to call and set up his tutoring sessions.

Seamus had won the other walk-on spot as a catcher. During the week, at baseball practice, David had started to hear grumblings that he and Seamus were there to take playing time away from older players. Those players felt they deserved it more.
David had already had some experience with a team where players had become divided because they were afraid younger guys would take their spots. He wanted to nip this in the bud.
Everyone was in the locker room before they went out to practice, waiting for Coach Deneau to give them their marching orders for the day. David saw the coaches leave their office and start for the locker room.
Andres Barrera, last year�s starting first baseman and team captain, got everyone�s attention.
�Come together. The coaches are ready for us.�
David appreciated leadership. He watched as the team formed a semicircle. Then, as the coaches entered the room and Coach Deneau began to take center stage, David took the head coach�s place in front of everyone.
�Before Coach gets us started, I wanted to clear the air a bit,� he said and looked back at the head coach, who made a hand gesture for him to carry on.
�When I was in high school, we had a coaching change like you�ve had here. Suddenly, everything we�d thought was set in stone was up in the air. There were a lot of self-doubts because none of us knew whether or not we fit into the new regime�s plans. The competition was opened at all positions, and upstart underclassmen suddenly were pushing to displace established players,� David said as he looked around.
He could see in many of their eyes that he was hitting close to home. Then there were others who either felt confident or angry. The one glaring at him the most was Jorge Orlando, who played center field, the same position David had played in high school. Jorge had come in his freshman year and won the job. He planned to be a four-year starter and had let that be known.
�What happened was that the team nearly fractured,� David continued. �Many of the guys worked to hold their competition off and lost track of why they were there.�
He paused to let that sink in before he started talking again.
�The tradition and culture of USC are why I�m here. Losing�s not an option. I�m going to work to be an everyday guy. That�s not just a baseball or football term for me; that�s a real-life term. We all have to work and show up every day; we have to give our best every day. I want you to know that I dream big, and winning championships is something that can happen here. I want to be a part of us doing that, and I think that if you stop and think about it, we have the same goal.
�I learned a long time ago that a can-do attitude impresses any coach. I worked hard to make myself flexible enough so that if I was called upon to do something out of my comfort zone, I could step up and fill that role. If that meant they asked me to play a different position, I didn�t give them grief; I put a smile on and did what they requested.
�We all need to accept that our coaches have our best interests in mind. Their goal is to put the best baseball team on the field. If that means I have to ride the bench and only contribute in practice, so be it. If they need me to throw for batting practice, I�m their guy. If they ask me to pinch-hit in the bottom of the ninth with the game on the line, I want them to know I will give my all. I�m hoping all of you will, too,� David said.
�And that is why we called him �Capitan Cojones,�� Allard Hensley announced to his teammates. �He may only be a freshman, but I would run through a brick wall for him.�
David was suddenly delighted as Allard stepped from the back and pushed through a row of players to embrace him.
David hadn�t met most of the pitchers. They had been coming in during the day for one-on-one coaching during the week. This was the first practice they�d been asked to attend.
Allard had pitched on David�s Under-18 team in the Pan-Am games. Allard had drawn the short straw and been his roommate. The two had become good friends.
�Mind if I say something?� Coach Deneau asked to break up the sudden reunion.
�Yeah, sorry, coach. If I was out of line...� David began.
�No problem, son,� the coach said and then focused on the team. �I was brought in to do several things. Most importantly, I want to remind you that you are student-athletes, with the emphasis on �student.� Most of you will not make a living playing ball, and you need a backup plan.�
That received a bunch of eye rolls. No college athlete wants to think about the real world. They still had dreams of being Hall of Famers and winning World Series games.
�I am also charged with turning you all into men. I take these two jobs very seriously, and while I�m not your father, I will treat you like you�re one of my own. I want us all to become one big family.�
Coach Deneau made sure he had their full attention.
�My final goal is to change the culture here into one of winning. To do that, I need you to buy in right now. We have to work together for us to succeed. All your coaches have your success, and that of the team, as our top priority.
�We will no longer be average. We may stumble along the way, but each time we do, we will learn from it and not repeat those mistakes. I can honestly say that everyone is on equal footing right now. So, if you thought you were a lock for a starting job, understand that you will have to earn it. The fastest way to do that is to get on board and help each other become the best we can be as a team.�
Coach Deneau looked around to see who was buying in and who wasn�t. He hadn�t planned to have this talk with the team today, but he knew it had been coming. The coach was glad, in a way, that David had forced the issue. After hearing Allard�s confirmation of what he and the other coaches were thinking, he said the following.
�Andres and David, take them out and get them warmed up.�
Leaders needed to lead.

After practice, Seamus and David were changing.
�Out with it�the whole bleeding story,� Seamus demanded.
Allard and Andres picked that moment to walk over.
�What�s he on about?� Allard asked.
David gave them an exasperated look.
�I have a first date tonight, and Seamus is acting like he�s some kind of woman, wanting all the details.�
�You shouldn�t become involved with some beour without sharing the details with your mhac first,� Seamus explained, which just confused everyone.
�As I said, he�s acting like a woman,� David teased.
The Irishman said something in Gaelic that didn�t sound flattering.
�I trust David can figure out a first date,� Andres offered.
�How can you be knowing, yeah?� Seamus asked.
�I�ve seen him in action. He�ll be fine,� Allard assured David�s worried Irish friend.
�Anyway, what�s up?� David asked Allard and Andres.
�I heard what you said earlier. We need a team-bonding outing. I want to invite you both to the Baseball House for a get-together tomorrow night,� Andres offered.
�David could bring his girl,� Seamus said.
Allard burst out laughing.
�I would advise against it,� Andres said cryptically.
�Trust me. You don�t want to bring your girl to the house,� Allard confirmed.
�I hate to ask,� David said.
�Don�t,� Andres said. �Just show up and prepare to have a good time.�
Seamus and David looked at each other.
�Call my mobile, and we�ll go together,� Seamus suggested to David.
Somehow, David knew that meant he was going to be the designated driver if the rumors about Irish lads and drinking were true.

Chapter 12

David


David packed a bag and grabbed his car before driving to his townhouse. The girls weren�t home, so he used his key to let himself in. He almost wet himself when their guard cat, Precious, let out a warning yowl that sounded just like a bobcat�s, which they suspected was in her heritage. A millennium of evolution kicked in as his heart went into overdrive, and David froze.
He almost bolted when he saw the big cat come stalking around the corner.
�Is this the day we finally figure out who�s in charge?� he asked the feline.
She eyed David for a moment, flipped her tail, and went in the other direction.
�That was fun,� he thought.
The townhouse had four bedrooms. One was supposed to be David�s, but the girls had turned it into a study. There was a daybed in case he wanted to sleep over. He thought he just might do that since the townhouse was close to the baseball field. He put his bag on the bed and began to take off his farmer-nerd clothes. He�d brought what he thought might pass for Goth clothing for tonight�s date with Kat.
He�d opted for all-black garb that included skinny-leg pants and a silk fitted t-shirt that was semitransparent. He�d gotten it doing a modeling gig, and he liked how it clung to his torso in the photos. David had brought a pair of handmade boots with silver zippers up the outside that he put on over his pants.
He checked himself in a mirror and almost had the look he was going for. All that was needed were the finishing touches. He decided to raid Tracy�s room upstairs because she would have the most makeup. He found her black eyeliner; she also had some red mascara, but he figured the eyeliner was enough.
Then David had a thought. Over the center of his right eye, he used the eyeliner to give himself some flair. Starting halfway up his forehead, he drew a vertical line that ended halfway down his cheek and, at the top, added a small horizontal line to make a cross.
He stood back and took in his appearance. He decided it wasn�t so bad for something thrown together last-minute. If he and Kat were to go to more events like tonight, he�d want to get a Goth-inspired jacket.
David heard the girls come home, so he grabbed his stuff and walked down the stairs. As he approached, the cat from hell was registering her complaints to Cassidy.
�What�s wrong, Baby?� she asked as he walked into the kitchen where they were unloading groceries.
Pam shrieked in surprise to have a Goth man standing in the doorway. She saw it was David and threw the bread in her hand at his head. He caught it and put it on the counter.
�Jerk!�
�What do you ladies think?� he asked, posing for their inspection.
�You going to a costume party?� Tracy asked as she wrinkled her nose.
�Goth,� Cassidy clarified. �I take it you asked out that barista that everyone has the hots for.�
�David asked a girl out on a date?� Pam asked.
The way she asked made it sound like she was shocked that he was capable of asking a girl out. Then he thought about it for a moment. The last normal girl�not counting princesses, actresses, and the like�he�d taken out on anything close to a regular date had been over a year and a half ago. And that was only if he counted Destiny Crown. She�d technically won the date as a prize, so that one might not be considered a regular date.
The last time David had asked a girl out on a first date might have been nearly three years previously. No wonder Pam was confused.
It wasn�t that he hadn�t dated; he had. Somehow, girls just ended up going out with him without the awkward having-to-ask portion of the process. And once they had, they just seemed to keep going out together. This morning had felt weird when David put himself out there for possible rejection. He might have to call his younger brother and ask him what it felt like to get rejected.
He chuckled because that was what younger brothers were for: to torment. Phil had assumed that because his two older brothers were successful with women, he would be too. It amused David to no end, watching the little dumbass go down in flames over and over again. Both he and Greg had offered their help, but Phil �knew better.� Obviously not.
�Have you guys gone on dates since you moved here?� David asked, suddenly curious.
The girls had all enrolled in the fall, so they had a semester of college under their belts.
�You make it sound like we aren�t capable of finding a guy to ask us out,� Tracy said.
�It�s not that; I just wanted to know what to expect on my first college date. Do I pounce on her at the door and have my way with her before we go out? Or do I need to wait until the second date for that?� he asked with a straight face.
Pam looked at him in horror as both Cassidy and Tracy smirked. They knew he was goofing off.
�This is college, not Hollywood,� Cassidy reminded him.
He�d shared stories of what he�d witnessed some of his fellow male actors getting up to. The whole pouncing bit wasn�t out of the question for a lot of them.
�You might want to play it by ear,� Tracy suggested and then added, �And if she pounces on you at the door, be sure to wrap your little friend.�
�You guys are terrible. Don�t listen to them, David,� Pam said, obviously worried.
�Thanks, Pam. I�ll be good,� he assured her.
He looked at his smartwatch.
�I gotta go,� he announced.
�Have fun,� Tracy encouraged.
�Be nice,� Pam suggested.
�Pounce,� Cassidy said, then quickly wiped the grin off her face when Pam twirled around on her.
David shook his head as he left them to it.

He�d been warned that some of the neighborhoods around USC could be sketchy. He drove through one that gave him pause, but when he pulled into the large apartment complex where Kat lived, it looked fine. He passed by several buildings until he found hers.
David checked his watch, and he was a few minutes early. He knew that in LA, you were supposed to be fashionably late, but where he was from in the Midwest, punctuality was the norm. As he walked to the door, he wondered if coming early would send the wrong message, one that would make her think he was too eager.
Truth be told, he was. David was surprised to recognize that he was nervous. He mentally gave himself a pep talk.
�You�re David frickin� Dawson, for goodness� sake! Get your act together. Girls should be the ones nervous about going out with you.�
He rubbed his palms against his pant legs to make sure they weren�t damp and rang the doorbell. A tall Asian girl with her hair pulled back in a ponytail answered the door.
�I�m here to pick up Kat,� he said.
The girl froze for a second.
�She said you were fat,� the girl blurted, then her face colored as she realized what she just said.
David took a closer look at her, and the sexual beast inside him said, �Daddy likey!�
When their eyes connected, his stomach tightened. Something about her eyes was mesmerizing. They were a deep emerald, the color of leaves in the early fall, right before they began to change.
He swallowed because his mouth had gone dry and to try to clear the fog from his mind. She was decked out in a lightweight tank top and obviously braless. Her shorts barely covered the essentials, which just highlighted her long, skinny legs.
�I�ll tell her you�re here,� she said to break the spell.
Then she slammed the door in David�s face, and he heard running and excited voices. The door opened a couple of inches, and it was Kat.
�Damn,� she said when she checked him out. �Just give me a minute.�
The door was slammed again, and there was more excited, muffled talking. David was no longer nervous.

About halfway to the party, David was having doubts about the wisdom of dating. Kat was nervous and talked nonstop, like she couldn�t help herself. He�d quit trying to get a word in edgewise as she told him about her friend who was throwing the party.
As soon as they came to a stop a block from the party, Kat jumped out of the car. She all but ran to get inside. David took his time and found the front door wide open. It was a small house that had seen better days. The carpet was worn through in places and had some suspicious stains, such that his mind made the leap to a past crime scene.
Kat was nowhere to be found. He�d never had a date simply disappear. David walked back to the kitchen and found bottles of alcohol on the counters.
He heard someone down a hall.
�Take this. It�ll calm your nerves.�
�Should I be taking it with alcohol?� Kat asked.
�Probably not, but it will help, I promise.�
David shook his head as he decided to go out back, where he found a table and chairs on a patio. He stretched his long legs and relaxed. He figured Kat would track him down when she was ready.

It took Kat almost an hour to find David. He shook his head when he saw the signs that she was hammered.
�There you are!�
She stumbled over to him and straddled his legs as she sat down facing him. She grabbed the back of his head and tried to force her tongue down his throat.
�Let�s do this!� Mr. Happy announced.
Luckily, David hadn�t had a drop to drink, so the big brain was in charge. Like most guys, his little head did occasionally rule what happened. Right now, there was a squirming girl in a short skirt grinding against his rapidly expanding package.
All thoughts of possibly just letting Mr. Happy free from his pants and doing what he wanted flew out the window when Kat leaned over and barfed. Helping raise his kids had toughened David up, but he was still a sympathetic barfer.
�Let�s get out of here,� he suggested.
A big smile came over her face.
�I�m going to rock your world,� she announced and all but dragged him back to the car.
Once he got her in, she lasted all of thirty seconds before she was leaning against the door and drooling on the window. If you�d asked him who would be the first to drool on his car window, he would have bet the ranch on his dog. A first date wouldn�t have even been in the realm of possibility.
When they got back to the apartment, David knocked on the door, and Kat�s roommate answered.
�Why are you here?� she asked suspiciously.
�Kat drank too much, and I was hoping you were still here. I�ll be right back,� he said and turned to go get her.
He couldn�t get Kat to walk under her own power, so he scooped her up and carried her. Kat�s roommate pointed to where her room was. David laid her on the bed.
�I�ll take it from here,� her roommate said as she pushed past him.
Then she lunged back, and the two of them collided when Kat picked that moment to unleash the remaining contents of her stomach. David wrapped his arm around the roommate�s waist to steady her. Even though he estimated she was five-ten, her waist was tiny. Naughty thoughts flooded his mind. When she didn�t move, he momentarily thought about acting on them.
All that was stopping him was that he really did like Kat, even if their first date had been a disaster.
�Uh, I should get going,� he finally managed.
�What should I tell her in the morning?�
David let Kat�s roommate go and took a step back. She turned around and bit her bottom lip. He noticed that her nipples had gotten hard.
�Oh, boy,� he worried.
Kat moaned, which broke the spell.
�Tell her I�ll see her Monday morning.�
�She�ll want to know if she ruined it.�
David couldn�t read her roommate.
�Let Kat know that I�d like to see her again. Maybe next time, we might make it longer than an hour.�
�I think she would be happy if it was anywhere near an hour,� her roommate said with a knowing look.
David liked that she had a dirty mind. He had to leave before his dirty mind caught up with hers. He nodded and walked out.

When he got home, he all but killed himself. Someone had poured some kind of gelatin concoction under the door while he and Alex were out.
As much as David thought the idea of a �prank war� was silly, he might have to make an exception. Alex would be happy to have him on board.

Chapter 13

David


David woke Saturday morning and decided to be a complete slug. Cassidy had some rowing get-together, and Ridge and Penny were going home for the weekend. There wasn�t any baseball practice, and he�d forgotten to get Kat�s phone number. He could be responsible and crack his books, but that held zero appeal at the moment.
David pulled on some oversized sweats, a Farm Supply hoodie, and an AgriGold camo hat. Then he added his black-rimmed glasses and the comfy bunny slippers his kids had given him for Christmas. His plan was to go down to the cafeteria to grab something to eat. On his way out, he checked, and Alex was missing in action. David suspected he had a girl he was hooking up with.
Since Alex wasn�t around, he went down to Kirk�s room and knocked. He heard a crash and foul language. The door flew open, and Kirk promptly fell on his ass.
�They got you, too,� David observed.
There was the telltale sign of Jell-O or whatever gross concoction the townies had whipped together and poured under their doors.
�It�s no surprise that Linds�s room wasn�t touched,� Kirk shared.
The townies tended to bypass Lindsey with their pranks because the lead princess was her roommate.
�Should we get the girls or risk their wrath and grab breakfast on our own?� David asked.
Kirk was a wuss. He sent a text to Lindsey and Jamie. The girls met them at the elevator after Kirk cleaned up the mess that almost killed him.
�He�s destined to die a virgin,� Jamie said to egg Lindsey on when they saw what David was wearing today.
�Hey, now. I will have you know that I had a date last night,� David said without thinking.
In David�s defense, he�d almost forgotten the grillings he used to receive at lunch from the female members of his circle of friends.
Kirk pulled David into the elevator before the girls could drag him into a confined space and interrogate him. David quickly figured out that the elevator qualified as a confined space.
�How did you ask her out?� Jamie asked.
�What did you do?� Lindsey asked.
�How far did you get? I hope you at least got a kiss goodnight,� Kirk said as the doors opened on the all-girls floor.
Of course, six of them crammed themselves in, and all turned to look at him. David didn�t even question that they somehow knew Lindsey and Jamie were digging for dirt on his date. He would have to talk to Kirk later about joining in. If it had just been the two of them, David could have gotten away with a couple of short sentences, and the conversation would have been over.
�He somehow managed to get a date last night,� Lindsey said to bring the girls up to speed.
�This was a real girl? Not an inflatable one?� one of them asked.
Jamie choked on something. Lindsey and all the other girls tried to hide their smirks as they put on serious faces.
�Well, I did get a kiss,� David said weakly.
�But...� Lindsey prodded.
�The date only lasted about an hour, and she threw up twice,� David admitted.
The one who made the inflatable comment smirked in triumph as the doors opened on the main floor.

David came to the table with a waffle, an omelet, and a bowl of Cap�n Crunch cereal.
�They have fruit,� Lindsey suggested.
�I�ll grab some on the way out,� David said, ignoring her intended message.
He hadn�t gained any weight this week, even though he was eating about double what he usually did. He guessed it was because Cassidy was taking the workout stuff too seriously. David wasn�t worried because he was willing to bet that the football coaches would rather he be 220 pounds and in great shape than 240 and a step slower.
�What are you doing tonight?� Kirk asked. �Want to get even with the townies?�
�We need to think of a way to end this. I don�t feel like dealing with their crap for the rest of the semester,� David said.
�What did you have in mind?� Kirk asked.
�I was thinking we could just talk to them,� David said, trying to be reasonable.
He received blank stares back.
�If that doesn�t work, then something epic,� David offered.
�Let�s go with Plan B,� Lindsey said.
�They�re not bright enough to listen to reason,� Kirk explained.
�Have you ever tried?� David asked.
He might actually have heard crickets after asking that question.
While David ate, the other three plotted. Several rather inventive suggestions were made: supergluing the tops on shampoo and body-wash bottles; covering a bar of soap with clear nail polish; replacing the soap in the soap dispensers with corn syrup; and David�s personal favorite: putting Kool-Aid in showerheads. They ended up rejecting them all for one reason or another. David would have to think of something truly �epic.�

During playing Final Fantasy online his phone rang. At first, he thought it was either Tim or Wolf because the area code was from Oklahoma.
�This is David.�
�David, Coach Michaels.�
�What can I do for you?� David asked.
�I�ve been digging into what happened to cause you to leave. I talked to Tim and Wolf, and they said you know our compliance guy, Stewart Chadwick.�
�He�s an asshole,� David said before he could catch himself.
He heard Coach Michaels chuckle.
�That was the same reaction that Tim and Wolf had. I take it you have a history,� he prodded.
�We do. Unfortunately, I can�t get into the details. The NCAA was involved, and Tim, Wolf, and I had to sign a nondisclosure agreement. What I can tell you is that none of us were the actual target of the investigation. In fact, it involved our report of another institution�s potential violation to the NCAA,� David explained as best he could.
�Tim said, and Wolf confirmed, that Stewart had it in for you when he was at the NCAA.�
�I�m not sure how much I can say. I will tell you that Stewart was the lead investigator and demanded that I provide help. Help that, frankly, would have put my college career in serious jeopardy, and I balked at doing that. He�s ambitious and didn�t want to take �no� for an answer. If you want more than that, you�ll have to talk to my lawyers. I don�t want to risk violating my agreement,� David said.
Coach Michaels was quiet for a minute. David was sure his mind was going in a million directions.
�Can I assume that you didn�t break any rules?� he finally asked.
�Yes, sir.�
�I also heard that you�re still a free agent because you didn�t sign any financial aid documents.�
�I can guess where this conversation is going and want to head you off. While I would be in a much better situation at Oklahoma, your athletic department went back on its word. If that wasn�t enough, it is much easier for me to get home and spend time with my kids here at USC.�
�I�ve gotten the Board of Regents and University President looped in. As soon as we hire a new athletic director, I�ve been assured your waiver would be reinstated,� Coach Michaels assured him.
If David had received this call two weeks before, he might well have taken Coach Michaels up on the offer once he found out what USC was actually offering. But at this point, he�d sunk a buttload of cash into tuition and even more into housing. He might be able to afford the hit, but he didn�t grow up with money and wasn�t about to throw it away even if he might receive a partial refund.
The final reason for staying was that he was starting to make friends.
�I would give you one piece of advice,� David offered. �If I were you, I would fire Stewart immediately. Your compliance guy should be both protecting you and working in your best interest. Stewart is working for Stewart.�
�I�m working on it, but firing someone at a university is much harder than in a business. It�s just a matter of time, though,� Coach Michaels said.
�I hope you get it worked out. How are Tim and Wolf fitting in?� David asked.
�Everyone�s impressed. They didn�t slack off while working on your movies. They said you pushed them.�
�Honestly, we all pushed each other. If you give them a chance, they�ll show you what they can do.�
�I plan to,� Coach Michaels assured David. �And our doors will always be open if you change your mind.�
It was nice to know he had options if USC didn�t work out. The truth of the matter was, David wasn�t worried. He might not be the starting quarterback right now, but at some point, Matt would stumble. When David got his shot, he would be ready and never look back.
There were many examples of that. One of David�s favorites was Tom Brady. His rookie year, he was the fourth-string quarterback for the Patriots. By the end of the year, he�d climbed to number two on the depth chart. His rookie season, he hadn�t filled up the stat lines. He was 1 for 3 passing for six yards. His second year, Drew Bledsoe, their starter, was injured. Brady took over and was the starter from that point forward.

David drove to Seamus�s dorm to pick him up for the team-bonding event. The Baseball House was a large old home sandwiched between apartment buildings. The backyard had been turned into a parking lot, where David parked.
The two boys walked around to the front. Seamus pointed to a sign hanging from the railing of the porch. It read: �Daughter Drop Off Point�. There was another one over the front door: �Consequence Free Zone�.
�You have to be slagging me,� Seamus commented.
�This may be why they said I shouldn�t bring a date,� David surmised.
�Maybe we�ll be in for a bit of fun.�
�You might be right,� David said as he opened the front door without knocking.
To the right was a living room where four of their teammates were playing a first-person shooter game. On the couch was Mason, their third baseman, in a lip-lock with a young woman.
�I thought I heard you come in,� Andres said from the top of the stairs. �Come up, and I�ll give you the grand tour.�
They followed him up to what looked like the old master bedroom. He opened a small refrigerator.
�Beer?� he offered.
Seamus�s eyes lit up when he saw it was Guinness.
�A man who knows what real beer is,� he said as he popped the top and held it up. �Sl�inte.�
David held up his hand.
�I try not to drink in season,� he explained.
�You guys are in for a treat tonight. The Alpha Mus are coming over for a party, and they�re bringing their new pledge class. We�re in the market for a few new jock bunnies,� Andres said with a knowing smile.
�Was one of them with Mason downstairs?� Seamus asked.
�Mason�s a pig, even by our standards. Never mind him; I�ll give you the rest of the tour,� Andres said.
The upstairs was made up of five bedrooms that were all singles. When they went downstairs, Andres told Mason to take it to his room. Across from the living room, they�d turned the dining room into a study area, where Allard and Dustin�another one of the pitchers�were currently reading textbooks. In the back, there was a kitchen.
�Where do you plan to throw the party?� David asked.
�Downstairs,� Andres said and took them to the basement.
David knew from talking to his mom�who sold real estate for a living�that basements were rare in LA. They were mainly found in much-older homes and had been used to house the mechanicals. While this basement was dank and dark, they�d set up a bar and wired the large, open room for music.
For a party room, it was perfect. It had the added bonus of having a drain in the middle of the floor for easy cleanup. All you would have to do is run a hose and spray the room down the next day.
�It reminds me of Animal House,� David said.
�Come again? Why would they have livestock?� Seamus asked.
Andres and David laughed. When David was in New Zealand, he�d noticed it was almost overrun with sheep. There were inappropriate jokes about their use. He wondered whether it was the same in Ireland.
�He�s referring to an old movie about a frat house. Don�t tell the guys because next thing you know, they�ll be throwing up Greek letters out front,� Andres said.
�You do have a sorority coming over,� David pointed out.
�Sometimes they just want to let their hair down, and we�re just the guys to help them do that,� Andres said suggestively.
In the back of his mind, David was a little worried.

Andres put the two boys to work getting ready for the party. He made David drive him to the liquor store to pick up a keg. David suggested they get a case of Guinness for Seamus since he�d declared American beer unfit for consumption.
David also offered to make a punch for the girls. When he�d been filming in Australia, the crew had thrown a party where they made a concoction that he�d liked. It had cranberry and pineapple juice, sugar, ginger ale, and the secret ingredient: almond extract. David stopped at a supermarket to get all the ingredients he needed. Of course, he�d also bought Everclear to give it that sneaky kick all party punches needed.
Andres tapped the keg. It must have acted like a dog whistle because their teammates started to show up to grab a cup and get a start.
Before the girls arrived, Andres gathered the baseball team in the living room.
�Mason�s in charge of collecting money for tonight and putting in the pizza order. Tell him what toppings you want.�
A pitcher was passed around. David noted that each guy put a twenty in it. For a night out in LA, that was a bargain.
�I want everyone to be on their best behavior,� Andres ordered to the moans of some of the guys. �That includes you, Mason.�
That brought some chuckles.
�You�ve all complained about the quality of the jock bunnies that have been coming around. I promised the Alpha Mus that there wouldn�t be a repeat of what happened last time ... Mason,� Andres said, which caused laughter to erupt.
�Give me a break. We even have a sign on the way in that says �Consequence Free Zone,�� Mason complained.
�That may be, but if you�re going to get busy, take it upstairs. No one wants to see your hairy, naked ass in the middle of the living room. If that weren�t enough, you sent the rest of them running for the door when you made your announcement. �I�m going to fuck you like you�ve been begging a man to fuck you for your entire life,�� Andres said, mimicking Mason�s voice.
That gave David a mental picture that he wished he�d never composed. From the shit the guys were giving Mason, they had the same wish. It was all done in good-natured fun, though, so David figured that they all liked Mason. David had found him to be funny at times. He suspected that with his roguish swagger, athletic good looks, and sense of humor, Mason was successful with the ladies. David also mentally put that line away for future use.
�The other reason the Alpha Mus agreed to show up is they wanted to meet our two newest team members. That alone is reason enough for you to all get over yourselves and welcome Seamus and David to the team ... Jorge,� Andres said to bring the growing rift to a head.
�I once saw David convince twelve models to join him in his hotel room and strip down to their bras and panties so he could take their pictures,� Allard announced.
Every head in the room was suddenly pointed in David�s direction, like it had just been announced he was handing out hundred-dollar bills.
�Here we go,� David predicted.
�Don�t make me tell tales about the women you dragged back to the room. I wasn�t the one that got himself a girlfriend that summer,� David threatened his teammate.
One of their USA Baseball Under-18 teammate�s sisters had volunteered to be a batgirl. While she and David had become good friends, she wasn�t a natural beauty, to put it nicely. At her high school, they�d nicknamed her �Mr. Ed� for what they considered her horse face. She�d embraced the insult and had everyone call her ME. Somehow, she and Allard had connected.
With their marching orders in place, the guys broke up into small groups.
Andres grabbed David and pulled him upstairs.

When they were in his room, Andres gave him a sheepish grin.
�Seamus filled me in as to why you wear the clothes you do, and I understand. Tonight, though, I need you to be David Dawson, not some guy sporting the farmhand look you�ve cultivated.�
�Why?� David asked, getting suspicious.
�What I�m about to tell you stays between us, right?� Andres asked.
�Depends, but in general, �yes,�� David conceded.
�Alpha Mu has probably the best-looking women on campus.�
�That�s a good thing, I would think,� David said.
�One of them I�ve had the hots for since I laid eyes on her junior year. Last spring, I was working my way into her sphere when Mason pulled his stunt. She wouldn�t have anything to do with me after that. She even said that no Alpha Mu would ever darken our doorstep again,� Andres admitted.
�What changed?� David asked, even though he suspected.
�I sort of overheard her talking to a friend over lunch at the Verde in the Ronald Tutor Campus Center. They have great Mexican,� he said, to play off that he�d been stalking her.
�I�ll have to try it,� David said and then got Andres focused on what he�d done. �What happened?�
�She told her friend that she�d heard a rumor that you were on campus. She went on and on about how great it would be if it were true. I sort of mentioned that I knew you.�
David chuckled. His buddies, Tim and Wolf, always joked that he attracted enough women for them to snatch up his cast-offs. It looked like Andres might actually make it work for him and the rest of the baseball team. He would have to let Tim and Wolf know that they must have been doing it all wrong.
�Okay, fine. But I don�t feel like going to my dorm room to change,� David said.
�We�re about the same size,� Andres ventured.
It turned out they were. David borrowed some clothes, took off his glasses, and quit slouching. When he was done, Andres shook his head.
�You do know that I might be blowing my cover for you tonight,� David said.
�It�s for a good cause,� Andres assured him.
�Yeah. Getting you laid.�

By the end of the party, David was committed to his Allen persona for as long as it lasted. At first, the Alpha Mus had swarmed him. He made it a point to be friendly and talk to whoever wanted to speak to him. Not that it was a real trial by any stretch because Andres was right, they were hot. The problem was, they all had stars in their eyes.
As the night wore on, the punch kicked in, and the advances became more blatant. He had no doubt all he would�ve had to do was to point, and whichever girl was picked would follow him upstairs.
Towards the end of the night, a broadly smiling Seamus found David. He�d seen Seamus chatting up a cute brunette, and they�d disappeared for almost an hour. Seamus hadn�t been the only one to hook up. All the guys who�d put any effort into it had made similar trips.
�What�s wrong with ya? It�s a woman you�re needing, yeah?�
David couldn�t disagree because all the attention had highlighted the fact that he was horny. In fact, he�d even considered texting Lexi to see if she was up for a quick hookup.
�They�re only interested in me because I made a few movies.�
�Mother of Jaysus, you�re thick. They only want to shag me because they love my Irish brogue. That�d not be stopping me.�
David had to admit that Seamus had a point. Mr. Happy had pointed at just about every girl here tonight and suggested he do unspeakable things to them. It was for the best that he�d forgone alcohol tonight.
As with any group, there were a handful that stood out�and the one Andres had his eye on stood out in particular. If David�s goal hadn�t been to heal the rift in the team, he would�ve allowed her to lure him upstairs. Instead, David had called Andres over and suggested the two of them dance. Last he saw, they were hitting it off.
�I need to get out of here. Do you want a ride home?� David asked.
�Yeah. I�m done,� Seamus agreed.
That was when David realized he hadn�t planned very well. His clothes and, more importantly, his keys were in Andres�s room. Seamus followed him upstairs, and David relaxed when the door was wide open. He spotted his clothes in a pile in the corner and went to get them.
Yep. Mason did have a hairy ass. It was one thing to imagine it, but something else to have to see it. He grabbed his stuff and hurried out.
�He�d be in need of some serious man grooming,� Seamus observed.
Somehow, that was the funniest line David heard all night. He was still chuckling when he dropped his new friend off.

Chapter 14

David


Pam, Cassidy, and Tracy had joined David for his trip to Malibu on Sunday to see his kids. Much to his chagrin, the kids were more excited about seeing Cassidy than anyone else. She enlisted her two friends, along with David and Peggy, to help teach her future ninjas to protect themselves.
Cassidy had them all hold pillows in front of their young charges. The munchkins twisted back and forth with their arms straight out as they whacked the cushions.
Cassidy explained that this was the way she�d first learned. Since they weren�t coordinated or strong enough yet, swinging their arms was the best they could hope for. David could only imagine Coby cornering a bully and swinging his little arms back and forth as he pummeled him.
Peggy wasn�t happy because she felt the �run and tell� approach was the best. She was also afraid they weren�t old enough to not just decide to whack other kids for no good reason. She knew better than Cassidy that it would, in fact, happen at some point.
What made her get on board was that Dawson had been pushed down by a bigger child at daycare. He was sporting a welt on the back of his head from the confrontation. Cassidy assured her that �run and tell� was fine, but there would be times when they had to defend themselves.
The side benefit of letting them beat the stuffing out of pillows was that when nap time arrived, they went down without a fuss.

Come Monday morning, David was a bit apprehensive about visiting the coffee shop, enough that he hesitated outside the door. The decision of whether or not to go in was taken from him when the door swung open and Doreen all but dragged him inside.
�Spill it. What went wrong on your date with Kat? She�s not talking,� all came out in a rush.
�Doreen! Leave David alone,� Kat said as she came out from the back and glared at her boss. She then got a bashful look as she turned to David. �Come to the back so we can talk.�
Doreen looked at them with an arched brow, and what David was sure was a �the two of them are doing it� look.
When they got to the back room, Kat wouldn�t look at him. She bit her bottom lip before talking.
�I have so many questions,� she said as she finally looked him in the eyes.
�I have a few of my own,� David replied. �Like, what did you take to make you all goofy?�
�If you hadn�t noticed, I was freaking out when we got to the party. My friend gave me one of her anti-anxiety medications. I called her on Saturday, and she apologized because it shouldn�t be mixed with alcohol. The combination can cause poor judgment,� Kat explained.
�What made you freak out?�
�I�d thought you were ... uhm.�
�Fat?�
�Not exactly, but not built like you are. You have to understand that guys like you don�t date girls like me,� Kat said.
�I think you�re selling yourself short. I hear what the guys in my dorm think, and they would all kill to go out with you. Why do you think I make this the first stop of each day? It�s to see you.�
�What?� Kat asked, confused.
�Uh, oh. I overshared on the postmortem of our first date, didn�t I? Broke the first rule of dating, according to Cosmo magazine,� David said as he shook his head in mock shame.
�Does that mean you want to go out with me again?� she asked.
�I figure our second date has to be better than the first.�
�You didn�t like our first date?�
�Let�s see. Your roommate refused to let me in and slammed the door in my face. While we drove to the party, you talked without taking a single breath the whole way. Once we arrived, you abandoned me. An hour later, you found me and were Ms. Drunkie, so I had to take you home.
�I think we set the bar pretty low. So, yeah, we can do better on our second date,� David surmised.
�Ms. Drunkie?�
David thought she was cute when she was flustered.
�I did like one thing, though,� he admitted.
�What�s that?�
David closed the gap between them and pulled Kat into his arms.
�This,� he said as he leaned down and kissed her.
He could tell that the confusion fled her mind as he laid a serious lip-lock on her because she became a very enthusiastic participant. When they pulled apart, she was a happy girl.
�I�ll see you tomorrow,� David promised as he left her in the back room.
He came out front, and Doreen handed him his tea with a big smile on her face.

After his morning classes and before he went to work out with Ridge, David had his first tutoring session with Margaret. He�d remembered Andres�s recommendation of Verde as having good Mexican food, so he�d arranged to meet her there. That way, they could eat lunch, too.
He found Margaret outside the restaurant, waiting for him.
�How did you know this is one of my favorite places to eat?� she said in greeting.
�I�ve learned it pays to do a bit of research on what makes my tutors happy. I figured if I fed you lunch, you might do a better job.�
He didn�t think she believed him but just decided to go along with his line of BS.
As they found a table, David spotted Andres eating lunch with the Alpha Mu he was infatuated with. He and Andres did the head bob guys do to let the other know they saw the other across a room.
�I take it you know him,� Margaret said as they sat down.
�He�s wanted to date her for a while, and they finally connected Saturday night.�
�You need to warn him.�
�About...?� David asked.
�That�s Crystal Knaggy. She�s got a reputation of going after guys who can help her get ahead.�
�You can�t leave it at that,� David said.
Margaret huffed her frustration. He wasn�t sure what that even meant.
�Crystal dated Tim Carlyle, our starting point guard, until he blew his knee out. Last I heard, she was working on Ridge Townsend.�
�That can�t be true. I know Ridge, and he has a longtime girlfriend,� David shared.
�What does your friend do?� Margaret asked.
�He�s the starting first baseman for the baseball team,� David admitted.
�See a pattern?�
�Maybe she likes athletes,� David ventured.
�Maybe,� Margaret conceded.
They spent the rest of their lunch going over each of David�s classes, and she quizzed him on how he was doing. The plan was to meet at least once a week to touch base, and when he started to need her help, they would get together more often.

Before working out, David stopped Ridge to get a better idea of whether he needed to talk to Andres about Crystal.
�I understand you know Crystal Knaggy.�
The scowl on Ridge�s face told him a lot.
�Make sure you never mention her name around Penny,� Ridge warned.
�Did you two hook up?�
Ridge flipped him off.
�Fortunately, no. But she did make a play for me at a party at the end of last year, and Penny heard about it. Let�s just say it was bad and leave it at that,� Ridge shared.
�She is hot.�
�You should go after her,� Ridge suggested.
�I might have done that already, but one of the guys on my baseball team beat me to it.�
�Her hotness only goes so far,� Ridge warned. �She messed up the last guy she was with.�
�You think I should give him a heads-up about her?� David asked.
�If the shoe were on the other foot, would you listen?� Ridge asked.
David wanted to say �yes,� but he doubted it. Andres was a big boy. He didn�t need David to hold his hand when it came to his personal life. If nothing else, the drama might be fun to watch.
Cassidy was giving them a dirty look to tell them they were slacking off when his phone chirped. He quickly checked it and was glad he did. It was a text from his daycare informing him that he needed to come pick up Carol.
He did some mental gymnastics to figure out how many people they�d had to go through before they landed on his name as a contact. He sent one back, letting them know he was on his way.
Ridge found it funny when Cassidy made David show her the text before she let him leave.

Even though it wasn�t rush hour, it took David over an hour to get to the daycare. He was sent to the office, where he found Carol playing with another little girl. All was fine until Carol saw him, and then she broke down in tears, which set off the other little girl.
He scooped them both up, and they quieted down. The young lady sitting with them, who at first glance looked like she couldn�t be old enough to be working there, looked at him in wonder.
�You want a job?� she asked.
�It�s my superpower. Somehow, I can get them to stop fussing,� he explained. �What happened?�
�We�re not really sure what started it, but Emma and Carol got a little rough with each other. We gave them timeouts, but they were at it again as soon as they were allowed back with the group. When that happens, they have to go home for the day,� she explained.
�They seemed to be playing just fine when I came in,� David pressed.
�Sorry, but those are the rules.�
At one time or another, all the moms had commented on how much they liked the place, so he kept his comments to himself. He handed Emma back to the girl and left with his daughter.
When he got to the car, David realized he had a problem: he didn�t have a car seat. He�d passed an ice cream place a couple of blocks from the daycare. Someone would be coming by the daycare to pick up the munchkins in an hour, so he decided that ice cream would be an excellent way to kill some time.

Peggy


As Peggy left her last class of the day, Mrs. Nguyen, the daycare�s director, called her in a panic. It seemed two of the children had gone missing, one of whom was Carol. The police were there, and they were in the process of issuing an Amber Alert.
As she ran to the parking lot to get in her car, she called David�s mother.
�What�s up?�
�I got a call from the daycare. Carol is missing,� Peggy said.
�Have you called Manaia yet?�
He was in charge of their security today.
�I called you first,� Peggy said.
�I�ll call him and have him find her with the tracker. I�m leaving right now and will meet you there.�
As a security measure, they�d sown tiny trackers into the kids� clothing for instances like this.

David


�We are in so much trouble. Wait until your brothers find out what a little pig you are,� David said, chuckling.
Carol was a giggling mess. She was getting one-on-one Daddy Time and had melted ice cream all over herself. David picked her up and headed to the bathroom to try to hide the evidence of what they�d been up to as best as he could.
He was about to enter the men�s room when police cars came screaming into the lot. David figured some high school kids must be messing around in the parking lot and ignored the excitement.
Carol was sitting on the sink as David used a paper towel to try to wipe up the worst of it when the door banged open. He was suddenly looking down the barrel of a gun.
�Police! Hands where I can see them!�
Carol was startled and began to cry. David picked her up to protect her.
�You better have a damned good reason for all this. I don�t appreciate you pulling a gun with my daughter present.�
�Jim! Holster your weapon,� an older officer ordered.

David and Carol got to ride in a police car back to the daycare.
When David got out of the back of the cruiser with Carol, his mother was there, waiting.
�Where have you been?!� she demanded.
David was a touch irritated by now.
�They had an afternoon special at the Red Tie Club.�
That was a local gentleman�s club. His retort did not sit well with his mother. The young officer who had drawn down on David nearly lost his life when he barked out a laugh.
David quickly explained how he�d come to pick up his daughter. Once he did, they discovered that Mrs. Nguyen�s teenage daughter had been the one to contact David. Instead of going down the list of contacts, she�d called him first because she wanted to meet him. She�d also neglected to log out both girls when they�d been picked up. To add to the confusion, the daughter had gone home to share with her friends that she�d met David.
He suspected that after his mom got done chewing on Mrs. Nguyen, young Miss Nguyen was going to be on the receiving end of her own ration of crap. Such tongue-lashings inevitably followed the trickle-down theory.
The boys spotted Carol and David, and all wanted attention. As punishment, he had to go home and play with them until dinner time.
Luckily, by then, his mother had found the humor in the accidental Amber Alert and his quip about the gentlemen�s-club outing. She pointed out that once Carol figured out that she could act out and get her daddy to take her for ice cream...
Parenting was hard.

Chapter 15

David


He�d been about to go on his morning run when Mr. Happy protested. Instead of trying to run with a boner, David pulled his cock from his shorts and slowly stroked himself.
�Frick!�
That felt good. Thank God for Internet porn because the only action he�d gotten recently was from his hand.
Last week, he�d taken Kat to another Goth party. This time, David had passed on dressing up again. He�d discovered that most Goths were just like everyone else when you got to know them. Of course, they would probably be mortified if he ever said that out loud to one of them. But when a group looked like that it was just something they did to fit in with their friends.
Lately, his inner actor had been making him look at people more closely. It fascinated David to witness what different groups did to integrate, be it Goths, athletes, sorority girls, or the townies in his dorm.
At the last party, Kat had been nervous that he�d dressed in �normal� clothes. But David, being David, had made it a point to go around and introduce himself and talk to everyone�all while Kat got herself falling-down drunk again. This time, she�d lasted almost three hours before he had to take her home and pour her into bed.
Frankly, her binge drinking was an issue. The primary evidence of that was what he was doing at the moment. David had some personal rules about sex, one of which was �Don�t do it with someone under the influence.� He called it his �Take a Drunk Girl Home� rule. Most college guys would have succumbed when she grabbed him as he dumped her into bed.
After all, Kat was as sexy as hell and willing. That she�d fallen asleep a minute after she�d lain down, though, reinforced the rule for him. When David finally had sex with her, he wanted her to at least remember it the next day.
Yong, Kat�s roommate, had offered David a beer after he put Kat to bed. His friend Bill Callaway, a former high school and current USC football teammate, had a thing for Asian girls. Yong was Korean and ran around the apartment braless and in form-hugging shorts. If he�d not just been on a date with Kat, he might have taken a shot at hooking up with her. His friend Bill was right; there was something about Asian girls that did it for him, too.
David had shared his dilemma with Ridge. Ridge�s solution had been to make him and Cassidy come to dinner at his place the night before. To Cassidy�s glee, Ridge�s girlfriend, Penny, had wanted to set David up with one of her friends. What had Cassidy so happy was that she knew that David hated it when a woman thought she could find him a date.
Ridge had been a total dick and refused to help him out. It was probably best that he�d sided with his future wife, though.
That final thought was interrupted when nature took over. From the amount of spunk that showered his stomach and chest, David knew he had to get laid. If all else failed, he�d call Lexi.
She had obviously talked to the other women in his life and had taken a step back when he�d had his knee-jerk reaction to her declaration of love. Now that a month had passed, David had all but convinced himself that it had just been a good orgasm talking. The women all knew that given time, he would forget why he was upset with them. This upset had taken longer to get over because Lexi�s declaration had scared him. What if she really did have feelings for him beyond just friends with benefits?
If Kat didn�t come through tonight, David might have to eat humble pie and see if Lexi was up for one of their hookups.
He�d gotten word that she�d gone part-time at the management company and enrolled in classes at UCLA. He might just pop in and say hi.

There was another party at the house they�d gone to on their first date.
�Let�s grab a drink,� Kat said.
She poured two shots of something clear. David was afraid it was vodka. Every time he got drunk on that stuff, bad things happened. The most recent occasion was at a high school graduation pre-party. He�d ended up making out with someone he hadn�t remembered the next day and had at some point passed out. He had woken to find his �friends� had written all over his body with a marker.
�Do they have anything nonalcoholic?� David asked.
�You�re going to make me drink alone?� Kat asked, giving him a disappointed look.
He understood her disappointment. This was college, and drinking was expected. David really didn�t want to get on Kat�s bad side tonight because he was looking to get lucky. Plus, she was hot. Sometimes you did stuff for hot girls you usually wouldn�t.
�Tell you what, Princess Peer Pressure, I�ll have one beer if that makes you feel better. That�s it,� he negotiated.
�Fine,� Kat said as she downed both shots.
It looked like they were on their way to another train wreck of a date.

Yong


You can�t always get what you want. And that�s okay. Some things in life are simply out of reach. But they gave you a reason to work towards your goal. Her roommate dating David was one of those �out of reach� situations. He�d asked Kat out first, so there was nothing Yong could do about it. If you wanted your best friend to still be your friend in the morning, you didn�t try to steal her guy.
But damn, David was totally crush-worthy. Over the last two weeks, he�d shown that he wasn�t just the kind of guy you dreamt about between your thighs; he was also one of the few good ones. Kat attracted men like moths to a flame. And speaking of flames, Kat had been burned in the past. Yong was impressed that David had bypassed two opportunities to bed Kat so far.
Ordinary college boys didn�t do that, in her limited experience. If David had been the typical douche, it would have been so much easier to get him out of her mind. And the sooner she could get over this crush, the sooner she would be happy for Kat finding a great guy.
Yong�s thoughts were interrupted when she heard the front door open.
�Whoa, whoa, whoa, Babe. Watch your step,� David�s voice echoed from the hall.
Kat swayed but managed to navigate her way into the living room, where her roommate was watching a movie. David had his hands on her hips to make sure she didn�t stumble and crash to the floor.
�Hey! Kat, you okay?� Yong asked.
�Babe, you should have come tonight. We had so much fun,� Kat said and then leaned down to whisper into Yong�s ear. �And there were so many hot guys there.�
Yong was totally embarrassed for her friend because she saw David wince when he heard that.
�Come on, let�s get you to bed,� he announced.
Kat stood up and stumbled into David. She snaked her hand down to his crotch, making him flinch.
�He�s huge,� she stage-whispered to Yong.
Yong went back to watching her movie while she imagined what the two of them were up to.

Fifteen minutes later, David came out and joined Yong on the couch. He stretched out his long legs and sighed.
�That was ... uhm ... fun,� he said unconvincingly.
�Is Kat okay?�
�She�ll be fine. Nothing a good night�s sleep and a bottle of aspirin won�t fix.�
Yong glanced down at the bulge in his jeans. Seeing that short-circuited her brain.
�David, I�ve been meaning to say something to you.�
�About what?
�I�m so going to regret this later,� Yong said, then she closed the gap between them and kissed David.
She sat back to see what his reaction to that was. It freaked her out a bit when he got a faraway look and didn�t say anything for a minute. Had she ruined it with him? Would he tell Kat?
�I don�t even really know you,� David finally said.
He was right. He didn�t know her, and she didn�t know him at all. She only knew what Kat had told her, and that was from someone who was lovesick for him. For all she knew, David could be some gangbanger, or worse.
It was as if he read her mind because his lips came close to hers. Yong could see he wanted her permission to be naughty. She realized that he was dangerous. Not the �tie her up and throw her into the trunk of his car� kind of dangerous. He was dangerous because he knew she would do anything to be with him.
It scared her to know that this relative stranger could scramble her brain so totally. At this point, she would gladly let him take her to her room and have his way with her, consequences be damned.
Yong was about to put an end to it when he cut off her words by running his fingertips along her jawline. When she didn�t run screaming, David guided her face to his so they could kiss.
This kiss wasn�t a tentative peck, but one where she felt the heat as he crushed his lips to hers. She felt a jolt of energy surge through her body, which caused goosebumps to form on her arms.
David tasted like sin, which told her that she was so going to Hell for this. But his mouth claimed hers. It was as if she�d never kissed a guy before, and he�d kissed a thousand girls. All she would have to do was give herself to him, and she would discover that her previous concept of what sex was paled in comparison to what he offered.
His fingers danced along her neck as he pulled her onto his lap. Her hands went up to the sides of his face and cupped it as they kissed. She felt him lower his hands and grasp her bottom as he pulled her tight against his desire. It was as if his dick bypassed her brain and spoke directly to her body.
At that point, Yong became an active participant. Her hands began to explore. David wasn�t like other guys. He felt like a rock as her hands slid down his chest to his abs. She found the bottom of his t-shirt. She grasped it and began to lift it up. Their kiss broke as he let her remove the offending garment.
Their eyes locked as Yong reached down and pulled her top off as well. Her hand reached out and touched his bare skin. David didn�t have an ounce of fat on him, and he was cut. Not like bodybuilder cut, but sex-on-a-stick cut.
He pulled her against him and kissed her again. His teeth grazed her lower lip, and a bolt of hot lust shot through Yong, twisting the need in her gut tighter. She moaned.
David�s hand gripped the back of her head as their tongues dueled. Her blood thrummed in her veins as her heart hammered with excitement. The heat of his body transferred to her stomach and lower. He was driving her crazy. Before Yong lost all control, she scooted off his lap.
David eyed her. She could see he was wondering what she was up to.
It gave her a moment to collect herself. Yong had practically climbed her roommate�s boyfriend, who happened to be in the process of turning her crazy with lust.
Then he reached down and undid his jeans, releasing the monster in his pants.

David


Finally, she�d put her mouth on him. David�s hips arched up to try to force more of his length into Yong�s mouth. Reaching down, he dug his fingers into her hair, pulling her closer, needing more. She obliged as her hands left the base of his member and cupped his balls. He all but levitated off the couch as he stood up so she could have unfettered access.
David marveled as Yong swallowed more of him as he thrust deeper. She groaned, and he felt the vibration along his length. He was on edge, practically crying with need when he felt his balls tighten.
�I�m coming!� he announced.
His orgasm hit with the power of a rocket blasting off. Using his hand earlier had only slackened his need a bit as he�d waited for this moment. David�s entire body shook with pleasure.
Before the aftershocks had subsided, he looked down at her. Her chest was glistening with the drool she�d produced while pleasuring him.
�I want to return the favor,� he said.
She grabbed his still-throbbing member and guided him to her room.
�I need you inside me,� she said as she lay back on her bed.
Yong still had ahold of him as she guided his manhood to where she wanted it.
�One moment,� he said and ran out of the room.
On his return, David saw her confusion was alleviated when she spotted the string of foil packets in his hand. After he�d left the Baseball House and heard some of the stories that his teammates told, he�d made a promise to himself. No way was any of those jock bunnies going near his cock without a condom. STI-free was the goal for spending time with them, and for tonight.
Once Mr. Happy had his raincoat on, David returned to the bed, his hot, hard body covering Yong�s. He felt his cock nudging against her thigh as she claimed her prize. She wrapped her hand around his length. He groaned as she stroked him a couple of times to confirm he was still ready.
Yong guided the tip to where they both wanted it. He looked down and reveled in her sexy, slender body. He wondered for a moment if she could handle him.
�Push it in,� she ordered.
David nudged her entrance and slipped in an inch, savoring the feel of her. Even after she�d given him oral, he knew he wouldn�t last long, which was a damn shame. He usually was able to provide a good accounting of himself after his first orgasm. His problem was that her sex gripped him in the best possible way.
He was confident that she would discover his skill in their second round. And there would definitely be a round two.
Mason had made an offhand comment that any pussy would do in a pinch; that was his attempt to excuse his slutty ways with jock bunnies. He�d obviously never spent time with the likes of Yong. She was so wet, hot, eager, and vocal.
Each thrust caused her to cry out her approval. And when David found the right spot, her eyes would roll back into her head. He should have had the foresight to video this session because he was coming off well. He could set up a website and share clips with prospective dates, with the promise of providing them this much pleasure. Women wondered why men�s egos got so big.
Yong shuddered, which did something wonderful to Mr. Happy. David fought to hold back his release, determined to help her get there with him. Their foreheads touched, causing her eyes to open. He kissed her again, passionately, and she kissed him back with equal fervor. She rocked her hips up to give him a better angle to bury another inch deep inside her.
�You feel so good. I never want this to end,� he gasped.
They were close, which caused them to reach a sexual frenzy. Suddenly, it was like Yong and David were long-time lovers as they got into sync. They moved in perfect synchronization as their bodies crashed together. He felt it deep in his gut as his climax approached.
She curled her legs up until her knees were touching her breasts. It gave him the perfect angle to take her completely. Thrust after thrust, she took all of him, from tip to base. She began to scream out her desire.
David�s shoulders strained tight, and his buttocks flexed, their tempo increasing to a blur as he pounded into her. Yong reached for his butt, and he felt her fingernails sink into his flesh to urge him on. His muscles bunched and knotted as he summoned superhuman strength to hold off until she climaxed. With every thrust, his balls smacked her ass.
Then she ignited, and he bellowed out his own release. It was what legends were made of. It was one of those perfect moments�until it wasn�t.
�That was both fucking hot and sucked at the same time,� Kat said, leaning against the door.
�Frick!�

David felt like a complete jerk. Yong had grabbed her robe and chased after Kat. He should have realized that Yong�s screaming would wake the dead, and it obviously had if Kat had gotten out of bed.
If only this was a soap opera where your deepest secret was discovered, only for the discoverer to lose their memory. Somehow, he doubted that would be the case.
He could come up with a lot of excuses as to why he�d hooked up with Yong, but in his heart, David knew he was in the wrong. He could have stopped this.
Yong came back into the bedroom.
�I think she�s mad,� Captain Obvious, aka Yong, announced.
�My dad is always telling me that you are going to make mistakes. The measure of a person is how they handle it,� he shared.
�What do you suggest?�
David pointed to his still hard dick. She cracked a smile.
�I�m kidding, obviously. But if I let my little head do my thinking...�
�If I wasn�t so sore...�
He groaned inside.
�I should get going. I�ll give you my number. Call me if you think it would help for me to come talk to Kat,� he said, not really meaning it.
Who would, honestly?
�Could I call for other things?� Yong asked.
�Let�s play it by ear for now,� David suggested.
He would put the odds of a repeat performance pretty low.
�I should have just called Lexi,� was his final thought as he left.

Chapter 16

Lindsey


Curious was the word of the day.
At breakfast, Lindsey couldn�t help noticing that Allen had an indelible smile on his face. If she hadn�t known better, she�d have guessed he�d finally gotten laid. But her current favorite social project, �Operation Help Allen Lose His Virginity,� had to be put on hold. The townies had gone too far this time in their prank-war efforts.
They�d gone to a local pet store, bought dozens of crickets, and set them free in Kirk, Allen, and Jamie�s rooms. It might have been funny, but the damned bugs hadn�t stayed in their intended targets� rooms. The whole floor was ready to string the townies up because the crickets made it almost impossible to sleep.
Lindsey was a woman on a mission. She was gathering the troops so they could have a planning session on the roof. She found Jamie and Kirk and had them go with her to Allen�s room. The door was wide open, so they walked in.
Standing behind the bar was Alex with his head tipped back, mouth agape, looking at them with a glassy, uncaring stare.
�Are you okay?� Lindsey asked because something was obviously wrong with him.
Alex�s expression didn�t change. Kirk smirked and went to get Allen. Lindsey started toward Alex, but Jamie stopped her.
�I don�t think you want to go over there,� Jamie warned.
�Why?�
�That�s head-face. All guys get it when they�re getting a blow job.�
Then she dropped her face into an exact replica of the blank look Alex had. Allen came out of his room with Kirk in tow and then stopped and looked at his roommate.
�What the hell, Dude?! We�re paying her to clean our rooms, not polish your knob.�
Alex flipped Allen off.
Allen shook his head and followed Lindsey to the common room where they ran into their archnemeses, the townies: Veronica, Lauren, Christian, and Peter.
�Hey, girls. Why don�t you dump those losers and spend the afternoon with us?� Peter offered.
�I heard that you had to pay Veronica and Lauren to hang out with you two,� Jamie retorted.
�Ignore her,� Peter said. �She thinks I have cooties.�
Jamie stared at him like he was something disgusting that she�d stepped in.
�Correction, I believe you have the adult version of cooties: STIs.�
�The fuck!� Peter snarled.
Allen stepped between the groups as an obvious protect-and-prevent measure while Kirk hustled the girls into the stairwell to the roof. They�d all but made good their escape when Lindsey found the roof door was locked. Lindsey was a bit worried when the downstairs door opened behind them. She was relieved when she saw it was only Allen.
�It�s locked,� she told everyone.
�Use your keycard and PIN,� Allen said.
Lindsey gave him a confused look.
�It pays to have Alex as a roommate. When they fixed our door, I made sure we could still use the roof,� he explained.
Lindsey was puzzled but tried what he suggested. She was surprised when it opened. They went out and each grabbed a seat while Kirk grabbed three beers for himself and the girls and a water for Allen. They were left over from a previous night, so not very cold, but they�d do.
�What does your boyfriend think about you having guys as friends?� Allen asked Lindsey.
She glanced over at Jamie, who was suddenly fascinated with her fingernails. Lindsey had unloaded her unhappiness with her boyfriend, Finn�s, jealous streak to Jamie during girl-talk late at night.
�Finn is fine with it,� Lindsey said and then thought of a better response. �He doesn�t control me. He knows that he can trust me. Besides, he�s got nothing to worry about because neither of you is my type.�
Kirk looked a bit hurt, but Allen smiled.
�Good, �cause you�re not my type, either.�
Lindsey gave him a sad look. Was that the best he could come up with?
�Are you saying I�m not good enough for you?�
Allen raised one eyebrow and checked her out.
�I hadn�t really thought about it, but I bet I could do a whole lot better.�
She laughed in his face.
�Says the Virgin Boy.�
�Game. Set. Match. To me!� Lindsey thought.
Allen got a hurt look on his face. She swore she saw his bottom lip quiver. He got up, walked to the edge of the roof, and looked off into space. Lindsey replayed what she said in her mind and worried she�d really hurt his feelings. She had to remember he was a na�ve boy who�d just moved here from Cornfield, Timbuktu. He was probably in the middle of a homesick phase.
Jamie saw her concern and shook her head. Lindsey was sure it was in disgust at her for being so mean to Allen.
�Don�t you think it�s about time you cut the act?� Jamie asked, looking meaningfully at Allen.
He turned around with his hands in his pockets, head down, looking miserable.
�Yeah, it�s time,� Allen conceded.
He straightened his posture, removed his glasses, pulled his sweatshirt over his head, and faced them. The transformation was incredible; it took Lindsey�s breath away. It was better than when Clark Kent turned into Superman. Looking back at her was someone who exuded an air of easy confidence. Without his glasses and with the slightly crooked smile on his face, Allen was incredibly handsome.
Lindsey had noticed his huge brown eyes before, even behind the glasses, but she�d never registered how sexy they were. He ran his fingers through his hair, and suddenly the transformation was complete. He went from farmer-nerd to heartthrob in a matter of seconds.
�What the ... How did you do that?� Kirk asked.
�He�s David A. Dawson, the actor,� Jamie said with a degree of smug satisfaction. �I Googled him. Allen is his middle name.�
Another piece of the puzzle that was Allen�or was it David?�fell into place, giving Lindsey the complete picture. She hated how much she had to fight even to think about what she�d just found out because her mind was going in a million different directions.
�Why the deception?� Kirk finally asked.
�Fair question,� David said. �If I�d walked in as the actor, who would be my friends right now?�
�Probably the townies,� Lindsey said to finally get back into the conversation.
�Exactly! And how happy would I have been when I discovered what they were really like?� David asked.
�You knew?� Kirk asked Jamie.
�I figured it out when we first met,� she admitted.
�Don�t be mad at her. I explained why I was doing it, and she agreed to keep my secret,� David said.
�When Veronica finds out...� Lindsey started, referring to her townie roommate.
�I�m not sure I want her to know just yet,� David said. �I�ve come to cherish the feeling of being normal. I know that it won�t last, but I�d like to hold off the circus as long as possible.�
�Is it really that bad?� Kirk asked.
�Knowing that your every move is probably either being recorded or photographed; having random people approach you while you�re minding your own business; not knowing if someone is your real friend or just wants something ... Do I need to go on?� he asked.
�But this is huge,� Lindsey blurted.
�That I�m no longer Virgin Boy?� he asked with a smirk.
She blushed.
�I just assumed...�
�Linds, you are about to find out how much fun it is to watch him when you know the real truth. He is way funnier than you�ve given him credit for. David found your thinking he was a virgin to be hilarious,� Jamie said.
�Really?� Lindsey asked.
�Do a quick Internet search. I have five kids,� David confessed.
�Give me a minute while I wrap my brain around that one,� she said.
�Not to change the topic, but I do have an idea how we can end this prank war,� he said to get them back to why they were up on the roof.
He had their full attention.

David was just full of surprises. He had invited them to dinner nearby. But it turned out that dinner was actually going to be at a townhouse he owned on the edge of campus, where three of his high school friends were living. Another shocker was that David was on the USC baseball team, and he�d confessed that he planned to walk on to the football team. He had invited two of his baseball teammates to join everyone for dinner, which ... wait for it ... he was cooking.
Lindsey realized he was probably right to conceal his identity for now, based on her own reactions. Jamie had even had to remind Lindsey that she couldn�t post anything on social media. That would have probably sent Finn into a jealous rage because while David was drop-dead gorgeous, his teammates, Allard and Seamus, were hot as well.
David�s description of Allard, which he gave on the way over, was pretty accurate, Lindsey thought. He�d described Allard as a backwoods good ol� boy from Arkansas, with a wild mop of golden hair that made him look like he belonged in a heavy-metal rock band. Seamus had this panty-dropping Irish brogue that caught her interest. The rest of the package only enhanced the overall attraction.
David made a quick stop at the grocery store before they got to the townhouse. When they all walked in, he�d introduced Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy to his new friends. He put the grocery bags on the counter.
�I�m going to go change. Can you get everything out?� David asked Cassidy.
He winked at everyone when Cassidy opened the first bag. She zeroed in on a chocolate cupcake, grinning like a mischievous pixie. Her smile was infectious.
�Mine,� she announced.
He chuckled as he disappeared.

�Holy fucking hotness!� Lindsey thought.
When David came back, his jeans were worn and scuffed with age, but they fit him like a second skin. She�d become used to the idea of him being pudgy. Maybe her boyfriend wasn�t all that great after all.
�We were just getting ready to tell them about why Andres wants to kick your butt,� Allard shared.
David got a disgusted look on his face.
�Everyone says they want you to be honest with them, but apparently that�s not the case. What are the odds he�ll forget about it and leave me alone on Monday?�
�About the same as a bull not charging at the flapping red cape,� Allard answered. �Ol�, my candid matador.�
�One of our teammates finally got a shot at a girl he�s been lusting after since last year,� David said to tell the story.
Lindsey watched as he leaned over, his well-defined biceps propped on the countertop, and looked right into her eyes. She had no doubt he had no idea what his good looks did to women.
�Crystal...�
�Don�t tell me she�s a stripper?� Tracy asked.
The baseball players laughed.
�That puts some impure thoughts into me wee mind,� Seamus said.
�God knows what a bad idea that is,� Allard quipped.
�Crystal,� David repeated, �broke up with him because she found someone better.�
�Who?� Seamus asked.
�I heard she was seen out with Matt Long, the quarterback who�s set to take over from Ridge Townsend,� David explained.
�Do it with the voices,� Allard encouraged David.
It was apparent David had told this story more than once. He got this sad, weepy look on his face.
�I don�t understand why she broke up with me,� he mimicked and then fell back into his own voice. �Obviously, she thought she could do better.�
Then David put his weepy face back on.
�I just need to find someone better,� he mimicked. �I had to set him straight. I mean, think about it. If I can kick your butt at Xbox, do you need to find someone better to play against? Maybe you should lower your expectations. Play on easy mode for a while until you get your confidence back. Maybe date someone like Lindsey.�
�Three ... two ... one...� Kirk counted down.
�David!� every girl in the room complained.
�See, he�s funnier than you thought,� Jamie said to Lindsey.

David made a variety of tacos for everyone. Lindsey had to admit that she might have eaten more than her diet allowed for, but damn, they were good.
His friends from back home all seemed to love him, and they weren�t afraid to tell stories about him. It was interesting to see David as he really was. By the end of the night, Lindsey was surprised to realize she had all but forgotten how his looks affected her.
She could tell that he was a leader, but he didn�t dominate the conversation like the jocks back home had tended to do.
On the ride home, she claimed the front seat.
�When I first learned who you really were, I couldn�t decide if I should be mad or not. Then I found myself being a fangirl,� Lindsey admitted.
�What about now?�
�I�ll keep your secret, but there�s a price. You have to be nice to me.�
�Linds, what would be the fun in that?� Kirk chimed in from the back seat.
�You make it so easy to punk you sometimes,� David said with a twinkle in his eye. �But I�ll try.�
�Thanks.�

Chapter 17

David


David had survived another week of school. He�d made the executive decision to quit going to the coffee shop after his runs. Not because he was embarrassed to have hooked up with Kat�s roommate, Yong. Rather, because when that happened, David realized he�d already decided on some level that he and Kat wouldn�t work.
On reflection, he�d initially pursued Kat because all the other guys wanted her, and for good reason. The Goth Barbie look was different enough that it caught attention. Doreen admitted that Kat made triple the tips any of the other girls working there did.
Frankly, David wasn�t looking for a girlfriend right now; he would just as soon hook up with someone like Yong�at least until he got a handle on college. He didn�t have the time to wine and dine someone, let alone work toward a deeper relationship.
On the other hand, he didn�t want to turn into the typical Hollywood type who randomly hooked up with girls. That had been the main reason he�d avoided the Baseball House.
For Kat, he�d been willing to make an exception. Unfortunately, the more David got to know her, the more he realized they weren�t right for each other. Her binge-drinking aside, they just didn�t have that much in common.
He�d stuck it out in the hope of finally getting her into his bed. In the end, he was happy he hadn�t. It would have complicated his life, and right now, he wasn�t looking for complications.
This was a big weekend: the baseball team would be playing their first game on Sunday, which wouldn�t really count because it was against their alumni. Next week, the team would travel to North Carolina to play Wake Forest for a Friday-Saturday-Sunday series. David was set to fly out Thursday afternoon, so he would have to avail himself of the athletic department�s nifty get-out-of-jail letters they sent to professors. Margaret, his tutor, had given him the information on how to go about it.
Tonight was their floor�s turn to host the weekly dorm party. Alex was excited and wanted the floor residents to put their best foot forward.
�Squeak will be here in a minute,� Alex said, referring to his sister, Natalia, who lived in the mirror image of their suite but at the other end of the hall. �She wants to know if you�ll take her to the store to get party supplies.�
David hadn�t seen much of Nat. She�d formed her own group of friends over the previous semester. Her absence, in general, was similar to Alex�s, except Alex spent the majority of his time with his buddies on the USC soccer team.
Right on cue, Nat walked in with her roommate, Silvia. David had seen Silvia around and had met her briefly. From what he�d observed, Nat and Silvia really didn�t spend much time together because of their age difference. Silvia was a senior.
When David met her, he�d put her down as a nice person. She had a ready smile and treated him warmly.
�Hey ... uh ... Allen,� Nat said, catching herself. �I haven�t seen much of you.�
�I�ve been getting settled in with school and trying to balance that with baseball. Ask your brother; doing sports and school isn�t easy.�
�He tells me that you have a car that can haul stuff,� she said, getting to the point.
�A small SUV.�
�That works,� Nat announced and all but yanked him out of the room.

He discovered why Silvia was with them: she was old enough to buy alcohol. David took advantage of her age and purchased his own liquor supply. While he didn�t drink much, when he did, he liked a nice scotch. He also knew that Lexi preferred wine, so he bought several bottles of her favorites to have on hand.
He had finally called Lexi and, as a pretext for seeing her, invited her to the party. She wasn�t thrilled when she heard the theme. Neither was he, but the girls had picked it. It was supposed to be a pajama party. Lexi had told him that she might come but wanted to see if she had any other commitments.
David didn�t take offense at Lexi playing her game. And it was a game; he knew her too well to be fooled. She was trying to assert some control over their relationship. He�d been the one to wrest control from her and bring things to a screeching halt when he�d sent her home after her declaration of love.
He would have bet his imaginary beach house that had Lexi been given a chance to rethink her gambit, she never would have played the �let me see if I can find something better� card. She was smart enough to have known that tactic would never work on David. She�d heard enough stories about girls who�d tried to overtly control him, and how it hadn�t ended well for them. Before he cut her loose, Lexi had found other means to get her way without triggering his alpha-male tendencies.
When the group got back to the car, David had to lay down half of the backseat area to pile in all the party supplies. The Porsche Macan�s weakness was its cargo room. But it was a hell of a car to drive.
He was happy when they got back because Nat announced that he�d fulfilled his party set-up obligations by making the supply run. She did warn him that if they found they needed something else requiring a trip to the store, he was the man for the job.

Alex had set himself up as bartender in their room for what he termed a �pre-party.� He�d invited a couple of his soccer pals, while David had asked Cassidy, Seamus, and Allard to come early. Seamus wanted to introduce them all to Irish pizza, so they�d ordered several from a place he�d found.
David shouldn�t have been surprised: it was made with potatoes, both as one of the crust ingredients and as a topping. One had bacon and leeks, and another had sauerkraut and corned beef combined with diced potatoes. They�d topped it all with aged cheddar instead of mozzarella.
As pizza went, it wasn�t as weird as some of the others he�d had in LA. Still, David was of the firm opinion that Californians didn�t know what �real� pizza was. That was the only explanation for toppings like artichokes, bananas, red curry, and tuna. They were all foods he liked, but they shouldn�t be on a �real� pizza.
He didn�t know how, but the conversation wound up turning to sex.
�David, what�s your go-to move when you just get done being busy and want to call it a night?� Alex asked.
�Fuck you too, roomie.�
�I know,� Cassidy piped up.
David doubted he would like this.
�Dang, look at you, Ms. Know-It-All,� Allard said.
Cassidy, mimicking David, spread her legs out like some bull rider with hemorrhoids.
�Welp,� she drawled out.
�Saying that, and nothing else, is frickin� genius,� David thought. It said everything and nothing at the same time if you wanted to make a quick exit.
�How can you be knowing, yeah?� Seamus asked.
David looked at Seamus with a bit of pity. If he and the other guys weren�t careful, they would find out that Cassidy could make them cry. She got a mischievous look on her face, which David guessed spelled trouble.
�Stand next to David. I want to see how much bigger he is than you,� Cassidy told Seamus.
�And let him go stark ravers on me, yeah?� Seamus said, shaking his head. �He has about four inches on me, if you must know.�
Cassidy looked right at Seamus�s crotch.
�I would have guessed more,� she said with a straight face.
�That�s bollocks,� Seamus fired back weakly.
It didn�t matter, though, because the others were all laughing at his expense. Plus, he knew anything he said would be repeated at baseball practice. David high-fived Cassidy. She was on a roll.
�And you,� Cassidy said, pointing at Alex.
�Play nice,� he said with a worried look.
She smiled, which made the poor guy even more nervous.
Lindsey, Jamie, and Kirk came in to stop the fun. What distracted everyone else was that they�d obviously missed out on the memo about what constituted �pajamas.� The guys all had on either flannel pajama pants or, in David�s case, baggy sweats with a sweatshirt and robe. Even Cassidy had put on a goofy onesie. They�d all interpreted the theme to mean what you might sleep in.
Lindsey and Jamie were in what would best be described as lingerie.
David stood in stunned silence as he took in what he was seeing. He found Seamus and Allard on both sides of him.
�Tell me they�re single,� Allard asked plaintively.
�I take back everything I ever said about you,� Seamus added, not even glancing at David.
�I�ve had enough of this sausage fest. Let�s go to the real party,� David suggested.

David was more than a bit disappointed that Lexi hadn�t shown up. The women at the party were having an effect on him. It wasn�t like any of them had gone full-on slutty; all the important parts of their bodies were covered. But that didn�t mean some weren�t sexy. A couple looked like they�d borrowed men�s button-up dress shirts to wear and nothing else. Several had on satin dressing gowns that exposed a lot of leg. Then there were the short-shorts-with-skimpy-tops girls.
The theme did accomplish one important girl-goal: the guys didn�t disappear to play video games or talk sports. They all got off the sidelines and talked to the girls.
Then the townies showed up. Veronica and Lauren had gone shopping somewhere like Agent Provocateur and purchased matching outfits. On the outside, the two of them were beautiful women. Veronica�s mother was on a long-running sitcom and played the love interest, and her genes showed in her daughter. Similarly, Lauren�s parents had been models, and Lauren had been in a couple of Disney-like shows when she was younger.
It was evident that the girls had dressed their guy friends because, unlike the rest of the men, they were dressed in silk boxers and super-short robes that hung open. To David, they looked like what a MILF would dress her sex toy of a pool boy in. He didn�t think, though, that the two had any idea how silly they looked.
David predicted that the guys would be regretting their fashion choice before too long. He�d been smart enough to wear formfitting underwear to keep everything in place. If he�d worn boxers under his sweats, and the old bird dog, Mr. Happy, caught a scent and decided to point ... let�s just say it would be obvious.
The common room was crowded, and David didn�t know many people because he�d not been to the other floor parties. He immediately made a point of starting to meet everyone. Cassidy tagged along until she met a cute guy who didn�t set off David�s douchebag detector. When he was sure she didn�t need him to bail her out, he began trying to find someone who might interest him.
He spotted one of the men�s-shirt-wearing girls looking around.
�Looking for me?� he asked as he approached her.
She checked him out, saw his farmer-nerd persona, and relaxed. David wasn�t giving off a predatory vibe. As bad as his opening line had been, it did start a conversation. He and Nellie quickly fell into an easy conversation. He discovered that she had a quick wit, and when she smiled, it made his day. They discussed everything from what they were studying to their favorite music.
David was enjoying making a new friend when he heard a commotion. It looked like the townies had squared off with his crew.
�I have to go to play peacemaker. Save me a dance for later,� David told Nellie before going to see what was going on.
�If you want to take this outside...� Christian said as David walked up.
�This whole prank war is stupid. We need to find a way to work this out before I get irritated. What�s it going to take to end this conflict?� David asked.
�How about we play beer pong? Loser has to admit to everyone here that the winners are far superior,� Peter said.
David looked at Kirk, and they chuckled because that had to be about the dumbest thing they�d ever heard. David knew that pointing that out to Peter would probably not go well, so he tried something else.
�I have two problems with that. First is that I don�t normally drink,� he admitted.
�You will tonight,� Peter pressed.
�Does he think we�re in middle school?� David thought.
�The other is that I�ve never played before. You would have an unfair advantage.�
�We�ll give you time to practice,� Christian said, as if that solved everything.
David could tell they were confident they would win. He pulled Kirk aside to confer.
�You any good at this?� David asked.
�I�ve played before, but I wouldn�t say I�m great.�
David nodded and went back to negotiating.
�Since you both have the advantage, if the ball bounces off the table and goes into a cup, does it count?�
�We�ll allow that,� Peter conceded.
�Okay, let�s do this,� David said.
The game started poorly for Kirk and David. Even with a bit of practice, David was having trouble with the ball because it was so light. He kept overshooting his mark. Before they�d removed even one cup from the table, they were down to their last three. David had a bad feeling that he would be hurting later after downing four beers.
A crowd had gathered, and Peter and Christian were strutting around as Lauren and Veronica trash-talked.
�We got this,� David assured Kirk.
�What makes you think that?�
�Our cups are spread out. They have to aim to hit their mark,� David explained.
He�d said it loud enough for their two opponents to hear what he�d said. He could see they took a moment to think about that.
That was when David hit his stride. He hit six straight, and Kirk managed two. During their comeback, Peter had managed to hit one, so they were tied.
All crowds love an underdog, so the room was behind David and Kirk, and it was David�s turn.
�You want to give up?� he offered.
�Bite me, Chunk,� Peter responded.
As soon as David threw it, he knew it was good. It landed in the middle of the cup. Kirk was jumping up and down. David was a little hurt because he didn�t think Kirk had any confidence in him.
Up next was Peter.
�Everyone, quiet,� Kirk said to shush the crowd. �This is a big shot, and Peter needs to concentrate.�
It had the desired effect: Peter choked and missed badly. Kirk stepped up to the table and tossed in the winner.
Before they could celebrate, Veronica and Lauren stepped up.
�You didn�t beat us,� Lauren announced.
�Here we go. Changing the rules when you don�t win,� Jamie said to defend the group�s honor.
�Why don�t we make it interesting?� Veronica said.

They came up with a game that was a blend of Beer Pong, Truth or Dare, and strip something or other. David wasn�t sure what all the rules were, but when Veronica kissed him and Lauren lost her stockings, he was on board. The downside was he was down to his underwear, glasses, and sweatshirt. The oversized sweatshirt gave him a measure of modesty.
Everyone in the dorm was circled around them. The guys were anticipating the girls getting naked. Everyone was cheering them on.
Kirk was up and made good on his throw.
�I want to see some skin,� he announced to let Veronica know he�d picked clothes.
She still had her garter belt, bra, and panties on. Everyone was shocked when she decided to remove her bra.
�Frick!�
They were spectacular. David looked around, and he thought every guy in the room became aroused at the sight. He could tell Veronica had done it to throw Kirk and David off their game. He tried to will Mr. Happy into submission. Of course, that worked about as well as dropping a rock in a lake and hoping it would float.
�You�re next, Chunk,� Lauren all but sneered.
She calmly made her toss and sank the ball. David debated what he should take off. Underwear was out of the question at that moment. Glasses was the logical pick, but he decided to fight fire with fire. He pulled his sweatshirt off.
The room went quiet. David pushed the glasses off his face and let them rest on his forehead as he made his transformation known. The looks on Veronica and Lauren�s faces were worth the weeks of dressing like a dork.
�That�s David Dawson,� someone announced.
�And he�s mine,� Lexi said as she stepped out of the crowd.
David noticed that all four of the townies flinched when they saw Lexi. She must have known them when she was queen bitch during high school.
�We need to talk,� Lexi said to them.
She grabbed David�s hand and got him moving toward his room. Veronica put her bra back on to the groans of all the guys. As the two groups left the party, the noise level went up tenfold. Allen Dawson was indeed dead, David reflected. He tossed the glasses on a table with his sweatshirt; he wouldn�t be needing them anymore.

David recognized �in charge� Lexi when they got to his suite. She kicked out a couple of people he didn�t know who had been making out on his couch. Alex simply couldn�t get it through his head that they might need to lock their room.
�I understand you have been harassing David and his friends,� Lexi began.
�It�s just pranks, something to break the tension. No harm was done,� Christian said to play it off.
�If they stop, can you get your friends to do the same?� Lexi asked David.
�No problem.�
�And if it continues?� she asked.
�Then it escalates,� he confirmed. �I think it�s a waste of time, but I won�t sit back and take it much longer.�
�I agree,� Veronica said, nodding and looking apologetically toward David.
Lexi just looked at her.
�If it happens again, it absolutely will escalate. But I will be the one doing the escalating.�
Lexi said it as if she was just speaking a known fact, and her expression was calm and composed. The way she delivered that line was as though she was discussing what to order for dinner, or which shoes went with which dress. Veronica�s face, however, turned white, and she took an involuntary step backward. David was immediately reminded of the fixer, P�draig O�Malley, the guy no one in their right mind ever even thought of crossing.
He glanced over at Lexi, and she signaled him not to say anything. Over the time they�d worked together on the movies, the two of them had worked out ways of letting each other know what they wanted so they could work as a team. Lexi didn�t believe Veronica any more than he did, but he�d suggested that they talk this out a couple of weeks ago. It was just serendipitous that Lexi had unwittingly made it happen.
The results, however, were a bit earth-shaking. David was reminded of the first time he�d met Lexi at a party thrown by some teens who were the offspring of the Hollywood elite. She�d come across then, as she did now, as someone who would make sure there were dire consequences for anyone who messed with her.
It also confirmed what he�d suspected: Lexi had learned to read his mind. At first, he�d joked about it, but it happened way too often to not be true. Then again, being around him almost 24/7 for seven months might have had something to do with it. It might also be that she was too smart for her own good.
�I know you all. Veronica, you can forget about trying to steal David from me. You and your crew can also give up continuing to prank him and his friends,� Lexi said, staring her down. When Veronica blinked, Lexi continued. �David is one of the nicest guys I�ve ever met. And I�m not just saying that. His idea of escalation and mine are miles apart, and you all know it.�
�Like I could forget,� Christian said.
Turning to Christian, Lexi replied seriously, �I had no idea what he was up to. If I ever find him, I promise to tell you first.�
�Okay, deal,� Christian said.
�And the rest of you?� she asked.
They nodded and then left.
�What was that all about?� David asked.
�Remember when I told you something in my life made me change?�
�You didn�t want to talk about it.�
�I honestly still don�t, but Christian and Alex were involved. If you ever want me to tell you, I will,� Lexi said.
David knew it had to be something big for someone like Lexi to actually get a wake-up call and genuinely want to become a better person. When he was starting high school, he�d had his own �crucible� experience, as his uncle had termed it. It was basically something that transformed you. His had happened nearly five years ago, but there were times it felt like it had just happened. If Lexi wasn�t ready to talk about it, he wouldn�t force her.
She somehow knew he was overthinking everything and put a stop to it by kissing him.
�What about you saying, �I love you�?� David asked.
�Do you really want to talk me to death, or take me to bed?� she asked.
When she put it that way...
Mr. Happy voted bed, and for once, the big brain got out of the way.

Chapter 18

Tracy


Tracy was exhausted. Last night, at 4:08 am, she�d awoken to the sound of Precious turning their living room into her own version of the Thunderdome. She could just imagine a bunch of drunken Aussies yelling, �Two cats enter, one cat leaves!�
It hadn�t been the typical kind of catfight you heard out your window where they beat on each other and the winner chased off their rival. This fight had started in their kitchen and continued all over the downstairs.
Tracy was going to USC for sports journalism, intending to report live contests. She knew that all good stories started at the beginning, so as she got into the shower, she thought about how it had all begun.

�I give up,� Pam grumped as she all but dragged Precious through the back door. �I�m not walking this ... this ... cat from hell ever again!�
�But she loves her walks,� Cassidy said as she came to rescue Precious.
That was until Pam pointed to her calf, and it was bleeding.
�Pam�s right. We have to figure something out,� Tracy agreed.
When they�d been in high school, Precious had lived next door to David with her owner, Brit, one of David, Pam, and Cassidy�s classmates. David had given her the moniker �the cat from hell.� That was because when Precious yowled, it sounded like you were about to be eaten by a bobcat. Plus, she scratched just about anyone who got near her.
As Brit was making her plans to head off to college, her parents had let her know that they wouldn�t keep Precious because of the cat�s �sunny disposition.� (Note that the sarcasm meter was set at eleven on that one.) For some reason, Precious had befriended David�s dog, Duke, when he was a puppy. By extension, she�d warmed up to David a little.
Brit, faced with needing to rehome Precious and having limited options, had asked David if he would take her. Being a stupid boy, he�d told Brit that if she could talk his mom into taking Precious, they would take her. Somehow, Brit had worn Carol down, and in a moment of weakness, she�d agreed to take the cat.
That had lasted all of one summer. When Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy were moving into the townhouse, David�s mother had shown up with a housewarming gift. Seeing that it was Precious, Tracy and Pam had emphatically said �no.� Cassidy had turned out to be the weak link.
Carol had reminded Cassidy that David had bought her tigers, which was a whole different story. Carol had also reminded the three of them that they were living in the townhouse rent-free, which caused Cassidy to fold. Looking back, they might have been better off paying rent than allowing Precious to move in.
A few things became painfully apparent once Precious took up residence. If you didn�t stand your ground with her, you became her willing slave. The surprise was that Pam, the most timid member of their group, stood up to Precious. It was Cassidy, the badass ninja, who had taken on the role of the cat�s caretaker.
One of Precious�s little foibles was that she hated men. Tracy had learned that when she�d brought a guy she was interested in over to meet her roommates. When he arrived, Precious disappeared. That was until he went to use the bathroom. The cat cornered him while the guy was relieving himself. The sound of her yowl had startled him, and he�d lost control of his flow and pissed down his leg. That effectively ended that promising relationship.
Another of her quirks was that Precious was used to being let out in the morning. When they were back home in Illinois, she would go to David�s and play with Duke. Each morning, she would go to the back door and cry to be let out. Cassidy had been worried that she might be stolen or hit by a car if they just opened the door for her, hence the leash.
Pam and Tracy argued that no one would be crazy enough to steal her, but the car angle made them accept the need to walk her. That had lasted until this week, when Pam had been clawed once again.
The solution had been to get David�s father to install a kitty door. That had made Precious happy. She would go out in the morning and terrorize the neighbors, then come back inside before the girls left for school in the morning.
This morning�s shit show had Tracy imagining how it had happened. Precious would have awoken in the middle of the night and decided she was bored and in a bad mood. Her solution was to stick her head out the kitty door and lure the biggest, baddest cat in the neighborhood into their home for a throw-down.
Once inside, they�d squared off, and all hell had broken loose. When Big-and-Bad figured out that Precious planned to off him, he�d decided to make a run for it. His only problem was that he�d forgotten how he�d entered the house.
That was when the destruction began, as Big-and-Bad tried to get away by jumping on end tables, countertops, and the like, and anything not nailed down ended up on the floor.
You learned a lot about people in a crisis. Pam�s solution had been to lock herself in her room�as if she were afraid that the cats had somehow grown opposable thumbs to open her door�and to call the police. Cassidy had rushed in to try to break it up, only to be clawed by both cats. Tracy had grabbed a large body towel from the bathroom to try to catch Precious. When she�d made it downstairs, Big-and-Bad had wedged himself under the couch, and Precious was pacing back and forth like a dog does when his ball has rolled under something.
Instead of �Get the ball, get the ball,� Precious was all about �Kill the kitty!�
Tracy had used the body towel like a gladiator�s net and snagged Precious. She�d stuffed Precious, towel and all, into her crate�the one they�d bought in case men were coming over.
That was when the police had shown up with siren blaring and lights flashing, which in turn attracted the neighbors. The cops did call Animal Control because Big-and-Bad was not venturing out from under the couch, and all attempts to dislodge him were met with hissing, teeth, and claws.
The capper was that Big-and-Bad had a collar with a name tag. His name was �Admiral Snuggles.� With a name like that, you would have to either learn to fight or get your ass kicked regularly. He was one happy cat when his owner came and got him. Who, by the way, had no idea how he got out in the first place.
That was why Tracy was dragging today.

�David took his clothes off at the party, so �Operation Nerd Boy� is officially dead,� Cassidy announced.
Neither Tracy nor Pam was surprised that David would take his clothes off in public. The boy had no modesty and had been tricked into taking his shirt off numerous times while in high school.
�Did he do it to get laid?� Pam asked.
�No, he was playing some strange strip beer-pong game. The bad news is that Lexi showed up, and they hooked up,� Cassidy shared.
The girls had speculated whether David had hooked up with her while filming his movies. This seemed to confirm their fears.
�You know how he is. He falls in love at the drop of a hat,� Pam worried.
�I don�t think it�s like that with Lexi. I�ve been working out with him five days a week, and he and Ridge are pretty open about that sort of stuff. He never talked about her. I was more worried about that Goth girl,� Cassidy shared.
�You said, �was?�� Pam asked.
�He was a bad boy,� Cassidy giggled.
�Bitch! Have you been holding out on us?� Tracy complained.
�Back off. If I blabbed everything I heard, David would clam up around me,� Cassidy said to defend herself.
�Spill it,� Pam ordered.
�You know how I mentioned that he was getting frustrated because every time they went out, she got smashed?�
They all knew of his code of conduct. It was all common-sense rules that his brother had taught him, like �no means no� and �you don�t sleep with someone in a relationship.� One of his big ones was, �you don�t sleep with someone the first time if they are under the influence.�
While it was a good rule in general, it made a lot of sense for him in particular because of his stardom. All a good lawyer would need was the hint that there wasn�t consent, and instant payday! David had to worry about stuff that �normal� folks would never worry about.
Heck, Tracy would be willing to bet a large sum of money that over 80% of hookups involved alcohol in some way. You went out, had a few drinks to give you liquid courage, and found yourself a hot guy to scratch your itch. The beautiful thing about college was that getting your itch scratched didn�t mean you had to actually date the guy first. In fact, most of them you never saw again. Especially if they were crap in bed.
�What happened?� Pam asked.
�She did it again, and he took her home. He put her to bed, and she passed out, leaving him unsatisfied. Then David banged her roommate,� Cassidy shared.
�What?� Pam asked, not believing he would do something like that.
�It gets better,� Cassidy said with glee. �The roommate was a screamer and woke up the Goth babe. She walked in on them doing it.�
�That didn�t go well,� Tracy guessed.
�David�s been too chicken to go find out if she wants to neuter him. He has been complaining that he needs to find a new coffee place,� Cassidy said.
�Only David would get himself into something like that,� Tracy thought.
�Back to Lexi ... is that going to be a problem?� she asked Cassidy.
�I think they just hook up when they need relief.�
�He could come over here,� Pam said.
�I�m sure he will, slut,� Tracy said to her best friend.
�Just sayin�.�
�If you want him, tell him,� Tracy said to Pam and then turned to Cassidy. �Same goes for you.�
�What about you?� Cassidy asked.
�We�re just friends.�
�Right,� Pam said doubtfully.
Sadly, that ship had sailed for David and Tracy. She would take his friendship, though.

David had agreed to do his first interview at USC with Tracy. When she�d told her professor, he�d arranged for someone to film it. Tracy wasn�t too surprised when David�s publicist had called her and offered to distribute the footage around the country.
Being the one to get the interview was a big deal. Speculation had been building as to where David had disappeared to. He�d been incredibly lucky that no one in the know had leaked it to this point.
That was until last night. Social media had blown up with pictures of him in his underwear at his dorm party. By the time Tracy arrived at the baseball field, the place was crawling with press eager to take advantage of his coming-out party.
She found her cameraman, and they made their way to the locker room. They found a couple of reporters arguing with a man at the door.
�We always have access. Why can�t we get in?� one of them complained.
�Coach Deneau wants his players focused on getting ready. He will make selected members of the team available after the game,� he said and then spotted Tracy. �Are you Tracy Dole?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Step inside, and someone will show you where to go,� he said.
That just stirred the hornet�s nest. The team was in various stages of undress. That was something Tracy would have to get used to if she ever planned to do interviews in locker rooms. She spotted David in what looked like a bodysuit.
�I�ll be with you in a minute,� he said as he got dressed.
One of the team�s helpers showed Tracy where she could conduct her interview. Her assistant set up his cameras, checked the lighting and sound, and told her he was good to go.
David came in a few minutes later, decked out in his baseball gear. He gave Tracy one of his devastating smiles when he saw her.
�You look professional,� he commented.
�That�s because I am. Now play nice and let me do my job,� she shot back.
�Yes, ma�am.�
�Let�s get started,� she said as they took their seats.
Tracy ran through her introduction and then jumped right into the interview.
Tracy:�It�s been reported that Oklahoma�s athletic department went back on their word to offer you waivers to promote your movies. Is that why you came to USC?�
David:�The NCAA gave me a waiver, but I also needed one from OU. When I got on campus, I was told that they had a new interim athletic director who decided not to honor his predecessor�s decision. Without it, I had to find somewhere else to play ball.�
Tracy:�Why did you pick USC?�
David:�When I picked Oklahoma, it had come down to them or USC. So, picking USC was the natural choice. They also have a long tradition of getting quarterbacks to the NFL. Ridge Townsend is a great example.�
Tracy:�Does that mean that you�ll be taking his place as next year�s starter?�
Tracy was impressed that David didn�t even flinch. She knew he wasn�t happy that they�d not given him a scholarship and wanted him to play defense. He might not let on to the world that it bothered him, but she knew him too well.
David:�Who knows? I will do whatever the coaches want me to do. I trust they�ll put me where I�m needed the most to help us win football games. Don�t be surprised if that means I have to make a position change because we have an excellent quarterback in Matt Long, who has been groomed to take over for Ridge.�
Tracy backed off and offered up a few softball questions to wrap up the interview. When it was done, they talked.
�You�re getting good at that,� she observed.
�I�ve had a lot of practice.�
�Are you starting today?� she asked.
�Not today. I�ll get to start when we go on the road next week. Coach wants to unveil me once the novelty wears off. I guess there have been more than a few requests for interviews. I told them I would only talk to you this week,� David said, both surprising her and making her very happy.
�You should probably grant access to the local media.�
�And let them step on your toes? No way,� he said.
�Thanks,� she managed before he had to go warm up for the game.

USC dropped their home opener to their alumni 3�2, and David never got off the bench.

Chapter 19

David


The first class of the day was always the roughest. Students shambled into the lecture hall like dead-eyed zombies, their senses dulled by all-night study sessions or hangovers or some combination thereof. They wore sweatpants and yesterday�s t-shirts and clutched enviro-friendly cups of almond-milk honey lattes or caff� Americano or some other such nonsense.
David had to admit that a student had to be a bit hardcore to make it to their 8 a.m. Intro to Financial Accounting class. If having to learn about debits and credits wasn�t enough to dull your enthusiasm, having it taught by Professor Scarpa would suck the remaining life out of the room.
The guy looked like an accountant. Not the slick kind you let clients see, but the type who did all the work in the back room and never saw the light of day. He was also a fast talker who never seemed to take a breath and then would blurt, �that will be on your test,� before rushing on.
If that wasn�t bad enough, the professor had obviously never learned the basics of public speaking because the tone of his voice never varied. If you weren�t careful, it acted like a white noise machine, and more than one student had succumbed and fallen asleep during class.
David was glad he�d been smart enough to record Professor Scarpa�s classes. Later, when he�d been reviewing his notes, he�d fast-forwarded through his recordings until he heard, �that will be on your test.� David had cut and pasted together a video of all those little gems so he would at least be prepared for the quizzes and upcoming tests.
There was one girl who had caught David�s eye, and he decided that he would sit next to her today. She wasn�t a knockout beauty, but she consistently raised her hand and asked questions. The girl was also one of the few people who paid attention like David did. He decided to sit next to her because he firmly believed in surrounding himself with motivated people.
When David sat next to her, she gave him a funny look. He could understand that because even though the hall would hold close to a hundred people, only about twenty students were present on any given day. There was plenty of room to spread out, and only classmates who were friends tended to sit right next to each other.
�Hi, I�m David.�
She gathered her stuff, intending to move. He started to put his stuff away, too.
�What are you doing?� she asked.
�It looks like we�re moving,� he replied, acting confused.
�I was moving; you should stay here.�
�I heard there was a quiz today, and I needed to copy off someone,� David said as he bit the inside of his mouth.
�You can�t cheat off me,� she said indignantly.
�I play baseball. I don�t have time to learn all this stuff,� he teased.
He noticed the professor had come into the room, and the girl hadn�t left yet. She huffed her outrage and unpacked her stuff as he hid his smirk.
He almost laughed out loud when there really was a pop quiz.
When the class ended, David stopped her from leaving.
�You missed number three.�
�You copied off me,� she said, looking scandalized.
�I didn�t need to, but you might want to check your answers against mine next time. Fixed assets are capitalized. That�s because the benefit of the asset extends beyond the year of purchase, unlike other costs, which are period costs benefitting only the period incurred.�
It took her a moment, but she realized he was right.
�See you Tuesday,� was his parting remark as he went to his next class.

�I�m a spoiled prima donna,� David thought.
Traveling with the baseball team was much different from using a private jet or flying first class. Being a walk-on rookie also meant that he was relegated to a center seat in coach. He had to chuckle at what a baby he was being because he�d actually thought about quitting somewhere over Kansas. For a moment, David hadn�t been sure if this torture was worth his chance to play ball.
Then he�d put his big-boy pants on and gave himself a mental beatdown for even thinking along those lines. He had finally made it to college and was about to play ball at that level. While it wasn�t the major leagues, it was a step on the path towards that goal.
His coach on his USA Under-18 team had taught them a valuable baseball lesson that applied to life. The coach called the concept �WIN��an acronym for �What�s Important Now.� His premise was that if you wanted to accomplish anything, the path to achieving your goal consisted of many moments in time.
It didn�t matter if that goal was winning a ball game or graduating from college. The coach�s point was to focus on what you could affect, which was right now. Not what had just happened or what was to come, but be in the current moment and focused on the task at hand.
His coach�s philosophy meshed nicely with what David�s uncle had taught him. Part of that was to create a set of life goals. Those goals had been David�s guiding force during his high school years and had been a critical component in getting him to this point. None of them had anything to do with thinking he was a self-entitled brat.
David took a moment to reflect on those goals and what he should be doing right now. He looked around the plane and saw his teammates doing anything from listening to music to sleeping to shooting the shit with each other. One of his goals was to get a good education. He decided to get out his textbook on Applied Business Statistics because he wasn�t happy with how he was doing in that class.

It was late when they arrived at their hotel. In addition to the flight time, they�d lost three hours due to the time difference between LA and Winston-Salem, NC. Coach Deneau gave them their room assignments�David had been paired with Andres�and announced that a late buffet had been set up so they could get something to eat.
Everyone took their bags to their rooms and then met downstairs for food. The coaches were off somewhere else, so Mason got everyone�s attention.
�There�ll be a bed check at around 10. I expect everyone to be in their room,� he said with a smile.
�Why is he smiling?� David asked Andres.
�At 11, meet me in the lobby if you want to go road-bunny hunting,� Mason said before Andres could answer.
�Road bunnies?� David asked.
�It�s exactly what you think. Like the jock bunnies back at the house, Mason�s in charge of organizing road-bunny hunts,� Andres explained.
�You all sneak out after curfew and pick up women?� David asked to clarify.
�Yep.�
�You do it on every trip?�
�About three times a season. You�re lucky he didn�t start you off on a dog hunt,� Andres said.
�Where there�s a contest to bring back the ugliest girl?� David asked incredulously.
�Mason claims it builds character. He reasons that men don�t give ugly girls the attention they deserve. He asserts that if you spend time with an unattractive girl, you�ll be surprised at how appreciative they can be. Besides, according to Mason, a fuck�s a fuck. They all feel the same if your goal is just to get off.�
�Oh, dear Lord,� David mumbled as he rubbed his temple in disgust.
�Don�t knock it until you�ve tried it, Mr. Movie Star,� Andres said.
�I haven�t mainlined heroin, either,� David fired back.
�Come out tonight; you�ll have fun.�
�We�re here to play ball, not go out all night to drink and find some girl at last call to drag home,� David said.
�Think of it as team-building,� Andres tried.
David chuckled.
�A few years ago, that would have worked on me,� he admitted. �Have fun, I guess.�
�Do you have a problem if I bring someone back?� Andres asked.
�As long as you don�t kick me out of the room, no. I�ll hook my phone up and use my earbuds for white noise. Plus, I have a sleeping mask. I won�t even know you�re entertaining,� David explained.
�Why do you have that?�
�When I was making movies, I worked long hours. Sometimes I had to grab a power nap, and I discovered that if I used them, I could fall right to sleep. That, and when I was in New Zealand, we nicknamed the guy who had the room next to me �the pile driver� because he would bang a new chick each night. The sound of the headboard hitting the wall was distracting,� David explained.
�That works.�
�This might be why they were a .500 team last year,� David thought.

David was jarred awake to the sound of a girl giggling. He discovered that one of his earbuds had fallen out.
�You didn�t say anything about a roommate,� she whispered.
�Ignore him,� Andres assured her. �He won�t hear a thing.�
�Where�s your condom?� she asked.
�I hate those things,� Andres all but whined.
�You�re not doing anything without one,� she said, taking control.
�Okay, okay.�
David felt like a perv lying there listening as they got down to it. From the sound of it, they progressed quickly. It wasn�t long before Andres was moaning as his �road bunny� gave him head. It wasn�t the usual head, either. It was what David would term �aggressive head,� if the sound of her frantic activity was authentic.
�I need you inside me,� she announced.
David could hear shuffling as they got ready to do the deed. They�d just gotten started when Andres groaned.
�Did you just cum?� was her near-hysterical question.
�You�re so hot, I had to,� he explained. �Give me a while, and I�ll be ready to go again.�
�Fuck that! You said you were going to �fuck me like I�ve been begging a man to fuck me for my entire life.� I want a hard dick, and I want it now,� she demanded.
�He did not,� David thought. Of all the terrible lines, he picked that one. If you make that bold claim, you�d better be ready to back it up.
David was startled when his comforter and sheet were ripped off his body. He was rethinking sleeping in the nude when he felt a hand wrap around his member. Mr. Happy had overheard what was going on in the next bed and had risen in support of David�s teammate.
�Condom!� she demanded from Andres.
He tossed her one, and she put it on. David was about to protest when he felt her lips on the head of his dick.
�Hang on, we should talk about this,� he exclaimed as he ripped his sleeping mask off.
He wasn�t sure what he expected, but the cute face looking up at him wasn�t it. The girl had on makeup like she�d planned a date with someone special in mind. The only flaw was her lipstick was messed up from giving Andres head and kissing him. She had dirty-blond hair and diamond-stud earrings. Looking down, he saw she had a rockin� hot body.
Her breasts were more prominent than average, with thick nipples. David spotted a tasteful diamond belly ring that matched her earrings. Her flat stomach went down to a neatly trimmed bush. From his first look, David guessed that this woman came from money. She was just too well put together, even in her state of undress, not to be.
That made him wonder why she was here with Andres. The girl was obviously way out of his league.
�So, talk,� she said sexily.
She caressed his cock between her breasts and sucked on its head, just the way David liked it. She alternated the sucks with tongue flicks and gentle nibbles and watched in delight as his big head tipped back in pleasure.
�What do you want to tell me?� she asked when he said nothing.
The girl looked David in the eyes, and Mr. Happy decided talk was overrated. His hips involuntarily pushed a third of his dick into her mouth. She got a gleam in her eyes that told him it was on. Her gaze never left his as she took more of him. David felt the head of his dick hit the back of her mouth. She hesitated for a moment and then pushed down until her lips wrapped around the base of his cock.
David was disappointed when he felt his balls tighten, and he began to jet baby makers into the condom. Her eyes glazed over as she took all he had to offer without complaint. When the girl pulled off, she smiled when she saw he was still hard.
She straddled his waist and sunk down. David understood why Andres had finished so soon. Mason had claimed that a �fuck�s a fuck.� Clearly, he�d never been balls deep in this pussy.
�Don�t be gentle,� she told him.
David hooked his hand behind her head to pull her down for a kiss. They ended up with their foreheads pressed together, and her eyes were full of words her mouth couldn�t seem to express. He could see her need and kissed her softly again.
As soon as their lips parted, the girl rose up and then slammed down onto Mr. Happy, causing him to yelp out in concern. When he discovered his family jewels hadn�t been crushed, a growl escaped from deep within his chest. The alpha male inside of him decided it was time to quit being passive.
David sat up and then lifted her off the bed without pulling out. He hoisted her off of him and then flipped her around so he could settle her body on the edge of the bed. He took in her glorious ass, and his big hand ran the length of her spine as he lined himself up to continue their fun. David grasped her hips firmly to hold her in place. His thrusts apparently awakened her inner sexual beast because she let out a piercing scream as he took her from behind.
David�s goal was to fulfill Andres� promise. They went straight into fucking, with his cock filling her endlessly as their bodies did a primal dance.
�Too big ... too big,� she moaned over and over again.
Their frenzied coupling stopped when she came unglued as her orgasm exploded.
�Oh, fuck! You didn�t cum yet,� she panted out under him. �I want to face you. I want to see you cum in me.�
David pulled out, and she whimpered when her new favorite toy left. The young woman�s finger beckoned him as she scooted into the center of the bed with her legs spread. He got on the bed and then knee-walked to where she wanted him. He slapped her clit with his dick, and she jumped.
�You ready for me to rock your world?� he asked.
Andres chuckled, and David looked over at his teammate. He was leaning against his headboard, stroking his boner. Apparently, he�d recovered.
David looked back at her, and the look on her face threatened to break him. All thoughts of Andres left him. There was nothing else that claimed his attention, nothing else to distract him when he saw her desire. He leaned down, and Mr. Happy knew what to do. He found what he wanted and slid home. Her groans of pleasure filled the room as he slowly built her yearning.
David reached between them and found her button. He used three fingers to strum her closer to their ultimate goal. When he saw her chest and neck flush, he pulled out a trick he�d learned that would blow her mind. David reached for her neck, found her pulse on each side, and squeezed.
His childhood friend, who was currently at Stanford working towards becoming a doctor, had coached him on what to do. It was called �erotic asphyxiation.� The �trick� was the lack of oxygen to the brain would give you an increased amount of pleasure when you orgasmed. They called the person being choked �a gasper.�
He didn�t do it much because there was some level of danger involved, especially if you tried to do it on your own. Tami had coached him on what to look for and suggested that he not just clamp down and cause her to pass out.
It didn�t take long before she came hard. You can tell the difference between a pleasant cum and one that changes your life. A pleasant cum was all �ooh, ah, yes, more please.� With a life-changer, a girl always made a face, one that said they didn�t give a fuck how bad they looked. She was in the moment and couldn�t care less if drool was running down her chin.
It took her an instant to gather her wits and wipe her chin. David smiled down at her.
�I�m close,� he told her.
She pushed him out of her and flipped around so she could take him in her mouth. She then gave him the best blowjob, almost as if her life depended on it. When the girl had him drained, she sat up and smiled.
�Want to try again?� Andres asked.
�Fuck you,� she said and got up. �I�m going to take a shower.�
After she left the room, Andres just shook his head.
�I�m pretty sure I�m not thankful for the assist there,� he commented.
�I think you convinced me that road bunnies are fun,� David said as he got out of bed. �I�d better go make sure she gets clean.�
Andres flipped David off but didn�t look mad.

They had a one o�clock game, the first in their series at Wake Forest. At breakfast, David noticed that two-thirds of the players were showing signs of being hungover. The coaches figured it out, and they went straight to the field to work out. Coach Hob lined them up and made them run sprints. It didn�t take long for the miscreants to feel the effects of their ill deeds.
David was lined up between Allard and Seamus. He decided that if the stench was coming off Seamus was from the Guinness in his sweat, he would never drink the stuff. Seamus, in a word, stank.
David found himself on the bench for the game.
The Trojans dropped their first game of the official season 16�4. They only managed four runs on 11 hits in the loss. Coach Deneau made a point of playing the ones who�d been drinking. He started Rex Winter, who was touched for nine runs on nine hits with an uncharacteristic six walks and six strikeouts in just 3.2 innings of work. That outing would mess up his ERA for sure.
The Demon Deacons saw their 16 runs come on 14 hits, and seven of those were home runs.
Finally, in the Saturday game, David saw his first action. He was inserted as the leadoff hitter and played center field. The Trojans came out on top of a back-and-forth battle in game two of the series, defeating the host Demon Deacons 18�6.
The game saw a combined 24 runs scored on 28 hits, as the Trojans got their 18 runs on just 11 hits. Every Trojan starter reached base at least once, led by David, who was 3 for 5 with six RBIs, all coming from home runs.
David was happy that Allard got his first win, even though he�d given up the six runs.
The final game of the series was played Sunday morning. It was played early to give USC a chance to get to the airport and catch a flight out of town.
David didn�t take the field again as they dropped the rubber match of the series 12�3. The Trojans took a 3�0 lead in the first inning before their bats went quiet.

The coaches were worried about the team�s pitching. Giving up over 11 runs a game made it hard to win. It wasn�t entirely the pitchers� fault, though. The Trojans� fielding had let them down by committing 7 errors. Combine bad pitching with bad fielding, and it didn�t matter how well you hit, you weren�t going to win many games.
To David, the one positive outcome of the weekend was that he�d learned Andres was becoming a friend. David had been shocked when Andres hadn�t shared what happened behind closed doors in their room. David had been in a lot of locker rooms, and a lot of stuff was said. Andres did get some props for snagging the pick of the �bunny litter,� as Mason coined it, from the ones who�d gone out hunting.
The funny part was, even Andres didn�t know the girl�s name.

Chapter 20

David


Upon his return to campus, David found Alex on the warpath. David had gotten an inkling that something was wrong when he�d stepped off the elevator and was hit by the odor.
�What the hell is that?� David asked as he gagged from the stench.
Their room smelled like something in it had died, been left in the sun until it was bloated to the point it exploded, and then aged badly as it decomposed. He imagined it was similar to what a beached whale smelled like after about a month in the sun.
�I found a mayonnaise jar of rotted crap sitting in the middle of my gaming chair. Thank God they didn�t tip it over,� Alex shared.
David was just happy he hadn�t been the one to discover it. He had to bite his tongue to keep from pointing out that this shit wouldn�t happen if Alex would just lock the damned door. The rest of the floor couldn�t be any more thrilled with the aroma than either of them was.
�I�ll call my mom. She�s sold her share of stinky houses. I�m sure she�ll have a solution,� David offered.
�Fuck that. I called a company to come in and fix this. That stench is in everything. Wait until you get a whiff of your clothes and mattress,� Alex ranted. �We have to do something about this.�
�Did they get anyone else?� David asked, referring to the prank war that had just gotten out of hand.
�Kirk and Jamie�s rooms. That tells me it was the townies. I plan to kick their butts when I see them,� Alex promised.
�Before you do that, let me call my security and confirm it�s them. If it is, we�ll find a way to get even that doesn�t involve kicking butt,� David said.
�While you go all Gandhi, I plan on making someone bleed.�
�Or you could tell Lexi,� David offered.
�You�re a genius. Give me her number,� Alex demanded.
�Slow your roll. Let�s find out whether it was them or not before we go nuclear.�
The cleaners showed up, and David let Kirk and Jamie know. Those two hired the cleaning outfit on the spot to eliminate the odor in their rooms. Somehow, Lindsey never got hit, and she was missing in action. David knew that Veronica was her roommate but was starting to wonder.

While the cleaners did their job, David�s group went to the roof to get some fresh air.
�My roommate wants to move,� Jamie complained. �She didn�t sign up for this.�
�Mine went home for the weekend. I called him, and he�s not coming back until tomorrow because of what they did,� Kirk shared.
�My security confirmed it was Veronica and her posse. I want to follow through on that project we talked about,� David said.
�What�s that?� Alex asked.
David shared a new plan. He�d talked to Wolf and Tim, and Tim�s dad had disclosed some of his college run-ins. He�d related a legendary prank to Tim.
David�s initial plan had been to talk to his Star Academy makeup artists. They were the team responsible for his �tattoos� in the films. They had concocted a cream that looked and felt similar to hand lotion. The stuff instantly darkened your skin, and if you left it on for any length of time, it turned your skin black. David proposed to get some and replace the lotion that was in the townie�s rooms.
When he�d told the group of his plan, Lindsey had initially been against it, which had aroused David�s suspicions. She�d come on board when Kirk had suggested that Christian and Peter might have an alternative use for hand lotion. Everyone had cracked up when he speculated that they would find out which hand they wanked off with and how it would turn their junk black. If a guy�s dick became black, he would be in the emergency room, at a minimum worried about what he�d caught.
Over the last week, David had thought better of the plan because he knew that it took weeks to wear off. Girls tended to slather the stuff all over their bodies. He just imagined this happening to Pam or Tracy and what they would do to him. It might be an epic prank, but it would only escalate the war.
With the revised plan, the foursome would be able to be seen in public.
�That might get us in trouble,� Alex worried.
�Beating the crap out of them could get us thrown in jail,� David shot back.
�I still like the Lexi option,� Alex said.
�Do you want to owe her a favor?� David asked.
�Who�s Lexi?� Jamie asked.
�She�s David�s PA. In high school, she was the queen of the mean girls, and she knows Veronica and her group. I�ve never been in her direct line of fire but have been splattered by her fallout. I would never want her mad at me,� Alex said to enlighten them.


�She�s changed,� David said.
Alex barked out a laugh.
�Yeah, right.�
�No, really. Lexi�s not that bad anymore,� David said.
�Dude. You�re just saying that because you get into her pants,� Alex said.
He caught David�s look.
�Sorry, man, but it�s true.�
�I want to end this, not turn it into an all-out war,� David tried.
�So far, we�ve just been taking it. I say we try David�s plan, and if it doesn�t work, we call in Lexi,� Kirk decided.
�I hate to bring this up, but where�s Lindsey, and why doesn�t her room ever get hit?� David asked to voice his concerns.
�It�s because Veronica�s her roommate, and she wouldn�t do it to herself,� Jamie said to confirm David�s initial assessment.
�They could have pulled other pranks on her,� Kirk pointed out.
�What are you saying? Do you think she�s in on it?� Jamie asked, looking put out at David and Kirk for suggesting it.
�For now, let�s not tell Lindsey about the new plan,� David suggested.
�She�ll want to know what we�re going to do. She won�t buy that we wouldn�t respond to this,� Jamie said reasonably.
�Tell her that David�s calling Lexi,� Alex suggested.
�Yeah, that would work. It would also let us know if Lindsey�s a rat,� Kirk said.
�I honestly hope not,� David said.
Jamie was still frowning.
�I�m not happy we�re not including her, but I�ll let it go for a few days. I�m with David. As much as I hate the thought, I would hate even more to think we have a mole sharing our private stuff with Veronica and her posse. What would she get out of it?� Jamie asked.
�Have you seen their social media?� Alex asked.
David shook his head �no.� He didn�t log onto social media for two reasons. The first was that he considered it a time-waster. The second was that half the time, it pissed him off. Internet trolls loved to tear people down online, and his celebrity made him a target. For the most part, that kind of stuff was kept to a minimum because David didn�t post much. The bulk was handled by his publicist.
Alex brought up Lindsey�s page and handed his phone to David, who flipped through the pictures. This weekend, the townies were on a yacht owned by a man involved with USC. His thoughts turned dark when he saw an older group of men and women partying with USC students. This was LA, and David had gone to parties where there were party hos.
He flipped through more pics, and they all had a theme. It looked like the townies spent all their spare time in clubs or hanging out at fabulous mansions. David started to see how Lindsey could be seduced to the dark side. If the pictures were to be believed, he was actually a little envious that they had the time to go out like that.
�I get it, but something doesn�t make sense to me,� David said as he looked up at the group. �How did all this get started?�
Jamie gave Kirk a meaningful look to add to the mystery.
�I dated Lauren for like two minutes,� Kirk finally said.
David suddenly understood why the girls in high school would get frustrated with him when he gave them partial answers.
�Tell him,� Jamie prodded.
�As I told you, I grew up in a home where my father�s a pastor. Some of that had to rub off,� Kirk said.
David understood. His mother had taken him to church regularly when he was growing up. When he�d gone off to act in his movies, he�d fallen out of the habit. David filed away a mental note that he wanted to get back into it and needed to make time for it. When, he had no idea.
�I was brought up in a strict Catholic household,� Alex shared. �I went a little wild when my dad moved us to the States, and we had more freedom.�
�Lauren wasn�t loose. There were enough women at the parties that she was never pressured. She even suggested that if I wanted to get laid, I should just ask one of them. Lauren assured me that she wouldn�t mind,� Kirk said, looking off into space.
�But you would,� David guessed.
�I would. If I�m with someone for more than a hookup, then I think there should be some exclusivity. The concept was foreign to Lauren; she�d grown up with a different lifestyle. I won�t go into details, but I understand her. I tried to explain my point of view. Lauren accused me of pressuring her and then made some accusations that got out. I reacted badly and called her on it in public.
�Things were said that can never be unsaid. I�m not proud of what happened,� Kirk admitted.
�It might have blown over if Veronica hadn�t gotten involved. Her favorite pastimes are spending money and judging people. The first stunt she pulled was a doozy,� Jamie shared.
�I�d rather forget it,� Kirk said, looking unhappy.
�They need to know what they�re dealing with. What was the exact quote?� Jamie asked. �Oh, I remember. �This is an intervention. We�re all here because we�re concerned about you, Kirk. This is a circle of trust, okay? You can talk to us without judgment.��
Alex rolled his eyes.
�Mine started almost exactly like that. What was yours about?� Alex asked.
�I was mentally abusive to women. Veronica and her band of ... of...� Kirk stammered.
�Asshats ... uh, nitwits, weasels,� David listed off.
Kirk smiled at his effort.
�They staged this intervention at dinner, in the cafeteria, and put the word out to everyone that they were doing it. I was instantly the least favorite person in the dorm,� Kirk shared.
�What was yours for?� David asked Alex.
�My dad was convinced I was an alcoholic.�
�Puh-lease,� Jamie said as she threw her hands up in disgust. �You�re in college. Everyone drinks.�
�I was twelve,� Alex admitted.
This was why David�s parents got migraines. For fuck�s sake ... twelve?!? He had five little monsters to run him through the wringer.
�When I was twelve, my dad wasn�t too sure about me, either,� Kirk said with a smirk. �Believe it or not, I was banned from talking during church.�
�This is funny,� Jamie chimed in.
�We had a pretty big church. On any given Sunday, we could have upwards of fifteen hundred people. My problem was that I was terrified of talking in front of large groups,� Kirk acknowledged.
�I would have died if I had to do that when I was twelve,� Alex agreed.
�My dad knew it too, but he felt that if I did it enough, I would get comfortable and maybe someday follow in his footsteps. This particular Sunday, I woke up with a giant zit right between my eyes. Think back to how self-conscious you were at twelve,� Kirk said.
David had to agree that even he would�ve been mortified, especially if his dad made him talk to that many people looking like someone with a third eye.
�My dad came down and pulled me up next to him as they were getting ready to pass the collection plates. This was when someone was asked to testify to help increase the take. What was I going to talk about? I was twelve and didn�t have any stories of sorrow. My biggest worry in life was if the neighbor kids wanted to go to the park or down by the lake to play that day.
�I thought back to some of the better testimonies to somehow come up with inspiration. I planted my feet, faced the congregation, and announced that �God helps those who help themselves. If anyone is running short on cash, take a little something to get by,�� Kirk said.
�Oh, my,� was all David could say.
�How did it end up working out?� Alex asked.
�People followed God�s teachings.�
They all laughed. This was what they needed right now.
�Okay,� Alex said. �Let�s plan our revenge.�

Chapter 21

Matt


�Quit riding my dick about it,� Ridge complained. �I have no idea what the coaches have planned. You should man up and go ask them what they�re thinking and quit bothering me because I don�t know.�
Ridge had come in for his daily workout, and Matt had ambushed him. Word was officially out that David Dawson was planning to play both baseball and football at USC. David had been helping Ridge prepare for the NFL, so Matt had been trying to get him to share what he knew. David was the one guy who could mess up Matt�s plans to be the starter next year and eventually make it to the NFL.
Personally, Matt liked David. They�d met at a football camp right after Elite 11 before their senior year of high school. Matt and two other Elite 11 quarterbacks had come to the camp because David had skipped Elite 11 to play baseball for Team USA in the Pan Am games. David had been the first junior to ever be invited to Elite 11. It was the camp where the top high school quarterbacks competed against each other to determine who was number one.
The prior year, David had been named co-MVP. From what Matt had heard, David had actually been the best, but the Elite 11 people had a hard time admitting that a junior was the top dog.
At camp, reporters kept asking all the quarterbacks about the asterisk that would be next to the winner�s name because the actual best wasn�t there to defend his title. After the winner was announced, the top three, including Matt, went to the camp David was attending to see who really was the best.
Matt wanted to hate David because he hadn�t really touched a football all summer, and he practiced for one day. The next, he showed everybody that he was head and shoulders above the other quarterbacks. The scary part was that Matt knew David wasn�t at the top of his game. Given time to hone his skills, he would have been better yet.
David quietly showed his prowess that day in camp. He didn�t act the big man like Matt suspected the others would have if they were that much better than their competition. Instead, David took the time to coach them all on how to improve. Somehow, he had turned a potential dogfight into four guys working with each other to better themselves and have fun doing it.
That summer, Matt had already announced his intention to attend USC. He was ranked as the number four quarterback and the tenth overall recruit in the nation. His plan was to redshirt his freshman year and learn the offense. Ridge Townsend was their starter, and the preseason buzz had him as a potential Heisman candidate. Matt had been told that Ridge might jump to the NFL, so Matt could step into the starter role as a redshirt freshman. That would set him up to be the starter for the next four years.
He had picked USC because they had a history of sending their quarterbacks to the NFL. Even the big-time programs were hit-or-miss when it came to advancing their quarterbacks to the pros. USC was one of a handful that delivered, making it the place Matt and his parents thought was the best for his long-term future.
In the fall of his senior year, Matt had received a call from Coach Clayton telling him that David was coming in for an official visit at USC. Not wanting to leave anything to chance, Matt had made it a point to make an unofficial visit that weekend.
David had been nothing if not gracious. He�d even invited Matt, as well as several USC football players, to the actor Zac Verwood�s party. Matt had actually developed a bit of a man-crush on David when, at the party, a model had walked up to David and laid a serious kiss on him. At the time, Matt had thought that it must be nice to be the top dog.
Coach Clayton had asked Matt to sit down with him after he�d talked to David. Coach Clayton told him that if David decided to come, they wouldn�t be offering him. Coach had asked him to hold off on his second choice, Washington, until David declared where he was going to school.
Matt had called some of the other top quarterbacks and heard similar stories. Everyone was waiting to see where Dawson planned to go. His announcement would set off a domino effect at all the schools he bypassed. It only made sense for a school not to recruit two elite quarterbacks. Coach Clayton had promised that if David went elsewhere, Matt would receive the lion�s share of the coaching.
�Speak of the devil,� Ridge said as David walked in.
�What did I do?� David asked.
Matt laid eyes on the bane of his existence and froze, now remembering better what his competition looked like. Matt was six-two and tipped the scales at 200 pounds. David was a couple inches taller and had maybe forty pounds on him, all of which looked to be muscle.
The two of them were staring at each other when Crystal, Matt�s new girlfriend, strutted into the locker room, looking like a lost poodle at a pit-bull fight.
�There you are!�
Every guy in the place was looking at her, except David. He threw his duffle bag onto the bench and began to take his clothes off to get ready for practice. Crystal got to Matt and turned to David as he removed his shirt.
�Hi, David!�
�Hey, Crystal. You might want to leave,� David suggested as he began to unbuckle his belt.
Matt all but picked her up to get her moving out of the locker room.
�You can�t come in here,� he said as he pushed her out the door.
�But I wanted to see you,� she said.
�How do you know David?� he asked, suddenly worried about his competition for a completely different reason.
�My sorority went to a party at the Baseball House, and he was there.�
The Baseball House had parties that got out of hand. Matt had heard rumors about the goings-on, and the thought of his girlfriend going to one made him feel half sick. Those guys didn�t care that Crystal was his. He�d also seen how she�d looked at David.
�Did he ... uh ... talk to you?�
�Of course he did. David was the reason we all went. He was great; he spent time with all the girls,� Crystal gushed.
�Spent time?� Matt asked, all but choking on his tongue.
�I wish, but none of the girls �spent time� with him.�
�You will not see him. If you see David, I want you to walk the other way,� Matt said without thinking.
�I will, will I?�
�You will.�
Crystal got a haughty look and put her hands on her hips, ready to chew him out. Then he saw a look come into her eyes that made him nervous.
�It sounds like when I get home, I�ll have to get out my vibrator. That�ll have to do, right? I mean, since I won�t have a real cock and a hard body above me or a man eating me out. But hey, a girl has to get off some way,� Crystal said.
�If she wasn�t so frickin� hot... � Matt contemplated.
�I�m sorry. It�s just that David makes me crazy,� he admitted. �How can I make it up to you?�
He had to admit to himself that he was a disgrace to men right now. This woman had him tied in knots. He�d be willing to bet big money that David would never put up with this crap and would never grovel to any girl. Could this day get any worse?
Crystal just harrumphed and began to walk away.
�Why did you need to see me?� Matt asked.
She looked back and shook her head sadly.
�My roommate is gone for the next couple of days. I was going to see if you wanted to come over so that we could figure out what to do with her gone, but I guess we�ll never know.�
There it was. Matt�s day had just gotten worse.

Matt had gone back to the locker room to sulk. He was leaned back against his locker when John Johnson, the heir apparent to his left tackle next year, sat down next to him.
�What�s wrong?�
Matt looked at the mountain of a man. John was a meat-headed mouth-breather capable of only the most basic verbiage, like �ugh� and �break� and �John hungry.� Matt was still mystified as to how they�d gotten this Neanderthal into USC. If the guy wasn�t crucial to Matt�s safety on the football field, he would have never befriended him.
�I�m pissed that the coaches are letting David Dawson play football. The guy is a pain in my ass,� Matt complained.
�He was nice to me,� John said, looking confused.
�It�s all an act. David is only out for David. He knows you might block for him, so he�s making believe he likes you,� Matt said.
John started to look mad.
�That�s not nice. Do you really think he�s like that?�
�He�ll do anything to get his way. You should be careful around him,� Matt said to poison the well. �You might even tell the other linemen.�
�I�ll take care of it,� John said and left Matt.
Matt felt terrible for what he�d just done, but he needed every advantage he could get.
He also had to fix things with Crystal. Right now, that was more important than what David was doing.

The girl at the sorority told Matt that Crystal wasn�t there. He didn�t believe her, but what was he going to do?
He called his dad. Matt shared with him everything that had been going on. He wasn�t happy when his dad laughed at him.
�Let me understand your dilemma. You�re melting down because a guy has walked on, and the coaches tell you he�s playing defense?�
�But he kicked my butt at camp.�
�Matt, I was there. That was a year and a half ago. From what I understand, while you were playing ball and learning the system, he was off making movies. Are you a better quarterback than you were back then?� his dad asked.
�Well, yeah.�
�Do you remember last fall when you called me complaining that you would never learn the plays?�
Matt grumbled under his breath. His dad took that as a �yes� and continued on.
�Did you learn them?�
�Yes.�
�Will it take David just as long to learn the plays?�
�Probably longer if he really does play defense,� Matt said.
�If you get the majority of the snaps in spring ball and then preseason, does he have a shot at taking your spot?�
These were all things that everyone else had told him, but hearing it from his dad made him realize that he was being stupid. Matt had nothing to worry about. Once he was firmly in as the starting quarterback, David would never be able to take it from him. He was worrying about nothing.
�I get it,� Matt said.
�I would make it a point to befriend him. You need to look like you�re taking the high road and are a team player,� his dad advised.
�Thanks, Dad. Now, what should I do about Crystal?�
His dad laughed again.
�Son, you really don�t want my advice because I would tell you to move on.�
His dad was right; he wasn�t willing to do that. Crystal was the best-looking girl he�d ever dated, maybe the sexiest girl he�d ever seen. He�d heard all the rumors about her being a gold digger, but she�d never acted that way towards him. If she was only after money, she would�ve latched onto David. They�d behaved more like acquaintances than anything else.
Yes, she was high maintenance. But any girl that good-looking probably was. He would do whatever it took to win her back. Once that happened, he would be back on track.

Chapter 22

David


David walked into his accounting class and didn�t see his new friend. He might have scared her off last Thursday by teasing her that he wanted to cheat off her. Professor Scarpa made his entrance. As he was about to start his lecture, the girl rushed in and sat down beside David. She handed him a coffee and gave him a weak smile.
He took that as a peace offering and turned on his video to record the class. The girl glanced over and frowned when she saw what he was doing. David imagined there had to be some rule against it, but when he thought about what he�d paid in tuition, he figured that gave him the right. Plus, he�d seen other students doing it, so he shrugged it off.
At the end of class, their quizzes were handed back. David glanced over and caught her name: Alyssa Timmons. He also noticed that she had, in fact, missed question 3, which gave him a higher score. He showed her his 100%.
When the class ended, David introduced himself.
�Thanks for the coffee. I�m David, by the way.�
�Alyssa. You get the coffee on Thursday,� she said as she got up and left.
David chuckled as she just left him sitting there without even looking back.

After classes and his workout with Ridge, David headed to baseball practice. He found Andres getting dressed.
�I saw your ex in the football locker room yesterday.�
�Was she on her knees giving head?� Andres asked.
�Bitter much?� David teased. �No, but she walked in like she owned the place. She was looking for her new man.�
�Did I tell you what she told me when she dumped me? She said I was too needy and never had time for her.�
David tried to wrap his brain around how Andres had managed to want too much of her time while not giving her enough.
�That�s the typical move girls make. They blame you so they don�t have to be responsible for their actions. She should have just told you the truth.�
�If you�re going to go on about how I wasn�t good enough...� Andres said, getting mad again.
�That�s a given,� David said, dismissing it. �Honestly, I think she�s into me. My interested-female radar was pinging like crazy.�
Andres picked up his shoe and threw it at David, who easily dodged it.
�Let�s quit talking about your lack of a love life. I have something serious I want to talk to you about,� David said, picking up Andres� shoe and tossing it back to him.
�Like if I would be okay if you banged one out with Crystal?�
�No, like we suck as a baseball team.�
Andres gave him a weak smile.
�As a matter of fact, Coach Deneau wanted to talk to me about that. You might as well come along.�
The two of them went to the coach�s office and found Coach Deneau meeting with the rest of the coaches. He gave Andres a funny look when he saw David with him.
�Since he�s my captain-in-training, I figured he should be here. David just told me that he thought the team sucked,� Andres said.
David hadn�t realized that was what was going on. He and Andres had traded off warming the team up before practice. Being a leader came to David naturally, so he hadn�t given it a second thought until just then.
The coaches laughed at hearing David�s characterization. They were surprised when he didn�t try to soften the criticism as most players would have.
�What do you think we should do about it?� Don Hob, the associate head coach, asked David.
David decided to not sugarcoat it.
�They�re acting like they�re normal college students.�
�They are normal college students,� Coach Burris, the volunteer assistant, said.
�Bullshit,� David said. He continued when there was nothing but silence. �The university is providing them with room, board, housing, an education, and free medical. At USC, that could easily be worth over a hundred grand a year.
�They should be looking at this as a job. In the real world, if they went out and got drunk the night before a meeting, to the point it affected their performance, they would be reprimanded at a minimum. Fired, if they were repeat offenders,� David said.
That he didn�t have a scholarship hadn�t been lost on David. The football team had promised him one when one came open. To date, that hadn�t happened. Yes, he could afford to pay his own way. The issue was that he was expected to sacrifice his time and energy preparing for two sports. When spring football practice started, he wouldn�t have a moment to himself.
It was the main reason David hadn�t wanted to live in the football dorm and had decided to work out on his own. He was thankful that he�d found Ridge, so David now had a few football players he could work with to hone his skills and to help them hone theirs. Ridge made it a point to get him snaps at quarterback, running back, and receiver, as well as having him play some defense.
When the time came for spring ball, David would be ready.
�Are you saying the ones involved should be suspended?� Coach Hob asked.
�I don�t know. What are your team rules for that?� David asked.
The coaches all looked at each other as the lightbulb came on.
�I�m not trying to be a dick,� David said to soften his approach. �But I know what�s coming. If any of them have any dreams of playing Major League Baseball, they�ll want to get their act together, and they�ll also want the team to start acting like a team.�
�What�s coming?� Coach Burris asked.
�When I was in high school, we had to expand our stadium to accommodate all the fans who came to see David A. Dawson, the movie star, play ball. Then there were the scouts�both college and professional. I was projected as a late first-round to fourth-round prospect, depending on who you talked to. One of my teammates got a minor-league contract because of the exposure he received when they came to see me play,� David explained.
�This is what I warned you all about,� Coach Deneau told his staff. �David was drafted by the Twins.�
David scowled at the memory.
�I thought it was the last round,� Coach Hob said.
�Yep. I�d made it clear that I had other commitments, and everyone else respected that. I guess the Twins thought they would take a flier and see,� David shared.
�They surely couldn�t match the money you made from your movies,� Coach Hob said.
�They offered me second-round money with a short initial contract. Honestly, if I hadn�t already given my word that I�d act in those movies, I would�ve had to look at the offer seriously. The key for me was the short contract. I would have been able to test the market a year sooner than average, so I could get paid. If I was sure that baseball was what I wanted and hadn�t already made those commitments, I would�ve taken it.�
Looking back on it, David realized that when Oklahoma had pulled their stunt, he could have played winter ball. Then he could have made himself available for this year�s draft.
Coach Deneau sighed.
�We�ve been so busy with the transition that we missed setting expectations. That�s on me. I think we�ll lose the team if we come down after the fact on the ones who broke curfew,� he said while giving Andres a meaningful look.
David could see how Coach Deneau had made that mistake. When he was at his last school, everyone had known the rules, and the coach didn�t have to think about them. It was just assumed that they knew what was expected and would do it.
David glanced over at Andres, who had a sick look. David might have been in the same boat if he hadn�t learned his lesson the hard way. As soon as he stepped into a bar, there would be social media posts. If the coaches didn�t know by morning, his mother would. If he ever did decide to �play� on the road, he already knew it would have to be behind closed doors, like what had happened on the Alabama trip. Of course, he had three kids to show for that little indiscretion.
�Tomorrow, we�ll have the whole team at practice and spell it out for them. If there�s a repeat performance, there will be suspensions,� Coach Deneau confirmed. �And if I don�t see marked improvements over the next couple of weeks, we�ll give up on the season and start building for the future.�
If Andres had looked sick before, he was all but quaking in his boots after that pronouncement. David suspected Coach Deneau had said that knowing Andres would do just about anything to prevent the coaches from sitting the upperclassmen. Andres had dreams of playing at the next level. To this point, David hadn�t seen in Andres what it took to make that leap, but he had the physical tools as far as size, strength, and speed went.
It wasn�t much of a stretch to believe that a new coach would decide that the current players didn�t fit his system. Coach Deneau wouldn�t be the first to start all underclassmen with an eye towards a better team a year down the road. He was paid to win ball games. If he strung together a series of .500 or lower win-ratio seasons over the next few years, he would be looking for a job. Andres had to take that seriously.
Coach Deneau kicked them out so he could talk to his assistant coaches. Andres stopped David before they got to the locker room.
�I want you to help me pass the word. Everyone�s to be at the Baseball House an hour after practice. I want to get their heads straight before Mason or one of the other older guys makes an ass out of himself when Coach Deneau talks to us tomorrow.�
�If it doesn�t work?� David asked.
When he was a lowerclassman in high school, he�d seen older guys think they were above it all.
�Then I�ll let you loose on them. We�ll play good cop, bad cop. I�m confident you can get under the troublemakers� skins enough to get them working together,� Andres said.
�I might have some ideas,� David said, smiling for the first time since they talked to the coaches.

David skipped going back to the dorm to eat and walked to the townhouse. Precious must have sensed him coming because she stuck her head out of the cat door as he approached the back door. When she saw him, she came running and jumped into his arms.
�I hear you�re kicking butt,� he told her as he loved her up.
He found the back door locked and used his key to let himself in. Apparently, the girls weren�t home yet. He let Precious down, and she showed him that her water bowl was empty. He filled it up to make her happy and started prepping chicken breasts and veggies for dinner. Once Precious had her drink, she was done with him. David wasn�t sure if that was the female in her or if it was a cat thing.
Pam arrived home first. Somehow, she distracted him.

�Orgasms make me hungry,� David said as he gave Pam a kiss on the forehead.
�Then it�s no wonder I�m starving,� she said, her voice full of mischief. �I�ve had three in the last ... what? Thirty minutes? More than I�ve had in the last six weeks.�
David�s eyebrows shot up. They had spent some quality time not too long ago. He knew for a fact she�d had more than that the last time they played.
�Really?�
�I think you�re off your game. If you want, you could come over, and I could coach you up,� Pam teased.
David realized that she had become more confident than he remembered. It was something he�d always hoped for. Hanging out with Tracy and Cassidy was good for her.
�If I didn�t have to eat and run, I would show you how wrong you are,� he shot back.
David and Pam came downstairs to find Cassidy finishing up the dinner preparations. Precious was weaving in and out between Cassidy�s legs to try to get her attention. The cat spotted David and bolted from the room.
Tracy was sitting at the counter, supervising.
�I can only guess who decided on tonight�s menu. I was planning on ordering a pizza,� Tracy complained.
�You�re going to get fat,� Cassidy said.
�If you only made a few changes, you could eat almost anything,� David said. �People think they have to worry about cholesterol and that all fats are bad. If you eat whole foods and eliminate processed foods, bleached white flour, and get rid of any kind of sugar or sugar substitute, you�ll be fine,� he shared.
�We�re not all athletes. I�m not sure I could give up bread,� Pam pointed out.
�I admit that bread was the hardest. I also eat more pizza than I should,� David confessed. �Look at my dad. After his heart troubles, he started eating better and has lost all his extra weight. If he can eat healthily, so can you.�
The four friends caught up with each other while they ate. They were all disappointed when David had to run to get to the Baseball House.

When David arrived, only Andres was there.
�What�s going on? I let everyone know about the meeting.� David said.
�The Alpha Mus invited everyone to an impromptu kegger at Sig Ep.�
�Just as well. I need to finish my reading for Econ and Communication Strategy,� David said.
�Don�t say anything to the guys. I�ll talk to Coach Deneau and let him know. This crap has to stop,� Andres said.
�You�re the captain,� David said, giving him a salute.
�I know. Better me than you, right?�
�You got it.�
On the walk home, David decided that he shouldn�t be surprised that his teammates would rather party than go to a team meeting. When he�d gotten a taste of freedom during high school, he�d gone a little wild. The worst had been his stays in LA for his movies. He�d done everything from skinny-dipping to banging party hos to goofing off surfing. On one set, he�d received a blowjob from the makeup gal almost every day.
He�d been forced to grow up. Having children when he was so young had been one of many wake-up calls. He also owned or was part owner of several businesses that employed a growing number of people. Those employees counted on him not to put their jobs in jeopardy. The same could be said for the movies that would come out.
When life finally happened for his teammates, they would have a different perspective. Maybe not to David�s extent, but at some point, getting drunk stopped being the optimal choice if you had to get up for work the next morning.
The thought that jumped into his head was: �Is baseball worth it?�
If his teammates weren�t going to take it seriously, why was he wasting his time? Football was coming up, and if he switched to defense, he would be better served to focus on that. It would also free up time. Even though David had become quite good at time management, he knew what it was like to have no time for himself. He was afraid that the first thing that would be affected would be his Sundays with his kids.
He could always pick up baseball next year when he�d settled in.
All that stopped him was that David wasn�t a quitter. He might contemplate quitting, but he�d never backed down from a challenge�and he didn�t plan to start now, even if it meant his time with his family would suffer. He had no doubt his kids wouldn�t really miss him. There was a support system in place, and they�d survived when he was gone all summer and fall.

Chapter 23

Andres


He came out of his room to head to class. Mason was standing in the hall, clad only in his underwear. His hair looked like he�d gone ten rounds with a weed whacker and lost.
�What are you doing?� Andres asked.
Mason reached for the wall to steady himself.
�Apparently, that last shot last night was a mistake,� Mason shared as he locked his jaw and sucked in a long breath. As he slowly let it out, he repeatedly mumbled, �I will not throw up.�
�Fuck,� Andres grumbled.
�What crawled up your ass?� Mason asked as he stood straight up and sucked in a deep breath through his nose.
�The coaches pulled me in yesterday. The team meeting I called was to give the team a heads-up that they�re going to come down on everyone if they don�t start following the team rules. Your little impromptu party last night couldn�t have come at a worse time.�
�Who�s going to tell them? You?� Mason asked as his lips twisted into an expression that could be called a smile but wasn�t. It was too smug and self-assured.
A rising tide of self-loathing and disgust overcame Andres. For the past couple of years, he and Mason had been a team, sort of the Butch and Sundance of debauchery. Mason compared them to Vikings. They lived to drink, fuck, and fight. A part of Andres wished he�d gone out last night, but that damned Dawson had gotten into his head.
�Crystal was there last night,� Mason said to pull him out of his thoughts. �And she was looking hot as fuck.�
�Did you talk to her? Did she ask about me?� Andres asked in rapid succession.
�She was telling everyone that her new boy toy had messed up. The word is that if he doesn�t straighten up, she�ll be looking for a replacement. Last I saw, some Sig Ep was chatting her up.�
�You didn�t answer my questions,� Andres said.
�I talked to her,� Mason said as he ran his fingers through his hair.
�Did she ask about me?�
Mason�s cocky grin was back.
�She asked about Dawson. She wanted to know why he wasn�t out with the team. I told her that the Boy Scout was with you doing some kind of circle jerk.�
Andres didn�t believe that for a minute. Mason was just playing with him. Andres felt like he had no control when it came to Crystal. He�d never wanted a woman as badly as he did her. All that let him make a fool of himself in front of Mason was knowing that when it came down to it, Mason would have his back.
�Look,� Andres said to get back on the topic of baseball. �The coaches are laying down the law this afternoon. You need to cool it for a while. If not, they�re talking about playing the younger guys to begin a rebuild.�
�Fuck that. I�ve never seen a coach not play his best players. Just relax. It�ll be fine,� Mason predicted.
�I�m telling you. Cool it. I want to get a minor league contract, not go home and move into my parents� basement,� Andres said to paint a picture.
�You�ll be fine,� Mason said dismissively.
�I was told that there�ll be scouts at our upcoming games.�
�Bullshit. Why would we have scouts?�
�Dawson. Did you know he was drafted last year?�
�And he didn�t take it?� Mason asked with utter disbelief dripping from his lips.
�I know, right? Imagine making another movie for tens of millions instead of signing a minor-league contract with the Twins for a pittance. Where�s his sense of priority, huh?� Andres said, his voice filled with sarcasm. Then he collected himself.
�What his decision will do is give us a shot at catching on somewhere after college. When the scouts are here to look at him again, they�ll see us, too. We need to get our shit together,� Andres all but pleaded.
�Our shit is together.�
Andres felt like he was beating his head against a brick wall.

As Andres finished his morning classes and headed to lunch, the news of Matt and Crystal�s breakup had spread like pinkeye. He knew the few places where she usually had lunch and wanted to check to make sure she was okay. At least, that was his cover story.
He found her in an overpriced place that claimed their food was locally sourced, which was total bullshit because they were in the middle of LA. Their interpretation of �local� stretched the limits of his belief. He was able to snag the table right behind her so he could eavesdrop on her conversation.
Crystal was trying to eat her lunch when a fraternity guy showed up.
�Hey, Babe. I hear you�re back on the market.�
Instantly, Andres�s douchebag radar was going off.
�Matt and I had a little disagreement,� Crystal conceded.
�While you guys are having your disagreement, why don�t you and I hook up?�
Andres was about to get up and karate-chop the frat boy in the liver when his thought was interrupted.
�Thanks for grabbing us a table.�
The douchebag, Andres, and Crystal all turned to see who�d said that when David Dawson sat down with her. He looked at the frat boy and nodded.
�Sup.�
Andres held in a chuckle when Skippy saw his competition.
�Call me,� was the frat boy�s parting shot as he scurried off with his tail between his legs.
David winked at Andres before Crystal turned back.
�This isn�t a good idea. Matt won�t be happy if he hears we had lunch together,� Crystal said.
David laughed. It was apparent he wasn�t worried about Matt.
�You have it all wrong. Having lunch with me will help you get Matt in line quicker than anything else. If he thinks I�m making a play for you, he�ll deliver his balls in a velvet bag to win you back. Then you can call off this faux breakup and stop the drama you�re causing.�
�You seem to think you have me figured out,� Crystal fired back.
Andres could tell by her tone that she was starting to get mad. But David just shrugged it off.
�I would never venture to guess what�s going on in any female�s head. They constantly confuse me,� he said. Then he contemplated what to say next before adding, �For example, you had a perfectly good man in my boy Andres, yet you dumped him for Matt. Why was that?�
�It�s complicated,� Crystal said, trying to evade his question.
�I�m smart enough to keep up.�
Andres sat forward, eager to hear her response.
�You�re on the baseball team. You know how bad they are. While I like Andres, I just don�t see him going anywhere. I don�t want to end up married with four kids to some guy who�s the assistant manager at a local auto parts store.�
That hit a little too close to home for Andres. His uncle owned an auto parts store, and he�d told Crystal that he worked there during summers to make extra cash.
�And you think Matt is the better catch?� David asked with a knowing look that made her hesitate before answering.
�Why wouldn�t he be? Matt will be the starting quarterback next year. In a couple of years, he�ll be in the NFL.�
�I�ll let you in on a little secret,� David said, leaning in close to Crystal. �Our baseball team had a bad outing, I�ll admit. Some internal team issues will get ironed out. When that�s done, we will win, and Andres will play professional ball.�
�That may be, but Matt looks like the safe bet right now,� Crystal said.
�Looks can be deceiving,� David said with a raised eyebrow, which earned him a hard look from Crystal.
�Are you telling me that you plan to try to unseat Matt at quarterback?�
That brought a glint to David�s eyes. Andres knew the guy was competitive. If nothing else, David had to know she would go tell Matt.
�I didn�t say any such thing. All I said was that I thought you would be better off chasing Andres than Matt,� David said. He finished his lunch and left.
�Nice,� Andres thought. David had sidestepped her accusation with ease and had put in a good word for him. Andres mentally noted that he owed David now. It might be a big one if he started dating Crystal again.
David had left Crystal deep in thought, so Andres decided he�d better go before she saw that he�d been listening to their conversation. When he got outside, he saw David leaning against the wall, looking at something on his phone, obviously waiting for him.
�Thanks, man,� Andres said when he caught up with David.
�I personally think that Crystal is a mistake you got lucky to dodge, but I get the whole �the heart wants what the heart wants� thing. Besides, you would never listen to me.�
�I look at it as �Crystal knows what she wants and is brave enough to go for it,�� Andres said.
�Okay.� With just that one word, David made it clear that he thought Andres was crazy. �I have to get going. My personal trainer gets mean if I�m late, and I want to be able to walk tomorrow.�
�I�m headed in the other direction. I�m going to talk to the coaches and then get in some batting practice. I�ll see you later.�
David nodded as he left.

Andres was torn as to what he would tell the coaches today. In a lot of ways, Mason was his best friend. They�d both come in as freshmen and managed to work their way into the starting lineup.
Mason was the fun one who left Andres to be the responsible one. Their collaboration had turned out well. Andres had been named team captain his junior year when Mason had wielded his magic behind the scenes to help make it happen.
Senior year was supposed to be the ultimate rush. They�d set up the Baseball House, and there were plenty of women who wanted to have some no-strings-attached fun with baseball players. They�d talked about going out as legends at USC. Andres was wondering what exactly their legacy would be.
His dad had a saying: �There are two kinds of people in the world: One kind changes the world and makes things happen. The other is simply along for the ride.� He was starting to think he might be along for the ride.
Andres knew that if it hadn�t been for Dawson, he might not be having doubts right now. The kid had quietly set an example in practice. He went all out in practice, like it was a real game. Andres was surprised that David hadn�t used his celebrity when he first met the team. He wasn�t sure he could�ve resisted the temptation.
David wasn�t the �Boy Scout� that Mason had labeled him. Andres had witnessed David spending time with a road bunny. Still, he wasn�t willing to get drunk.
Andres saw how the other players looked at David, so he�d soon included him in leading warm-ups. David had responded by stepping up and acting like he was meant to take charge. No one questioned that a walk-on freshman was in that role. There was something about him that made others want to follow.
It wasn�t like David was a typical walk-on. He�d won three state championships in football and one in baseball during high school. Hearing that the Twins had drafted him only reinforced Andres�s belief that if David wasn�t so good at football, the baseball team would have given him a full ride. He had no doubt that David was one of those who would someday change the world.
Andres�s dilemma was starting to solve itself. If he let Mason slide, he had no doubt the guy would pull the team down to mediocrity. Andres had to start looking toward the future. What he had to do was simple, but not easy, if that made any sense. He knew that Mason wouldn�t take it well if Andres came down on the side of changing the culture to one of winning baseball. If David hadn�t given him a glimpse of what was possible, Andres wouldn�t have even known to do it, let alone have the guts.
Andres marched into Coach Deneau�s office before he lost his nerve.
�Mason needs to go,� he announced.

At first, the coaching staff was hesitant, but they started to come around as Andres filled them in on what was going on behind the scenes. He understood their reluctance because Mason had a lot of talent. When he wasn�t hungover and actually focused on playing, he was their best player.
But then there was the partying. It hadn�t been so bad their sophomore year, but starting with their junior year, Mason got his party on more and more. Now, Andres realized, it was almost irretrievably out of control.
It wouldn�t be so bad if it were just Mason. Their trip to Wake Forest had included all of the team, minus David. That had been when Mason had given David the nickname �Boy Scout.� The players had gone out both Thursday and Saturday nights. It was apparent that when that happened, they didn�t play well the next day, and they�d lost those two games badly.
The coaches had known about Thursday night but were surprised when Andres told them about similar goings-on Saturday night. Then he reported what had happened at the players-only meeting. Only he and David had shown up, while Mason had taken the rest of the team to a fraternity party.
With that knowledge, the coaches changed their plan of action for the meeting. Coach Deneau initially wanted to put the fear of Jesus into them and move on. Over the years, he knew it had become a team bonding ritual to take the new guys out and get them laid and hammered on the first road trip.
Andres felt a little sick when Coach Deneau called the athletic director to get an understanding of school policy regarding taking back scholarships midseason, if it came to that. Coach explained that he didn�t intend to go that far but wanted to know his options.
David had made one wrong assumption when talking to the coaches yesterday: he thought baseball handed out scholarships like football did. Baseball was a nonrevenue sport. It had only 11.7 scholarships to allocate among the players on the allowed 35-man roster. Fortunately, scholarships could be broken down into percentages. A portion of a scholarship could be awarded to any player. But even if scholarship players got a 40% scholarship each, at least 6 players would have to be walk-ons.
On top of that, one of the issues that Coach Deneau had was that the previous coaching staff had given two individuals full scholarships: Andres and Mason. That meant that the remaining scholarships had to be chopped up even more. The last coaching staff had done them a further disservice: they�d weighted the distribution based on who they felt would benefit them the most. All of the bench players on scholarship were receiving the minimum allowable, 25%.
Freshman year, when Andres had accepted his partial scholarship to USC, he�d been upset that he hadn�t been offered a full ride. His recruiter helped put it all in perspective for him. There were over a half-million high school baseball players. Only two percent would play Division I ball. To help offset the cash outlay, the university had helped Andres get student loans. That was the main reason he wanted to get a minor-league contract. USC wasn�t cheap, and he�d recently had a bit of sticker shock when he�d seen how much money he owed.
He was relieved when Coach Deneau announced that the only way a scholarship could be freed up was if a player was kicked out of the university.

Before the coaches talked to the team, Andres took one last shot at getting Mason on board.
�Do me a favor and don�t react to what the coaches say in the meeting today.�
�Why? What are they going to do?� Mason asked.
�They�re going to explain the team rules and the consequences if you break them. The coaches are trying to build a winning culture. Personally, I�d like to do that as well,� Andres said.
�I�m fine with that as long as they don�t try to suck the fun out of it,� Mason said.
�We only have a few months until we graduate. We can cut back on the partying until after the season.�
Mason gave him a sideways look.
�Don�t tell me that they�ve got you drinking the Kool-Aid and have brainwashed you into thinking that we can�t party and play ball. We both know that�s a bunch of crap,� Mason said.
�Do we? How badly did we play after partying at Wake Forest?� Andres asked.
�It was only two games. Everything�s fine. Trust me,� Mason said.
�That�s what I�m trying to tell you. Everything isn�t fine. I�m afraid that if we ever do get caught partying before a game, we won�t be playing. I can�t afford to have that happen if I want to play ball after college,� Andres said.
�When did you become such an old woman? Grow a pair because I�m telling you nothing will happen. Remember how our old coach pissed and moaned but never had the balls to follow through? This new group will be the same,� Mason reasoned.
�I think you�re wrong,� Andres said to try to warn his friend. �We have a new coaching staff because the last ones didn�t win enough. These new guys are here to whip us into shape and win games�and to get rid of anyone who can�t or won�t help.�
�We�ll see,� was Mason�s parting shot.

As Andres had warned Mason, Coach Deneau laid down the law. He also invited a speaker from the student counseling center to talk about the POWER program. It was for substance and alcohol abuse education. They were told that they all had to schedule a meeting with an advisor to have a student-athlete alcohol interview.
The next speaker talked about sexual health and responsibility.
When they were done, Coach Deneau retook the floor.
�There will be no practice today. Instead, we�ll be doing the NCAA-required drug testing to check for steroids, peptide hormones, and masking agents, as well as tests for stimulants and recreational drugs. I�ve also asked that you be tested for STIs. The STI test will be confidential, and only you will see those results.
�Any questions?� Coach Deneau asked. When no one had any, he continued. �Then, line up for your tests, and I�ll see you all tomorrow.�

Chapter 24

David


Economics and Communication Strategy in Business was painful. All David wanted was to fast-forward the day so he could play baseball. It was what the team needed after the suspensions. The morning paper had announced that Mason and Jorge had been placed on indefinite suspensions due to breaking unspecified team rules. It didn�t take a Mensa candidate to figure out that meant they hadn�t passed their drug tests.
Coach Deneau had caught David before he left for class to tell him that he would be starting in place of Jorge. He�d also shared that Tucker Frost would play third base to replace Mason. A few minutes later, Andres had sent a text to the starters to meet him for lunch in the USC Village at a restaurant called Honeybird.
David had visited the USC Village on his recruiting trip. It was a new development that was a mixture of dorms and retail space. There were eight dorms, and David had considered living in one of them until he�d found out what Alex�s dad had done.
He�d heard good things about Honeybird. Their signature dish was a spiced fried chicken that was supposed to be outstanding. Andres had picked the right place, in David�s opinion.
On his walk there, his phone rang. It was Lexi.
�Did you forget to tell me something?� was her greeting.
�That I�m taking Jorge Orlando�s spot in the starting lineup tonight?�
�While you didn�t tell me that, I�m wondering why I have four panicked voicemails from Veronica and Christian to call them. Did they break the truce I brokered?� Lexi asked.
�Frick!� If Lexi was receiving calls, that meant Lindsey was the rat. David was so over all of this. To him, this was the very definition of wasting time. The �prank war,� as Kirk called it, meant much more to his friends and Veronica�s group than it did to David. He�d talked his friends into ignoring it for the most part.
If Veronica�s posse had simply decided that their pranks had been enough, David would have forgotten about it. Lexi knew Veronica and the rest of her gang. In high school, Lexi had been the Alpha girl. When she�d found out that they�d added David to their target list, she�d threatened to take matters into her own hands, which had seemed to cow them.
�They set off stink bombs in our rooms. I have a plan to get back at them, but we were suspicious that Lindsey was sharing information with them. Kirk and Jamie were tasked with telling her that I was calling you to fix their asses,� David explained.
�Why didn�t you tell me?�
�I trusted that she wasn�t a rat. I�d hoped you would never get called. Besides, I�m dealing with it.�
Being a girl, she made him tell her what he planned. Lexi made him promise never to get mad at her. Then she added to the plan.
�I know when you can do it. Sunday, my dad is having an all-day event at his place, and Veronica is coming with four others. I was supposed to get you there. My mom wanted to know why you hadn�t RSVP�d. I had to admit that I never told you because you spend Sundays with your family. Plus, you have a baseball game that morning.
�Mom said it was supposed to go into the night. She told me to get you and drag you there,� Lexi said.
�It would give me cover for what we plan to do. Can I invite Kirk, Alex, and Jamie, too?� David asked.
�If it gets my mom off my butt, absolutely.�
�You coming to any of my games this weekend?�
�I would come tonight, but it�s such a long drive home,� Lexi faux-complained.
�You could always spend the night at my place,� David said to play along.
�What do you want me to do about Christian and Veronica�s calls?� Lexi asked.
�Don�t call them back. Let them worry,� David suggested.
�Okay. I�ll see you tonight.
After David hung up with Lexi, he called Alex to tell him they were a go for operation �revenge on the townies.� David also asked him to talk to Kirk and Jamie to let them know that Lindsey was the rat.
Alex was stoked when he heard he and the rest of the gang were invited to the Sunday party at Paul Andon�s place. He promised to extend the invitation to the rest of the crew. He said his parents had been trying to wangle an invitation. David told him to call Lexi and add them and his sister to the list.
Alex said he would call his father to get everything organized for their prank.

Andres had come early and pulled several tables together.
�What happened with Mason and Jorge?� Allard asked once everyone had their food.
�They tested positive for steroids,� Andres shared.
�I told them last year to lay off that stuff,� Micah Briggs, the starting right fielder, said.
�How did they pass their test last year?� David asked.
�We were warned when the drug tests would be done. They used a masking agent to cover it up,� Micah explained.
�What�s the plan from here?� David asked Andres.
�That�s what I wanted to talk to you about. Last year we were 14�14 at home and 7�20 on the road. We finished sixth in the conference. If last weekend was any indication, we�re on track to being mediocre again. Those of you who were with us last year can probably guess why we played so badly on the road,� Andres said.
�If last weekend was an example, it�s pretty obvious,� David said.
�And you and Mason were the ringleaders,� Micah said to Andres.
Andres�s lips pinched to show his irritation at being called out. He looked Micah in the eye when he answered.
�Yes, we were,� he admitted and then turned to everyone. �But that has to change. Personally, I would like to make a living, for however long I can, playing ball. I know several of you want the same. Since I�ve been here, no one I�ve played with has made it to the majors. Only a handful are playing minor league ball. I want that to change, starting today.�
�Do you honestly think the older guys will go along with this? They look forward to going out on bunny hunts,� Micah said.
With a team of 35 guys, it would be ideal to have balanced classes, with the older players getting the majority of the playing time. The underclassmen would be working toward stepping up when their turn came. Unfortunately, USC was top-heavy with upperclassmen, with 12 seniors and 11 juniors on the roster, even though the majority of them were benchwarmers with little hope of getting significant playing time. That left 12 sophomores and freshmen.
Of the starters, six came from the younger classes: David (center field), Micah (right field), Scott (left field), Jackson (shortstop), Tucker (third base), and Seamus (catcher). Of the pitchers, four were underclassmen: Allard, Rex, Dustin, and Jim. The only other upperclassman at lunch was Bill Woodall, their starting second baseman.
That made Micah�s question valid. With Mason and Jorge on indefinite suspension, that only left a couple of older pitchers who would see much playing time. Why would the older guys give up partying on the road if they were never going to play?
�They�re going to be a problem,� Bill agreed.
�That�s why I wanted to talk to you guys. If we�re going to do something this year, we can�t let them distract us,� Andres said.
�I�m all for having fun, but not in season. Personally, I just don�t like losing,� David said.
�I hate to say it, but not having Mason and Jorge on the road will solve most of it if you don�t revert to your old ways,� Bill said to Andres.
�I got a look at what I owe in student loans. That was the wake-up call I needed,� Andres shared.
�What do you mean, student loans? Don�t you all have full rides?� David asked.
They all laughed at him.
�This isn�t football. We�re all on partial scholarships,� Allard explained.
�Except for David and me,� Seamus said.
�I just assumed,� David said, shaking his head. �Christ, USC isn�t cheap.�
�Hence, the hefty student loans,� Andres said.
�Why would you come here if it cost so much?� David asked, clearly confused.
�Have you seen the women?� Allard asked.
�I�m from Ireland, and our weather is bleedin� awful, yeah,� Seamus added.
�Plus, it�s a great school,� Micah said.
�None of you came here for baseball, then?� David asked.
�Sure we did, but we were all going to get partial scholarships anywhere else we went. Why not go to the best school we could?� Allard asked.
�Sorry, my decision was based on football. I never really looked at baseball all that hard,� David said. �But that doesn�t mean that now that I�m here, I�m not going to give this my all. I�m fully on board with doing whatever it takes.�
�What about football?� Andres asked.
�I�ll just have to figure it out. One thing, though: you won�t have to worry about me partying because I won�t have time,� David said with a grin.
That brought a few chuckles because they all knew how much time was eaten up with baseball.
�Speaking of which, I have to jet,� David said. �I have to go work out.�

Cassidy went easy on David after he promised to go to her crew race on Saturday morning.
He strolled over to the townhouse for dinner before the game and then walked to the baseball stadium. When he reached the locker room, there were reporters there talking to Andres about what he knew about Mason and Jorge.
David deftly dodged them and made his way to the field. They were playing Holy Cross tonight, a team that had never beaten them.
After they�d done their initial warm-up, they went back to the locker room. David could tell that the whole atmosphere had tensed up with the suspension of two of USC�s starters.
Coach Deneau gathered the players around to give the team final instructions.
�Focus on the task at hand. You�ve all played ball before, so I expect you to take it as it comes, and we�ll be fine. Keep your heads in the game, and just do your best each play. When you make a mistake, shake it off. One play at a time, with attitude and effort. Now let�s go win this one!�
Rex Winter, a freshman left-hander from Eugene, Oregon, was starting. David watched him as he warmed up.
Rex threw a solid fastball. He also had a minor case of nerves, this being his first start, which affected his control. Coach Hob walked out and had a quick talk with him. Rex gave him a nod and immediately settled down. This wasn�t his first rodeo. He�d played well enough in high school to get here.
The stadium was half full, which was a big crowd for this early in the season. There were twice as many people as had shown up for the alumni game.
David took a deep breath, looked up at the clear blue sky, and felt himself relax. This was why he went out for baseball, to play the game he loved.
The Holy Cross batter took his place, and Rex went home with the first pitch. The Crusaders� leadoff hitter hit a sharp one up the middle. David recognized that neither Bill nor Jackson would get it. He�d been on his toes, so he exploded forward to grab the grounder. Their runner rounded first but had to dive back when David fired the ball to Andres at first. He wanted to let everyone know that they weren�t picking up extra bases today.
The next batter worked the count full on Rex. David did a little fist pump when he got a called third strike. Then the third batter was walked.
With two on, Rex now faced their cleanup hitter. It took just one pitch for the Crusaders to be up 3�0 as he hit a towering shot over the fence down the first base line.
This was how you could tell what a pitcher was made of. How does he react when facing early adversity? Many got rattled, and everything went downhill from there. Rex acted like the home run never happened. He retook the mound and struck out the next two batters he faced.
�We need base runners,� Coach Deneau called out. �Don�t try to get it all back at once. Just get on base and let your power hitters clear the bases.�
The Crusaders� pitcher was even more nervous than Rex. He gave up two base hits and then walked the third batter. It was now up to Andres to get them home. He hit a weak pop-up to the first baseman, and then Bill hit into a double play, stranding David on third.
David came up again to lead off the third inning. They were still down 3�0.
�If you can, hit it down the first base line. Their right fielder tweaked his arm last week,� Coach Deneau told him.
Hitting a baseball into a particular place wasn�t that easy, and David hadn�t been working on it much. He was more focused on hitting with authority, so placing his hit was a bit of a crapshoot. David mentally ran through the five steps to batting: rhythm, seeing the ball, separation, staying square, and weight shift and transfer. He stepped into the box and focused.
This was the second time through the batting order for the Crusaders� pitcher. His body language told David that he wanted to make a statement. If David hadn�t become good at picking up body movements and interpreting what they meant, he would�ve been hit square in the ear. He called time so he could brush himself off.
�That one almost got you,� their catcher said to try to intimidate David.
He shouldn�t have done that; pissing David off was the last thing an opponent should ever do. David felt himself drop into the zone. He was looking for something low and away so he could push it down the first base line. On the next pitch, he guessed right and crushed the fastball. The first baseman didn�t have time to react as it screamed over his head. Their right fielder sprinted to the corner and dove for the ball. David had run full-out to first. Coach Hob waved him to second when the ball smacked off the wall.
David looked to the third-base coach, and he was signaled to continue to third. Coach Homer gave him the universal sign to slide. David hit the dirt and felt the ball catch his hip. It bounded over the third baseman�s head, so David jumped up.
Coach Homer screamed for him to go. The Crusaders� left fielder had done his job and backed up the play, and the kid had an arm. Their catcher was down blocking the plate when the ball sailed a bit toward the backstop. That caused their catcher to have to reach for it. David took a line towards the infield and dove for the bag. As he stretched for the plate, he felt the catcher suddenly on top of him.
�Safe!� the umpire called.
From that point on, it was all Trojans. Rex settled down, and the Trojans� bats came alive to give them a 6�3 win.

It was great not to be the face of the program. Andres got nabbed after the game to talk to the press. David hurried up and got out of there. Lexi was waiting for him at the players entrance with several girls who tried to get his attention.
David acted like he was picking one out when he pointed at Lexi.
She wasn�t amused but went with him.
�I thought about rejecting you,� she grumped.
�That brunette looked eager enough,� he fired back.
�She�s still there.�
�And that is where she�ll stay,� David said as she put his arm around Lexi�s waist.
�She�d better,� Lexi said as she kissed his cheek.
She handed him her car keys, and he drove them to a Chinese place for some carryout. When they got to his suite, they walked in on Alex getting head in the living area. David and Lexi just ignored him as Alex played on his phone while the girl gave him a hummer. He gave David a nod as they went to David�s bedroom.
�You up for a movie?� Lexi asked while David unpacked the food.
�I should study.�
Her eyes scanned his face to see if he was serious. She started to give him a retort, but he cut her off.
�But as long as you don�t make me watch a chick flick, that sounds like a better option.�
He grinned at Lexi, which made her give him a calculating look.
�Dude. You�re just asking for an old-school Julia Roberts marathon.�
She grinned when David made a face.
�How about we eat and then decide?� he ventured.
While they ate, Lexi perused his streaming video service for the movies she knew would make him cringe. David was no fun because he knew she hated chick flicks as much as he did.
When they were done eating, he disposed of the containers and then struck a sexy pose.
�Tell me that�s your best attempt at trying to seduce me.�
She crossed her arms, silently daring him to deny it.
�Exactly. I started with the seduction of your mouth by feeding you some carryout. Now that I spent money on you, I know you won�t turn me down.� David said.
He leaned against the wall and gave her a knowing smile. Lexi got up to answer the challenge. She got close enough that he could smell vanilla with a hint of floral. She had a twinkle in her eye.
�I won�t?� she asked as she gave him a �gotcha� look.
David could read her like one of his scripts. Lexi was thinking that he couldn�t believe she would seriously do whatever he suggested. The corner of his mouth twitched in a ghost of a smile.
�No, you won�t. Because you�re curious as to what I have planned. And you know that my plans make you wet,� David said.
�You�re right,� Lexi admitted as she bit her bottom lip.
David knew she hated that he was her weakness. He gave her a predatory leer.
�I plan to make you scream my name and send you home a quivering mess.�
�So, no movie?� she asked and then squealed as he grabbed her and tossed her onto the bed.
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Chapter 25

Cassidy


Cassidy had been hiding a secret. Well, two, actually.
Her plan for college had been to follow David to wherever he picked for football. He�d agreed to let her be his trainer while she went to school. After that, she would follow in her father�s footsteps and join the Marines as an officer.
At the time, David had narrowed his choices down to USC and Oklahoma. Her best friend, Brook Davis, had been proactive and gotten Cassidy a scholarship to USC on the women�s rowing team. She�d done it because Cassidy hadn�t been the most diligent student in high school. And why should she if she could get solid �Bs� without cracking a book?
Everyone knew that she didn�t meet the entrance qualifications. Not that David�s other friends, Tim and Wolf, would�ve gotten in, either. But if you went through the athletic department, you bypassed their stringent rules.
When David decided to go to Oklahoma, she was happy because she didn�t need the USC athletic scholarship to get in. Oklahoma�s admission standards allowed her to qualify without a problem. Plus, it was a quarter of the cost when you figured everything in.
She was set to go to Oklahoma until Brook told David about USC, and the big dork tattled on her. He shared with his parents what Brook had done. If he�d just told her dad, she would�ve been fine. As soon as David�s mom knew, it was game over. She was the one woman Cassidy was a little afraid of, and David�s mom decided that Cassidy couldn�t pass up the opportunity to go to USC.
In the end, it worked out when David enrolled in the spring.
Her second secret was that she wasn�t the only one who�d gotten into USC through the back door of an athletic admission. She�d found out that her crew-mate Veronica had been designated as a preferred walk-on to get into school. Veronica had shared with Cassidy that her parents had paid a guy to make �donations� to USC to help facilitate her enrollment. Cassidy had also seen Veronica at the party where David had outed himself as the David A. Dawson. The funny thing was, David never thought of himself that way, but just about everyone else did.
What worried Cassidy was that Veronica rarely came to practice, which made Cassidy wonder if others had gotten in that way. She�d heard that Veronica�s younger sister was also getting a rowing spot next year.
Cassidy didn�t feel guilty about receiving her scholarship because she�d learned that many of the other girls hadn�t rowed in high school; they took up the sport when they came to USC. She�d taken it seriously and worked her butt off to win a seat on the Novice eight boat.
But even though Cassidy didn�t feel guilty about her own scholarship, she did worry about the fake athletic scholarships and admissions that might have been given out to other girls. If those girls took the money but weren�t willing to put in the effort to actually honor them, there might be trouble down the road.
Veronica had shared that her parents had paid quite a bit of money to get her into school. This worried Cassidy because Brook had never told her how much she�d spent to get Cassidy into USC. Brook came from money and bristled anytime Cassidy asked about what stuff cost. She�d even footed the bill for Cassidy when Brook and David had decided to get their pilot�s licenses. Somehow, Cassidy had found herself taking the classes with them.
The real secret she�d been keeping had just happened. Cassidy was excited because she would be in the number six seat in the Varsity eight today. Last semester, she�d become friends with Nicole, the Varsity eight coxswain, as well as Amy, the girl who rowed in the number eight, or �stroke,� position. Amy was considered USC�s best female crew member.
Nicole and Amy had taken Cassidy under their wings when they saw how hard she worked and how well-conditioned she was. Cassidy�s two �mentors� had been in the Varsity eight for the past three years and were going to graduate at the end of the spring term. They�d been disappointed that none of the underclassmen in the Varsity eight had shown any strong leadership, and they�d started grooming Cassidy for that role.
Cassidy had to chuckle because Nicole had told her they�d picked Cassidy because they�d decided she was a bossy bitch.
In rowing, the coxswain, or cox, was the one to call out the strokes for the crew. She had to not only know her crew�s physical strength but had to lead them through her commands. While the stroke was in charge of the shell, it was the cox�s job to guide the crew to victory. The cox was also the lightest and smallest person on the boat and couldn�t do it herself. The cleverest, most strategic, and most experienced rower was called the �stroke� and sat immediately in front of the coxswain, facing her.
The other seven rowers were seated in line behind the stroke, where they could see the stroke and match their strokes to hers. The stroke set the example for the rest of the crew and had to be the most disciplined rower in the boat and was often the best-conditioned.
The two seniors had watched Cassidy train, and they�d seen her leading David and Ridge in conditioning drills. They knew they�d found their successor as the leader of the women�s crew.
Cassidy was thrust into the position when the number six of the Varsity eight suddenly got sick. Brianna went to the hospital complaining of severe abdominal and back pain. They found a problem that required surgery. Cassidy learned on Thursday that Nicole had recommended Cassidy take the sick girl�s place until she could recover, and their coach agreed.
The rest of the Varsity eight hadn�t been convinced, though, and the other six had challenged Cassidy to an endurance contest on the ergometers, the stationary rowing machines they used for training. Cassidy hadn�t even blinked; instead, she responded that was fine, but if she beat them all, she�d be rowing number six. The other girls, never having watched her practice or drill, laughingly took her up on it. They hadn�t been laughing a couple of hours later when Cassidy kept going a full five minutes after the last of them had collapsed, gasping, over their knees.
Nicole and Amy had laughingly welcomed her to the crew and to the number six position. They didn�t tell Cassidy, or the rest of the crew, that the number six spot was where they were going to put her anyway. That was because she was the strongest rower next to Amy and because that was the best position for them to watch Cassidy and give her tips and guidance. It was also the best spot for her to watch and hear the stroke, especially the calls from the cox.
Cassidy had wanted to be sure David was there for her big moment because he was the one who�d turned her into a leader. He�d convinced her to help train the athletes at their high school in what she called �sixty minutes of hell.� It was a modified workout that she had learned hanging around her dad, who�d been in the Marines before he�d become a football coach. The drill was meant to turn boys into men, and it had turned Lincoln High into probably the best-conditioned athletes in the state.
Cassidy hadn�t realized that David had turned her into someone people would follow until he pointed it out to her during her senior year.
That was what was different about David, different from any other boy she knew. In a lot of ways, he acted like he had life experience beyond his years. More accurately, he was a stupid boy who somehow found the right thing to do in almost every situation. It was uncanny how everything he put his mind to turned out for him.
Some of it was genetic. David�s grandfather, Davey Dawson, had been a politician for many years. He hadn�t been the typical glad-handing kind that you found nowadays. He�d been someone who got stuff done. He�d had a knack for bringing people together, no matter what political party they were in. Davey had made people see what the greater good was, and they�d actually listened and acted on what he�d said.
David�s dad and uncle were a lot like that, too. They�d taught David, and his older brother Greg, how to do a lot of common-sense stuff that most people ignore. Such as how to network effectively or treat groups of people differently based on circles of trust. David had also taken to heart the concepts of goal setting and creating other leaders to whom he could then delegate. He had embraced the idea that the more you involved others, the more you could accomplish; and that many times, the outcome would be much better than what you�d originally planned. This was the basis of David�s willingness to listen to and incorporate others� ideas. He�d discovered that when he did that, the end result was better.
David also wasn�t one to think he knew everything. He had the wisdom to seek out mentors. And not just any mentors, either. He looked until he found the right person for the job and then somehow got them to agree to teach him.
In Cassidy�s mind, what really separated David from everyone else was that he rarely, if ever, expressed uncertainty and always seemed to know instinctively how to handle any given situation. In her psychology class, they called that �situational competence� or �situational genius.�
Cassidy�s professor had suggested that no single leadership style was best, that it depended on the situation to determine which form of leadership to adopt and what strategies to follow. According to her class teachings, the most effective leaders were able to adapt their style to ever-changing situations. Each task was different, even if you did it repeatedly because the nature of the group and other factors could change how you should approach it. David was one of those unique individuals who could do that without even thinking about it.
David chalked it all up to being a badass Alpha Male. He sometimes thought he was funny.
Because of who he was and what he meant to Cassidy, she�d kept her promotion to varsity a secret. She wanted to surprise him. He was the one person she knew at USC who would recognize what a big deal this was for her and be happy that she�d achieved it.
There was that, and then there was something else. The whole �he would someday discover that she was the woman of his dreams, and he would beg her to marry him, and they would live happily ever after.� She was afraid that day was far in the future. All she knew was she would be the one there when he finally decided to settle down. Until then, he would be her best friend.
In the back of her mind, she heard Tracy cackling that she and Pam needed to get off their butts and just tell the boy how they really felt about him. If Tracy kept it up, Cassidy might forget she was a girl and hurt her.

This morning�s race was against their crosstown rival, UCLA. The women�s races were early in the morning, with the men competing right after.
Cassidy was relaxing with her crew while the novice girls were getting their boats ready when there was a commotion from the UCLA girls. She rolled her eyes upon seeing it was just David. He�d found a cardinal sports jacket, wore a cardinal-and-gold striped tie, and carried a USC duffle bag to show his team spirit.
He waded through the UCLA girls and walked straight to Cassidy.
�When were you going to tell me?� he asked as he wrapped her up in a bear hug.
�It was supposed to be a surprise,� she moaned. �Who told you?�
�Your dad called me and wanted to make sure I got him plenty of pictures.�
Cassidy spotted a van that backed up, and a crew got out and began unloading folding tables. She saw David�s PA, Lexi�who was wearing a UCLA sweatshirt�directing everything.
�What�s going on?� Cassidy asked.
David turned back and saw what she was talking about.
�I have no idea. I guess if you buy enough doughnuts and coffee, they�ll deliver. Well, that, and I had to have my picture taken with the owner so they can hang it on the wall.� He said this while displaying his patented panty-dropping smile that made him so much money.
She noticed her teammates were all hanging back. She knew she had to let David be David and meet everybody.
�I think my crew wants to say hi,� she whispered.
�You�ll protect me if they get too handsy, won�t you?�
�You�re a big boy. You can handle it.�
Cassidy introduced him to the other crew members and made sure to give a special introduction to her two friends.
He winked at her and opened his duffle bag. David pulled out three GoPro cameras and handed one to her.
�Put this on, and we�ll video your first race. I�ve got a couple more for Nicole and Amy. I�ll send the footage over to Frank, and he�ll have someone create a slick video you can share with your dad and friends.�
Frank was David�s publicist and in charge of his social media. Cassidy had no doubt that David planned to blast out a video of her big day. She momentarily worried that she might mess up and today would turn into a disaster. Then she saw his confidence in her, and that fear was forgotten.
�Help us put them on,� she told him.
He fastened it over her ball cap, turned it on, and then did the same for the other two. He had pulled out his phone to check what the cameras were capturing.
�You�re all live, so watch your language,� David teased.
�What do you mean, live?�
He just smirked when his phone rang. He showed Cassidy it was Brook calling. She snatched the phone out of his hands.
�I can�t believe him,� she grumped.
�He�s just excited for you. You know our stupid boy. He can�t resist making your first varsity start a big deal,� Brook said. �I�m seeing three cameras on split-screen now.�
�I�m glad he brought three,� Cassidy mock-groused. �All he�ll see from my camera will be Mimi�s fat behind!�
Mimi Angulo rowed in the number seven spot.
�Hey! I�m very attached to it!� Mimi quipped.
Cassidy saw that he�d pulled out a camera while she talked to Brook. Cassidy had to hang up when he had her team gather around for a group picture. Lexi showed up so David could join them while Lexi took some additional photos. Then he was off making his rounds, chatting with each member in turn as Lexi followed him around, taking pictures.

It was finally time for the Varsity eight race. As the teams maneuvered the boats to the starting line, Cassidy spotted a drone circling her shell. She looked at the shore, and David had a controller in his hands. She would laugh if he ended up crashing it into the water.
She put her friend and his toys out of her mind as they got close to the starting line. The boat slowly glided forward.
�Blades ready, half forward,� Nicole called as the shell was almost to the start line. �Bow pair, hold water.�
The starter nodded when they were stopped on the line. The UCLA team positioned their boat and got a nod. The starter fired his starter pistol, and the shells surged forward.
�Five, you�re deep,� Nicole called.
As the boat neared the 3/4 mark, the cox started coaching continuously in a shouted chant to the stroke rate.
�Full pressure ... Wanna feel ... boat run ... Good ... Steady ... Quarter length ... Hold this ... Good! Seven ... good style! ... TEN NOW! ... TEN�max pressure ... NINE�legs hard ... EIGHT�straighten ... SEVEN�turn together! ... SIX�gaining! ... FIVE�harder! ... FOUR�together! ... THREE�alongside! ... TWO�got them ... ONE�good work ... Full pressure ... ease the rate... 100 to go ... SPRINT NOW! ... STROKE! ... STROKE! ... They�re catching! ... Dig deep! ... everything you�ve got! ... leave nothing! ... STROKE! ... STROKE! ... STROKE! ... STROKE! ... EASY!
�We got them by three seats! Well done!!� the cox gasped before collapsing in her seat.
Cassidy was tired but not quite as exhausted as the other crew members. Actually, she was pumped. They�d won by nearly half a boat length.
Cassidy�s teammates were smiling�those that she could see�though they looked like smiling corpses. She was relieved she hadn�t let them down. She was all smiles, too, when they made it back to the dock. Cassidy happily was a part of the tradition of throwing the cox into the water. At least she was happy until her team grabbed her and tossed her in as well. They claimed it was what happened when a new crew member won their first race.
Of course, David captured it all on his drone video. Both Cassidy and the coxswain were relieved to find out their cameras were waterproof as well; neither of them had taken theirs off before they�d been tossed in. David laughed it off, saying the head-shot footage from that perspective would make the video.
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Chapter 26

David


At first, David had been somewhat amused to walk in on Alex getting head in the living room of their dorm suite. It had been okay the first few times. But the new had worn off, and last night had made him more annoyed than amused. For cripes� sake, Alex had a bedroom. He could have the decency not to do it on the couch, with his phone in his hand as some random girl gave him head.
When David returned from Cassidy�s race, he found Alex cleaning pecker tracks off the couch with David�s favorite blanket. He made a mental note to never leave something like that in their living area again.
�Come on, man. That�s my blanket you�re using. Can�t you take it to your bedroom when you get busy? We actually live here,� David complained.
Alex didn�t seem bothered by David�s growing annoyance. He tossed the blanket in the corner when he was satisfied that he�d gotten the worst of it.
�Sorry, Boy Scout. I�ll have the cleaning lady wash your blankie.�
�It�s not even about that. It�s about boundaries.�
�Are we pretending you never get head? It sounded like you and Lexi were getting it on last night,� Alex said.
�Not in the living room. Not where people sit.�
�I bet you can only do it behind closed doors with the lights off.�
�Are you done?�
� ... in the missionary position.�
�Fuck you, Alex.�
�I said I was sorry, okay? I forgot you were such a prude.�
David scowled.
�I�m not a �prude.� I�m just not an exhibitionist.�
Alex burst out laughing.
�Whatever you say, dude. I remember you running around naked in Greece. Allard told me all about your exploits when he roomed with you for Team USA,� Alex pointed out.
�That was different,� David tried.
That just made Alex laugh harder. David made a mental note to kick Allard�s ass the next time he saw him. Not just for sharing about the road trip, but for telling Alex how Mason had taken to calling him a Boy Scout.
�Asshole,� David mumbled.
�Settle down. It wasn�t all my fault this time.�
�I�m not sure I want to know.�
�If you�d been here earlier, it would have been you getting head. She was here for you,� Alex said.
�What are you talking about?�
�Some of the girls on the third floor were playing Truth or Dare. She took a dare to give you head. I was just kind enough to stand in for you,� Alex said with a big grin.
�For fuck�s sake.�
�Actually, I think you owe me,� Alex said, acting like he was contemplating something.
�Why�s that?�
�I had to make out with two of them, and then the third gave me head. They were just working themselves up to the good stuff. When what�s-her-name left, she wasn�t happy to have heard you and Lexi getting busy.�
David just went to his room, leaving Alex in the living room, laughing at him.

Holy Cross had finally beaten the Trojans Saturday, 6�2. The coaches were still working to find the right lineup and had sat most of the younger guys, including David. Sunday morning, David was back in the lineup, and the Trojans prevailed 9�1. He�d had a good game as he reached base all but once, stole two bases, and scored twice. Allard had picked up his second win.
Paul Andon must have been determined to get David to his party because he�d sent a car to pick up David, Alex, Kirk, and Jamie.
�I can�t wait to see their faces,� Kirk said once they�d all gotten in the back of the large SUV.
Veronica and her gang, plus Lindsey, had left for the weekend yesterday morning. Alex�s dad had helped with the prank by providing a couple of the guys that had renovated the dorm when it was converted. David had initially planned to have the deadbolts replaced on their doors so they couldn�t get in. Over the week, the plan had morphed into removing the door and door frame so they could drywall the opening closed.
Alex, Kirk, and Jamie had brought the rest of the floor in on the prank since they didn�t want anyone shooting the townies a text to warn them. They soon discovered that the whole floor was sick of the BS the four of them had been pulling. If the crickets hadn�t been bad enough, the stink bombs had turned the tide.
When David had returned from his baseball game Saturday, he�d found the floor all helping move Veronica, Lindsey, Christian, and Peter into the common room. The construction guys had found some partitions to make it look like a temporary living situation.
Once they were moved, the carpenters had taken the doors and doorframes out and covered the doorways with drywall. This morning they were back to sand the seams and paint the drywall to match the hall. The final touch was the installation of baseboards.
When David had come back from Sunday�s game, he had to look closely to figure out where the doors had been before.
They hadn�t touched Lauren�s room because her roommate wasn�t involved in any of the shenanigans. The roommate was a quiet girl who was serious about school, so David had rejected the idea of doing their room. He�d convinced the others by explaining it could potentially drive a wedge into Veronica�s group, possibly breaking it up.
David had compared it to the thought processes of a cheating spouse. Because they were cheating, it was easy for them to assume their spouse was, too. In this case, Veronica and company had talked Lindsey into becoming a rat by promising invitations to parties like the one Lexi�s dad was throwing. They would think Lauren was somehow a part of David�s prank because her room was left alone.
During the week, he�d laid the groundwork to set Lauren up by stopping her in the cafeteria as she went to her usual table. He�d asked her what was good today and then jumped in line to get his food. He�d glanced back and found Veronica quizzing Lauren as to what he�d asked. The clincher had been that when David got to his usual table, Lindsey had asked him, too. He�d simply replied that Lauren had helped him with something, thus placing the seed of doubt.
�I can�t wait to see Lindsey�s face when we walk in,� Jamie said.
�It�s been hard acting like we�re still friends,� Kirk admitted.
�Why? Isn�t she?� David asked.
The three of them all looked at him like he�d just announced he�d planned a trip to Alaska to club baby seals.
�Oh, come on, guys, she�s still Linds,� David said.
It looked like they would have to agree to disagree on that one.

Lexi�s parents� house was just what you would expect a studio executive to live in if he wanted to entertain and impress. When they arrived, Alex, Kirk, and Jamie immediately went to the bar, leaving David to check out the crowd. He spotted Lexi and her dad talking to some studio types, so he decided not to say �hi� yet. He did see Rachel, Lexi�s mom, talking to a group of women at a table. There was an empty seat next to her.
David walked up behind her. He put his hands on her shoulders, leaned down, and stage-whispered, �I know you said we had to be discreet, but I had to come over and say �hello.��
That brought their conversation to a screeching halt. Rachel finally realized it was him, and she stood up and gave him a hug. She turned back to the women with her arm still around his waist.
�This jokester is Lexi�s boyfriend, David A. Dawson.�
�Boyfriend?� David asked as his eyebrows rose.
Rachel turned and looked at him as if to dare him to deny it.
�I was holding off because of us,� David said to play it off.
�Are you hitting on my mom?� Lexi asked as she walked up.
�Why shouldn�t he be hitting on me?� Rachel teased her daughter.
�Come on, before you give her ideas,� Lexi said as she pulled David away. �My dad wants you to meet some people.�
�Ohh-kay, sure. Whatever you say, honey.�
David heaped sarcasm into the words as he winked at Rachel to let her know he was kidding.
He dutifully followed his new �girlfriend� to network with her dad�s business associates.

Paul finally let David go but made Lexi stay at his side when the head of a rival studio showed up, and they started negotiating a deal. David was glad he could finally enjoy himself.
He thought he might need a map when he discovered the estate was sprawling. He stumbled upon a small secret garden that he could see being used as a place to get away and contemplate the day�s events. Before he stepped into it, he heard Veronica talking, and as he peeked in, David saw she was with Lauren and Lindsey. He decided to eavesdrop.
�What? You never said anything about that!� Lauren shrieked. �You boned the provost and the first mate on that trip?�
David blinked in surprise and assumed Lauren had to be kidding.
Veronica shrugged like it was no big deal.
�It�s not like I�ve told you about every single man I�ve messed around with. Only most of them.�
Lindsey was looking shell-shocked at what Lauren and Veronica were talking about. David understood why.
�But the provost? That�s kinda major news to keep to yourself,� Lauren complained.
�Not if you�d seen him. He wasn�t bad for an old guy. He had a nice package, but for technique, I�d only rate him a four. And he didn�t last very long. That was why I tracked down the first mate. Now he had a nice cock on him. He was probably a six out of ten,� Veronica overshared.
Poor Lindsey looked like she was about to faint.
�I can�t believe you sometimes,� Lauren said.
�Someday, you�ll give up your V-card and understand. Plus, a six is a decent score for something like that. I�ve been with worse,� Veronica said.
�Why would you do that?� Lindsey asked.
�If you want to keep getting invited to stuff like this, you have to pay the toll. That�s why I said you probably want to get with either Christian or Peter. They�re both solid eights,� Veronica assured her.
�Overshare much?� Lauren asked and then turned to Lindsey. �Don�t let her bully you.�
�I couldn�t. I have a boyfriend back home,� Lindsey said weakly.
�Who you said was terrible in the sack. Peter will at least go down on you,� Veronica said.
David had heard enough. He walked into the little clearing and smiled at Lauren.
�Hey, Lauren,� he said in greeting, ignoring Lindsey and Veronica.
Lindsey went white as a ghost at being discovered. Then David turned his gaze on Veronica.
�I was just with Lexi. She�s with her dad and Harvey Resnick. She said you and Christian were trying to get in touch with her and that if I saw either of you, I was to send you to her.�
�Mr. Resnick runs the studio where my mom�s show is filmed,� Veronica worried.
�Huh ... Hollywood really is a small town,� David contemplated. �Lexi�s meeting with him next week to talk business.�
Veronica understood the implied threat, even though David would never stoop to something like that. It didn�t mean others wouldn�t. He hated to think it, but Lexi actually might. Well, for sure, the �old� Lexi would. He hoped the �new� one would show some restraint.
Then he turned his focus on Lindsey.
�Alex, Kirk, and Jamie are here. I think they were going to the pool. I would�ve offered you a ride, but I knew that you were coming with Veronica,� David said to let Lindsey know her being a rat was out there.
Then he smiled at Lauren.
�Paul sent a car to pick us up. If you want a ride back, come find me later.�
�I just might,� Lauren stammered out, which made him smile more.
�That should stir the pot,� David decided. Now that his work was done, he planned to have some fun.

David sometimes forgot that there were movie stars who simply took your breath away when you saw them. He was used to seeing beautiful people from modeling and acting, but seeing Fiona Beckham in person made him almost dizzy.
Her hair was strawberry blond, almost red, the natural kind that shimmers in the afternoon sun. It was thick and long and had a natural wave. She had on a small black cap that reminded David of what models wore in Europe. It was a touch of flair most women couldn�t pull off. She had piercing blue eyes that simply jumped off the screen in her films.
Fiona�s tan was obviously not from a spray can. It was a combination of spending time outdoors and the natural caramel hint in her coloring. Her looks were both exotic and symmetrical. Her kissable lips drew the eye and were set off by a shocking red lipstick. Completing the package was flawless skin that demanded very little makeup. She�d used some eyeliner, and that was all, as far as David could tell.
She�d also taken a minimalist approach to jewelry. But what she had on was exquisite: a pair of round diamond studs in her ears�a half carat at least�and a delicate platinum chain with a single rose-colored diamond.
David suspected that she�d had a stylist pick out her outfit for today. She was wearing a long-sleeved blouse the color of stone-washed denim with the sleeves rolled up, and she�d tied it so that her navel was showing. He suspected that Fiona had unbuttoned the bottom button so the blouse would gape slightly to expose more skin. An excellent choice, in his opinion.
She had on low-riding hip-hugger jeans that she must have had help to get into. Her look was �casual chic� at its best. David doubted that you could go just anywhere to find her wardrobe items. Her attire was understated money, not flashy �look how rich I am� money, such as he would expect Veronica to wear.
Fiona was the whole package, as far as he could see. She was going to look good on his arm.
David had looked her up before and knew she was only a few years older than him, which was typical. Few actors and actresses involved in major motion pictures were under 25, even if they played teens.
His eyes left her to take in the pool area. What he found amused him. All the girls were glowering because Fiona was drawing all the attention. Every guy, no matter what their age, was fixated on her, but they were all too intimidated to talk to her.
�I hate coming to these things alone. Would it be okay if I stood next to you to keep the women from throwing themselves at me?� David asked.
�Say what?� she asked, then recognized him.
�I�m sorry. They said you were slow. I ... Hate ... Coming...� he said loudly and slowly, like he was talking to someone mentally challenged.
What the frick! Fiona slugged him in the chest and called him a trigger word. The PC police would be all over her if she wasn�t careful.
�Is English your first language?� David asked.
�Oh, my God! You�re a dick,� she said with a grin.
�Why? For asking you to cover for me?� he asked, acting confused.
�I don�t know why any girl would want you,� she huffed.
David gave her his moneymaker smile, and her eyes got big.
�You�re a bad boy,� she said, jumping to conclusions.
�I didn�t say a word. You�re the one with a dirty mind,� he said and then added, �Which I�m okay with, if you were wondering.�
�I wasn�t.�
�You say that, but...�
Fiona frickin� slugged him again.
�You keep that up, and people will think you like me.�
She gave him a hooded-eye look that didn�t bode well ... and then she smiled.
�I was just telling my best friend that I was sick of all the pretty boys who simply told me what I wanted to hear. I doubt you would ever do that,� she said.
Before he could hit on her any more, Christian and Peter got brave enough to come over. In response to their approach, Fiona put on a pair of dark, reflective sunglasses. With them on, she was intimidating as hell. It was just that something extra that would scare most men away because she was a goddess, and mere mortals weren�t worthy of her time. These two didn�t stand a chance.
�Hey, Christian, Fiona was just saying she was thirsty. Could you run and get her a...�
�Coke.�
�Coke, and grab me a Mountain Dew?� David asked.
�Uh, sure,� Christian said and scampered off.
�Peter, take our picture and then post it to social media. Be sure to tag me so I can send it out later,� David said.
Peter did as he was told and then just stood there.
�Thanks,� Fiona said, which he took as a dismissal and shuffled off.
�Christian?� she asked.
�As in, if you go home with him after last call, you�re in for a religious experience, and not the good kind. It probably involves you on your knees ... uhm ... praying,� David shared.
She burst out laughing.
David wasn�t happy when Lexi came back with their drinks. Apparently, Christian was smarter than David gave him credit for. Before she reached them, David leaned into Fiona so they couldn�t be overheard.
�I�m in trouble. Her mom informed me that we�re dating. You�ll have to be my cover on this one.�
She laughed.
�Hey, Lexi. I take it this is the David you were telling me about,� she said.
�Crud, they know each other,� he thought.
�Maybe the three of us should go to dinner and talk about this,� he suggested.
Both Lexi and Fiona burst out laughing. It was fortunate that David didn�t have a fragile ego.
�What�s so funny?� David asked.
�I told her about your line where you said that since you fed me, you had expectations,� Lexi shared.
He was starting to figure out that Fiona was better friends with Lexi than he realized. She�d been playing with him.
�I could eat,� Fiona said to make David�s day.
As they walked out, Fiona took his arm. David glanced around, and every eye was on them. She was the accessory he�d needed to make an impression on everyone at the party. Then again, he might be hers.

At dinner, David discovered that Lexi and Fiona had gone to high school together. Fiona was two years older than Lexi. To make it worse, Paul and Rachel were her godparents. Lexi was appalled when she found out her mom had labeled him her boyfriend.
�It was bad enough when I accidentally said I loved him,� Lexi overshared.
There seemed to be a lot of that going around today.
�It just took me by surprise, is all,� David said reasonably.
�How do you feel about it now?� Fiona asked.
Both girls stared at him.
�I deserved that,� he admitted to their chuckles.
�He�s got more backbone than I thought. If you get tired of him...� Fiona ventured.
�Hang on,� David said. �I bought you both dinner, which means...�
They laughed like they didn�t think he was serious.

In the end, David didn�t lure either of them to his bed. He did make a new friend, though. If his fantasy came true, it would be with benefits.
Unfortunately, he missed the big reveal when the townies discovered that their rooms had gone missing. They must have been pissed because when David got back to his suite, he was shocked to find the door was locked.
He�d just entered when there was a light knock on the door. He opened it to see a puffy-eyed Lindsey.
�I messed up,� she admitted.
David pulled her into his arms and gave her a hug.
�I�ll make sure it�s all okay,� he assured her.
�Can I sleep on your couch? I don�t want to sleep in the common room with Veronica,� Lindsey said.
�Alex did unspeakable things on that couch. You can sleep with me if you want,� David offered.
�But I have a boyfriend.�
�And I found out that I have a girlfriend,� he shared.
�Lexi?�
It seemed everyone knew but him.
�Yeah. Come on. I need to get to sleep,� he said.
He had to admit that if you�d asked him this morning to name the least likely person to be sharing his bed tonight, Lindsey would have been right after Veronica on the list.
When he was nearly asleep, Lindsey asked him a question.
�What�s going on with you and Lauren?�
�Is this just between us?� David asked.
�Yeah, I learned my lesson about Veronica.�
�Nothing. I just wanted them to have a taste of what it felt like when their attempt to poach you from our group was turned around on them.�
�You could, you know.�
�Could what?�
�Poach her. She likes you,� Lindsey shared.
�I�m hoping this whole prank war ends. I would rather be friends with all of them,� David said.
�You mean that?�
�The whole thing is silly. I don�t have time for this nonsense, and I sure don�t need to waste any more attention on it. I have lots of other stuff I need to focus on. I also think it would just be easier to be friends. Plus, if they were nice to me, I could get them invited to parties where Veronica doesn�t have to bang old men to get in.�
�You heard that?� Lindsey asked.
�Unfortunately.�
�Do you think Kirk and Jamie will forgive me?� she asked.
�I don�t know. They�re pretty mad right now. Give them some time,� David suggested.
�Are we still friends?�
�Yes,� he said and meant it.
�I really am sorry.�
�I know. Now go to sleep,� David said.
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Chapter 27

David

CRASH!
�Hey, Boy Scout!� woke David from a sound sleep.
David jumped out of bed and grabbed his Bo staff as he went to his bedroom door.
�Stay in here,� he ordered Lindsey before he swung it open.
He found Mason and Jorge standing in the middle of their living area with baseball bats. Alex poked his head out of his door and quickly retreated, and David heard his door lock.
�Now he decides to lock a frickin� door,� he thought.
It looked like David was on his own. He could handle himself if it all kicked off, so he wasn�t too worried.
He also had his Bo staff, and it wasn�t a regular one. It was a weighted practice staff. David used it for various exercises as he ran to build up his hand, wrist, and forearm strength. The reason he was so confident was that the Bo staff was his best martial-arts weapon.
Even Cassidy, who was lightning fast and could kick his butt in any other kind of martial art, was no match for David when he used one. He was a hair slower with the weighted staff, but the added weight could do severe damage. David would need to be careful, or he could kill someone.
Yes, both Jorge and Mason were athletes and could swing a bat, but fighting was different. They would more than likely only think to swing their bats, especially given the almost maniacal looks in both their eyes. David knew there were other, sometimes better, ways to attack an opponent with a stick. He also had the advantage of reach, both from his size and from the length of the Bo staff compared to the baseball bats.
�What the hell do you think you�re doing, breaking into my dorm room?� David asked with authority.
Jorge and Mason looked at each other as if surprised that he wasn�t cowering when faced by two men with baseball bats. Mason recovered first.
�We decided it was time for a little payback for you messing up baseball for us,� Mason sneered.
David didn�t quite follow the logic as to how he was responsible for their failing their drug tests but guessed it didn�t matter at the moment.
�So, your bright idea was to break in and carry baseball bats as weapons?� David asked, shaking his head. �My roommate has probably called the cops. I suggest that you take off before they get here because once they do, I�m pressing charges.�
Mason moved first, cocking his bat back to take a swing at David. David�s training kicked in, and he jabbed the tip of the Bo staff into Mason�s gut to double him over. David moved to avoid Jorge�s attack and got his staff between him and Jorge�s swing. The impact jarred his hands enough to make them tingle. If that swing had connected with his ribs, he would�ve been down for the count.
Jorge stumbled a bit as he became overbalanced from his mighty swing. David whipped the Bo staff in an arc that hit Jorge in the upper right arm. Jorge cried out as he grabbed his arm and dropped the bat. David swung the Bo staff in the other direction but held back. He used the Bo staff to push Jorge towards the door.
Mason had seen what David had done to Jorge and dropped his bat, too.
�Out! Both of you, get out!� David commanded as he used his Bo staff to herd them from his room.
Jorge�s arm was limp at his side. David guessed he�d broken it. Jorge cautiously backed down the hall, with Mason backing up as well. David followed them to make sure they left the floor. By now, the other residents were peeking out their doors.
When they got to the common room, Mason got his courage back.
�Put down that stick and fight me like a man. Or are you the pussy Boy Scout I think you are?�
�You�re just chock-full of bad decisions tonight. I�ll kick your ass if you fight me one-on-one. Cut your losses and head out before the police get here because once they do, I�ll let them deal with you,� David said.
�I grew up on the streets and can handle myself. I bet you�ve only fought on some choreographed movie set,� Mason taunted. �Besides, you don�t want to look like the useless piece of shit you are in front of everyone, do you?�
David noticed that Veronica, Christian, and Peter had been sleeping in the common room because of David�s revenge prank of sealing off their rooms with drywall. The contractor would be by in the morning to replace their doors�provided they behaved.
He also saw there was a crowd of girls in their hall, watching the confrontation. He assumed the guys on his floor were behind him.
David couldn�t care less about what the people on his floor thought. He couldn�t even care less about Mason and Jorge, but he was sick of all the stupid games and drama. David figured that if he made an example of Mason, people would realize he was someone they shouldn�t mess with. Giving Mason what he wanted might solve more than one problem. The bonus was that Mason had started to piss him off. Labeling David a Boy Scout and working to mess up the team was bad enough. Breaking into his room to intimidate him had crossed the line.
David gave Mason a feral grin and tossed his Bo staff to Christian, who fumbled it and let it clatter to the floor.
Mason dropped into a boxing stance. David could box, so he matched Mason as he brought his hands up to protect himself.
Mason moved to David�s left. David intentionally simply pivoted in place as a novice would do. Mason snapped out a jab to measure the distance between them, just missing David�s nose. David was impressed with his quickness. Mason had some skills.
Mason threw two quick jabs to get David�s measure and shifted his feet to throw a powerful overhand right. David had anticipated this and suddenly moved to the left to avoid the punch intended to do some serious damage. He hadn�t danced back. His move to the left put him in position to do his own damage. He threw a hook into Mason�s body that would drop a buffalo. It was to the same spot that he�d hit with the Bo staff.
The crowd collectively winced and made an �eewww� sound in sympathy as Mason�s eyes got big and he gasped for air. David hadn�t held back like he did when sparring, so he wasn�t surprised when Mason involuntarily went down to one knee. He momentarily worried a bit because that shot would have taken down most guys. Mason was obviously made of sterner stuff.
David danced back and let his opponent gather himself and get back up. He knew Cassidy would be all over his butt when she found out that he didn�t finish Mason off when he had the advantage. However, that wouldn�t have served his purpose of making it clear that he was not to be messed with.
Mason must have realized that if he boxed David, he was going to lose the fight because he rushed forward to turn this into a street fight. As Mason came forward to tackle him, David shifted to a martial arts stance and exploded forward.
When they came together, David grabbed Mason and used his momentum to toss him. Instead of letting him go to send Mason flying through the air, David hung onto him and redirected his energy down toward the floor. It was reminiscent of the fake wrestling body slams you see on TV. When done in real life, you landed on a solid floor, not a bouncy ring. David knew that the spectacular move had ended the fight and served his purposes.
There was a collective gasp from the onlookers because Mason�s body smacking into the floor sounded as bad as it looked. All the air had been driven from Mason�s lungs, and he gasped because he couldn�t catch his breath. David knew from personal experience that his body would eventually figure it out and begin breathing again. He also knew that getting slammed like that hurt like a mother when done on a practice mat. Mason was done being a tough guy.
As everyone stood in stunned silence, David turned on Veronica and her gang.
�I�m done playing. I don�t have the time for your stupid games, and I have better things to focus on. If the prank bullshit doesn�t stop, I�ll simply call the cops the next time you come into our room uninvited. I didn�t come to school for this kind of shit. Do we have a truce, or do I go nuclear on the lot of you and end it just as quick?� he asked.
Veronica nodded slowly, and a stunned Peter reached out his hand for a handshake. As David grasped his hand, he looked at Christian, who also nodded his assent. David glanced towards the girls� side of the hall and spotted Lauren slinking back to her room.
The elevator doors opened, and the campus police stepped off the elevator to begin a whole different kind of pain for David.

David missed his Monday classes, having to deal first with the campus police and then LA�s finest. The real police got involved when it was discovered that Jorge and Mason had been naughty boys. They�d been caught on security cameras breaking into the coaches� offices. The pair had done some real damage on their little rampage.
With that evidence already gathered, along with video footage from both David�s room and the common room, the two miscreants were facing some serious charges. David counted his lucky stars that his security team had the foresight to install the cameras because both Mason and Jorge had been injured. Jorge�s arm was broken, and Mason had some cracked ribs and a bruised tailbone.
David was happy when the police said it was apparent he�d been defending himself. The only questionable bit was the fight in the common room, but with the discovery of the property damage, that was currently being ignored.
He then had a lengthy telephone conversation with Frank Ingram, his PR guy. Frank started going ballistic until he heard David was not being charged with anything, based on the video evidence. That didn�t stop him from bellyaching about the police having the video evidence until David pointed out that the cloud had it as well. Frank finally calmed down. He said he�d get it downloaded and send someone to get the police reports. That would allow his people to quickly prepare a response package for the inevitable media calls.
Frank was still worried about it, but David knew he was in capable hands and that Frank would spin the story so he�d look like a hero. That was what David paid him for.
David knew a couple of students in his classes who also videoed the lectures. They were kind enough to send them to him. He skipped his workout with Ridge to meet with his tutor to make sure he understood what he�d missed today in his classes.
He decided to go back to the dorm for an early dinner before going to baseball practice and swung by Lindsey�s room to see if she wanted to join him.
�Thanks,� Lindsey said, looking relieved that he hadn�t abandoned her. �We should ask Lauren, too.�
�Why?� David asked.
�Veronica said some unkind things...�
David did a mental head slap for causing drama for the unfortunate girl. He just nodded as they went across the hall to Lauren�s door and knocked.
�Come to dinner with us,� David offered when she opened the door.
Lauren thought about it for all of a second before she joined them. They were quiet until they got onto the elevator.
�I figured out what you were doing, and it worked. Veronica and the rest of them aren�t talking to me,� Lauren accused David.
Lindsey was terrible at this because she did the whole looking-away bit that gave David away. His experience was that when caught, own it.
�Yeah, I set you up,� David admitted.
�I thought you said you were done playing games,� Lindsey grumped.
�I am, but I�m not without skills.�
�David was the one who stopped a lot of the retaliation,� Lindsey shared.
Lauren looked at him for confirmation, and he just shrugged.
�Were you planning on messing with our hand cream?� Lauren asked.
That made him smile.
�If the stuff didn�t take so long to wear off, I would have,� he confessed.
�Is Lexi going to mess with us?� Lauren asked.
�Boy, you�re just full of questions,� he said as the elevator door opened and they got off.
David stopped them before going into the cafeteria.
�What I said last night, I meant. I don�t need Lexi to fight my battles,� he said and saw Lauren relax. He waggled his eyebrows at her. �But that doesn�t mean I control Lexi, either.�
�Jerk,� she mumbled.
That put a smile on his face. In his experience, if a girl called him a jerk, it meant she liked him. If Lauren hadn�t been hanging around Christian, Peter, and Veronica, he�d probably have asked her out. He saw why Kirk had dated her. He looked forward to getting to know her better.

While David was getting dressed for baseball practice, he reflected on dinner. People noticed that David was having dinner with the two girls. He was sure word would get back to his floor. He hoped the message would be received.
Lindsey had complained that she was starting to get fat, so David suggested that she join him for afternoon workouts. Cassidy had tailored each guy�s exercise regime to fit their particular needs. He assured Lindsey that Cassidy could help her tone up.
David was surprised that Lauren wanted to come, too. To his eye, she was near perfect. Plus, his Alpha Male side took notice and became protective. He knew that was probably not good. David relented when the big brain kicked in and reminded him that he didn�t need a girlfriend. Besides, any girl who looked like Lauren could handle a few jocks.
David was of the belief that Cassidy would be good for Lindsey. He�d talked to Tracy, and she attributed Pam�s gain in self-confidence to his little ninja�s influence. He hoped Cassidy could also insert a backbone into Linds. Maybe she could even learn to stand up to her overbearing boyfriend.
Just as David was ready to go grab some batting practice, he was summoned to the coach�s office.

Workmen were busy making repairs, so they used the trainer�s office.
�I hear you had some excitement last night,� Coach Deneau said to kick their meeting off.
�Not ideal for the middle of the night,� David admitted.
�You�re okay, though?�
�I�m fine.�
�Jorge and Mason caused an uproar in the athletic department today. It�s not official yet, but they will be leaving school. Please don�t say anything until I tell the team.�
David was surprised that a college coach would share that with him. It told him that this particular coach trusted him.
�Yeah, no problem.�
�I received a call from Coach Farrow to discuss the logistics of sharing you during spring football practice. Have you thought about how you want this to work?� Coach Deneau asked.
�I made a commitment to the baseball team to help support Andres, but my main focus when coming to USC was to play football. They want me to switch to defense, so I�ll have to work to make that happen,� David said, not really solving Coach Deneau�s predicament.
Coach Deneau took a moment to think about what he wanted to say.
�If you were just about anyone else, I would be worried that you would let baseball slip so you could focus on football,� he began.
�I�d thought I could come in before or after football practice to use the batting cage. I would also tell the football team that if we had games, I would have to skip football,� David offered.
�That was along the lines of what I was thinking. Andres is convinced that we should do whatever it takes to make sure you�re part of the team. I also had an interesting conversation with Allard. I didn�t realize that whenever you play, your team wins.�
David shook his head.
�That was a happy coincidence when I was on the USA Under-18 team. In a way, it�s true, because we only won when I started.�
�Well, I looked at our record for this year, and it�s happened here too, so far. If it keeps happening, I�ll start to believe it,� Coach Deneau said, looking amused.
David just shrugged.
�When I talked to Coach Farrow, he told me that the football team had promised you a scholarship and hadn�t come through.�
That was something David wasn�t happy about. He read the football blogs, and one kept track of available football scholarships. It was evident that the football team had one to give him.
�Yes,� David said neutrally.
�I talked to the athletic director today. What would you think of me giving you Mason�s scholarship and Jorge�s to Seamus?�
David blinked a few times before smiling.
�It might make me rethink my priorities,� he admitted.
�The athletic director is aware of what Coach Clayton is up to and wanted you to know that he hoped to get your situation sorted by the fall. I�ll need both your and Andres� scholarships for next year, so this would only be temporary.�
�Do me a favor and hint to Coach Clayton that I might make baseball a priority since they didn�t come through on their promise. That may force their hand, and it could let you use this one on someone else,� David suggested.
Coach Deneau looked thoughtful for a few seconds and then nodded.
�I don�t know how to thank you,� David said and then smiled. �Then again, I might, after all. There were three guys on my Under-18 team who were high school underclassmen. I would be willing to call them and see if they wanted to come to play with me. That is, if they don�t decide to bypass college ball.�
Coach Deneau smiled.
�Get with Coach Homer and coordinate with him,� he said, referring David to their recruiting coordinator.
�Also, have you ever thought of getting players from Cuba? When I was there filming my movie, I worked out with one of their national team coaches. He would know who had talent and might want to come to the US for college. Heck, you might want to hire him,� David suggested.
Coach Deneau began to laugh.
�If Coach Clayton would get his head out of his ass, I bet you have more contacts in football.�
David gave him a sheepish grin.
�Maybe. Then again, I might just wait until he gets replaced.�
Coach Deneau kicked him out after that parting shot.
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Chapter 28

David


David arrived at his accounting class to find Alyssa already there with a coffee for him. He looked around and saw there were more people in class than average.
�Do we have a quiz today?�
�No. Why?� Alyssa asked.
�It just looks like everyone�s here today.�
�We have our first test Thursday, and Professor Scarpa will give us a review of what�ll be on it today,� she explained.
David was digging through his bag.
�Hey, do you have a pencil?�
�No.�
He stopped digging and looked up at her.
�Okay, I�ll play. Do you have two pencils?� David asked.
Alyssa grabbed her phone and tapped a few times, and suddenly David heard phones pinging all around him, his included. He gave her a confused look and pulled his out to check his message. He burst out laughing and was followed quickly by others chuckling when they checked their phones.
He�d never imagined that Alyssa would find a picture of a horse�s ass on the Internet and send it to him. David took a moment to consider what this meant about Alyssa, as a person, to have even thought to search for horses� asses in the first place. He decided that made her more interesting to him.
David was clueless about how she�d done it because Alyssa didn�t have his phone number. When other people around them had begun laughing too, David had become even more intrigued. Somehow, she�d air-bombed her text to the whole class.
�How�d you do that?� he asked.
Unfortunately, Professor Scarpa picked that moment to come into class and went straight into the monotone monologue that he called a lecture.

As soon as class was over, David made Alyssa tell him what she�d done. She showed him an app that allowed her to send images to everyone within Bluetooth and Wi-Fi range. The best part was the text was anonymous. He decided this might be the best thing he�d learned in college to this point. His imagination went spinning in all directions, coming up with different ways to best utilize his discovery.
On his way to his Marketing Fundamentals class, his contemplation was rudely interrupted when he was accosted by a reporter.
�Cassie Krieger with In The Know. I was wondering if we could sit down and do a quick interview.�
That name sounded familiar for some reason.
�I�m on my way to class...�
After David had been �outed� and began to wear regular clothes, he�d been recognized on campus. To this point, it had been the random person wanting to say hi or get a quick picture taken. He�d even had a couple of paparazzi follow him around. This was the first time a reporter had ambushed him between classes.
David spotted her cameraman, hoofing it with his equipment. She�d obviously left the guy in the dust when she saw David.
�I just need ten minutes,� Cassie begged.
�Let�s do this instead. I have to run to my marketing class. After that, I have an hour and a half before stats. Buy me lunch, and I�ll sit down with you,� David offered.
They made arrangements to meet at a local restaurant.
When David made it to class, he sent a message to Frank to let him know that Ms. Krieger wanted an interview. Frank sent him one back, telling him that she was the reporter who had interviewed Lexi. David had declined to sit down with her after his return from filming in New Zealand. Frank promised to prepare some talking points concerning yesterday�s confrontation with his ex-teammates.
The class was starting, so David focused on that.

When David arrived at the restaurant, he shook his head in amazement. Cassie Krieger had commandeered the prime area by the front window. Students had taken notice of her setting up and had stationed themselves outside the window so they could make it on TV. It was just like people did with those morning news shows in New York.
When Cassie saw him walk in, she jumped up and grabbed his arm to make sure he came to her table.
�Afraid I might bolt?� David asked.
�That�s why you don�t get to order food before you�ve done the interview,� Cassie said, not taking any chances.
Cassie had them sit beside each other with their backs to the window. When the little red light came on to indicate they were being filmed, the crowd outside got rowdy. David glanced back and was entertained by his fellow students mugging for the camera.
When he looked back at Cassie, she began.
Cassie:�I�m Cassie Krieger, and this is In The Know. I�m with David A. Dawson on the USC campus, and he�s agreed to sit down with us for an interview.�
David:�Happy to do it.�
Cassie:�The buzz in Hollywood is that you�ve found a new love interest. Can you tell us how you met Fiona Beckham?�
David had to gather his thoughts because both he and Frank thought she would ask about the baseball stuff. Then again, this was In The Know, and their audience wanted the scoop on celebrities.
David:�We met at a party hosted by Paul Andon.�
Cassie:�The Hollywood exec who is responsible for your Star Academy movies?�
David:�Yes, he is. Paul�s a great guy, and I was honored to be invited.�
Sucking up never hurt.
Cassie:�Tell me about you and Fiona.�
David leaned over.
David:�Can you keep a secret?�
Cassie nodded.
David:�It�s sort of a weird story. I mean, she�s like, extremely aggressive. She�s more like the dude in our relationship.�
Cassie:�Huh...�
David:�I think it�s cool. I�ve never really experienced the other side of the coin before.�
Cassie:�You were spotted having dinner. Did things heat up from there?�
David was sure that Cassie was trying to change the focus. David acted insecurely.
David:�I thought it went great, but I haven�t heard from her since. I mean, how long should I wait for her to call? Is it normal for a girl not to even acknowledge that they had a good time? Do you think I should call her, or would that make me look needy? How do you know if they will ask you out again?�
Cassie:�But you�re together now?�
David:�I wish I knew.�

After class, David checked his email and found a message from Frank with the video clips from Cassidy�s rowing race.
Amy�s GoPro showed Nicole calling the stroke and exhorting her teammates. The video was a bit disorienting, since Amy�s head moved a lot as she rowed, and Nicole didn�t. Still, the brief glimpses showed Nicole�s intensity as worked to guide the crew through the race.
Nicole�s video was much steadier. It showed the girls moving in unison with the call. Amy was right in front of her, moving forward and back, with Cassidy�s face occasionally appearing through a forest of flying hair.
Cassidy�s camera didn�t show Mimi�s backside, as she�d jokingly predicted, since it was firmly planted in seat seven. But it did show Mimi and Amy moving in synchronization with Nicole�s calls. The best part, though, was the sudden view of the sky followed by water as Cassidy�s teammates dumped her in after the race.
Frank would make this into a great video.

David was walking to the baseball field when his phone rang. It was his dad.
�David.�
�Dad.�
�Talk to me.�
The beautiful thing about talking to his dad instead of his mom was they could quickly get through all that had happened yesterday. But before David could get a word in, his dad beat him to it.
�Congratulations on the scholarship. I hate how you got it, but the football team should have ponied up,� Dad said.
�I agree. They told me that my baseball one would go away next fall. By then, the football team situation should be sorted out.�
�I wanted to let you know that Umberto contacted Fritz. I authorized Fritz to share the videos of what happened. Why wasn�t your door locked?� Dad asked.
�Don�t get me started on that. Alex never seems to lock it. I think it goes back to when he lived in Colombia. No one would dare break into the Sandovals� home, so he�s never worried about it,� David responded.
�That�s about to change. Umberto told Fritz to put an automatic closer and lock on your dorm suite door. Umberto�s also putting permanent personal security on both Alex and Natalia.�
That was something David had been glad to ditch for college. He didn�t need someone following him around 24/7.
�Sucks to be them,� he said.
�If your mom had her way...�
�I love you, Dad,� he said, knowing his father had intervened on his behalf to stop his mom.
David arrived at the baseball field.
�I�ve got to go. We have a game tonight at UCLA, and I need to grab my gear for the bus.�
�Ashley and Peggy are going to the game tonight,� Dad said to give David a heads-up.
�I�ll look for them,� David said. �And seriously, Dad. Thanks for not forcing security on me.�
�You�d tell me if you thought you needed it, right?� Dad asked.
�I�d probably just talk to Fritz,� David admitted.
His dad chuckled.
�I sometimes forget that you�re not my little boy anymore and can fend for yourself.�
�I haven�t grown up completely. I�m sure I�ll need you and mom down the road,� David conceded.
�Okay. Good luck tonight,� his dad said and then hung up.

The centrifugal force shook David awake as the bus left the 405 at the Wilshire Boulevard exit. David had taken a power nap on the ride to UCLA. After leaving the highway, it only took them a few minutes to reach Jackie Robinson Stadium.
When the bus pulled up to the players entrance, David groaned. Waiting were fans and what looked like a rabid group of paparazzi. He mentally kicked himself for playing it cute with Cassie Krieger.
Then he had a thought. Maybe this was just how it was for the USC versus UCLA rivalry. What was the quote? It was a great day for USC when both Notre Dame and UCLA lost. In football, those were the only two games that truly mattered.
�What the hell is that all about?� Andres asked, dashing David�s hopes that the reporters were there for the rivalry.
�I think you are about to experience the downside of fame,� David predicted.
Once the bus came to a complete stop, the crowd surged forward, blocking the door. This was a moment when David wished he had security with him.
That was when David discovered that he loved their bus driver. The driver opened the door and went down a couple of steps as he faced the crowd.
�Back up! Make a hole!� he barked.
David was impressed when the crowd did just that. Their driver was a crusty old guy, but his ex-high school coach, retired Marine Major Anthony Hope, had nothing on this guy. When the crowd parted, the driver waded in and made sure there was a clear shot to the stadium door. Coach Deneau got up and led them off the bus.
When David reached the bus entrance, he was spotted.
�Frick!� he thought as the frenzy began.
�David!� �David, look this way!� �David, is it true...!� or some combination thereof was shouted by the paparazzi.
The gist of their interest was his supposed new relationship with Fiona. Honestly, it wouldn�t be so bad if it were true. He hated how the press just made these assumptions.
When they got to the locker room, the sports reporters were every bit as bad. Though instead of wanting a quote from David about his love life, they asked him baseball-related stuff. David gave Andres an apologetic look because this was supposed to be the senior�s role on the team as captain.
At first, David was taken aback by the attention, but he soon got his feet under him. He wasn�t used to having reporters in the locker room before the game. In high school, that never happened. Thankfully, the coaches kicked the press out when they started to become pests.
Under normal circumstances, they would come in, get a quote or three, and then let the team prepare for the game. Today, they had the novelty of a celebrity in the midst, plus two starters had just been kicked off the team. Add in that this was a game against a hated rival, and it was the perfect storm, as far as the press was concerned.

When David came out onto the field to warm up, he saw that the stands were already packed. At LA sporting events, the crowds typically arrived late and left early. To see the stadium full was a bit shocking since the game hadn�t even started.
Part of the reason could have been that UCLA�s baseball stadium was the smallest in the Pac-12. It only held about 1,800 people. David�s high school stadium held more people.
The seats closest to their dugout were where USC�s friends and families were seated. David spotted Ashley and Peggy. He tipped his cap to them and then began to focus on the upcoming game.

The locker room after warm-ups was a bit more focused than usual. David supposed big crowds and reporters would always have that effect. When they came back to the field, though, they were faced with an overflowing crowd. The fans were boisterous when UCLA took the field.
It was finally game time, and David stepped out to take some practice swings. It was for moments like this that David played sports. UCLA was currently undefeated at 7�0, while USC was 3�3. For this game, records didn�t matter, and the crowd knew that. David loved that they were vocally supporting their team. This was what college baseball should be.
When the umpire indicated the last warm-up pitch, David began his walk to the batter�s box. Mentally, he ran through his steps for hitting a baseball and began to focus on the task at hand. David assumed that UCLA�s pitcher would want to set the tone with the first batter he faced. He suspected the guy would throw the heat. David knew that the pitcher�s adrenaline would be pumping, and more than likely, he would overthrow the pitch. When they did that, it rose in the zone.
With all that in mind, David was able to guess right. The first pitch screamed home. David made a slight adjustment to his stance and then ripped the bat head through the strike zone. It sounded good coming off the bat. The pitcher�s head snapped around and watched a towering shot as it drifted just foul.
David was pissed that he�d been a little behind on that one. From the pitcher�s body language, David could tell that he was going to throw at him.
�You�d better say something to him. I don�t feel like getting drilled,� David told the umpire.
The man just glared at David, so he got back into the box.
Sure enough, the next pitch was in the middle of his back. He was reminded that he owed a considerable debt to Range Sports because their protective gear did its job. While it�s never pleasant to get hit by a baseball, without that protection, he might have been down for the count. The umpire rushed from behind the plate and stepped between David and UCLA�s pitcher.
UCLA�s catcher went to grab David, but the umpire glared at him.
�I�m sorry, son. Let me deal with this,� the umpire told David.
David just nodded and took his base. Both benches were warned.
When David got to first, Coach Hob wanted a quick word.
�That�s their ace. He hasn�t faced many base runners because he tends to throw a lot of sinking stuff that gets hit as ground balls, which his defense takes care of. Having you on first will force him to pitch out of the stretch, making him uncomfortable. Keep your wits about you.�
�Yes, sir.�
Jackson Winslow, USC�s shortstop, was up. UCLA�s pitcher must have been worried about David�s speed because he made him eat dirt a couple of times when he tried to pick him off. Finally, the pitcher went home with the ball.
Jackson kept the bat on his shoulder. He liked to make the pitcher throw him a strike. It turned out to be a good strategy because their pitcher tried to throw around the edges to get Jackson to chase a pitch. Four pitches later, David was on second base. Five more, and he was on third, with the bases loaded.
Andres came up and looked confident, as their senior captain should.
On the first pitch, Andres hit a curveball on the ground, just out of the reach of their shortstop. It found a hole in the outfield and rolled to the wall. Everyone had run on contact because it was on the ground. David and Jackson scored easily, with Tucker Frost ending up at third and Andres being held at first.
Their pitcher settled down and was able to get Bill Woodall, the Trojans� second baseman, to hit into a double play. But Tucker was able to score to make it 3�0.
Scott Martino, USC�s freshman left fielder, ended the inning by striking out.
UCLA came right back and scored three runs to tie the game. They would have gotten another run, but David robbed their big first baseman of a homer by leaping and making a grab above the top of the fence.
By the top of the ninth, it was knotted up at nine all. Seamus Walsh, USC�s catcher, and Micah Briggs, the Trojan�s right fielder and pinch-hitting, both went down quickly. David was back up at the top of the order. He hit a home run on the first pitch to put the Trojans up by a run over the Bruins.
Jim Bitter, USC�s left-handed closer, came in and did his job. The final score was 10�9 for the good guys.

After the game, David was glad to see Coach Deneau had brought Andres into the after-game press conference. He�d had a good game, racking up four RBIs. Andres deserved the limelight.
Waiting at the players entrance were Peggy and Ashley.
�How are my two favorite ladies tonight?� David asked as he gave each one a kiss and a hug.
�I won the Monday night tournament at The Bike,� Ashley announced.
Ashley had done well enough in a poker tournament in Monte Carlo to garner a sponsorship by a poker website. Last summer, they�d paid her entrance fees to tournaments at different venues across the country. The site had also sponsored three other players they considered up-and-comers.
She�d done well at first, but the grind of playing each weekend had gotten to her, and Ashley began to get knocked out of the money by early fall. She�d decided to back out of her commitment to the website and had taken a break. David was happy to hear that she�d decided to play again.
The Bicycle Casino had a reputation for having many excellent players. Winning the Monday night tournament was a good indicator that she hadn�t lost her game.
�That�s great news,� David said with a big smile.
�Dawson! Get your butt on the bus,� Coach Deneau called.
He hadn�t realized he was holding everyone up.
�I gotta go. Thanks for coming to watch me play,� David said.
David heard catcalls from his teammates. When he looked over his shoulder, several of them had their heads stuck out the windows, giving him shit. When he turned back to Peggy and Ashley, he was surprised when Peggy closed the gap between them and gave David a smoldering kiss. Ashley decided she couldn�t let Peggy have all the fun.
David chuckled when he heard the driver put the bus in gear, obviously ready to leave him at the mercy of the two babes. His teammates thought it was funny that the driver made him run to catch the bus at the parking lot entrance.
On the ride home, he was teased about making out with two hot UCLA chicks. He didn�t bother to correct them as to who Peggy and Ashley really were.

When David got back to his dorm, he had to grin because he found the door to his suite locked.

Chapter 29

David


The last two days had found David taking tests. He had a natural talent for Communications and Marketing, so tests in those classes were no problem. David also saw the value in his Economics and Accounting courses, which meant he thought those went well too. The class that David was learning the most from was Applied Business Statistics.
One of his first homework assignments had been to figure out, based on buying patterns, whether a woman was pregnant. The assignment bothered him a bit because it felt somewhat invasive to dig into someone�s personal life for financial gain.
Then he saw the business side of it. If you knew that a member of a household was pregnant, you could market differently to them. A mattress store that wanted to sell cribs could save a lot of money by only mailing out flyers to women about to have babies instead of to all homes.
After everyone turned in their papers, their professor told them that Target had actually hired a statistician to figure this out using only a computer. He developed a mathematical model that was able to predict not only which women were pregnant but what their expected due date was.
This taught David that you could figure out just about anything using stats. From that point on, he was hooked.
His mind went immediately to sports and how decisions were increasingly being made based on statistics. He was reminded of the book Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game, which had been turned into a movie.
It chronicled Oakland Athletics General Manager Billy Beane and his staff in the 2002 season. They used stats to figure out which players were undervalued by other baseball teams. That knowledge informed their choices in both the draft and when signing free agents. When you considered what they were up against, it may have been their only way to compete. In 2002, the Athletics had a player budget of $44 million while teams like the Yankees spent upwards of $125 million on player payroll.
David�s mind began to spin as he thought about how statistical analysis could apply to both baseball and football. For example, in baseball, what percentage of the time did Player X hit to the right? At what point would it make sense to shift your pitching and/or defense to take advantage of that knowledge?
The truth was, it was being done right now. What intrigued David was the notion that they�d just scratched the surface of how statistics could be used. The key would be to capture the data and then be smart enough to interpret what it all meant.
As far as studying for tests, David had discovered that what he�d heard about cramming was true. With everything else going on in his life, there just weren�t enough hours in the day to do the thorough day-to-day prep he felt was warranted to get ready for taking his exams. That meant he was up late into the night studying on Wednesday and Thursday.
What saved him were his life goals and his work ethic. At first blush, that probably made no sense.
When David entered high school, he�d spent the preceding summer at his uncle�s farm. It hadn�t been voluntary.
He�d gone off the rails in middle school and had gotten involved with the wrong crowd. David had experimented with drugs and alcohol. His close friends had tried to get him back on track, but he hadn�t listened, to the point they didn�t want anything to do with him.
David�s best friend growing up was Tami Glade. They did everything together, along with the two other members of their group, Alan Douglas and Jeff Rigger. David still had nightmares about the time Tami had become so frustrated with him that she screamed she didn�t want anything more to do with him.
Shortly after that, it had all come to a head at a party he had thrown in one of his mom�s vacant house listings. One of the girls at the party had been drugged. Combined with the alcohol she�d consumed, she�d passed out and almost died.
David�s mom was so mad that when the police finally released him, she wouldn�t allow him to come home. He was sent to his uncle�s farm and became his slave labor for the summer, digging fence-post holes by hand. It wasn�t until the end of the summer that David learned his uncle had a post-hole digger attachment for his tractor.
Uncle John had a degree in child psychology. Long story short, he recreated David over the summer. He went from a chubby middle schooler to a taller, physically fit high school freshman as his growth spurt and hard work did their magic. The transformation hadn�t ended there. Uncle John gave David the tools he needed to help him make better decisions and begin to grow up. Part of that was writing down his life goals.
What that did was help David focus on what was important to him and on the long-term, not just what was fun at the moment. Over the last few years, those goals had changed because of circumstances. Having kids would do that.
His current life goals were:
1. Financial Stability


a. Comfortable Life


b. Good Education

2. Physically Fit



3. Solid Moral Foundation


a. Religion / Faith


b. Man of Integrity (Man of my word)


c. No Gossip


d. Think before saying �yes.�


e. Learn to say �no.�

4. Healthy Sex Life



5. No Regrets (meaning, he did not want to look back on his life and not have done something he could have�within reason)

6. Make a Difference



7. Be a Great Dad



8. Be True to Who I Am
The primary reason he thought his life goals were helping him survive his first round of tests was the Good Education goal. When David made it a priority, he did stuff like being prepared for class by reading ahead. When David didn�t understand something, he utilized his tutor. And most importantly, when the baseball team had wanted to get together Wednesday nights, David had been a good boy and cracked his books instead.
David realized the work ethic he�d developed was a second major reason he was doing okay. That work ethic had been with him from the time he started high school. But it had been further reinforced by David�s experience filming three movies back-to-back-to-back, all on compressed shoot schedules. His average workday had lasted 16 to 18 hours. Even then, one of the critical elements of good acting was the ability to bring the same energy and presence to each scene, be it eight in the morning or three at night.
Developing and then utilizing that ability to focus, regardless of how tired he was and what time of day it was, served him well now. In short, he thought, he�d honed the critical skills to accomplish what he needed to by learning time management and by refining his ability to focus on the task at hand. That was also one of the reasons why he was considered an elite athlete.
Once he�d handed in his last test of the day, in Applied Business Statistics, David had gone home and taken a two-hour power nap. That was so he�d be ready to play baseball that evening.

Before heading to the ball field, David grabbed some food in the cafeteria. He�d sent a text to his crew to let them know his plans. Alex was off doing some soccer activity, but David was happy to see Kirk and Jamie already downstairs.
The fallout from the previous weekend�s excitement had finally settled down. It had been tense at first because Kirk and Jamie were hurt that Lindsey would share information with Veronica. Veronica was equally mad at Lauren, which made her an outcast as far as her group was concerned.
David made it a point to be seen eating with both Lindsey and Lauren. Jamie was the first to get over it and, by mid-week, joined David and the girls for breakfast. Kirk was still mad at Lauren because it was due to their breakup that the whole prank war had begun. Seeing that Jamie had brought him tonight made David happy.
��Sup?� David said as he sat down.
�You�re too white to pull that off,� Kirk said.
�How would you know?� David asked.
�Because I�m too white to be cool enough to pull off the head nod and ��Sup?� as a greeting,� Kirk admitted.
Lindsey and Lauren came to the table tentatively. Kirk glared at both of them for a moment.
�Have a seat. Jamie made me promise to be nice,� he said.
There was a lot of awkward silence, but part of that was due to David. He was still feeling the effects of taking all his tests over the last two days, so he wasn�t his usual talkative self. Once they were done eating, David counted it as a win that they got through it. It was a positive step toward getting everyone back together.

�You look like Mason after a three-night bender,� Andres said when David came in.
�Just sleep-deprived. My professors decided to have exams the last couple of days.�
�You all done?�
�Yep. Took my last one this afternoon,� David shared.
�Catch me after the game, and let me show you the proper way to relax after a bout of tests.�
�Drinking is probably not a good idea,� David said to push back.
He honestly just wanted to play the game and then sleep for twelve hours.
Andres laughed.
�While my prescription usually involves copious amounts of alcohol, I think we can come up with something that will make all that hard work worthwhile. Trust me. I remember my first round of exams in college, and they kicked my butt. Let my years of experience ease your path.�
David decided to not reject Andres out of hand. He would at least wait to hear him out, and then he would go home to bed. First, though, they had a game against Arizona State.

The USC fans had come out in force tonight, and the stadium was nearly full. Andres shared with David that they hadn�t seen that many people for a home game since UCLA, their hated rival, had come to town last year.
By the time the game started, David was ready.
Arizona State jumped ahead with four runs in the second, getting a couple of early walks and then scoring on an error and a three-run double.
USC managed to bat around in the sixth inning, scoring five runs on four hits and taking advantage of a pair of Sun Devil errors. Bill Woodall hit a sacrifice fly to get the Trojans on the scoreboard, and then Scott Martino singled home a second run. Micah Briggs followed with an RBI groundout. David put the Trojans ahead with a two-run single to right field. From there, USC never looked back.
Tucker Frost hit a solo home run in the eighth, and Andres Barrera sacrificed home the game�s final run to make the final score 7�4.
An interesting tidbit was that USC used six different pitchers in the game. Coach Deneau somehow knew when to pull each one before things got out of hand. The win moved the Trojans to 5�3 on the year, while the Sun Devils fell to 2�6.

As soon as they made it into the locker room, David sat down on the seat before his locker. He�d decided to pass on whatever Andres was offering. Andres found him before he had to go talk to the press.
�I was wondering if...� was all David got out before he was interrupted.
�No. You don�t want to hurt yourself by having any kind of complicated thoughts after studying so hard. Plus, you have an obligation to the team. I�m warning you, if you don�t come through for them, they are going to be upset,� Andres said seriously.
David let out an exasperated gasp and motioned for Andres to tell him what he meant.
�You�ve probably noticed that after a game, jock bunnies are waiting at the players entrance.�
David gave a slight nod.
�It�s come to my attention that you�ve not partaken. Frankly, I�m disappointed in you. Truth be known, the whole team isn�t happy because you�ve not fulfilled your obligation to our fans,� Andres said.
By now, both Allard and Seamus had come to their lockers and were listening to Andres weave his bullshit to David.
�Boy Scout,� Allard said under cover of a fake cough.
�It�s a woman you�re needing,� Seamus added.
�I told the team that tonight, you get the pick of the litter. They can�t take a bunny home until you pick one,� Andres said with a straight face.
�Bullshit,� David said as he barked out a laugh.
�I put the word out to the Alpha Mus that you would be participating in the bunny hunt tonight,� Andres said.
�There�ll be bunnies lined up for days,� Allard predicted.
�I don�t think so,� David said.
�Mother of Jaysus, David. You don�t shag a girl with your brain. Stop thinking. I�m done with your hard-neck cheek, boyo. Get your head out of your arse and shag a bunny, yeah?� Seamus added.
�Someone needs to get laid,� David thought.
�I�ll sweeten the deal,� Andres said with a smile. �Mason moved out, and we cleaned up his room. There are new sheets on the bed, so you won�t have to worry about catching anything.�
The three of them stared David down. Oh, what the hell. Getting laid would help him get to sleep.
�Fine,� David conceded.
�Operation �Keep My Dick In My Pants� has just gone out the window� was his last rueful thought before he was dragged to the locker room entrance.

Half the baseball team was waiting for them. Allard was bouncing around like a ten-year-old who�d been promised a trip to Disneyland.
�We may have to each take two or three to satisfy all these bunnies,� he chirped excitedly.
David ignored him as he pushed the door open. He was greeted by a crowd of girls. Allard might be right, he thought, because there had to be upwards of fifty of them. He almost turned around, but his teammates pushed him forward so they could get a good look.
The whole jock-bunny concept turned David�s stomach. Girls were basically offering themselves to athletes for a no-strings romp. The sexual beast inside of him explained to the big brain that something bad would happen if he didn�t get off his high horse. The beast also argued that the girls were all old enough to make up their own minds about what they wanted to do. If they wanted to spend time with a big, strong, athletic young man, why shouldn�t they?
As soon as the sexual beast had distracted the big brain, he knew he had to act. He lifted his arm and pointed. David heard himself saying, �You.�
Off to the side, leaning against the wall, was a cute black girl. What made her stand out was her hair. It was styled in a shoulder-length shaggy bob that, with its kinky curls, fit her. It also allowed her to arrange her tight coils to look very stylish. Her hair flared out like she had wings.
She stared back at him like she�d never seen a real man before and looked disgusted at what she�d probably term a vulgar display of jockdom by his picking her out like that. David got the vibe that she was a good girl. She might even be a virgin or, at the least, very inexperienced.
David walked up to her and held out his hand, daring her to turn him down. The jock bunnies held their collective breath, thinking they were about to see him go down in flames. David gave his pick his best smile. Everyone looked shocked when she reached up and took his hand as she pushed off the wall. He didn�t give her a chance to overthink what they were doing. It was probably more for David�s benefit than hers. He led her through the crowd of girls so they could go to the Baseball House.
He had to chuckle when his teammates mimicked his approach of just pointing and announcing, �You.� David was impressed when Allard picked two, and they went with him.
When David and his bunny were about a block away from the stadium, he broke the silence.
�David.�
�Bella.�
The name fit her. It meant �beautiful� girl. She was wearing a long blouse, and she�d put a belt around her waist to turn it into a short dress. Underneath it, she�d worn yoga pants, which highlighted the terrific figure she had. David was impressed that the sexual beast had sorted through fifty girls and chosen the pick of the litter in a split second.
They didn�t say another word until David had taken her into Mason�s old room. When he closed the door, Bella began to fidget.
�You�ve never done this before,� David guessed.
�It�s that obvious, is it?�
He chuckled and nodded.
�Yeah, it sort of is.�
David stepped closer and looked down at her. Her big brown eyes held an innocence in them that made him feel the need to protect her. At the same time, her sexy body had all the right curves that made him want to ravish her. He decided he wanted her to be in control.
�How about this: we�ll work on the assumption that I�ve got a hair-trigger when it comes to you saying no,� David said. Then he waited for a beat to let her absorb what he was telling her. �That doesn�t mean that I won�t do stuff, okay? What it means is that when you want me to stop, you tell me. But don�t say it if you don�t mean it because I�m not gonna play around. I�ll assume you�re okay with what I�m doing. So, just trust me, follow my lead, and let me do things my way.�
�Your way? What does that mean?� Bella said as her hands fidgeted at her side.
David closed the gap between them and leaned down to give her a teasing hint of a kiss. He gave her one of his smoldering looks that put his face on magazine covers.
�I�ll show you.�
David looked her in the eye as his hands went to her hips and found their way under her blouse. He tugged the waistband of her yoga pants slowly down her hips. He inched it down over the top of her butt, baring the upper few inches. In the front, wisps of hair were exposed. David stopped and put his lips near her ear.
�I�m going to let you in on a little secret. I get off on giving pleasure. The more you get your cookie, the better it is for me.�
In response, she took one arm, raised it up, and wrapped her hand across his neck. The other hand she placed on his shoulder. David rubbed his hands up and down her waist, touching her as he nibbled her ear. With each pass of his hands and each breath in her ear, her passion grew, and he felt her throbbing with desire. Her breathing became heavy.
He knelt down, slid his hands up her thighs under her shirt, and peeled her yoga pants off. She stepped out of them. He was pleased to see that she didn�t wear any underwear. Facing him was a neatly trimmed bush of dark, curly hair.
�God, you smell good. I want more.�
He pushed her against the wall. David lifted her right leg onto his shoulder as his head went between her legs. He inhaled deeply to take in the heady musk of her sex. David kissed the inside of her thighs. With every touch, she grabbed his head, guiding it as if it were her hand.
He nibbled all around her clit, teasing and missing it on purpose. Already incredibly aroused, her body instinctively moved in an attempt to get satisfaction. Each time her body moved, he moved, too. Her moans were desperate cries for sweet release.
�No! Too good.�
�No?� David asked as he pretended to sound alarmed and moved back. �A promise is a promise. I�d best stop.�
�NO!� Bella whined. �No. Please don�t stop.�
David scooped her up and deposited her on the bed. He knelt down, and her legs spread and came up to give him unfettered access. He licked her clit gently, and she let out a long moan of pleasure. Bella grasped the back of his head and guided his tongue to where she wanted it. Each time he found the right spot, she let out a little yelp. As her passion built, her hips began to move faster until he just held still as she used his tongue to get off.
When her climax hit, she pushed his forehead away. David stood up and looked at the devastation he�d wrought. Her tight curls were splayed all around her head like a halo. She looked like a little angel sent down to fulfill his dreams for tonight.
David decided she had on too many clothes, so he undid her belt. Then he removed her top, uncovering breasts more delightful than he had anticipated.
By now, Bella had gathered her wits about her.
�Now it�s my turn,� she said in a husky voice.
David watched as she scooted off the bed and dropped to her knees in front of him. She undid his belt buckle and the button at the top of his jeans. He bit his bottom lip as Bella pulled his zipper down, and his pants sagged open. The bulge they contained expanded, pushing apart the edges of the opened fly. A tug and his jeans slid to the floor around his ankles, and David stepped out of them.
Bella sucked in a deep breath as she was presented with the impressive package fighting to escape his boxers. She touched his length tentatively at first. Then she got brave and grasped him through his underwear. David�s dick was going to explode like a pipe bomb on a short fuse.
�You�re going to make me cum in my shorts,� he warned.
Bella looked up and smiled at him. She pulled his shorts down and freed the beast.
�How big is it?� she asked as she tentatively put her palm under it to heft its weight.
�I don�t know for sure,� David admitted.
�We should get a ruler and find out.�
�I don�t think so,� he said, shaking his head.
�Why not? Doesn�t every guy measure themselves?�
David shrugged it off.
�I might have when I was twelve or thirteen and first discovered how much fun Mr. Happy could give me. Since then, I�ve never had a complaint about my size, so I quit worrying about it,� he explained.
She took her eyes off his dick and met his. They were full of curiosity, humor, and arousal, all wrapped up in one.
�So? Did you?�
David sighed.
�Yeah,� he admitted.
�Tell me.�
�I was seven inches.�
�You were a big boy, even then. My ex was six, and you�re much bigger than him. I�ve never been with someone as big as you. There is so much I want to try. I�m not sure what to do first,� Bella shared.
�Do what you want. Want to wrap that perfect mouth of yours around my cock? Do it. You want to ride me? Say the word. You want it from behind? Get on all fours on the bed, and I�ll show you exactly what that feels like.�
Her eyes glazed over with passion.
�I want to do all that and more,� Bella said as she wrapped both her hands around Mr. Happy and slowly tugged on him.
�I�m about to explode. Why don�t you give me some head, and we get the first one out of the way?� David suggested.
Seeing her lips stretch as she took him in her mouth was too much. David let out a grunt as the only warning before he blasted off. She was caught by surprise and jerked him out of her mouth. She screeched when he painted her face.
She began to laugh, to his relief.
�You did warn me.�
�Yeah, sorry about that. I�ve been building up for the last several days. I was focused on taking tests,� he explained.
She gave Mr. Happy a squeeze.
�You�re still hard,� Bella said in surprise.
�Of course I am. I�m with you.�
�But Tom always went soft after. He was useless once he came,� she said, explaining her confusion.
�Hopefully, you can find a use for me,� David said with a bit of a smirk.
�I want to try it from behind,� she announced.
He was more than happy to oblige. He grabbed his jeans and pulled out a string of condoms. He opened one and put it on. Bella got into position, and David got behind her. He ran the head of his dick up and down her sex. When he found where he needed to be, he pushed forward.
She cried out as he filled her. When he was all the way in, he froze a moment to allow her to catch her breath. David gently pushed her head to the bed with her ass still up. She grabbed the sheets and moaned over and over as he began to move his hips.
When she began to join in, he grabbed her waist and pulled her back hard as he thrust into her. His hips smacked on her buttocks with a sharp clapping sound as they came together over and over again.
Bella seemed in pure ecstasy as David overwhelmed her. Her head was lying on her cheek with her mouth hanging open. Her body reacted to his onslaught, crashing over the edge once more. She came hard, but he still pushed in and out, faster and faster.
As the waves of pleasure began to subside from one orgasm, Bella showed the telltale signs of another rapidly approaching. Her face contorted in what appeared to be pain, but in actuality was extreme pleasure.
David�s hips became a blur as he continued to pound her hard. After a short time, she detonated again. This one shook her to her core.
�Oh, my. I had no idea I could have multiple orgasms. In fact, I had no idea I could have one during sex,� Bella said.
He never slowed down. Once primed, she became a little cum machine. By the time he reached his own release, she was spent.
David rolled off her and smiled at the ceiling. He was now a complete convert to the whole jock-bunny concept.
Bella also was a happy girl. He drew her to his chest, then kissed her neck and held her tightly.
�I need to go find my brother,� she said.
�Brother?�
�I was supposed to meet him after the game. He�s probably wondering where I am.�
David�s stomach tightened into a knot.
�Who�s your brother?�
�Andres.�
�Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit!� David thought. He was in so much fucking trouble.
�Uhm ... he lives just down the hall,� he admitted.
�I know. I�ve been here before.�
�Why didn�t you say anything?� David asked.
�Because I figured I only had one shot at you and took it. If you knew I was Andres� little sister, you would never have picked me.�
�He�ll kill me,� David predicted.
She just laughed.

David was a complete wuss. When Bella had suggested that he go home and let her deal with Andres, he�d capitulated. Once he got back to his dorm, he took a shower and crawled into bed. The whole time, his mind was racing.
With his hands folded behind his head, he stared at the ceiling, impossibly awake even after the last couple of days. It was as if he�d just awakened from ten hours of sleep, chased that with an entire pot of coffee, and then slammed a Red Bull. In reality, it was past midnight, and he should be comatose.
Yep. David was fucked.

Chapter 30

Matt


Spring football practice was set to begin on Monday. Today, the coaching staff had asked everyone to come in voluntarily to prevent wasting time on the first day dealing with trivialities. Everyone was giving up their Saturday morning to tie up any loose ends.
Players had a variety of reasons to be there today. Some were there to get their gear squared away. Projected starters were trying to move their equipment to the best locker locations. Others with lingering medical issues were receiving a final physical to verify they were ready to go.
Matt planned to snag Ridge Townsend�s old locker. Crystal had been riding him about looking and acting like the team�s starter. With Matt taking Ridge�s spot on the depth chart, she had pushed for him to take Ridge�s locker as well. She explained that being a leader was as much about appearances as it was about production on the field.
The only drawback to Ridge�s old locker was its location: right in the middle of the offensive linemen section. He understood why Ridge had wanted to be placed there; his linemen were the ones protecting him during the games. The reason for Matt�s discomfort was that he would be right next to John Johnson, whom he�d characterized as a mouth breather in the past, and for good reason. Matt suspected that John was borderline mentally disabled at worst and just plain dumb as a box of rocks at best.
If it hadn�t been for the prospect of having to share space with John every day, Matt wouldn�t have thought twice about taking Ridge�s old locker. As it was, he would have to suck it up and make the best of it. Crystal was right. Appearances mattered.
When Matt walked into the John McKay athletics facility, Coach Thomas, USC�s offensive coordinator, stopped him.
�You ready?�
�I can�t wait to get started, even if it�s just practice. It�ll feel good to actually get on the field and run plays,� Matt said.
�Coach Clayton is excited to see what you can do. Ridge�s declaring for the NFL draft wasn�t ideal, but we�re confident we won�t miss a beat with you taking the helm,� Coach Thomas said.
�I heard that Ridge is working hard to get ready for the draft.�
�That�s right. I saw him today, and he�s starting to get buff. I just wish he�d worked that hard last year.�
�Is he still around?� Matt asked.
Coach Thomas shook his head.
�He�s a glutton for punishment. He�s watching the video of last year�s Notre Dame game in the small film room.�
The Trojans had gone 11�3 last year. Their worst loss had been to Notre Dame. At the start of the game, both teams had been ranked in the top 15 in the polls. The Trojans had gone into South Bend and by halftime were down 28�0. In the third quarter, they�d shown some life, but it hadn�t been enough as they lost 49�14.
�I�ll stick my head in and say hi after I get everything sorted out for Monday,� Matt said.
�Sounds good,� Coach Thomas said as he headed back to the coaches� offices.

Matt went looking for Ridge. When he got close to the room, he heard Ridge talking.
�Now that you�ve seen my biggest fail tell me what you really think of our �smash and gun� offense.�
Matt held up going into the room when he heard David Dawson answer.
�I don�t know how much it resembles what I would consider �smash and gun,� but it has some positives.�
�We�ve been working on getting you up to speed with the playbook, and you have shown you�re learning it. I can tell you�ve had varied coaching, all of it at a high level by the way you broke down the game film. What I�m interested in is your assessment,� Ridge prodded.
Matt leaned forward so he could hear what David had to say. If David was going to be his chief competition down the road, Matt wanted to understand how he thought.
�The college game is constantly evolving. USC is running a spread and spread-option concept. But I can also see that they�re working in more runners in the backfield and tight ends on the line, which is more of a �pro set.�
�A couple of times, you ran the offense at a faster pace. I think the no-huddle, or up-tempo, can be run with any style of offense as long as you can get into enough formations to make the defense adjust. The �smash and gun� is supposed to be an up-tempo style that wears the defense down, especially the big linemen.
�Lining up quickly and not substituting means the defense can�t change personnel either. You sometimes go quick, but often, you sit back and read the defense. Most of those times, you�re using up the full play clock,� David said.
�There are situations where we don�t really want to speed the game up. A nice long drive that eats up a lot of time keeps the other team off the field. I love looking over at the sideline and seeing them frustrated that we�re keeping their offense on the bench. To be effective, you need to be able to do both, run the clock and go fast when it�s called for. We play fast when we use a pro-style attack, more as a change-up option than as our base offense,� Ridge explained.
�No, I get it. I just think that we don�t go fast enough at times. It might be just a function of having you and Matt as our quarterbacks. You�re both more effective as pocket passers. If the coaches ever truly wanted to embrace �smash and gun,� conditioning would have to improve dramatically. The offensive linemen were gassed toward the end of the half and at the end of the game.�
�If you were to recommend changes beyond conditioning, what would they be?� Ridge asked.
�The coaches need to give the quarterback more freedom. If he can read a defense, he�ll be able to see even minor differences in leverage and positioning pre-snap. Say the defense brings in five linemen to stop the run. What�s the defense supposed to do when you audible to an empty backfield? How is a lineman supposed to help in pass coverage?� David asked.
�My agent said that was something I would have to work on once I turned pro. I would guess every rookie quarterback needs to get better at pre-snap reads.�
�I would also start running more RPOs,� David said.
�Of course David would want the Run-Pass Option style of offense,� Matt thought as he eavesdropped.
Ridge chuckled at what David had said.
�Can you even imagine seeing Matt run the ball?�
�If he could do it even a little, it would put pressure on the defense,� David replied. �Granted, he�ll never go Captain Chaos, as my high school team called it. But defenses would have to respect the possibility that he�d pick up yards with his legs.�
�Okay, what else?� Ridge asked.
�Something that puzzles me is why we don�t utilize our physical superiority more. I look at the roster, and we have players rated four and five stars in high school languishing on the bench. But it�s more than that. Those guys received their high ratings because they�re much better athletes than the players on opposing teams.
�Bottom line, they�re bigger and faster. Why aren�t we getting them in a space where they can excel? Weaker competition has to close and be physical to overcome what our guys have. If I were calling plays, I would be running quick slants, wide-receiver screens, and using my running backs to catch balls in the flat or run wheel routes,� David shared.
�If you read the press, it all comes down to coaching. We�re not developing the talent we have. On paper, we should be in the hunt for a national championship year in and year out. Right now, we have a season like the last every few years,� Ridge said.
�Do you think it really is the coaching?� David asked.
Ridge laughed.
�At this point, I don�t much care,� he admitted since he was off to the NFL.
�Something needs to change. Either they�ve badly misjudged talent while recruiting, or something else is going on. Personally, I would like to see 11�3 seasons be bad years,� David said.
Matt had heard enough. He quietly walked away so he could think.

Matt�s dad had always acted as a sounding board, so he called him.
�Only two days until spring ball begins,� his dad said to answer the phone.
�Ridge is helping David learn the offense while he works out to prepare for the draft.�
�What does that mean?� his dad asked.
�If anyone can teach him the offense quickly, it�s Ridge,� Matt complained.
�How will that matter if David is playing defense?�
It finally dawned on Matt that he had nothing to worry about.
�Good point. Somehow, he�d gotten into my head,� Matt admitted.
�What did you learn at Elite 11?�
�To compete against yourself. Don�t worry about the other guy,� Matt recited back.
�Sounds like good advice to me. Focus on what the coaches want, and you�ll be fine. Honestly, I suspect that David will work his butt off to excel on the defensive side of the ball. I don�t think you have anything to worry about.�
�Thanks, Dad. You always know the right thing to say.�
They spent a few minutes catching up. When they were done, Matt was in a better frame of mind. Even if David knew the plays, he would never get a chance to show his offensive skills if he spent all his time playing defense.
Then Matt�s mind switched to Crystal. She wanted him to go to a party tonight. She reasoned he should blow off some steam before practice started. He agreed with her.

David


It was Sunday night, and David had just gotten back to his townhouse after spending time with his family. Over the weekend, Cassidy�s varsity eight had won their race, and the baseball team had swept Arizona State to put them at the top of the Pac-12 standings. As a bonus, he�d received his gear and a locker for football.
While David was at the football facility, he�d met with Ridge, and they�d reviewed the game film from last year�s Notre Dame fiasco. It had been interesting to see how Ridge broke down game film compared to how David had been taught to do that by former NFL coach Bud Mason.
This turned out to be something that David was clearly better at than Ridge. David knew that once Ridge reached the NFL, he would quickly learn how to do it. He would have to if he were to become a success in the league.
Ridge used the film session to help himself learn the craft and teach David USC�s playbook. They�d previously practiced a few of the plays, but seeing them unfold against a real defense helped David see what each play was intended to do. The bonus was that he had Ridge�s live commentary as he ran them back and forth to point out everyone�s responsibility.
David could hardly wait for football practice to begin tomorrow.

While he was at the townhome, Cassidy had asked what he planned to do for spring break. She�d gone with David and her best friend Brook on a Caribbean cruise two years ago. Last year, David had traveled to Monte Carlo, Greece, and then New York City. She�d suggested that they go to his place in Canada this year that was close to a large ski resort.
He had a sizeable four-bedroom condo that he�d had decorated by his close friend Cindy Lewis. She�d also tackled his house in Malibu and the townhome where Cassidy, Tracy, and Pam lived. The condo in Whistler, British Columbia, had been designed to be a vacation spot for larger groups. David had initially thought about using it for whole-family vacations.
The rooms had been nicknamed �six-packs.� There was a smaller bedroom that contained a queen-sized bed, and then the master where David had them put a California King to accommodate his height. Two bedrooms had two bunk beds with a trundle bed, making it possible to hold six adults in each. That meant it could comfortably sleep 16; more if you doubled up kids in the six-packs.
His mom had helped him turn the condo into a successful Airbnb. She�d had the foresight to block off Easter weekend and the following week in case David decided to use it.
His first call was to Lexi since he would need her to set everything up. He had to grin because he hadn�t even considered planning a vacation on his own. It was one of the many perks that money had made possible for him.
�What was Andres� deal?� Lexi asked without a preamble.
She�d come to his Saturday game, and Andres had made it known that he knew what David had done with his sister. Lexi caught the tail end of it. She�d been curious, but somehow David had been able to distract her as other stuff had come up.
�His sister was waiting for him after Friday night�s game by the players� entrance. The team got it into their heads that I had to lose my �Boy Scout� moniker. I bet you can put it together,� David said, not wanting to have to spell it out.
Even though they weren�t exclusive, he didn�t like to throw other women in her face.
�You banged his sister?!� Lexi asked.
She�d figured it out.
�He was being unreasonable,� David tried.
�Because ... you banged his sister?!�
�It sounds worse when you say it that way.�
Lexi giggled at his discomfort.
�I didn�t know she was his sister,� David said. �Besides, she talked to him today, so he wasn�t as mad as he was last night.�
Andres had finally admitted that David hadn�t done it on purpose. His sister had explained sibling boundaries, which hadn�t made Andres happy, but he�d understood. She�d accepted that Andres was her big brother and would always be protective of her.
Andres had finally calmed down when his sister had pointed out that it could have been any of his other teammates. He decided that if it had to happen, at least he knew David would treat her right. While the other guys had been bragging about the jock bunnies they�d bagged, David hadn�t said a word. It wasn�t until Andres had cornered Allard, who knew his sister, that he�d discovered who David had taken back to Baseball House.
It might have come to fisticuffs, but David used a martial-arts move Cassidy had taught him, after which Andres decided that he needed the thumb on his throwing hand more than he needed to punch David. David understood completely. In fact, he felt sympathetic towards Andres because he�d been on the receiving end of that move more than once.
The pain had focused Andres� thinking, so he�d grudgingly agreed not to try to kick David�s butt Saturday night. By Sunday, he�d talked to his sister. While Andres wasn�t happy it had happened, he�d come to terms with it.
�Yeah, right. You banged his sister,� Lexi teased.
�Not that I�m not enjoying this discussion, but Cassidy wants to organize a spring-break trip to my place in Whistler.�
�When are you ever going to grow a pair?� Lexi asked, sounding pissed.
�What do you mean?�
�Cassidy says she wants something, and you don�t even think about it; you just do it. If it were anyone else, you�d make up your own mind,� Lexi said.
David counted to ten, so he wouldn�t snap back, but he realized she had a point while doing so. So, he decided to own it.
�And ... your point is?�
She must have been stunned because she didn�t respond right away.
�I honestly expected you to try to deny it.�
�Why should I? It�s true, after all. That doesn�t mean that if she asked for something crazy, I wouldn�t tell her �no,� though,� he said.
From the outside, Cassidy and David�s friendship probably confused people. They�d met in high school during their freshman year when her dad had taken the head football coaching position. David had first been attracted to her because she seemed to be a quirky, na�ve girl. It hadn�t taken him long to find out she actually was this badass little ninja with a heart of gold.
Part of what he liked about her was that she wasn�t shy about making him the man in the friendship. She didn�t even think about picking up a dinner check or buying something when they were together. David had been brought up to treat any girl like a lady. Some girls didn�t like to go along with that.
With Cassidy, David never had to fight her when it came to that kind of stuff. That didn�t mean he didn�t joke about her never having her wallet with her. But beneath it all, he was glad that whenever he offered something to Cassidy, the little ninja would just graciously accept it. He wished more girls were like that.
Paying for everything when they were together didn�t trouble him because Cassidy never thought of taking advantage of him. She was a lot like Tracy in that regard, which was why David considered her to be one of his best friends.
Partly, it was because of all the time Cassidy and David had spent together. They�d reached the point in their relationship where they didn�t even think about holding back. She wasn�t afraid to tell him if he was making a bonehead move or treating someone in a manner he wouldn�t have if he were thinking clearly. Once his movies became successful, and he�d won his Academy Award, having someone in his life who would do that was invaluable.
That meant that if Cassidy wanted to go on spring break, they would. The best part was that if David had been asked what he wanted to do, skiing would already have been high on his list.
�How come I never get to pick trips?� Lexi asked.
She could probably hear him rolling his eyes at that one. Once he decided something, he put her in charge of it.
�How about I let you pick the sleeping arrangements?� David suggested.
He heard her little intake of air, a dead giveaway when Lexi was either surprised or excited.
�Do you know who else you want to invite?� she asked.
�Fiona,� he said emphatically.
�Trust me when I say that she wouldn�t shack up with a bunch of college kids on spring break.�
Lexi was a fun-sucker when she made sense like that.
�I haven�t seen my brothers since I got back. How about you fly them to LA so they can spend time with my parents, and then we all fly to Canada together?� David suggested.
�Okay. Anyone else on the must-have list?� she asked.
�I�m not sure about when spring break is for some of my friends like Tami, Wolf, and Tim. If it works, I want them to come, too.�
�I�ll call and find out.�
�For now, just assume that we�ll fill the place. As I ask people, I�ll let you know,� David said and then added, �Is there anyone you want to invite?�
�My old friends are people like Christian and Veronica.�
That wasn�t happening.
�How about people you�ve met at UCLA?� David suggested.
�I�ll see.�
�I almost forgot. Greg is dating someone. Be sure to include her,� David said. �Oh, and make sure he brings his kids to Malibu so they can get some grandma time.�
�Your mom will kill you,� Lexi predicted.
�Hire some extra help for the time they�re here. The helpers can use my apartment over the garage if Mom wants to bring someone on-site,� David suggested.
He�d made the mistake of watching all his and Greg�s kids for an evening or three. He was lucky to have survived. Now it would be worse because they were all mobile and tended to go in eight different directions if you didn�t watch them carefully. Their radius of destruction had increased exponentially.
�What about...� Lexi started.
�Slow your roll. You get to decide everything. I want to just pack a bag and enjoy a week of snowboarding, catching up with friends, and having a good time.�
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Chapter 31

David


The first day of football practice was always a circus at USC because every local sports outlet covered it. As David came up the sidewalk to get to the locker room, he was impressed by the number of TV news vans he saw.
When David arrived at his locker, he found a pleasant surprise. His jersey with no number had been replaced by one with the number 11, which was his old high school number. When David was in on Saturday, the equipment manager had told him that he wouldn�t receive a number until he made the team. Even then, he learned, scholarship players got first pick. He�d resigned himself to getting some number like 98 and winding up sharing it with two or three other walk-ons.
His day got better when he saw his locker was next to Percy Wilkes. David had met Percy when their teams played a game on ESPN. The game had featured two nationally ranked high school teams and was held in St. Louis. ESPN had paired Percy�s team from Texas against David�s because, at the time, Percy had taken David�s number one spot in the recruiting rankings.
David had been injured in a car accident, and the game was going to be his return to football. When interviewed before the game, Percy had basically said that football in Texas was superior to the rest of the country. Furthermore, David�s team wasn�t good enough to rate being a part of such a high-profile game. Percy had actually said that Lincoln High was �irrelevant.�
When they�d played, the first snap from scrimmage had made David a believer that Percy might be the best high school football player in the land. Percy was a monster who lined up at defensive end. He was three inches taller than David and outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. On the snap of the ball, Percy had taken one hand and basically tossed Lincoln�s offensive tackle aside.
The play had been designed for Lincoln to triple-team Percy, but he discarded all three opponents with ease. David momentarily froze as he saw his life flash before his eyes. He�d watched plenty of game film where Percy would simply engulf a quarterback and slam him to the turf in spectacular fashion. In most cases, that ended the quarterback�s day, as they had to carry him off.
Percy had zeroed in on David with a glint in his eyes. That ended in a flash as Lincoln�s center had pulled to add a fourth blocker. The center had been able to get up to full speed while Percy had been busy tossing three Lincoln linemen around like rag dolls. The end result was that Percy hadn�t seen him coming, and when the giant defensive end was driven to the turf, David had smiled in satisfaction.
That play set the tone for the game as the boys from Texas learned that the Bulldogs didn�t give up even if they were facing a �relevant� team. David�s team had won 56�28. The game wasn�t really as close as the score indicated, and David had retaken his spot at the top of the recruiting class.
�I�d heard rumors you were on campus. Where have you been?� Percy asked when he saw David.
�The football team claimed they didn�t have any scholarships, so I�m a preferred walk-on. I�ve been playing on the baseball team,� David explained.
�I haven�t seen you in the weight room,� Percy persisted.
�Ridge Townsend and I have been working out together to help him get him ready for the NFL draft. How did you do last year?� David asked to turn the subject to Percy.
�They had me redshirt, which pissed me off at the time. The coaches have assured me that I�ll be getting plenty of playing time this coming year. I decided to look at it as a positive and have been focusing on working out to get ready.�
�You look good. How much weight have you put on?� David asked.
�I�m up to 290. I feel good there, and the trainers think I�m where I need to be.�
At six-seven, the 290 pounds looked to be all lean muscle when Percy took his shirt off to put on his jersey. David had no doubt that Percy would be a star once he got on the field.
One of the coaches interrupted their reunion by calling everyone to the field to start practice.

Today, they were in shorts and t-shirts. They wouldn�t put on the pads until later in the week. Spring football was three weeks long, with spring break mixed in.
After warming up, David was sent to work out with the linebackers, which he discovered was the largest group, with seventeen other players playing the position. David looked across the field where the quarterbacks were gathered. There were five of them.
The coaching session was led by Linebacker Coach Cornetti. He was in his mid-30s and looked like he�d played the position.
It was a typical first day. They lined the linebackers up in two rows of nine each and had them run drills two at a time. That meant that David spent most of his time watching others practice. He could tell that many of the other players were bored because they were talking between turns. David zoned them out, focused on what he would do next, and then gave it his best effort.
David thought his old high school team could use one piece of equipment that looked like a rectangular trampoline on stilts. It was mounted on wheels so it could be moved easily. Its purpose was to teach them to not stand straight up. The coaches had them get into their two-point stance, then step under the contraption and run the drill. David bumped his head a few times, but he quickly figured it out. The trampoline, as he was calling it, helped him keep his body correctly positioned.

As practice wrapped up, David spotted his former high school teammate, Bill Callaway. Bill was two years older and had been David�s go-to receiver when they�d played together.
�I wondered where you were. What are you doing with the defense?� Bill asked.
�Coach Clayton would only offer me a scholarship if I agreed to play defense,� David shared.
David didn�t add that the coach hadn�t even delivered on that. Not that the fact wasn�t starting to irritate him.
�I don�t even know what to say to that.�
�Don�t worry about it. I feel bad I haven�t looked you up, though,� David admitted.
�Ridge and Penny told me you were on campus. I haven�t called you either,� Bill said to let him off the hook. �What are you doing after practice? We should catch up.�
�Sorry, I can�t. I have baseball practice.�
�Yeah, I was surprised when I heard you�d gone out for baseball. I have no idea how you have time to do both.�
�Talk to me in a week, and I�ll let you know how it�s going,� David said.
�We need to make time. It�s crazy that we�re on the same campus and haven�t even grabbed a beer or lunch or something.�
David remembered people warning him that he would begin to forget about all his friends once he left high school. At the time, he hadn�t wanted to believe it. When David left Lincoln to make his movies, he�d had every intention of keeping in contact with everyone. Standing there, looking at Bill, was a stark reminder that he hadn�t really thought about others he�d left behind.
It made him realize that the ones he was still in contact with were even more important to him. There was a handful that he planned to reconnect with, Bill being the easiest. When he could actually do that, he wasn�t sure. He would just have to make time.
�Let�s not talk about it; let�s do it. How about lunch tomorrow?� David asked.
Bill smiled when he saw David was making an effort. They compared schedules and decided which restaurant would be the easiest for them to meet at, and it was agreed. David had to run, but he felt better after reestablishing contact with Bill.

After a quick shower, David tried to make a speedy exit when he heard his name called. When he turned back, he wished he�d kept going and pretended not to hear. It was Crystal.
�You finally decided to join the football team,� was her smart comment as she caught up with him.
�I need to get to baseball,� he said as he turned to leave.
David didn�t need to listen to her if she was going to be spouting off.
�Stop,� she said as she grabbed his arm. �Sorry, that came out wrong.�
�What do you want?� he asked to cut the encounter short.
�USC�s Panhellenic Council is the largest women�s organization on campus. Part of what they ask each sorority to do is philanthropy projects. Most houses do something independently. Like Gamma Phi Beta supports �Girls on the Run� through �Moonball,� a basketball fundraiser that they do every fall. We support the American Red Cross,� Crystal explained.
�Did you need some money?� David asked, ready to tell her to call Lexi and leave.
�The Panhellenic president wanted to do something more this year. She wants to establish a scholarship fund for deserving women who excel in the classroom and have a financial need.�
�And...� he said, knowing there was more.
�We�re doing a carnival of sorts in the quad Friday, and I said I would organize a silent dance party.�
�A what?� he asked.
�We rent people an app for their phones. They use their earbuds to hear the music. We rent the equipment so that the dancers can hear the music and what the DJ is saying, but no one else can. Every thirty minutes, the app either quits or the dancers can buy more time,� Crystal explained.
David could see that being great for parties where you had picky neighbors nearby. You could blast your music, and only the people with the app would hear it. Suddenly, you no longer had a noise complaint. He wondered what the tech folks would come up with next.
�Great!� he said, faking excitement. �I�ll be sure to swing by and make a donation. I appreciate you sharing with me, but I have to go.�
�Yeah, to baseball. But that�s not what I want.�
He looked at his watch to let Crystal know he was running late. He let out a long breath when Matt and his sidekick, John Johnson, walked up.
�Hey, Babe. Why are you talking to him?� Matt asked.
�Honestly, I�m as confused as you are,� David said, holding up his hands.
�I�m asking David if he�ll be one of our DJs since some people won�t help their girlfriends out,� Crystal said to Matt.
Until she�d added the last part, David was prepared to say �no.�
�I signed up for the nine-to-ten shift,� John said.
�I thought it was only Friday afternoon,� Matt said, obviously confused.
David bit his lip when he saw the look Crystal gave Matt. If David were a betting man, he would put money on Crystal tricking John into helping her and her sorority, Alpha Mu, set up.
�I�m out of Communication Strategy in Business by noon. We have a baseball game that night, so I would have to leave no later than four,� David said.
�You�ll do it?!� Crystal asked, getting a little overexcited. �Could you come straight from class?�
�Before I say �yes,� I wouldn�t have to have a playlist ready, would I? I mean, if I had to, I could probably come up with one,� David said and then gave Crystal a thoughtful look. �I do have one from when I broke up with my girlfriend. It�s a real mood-setter.�
�No, no worries. We�ll take care of the songs,� Crystal assured him.
�Okay, I�ll do it.�
Crystal all but took David to the ground; she was so excited. He caught Matt�s look and flinched. David was preparing for the two of them to finally throw down when John unwittingly saved the day.
�What comes in quarts and is brown?�
It was such a non sequitur that everyone turned and stared at him.
�A cow,� John announced.
John had made a fist with his left arm and pointed it at Crystal as he stroked it like he was masturbating. The sound effects sold the joke.
David didn�t want to ruin his joke by pointing out that cows were female. John might have to change it to a bull. David decided it was funnier the way John had told it.
Matt and Crystal looked at the big offensive tackle with blank stares.
David�s second thought was that his grandfather told him: �It is easier to get older than to get wiser.� Poor John was never getting wiser. David decided to help him with his joke by jumping back from Crystal and making a �euuuwah� sound.
�That�s so gross,� Crystal whined.
�Says the girl with cow jizz all over her face,� John said.
Obviously proud of himself, his chest puffed out.
�John!� Matt warned.
�That was funny,� David announced. �Come on, John. Let�s leave these two lovebirds so they can clean up.�
David couldn�t help himself as he giggled like he was ten again. John was a happy boy to find someone he could share his terrible humor with. David could just imagine if John were to get together with Wolf.

David made his way to the batting cages and found Andres waiting for him.
�I heard you were coming in after football practice.�
�Oh, boy,� David thought.
�How�s your sister?� he asked.
Andres glared at him with such loathing, you�d think David had just murdered his dog.
�Too soon?� David asked.
Andres called him a trigger word.
�All kidding aside, if I�d known...�
Andres shook his head.
�You wouldn�t have been with her. She told me you had no idea,� he conceded.
�Did she say good things about me?� David asked with an innocent smile.
Andres� response was a new trigger word. David decided he might have to go to counseling if he was called much worse.
�I know what�ll make you forget about your sister and me ... Crystal will be in the quad on Friday afternoon, and she�ll need a dance partner.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� Andres asked.
David explained the fundraiser. He was proud of himself when a hint of a smile touched Andres� eyes.
�I know what would make her super happy,� David added.
�What?�
�If I used my secret power to flood the place with people who would donate tons of money,� David said conspiratorially.
Andres� smile had now grown well beyond a hint.
�I would be willing to tell her that you talked me into it,� David offered. �There�s no telling what might happen ... especially since Matt refused to help.�
�What a jerk,� Andres said.
�Would that get me out of the doghouse for making your sister scream my name?� David asked.
He obviously had no idea how bad a trigger word could get. What made him think that he and Andres might be okay was that Andres never stopped smiling.
David took the bat from Andres and stepped in the batter�s box to get some swings in before he headed home.

Chapter 32

Bill


Bill�s knee woke him up, which wasn�t unusual. During his freshman year, he�d worked his way up the depth chart. By the end of the season, he saw as many snaps as the guy in front of him. Everything had been in place to move into the starter�s spot last fall because the guy in front of him had graduated.
Then, their freshman year wide receiver coach took a job at San Diego State as offensive coordinator. That spring, USC�s new wide receiver coach had his own ideas about the type of receivers he wanted to put in the field. The coach maintained the guise of open competition, but it was obviously a ruse. Bill had outperformed the coach�s pets in spring ball, yet somehow, they were all at the top of the depth chart.
The issue wasn�t confined to the wide receiver position, either. Probably the worst example was the offensive line. They�d had four different coaches in four years, each with his own agenda. It was apparent that whose ass you kissed was more important than how you played.
His sophomore year, he�d only seen the field sporadically. He�d seriously considered transferring. When Bill had come to college, he�d been one of four wide receiver recruits that year. They were touted as one of the best receiving groups to ever step foot onto USC�s campus. He�d been named the Gatorade Football Player of the Year in his state, which meant he was considered the best player that year. Rated a 4-star recruit by most service, the other three guys who�d accepted scholarships with him were his equal.
They were supposed to be the future core of USC�s resurgence. From that class, Bill was the only one still on the team.
Two had transferred when last year�s coach ran them off, and one had flunked out. Bill had heard he�d entered a junior college with the hope of turning his life around and maybe playing college ball again. After a strict upbringing, he�d overindulged in the freedoms to be found at college.
Bill�s freshman year, he�d made friends with Ridge Townsend. Ridge had a long-time girlfriend from his high school days, Penny, to whom he was now engaged. That didn�t stop Ridge from partying like a rock star and bedding his share of jock bunnies. What surprised Bill at first was that Penny was even wilder than Ridge.
Bill�s first serious girlfriend, Sage, had left him when she discovered what he and Ridge got up to at away games. The final straw had been when she�d watched him and Ridge initiate a foursome with Penny and another girl. It had been apparent to Sage that this hadn�t been their first such indulgence. While Bill hadn�t admitted it to her, she�d been right, and Penny had been the instigator when it happened.
Since then, Bill had dated several girls, none seriously, since it was college, after all. He�d grown up in a small Midwestern town that was 95% white. USC�s multicultural diversity had been eye-opening. He�d found that he was attracted to Asian women.
Not starting hadn�t seemed so bad when you considered that he was living in LA and had a life most guys could only dream of. Being a football player at USC was awesome.
Then, at the start of his junior year, Bill had hurt his knee in preseason practice and missed playing last season. In all honesty, the fun had gone out of playing football for Bill.
He�d come to realize that their head coach was the cause of most of the team issues. Even the press had started to point out that Coach Clayton was squandering his team�s talent on the bench. Last year, with Ridge Townsend on the Heisman shortlist as the best college football player, they�d been projected to be in the national title hunt. They fell short of that.
This coming year, they were projected to be in the middle of the Pac-12. If that happened, they would get a whole new coaching staff next year.
Being injured had opened Bill�s eyes, and he�d figured out something that most of his teammates either didn�t know or ignored: USC offered a world-class education. As with all schools that did, what you received was commensurate with your efforts. The school gave athletes the tools to be able to squeak by to stay eligible. They had to because most athletes would never have qualified to get in. While they didn�t go quite as far as North Carolina, paths through the curriculum were easier than others.
Bill had decided that he would knuckle down and take advantage of that education. He planned to stay his fifth year in the hope of picking up a master�s degree. He would barely manage to get it done if he loaded up with summer-school classes.
He�d also realized that only a tiny percentage of college players made it to the NFL. And for most NFL players, it wasn�t the life-changing experience Bill�s teammates all thought it was.
Yes, even the player making the minimum would rake in around a half million a year. However, those salaries were, for the most part, not guaranteed, and most NFL players didn�t manage their money well enough to make it last the rest of their lives.
Worst of all, the window for earning that kind of money was abysmally short. The average professional lifespan for a player who managed to get drafted was less than three years. That meant that the total NFL salary for an average or below-average player was somewhere between $1.5 and $3 million. Then you had to subtract state and local taxes, agent compensation, anything the player paid for during the offseason to stay in shape, etc. Typically, that meant the player�s actual take-home pay was less than half his �salary.�
The bottom line for Bill was the recognition that he would almost certainly need to be able to rely on his degree at some point. Therefore, after his knee surgery, he�d become an earnest student who didn�t chase jock bunnies, drink, or otherwise screw around when not working out.
That was why Bill hadn�t looked up his friend David when he�d learned he was on campus. Between doing his physical therapy and buckling down, Bill didn�t have time for distractions. He considered David to be one of his best friends, but it seemed that distractions found him without his even trying with David.
What made Bill decide to go to lunch with David was that he was a good friend to have.
They met at Kobunga, a Korean grill one of his exes had introduced him to. He spotted David walking from campus. He was about a quarter block away when a gorgeous Asian girl left her group of friends, walked up to David, and kissed him.
�Lucky bastard,� Bill thought.
David said something to her, and the girl nodded her agreement. She told her friends goodbye. As they came to the restaurant, the two were stuck to each other like double-sided tape. When they got close, David gave Bill a smile.
�Mind if I bring a friend?�
�Not if they look like she does. Hi, I�m Bill.�
�Yong,� she said and then saw where they were going. �I love this place.�
They spotted an empty table, so Yong grabbed it while the guys bought lunch.
�Where did you meet her?� Bill asked.
�It was actually a bad situation. I dated her roommate a couple of times. The girl I was dating liked to party.�
�I bet that didn�t sit well with you.�
�Not when she became falling-down drunk before the night was over,� David admitted. �Yong and I became friends.�
�I bet that�s not all,� Bill jealously thought.
�Are you two dating?� Bill asked.
�You trying to poach my lunch date?� David asked.
�No,� Bill quickly said, which made David laugh.
�Relax. We�re not dating, but she is someone I would like to get to know better,� David said to stake his claim.
They ordered their food. There was a soda fountain for drinks, so they got those while they waited.
�Are you doing anything for spring break?� David asked.
�I planned to stay here. I�m kind of short on cash,� Bill admitted.
�If you want, I�m putting a group together to spend the week in Whistler, skiing. Wolf, Tim, and my brothers, Greg and Phil, are going. I�m still waiting to see if Tami can get away. Also, some other people I�ve met at USC might be coming. All you would have to pay for is your food and drink. I got a package deal on lift tickets, and we would be staying in my condo,� David explained.
Bill knew everyone David had mentioned by name from back home.
�I think I�m going to pass. I�m focused on taking care of business this semester. I don�t need to fall off the wagon and party for a week.�
�You could hang with me. I might have a beer or three, but I won�t be getting out of hand, either.�
�Well, that, and I don�t miss the snow.�
�That, I get. When Greg gets here, you should come with me to my place in Malibu. We don�t usually get snow there. Besides, my parents would love to see you,� David offered.
�That I would love to do,� Bill admitted.
They grabbed their food and found Yong fending off a couple of fraternity boys. When the frat guys saw David and Bill, they decided they had something else to do.
Bill could tell that David barely knew Yong but deftly included her in their conversation as they ate. Bill wanted to hear about David�s travels while filming, so there was no talk about football.
When it was time to go, David collected Yong�s digits and invited her to his baseball game the next night, then sent her on her way. When they were alone again, Bill couldn�t help but ask.
�Did you hit that?�
He knew David would never confirm it, but he enjoyed giving him shit for old times� sake. David just gave him a noncommittal shrug.
�What�s the deal with you playing defense?� Bill asked.
David shook his head and then related all that had happened. Bill knew that his friend was a good-enough athlete that USC could plug him in at just about any position except offensive line, and he would more than hold his own.
That being said, David was an elite quarterback. USC was wasting his talents on the defensive side of the ball. This was just another example of the coaches favoring their own recruits. They may have thought they were protecting their professional reputations, but the players all knew the coaches were simply protecting their own egos. It would cost the coaches down the line, but it would cost the players sooner.
�You made a mistake coming here,� Bill decided. �You won�t get a fair shake on either side of the ball.�
�Ridge let me know that in so many words. I�ll redshirt in the fall before I make a decision. I�m half-convinced that Matt will fall on his face at some point. Do they have anyone who can step in if that happens?�
�We have one senior who could fill in for a game or two. But if it comes to more than that, kiss this season goodbye. Coach Clayton has put all his hopes on Matt,� Bill said to share what he knew.
�I�m fine with the situation as it is for now. Playing defense is something I never thought I�d be able to do after high school. Maybe I can make Matt look bad when we play a little seven-on-seven.�
Bill groaned. He�d faced David in practice more than once, and even back then, he made Bill work for every catch he got.
�Do me a favor and make me look good. I�m trying to win a starting spot.�
�But I get to mess with the other guys, right?� David asked.
�Hell, yeah. If you do that, I�ll give you a little intel on each one of them.�
David rubbed his hands together in anticipation.
�I�ll put the word out. We�ll do what we can to help you win a starter�s job,� David assured him.
�Right. How are you going to talk the defensive players into going along with you on that?� Bill asked.
David just smiled.
As they parted, Bill had no doubt that David would pull it off. All he had to do was hold up his end of the deal and catch everything thrown his way.

Chapter 33

Yong


Yong�s roommate, Kat, had briefly dated David. That had come to a crashing halt when he�d brought her home drunk once again. Yong had been attracted to David from the moment she laid eyes on him. Kat had shared that he was both a football and baseball player, and jocks were Young�s weakness. She liked her men big and athletic.
She�d felt horrible about what had happened, especially knowing that Kat had previously gone through a terrible breakup. It had resulted in her roomate dropping out of Yale and coming home at Christmastime, which had caused no end of trouble for Kat.
Kat�s mother ran the local office for Senator Hatley. Her father was the managing partner of the law firm Burrows and Burrows, one of LA�s most connected law firms. Both of Kat�s older brothers worked at the law firm, and the plan had been for Kat to join them.
Her ex was Daniel Hatley, the senator�s favorite grandson. Kat long suspected that some kind of arrangement had been made that would someday find her married to Daniel. They�d been paired together at dinners and the like since they were in high school.
From what Kat had told her, it had just been easier to date Daniel than to fight it. So, when Kat caught him cheating, she took that as a sign and ran when the semester ended. Her parents were upset that she�d rebelled. From that came Kat�s further rebellion, including her tattoos, Goth look, moving in with Yong, and working at a coffee shop until she could figure out her next move.
The coffee shop was close to Sandoval Hall, which everyone called �The Palace� because it was where the rich and famous lived. Kat arrived home the first few days after the students trickled back to campus, complaining about the entitled jerks that came in and hit on her. It reminded her too much of the crowd Daniel ran with at Yale.
If it hadn�t been for the owner, Doreen, Kat might have hit back physically. Doreen was a unique individual. She was always upbeat, loved to blast music in the shop, and had a penchant for younger men. The first time Kat had met David, Doreen had him cornered and was making a move on him. Kat had told Yong that when she first saw David, all thoughts of Daniel had fled her mind.
Yong found it amusing, listening to her roommate switch from a daily �poor me� to an equally daily �I met this hot guy.� It was almost a relief when Kat came home and announced that they had a date.
Yong had to admit that she was curious about what kind of man would cause her roommate to act half crazy. She�d purposefully dressed to see if he had a wandering eye like Kat�s last boyfriend had. David did check her out, but as soon as he saw Kat, he didn�t give Yong a second look.
No time at all had passed on their first date before David brought Kat home, falling-down drunk. Yong first worried he�d gotten her that way so he could take advantage of her. The way Kat was pawing at him, every other guy Yong knew would have taken their shot. When he didn�t, Yong took a second look at David.
She did a quick internet search on him to see if he was a serial killer and found he was the David A. Dawson. That made her want him even more, especially when she found some of his modeling pictures sans shirt.
For the most part, Kat was a great girl. Her only major flaw was that she�d become a binge drinker. Since David didn�t really drink, their relationship was doomed.
On the last date they�d had, Yong hadn�t set out to sleep with David. But when she did ... Holy hell! He made her feel things she�d only read about in romance novels. When Kat caught them, Yong�s perfect moment came crashing down around her.
The worst part was that after experiencing pleasure like that, she knew she would do just about anything for more. The situation was a mess, though, especially when David ghosted Kat. Yong found it amusing that Doreen took the news harder than either Yong or Kat had.
The question was, should Yong tell Kat that she�d had lunch with David?
Especially since all she could think of was his ... his manhood. In her mind�s eye, she saw his rampant member, enormous and thick and pink and straining, so engorged with blood that it was near to bursting. It was attached to a near-perfect specimen of a man, one that should be in a museum, not running loose on the USC campus.

Yong was making stir fry when Kat got home from work.
�How was your day?� Kat asked.
Yong kept her eyes on what she was doing and decided to tell her.
�I had lunch with David.�
Out of the corner of her eye, Yong saw her roommate stiffen.
�He gave me a couple of tickets to his game tomorrow night if you wanted to go with me,� she continued.
�I�m not sure that would be a good idea. It would feel like I�m stalking him after ... you know.�
�When will you ever get this chance again? Never, probably,� Yong said as she poured the contents of the wok into a large bowl.
Yong could see that Kat was not all right with what she�d said.
�Stop judging me with your looks of pity,� Kat said.
�Kat, you need closure.�
�I feel assumptions from you. I feel judgment from you. You don�t know my situation. You don�t know what�s in my heart,� Kat all but sobbed as she ran out of the room.

Kat


Kat had come to realize that she wasn�t really all that mad at either Yong or David. What had happened was on her. If the shoe had been on the other foot, she might not have slept with David�s roommate, but she doubted she would have gone out with him again.
The first time had been an accident. Kat had never before taken the pills her friend gave her to help calm her nerves. When she slammed a drink, the combination had her on her ass way too fast. The second time was all her fault.
She�d gone out on a date with David A. Dawson, for goodness� sake.
Yes, he acted like a regular guy, but it was still him. Kat had been nervous, which led to having a few too many in a very short time. It didn�t help that she had rarely drunk when she was at Yale. She was not yet able to judge how many was too many.
On top of that, Kat had almost no experience with dating. Daniel had simply shown up at events and was her escort. When she�d been younger, everything was done in front of their parents, so everyone was on their best behavior.
Once in college, Daniel had made it clear that he had his friends, and she should make her own. Her dorm was full of snobs. That was one reason why the people from The Palace put her teeth on edge.
Her sex life had been all but nonexistent. Kat was expected to be the good girl, and she�d played that role through high school. When she got to college, Kat had slept with Daniel a few times. He�d forced the issue by telling her that he wasn�t going to marry someone he hadn�t tried out, so she did it out of obligation.
Their encounters happened late at night after Daniel had been out drinking. It had always been quick and in the dark. He would call, come over, and then lay on top of her until he finished.
When they were together the last time, Daniel had had the nerve to say that he hoped she got pregnant. That way, they could hurry up and get married, and her parents wouldn�t have to waste any more money on her education. Daniel shared that her dad really didn�t want her to join his firm. Kat�s father would rather she raise babies and do charity work if she got bored, leaving the �real work� to men.
Any ordinary girl would have been nervous about going on a date with David. She�d read the tabloids about him spending time with models, actresses, and even a princess. There was no way Kat could compete with them. Plus, he had to expect a certain level of knowledge in the sack. With Daniel, she�d never had an opportunity to ... handle the merchandise, shall we say. If David wanted to do anything besides turning off the lights and putting it in, she was clueless.
It didn�t help that she�d overheard Yong all but lose her mind when she was with David. When Kat had walked in on them, what she�d seen and heard had simultaneously frightened and aroused her. She had heard Yong with her boyfriend last semester, and the girl had never been vocal before. At first, Yong�s screams of passion had made Kat worry she was being killed, or worse. She�d thought noises like that were only in porn videos and were as fake as the rest of it.
Kat had tried to get over David. She�d even gone out with a sweet, nerdy guy. When he�d kissed her goodnight, Kat had flinched. That was all it took for her to know to not accept a second date.
Yong was right. When would Kat ever get another chance? Before she chickened out, she marched out and told her roommate she would go with her to the game.

At work, Kat made the mistake of telling Doreen that she was going to see David. She tried to explain that he had no idea she was coming as Yong�s guest to the game. Since he�d given the tickets to Yong, it meant he wanted to see Yong again, not Kat.
Doreen would hear none of that. She made Kat promise to tell David that if he came back to the shop, his tea would be free, and it wouldn�t be awkward. Which was total BS because Kat knew that Doreen would hit on the poor boy. Kat had almost come to the conclusion that David might be what Doreen needed. If he could shag Doreen as well as it had sounded he�d shagged Yong, her boss might end up satisfied enough to stop sexually harassing the customers.
When work was finally over, she went home to get ready for the game. Kat had decided that if she met him and looked like an ordinary girl, maybe he would give her a second chance. That was why when she came out, Yong just about dropped dead from shock.
�What�s going on? You�re not Goth.�
�I thought I would try something different tonight. Do you think I should go back and change?� Kat asked.
�We don�t have time for that. Let�s go,� Yong said, making up her mind for her.

Yong


The game had been exciting. David had hit three home runs, including the game-winner, in a close one. Yong had no idea that USC baseball had become such a big deal. The stadium was packed, unexpectedly so for a Wednesday night game.
David had sent her a text to see if she wanted to meet up after the game. She�d sent one back saying she would. A few minutes later, he told her to meet him at the players entrance and that he would be a little late because he had to do interviews.
She and Kat found their way to where he said he would be and discovered a crowd waiting. At first, she thought they were just fans looking for autographs or a chance to see their favorite player. When she looked closer, she noticed they were all women, and all dressed to impress.
�What do you think this is all about?� Yong asked Kat.
A girl in an Alpha Mu t-shirt overheard her.
�After games, most of the players are DTF. They come out, and we go back to the Baseball House,� she explained.
Yong glanced over at Kat and saw her confused look. She leaned close and explained that DTF was shorthand for �down to fuck.� Kat looked shocked.
�All these girls...� she began and then realized others were listening.
�Please. Where else are you going to find a good-looking, athletic guy who isn�t drunk or who doesn�t want some kind of commitment for a bit of fun?� the Alpha Mu asked.
�She makes a good point,� Yong said to Kat.
Kat didn�t say anything. Yong could see her roommate was worried people might think that was why they were there.
A cute guy with an Irish accent came out and told the girls that David would be out in a minute.
�What�s that mean?� Yong asked the Alpha Mu.
�David A. Dawson is on the team. At first, he didn�t ever pick anyone to take home, but he did last week. We let it be known that he gets first pick.�
�That�s so wrong,� Kat said.
�You might want to let everyone know that the other guys can come on out because he�s picking me tonight,� Yong said.
All the girls around them had been listening in and began to laugh at her ballsy prediction. The door opened, and David came out, followed by the rest of the team. He looked around until he spotted Yong. He walked up and said, �Hey.�
Then he spotted Kat. Yong was afraid he was going to make a scene, but he just smiled at Kat.
�Let�s get out of here,� he suggested.
The Alpha Mu girl Yong had been talking to gave her a knowing look.
�Next time, you need to pick me,� she told him.
�There�s just one of you,� he said as he walked to the parking lot.
The sorority girl took his comment in stride and winked at him.

David�s car was in the lot. Yong claimed shotgun, and they drove to In-N-Out to grab some food. The girls weren�t hungry, but they got shakes. David ordered enough food to feed an army.
�If my roommate is there with his friends, I don�t want them eating it all. If they aren�t, I won�t have any trouble getting rid of it. There�s always someone willing to take extra food off my hands,� he explained.
When they got to his room, Yong had to pause for a moment to take it in. She�d expected a standard dorm room with two beds and desks. David lived in the equivalent of a high-end hotel suite. It was much nicer than their apartment. She now understood why they called this place The Palace.
His roommate wasn�t around, so he grabbed an order of fries, put it in his roommate�s bedroom, and then sent a text. Two minutes later, three girls and a guy were at his door. David handed them the extra food and then kicked them out.
After he ate, Yong knew it was time she explained why Kat was with her.
�I�m going to take David to his room for a quick chat,� she told her roommate.
When the door closed, Yong gave him a sheepish look.
�Thanks for not making this awkward.�
�Maybe you should tell me what this is,� he suggested.
She closed the distance between them and gave him a kiss. She reached between them and felt him start to get hard.
�I�ve missed this. Mind if I take it out?� she asked.
�Please.�
Yong quickly had his pants and underwear around David�s ankles. She had him sit on the edge of the bed as she went to her knees. Yong wrapped both hands around him as she pulled his dick down toward her. She slowly leaned over his lap, and her hair and breasts brushed his thighs and knees. Then her lips touched the tip of his dick.
�That feels amazing,� he said to encourage her.
As Yong�s hands stroked his dick at a steady pace, she took the end of it into her mouth. She used her tongue to swirl around his length as she took him in deeper. Then Yong let him pop out of her mouth as she pushed his manhood skyward. She dipped lower and captured his balls in her mouth to give them attention.
David reached down and grabbed a handful of hair to guide her back up.
�I�m so close,� he warned.
Yong was still dressed, so she decided to take him back into her mouth. He groaned out his approval as his orgasm hit.
The door opened, and it was Kat.
�Your roommate came home, and ... oh, my!�

Kat


Kat had never actually seen it when she walked in on David and Yong the last time. She had guessed he was well endowed. This time, with him sitting on the edge of the bed, she was getting an eyeful. Kat felt her hands involuntarily tighten, and her mouth go dry. She pressed her knees together so she didn�t fall over.
Kat had no real frame of reference. When she�d been with Daniel, she�d never seen his dick�it had always been in the dark. She had watched some porn, but the girls at Yale said it was all just actors. Real guys didn�t have dicks that big.
What she saw took her breath away. It had to be as long as her forearm and as thick as her wrist. David�s thighs weren�t like ordinary guys�, either. He played both baseball and football. He looked like he could run for days.
�Did you want to join us?� Yong asked.
Kat blushed furiously. David barked out a deep chuckle.
�Don�t force her to do something she doesn�t want to,� he said to Yong.
Something came over Kat, right then, right away. It was as if both the good girl she�d been and the rebel Goth girl she had started to become had fused together in her head. And then the fusion vanished in an instant. In the blink of an eye, Kat was ready to move on, to become the person she wanted to be. She didn�t know who that person was, but at that moment, she didn�t care. It was enough for Kat to realize she wanted to be neither the good girl her parents had been grooming nor the girl who�d rebelled against that. Whatever she became, Kat felt now she�d never view herself in reference to her parents� wants ever again.
�No! Please fuck me. I need to be fucked. I need it,� Kat blurted out.
�Well, okay, then,� David said.
Yong got up and sat at his desk. Kat hesitated when she saw her roommate wasn�t leaving but forgot about that when he stood up and got undressed. He went to his bedside table and grabbed a condom to put on. Kat hastily threw off her clothes.
�How do you want to do this?� he asked when he was wrapped.
�Can I be on top?�
�Of course. Do you want me to go down on you first?�
�No. I want to do this now,� Kat said before she chickened out.
David lay down in the middle of the bed. Kat joined him and straddled his waist. He held up his cock so she could sink down on it. Her mouth fell open, trembling, her eyes wide.
�It�s too big, David...� she got out as she scrunched up her face in discomfort.
�Take it slow until you get used to it,� he advised.
Her hands braced against his chest to prevent herself from taking him any deeper. Even as she was struggling to take him, Kat wondered at the feel of his taut, perfect chest muscles.
As her tight channel became lubricated, her body slid further down until she had taken him all. It finally began to feel good, and Kat�s eyes snapped open in surprise.
�God, David, I love this,� she announced with wonder.
Kat looked down at him, and their eyes locked. She lifted up and sank back down, filling herself with him again. She let out her held breath when he�d filled her to the brim. David reached between them and began to play with her clit. He made slow circles to add to Kat�s pleasure as she began to really get into it.
It didn�t take long for her first orgasm to come. When it hit, she froze, but David took over and began to thrust into her depths. Kat lay down on his chest as he grabbed her hips and began to fuck her in earnest. Every few minutes, she would feel the heat and pressure build until she found yet another release.
When David finally joined her, Kat felt his length throb as he unleashed. She came so hard she was dizzy, her vision tunneled, and her whole body spasmed. He was buried to the hilt as he ground against her body in an attempt to dive deeper.
It took her a moment to come back to reality. She had just done all that in front of her roommate.
�David?� Kat asked softly, afraid of what he would think of her after begging him to fuck her.
�Yeah?�
�Thank you.�
�You�re welcome?�
�No, I mean it. That was special. I�ve never felt like that,� she said and then got a thoughtful look. �I came so many times.�
�Seven,� Yong offered and then gave them a sheepish look. �I counted.�
�So, seven then?� David asked Kat. �I might owe you some more.�
She ignored him.
�I�ve never ... come ... before,� she stammered out.
�Well, I have, and I want my turn,� Yong said, standing up.
Kat bounded off the bed and hugged her roommate.
�Thank you,� she whispered.

Kat was both jealous and awed at the sexual gymnastics that David and Yong pulled off. Yong was tall but slender and flexible enough for him to easily put her into any position he came up with. He apparently had a vivid imagination.
When they were finally done, both girls were exhausted.
�I can either take you home now or in the morning,� David offered.
�I�ve never done a sleepover with a guy before,� Kat ventured.
Yong could see through her roommate and just nodded her agreement that they would spend the night.

Chapter 34

David


After the events of last night, David thought he might have to seriously consider getting himself a girlfriend because satisfying sex was the best way he�d found to get a good night�s sleep. He woke up early and took Kat and Yong home.
The only hiccup from last night was he�d never gotten an explanation from Yong about why she�d brought Kat. Kat had made it crystal clear that they were through when she caught him in Yong�s bed. It wasn�t something he was proud of. David would admit that he may be a horse�s ass at times, but he wasn�t that horse�s ass.
Because he knew he was in the wrong, he�d quit going to the coffee shop. He also had no desire to sit down with Kat to work it out. In his mind, he�d already decided they were no longer going out before he slept with Yong. Even so, he hadn�t yet said the words to Kat; that told him he had a ways to go to become the man he wanted to be.
Internal scolding finished, he decided to skip running for the day and have breakfast at the dorm�s cafeteria instead. On his way back to the dorm from dropping the girls off, he sent a text to see if anybody wanted to join him. He shouldn�t have been surprised when Alex, Kirk, Lauren, Lindsey, and Jamie were all sitting at their table when he walked in.
When he came to the table after loading up on breakfast, he stopped because they were all staring at him.
�What? Did my dick slip out of the bottom of my shorts again?� he asked.
He lifted his tray up so he could look down. All three girls checked, which had Alex and Kirk shaking their heads.
�I thought you and the Goth Barbie barista were through,� Alex said as David placed his tray on the table.
�He had an even hotter Asian girl with him, too,� Kirk shared with David�s roommate.
�I�m going to have to seriously up my game,� Alex said thoughtfully.
�I think you can get a discount on the second one down at the corner,� Lauren chirped.
David gave her a fist bump for burning Alex, whose contention was that it was easier to pay for it than to have to track a girl down for sex. It was a case of having too much money and no common sense, in David�s opinion.
�As much as we want to have an intervention with Alex concerning his hooker addiction, we need to hear about last night,� Lindsey said.
�It was no big deal. That was Kat and her roommate. Yong was there to help Kat and me talk some things out,� David said.
�If you mean ... and I quote... �No. Fuck me now. Fuck me!�� Alex overshared with an admittedly good impression of what Kat had sounded like. �Then I guess you did.�
David looked at each one of them in turn. They were waiting for him to clarify what had happened.
�Welp,� he said and then shut his mouth.
Suddenly, he had a brilliant idea.
�Not that this topic hasn�t been fun, but I was wondering if you all would like to go with me to my condo in Canada to go skiing for spring break?� he asked.
Before they could get him back on the previous topic, he provided a travel guide to what they would experience in Whistler, British Columbia.
It was just a two-hour drive from Vancouver, where two large ski resorts had combined to make the behemoth that was Whistler Blackcomb. It was one of the largest and most sought-after ski vacation spots on earth, ranking up there with the best resorts in Europe and the United States.
It featured one run that descended more than 5,200 feet. It was the second-longest vertical drop on the continent. Besides the world-class terrain, there was everything from fine dining to low-key watering holes.
�I already bought lift tickets for the week. And I would provide transportation to and from, along with lodging. I have a condo that I rent as an Airbnb that sleeps 16. It also has most of the gear you would need,� David explained.
They kept a closet full of skis and accessories for guests who didn�t bring their own. Part of the deal was that they held a security deposit to cover the cost of replacing any missing or damaged equipment.
�When do you have to know?� Alex asked.
�Soon. I want to lock everything in so I don�t have to worry about it,� David said.
�Don�t you mean that Lexi told you to get her a list like yesterday?� Kirk teased.
She had given David a ration of shit because he�d fallen down on telling her who was going. But he would never admit to that, so he ignored Kirk�s jab.
�I might have to go back to Colombia that week to try out for the national soccer team. Otherwise, I would love to go,� Alex shared.
David made a mental note to ask what that would mean for Alex. Was it possible he would stay in Colombia if he won a spot?
They all had to think about it, so David gave them Lexi�s contact information and told them they had until the end of the day to decide. He was in no mood to play middleman. For him, it would have been a no-brainer.
David timed it so that when they wanted to come back to their original discussion�about his threesome last night�it was time for him to go to class.

David had Alyssa�s coffee waiting for her when she came to class. He noticed her eyes were bloodshot, and it looked like she�d been crying.
�Hey, you want to get out of here?�
�What?� Alyssa asked, caught off guard.
�Is that creepy? I don�t want to sound creepy. I�ve been working on that. Do you want to get out of here and grab a cup of coffee?� David asked.
�Based on what? Just grab a cup of coffee? I have coffee,� Alyssa said.
�What else are you doing now?�
�Besides fighting the urge to run away from you? We have class.�
�Great. We�ve established that if it weren�t for class and you didn�t run away from me, you�d have coffee with me,� David said as he gave her his winning smile.
�I guess?� she said as more of a question than an answer.
David turned to the guy behind him.
�Hey, we�re bailing. Can you send me the video of today�s class?�
�Sure.�
�Pack your stuff; we�re skipping class.�
They were almost to the door when Professor Scarpa walked in.
�I�m making Alyssa skip,� David shared as they walked out.

They found a tree on the quad to sit under.
�Tell me what�s wrong,� David urged.
�Why would I tell you?�
�Because you don�t know me well, and I don�t have a dog in this fight. Plus, I�m a good listener.�
�My boyfriend cheated on me,� Alyssa shared. �And he wasn�t the first.�
�Boyfriend that cheated on you?�
�They�ve all been horse�s asses. Well, they don�t start out that way. They must just get comfortable and unmask themselves.�
�As horse�s asses?� David asked.
�Yes, the worst. I guess my selection process needs some work. It�s just that every guy I get attached to turns out to be ... ya know.�
�Am I in danger of turning into a horse�s ass?� David asked.
�Oh, no! With you, it�s no secret,� Alyssa said confidently.
�Well, then, we�re okay, right?� David asked.
�I have no idea what I�m doing when it comes to picking guys.�
�If you know whatever you�re doing now isn�t working, why don�t you change it?� David asked.
�Well...� Alyssa started and then looked down.
�Is that a question only a horse�s ass would ask?� David asked, which made Alyssa giggle.
�Sorry. I�ve been mean to you.�
�It�s all right. I can handle it,� David said.
Alyssa turned to him and looked at him like she was seeing him for the first time.
�Why did you pick me?� she asked.
�For what?� David asked.
�To sit by and be a pest. I was trying to just take my class in peace. You could be friends with anyone because ... ya know.�
�You want the honest answer?� he asked.
She nodded.
�You looked right past me.�
Alyssa gave him a confused look.
�You do know who I am, don�t you?� David asked.
�You�re the actor guy, and apparently, you think you�re a baseball player as well.�
�I�ve had to become more careful because of my fame. I figured you were the most likely to become my friend for me and not what I appear to be,� he explained.
�A horse�s ass?� she asked.
�A horse�s ass that�s smarter than you are.�
�And a pest,� Alyssa grumped.
David smiled.
�I have an idea. Do you want to go on spring break with me?�
�You�re so weird. Why would I want to go on spring break with you?�
�Because you need to get out of town and away from all this. Plus, you�ll get to hang out with my friends. And if you think I�m a horse�s ass, I don�t have anything on that group,� David said.
�Right now, that�s probably a great idea. Count me in,� Alyssa said to floor him.
She didn�t even ask where they were going.
�Great! I�ll have my PA call you and fill you in on the details.�
�PA?�
�Personal assistant ... famous, remember?� he said with a smile.
�How could I forget?�
�You all better now?� David asked.
She thought about it for a moment and then smiled. He sent Lexi a text with Alyssa�s information. His work here was done.

When David arrived at football practice, there was a note in his locker telling him he would work with the defensive backs today. Monday, it had been linebackers, and Tuesday, he�d played some defensive end. It looked like Coach Farrow wanted to try him out at different positions.
After they�d warmed up, Coach Merritt, the defensive backs coach, pulled them together.
�Today, we see what you�re made of. A defensive back�s greatest challenge is to cover a receiver man-to-man in both press and off-man.
�The offense has graciously offered their receivers to test each of you,� the coach revealed.
David�s teammates perked up, letting him know this was one of their favorite drills.
While the other players got started, the coach pulled David aside.
�I know we�re throwing you to the wolves, making you cover a wide receiver, because you�re a big guy. I imagine that if you end up playing linebacker, you�ll cover players more your size.�
He was talking about tight ends who were generally bigger because they also were expected to help block. David just nodded.
�Let�s talk about your off-man stance. As a linebacker, they teach you to square up. What I want you to do is drop whichever foot is nearest the sideline so the toe of the dropped foot is behind the heel of the up foot. This will feel more natural to you, being a bigger guy.
�Also, bend at your waist instead of at your knees. It�ll put you in a more relaxed position, and when you do that, your front knee will naturally unlock, so you�re ready to make a football move.�
The coach then showed David how to get into position. He had him bend at the waist and drop his hands like he was tying his shoes while keeping his back level. Then he had David pull his hands up so they were even with his knees. The final adjustment was to raise his chest just a bit, with his head up.
The press-man stance, where you squared up with the receiver, was closer to the linebacker stance he�d already learned.
David appreciated Coach Merritt showing him different techniques. When they were done, he was sent to join the rotation.

They started with the defensive backs off-man, meaning they lined up seven yards downfield for the drill. David watched the guys in front of him to see what they did and hear what the coaches were telling them.
�Keep inside leverage! Don�t let him cross your face!�
David had to chuckle because his buddy Bill had just owned the guy right in front of David.
He was now up. He got into his stance and saw he was up against a little jitterbug of a receiver. David knew that the kid wouldn�t want to get physical but would try to use his quickness to get open. He also knew that the defender in front of him had been chastised for letting Bill get inside position. Once that happened, the quarterback had a clean throwing lane to get the receiver the ball.
�Go!� was called.
David began to backpedal because the jitterbug had burst off the line. If David had stood and waited for the wide-out to get to him, the guy would have just run past him. When they got close, he read the receiver�s center mass instead of falling for his head fake to cut inside. The receiver planned to sidestep David and sprint past him outside.
When they were almost even, David flipped his hips so he could run with Mr. Speedy.
�Ball!�
That let him know the pass was in the air. Mr. Speedy looked back and was surprised when he saw David running stride-for-stride with him. When the receiver�s hands inched up, David looked back and spotted the ball. He used his big paw to swat it out of reach.
The USC offensive players were offended that someone as big as he was could hold his own. What they didn�t know was that he�d been brought in to play defensive back a few times in high school when his team had faced receivers the regular starters couldn�t handle.
David had the time of his life with the drill because when challenged, he excelled. He did let Bill slip past him with a nifty swim move, which caught his coaches� attention. Otherwise, he owned the receiver corps.
When practice was over, he felt good about football for the first time since he�d come to USC. David had no doubt that he would eventually get to show what he could do under center, but if he had to, David could play defense and do it well.

Chapter 35

Crystal


Crystal�s phone rang. It was her mom.
�Are you ready for tomorrow?� her mom asked.
�Yes, I am. Andres has promised to get the whole baseball team to show up, and I got both the Trojan Dance Force and Song Girls to commit to coming,� Crystal ticked off.
The Trojan Dance Force had been modeled after professional NBA and NFL dance teams. They�d been called USC�s version of the Laker Girls. They performed routines that focused on hip-hop and jazz dance at USC home basketball games.
The USC Song Girls were referred to as �The Ambassadors of the University of Southern California.� They cheered and danced at Trojan athletic sporting events, as well as at the Heritage Hall �jock rallies� on Friday afternoons before all USC home football games. They also performed at other activities for alumni and the university. The girls were involved in charity work, so they were easy to convince to come out and help.
�Is the actor still going to be your DJ?�
�He promised to be there as soon as he gets out of class. He did us a favor by letting us pick out the music. I hate to think what he listened to back on the farm,� Crystal carped.
�Who did you put in charge of that?�
�Milena. And get this: she went heavy with Euro Techno.�
�I hope you made her change it.�
�What do you think? I got my inability to suffer fools from you, after all,� Crystal said.
�Yeah, I don�t do well with them, either.�
�My point exactly, Mom.�
�So, it�s all sorted out?�
�It�s all good. Once Milena figured out that she wasn�t back in Armenia, she got it together,� Crystal assured her mom.
�I thought she�s American.�
�Well, she is, but sometimes I wonder,� Crystal said.
She and her mom chatted for a bit longer, and then Crystal had to get back to work. The next day�s fundraiser was part of her grand plan to become the president of the Panhellenic Council. Doing well with the fundraiser would give her a leg up.

�Careful with that,� Milena ordered John.
While Crystal was grateful that John had come, he hadn�t been pleased to find that she wanted him to help set up and not be a DJ. She, in turn, was unhappy that Matt wasn�t there helping. When she�d texted him to find where he was, he hadn�t responded.
It wasn�t the first time Crystal had wondered why she was dating him. Matt was affectionate, though a bit too clingy; had an unimpressive but decent cock; and had an unimpressive but decent ability to last for longer than a minute in bed. Those, and the fact that he was into her, had her hanging on to him.
Crystal had a type: men who were going to make something of themselves. The campus was full of directionless posers who talked a good game, but when push came to shove, they were more into partying and skirt-chasing than making something of themselves.
She�d heard that people thought she was only looking for a payday. They said that was why she had dumped her last boyfriend when he�d hurt his knee, and it became apparent he would never play professional basketball. The truth was that while Tim Carlyle had been everything she was looking for, once he got hurt, he changed. The happy, outgoing guy she knew had disappeared as he wallowed in self-pity.
The deal-breaker had come when he�d raised his hand to her. Her father had been abusive to her mother when she was younger. Crystal vividly remembered what had happened. Finally, her mother had kicked him to the curb. So, when Tim hit her, she ended it.
The next guy she�d been interested in had been Ridge Townsend. That one wasn�t all her fault. Ridge was dating a girl who he�d been seeing since high school. Crystal met Penny at a party, and Penny had introduced her to Ridge. Looking back, it had been a setup so that they could invite her back for a threesome. Ridge had been very attentive, and if she hadn�t known about Penny, she would have never guessed that Ridge was in a committed relationship.
Crystal had decided to go to another party before Ridge and Penny could execute their plan. She did see him the following week on campus. He�d chatted her up, and Crystal had started to wonder if maybe he wasn�t as attached to Penny as everyone seemed to think.
After that, Ridge would turn up and talk to her every so often. Over three weeks, she began to think that he might be someone she would like to be with. Then one day, he invited her to his apartment. Shortly after they�d arrived, though, Penny came in. At that point, Crystal figured it out and left.
Crystal had heard the rumors going around that she�d been the one chasing Ridge, and she didn�t like them. The kicker, though, had been the realization that Penny had no idea that he�d been pursuing Crystal since that party. When she�d left, Penny had been screaming at Ridge. Crystal had decided Penny could keep him. Men were such jerks sometimes.
Next had been Andres on the baseball team. He�d made his interest in her clear, but she�d never followed through. He was a nice enough guy, but he had a reputation as a partier. Hell, the whole baseball team did. He also was always around Mason, who was a class-A horndog.
Recently, Andres had invited her and her sorority over to the Baseball House for a party. He�d promised there wouldn�t be a repeat of last time. That was where Mason had announced, �I�m going to fuck you like you�ve been begging a man to fuck you for your entire life!� Crystal had gathered her sorority at that point, and everyone had gone home, vowing to never come back.
Crystal had held firm until Andres mentioned that David A. Dawson was now on the baseball team. She�d been having lunch with Milena, who�d begged her to change her mind about the ban. She�d relented, and the girls had had a good time. The baseball team was still a bunch of man-whores, but they were big, athletic man-whores who were good between the sheets. It gave the girls in her sorority a chance to do stuff they would never get away with when going to a frat party. Alpha Mu had a reputation to maintain, after all.
Crystal had thought about dating Andres for about a minute, but she had come to realize he was like every other guy at USC, with little or no ambition. She looked into the future and saw he would be back home working in an auto parts store after college. That was not the life Crystal planned for herself.
When she started dating Matt, she quickly recognized that he would never hit her or cheat. David had asked her why she was seeing him because he felt that Andres was a better match. It all came down to her assessment that Matt was the safer bet. As the starting quarterback, he was all but assured of making it to the NFL. Besides, while he was a work in progress, he was trainable.
The safe bet was going to get his butt kicked, though, if he didn�t show up to help her soon.

By the time David showed up to DJ, there was a crowd beginning to form. Milena had on a headset and was busy teaching everyone how to download the app they needed for the silent dance party.
�Hey, Crystal,� David said agreeably. �What do you need me to do?�
She showed him how everything worked and explained that the app gave the users thirty minutes before they had to donate again. Crystal had planned to have the various USC dance groups stagger their arrivals, with each one showing up just as the thirty-minute allotments were due to expire. This would encourage people to give money for another half hour. Each dance group had said they would stay for at least thirty minutes.
He got the first thirty-minute block kicked off.
�Hey, everybody. I�m David, and this is my fine assistant, Milena. If you have any requests, talk to her, since I plan to be dancing to this set. Now get your butts out here, and let�s do this.�
It was funny to see twenty people all head-bobbing to what looked like imaginary music. David saw their hesitancy to start dancing. To solve that, he picked out a girl to join him in front of the stage. Once the ice was broken, several girls joined them. It didn�t take long for the guys to figure out that David needed some help, so they found dance partners.
Five minutes before the first break, Crystal pulled David from his current dance partners. She quickly introduced him to the Trojan Dance Force. They explained that they wanted to do a routine before joining in with everyone, dancing. They gave Milena a phone, which she plugged into the DJ equipment so she could play their song.
Crystal knew the day was going to be a success when most everyone who had bought into the first time slot signed up again. The crowd had grown to over a hundred people by the time David introduced the girls and their routine. When they were done, he stopped the music for a moment.
�I want to quickly thank the Trojan Dance Force. I was told before the break that they would be here for the next thirty minutes, and they�re looking for some brave men to step up and dance with them. Milena has told me that you can expect some serious booty-shaking,� he said and paused. �And guys�that includes you!�
That was Milena�s cue as David turned his back to the crowd and began to shake what Mother Nature had given him. Trojan Dance Force couldn�t be outdone, so it didn�t take long before the heat turned up with the moves that were on display.
That was when David�s friend Tracy arrived with a camera girl.
�This is great. Get some establishment shots of people dancing,� Tracy ordered her videographer.

By the time the dance ended at four o�clock, the campus police had estimated that there were close to twenty-five hundred people dancing on the quad. Crystal signaled for David to wrap it up.
�Before we go, I want to recognize a few people. First, thank you all for raising so much money for the Panhellenic Council�s scholarship fund. I want to give a shout-out to Trojan Dance Force and the USC Song Girls for their awesome contributions to the afternoon. I think we all learned some dance moves from them today. And I want to give a special shout-out to the USC baseball team for taking time out from preparing for their game with Washington tonight to provide their support.
�Give it up for the Alpha Mu sorority for organizing the dance along with all the other sororities that had booths today. I want to give a special thanks to Milena Ghazaryan for volunteering to be my sidekick. Finally, let�s give a hand to Crystal Knaggy for taking charge and getting this all organized.
�I hope to see you all at tonight�s baseball game. Go Trojans!� David yelled.
Crystal had asked several of the dancers how they had heard about the event. The majority had found out through David�s social media. The next time she wanted to get a crowd to something, she would have to get him to help.
�Thanks, David, for being our DJ,� Crystal said before he left.
�It was for a good cause. I couldn�t have done it without Milena, though. She picked out music that was fun to dance to,� David said.
�I just heard that Phi Sigs are having a party tonight to celebrate all the sororities� success today. Why don�t you come?� Crystal asked.
�Please do. It�ll be fun,� Milena added.
�I have a baseball game and then plan to work on my batting after. I do have two tickets if you�d like to come to the game,� David offered.
�I can�t, but I would bet Milena would love to,� Crystal said, playing matchmaker.
David gave Crystal a raised eyebrow and then turned to Milena.
�Every Friday night, I cook dinner at my friends� house. Usually, a couple of my teammates join us. I�m sure one more wouldn�t be a problem. We could also see if someone wants to join you at the game,� David offered.
�I�d like that,� Milena said.
�I usually pick the guys up at the dorm. Do you want me to swing by and pick you up too?� David asked.
�I live in the sorority house.�
�It�s a date,� Crystal said with a satisfied smile.
David just gave Crystal a slow, singular nod. Then he headed back to his dorm.
As soon as he was out of sight, Milena began to bounce around.
�I have a date with David Dawson!� she squealed.
Crystal could see Milena was not going to be any use to her breaking down the booth.
�Get out of here and go get ready.�
She didn�t have to tell her roommate twice. Milena bolted for the sorority.
�Hey, Babe,� Crystal heard and turned around to find Matt with a couple of his fellow football players. �Sorry, I got busy, but I figured you might need help cleaning up.�
Maybe he wasn�t utterly useless today.
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Chapter 36

David


David picked up Milena, and they took a trip to the grocery store. He let her pick out steaks while he hit the deli and produce aisles to figure out what would go with them. David spotted fresh asparagus, so he grabbed a couple of bunches, along with two lemons. At the deli, he bought pasta salad and baked beans.
They then picked up Allard and Seamus, both of whom knew Milena from the Baseball House parties with Alpha Mu, so no introductions were needed. When they arrived at the townhouse, they could hear Precious complaining. Someone had gotten smart and put her in her crate before leaving for the day. Her pitiful cries had Milena feeling sorry for her.
�You�re just the cutest,� Milena cooed.
�That�s Precious. She�s a straight-up badass,� Allard shared.
�But she wants out of her crate,� Milena said.
�Of course she does. She can�t make you bleed if she�s in there,� Allard speculated.
�Are you a bad kitty? No? You just want some loving. I think we�re going to be friends,� Milena predicted.
�Don�t be stark ravers. That cat is mental,� Seamus said, adding his doubt about letting Precious out.
�It�ll be okay,� Milena said as she reached for the latch.
�What are you doing!?� David barked.

Everyone was on the roof, sitting around the table as David cooked. They all had stunned looks on their faces as David tried to hold in his chuckles.
�That was different. Precious just blasted out of her crate and pissed right on you. I�ve never heard of a cat pissing in someone�s face before,� Milena said to Seamus.
David couldn�t hold it in any longer and erupted with a belly laugh. Seamus glared at him. David would�ve bet a large sum of money that Seamus would have preferred that Precious had clawed him.
�Uh,� Milena continued. �Sorry, you really took the brunt of it. I would�ve guessed you had better reflexes since you play baseball.�
�Do you think that was a defense mechanism that she pissed right in your face? Does that go back to caveman times?� Allard asked.
Seamus turned his glare on Allard, who was trying valiantly to hold in his laughter.
�I�m really sorry. I should�ve listened to David,� Milena said to apologize for the tenth time.
David didn�t think Seamus bought it because she would break out in giggles every so often. David now knew what his mom was talking about when she said a house smelled like cat piss.
Cassidy and Pam joined them on the roof.
�Who let Precious out?� Cassidy asked.
�I�ll tell you later,� David said. He introduced the girls to Milena. Then he had a question. �Where�s Tracy?�
�She�s busy working on her interviews from today. Channel 11 plans to pick up her coverage of the fundraiser as filler,� Pam answered.
�That�s great news. I hope Tracy has footage of some of my better dance moves.�
David ignored their snarky responses about how well they thought he could dance. He decided to change the topic.
�I have an extra ticket for tonight�s game.�
Both Pam and Cassidy put together that Milena was taking the other seat. They wanted to talk to her because David was showing interest in her. David worried they might duke it out, but they decided on a game of rock-paper-scissors. Cassidy won.

David dropped the girls off at the Will Call booth so that they could get their tickets. He then pulled around to the players parking area. As the three guys walked toward the door, David had a question.
�Did Milena ever hook up with anyone at the Baseball House?�
Allard and Seamus looked at each other.
�Before you make a smart comment, I have more than enough dirt on both of you to make your lives miserable,� David threatened.
�You�ll not be having anything on me, yeah?� Seamus asked or said; David wasn�t really sure. The Irish confused him.
�Do you want to be known as �cat-piss boy� for the rest of your life?� David asked.
Allard had roomed with David when they tried out for Team USA a couple of summers ago. He already had figured out that the shenanigans he�d gotten into then were better left unsaid.
�I honestly don�t know. It wasn�t like I kept track of who did what with the Alpha Mus,� Allard finally said.
�I was busy,� Seamus said with a smirk.
David suspected that if anyone had hooked up with Milena, one of them would have heard. It wasn�t like there were many secrets within this team.
They walked into the locker room where Andres was talking to the press. When David got to his locker, Tracy was there.
�Why aren�t you with the rest of the press corps?�
�They haven�t figured out yet that you�re the story on this team. I was hoping you would give me a couple of quotes.�
�How about you just write something and attribute it to me?� David suggested.
�You�re so lazy sometimes.�
�I�m about to change,� he warned her.
That didn�t faze her, so he did just that. Tracy was fine until Seamus took David�s lead and started to get undressed. David�s reporter friend decided she would get a quote later. Andres came over and stopped and sniffed the air.
�What is that smell?�
�Jaysus Christ, keep your yap shut,� Seamus said as he went to take a shower.
�Don�t ask,� was all David said to Andres.
�I�ll let it go for now, but he smelled like he rolled around in cat piss.�
David couldn�t help but laugh. He made a zipping motion over his lips and grabbed his gear to head to the dugout.

When USC came up in the bottom of the third, they were in growing shock that an honest-to-goodness pitching battle had broken out. The games so far had pretty much seemed to be more like batting practice. To date, USC had averaged just under eight runs a game.
Washington�s pitcher had struck out the side in the first two innings. To his credit, Rex had only allowed them one hit so far against the Trojans.
Leading off USC�s half of the inning was Scott, the Trojans� left fielder. He was one of the players Coach Burris had been working with, and he�d started to see the ball better. Scott had become good at battling pitchers. He worked the count to three and two and then hit four straight foul balls.
The Huskies� pitcher tried to get him out with a big sweeping curveball but put it in the dirt a foot in front of the plate. Scott hustled to first as the catcher tried to track down the ball that had slipped between his legs. Coach Hob was waving his arm to indicate that Scott should run to second.
Washington�s bench was going crazy, pointing to where the ball was. The idiot had pulled his mask off, and it had landed on the baseball, covering it. Scott was halfway to second when their catcher uncovered the wayward ball. He didn�t bother trying to throw Scott out.
Micah was up and crowded the plate. Washington�s pitcher threw inside to brush him back and clipped his forearm. Micah could tell it wasn�t intentional, so he trotted to first without comment.
Seamus came to the plate. Since he�d walked on, he was probably USC�s most improved hitter. He crowded the plate, knowing that the Huskies� pitcher wouldn�t risk coming inside. Seamus did his job by making the Washington pitcher work. In the end, the guy blew a fastball by Seamus to get the strikeout.
David was up. The last few pitches showed that the Washington pitcher had gotten over whatever had caused him to allow the first two Trojans to reach base. David expected to see his best stuff, though David hadn�t necessarily expected the pitcher to challenge him.
On the first pitch, the Huskies� hurler threw probably his hardest fastball of this game right down the center of the plate. If David hadn�t dropped into the zone and reacted as soon as the ball left the pitcher�s hand, it would have gotten by him. David focused on taking a level swing and let the ball speed take care of how far he hit it.
At the sound of the bat striking the ball, the Huskies� pitcher�s head snapped around, and he watched the towering shot go down the first base line. David slowed down when he was almost to first because he wanted to see whether it would stay fair. When it cleared the fence just inside the foul pole, the first-base umpire signaled a home run. As David rounded the bases, the pitcher stared David down.
�That�s all you�re getting today, Dawson,� he challenged.
�We�ll see,� David shot back.
David made it back to the dugout and received congratulations from his teammates. One of the team managers tracked him down to let him know that he now led the team in both RBIs and home runs. Not bad for not playing most of the first games.
Rex tired in the seventh and gave two back to make the score 3�2, Trojans.
Their opponents� pitcher had shut the rest of David�s teammates down to this point. So, when David came up first, the Huskies� pitcher had an intense look. David took his spot in the box and focused on the task at hand. The first two pitches were sent as a message, resulting in David dusting himself off from hitting the dirt to avoid getting drilled.
One of David�s greatest strengths was that he�d learned to play in the moment. He had the ability to forget what had just happened and focus on what he had to do right now. That didn�t mean he didn�t strategize. What it meant was that David didn�t worry that he might catch the next pitch in the ear.
He settled into his usual stance and waited for the pitch. The pitcher shook off his catcher twice. David guessed he wanted to throw his big curve. None of USC�s hitters had been able to handle it so far. David had hit a home run off his fastball, so it made sense he would go with what was working for him.
When the ball left the pitcher�s hand, David held up for a fraction of a second to adjust for the slower speed of the curveball. If it had been a fastball, David would never have hit it. Instead, he saw the rotation of the ball as it came to the plate and knew he�d guessed right. This time, instead of just meeting the ball with his bat, he ripped it through the zone to create the energy required to smash it. David sent a towering shot to left field.
He made a little hop as he went down the first base line. David watched the ball leave the park. When he saw it was good, he put his head down and ran the bases to make the score 4�2, which was how the game ended.

After the game, David had been called to the press room to answer questions with Coach Deneau. He smiled when he saw Tracy in the back with both Cassidy and Milena.
Coach Deneau started by giving a brief description of the game. He made a point of complimenting Washington. Then it was time for the press to ask their questions.
Chip:Chip Wagner, Channel 10 Sports. David Dawson just took the team lead in both home runs and RBIs. What does it mean to the team for a freshman to be the leader in both categories?
Coach Deneau:I think the real question is why he wasn�t in the lineup from the beginning. With his bat, we could have probably won a few of the games we lost.
Chip:When was the last time you had a freshman lead your team?
Coach Deneau:I don�t think age matters when you have talent. David might honestly be the best player I�ve ever coached. He just sees the ball better than anyone else. Take that curveball he hit to seal the game. All our guys struggled with that pitch tonight, and for good reason. That might be a major-league-caliber pitcher we faced. He would have won tonight�s game if he hadn�t met an even better player in Dawson.
The questions continued until it was announced that there was only time for one more. David pointed to Tracy, who hadn�t gotten a chance to ask anything yet.
Tracy:Tracy Dole, the Daily Trojan. David, be your biggest critic. What do you need to do to improve?
David:I have to be more a student of the game. You only get so much time on the field to be focused in a live setting. My teammates and I get more comfortable with each other the more we play together. I personally learn something every time I step out there.
I also want to become better at playing center field and knowing where to go with the ball when it�s hit to me. That will come with more playing time.
Tracy:Why is that?
David:I�ve only played center field for about a year. I�d always played shortstop until a scout in the Cubs organization suggested the position change.
Tracy:Why don�t they have you pitching? It�s my understanding that you even pitched in the Pan Am games.
David laughed.
David:I hardly have enough time as it is with school, football, and baseball. I can�t just pick up a ball and pitch at this level. Pitching takes constant practice.
When it was over, he went to find Tracy.
�Thanks. Not everyone got to ask questions,� Tracy said.
�You�ll always get one if David is in the room,� Cassidy said.
�Did they play your interviews from the fundraiser today?� David asked.
�They did. I sent your publicist the raw footage. He said he would work it up and see if he can get more outlets to show it. He said he might get it on TMZ,� Tracy shared.
�I�ll have to find out if they have a GoFundMe page that people can donate to,� David said.
�I�ll let Crystal know. That�s a great idea,� Milena said.
Tracy had to go write a quick article for the Daily Trojan. Cassidy decided to track down her rowing crew, leaving David and Milena together.

David left his protective bodysuit on but changed out of his baseball uniform and replaced it with shorts and a t-shirt. The bodysuit was prudent, just in case he clipped himself with a foul ball.
When he was dressed, David took Milena to the batting cage so he could talk to her as he practiced.
�This isn�t how you planned your night going, was it?� David asked.
Milena giggled.
�That giggle,� David thought. It made his dick hard. How could one giggle convey so much? It sounded playful, sweet, and innocent, all wrapped up into one, with an underlying sexiness. If David could make her giggle like that in bed, he knew he could turn it into moans of lust. That would lead to all kinds of fun.
Milena had to be about five-eight with the brownest eyes he�d ever seen. She�d brushed her brown hair back in a casual, messy style that said she didn�t really care because Milena knew she was damn sexy and didn�t have to try. And her body. Damn! She�d been a major distraction when they DJed together.
David was pulled back into the moment when her phone rang. He could tell something was wrong. She looked up at him.
�Crystal says Matt�s drunk and is mouthing off to the Deltas. They�re going to kick his butt.�
�Tell her we�re on our way,� David said.

David took Milena through the locker room so he could grab his keys. They ran out to his car, and she directed him to the party at the Phi Sig house.
�Can�t Matt handle a few frat boys?� David asked.
�The Deltas have a bad reputation. They�re the rugby house, and if Matt isn�t careful, they�ll kick the crap out of him,� Milena said to clue David in on what he was facing.
When they pulled up to the party, it looked like a war zone. Several different groups were fighting. David spotted Crystal crying on the front steps. When they came to a stop, she ran to the car.
�You have to help Matt. Three Deltas are beating the shit out of him.�
Crystal pointed around the side of the house.
�Come with me. I might need your help to get Matt to the car while I hold them off,� David said as he jumped out of the car and jogged around the side of the house.
Matt was surrounded by three guys. He was bleeding over his left eye, and his right arm was down like his ribs were injured. The Deltas appeared to know what they were doing. The one closest to David was at least six-six and had to weigh close to three hundred pounds. He had arms thicker than David�s thighs. The next guy was about five-ten and was very quick and wiry. He clearly knew how to fight. The last guy was overweight and huffing like a freight train. He was nearly done.
The big guy reached out with his giant paw and tossed Matt against the house. The little wiry guy began to throw a flurry of punches to devastating effect. Matt was covering up the best he could, but David could tell that it wasn�t going well.
The overweight guy was bleeding from his nose. Matt must have smacked him pretty good. The big guy sent a vicious hook into Matt�s ribs, and you could hear him grunt deep down. It was the kind of grunt you heard when you hit someone, and it did serious damage.
�Who�s the major douchetard now, smart mouth? You and your girl Crystal, with her blown-out pussy, can stretch your lips around my fat cock,� the little guy said with an evil grin.
Matt made a lunge at his tormentor, but the big guy hit him again in the ribs. It took Matt to his knees.
�That taught him some manners,� the mountain of a man said.
David didn�t hesitate. The big guy was nearest him and the most significant danger. If he hit Matt again like that, Matt would be done. David gave the guy a roundhouse kick that caught him in the ear. The big guy�s head snapped to the side, and he went down like someone had turned the power off. Contrary to what movies show, David had to strike him extremely hard to drop him with a single shot.
David stepped around the big guy, and before the heavyset Delta realized someone new had joined the fight, David punched him in the kidney. He fell to the ground, writhing in pain.
The wiry guy arched his back and instinctively dropped his nearest arm back to protect his back after witnessing what David had just done. David grabbed his thumb, pulled his arm back and up, and the guy screamed. His shoulder was all but popped out of its socket. David pushed the little guy into the wall and heard a sickening smack as the guy�s nose broke from the impact. The three Deltas were out of the fight.
�Get Matt to the car,� David ordered Crystal.
She was in hysterics.
�Matt, Matt, Matt, are you okay? Baby, are you hurt?�
Matt struggled to get up with Crystal�s help. He stumbled, and David caught his other arm to help steady him. He shrugged David off.
�Really!� David thought as he stepped back.
When they cleared the side of the house, they could see that several girls had piled into the back of David�s car. David looked in at Milena, and she just shrugged while Crystal helped Matt into the passenger side. David was headed around the back of the car when he was tackled by another Delta.
�The fuck!?� David yelled as he sprawled across the concrete.
Now he was pissed as he turned around and saw the idiot who�d knocked him down. The guy was built like a linebacker.
�Go! Leave him!� Matt barked.
David glanced at his car and saw Crystal in the driver�s seat.
�You can�t leave him,� Milena said.
�Go now!� Matt ordered Crystal.
David stood there in shock as they pulled away. He turned on the guy who had tackled him. The look David gave must have been terrifying because the guy held his hands up and backed away.
�Fuck!� David yelled as he began his walk back to the baseball field to get his clothes.

When he got back, Milena pulled up in his car.
�I�d hoped you were here,� she said as she got out and handed him his keys. �Crystal didn�t stop until she got Matt to the emergency room. I dropped off the girls at the house.�
�You left me to get the hell beat out of me,� David calmly said.
�I called a Phi Sig I know, and he told me that you scared the crap out of the Delta who�d tackled you, and then you left,� she explained.
�You should probably warn Crystal that the next time I see Matt, I plan to do more damage than those wimpy Deltas,� David said, dead serious.
Milena�s eyes got big because she had expected him to rant and rave. This cold, calculating look scared her.
�Are you serious?�
�Right now, I am. If Matt stays away from me for a while, I�ll probably let it go,� David admitted. �He�s still a pussy, though.�
�Are you mad at me?� she asked tentatively.
�No. I heard you tell Crystal not to go. But that doesn�t mean the whole night hasn�t put me in a bad mood. Let me get a shower and change, and I�ll take you home.�
�For what it�s worth, if I�d known how this would go down tonight, I would never have asked you to help Matt,� Milena said.
David shrugged it off. He had long gotten past playing the �what if� game. Its only use was to learn to not make the same mistake, but it didn�t help to dwell on it. Shit had already happened. What mattered now was how you acted after the fact.
Milena had at least come back and faced him. He noticed that Matt and Crystal were nowhere to be found. They probably had the excuse that he was in the hospital, getting treatment.
David decided right then that he was done playing nice with Matt, as well as with the bullshit of his having to play defense.
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Chapter 37

David


Having slept on what had transpired the night before, David was still upset. His usual MO when he would get mad would be to, after some time, get over it and move on. Matt�s betrayal by having Crystal drive off and leave him to get an ass-kicking was too much to stomach. Especially after David had come running to save Matt.
His first instinct was to track Matt down and finish the job the Deltas had started. His best friend growing up, Tami Glade, had taught him that he should ignore his first instinct because it was always wrong. In this case, he might make an exception to that particular rule. It was probably best that the next football practice wasn�t until Monday. If he saw Matt today, it might not end well.
It wasn�t only Matt and Crystal who had him upset. Coach Clayton�s coaching methods had him playing defense, for Christ�s sake. In every fiber of his being, David knew that if he were given a fair shot to play quarterback, he would beat Matt out for the starting job.
Bill was right; it had been a mistake to come to USC. If it weren�t for his family, he would have picked up the phone and gone to Ohio State or one of several other destinations. If UCLA wasn�t such a mess, he might have considered going there.
For David, playing defense wasn�t the worst outcome. He�d actually agreed to it with the understanding that he would be given a scholarship when one became available. However, the scholarship hadn�t come through; the head football coach seemed to be deliberately withholding it.
It wasn�t really the money that upset David, though; it was the sense of betrayal. Breaking his word to him told David that USC�s head football coach couldn�t be trusted, that the man was only looking out for himself. At that point, all talk of doing what was best for the team went out the window.
Bill was an excellent example of how this made USC a toxic place to play ball. You were told that everyone had a shot at playing time. That if you did what was asked of you, put in the effort, and excelled in practice, you would be rewarded. When the coaches had their own agenda, though, it often meant that the best player didn�t get to see the field on game day.
David decided that before he ran himself in circles and tied himself into knots over all this, he should call together what he liked to call his �brain trust.� His mom, dad, uncle, and grandmother were all members of his inner circle of trust. They were all people that he went to when he had big decisions to make. He could count on them to give him sound advice and not just tell him what he wanted to hear. Plus, they had more worldly experience than David had to this point. They might see something he was missing.
With that in mind, he invited them to dinner at the townhouse. He also asked Lexi because she would end up being involved in whatever happened. David then called around and got extra tickets from his fellow players so as to have enough for whoever wanted to watch him play baseball tonight.

David was doing his stats homework when there was a knock at his bedroom door.
�It�s open!� he called out.
Alex came in and sprawled out on David�s bed like he owned it.
�Get comfortable,� David quipped.
�Thanks, man,� Alex shot back.
�What�s up?�
�I wanted to give you the heads-up that I�m withdrawing from school. I�ll be leaving tomorrow,� Alex said.
�Does that mean you�ll be on the Colombian National team?�
�Looks like it. We�re one of the 32 teams that qualified. There are a couple of openings, and I just got the call that they want me to either take one or be a backup. The World Cup starts in June, so we have to get serious about preparing,� Alex explained.
�Will you be back next fall?�
�That was the deal I made with my father before he�d let me do it. I was hoping we would be roommates when I get back.�
�I�d like that,� David said, not wanting to burn any bridges yet.
If he decided to transfer, he would let Alex know as soon as possible.
�The soccer team is having a going-away party for me tonight. I was hoping you could swing by.�
�We have a night game, so it wouldn�t be until later. I also would have Lexi with me. Would that be okay?� David asked.
�To be honest, if you asked me that at the beginning of the semester, I would�ve passed. She�s made a real effort to be friends since you moved in. I would love for her to come,� Alex said.
�Okay, I�ll bring her,� David said and then had a thought. �I usually grab something to eat after a game. Is there anything you want me to bring to the party tonight?�
�Grab what you want. I wouldn�t bring any extra, though. The soccer team will move in with you if they think you have free food on hand,� Alex joked. �Besides, I suspect we�ll pass the hat and order pizza at some point. Just show up and have a drink with me.�
�Sounds good.�
Alex looked content as he left David to his studies. David was glad for him. Playing in the World Cup was a big deal for someone as young as Alex. He�d told David that the average player age was around 28. Alex would be the youngest on the Colombian squad at 18.
It just showed what a phenomenal talent he was to make their team. Colombia was considered to be an elite team in international play. David had doubts whether Alex would ever come back because the next logical step for him was to play professional soccer. It would become apparent to him that he was wasting his time playing college ball.

Precious greeted David at the back door.
�You plan to be good tonight?� he asked the cat from hell.
She jumped into his arms to get some loving. She was such a woman; you never knew what mood she would be in. He went to the roof, where he found his parents, grandmother, and Lexi being entertained by Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy.
�I told her she had to be nice tonight,� Cassidy said when she saw him with her cat in his arms.
�What did she do this time?� Dad asked.
�She peed in Seamus�s face,� David shared.
�That�s a new low,� Dad deadpanned in a way that made David smile.
His dad could be a master of understatement at times. His mom wanted the story of how it happened. When he�d finished, David�s grandmother got them to the reason they were all here.
�Did you want to talk before or after we eat?� she asked.
�Can�t we do both?� David asked.
�It�ll go faster if he knows he can�t eat until he tells us everything,� Pam advised.
Everyone stared at David. He gave them the new �dead eyes� look he�d been practicing. When it had no effect, he got his phone out and called Uncle John. When his uncle answered, David put him on speaker. After everyone had gotten their hellos out of the way, David told them what was on his mind.
�I think I made a mistake coming to USC,� David said and then went quiet to let everyone absorb what he�d just said.
�Are you having trouble in your classes?� Grandma Dawson asked.
�No. It�s challenging, and I�m learning a lot,� he admitted.
�Are you not making friends?� she asked to continue her interrogation.
Cassidy barked out a laugh that had his mother interested in what that meant, but he was thankful that Mom didn�t interrupt as his grandmother had the floor.
�That�s not the problem. I like my dorm, and after a few initial bumpy missteps, it�s gone pretty well. I�ve been making friends with a lot of my classmates. Baseball is great,� David shared.
�I read in the paper that you were doing well, now that you�re starting,� Grandma Dawson said.
�Once we discarded a few bad apples, the team really started to come together. We currently lead the Pac-12,� David shared.
�So, what�s the problem?� she asked.
�Football,� David said.
It was quiet for a moment, and then Uncle John took over. He and David had a history. Uncle John had been a child psychologist before he�d become a farmer. Before high school, David had spent the summer at his uncle�s farm, and it had transformed David�s life. Whenever David had a big decision to make, he made it a point to touch base with his uncle.
�What happened to make you think USC is a mistake?�
�Last night,� David said, and then he launched into what had happened.
�How do you feel about Matt?� Uncle John asked.
David acted like his finger was a gun as he put it in his mouth and pulled the trigger. His mom and dad both rolled their eyes because Uncle John�s fallback position was to revert to being a psychologist. David hated the �how does XYZ make you feel� questions.
�I wish he was here right now so I could kick his butt,� David shared.
�I�m sure your feelings are valid but is that the most productive thing you could do?� Uncle John asked.
�If you want, I could help make him disappear,� Cassidy offered.
David�s mom glared at both of them when he gave Cassidy a fist bump for having his back. So, he took his uncle�s question seriously.
�I don�t think Matt is someone who will ever be on my Christmas card list,� David said.
�No, I get that. Matt is in direct competition for the job you want. It�s only natural for you to feel some animosity toward him,� Uncle John offered. �Remember when we talked about the circles of trust?�
�Yeah, and Matt is in one of the circles where I don�t trust him at all,� David said.
�Now that you know that, how will you deal with him?� Uncle John asked.
A big part of the circle of trust discussion had been to first identify where people fell into different spheres. With David in the center, the people that were wholly trusted, like family, fell into the closest circle, with those who he considered mortal enemies being in the one the furthest out. The next part of the discussion had been about how he should interact with people in the different circles.
What his uncle was really asking was how David planned to handle Matt moving forward, now that his place in the circles of trust has been established.
�Matt and I were okay with each other until we were up for the same job,� David said.
�If that weren�t the case, could you two get along? Better yet, do you feel this way about the other quarterbacks?� Uncle John asked.
�I honestly don�t know the other ones,� David said and thought about the Matt question before answering. �Until last night, I would probably have continued to be fine with him.�
�I want you to step back and look at this from Matt�s point of view. I�m not saying this is completely right, but I want you to listen to me.�
David sighed.
�I heard that,� Uncle John chastised him. �You know I�m about to give you a life lesson, don�t you?�
David hated those. He tried to put himself in Matt�s shoes.
�He�s got a smart mouth that got his butt kicked by some fraternity guys,� David ventured.
�What was the fight about?� Uncle John asked.
�Drunken shit ... I don�t know,� David admitted.
�If you were to guess?� Uncle John asked and then paused to let David think.
�Probably one of them said something to his girlfriend,� David concluded.
�What�s their relationship like?�
�From Matt�s point of view, she was probably giving him a hard time about not showing up to help her with her fundraiser. I know that they were on shaky ground not too long ago. If I were to describe Crystal, it would be that she�s high maintenance,� David said.
�Let me roll out this theory, and you see if you think it might fit. Matt is insecure because you suddenly announce that you�re coming to USC. Even you would have your interest piqued if the roles were reversed.�
�No, I get that. Matt was a top-four quarterback in my recruiting class, and I suspect that he does do some things better than I do. I would have to be crazy not to consider him serious competition,� David admitted.
�He�s at a party, and his girlfriend is on him, pissing him off. Soon, a couple of frat guys either hit on her or make rude comments. Instead of being able to just shrug it off, it becomes too much for him, and he reacts in kind. Almost before he knows it, he�s getting his butt beat by three guys.
�To add insult to injury, his girlfriend calls you, of all people, to save him. When you do just that, and easily, can you see where he might feel inadequate?� Uncle John asked.
�I get it, but driving off was a dick move,� David said.
�Yeah, he was a pussy,� Uncle John said, which amused everyone until David�s mom and grandmother gave them looks of disapproval.
�John,� Grandma Dawson warned.
David had about twelve witty comments jump into his head, but his father gave him a little head shake to warn him. David decided Uncle John could face his own mother; he didn�t need to jump into the line of fire.
�Okay, maybe I won�t kick his butt,� he conceded.
�I�m just going to say this so we can move on. I don�t think Matt is the real problem you�re having,� Uncle John counseled.
David thought about that for a moment and could see he was right.
�I feel powerless right now.�
By the look on his dad�s face, David could tell that he�d talked to his brother before the call, and they had set this �learning experience� up. He would�ve been mad, but he could see himself and Greg doing exactly the same when their kids got older.
�I�m going to say something, but I don�t want you to take it the wrong way,� Uncle John said.
David hated ... HATED when he said stuff like that because he would take it the wrong way.
�This is all your fault.�
�What!?� Tracy blurted.
Thank God, it wasn�t just him that thought that.
�What she said,� David fired back at his uncle.
�You set this all up yourself. First of all, you let the coaches talk you into this idiotic scheme to play you on defense. If the head coach didn�t want you to play the position you won all those awards playing, he�s a fool.
�Secondly, you isolated yourself from the football team, just like you separated yourself from the student body. I understand why you thought you had to do that, but I submit that it was a mistake. At some point, you need to become comfortable with who you are and own it. You�re a born leader, and leaders don�t hide.
�Finally, you�re na�ve if you think your football coach will eventually come to his senses and see that he�s made a mistake. In the real world, people aren�t like what you�re used to. They�re out for themselves, not the greater good.
�Your coach is not going to move you to the other side of the ball unless he has to,� Uncle John said.
�Does that mean I should transfer?� David asked.
�I didn�t say that, and I would be disappointed if you did. You�ve never backed down from a challenge, and I have faith you can overcome this, too.�
That took a lot of the sting out of what Uncle John had said just a moment ago. No one wanted to be told they had messed up, but this was why he had these talks with his uncle.
�What should I do to win the starting quarterback position?� David asked.
Uncle John laughed.
�I have no idea.�
A bad word slipped out. For once, David�s mother agreed with his language.
�Be honest; you have no idea either. You need to start to win your teammates over and get the lay of the land. Find people to talk to who might be of help. Most of all, be yourself. The David I know would not hide behind being a �team player.� If you do, you�re letting history repeat itself,� Uncle John said.
David knew what he was talking about. Well, it could apply to two cases.
The first was when they�d gotten a new coach in high school, and he�d announced his son would be the starting quarterback. The reason he gave was that his son had played the position at his old school and knew the offense. When David looked at the USC situation, it was eerily similar.
In high school, the situation had devolved into a mess, even to the point that David�s fellow sophomores had decided to play JV ball instead of playing varsity. It had worked out, but David had no intention of letting that happen again.
The second case involved another quarterback, Mike Herndon. He�d been the starter through middle school until David had burst onto the scene freshman year. Mike�s jealousy had made them clash until Mike had gone to another school. Their dislike for each other had been the reason David had backed out of his Michigan commitment when Mike received a scholarship.
One similarity between Matt and Mike stood out to David: even when he�d helped Mike a couple of times, Mike had never even thought about saying, �thank you.� David suspected Matt was the same way. There was more to it, but that was the gist of the story.
What hurt was that David had made a couple of attempts to reconcile with Mike because they had never been at odds before that point. Looking back, that had been a mistake. David needed to learn from that and realize that Matt might not have been totally at fault, but it would be silly to think they could be friends. David had to remember that Matt would never move into an inner circle of trust and should treat him accordingly.
David�s good nature got him in trouble sometimes. He tended to trust people too much. While that was fine, for the most part, it could get him into trouble. That was one of the reasons Uncle John had taught him about the circles. It was so he could recognize more quickly the signs of someone he should be cautious with. That became even more important once he achieved fame.
�Let me think about all this. Is it okay if I call you and bounce my ideas off of you?� David asked.
�Absolutely,� Uncle John concluded.
�I hate to be a jerk, but they won�t let me eat until we wrap this up,� David said.
�Oh, one more thing...�
David hung up on his uncle, which caused his dad to shoot beer out of his nose.
�Food,� David moaned.

Chapter 38

Lexi


Every player was given two tickets to each USC baseball game. Not surprisingly, if family or friends didn�t take them, the tickets were given out to �jock bunnies.� Tonight, the Alpha Mus were packing the section behind the home team�s dugout.
Lexi volunteered to lead the way and ended up farthest from the aisle, sitting next to Cassidy. Lexi knew that David had been with Pam�they had a son, after all�and was sure he�d been with Tracy. But Cassidy confused her. She didn�t act like all the other girls who fawned over him. She also had some mystical power over David that made it so he couldn�t seem to refuse her. Lexi had yet to figure what it was.
Lexi reflected back on what had transpired earlier that evening. That was the first time she�d been included in the group of David�s closest confidants. To think, just over a year ago, David had thought she was the quintessential �mean girl.� It had taken Lexi a lot of work to change his perception of her. To accomplish that, she�d had to make actual changes.
After what had happened with Christian and Alex, she had resolved to become a better person. What better role model for that could there be than David? Watching how he interacted with people, even when he thought others weren�t looking, had convinced her that David really was what he appeared to be�a great guy.
Observing him tonight with his inner circle, Lexi had been taken aback by how open everyone was. There was no doubt that David had needed a good kick in the status quo, and his uncle had given him that in spades. Lexi had waited for David to blow up when his uncle had pointed out how wrong hiding himself had been. She knew why he had done it and how much thought he�d put into it. David hadn�t just made a knee-jerk decision, and she had agreed with the why.
Looking back, Lexi was surprised that he�d fooled everyone for as long as he did. It just showed what a great actor he was. But to be told that he had to grow up and face who he was seemed harsh.
Her prior role model had been her father. Her dad had worked his way up to the point where he was now one of the most powerful men in Hollywood. She knew he would never have reacted as David had. If one of her father�s underlings had been that blunt, they would be looking for work by the end of the day. David hadn�t reacted that way at all. On the contrary, he had absorbed the body blow and given serious thought to what his uncle had actually said instead of losing his cool.
Lexi had seen from Tracy and Pam�s faces that they�d expected him to erupt, as had Lexi. Tracy had even jumped to his defense. Lexi wasn�t sure why he hadn�t defended himself as well, but somehow, she knew he had taken the right approach. With the clarity of hindsight, she had come to understand that if you created an environment where people were comfortable enough to tell you hard truths, you could achieve a better outcome. Lexi suspected that most of her father�s underlings had learned to say only what he wanted to hear.
For such an approach to work, it was crucial to know that the person delivering the honest news really did have your back. You had to absolutely know that their only goal was to help.
She had heard David talk about circles of trust in passing before. Now she wanted to learn more about them. Lexi decided she would call David�s uncle to see if he would help her understand how they worked. Her most important takeaway from the evening�s discussion was that you shouldn�t treat everyone the same. She hadn�t consciously thought about it in those terms, but it made sense.
What Lexi wanted after that meeting was to figure out how she could help David achieve his goals of becoming the starting quarterback at USC and getting his football scholarship.
Lexi was brought out of her thoughts when Cassidy leaned around her so she could talk to the Alpha Mu sitting next to Lexi.
�Hey, Milena. What exactly happened last night?�
�After you left, David wanted to get in some batting practice; he let me come watch. We were interrupted when Crystal called. She said that her boyfriend was getting into a fight with the Deltas. If it had been any other house, I would have ignored her,� Milena shared.
�What�s wrong with the Deltas?� Lexi asked.
�It�s been taken over by the rugby team. They like to fight and have a bad reputation. Crystal has put the word out that they�re to be blackballed by all the sororities,� Milena explained.
�Did you see what happened?� Cassidy asked.
�No. David made me stay in the car. The Deltas were fighting with everyone, so I focused on getting our girls out of harm�s way.�
One of the other Alpha Mus chimed in.
�They were serving vodka shots after they ran out of tequila. My ex told me that whenever he drank vodka, he either got arrested or got into a fight. It looked like that was true last night. I heard the police had to come break up the party.�
�What happened to David?� Cassidy asked.
One of the other Alpha Mus leaned forward so she could talk.
�I heard that David jumped into the middle of it and saved Matt by taking on three guys who had ganged up on Matt. The problem was that when they got back to the car, the guy he saved made Crystal leave David behind.
�Crystal said she was amazed when he took down two of the biggest Deltas and then handled Silas Kemp, who�s the meanest one of the bunch, to save her boyfriend. I heard that David broke Silas�s nose. He�s put the word out that he�ll be looking David up, but Crystal said she doubted David has anything to worry about after watching his kung-fu-like moves.�
�What�s this guy look like?� Cassidy asked.
�I have a picture from when we went to their house for a party,� Milena said as she pulled out her phone and flipped through her pics. When she found it, she enlarged the picture and handed it to Cassidy. �He�s the one on the right.�
�Is it okay if I send this to my phone?� Cassidy asked.
�Sure. Why do you want it?� Milena asked.
�I plan to have a talk with him,� Cassidy said seriously. �Does he live in the house?�
�Yeah. Second floor, last door on the right,� the girl who leaned in shared.
�You slut! We were told not to go upstairs with them,� Milena scolded.
�It wasn�t like that. I cut my hand on a piece of glass, and he gave me a Band-Aid.�
�Yeah, right,� the other one chimed in.
Another Alpha Mu, who was sitting behind them eavesdropping, tapped Lexi on the shoulder.
�I�ve been trying to get David to pick me after a game. Is he worth the effort?�
Lexi blushed.
�You would think he was big all over,� Cassidy shared as she held up her hand and wiggled her pinky.
�Cassidy Hope,� David�s mother said. �Don�t lie to the girls. I remember his first girlfriend sharing that he�s hung like a horse.�
�I warned my son about marrying you. It�s comments like that that have made me prematurely gray,� Grandma Dawson said, and both women laughed at the stunned looks from the Alpha Mus.
David�s dad looked like he could use another beer. Lexi agreed with him.

USC lost its game. Washington never gave David anything to hit, and he ended up walking four times. The rest of the team couldn�t do anything at the plate.
After the game, David�s family all went home. He�d invited Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy to go to Alex�s going-away party. Lexi smirked when he came out of the stadium, pointed at the four of them, and announced, �You four.�
His three friends vamped it up to make the jock bunnies jealous. Apparently, Lexi didn�t act excited enough because David scooped her up in his arms and started to walk to his car. The girls all laughed at his antics as Lexi tried to wiggle free.
�Put me down, you bully. I can walk,� she grumped.
�If I do, will you be going with us?� he asked in mock seriousness.
�Just put me down.�
Instead, he leaned down and kissed her. She stopped trying to get away.
�Put her down before the two of you do it in the parking lot,� Pam complained.
He finally did.
�We should grab something to eat before we go to the party,� David suggested.
�I swear,� Lexi said, putting her hands on her hips and glaring at him, and then turning to his friends. �He thinks that if he feeds us, it entitles him to have sex with all of us.�
Lexi expected them to be indignant at her proclamation. She was mistaken.
�I could eat,� Tracy said.
�Do you think we could skip the party?� Pam asked.
David looked at Cassidy.
�I�ll do whatever you all decide,� she said and bit her bottom lip.
It took Lexi a moment to understand they were all putting her on. She suddenly realized that they had accepted her as one of their group, which made her day.

Lexi woke up to find David still asleep.
She began to think about her goal of helping him when he stirred. He got up, went to the bathroom, and brushed his teeth before rejoining her in the bed. He leaned down and kissed her.
�I had fun last night. I see why you like your girls,� Lexi said, referring to Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy.
�They�re a special bunch.�
�I�ve been thinking about what your uncle said yesterday, and I have a couple of ideas.�
�Look at you, being the best PA ever,� he teased.
�Is there a coach that you trust?�
�Coach Deneau,� he said, naming his baseball coach without hesitation.
�He would be someone you need to talk to, then. He knows how college athletics work and could probably give you insight into how to tackle your football issue,� she suggested.
David sat up and smiled at her.
�It couldn�t hurt,� he decided.
�I have one other idea right now. You have to start picking the Alpha Mus after games.�
He barked out a laugh and shook his head in disbelief.
�Listen to me before you dismiss it out of hand,� she said sternly, then stared at him until he gave her a nod. �Crystal tells them everything that�s going on with Matt.�
David waggled his eyebrows at Lexi.
�You evil little minx. You�re a genius,� he said, rubbing his hands together, and then suddenly froze. �Do you think it would be better if I try to bed them all? Or should I just make three or four of them my informants?�
�Dick! I�m trying to be serious.�
�Milena is her roommate. I think she�d be willing,� he ventured.
He suddenly got serious, which surprised Lexi.
�Hey, I try not to flaunt other women when I�m with you. If you�re uncomfortable at all talking about stuff like this...�
Damn him! It was stuff like this that made her want to use the forbidden �L� word. Lexi strongly suspected that if she seriously pushed it, she could make him exclusive to her.
�I would hope that you could talk to me about anything,� she responded.
�I think I might like Milena, and it would feel wrong using her as an informant,� he admitted.
�Then tell her.�
David shook his head at Lexi�s simple solution.
�What is it you always tell me?� Lexi asked.
�To be honest. You might be surprised at how they respond,� he admitted.
�Why is this any different?�
�I get it, but I�m not sure if I trust her yet. If I did, it would be different,� he explained.
�Is this part of the circle-of-trust stuff your uncle was talking about?�
He gave her a curious look.
�Now that you mention it, yes, it is. Think about it. Crystal is Milena�s sorority sister. If I told Milena that I was looking for dirt on Crystal�s boyfriend, how long do you think it would take for Milena to share that with Crystal?� David asked.
Lexi understood.
�So, how are you going to get the information you need?�
�If Crystal and Matt come up in conversation...� David said with a shrug. �But I�m not planning on going out with Milena just to dig up dirt.�
This was one of those times when the old Lexi was conflicted with what she was trying to become. In Hollywood, using sex to reach your goal was almost second nature. David�s world view sometimes surprised her. Instead of facing that right now, she changed the topic of conversation.
�I talked to Fiona the other day,� she said.
He bounced on the bed like an excited six-year-old.
�Did she ask about me?!�
�She wanted to know why you hadn�t called her,� Lexi teased.
�Because neither of you would give me her phone number!�
�I heard all about how you stalked Kate Upton. Kendal told me it would be a mistake to give you Fiona�s digits.�
Kendal Miller had been his first PA and worked at the management company that Lexi worked for. Lexi had spent a lot of time with her to learn what it took to be a good PA. During those conversations, Kendal had shared stuff for Lexi to be cautious of. Part of her job was to rein David in at times.
�I wonder if I can still fire her,� David contemplated.
�Don�t even think about it,� Lexi said, which earned her an eye roll.
�Quit toying with me and tell me what Fiona wanted.�
�She wants to meet you for dinner. I made reservations for you at Soho House in West Hollywood since you haven�t been using your membership there. She�ll meet you there at eight.�
David thanked Lexi for being a great PA. Then they got busy being friends with benefits ... three times.

Chapter 39

David


Lexi left to do laundry at her condo, so David grabbed a quick bite and then went to the baseball stadium. He found Coach Deneau in his office.
�You have a minute?� David asked.
�Sure. I wanted to talk to you anyway.�
�Yeah? What about?�
�I talked to Coach Conde yesterday,� Coach Deneau said.
�Really? How is Mario doing?�
Coach Conde coached the baseball team David had worked out with in Cuba while shooting his movie. He was also an assistant coach for the Cuban Pan Am team David faced.
�We had a long talk about you,� Coach Deneau said with a smile. �You made quite the impression.�
�Did he have any players we could recruit?�
�He did, but said that most kids good enough to play college ball want to play professionally. I didn�t realize how poor they were there.�
�It�s a whole different culture. The government provides basic handouts, and salaries are low. Most Cubans have to have some form of side income to make ends meet. I ran into a one who had been a doctor who was bartending so he could earn American dollars.
�I can see them being focused on the money. Even the lowest minor league contract would make them kings back home. It doesn�t take much each month to make a real difference in their family�s lives,� David shared.
�Do you think these kids are worth pursuing?�
�I do because you can sell them on both an education and exposure to scouts. You would have to give them a full ride or help them with some other form of financial aid, but these kids will work their butts off. My impression was that many of them would benefit from a good training program. The majority of them don�t have access to anything like what we have in our weight room, the specialized conditioning, or the other training aids we have,� David said.
�That�s what Coach Conde told me. He also said he would be interested in coming to America.�
�I only worked with him for a few weeks, so I don�t really know if he�s a great coach or not. I would guess he is since he was on the coaching staff for the Cuban team at the Pan Am games. He did impress me in our interactions in Cuba. I do know that he has contacts all over Cuba. I�m sure you can figure it out from here,� David said.
�Why are you early?�
�I wanted to talk to you. I need advice on how to handle a situation,� David said.
He then spent thirty minutes talking about what was going on with him and football. David shared his decision that he wanted to play quarterback.
�I guess I�m asking what you think would be the best way to approach Coach Clayton and not have him shut me down,� David said to finish.
�I have a bit of inside information that might help you out. Word in the athletic department is that Matt Long may be held out from practice because of his ribs. He�s getting a CT scan today so they can see the extent of the damage. For now, Travis Barry will be taking Matt�s snaps in practice,� Coach Deneau shared.
Travis was a senior, and David was sure he was excited to get his shot.
�How should I play it?� David asked.
�If you came in on Monday morning, and I were Coach Clayton, I would kick you out of my office. Now, if you came in on Wednesday, and Matt isn�t back, and Travis isn�t doing the job, I would begin to look down the depth chart. Not so much as a replacement for Matt, but because I would worry about the season if he gets hurt.
�If I were you, I would approach him with a �for the good of the team� pitch. Tell him that you would like to get some reps at quarterback in case of an emergency. If you don�t come across as trying to change what Coach Clayton has planned, he would be more likely to let you on the offensive side of the ball,� Coach Deneau said.
�That sounds a bit thin, if you ask me,� David complained.
�Well, anything short of a coaching change is going to leave you behind the eight ball. You said you planned to redshirt this fall. Show him what you can do in practice and, while you�re at it, show the fans who come out to watch practices; they�re open to public viewing. I�ve come to recognize that when you have David Dawson on your team, the alumni and fans know about it.
�Coach Clayton knows that if he gets on the wrong side of certain alumni, his days at USC are numbered. And the fans always think the guy on the bench is the answer. Especially if your team starts losing this coming season. You just need to be the guy they�re all looking at as the savior,� Coach Deneau advised.
�Is that why you play me?� David asked with a little smile.
�I won�t be if you go oh-for-four like you did yesterday,� Coach Deneau shot back.
�They walked me,� David said to defend himself, then added, �You need to either move me down in the lineup or once I�m on the base path, cut me loose so I can make them pay for walking me.�
�You trying to tell me how to do my job?� Coach Deneau asked, giving David a disapproving look.
�Of course I am. Have you ever met a teenager that didn�t know what was best? If you old folks would just get out of the way and let us run things...� David teased.
Coach Deneau kicked David out of his office with the instructions to go learn how to hit. David was starting to really like him.

Coach Deneau moved David into the third spot in the lineup. It worked like a charm. With players in front of him that got on base, Washington was hesitant to walk him. They also didn�t want to have multiple base runners when the Trojans� cleanup hitter, Andres, was up right after David.
Later in the game, David led off an inning at bat, so the Huskies walked him. He promptly stole second base to get himself into scoring position. Andres hit a solid shot to right field that allowed David to score from second. That put them up 3�2, which ended up the final score.

After the game, he went straight to Malibu. David saw the Mustang, which meant that Cassidy, Pam, and Tracy had come to join his family for the afternoon. He walked into the downstairs and went to the kids� playroom, where Cassidy was teaching them some basic tai chi.
David spotted Dave and Duke in the corner. Dave was in time out, and it looked like David�s hound had taken a time out with him to show support. Dave had his hand on the Labrador�s head. Duke peeked around and saw David, which caused his tail to wag.
David walked over and got down so he could love up his hound and put his arm around his son.
�What did you two do?� he asked.
Dave wrapped his arms around David�s neck.
�He�s been a grumpy butt all morning and decided not to mind,� Scarlet said, coming up behind them. �I was about to come to get him.�
�Why don�t you and I go out back and I throw the ball for Duke?� he asked Dave.
They went into the backyard, and David sat in the grass with Dave. While David tossed the ball for his dog, he tried to interact with his adopted son. Dave was nearly two and a half. He remembered his brother�s kids when they were that age. They called it �the terrible twos� for a reason. Greg�s kids were, at times, confused, emotional, and temperamental, to put it mildly. Nothing seemed to come easy; then, six months later, it was as if they got it all together.
David cringed at the thought that the other four would soon follow in Dave�s footsteps. What he�d learned from his brother was to be patient and spend one-on-one time with the munchkins. They were acting out because they were frustrated.
Cassidy must have been done with the rest of the horde because they soon joined their dad in the backyard. Carol sat down with him and began to tell her dad some fascinating story while the boys went in four different directions.
David knew that Duke took baby-watching seriously. If the kids got into anything, his dog would tell him. When Duke appeared and looked agitated, David scanned the backyard.
�Jacob Jeffrey Dawson!�
There was a fence around the pool for a reason. Coby was teetering on the top. He looked up at his dad and lost his balance. Before David could get to him, he�d landed flat on his back.
�Frick!� David thought as he ran to see if his son had killed himself this time. When he got there, Coby was giggling. The little dork had to be made of rubber.
No sooner had he checked his son out when Duke was back. Dawson was digging up his mom�s tomato plants. Thankfully, Pam and Tracy came out and helped him.
�Your mom had us all make bets as to when you either got one of them killed or gave up,� Pam shared.
David looked up and saw all the women watching from the roof. He could hear them laughing at his attempt to supervise all the little monsters on his own. David reflected that he only got to see them a couple of hours each week. The women did yeoman�s work the other six days a week to make it possible for him to go to college. He couldn�t and wouldn�t begrudge the girls having a bit of fun at his expense.
David spent the afternoon being a dad. He helped get them fed and gave them all baths before he got ready to go on his date with Fiona.

Soho House was a members-only club that had originated in London. It was for creative people like actors and artists. They�d grown so that now there were Soho Houses all around the world. There were three in the LA area. He�d been to the ones in Malibu and West Hollywood, but he�d yet to visit the Soho Warehouse in LA.
David�s membership gave him access to all the houses. During the filming of Devil May Care, his James Bond movie, David had visited several of the Soho clubs in the London area. Then, when they�d been on location across Europe, he�d been popular with the cast and crew for taking them to the ones in Barcelona and Amsterdam as his guests.
He was meeting Fiona at the West Hollywood location. It occupied the top two floors of the Luckman Plaza, a fourteen-story building between Beverly Hills and West Hollywood, located on the iconic Sunset Boulevard. When David arrived, he decided to valet park because he saw paparazzi lurking. He was handing his keys over when Fiona�s car dropped her off. They let the stalkers take their pictures and then went inside.
�I was surprised you were on time,� David teased.
If you had been in Hollywood for any length of time, you knew that actors and actresses tended to show up fashionably late to everything.
�Lexi warned me that was one of your pet peeves.�
Midwesterners did like to arrive either on time or a little early. David had to keep in mind that Fiona and Lexi were friends, or he would step in it again. Nevertheless, he decided to focus on the beautiful woman he was with.
�Which restaurant are we going to?� David asked.
�I felt like Mexican, so I picked the Maya.�
�I�ve only been to the roof garden.�
�Then you�re in for a treat,� Fiona said as she grabbed his arm when the elevator doors opened.
They were seated immediately in a window booth that overlooked the city. On the way to their table, David recognized several people in the business and gave them nods of acknowledgment. They�d just settled in when a bottle of wine was sent to their table.
�This is compliments of Ms. Ward,� their server told them.
�This is awkward. I generally don�t drink in season. Can you handle a bottle of wine on your own?� David asked.
�Not unless you plan to carry me out of here. Could we get something else?� Fiona asked the server.
�Of course. Ms. Ward said tonight was on her.�
They ordered drinks.
�Who�s the gal buying us dinner?� Fiona asked.
�Louise Ward with UTA. I fired my agent, and my people are in the process of interviewing candidates,� David explained.
�Who did you have?�
�Ari Gould,� David shared.
Before she could dig more, they were suddenly joined by a couple. David was momentarily irritated with the interruption until he saw who it was: Ben Cowley and Isabel Alexandra, both of whom had worked with David. Most recently, Ben had been one of the lead actors in the Star Academy films, and Isabel had appeared in Devil May Care. The two were also dating.
�These two heard �free food� and decided to crash our date,� David quipped.
�It�s Isabel�s birthday,� Ben said meaningfully.
�What does that mean?� Fiona asked when she saw Isabel blush.
�Yeah, Ben. What does that mean?� David asked.
He knew something was up; he remembered that Isabel�s birthday was sometime back in January.
�We, uh, were wondering if you wanted to come back to our place and have a little celebration,� Ben said to recover.
They had a history: David had spent time with Isabel at a party at the house he had rented in Malibu. It had happened with Ben�s permission, as Isabel had wanted to have an adventure, which had included being tied up and dominated by David. It had been a lot of fun until David realized that Ben wasn�t thrilled that David had given his girlfriend so much pleasure. David might have gone a tad overboard.
�We�d better ask Fiona if she�s into being tied up and blindfolded,� David said.
�How am I even supposed to answer that?� Fiona asked.
�Just say �yes,�� Isabel suggested.
From the look on Fiona�s face, David knew he was about to lose her. He suspected that if Ben hadn�t been between her and the door, she would have bolted.
�I have a bit of a checkered past,� David said.
�The problem is that he�s turned into a choir boy. I was on set with him all summer and fall, and he didn�t even look at anyone,� Isabel shared.
�Maybe he�s more into priests,� Ben joked.
�I don�t think he�s as tame as you let on. He recently wanted to take my friend and me home with him. I thought he was just kidding until you guys showed up,� Fiona said.
�Happy Birthday, Isabel, but I�m afraid I�m not your guy for tonight,� David said.
Ben and Isabel said their goodbyes and left. David was impressed when Fiona didn�t go, too.
�Sorry about that.�
She shrugged.
�Just a tip: you probably shouldn�t ask the girl you�re with to swap on the first date.�
�How long should I wait to do that?� David asked.
�I think the rule is sometime after the third one.�
David smiled. Fiona had a sense of humor. Plus, if Ben and Isabel hadn�t scared her off, she must like him.

They had a great time together, getting to know each other. Fiona even gave him some dirt on Lexi he could use when he needed it.
�I drove. How about I give you a ride home?� David offered.
�Lexi warned me not to let you know where I lived.�
�Do you really want to have Lexi in the middle of this?� David asked.
Fiona bit her bottom lip.
�I�m not ready for more.�
�I don�t expect more, tonight.�
�Even though you fed me,� she teased.
�Technically, I think UTA bought us dinner, and I don�t plan on sleeping with them,� David fired back.
She agreed, and David found that her home wasn�t that far from where they ate. She lived in The Bower, a condo on Hollywood Boulevard. Fiona invited him up to her fifteenth-floor unit. She showed him around; it was over four thousand square feet. Fiona had to be making bank to own this place.
�Will you adopt me?�
�That�s the exact reason I wanted to go out with you. You wouldn�t believe the number of guys who are just out for a buck,� she shared.
That started a wide-ranging conversation. Before David knew it, it was after one.
�Damn, I have school tomorrow.�
�Let me walk you out,� she offered.
When they got to the door, Fiona kissed him. David responded hungrily to her kiss. She leaned in closer, grasping his shirt to pull him tight against her chest. David wrapped his arms around her waist as he smelled the hint of something floral on her skin.
Their kisses got more profound as the passion began to take hold. He welcomed it without a thought. Fiona�s lips parted, and her tongue found his. He could taste the wine she�d been drinking. David�s large hand found its way to the small of her back. He used it to pull her into his hard, bulging package to let her feel his desire.
They couldn�t get enough of each other. All the hesitation she�d shown earlier was gone as Fiona surrendered to his desire. He knew they were moments away from losing all their clothes. Then he remembered his promise.
�Wait. Stop,� David said as he pushed away.
�What?� she asked, confused.
�You told me earlier that you weren�t ready for more, and I told you I respected that. Let�s take this slow and see where it goes. If you want to explore whatever this is, get my number from Lexi and call me,� David suggested.
�I thought you wanted to remove her from the middle of us.�
�Fine. Let me give you my number. That way, you�re in control,� he said.
�I had a great time,� Fiona said as they kissed one last time.
David was in the elevator when he received a text.
Now you�re in control!
David smiled and typed for a second.
It�s still Isabel�s b-day
David was impressed when she sidestepped that with ease.
That was yesterday
Then she added more.
Besides this wasn�t our third date
David was in a great mood all the way home.

Chapter 40

Matt


The doctors had done a CT scan because the X-rays were inconclusive as to the extent of the damage Matt had received in his dustup at the Phi Sigs� on Saturday. The team doctor had agreed to meet both Matt and Coach Clayton at the coach�s office before practice.
Matt got there early and saw the doctor hadn�t yet arrived with his results.
�What the hell happened?� Coach Clayton demanded, jumping on him before he even took his seat.
�Crystal had her fundraiser, and all the sororities were celebrating its success at the Phi Sigs� house. I ran into a douchebag, and words were exchanged. We took it outside, and his two buddies jumped me.�
�Were you drunk?�
�I�d had a couple,� Matt said to deflect the question.
�A couple, huh? Your blood work showed a .15. Thank God you weren�t driving,� Coach Clayton ranted.
Matt was happy when his coach�s receptionist announced Doctor Liao. The doctor joined them, and his face didn�t give anything away.
�What�s the word, Doc?� Coach Clayton asked.
�It�s not terrible, but I can�t clear him to play yet.�
�Can�t you just give him something?� Coach Clayton asked.
�If it were during the season, sure. Since it�s not, it�s more important to get him well.�
Coach Clayton didn�t like the doctor�s response. Matt could see that this meant he would miss a couple of practices.
�What did you find, and when can I get back on the field?� he asked.
Doctor Liao pulled out a picture that only showed his ribs. The problem with chest X-rays was that a person�s lungs could blur the image of the bones, and you couldn�t see what was really going on. The CT scan, however, was clear as day. It showed Matt had two cracked ribs on his right side and one on his left.
Doctor Liao pointed at the scan results.
�If the bones higher on your rib cage had been cracked, it could have been serious. As it is, this injury is painful but not life-threatening.�
�Like I said earlier, why not just pad him up and let him practice?� Coach Clayton pressed.
�If it were a cracked limb, we could put a splint on it to hold the bone in place. There�s no way to do that with ribs. Your ribs must be able to move fluidly because they serve as attachment sites for many muscles that control the neck, pelvis, and arms. They also assist in breathing.
�Since we can�t hold them in place, there�s a danger that they won�t heal properly. It�s also entirely possible that the injury could worsen with too much movement. We aren�t in season, so my primary responsibility is Matt�s long-term health.
�I looked at the practice schedule, and you have two weeks until spring break, and then you come back and have a final week of practice. Given what I see here, I�m going to require that Matt refrain entirely from physical activity for the next two weeks.
�Over spring break, he can get in with the trainers, and they will help him manage his pain and get him ready for the last week of practice. I�ll want to see him the Sunday before the end of spring break to check his progress. If all looks good, he�ll be cleared to practice then,� Doctor Liao explained.
�I don�t think you understand. I need Matt in practice for the next two weeks to get him ready for next year. Can�t he heal up after spring ball?� Coach Clayton asked.
�Absolutely not. And don�t bother trying to make an end run and talk to the athletic director. In matters of team health, I have the final word,� Doctor Liao responded.
Matt could see his coach wasn�t happy with the decision.
�Thank God Coach Clayton wasn�t there this morning when I woke up,� he thought.
If the coach had been, he might understand how much pain Matt was in. It hurt to even breathe. If it weren�t for the giant pills that looked like horse tranquilizers, he would�ve had a hard time walking here today.
When the doctor was done, Coach Clayton was in a mood, and Matt was happy when he was dismissed.

Matt shuffled away in a mindless stupor, replaying what had just happened as he made his way to the locker room. His father had played college ball and had warned him about injuries. He�d told Matt to always look out for himself; he�d seen some of his fellow teammates pay the price of coaches forcing them out on the field before it was safe. His father said it was the second injury that was the career-ender.
Matt knew that if he masked the pain, he could possibly practice, but he wasn�t ready to do that in the next couple of days. All he had to do was remember how he felt when his pain pill wore off that morning. Matt felt the doctor might be acting overly cautious, but he would rather get well than have a nagging injury that never healed.
When he reached the locker room, he saw a bunch of guys gathered around, looking at pictures on a phone.
�Matt, you�ve got to see this. We took John out Saturday night and got him drunk,� one of his fellow offensive linemen shared.
Matt had a twinge of guilt because picking on John wasn�t really fair. Matt suspected that he might have a �cognitive disability.� Either that, or his parents should never have been allowed to procreate.
He looked at the picture and choked back a laugh. John had passed out, and his teammates had stripped him down. John was sasquatch hairy. Someone had taken a razor and shaved his body in various places so they could write on him with a permanent marker. Right above his shriveled cock, it said, �Take Me To Your Beaver!�
�You guys aren�t right,� Matt said as he shook his head.
While he looked at more pictures, out of the corner of his eye he spotted Bill Callaway, a friend of David�s. When there was a break in the conversation, he went to Bill�s locker. Matt wanted to know if David had been talking about how Matt got hurt and how David had to save him.
He sat down next to Bill, and there was a sudden pain in his side as he did so, causing him to suck in his breath.
�You okay?� Bill asked with concern.
�I cracked some ribs. I�ll be out of action for the next couple of weeks.�
�That sucks. How did it happen?�
�Crystal had her Panhellenic fundraiser Friday with the rest of the sororities. There was a party after at one of the fraternities to celebrate. Crystal and I were talking when a Delta came up and said something rude to her,� Matt shared.
�What did he say?�
�Something along the lines that she�d been acting too much like a guy this year by boning everything in sight. He said that the word was out, and pretty soon, guys would be sticking their dicks in the dishwasher after being with her,� Matt shared.
�Well, damn. I take it Crystal didn�t take that well,� Bill said.
�No. She got in his face and threw her beer. Next thing I knew, I was having to defend her honor by fighting the guy. The Phi Sigs kicked us out and told us we couldn�t fight in their house,� Matt explained.
�I had a girlfriend for like a month who got mouthy every time she got drunk. It sucks when you get pulled into an ass-kicking for no good reason,� Bill said.
�I was more than a bit pissed,� Matt admitted.
�No, I get it. The dude basically called your girl a whore.�
�I did say a few things in response,� Matt admitted.
�That was just your little brain doing all the thinking while your ass was doing all the talking. Been there, done that,� Bill said.
�So anyway, when I got outside, two of his frat brothers jumped me. One of them was this monster who messed up my ribs. I guess I should feel lucky he didn�t hit me in my face. Who knows what damage he could have done?� Matt shared.
Bill looked at his face and saw the swelling and the six stitches Matt had gotten over his eye.
�It looks like the other ones must have done a number on your face. How did it end?�
�By the time it was over, they were all lying on the ground, wishing they hadn�t started it,� Matt said.
�Now I�m a liar. Fantastic,� he thought and winced again when he moved wrong.
�I need to go and take my pill,� he said.
�Take care of yourself. We need you in the fall. For now, Travis can fill in. Your job�s in no danger of him taking it,� Bill said to assure Matt.
Matt walked away, shocked that David hadn�t spread the story of rescuing him Friday night. Looking back, Matt was ashamed of having left David to fend for himself. But his fear had overridden his good sense when he�d seen another Delta knock David down. Matt had envisioned them pulling him out of the car and finishing what they�d started before David saved him.
He knew he owed David an apology, but as each day passed, he was afraid that the opportunity had already been missed. He had no doubt that David hated him now. What had Matt worried was not knowing why David hadn�t called him on it yet. It was like when he did something wrong when he was younger, and his mom would tell him that he would get his punishment when his dad got home. The anticipation was the worst part.
Matt knew a day of reckoning was coming. When it did, he would face it head-on. He knew David Dawson couldn�t touch him.

Matt took his afternoon pill and started to feel better, so he decided to go to practice to watch. Today was the first one with full pads. Nothing unusual happened until practice was nearly over. Coach Clayton decided to shake things up and run a short scrimmage. He pitted the number one offense against their counterparts on defense. It was gut-check time to see which unit was going to step up.
The team watched as Travis called the first play, a short pass that would go down and out to the wide receiver. It was designed to give them some confidence.
From the snap, the play was doomed. John was lined up against a redshirt freshman defensive lineman, Percy Wilkes. Percy beat John off the snap and gained inside hand position on the offensive tackle. When Percy read the pass, he tossed John to the side and sprinted to the quarterback.
Matt watched in horror as Travis forgot that he had on a red jersey, signifying that Percy couldn�t touch him. Instead of just letting Percy tap his helmet to indicate the sack, Travis juked to escape and ended up outsmarting himself. He juked right in front of the locomotive that was coming at him. Percy acted more surprised than Travis as he plowed over him.
�What the hell was that?!� Coach Clayton screamed. �Jaden, go in for Travis!�
On the next three plays, the passes were overthrown. Matt saw that their junior backup quarterback�s footwork was a mess. Jaden wasn�t setting his feet as he threw, and he was trying to overcompensate with his arm.
Matt saw them rotate in a new defensive team for the next play. He spotted number 11, David Dawson, in at middle linebacker. Matt noticed that they�d reset their defense to a soft zone coverage. It was intended to be used late in games to prevent the long ball. It was designed to give up short passes and hope to run out the clock.
The net effect was that on the next play, Jaden saw his receivers running free. Matt would have torn the defense up. Instead, the ball sailed on Jaden once again. The defense was in position to easily pick it off. When that happened on the three subsequent plays, Coach Clayton called it a day.
As Matt was walking off the field, Coach Clayton stopped him.
�I want you to rest this week, but we need you back as soon as possible. You do whatever the trainers tell you. Do you understand?�
�Yes, sir.�
All Matt could do was follow the trainers� instructions. He vowed that he wouldn�t let Coach Clayton bully him back too soon. Coach would just have to understand that this was spring ball, and they weren�t playing any real games until the fall.

Just as Matt got to his car, he got a text from Crystal with an attached link.
U need to check out this vid
�What the heck was this about?� Matt wondered.
Matt clicked on the link, opening a social-media site on his cell. What popped up was a video that started jumpy and blurry but then settled to show him getting his ass kicked by three Deltas. Then it showed Dawson leaping into the fray and single-handedly taking out his assailants.
This was bad. Really bad.

Chapter 41

David


�There�s my fine-assed big boy. Come here and give me a hug.�
David found his nose buried between two giant aproned boobs as Doreen pulled his head into her chest. It felt like d�j� vu as he smelled French roast and lilac body wash.
�Doreen, let David go,� Kat called from the back.
�You ran him off once. Good-looking men like this need to be in my shop, and I�m not letting him get away again.�
�Kat and I have made up. I promise to come in and say �hello.� Besides, you�re the only one who knows how to make tea the way I like it,� David said, enjoying their banter.
�Strong?�
�You got it.�
�Kat, take a break while I make David�s tea,� Doreen ordered. �You want coffee?�
�Dear God, yes. Coffee before talkie,� Kat said around a yawn. She then found a table for them to sit at. �Since I started here, I�ve become convinced that Doreen�s coffee is actually liquid heroin. I�ve become a caffeine addict.�
�I heard that,� Doreen called from behind the counter.
�Thanks for coming back. I had to stop Doreen from going to your dorm yesterday to track you down,� Kat shared.
�I got in late Sunday night and skipped running to sleep in before going to class.�
David could see the relief on her face. Then she scrunched her nose.
�I need an escort to a fundraiser for Senator Hatley. If I don�t bring someone, they�ll make me sit with my ex,� she explained.
She told him that the event was next Thursday. David didn�t have a game, so technically, he could do it. He just wasn�t sure whether he wanted to encourage Kat. All the reasons they�d broken up were still valid. The only complication was they�d since had sex. David had assumed that it was a onetime event. His mom was fond of saying that �when you assume something, it makes an ass out of u and me.�
�Why don�t you just bail?� David asked.
�This is one of the few obligations I�m looking forward to. I like Daniel�s granddad. Probably more than I like my own family at the moment.�
�Why not take Yong?� David asked.
�The seats are fifteen hundred a plate.�
David was ready to pull out one of his life goals and use it, specifically, the ability to say �no.� But in the back of his mind, he heard his grandmother�s voice advising him to get involved in politics. If he planned to live here, this would be an excellent way to get to know the local political players.
�Would I get a discount if I bought a table?� David asked.
He knew he could get his parents and grandmother to go. If he had extra seats, either his grandma or Lexi could find people to take them.
�I don�t know. I would have to ask my mom,� Kat said.
�Let me give you my PA�s number. I�ll let her know to expect someone to call.�
�Does that mean you�ll take me?� Kat asked.
�As friends,� David said to clarify.
He could almost read her mind as she added a silent �for now.�

When David walked into his accounting class, he took a moment to thank the guy who�d videoed the class for him before he sat down next to Alyssa. It was her turn to bring coffee, and he found his tea already waiting for him. Professor Scarpa walked in and looked at the two of them.
�Mr. Dawson, Miss Timmons,� he greeted them. �In your honor, we�re having a pop quiz today.�
�Why, thank you, sir. It�s nice to know we were missed,� David said.
Alyssa had reached under their desk and clawed his thigh to make him stop. He pointedly looked where her hand was and wiggled his eyebrows. She jerked her hand back like it had been snakebit.
As the quizzes were being handed out, David whispered to Alyssa.
�Relax. If you watched the video, you�ll do fine.�
�You horse�s ass, you never sent it to me,� she hissed.
�I promise not to cover up my answers,� David teased her to pay her back for her making that accusation against him when they first met.
Professor Scarpa overheard them.
�I don�t think we should punish the whole class for Mr. Dawson forcing Miss Timmons to skip last week. Why don�t we have Mr. Dawson come up front and answer the questions for everyone�s benefit?�
It was as if David was back in high school. Most students would have been cowed by being called out. Instead, David gamely got up and walked up to the front of the class.
�What do I get if I answer them all correctly?� he asked.
There were a few nervous giggles from the peanut gallery. Professor Scarpa looked perplexed.
�What do you mean?�
�In my economics class, we are being taught that for every action, there is a reaction. It only makes sense that if I am taking the quiz for the class that I should be offered some kind of reward, like extra credit,� David negotiated.
�How about I don�t flunk you?� Professor Scarpa countered.
David rolled his eyes because it sounded like Professor Scarpa had gone to the same negotiating school that his mother did. What David recognized was that the door had been opened.
�That would end up being more work than it�s worth,� David said and gave him a big smile. �See, the action/reaction thing.�
That earned him some guffaws from the class. David was sure they were enjoying watching him stall before answering the quiz questions.
�How about we say that you�ll owe me one?� David suggested.
Professor Scarpa gave him a nod to get things moving, so he read the first question aloud.
David did well until the last question.
�A company receives payment for products or services to be performed in the future. How is it reported?� David read.
He thought about it for a moment before answering.
�This concept confused me. I think it should be reported as �deferred revenue.� Which is a liability?��
�Is that right?� Professor Scarpa asked the class.
Professor Scarpa saw that this was a topic he hadn�t explained thoroughly.
�David is right. Let me explain.�
It was this type of stuff that made David�s head hurt. How could revenue be a liability? He was about to find out.

After lunch, David met Ridge in The Palace�s weight room. He saw it was just the two of them.
�We�re early,� Ridge explained.
David took the opportunity to talk to his friend about his football situation.
�Sounds like your baseball coach is smarter than I am. I would�ve just marched in and started making demands,� Ridge said.
�Would that work with Coach Clayton?� David asked.
�Hell, no. He would kick me out if I ever pulled something like that.�
�What do you think I should do?�
�Let me think about it,� Ridge said.
Their conversation was cut short when the other NFL hopefuls, Cassidy, and the girls from the dorm showed up. Cassidy had wrangled this into a money-making venture for herself. Ridge had made the mistake of saying that his agent had offered to hire a trainer. Miss Cassidy had cornered him after she�d made him cry from working out so hard, and Ridge had caved.
Once that domino fell, David�s little entrepreneur had talked to the other guys. They all agreed to pony up because they were seeing the results. David had joked that she should share some of that money with his old trainer, Joey, since she taught Cassidy some of what she was using. The look Cassidy gave him discouraged any further comments about her sharing her newfound funds.
David was back in her good graces when he suggested to Lindsey, Jamie, and Lauren that his friend could help them tone up. They�d been complaining about bikini season coming up. David and Kirk had gotten tired of listening to them, so David offered Cassidy�s services.
Her business began to boom when the girls had shared that David, Ridge, and the other NFL guys worked out at the same time. If many more showed up, Cassidy would have to hire help.
David was spotting Ridge on the bench press when he heard Lauren complain. Cassidy had the girls stretching.
�I can�t do it. I hurt all over. Even my hair hurts.�
�Uh, oh,� Ridge said, predicting trouble.
If he, or any of the guys, had said that. Cassidy would have made them work harder.
�David! Get over here,� Cassidy demanded.
Ridge and David looked at each other like they�d been caught stealing candy at the quickie mart.
�David!� she repeated.
Ridge chuckled when David dutifully went to the scary ninja glaring at him. Then he got even more worried when she smiled at him.
�David has magic hands,� she told Lauren. �Have him take you over there, and he�ll give you a massage.�
David was torn between telling Cassidy �no� and the idea of getting his hands on Lauren�s body. Mr. Happy began to swell to let his opinion be known.
�Will it help?� Lauren asked.
�Absolutely,� Cassidy assured her.
They�d thought of everything when designing this room. There was a massage table off to the side in a small nook; that would give Lauren and David some privacy.
�How do you want me?� Lauren asked when they were alone.
David bit back, �naked and under me.�
�Just get on and lie face down.�
Once Lauren was on the table, David quickly found out that Cassidy was indeed working the girls too hard. Lauren�s muscles were in knots. He would talk to Cassidy afterward. She was used to working with athletes and needed to ratchet it down several notches for novices.
�I hate to say this, but to really help you, I need you to take off your shirt. Just remove it and put it on the table like you would a beach towel when you�re sunning by the pool,� David said.
David turned around until Lauren told him she was ready. His brother, Greg, owned his own massage business, and he�d trained David to help out when he could. Greg had also taught him some sexy tricks that had gotten David lucky more than once. All that went out the window when he found that Lauren needed his help.
Deep tissue massages were not gentle. To help her, David had to dig in to loosen Lauren�s twisted muscles. When he found a particularly tough knot, she would add her commentary.
�Yes ... Right there ... Oh, my ... Yes, yes, yes, oh, dear God, YES! ... It hurts! ... Do it harder!�
When Lauren began to feel human again, David stepped out of the nook to give her privacy to put her shirt back on. He found Lindsey looking up at him expectantly.
�I hurt, too.�
�Frick!� David thought. He suspected that Cassidy was charging them for Mr. Magic Hands. If she thought she was keeping all the money, she was sadly mistaken.

David helped three more girls before it was time to go with Ridge to practice. All the guys gave him shit about doing more than massages to make the girls scream as they had. David was embarrassed that his mind hadn�t gone to the gutter when he was doing their massages. Looking back, David realized the girls� screams would have sounded naughty if you couldn�t see what was happening.
When they got to the football facilities, some of the receivers wanted some extra work, so he and Ridge threw to them. David didn�t say a word when they shared Matt�s injury and how the other quarterbacks had performed during the mini-scrimmage on Monday.
Before they left for the day, Ridge pulled David aside.
�If they�re talking about how badly practice went, Coach Clayton knows. You should be careful not to overplay your hand. Coach Clayton isn�t the forgiving type,� Ridge shared.
�One of the guys said something about a video. Do you know what that�s about?� David asked.
�You haven�t seen it? There�s a video on the net showing Matt getting the shit beat out of him, and you coming in like Superman to save the day.�
David winced. He�d have to call Frank to let him know. He could only imagine Matt�s reaction to that.
�Do you think I need to do something about that?�
�Did you post it?� Ridge asked.
�No, of course not.�
�Then there�s not much you can do. Looks to me like Matt brought this on himself. He�ll have to live with the consequences.
�Anyway, we were talking about Coach Clayton. If you�re the number one guy, he�s your best buddy. Once you aren�t, he won�t even take your calls.�
David thought there might be more to what Ridge was saying, but he could read between the lines.
�Any suggestions?� David asked.
�It might be better if you don�t approach Coach with the emergency-backup idea. Let me do it for you,� Ridge suggested.
�You�ll talk to Coach Clayton for me?�
�No. I�ll go to practice and put a bug in the ear of some of the key people in the stands. It�s not like there isn�t a logical solution to their current problem.
�This way, if word gets back to Coach Clayton, it�ll be coming from me and not you. When he finally sees the light, don�t be a dick about it. Give him a lot of �yes, sirs� and offer �to do whatever�s needed� type of bullshit,� Ridge said.
�You think it�ll work?�
�After I tell them that I�ve been working with you and that I�ve seen you throw, they�ll spread the word. I�ll tell them to talk to the receivers who have been working out with us for confirmation. So, yeah. I think it�ll work.�
In the stands watching practice, besides fans, were reporters, bloggers, and sometimes donors. If the reporters and bloggers picked up on the story, it would start to circulate within the fan base. No football team worked in a vacuum. Coach Clayton would get pressure to resolve his lack of a backup problem. David hoped it would be with him.
�Thanks,� David said sincerely.
�My butt hurts. Can you rub it for me?� Ridge teased.
�All kidding aside, I am good at giving massages. If you ever need one...� David offered.
They both knew that working out as an elite athlete could be painful at times.
�I�ll keep it in mind,� Ridge said. �And I�m the one who should be thankful. My agent had me run through some of the combine drills over the weekend, and I�ve shown marked improvement. A lot of it is due to your and Cassidy�s help.�
�As much as I love this girly stuff, I need to go play baseball tonight,� David said. �Hey, I have two tickets for tonight�s game. Do you and Penny want to come?�
�That might be a good idea. I can tell her it�s date night.�
�Always the romantic,� David joked.
On the way back to the dorm, he felt much better about his football plan.

David had only managed one hit and committed his first error of the season to allow the Lions to tie the game in the top of the ninth. The Trojans dropped a heartbreaker in 10 innings against Loyola Marymount. A home run put the Lions on top, 4�3, and the Trojans didn�t have an answer in their half of the inning.
The one bright spot was that David spotted scouts from the Angels and Padres at the game. Andres responded by playing an all-around good game.
After his shower, David went out of the players door and found a crowd waiting. Andres was right beside him.
�I think I�m going to pass tonight,� David decided.
�No, you�re not. Crystal called me and said that if you didn�t take an Alpha Mu home tonight, they won�t be here for the next home game.�
The Trojans were on the road this weekend, going to Utah. David wasn�t looking forward to it because he�d heard they�d gotten a dusting of snow yesterday. That would give them a week to cool off if they were mad at him. But he knew that the threat of Alpha Mu not waiting for players after the game because of David would get him lynched. Not that the other girls weren�t cute, but the Alpha Mus were a cut above. The ones that were jock bunnies were very popular with his teammates.
David checked out the crowd and saw Milena. He couldn�t remember if she�d ever done the cattle call after a game. He pointed at her.
�Come on, good-looking. Let�s get out of here.�
The Alpha Mu who he�d been teasing with his friends last week looked disappointed.
�I even have a friend with me,� she complained.
�Andres!� David called.
David watched as Andres benefited from David and left for the Baseball House with the two girls. At some point, he would get over being pissed about David sleeping with his sister.
When they reached his car, David opened the door for Milena. Once she was situated, he went around and got in the driver�s seat.
�This is a Porsche?� Milena asked.
�It is.�
�Are we going to the Baseball House?�
�We can if you want, but I thought we could grab a late bite and talk. I have school tomorrow, and I have a feeling that if we got started, I would never get to sleep.�
�You don�t want to just hook up?� she asked, confused.
�Like I said, we can if you want. I would rather we spent some time getting to know each other. If you decide you like me, we can figure out another time to go on a date,� David suggested.
�I thought the only reason you guys ... uh, never mind.�
�I didn�t think you were into that kind of stuff,� he said as he gave her his panty-dropping smile.
�No, I�m not. I just never knew a guy who didn�t try to get into my pants if he thought he had a shot.�
�I have a shot?!�
She turned about three shades of red.
�Settle down,� David said to reassure Milena. �Where do you want to go eat?�
�Garage Pizza is open 24 hours.�
They drove in silence after David used the voice commands to tell his navigation system where to take them. It was a drive. When they got close, the lady inside his GPS told David to turn left, so he flipped on the blinker and made the turn. Two blocks later, they were there.
When they sat down, they finally spoke again.
�What do you want?� David asked.
�I like their White pizza,� Milena said.
David looked at the menu, and it said it had no sauce. All the pizza had on it was cheese, garlic, and basil.
�That�s not pizza,� David complained.
�I can get something else,� Milena said, with her voice sounding worried.
�No, get what you want. I just can�t see it being real pizza if there�s no sauce on it.�
�You scared to try something new?�
He wasn�t falling for that. When the server returned with their drinks, David ordered a large White and a large Inferno. The latter came with hot sausage, jalapeno, pepperoncini, red onion, garlic, and crushed red pepper.
�That�s way too much food,� Milena worried.
�Good. That means we�ll have leftovers. Now that my roommate�s gone, I might get a slice for breakfast.�
Then they lapsed into silence again. David was someone who could either talk all night or be comfortable with silence. The problem was, this wasn�t the comfortable kind. He finally decided he�d better get to the bottom of what was worrying Milena.
�Why aren�t you talking my ear off? You are a girl, aren�t you?� David teased.
She got an exasperated look and then began to speak.
�Crystal is always saying what a bunch of man-whores the baseball team is. Then the girls give me reports of you going off with two or more girls for all kinds of wild orgies. Crystal told me that if I wanted to win you over, I would have to be good in bed. Otherwise, you would go off with one of those other girls the next time,� she shared and then petered out.
�You need to stop listening to Crystal,� David advised and then stopped himself. �Unless you really do rock in bed.�
Her face flushed an unusual shade of red.
�Hey, I�m just joking around,� he said to ease her mind.
�I know. You�ve never made an unwanted move on me. I just got to listening to the girls this weekend, and they gave me all kinds of advice on how to get your interest ... and ... uh ... shit. I said that out loud, didn�t I?�
�I like that you too,� David said.
It was as though the weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders. From that point, the conversation flowed, and David had a good time. Why wouldn�t he? Milena was his type. She was smart, funny, and if what she let slip was right, she was willing. The last part might have been his little brain thinking, but it wasn�t always wrong.
He did discover that White pizza was good. Still not real pizza, but he would eat it if forced to.
When he dropped her off at her sorority, they kissed. In a moment of stupidity, he let her take all the leftovers inside so she could be the food hero tonight. Pizza really wasn�t on his diet, but to give it to a cute girl? He was a total wimp.
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Chapter 42

David


The rest of the week, David had split his time at defensive end and middle linebacker.
Since they�d started wearing pads, David had been able to get physical. Coach Farrow had the defensive linemen practice against the offensive linemen in one-on-one drills. The two players who consistently beat their counterparts were David and Percy. Percy did it with brute force and incredible quickness for a man who was six-seven and weighed close to 300 pounds. David, on the other hand, was as slippery as an eel. Once he shed his block and got past his opponent, there weren�t any offensive linemen fast enough to keep up with him.
Coach Farrow loved David�s speed. He was one of those rare linebackers who could make tackles from sideline to sideline. Being a quarterback, he knew offenses. That gave him a unique perspective when trying to stop them. He instinctively knew where the ball was going and always seemed to be in the thick of it. In some ways, David reminded the coach of Lawrence Taylor, the Hall of Fame linebacker for the New York Giants.
On the offensive side of the ball, next year�s senior and junior backups, Travis and Jaden, were struggling. It wasn�t that they weren�t good quarterbacks; they�d been talented enough to receive scholarships to USC. Instead, their struggles exposed the Achilles heel of Coach Clayton�s coaching style. When a coach focused ninety percent of his staff�s coaching time on the starters, their backups didn�t develop.
Ridge had kept his word and had begun a whisper campaign. The results were twofold. First, articles started to crop up about the lack of player development at USC. They laid the charge squarely on Coach Clayton. While David appreciated that result, he worried that it would impact recruiting. Every high-level high school football player has dreams of playing in the NFL one day, and they knew that USC got more than its fair share drafted. But it might give a prospective recruit pause to know that if he wasn�t a starter, he might not get the coaching he needed for a chance to advance to the next level.
The other consequence was that questions were being asked as to why the best high school quarterback in the country just a year and a half ago was now playing defense. Coach Farrow, USC�s defensive coordinator, sang David�s praises. He said that he felt that with a year backing up, David could be a four-year starter on the defensive side of the ball�implying that he would be redshirted. Coach Clayton�s strategy was to remind the press that Matt was healing and would be back, and all worries would go away.
In the meantime, David was making a concerted effort to become friends with his teammates. He had some catching up to do, but his outgoing personality was making inroads. It made David realize that he missed the social aspects of football. While he enjoyed baseball, there was a different bond created when playing football. There was no more special bonding experience than two teammates bashing into each other one minute, only to pick each other up the next and laugh about it.

Friday morning found David flying with the baseball team to Salt Lake City for a three-game series with Utah. David wasn�t looking forward to the weather. The day�s forecast called for a high of 60 and a low of 37. He�d bought himself a heavy USC jacket for the occasion.
The previous day, David had met with Margaret, his tutor. Midterms were coming up, and she wanted to make sure he was ready. They�d been seeing each other once a week, but she�d asked to meet him for an extra session. Margaret shared some of the favorite topics each of his professors liked to cover on their tests. He now had a list of subject areas to study while he was away on his trip.
After they lifted off, David pulled out his stats book and put his earbuds in. Andres was sitting next to him and shook his head at David studying. He tapped David�s arm to get his attention, which caused him to pull out his earbuds.
�Everyone will be going crazy next week doing that. Relax and enjoy the weekend.�
�I don�t plan on being one of the players who�re scrambling to make a high enough grade to stay eligible. I like to be prepared,� David shot back.
�Want to know a secret?� Andres asked. David could see that he wasn�t going to shut up until David let him talk, so he nodded. �By Thursday, everyone will be in serious need of stress relief.�
�And?�
�If you�re into anyone who�s at the players gate ... just saying.�
�You�re kidding, right?� David asked.
�Nope. Happens after midterms and finals. Especially finals. Even if you have zero skills picking up chicks, you get lucky. Start thinking about who you want to spend some time with.�
�I�m confused.�
�That�s why I�m here, to help my freshman brethren understand the mysteries of life. What confuses you, young one?� Andres offered graciously.
�There are girls you want to seal the deal with, and you haven�t?� David asked Andres with an over-the-top shocked look. �I just smile at them.�
Andres and his trigger words. He might have to take a class on sensitivity to others� feelings. David planned to call the athletic department on Monday to see if he could get his teammate enrolled in the next one.
�Tell me more about stress-relief sex,� David said to throw his friend a bone.
�After everyone has their last test, they start drinking. It gets pretty wild. We�ll have a big party Thursday night at the Baseball House. I think Mason�s record was being with four different women in one day. We�ll need someone to carry on the tradition and hopefully break the record.�
�I can�t get wrecked Thursday. I�m going to a swanky fundraiser and have to get all dressed up and be on my best behavior,� David said.
�What about Friday?�
�My brothers are flying in. I�m planning to spend time with them before we go to my place in Canada for spring break.�
�I didn�t know you had brothers.�
�Two,� David explained. �My older brother, Greg, is your age. Back in the day, he was a rock star. I think he dated every good-looking girl at our high school. My younger brother, Phil, is a junior. His sophomore year, he dated the model Jill Lacier.�
�Who?� Andres asked.
David pulled out his phone, did a quick Internet search, and then showed Andres her picture.
�Bullshit!�
�What can I say? He�s a Dawson. You should see the girl Greg�s dating.�
�Show me,� Andres ordered.
�She was my athletic trainer in high school,� David shared as he pulled up a picture of Joey. She was in formfitting shorts and a half tank top, showing off her killer abs as she worked out one of his old teammates.
�Our trainers never looked like that.�
�The woman�s a sadist. She constantly found new and creative ways to try to kill me as slowly and as painfully as possible. I admit, though, I was never in better shape. I still can�t believe that she picked my brother over me.�
�Your brother must have some serious game. You should bring them both over to the house on Friday. I could put the word out to the Alpha Mus that we want to try to break Mason�s one-day record and that there will be three Dawsons vying for the title,� Andres suggested.
�My publicist would love it. I try not to do public stuff like that to give him gray hair. Besides, he charges a ridiculous amount whenever there�s a scandal.�
�The guy needs a new beach house,� Andres teased.
�I need a new beach house, thank you very much,� David shot back. �I don�t plan to fund his any more than I already am.
�What if you just happened to drop in?� Andres tried.
�I don�t know what the plans are, so put us down as a maybe. I don�t want to commit to coming and then bail on you,� David explained.
�Okay, I�ll take that.�
�Now, can I get back to studying?�
�I still contend that you�re doing it all wrong. Part of going to college is learning how to pull an all-nighter. The trick, then, is to stay awake during your exam. Being prepared makes no sense to me,� Andres said.
�I�m ignoring you now,� David said as he put his earbuds back in.

The baseball team totally sucked. The Trojans dropped all three games, and it felt like they were just going through the motions. The Utes knocked them out of first place in the Pac-12, and hated cross-town rival UCLA now sat on top of the standings.
Coach Deneau called them all together before they left for the airport to fly back to LA.
�I know that you�re upset about how the weekend went. I�m confused because I know you�re a better team than you showed this weekend. Unfortunately, losing is part of the game. If you never failed, you wouldn�t see what you had to do to improve.
�When I was playing in college, my coach taught me that the hardest thing to do was to compete all out, each and every game. When you learn the killer instinct to fight through it, that�s when the extraordinary begins to happen. I want you to go home and think about what you need to do to get better before our next game on Tuesday.
�This week is midterms. You have to take care of business on the baseball field and do the same in the classroom. If you need help, see your tutors. If you find that you can�t make practice, call Coach Burris. Otherwise, I expect to see you on Monday,� Coach Deneau said.
David sought out Coach Burris before they left the locker room.
�I know you have football practice. You�re excused on Monday. I�ll see you at the game on Tuesday,� Coach Burris said before David could say anything.
�Thanks. I just wanted to make sure.�
�Oh, and David?�
�Yes, sir?�
�Coach Deneau wasn�t talking about you. You had a good weekend. Keep up the good work.�
David nodded at his parting shot. It was good to be reassured that the coaches noticed.

When David got home, he jumped onto video chat so he could talk to his kids.
In between some nearly incomprehensible stories, he�d learned that the problems at daycare had gone way down. Since Cassidy had been working with the little monsters, the older kids had figured out it didn�t pay to be a bully. It was no longer only Coby who would take a swipe at someone. Carol, Dawson, and Dave had joined their brother in defending the other kids at daycare at one point or another.
Allen kept busy drawing and didn�t really notice when stuff went down. That was why David was surprised when he saw his son had a black eye. David didn�t say anything until it was just him and his mom on the call.
�What happened to Allen?�
�Dave had one of his temper tantrums and took it out on Allen�s art project. Allen decided that his world had ended, and his solution was to take Dave out of it. It was like watching the baby version of TV wrestling. He clotheslined Dave, who didn�t see it coming. Duke charged in and knocked Allen into the table to separate them. The poor pooch almost had a meltdown with two of them howling in pain.
�If I hadn�t seen it, I would never have guessed those two would get into it,� Mom shared.
�What are we going to do when they�re too big for Duke to break them up?�
�They�ll figure it out. You and Greg survived.�
�He did threaten to kill me, cut up my body, and hide it in a cornfield,� David worried.
�And yet you�re still here.�
David had another thought.
�We should warn Greg that Cassidy has been creating mini-ninjas in training. If the five of them gang up on Kyle or Mac, they could probably take them.�
�You�re not worried about Nate?� Mom asked curiously.
�He�s a sweet boy.�
�Yeah, right. You keep believing that,� Mom said sagely. �The first time Mac or Kyle gets rough, they won�t do it again. Coby will take care of it.�
David had his doubts but kept them to himself. He couldn�t wait to see his niece and nephews. After all, it had been almost a year since David had seen them in person. He�d made it a point to video chat with them. Their favorite activity was Uncle David�s Dance Party. He would put on some music, and they would all show off their dance moves. His brother loved it because it wore them out. David loved it because he was their favorite uncle, even though Phil saw them more often.

Chapter 43

David


It was a frantic week for everyone because midterms had started. David was amazed at the dread that had set in across campus. It was as if the student body suddenly realized why they were going to school, and parties and goofing off weren�t the reason.
Sunday night, after the team got back from Salt Lake City, he�d received a text from Margaret Tilghman letting him know that she had to cancel his tutoring session. One of the offensive linemen was in danger of flunking accounting. David had no idea why the man had taken a business course when there were easier ones for athletes. He now understood why she�d fit in an extra session for him last week.
David had cut back on the length of his runs because Ridge had given him an article about a Hall of Fame quarterback. The guy said he wished he hadn�t run so much when he was younger. He said that if he had it to do over again, he wouldn�t have run twenty-plus miles a week because his knees were now shot. That quarterback suggested only running about ten and focusing on other lower-impact cardio.
Cassidy had talked him into purchasing a rowing machine and putting it in The Palace�s weight room. She�d done it so she could train, but David found it was a good low-impact substitute, and his knees thanked him. He also missed swimming, so he put that on his to-do list for when he came back from spring break.
When David arrived at the coffee shop, he was shocked to see the place was packed. All the tables were taken with students studying and getting their caffeine fixes. Doreen had his tea ready.
�Hey, cutie. I saw you coming this way,� she explained. �Go on back. Kat wants to talk to you.�
David grabbed his drink and went around the counter. He found Kat in the back room, filling coffee filters with freshly ground beans.
�I always wondered what you did back here in the morning,� David said.
�Doreen claims the coffee tastes better if it�s ground daily.�
�She said you wanted to talk to me.�
�Oh, yeah. The tables for the fundraiser were all sold out. Did you want me to see if anyone has extra seats for the people you wanted to invite?� Kat asked.
�No, that�s okay. Just let me know who to make the check out to.�
�My parents are paying for our seats. Of course, if you want to make a donation, I�m sure the senator would take it.�
�I bet he would. Are you sure your parents don�t want me to pay for us to go?� David asked.
�When I told my mom that you were coming, she got excited. You might have to �pay� for your seat in other ways. I have a feeling it involves getting your picture taken.�
�Maybe they should pay us to show up.�
�Don�t let my dad hear that. As a lawyer, he gets creative with his billable hours. This might be one more scam he can pull,� Kat said a bit too seriously.
David had long suspected that was the case with his lawyers.
�I can envision the line item on my next bill. He was �advocating� for me. That would explain why I would be charged for the seats to the event he is writing off. Plus the three hours he�ll spend drinking scotch, dancing with his wife, and shooting the shit with his other lawyer buddies. And I, like a dumbass, will pay the fifty grand and not even question it,� David groused.
�You would be my dad�s dream client. Don�t be surprised if he pitches you jumping ship to his firm at some point in the evening,� Kat jested and then gave David a sad look. �You sure you still want to go with me?�
�How could I turn down an offer that includes spending quality time with a bunch of lawyers?�
�The only positive is that I�m not one. Yet,� Kat said.
�Yet? You�re planning to go back to the dark side ... er ... Yale?� David asked.
�I�ve been evaluating my options. I�ve decided I�m not going to live my life in response to either Daniel or my family. It doesn�t matter whether that�s as an obedient daughter, a rebel, or in any other way. I�m going to run my life the way I want, without regard to their desires. I�ll probably go back and get my degree, but I�m not going to work for my dad.�
�Good for you.�
�When I get done, maybe you can be my first client.�
�That�s never happening. I�ve already given you too many ideas on how to get into my pocket,� David said with a smile.
�I�d give you a friends-and-family discount.�
�Yeah, I bet you would,� he said and then changed the subject. �I�ll pick you up Thursday night at 7. I�ve gotta go prep for my midterms.�

David was impressed that his lecture halls were packed. He had no idea that so many people were taking these classes.
Cassidy had called off workouts because almost everyone had contacted her to say they couldn�t make it. David suspected the real reason was that his little ninja was finally taking school seriously. The guys preparing for the draft were all still in school because they were on scholarship. That meant they had access to everything the athletic department provided, ranging from the facilities to tutors to�most importantly�medical coverage. That coverage included both the insurance and access to the doctors working with the university who specialized in sports medicine.
Ridge, for example, was only taking a couple of classes. He wouldn�t get his degree, but he had to take something.
The NFL group would just go to the USC football weight room and work out. They honestly didn�t care how they did in their token classes right now. Their focus was on getting ready for the upcoming NFL day on campus and then for the combine.
That gave David the afternoon to spend reviewing for his tests on Wednesday. It was a luxury for him to kick back in his dorm room. This must be what it was like for regular students.

David was talking to several of the defensive players by his locker when a team manager approached. This had become routine because they would tell David which unit he was to work out with that day.
�Quarterbacks.�
After the guy walked away, Percy gave David a curious look.
�Did he say quarterbacks?�
�I think he did,� David said.
�I hope you know that I don�t give a shit if you wear a red vest or not. In either case, I�m going to knock you on your ass.�
That was the general consensus from all the guys around his locker. They all knew that this was what David had been waiting for, but that didn�t mean they would go easy on him. David grinned. This was why he loved football.
�Bring it on!� he thought.

Coach Clayton must have talked to the other quarterbacks because they didn�t act surprised when David showed up for drills. He did note that Matt Long was right there, watching him like a hawk, though Matt wasn�t suited up. David observed that as practice went on, Matt would take a moment to talk to each of the starting receivers.
David knew what Matt was up to. It became apparent when they started dropping his passes or running their routes wrong to make him look bad. He decided to nip it in the bud.
They were running a drill where the receiver ran a simple five-yard down and out. His current receiver was the starting slot, Tyrell Mulford. He was the speedy guy David had surprised last week when David defended him.
�Go!� Coach Thomas, USC�s offensive coordinator, yelled.
Tyrell went eight yards before he cut towards the sidelines. David held the ball.
�How deep is your route supposed to be?� David asked.
Tyrell looked over at Coach Thomas, who didn�t look happy with him, so the receiver answered David.
�Five yards.�
�Where are you standing?� Coach Thomas asked.
Tyrell got a defiant look, and David, for a moment, thought he was going to mouth off to his coach. His brain engaged instead.
�Eight yards.�
That led to a very lengthy and unpleasant �learning moment� for the offense. David felt terrible for Tyrell when Coach Thomas was done.
The next time David was up, Amari Weeks was his receiver. He was a tall, lanky guy that Coach Thomas had playing wide receiver. Coach liked his height when going up against defensive backs. The last few times David had thrown him the ball, he�d gotten alligator arms and couldn�t seem to catch David�s passes. Anyone else, and he had no problems.
�Go!�
No one else wanted to listen to Coach Thomas go on for five minutes about how they were running their routes wrong, so David knew that Amari would break at five yards. When he was about to reach the point where he would cut to the sidelines, David unleashed a rifle shot of a pass.
Amari planted his foot, turned, and was all but taken off his feet when the ball hit him in the facemask.
�What the heck, Dawson?!� Amari barked.
�Now that I have your attention, do you think you can catch the ball?� David shot back.
�Enough of that!� Coach Thomas said, taking control.
David didn�t care. The message had been sent.

Towards the end of practice, Coach Clayton brought the defense and offense together for a quick scrimmage. Travis trotted out with the offensive starters to huddle up.
�Dawson, go in for Barry!� Coach Thomas called out.
When David entered the huddle, he saw that Matt had been in their ears. He could understand supporting the guy you knew would be starting. But that didn�t mean David was about to let them mess up his chance.
�A couple of things. First is that Percy Wilkes told me that he planned to embarrass you, John. He said that he didn�t care if I wore a red jersey, none of you could stop him.�
�The hell you say?� John said, getting mad.
�The defense doesn�t respect you guys right now. They owned you last week,� David continued. �How about we turn this around, and when Matt comes back, we just continue to show them that you�re better than you�ve shown?�
�You�re not trying to take Matt�s spot?� John asked.
�No. The coaches asked me to do this in case Matt gets hurt next year. I plan to play defense,� David shared. �In fact, all my practice has been on defense.�
They all looked at each other, and David could see they remembered the taunts from the defense last week, and the memory wasn�t a pleasant one. Fortunately for him, he hadn�t been among those doing the taunting. Coach Thomas had been listening, and he�d waited until David said his piece before calling the play.
David took his spot in the shotgun and checked the defense. They were in their base, so he figured they would play it straight for a couple of plays to see what he had. That didn�t mean the defense didn�t run their mouths about what they planned to do.
The play called for Tyrell to line up inside, with Amari outside. On the snap, they were supposed to cross, and their defenders would get tangled up, freeing one or both of them to pop open.
When the ball was snapped, Percy exploded off the line and bull-rushed John. David was glad to see his talk in the huddle worked because John dug in to hold Percy off. The play was slower to develop than most, so David wasn�t surprised when Percy was able to fend off John and go around him. David stepped up to change the angle Percy had to take, which allowed John to reengage.
Out of the corner of his eye, David saw Percy reaching for his helmet. He could only imagine how bad it would be if Percy got his giant paw into his facemask. Percy might actually rip David�s head off. He ducked and felt Percy�s hand brush his helmet, but his momentum carried him past David.
Tyrell had come free, so David threw him the ball. David did a fist pump when Tyrell turned on the jets and raced up the sideline for a long gain. When David turned around, he saw that Matt wasn�t a happy camper. On the other hand, the offense was ecstatic. After a week of listening to the defense yap at them, it was time for payback.
By the end of practice, it hadn�t entirely gone the offense�s way, but on the whole, they�d outplayed their counterparts.
While David was glad to finally be under center, he wasn�t happy with how he�d performed. Not practicing with the team showed. It didn�t have anything to do with his athletic ability, it was that the Trojans� offense wasn�t something you could pick up simply by working out with Ridge.
College ball was also much faster than high school. David knew he could handle it, but he needed to make his reads and react faster than he had in the past.
Coach Farrow also upped his game on the defensive side. The previous week, he�d worked out of their base defense because he knew that Travis and Jaden weren�t good enough to hurt them. After David had burned his defense with a couple of long gains, Coach Farrow had proven why he was USC�s defensive coordinator. He adjusted.
David was quickly hit with every sneaky scheme Coach Farrow had up his sleeve. David knew he was in for a long day when they came out in their base set, but then after he�d read the defense and set the offense, they shifted. The ball was snapped, and David had to understand that they�d switched to a zone, which had different reads.
Instead of getting frustrated, David took it as a challenge. The cat-and-mouse games were on. Unfortunately, David was the mouse more than he wanted to be.
When the day ended, David saw the smiles on the offense�s faces. He was glad to see that Matt�s poisoning of the waters hadn�t worked. He knew that he still had a mountain to climb if he planned to start, though, despite Matt�s stature with his teammates having been damaged by the fight video. Matt had a significant lead on David right now, most especially with Coach Clayton. But David was smart enough to know that this was going to be a marathon. Right now, the starting job was Matt�s when he came back from his injury.
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Chapter 44

David


�We�ve been putting in pieces of the offense to this point. Today, we bring it all together,� Coach Thomas, the Trojans� offensive coordinator, announced.
David had marked the day on his calendar because it was to be his first actual scrimmage. They�d brought in officials and planned to treat the practice like a real game. Well, a practice game. The coaching staff had different scenarios planned, like two-minute drills and red zones.
To simulate game-like conditions, there wouldn�t be any coaches on the field of play. David was nervous right now because his greatest weakness was receiving signals from the sideline. Even though he�d had some time to work with the offense, both the playbook and the signals were new to him. To help him, they�d strapped a mini-playbook to his arm to let him know what the signals meant.
Much of USC�s philosophy was to line up on the ball instead of going to a huddle to call the play. This forced the defense to be ready. An added benefit was that as long as the offense wasn�t making a substitution, it prevented the defense from doing so. The quarterback would have the center snap the ball if the defense had players running on and off the field.
In reality, USC never seemed to use the hurry-up offense to the extent that David would have preferred. They would line up on the ball all right. But then they would look over at the sideline, get the play, and wait for the play clock to get under ten seconds before snapping the ball.
�The first scenario is right after the opening kickoff. The offense has the ball at the twenty-five yard line,� Coach Clayton announced.
The referee set the ball on the right hash mark. Coach Thomas brought the offense together before sending them onto the field.
�Dive right on one.�
David jogged out and calmed his mind.
�You got this,� he thought.
Off to his right were Nolan Hammer, lined up just off the tackle at tight end; Tyrell Mulford in the slot; and Amari Weeks at wide receiver. On the left was Bill Callaway, who had managed to crack the starting lineup at the other wide receiver spot. At running back was Marcus Eshete, who had earned second-team all-conference honors last year.
The dive was a quick-hitting play where David was in the shotgun, with Marcus a step behind him on his right. David would hand the ball off, and Marcus was supposed to run between the center and right guard. It was meant to gain short yardage.
It was one of the foundational plays that many others could be run off of. To make those plays work, you had to show this one to the defense and force them to respect it. The best-case scenario would be that it picked up four or five yards. If that were the case, the Trojans would keep running it down the defense�s throats.
It was akin to throwing a body blow in a prizefight. If you hit them hard enough, their arms would begin to drop to protect themselves. In football, that meant the defense would start to cheat up to stop the run. That was when you snapped off an overhand right to the head�or, in football parlance, ran a play-action pass.
When David got to his spot on the field, he saw that Coach Farrow was about to do what he should when faced with a rookie quarterback. He would force David out of his comfort zone by making him make split-second decisions.
David checked his reads. The safeties were in a two-deep zone to prevent the long ball. The middle linebacker was creeping up into the hole where Marcus planned to run. He was goading David into making an audible to a play-action pass. Coach Farrow knew USC�s offense. He would recognize that the most likely play was for David to throw the ball to the tight end over the center of the field where the linebacker had responsibility.
David gambled that it was a deception. It would be easy for the linebacker to rush back to his pass responsibilities just before the snap. This was why Coach Farrow was such a challenge to face as a defensive coordinator.
David stood up and called a fake audible.
�Trojan! Trojan!�
He made a hand signal for the tight end to take a couple of steps further out to give him more room to make a catch. Then he put his hands out and called out the snap count.
�Hike!�
The middle linebacker had eyes on Nolan as he held up his hand to indicate he was open. David made the requisite �fake� to Marcus and then hunched over as if to hide the ball. He pivoted and stood up as if to pass.
Meanwhile, Marcus had the ball and broke an arm tackle at the line of scrimmage. The middle linebacker was backpedaling when he figured out it wasn�t a pass. He planted his foot to come back to make the tackle, which he did, but it was six yards down the field.
The next thing David knew, he went sprawling. Percy was berating himself as the flag flew.
�Dammit! I thought you had the ball, and I was finally going to bury you. I�m so sorry,� he said as he helped David up.
�Dick!� David said and gave Percy a playful shove.
He ran to the line where the referee was placing the ball after the penalty. No one hurried up on the defensive side because the clock was stopped, and the offense used the time after a penalty to get a play in and substitute players.
The middle linebacker was screaming at his charges to get set as the official started the clock.
�Hike!� David called.
Flags went flying, letting David know this was a free play. He saw Bill make a move David hadn�t seen before, which told him the defensive back he was up against hadn�t seen it either. Bill flew up the sideline full-out, and David launched a long pass. The safety raced over to help, but Bill had open grass in front of him. He collected the ball in stride and raced for the end zone to set the tone for the day.

It hadn�t all gone David�s way after that. He had the play clock run out on him once because he couldn�t find the play they�d called from the sideline on his cheat sheet. Percy knocked him down a couple of times, one of which resulted in David throwing an interception.
He�d been replaced by Travis because of his miscues. Coach Clayton found him on the sideline, intensely watching what Travis was doing.
�I figured I would find you pouting.�
�I�ll make mistakes. But I don�t plan on making them twice,� David said.
Coach Clayton thought about what he wanted to say.
�The next scenario is the red zone. When we do that, I want you back out there.�
�Yes, sir.�
Coach Farrow must have needed to get some wins because he didn�t hold his defense back on poor Travis. If the guy wasn�t running for his life, he was muffing a handoff. He even had a ball hiked that hit him square in the chest as he looked over to the sideline. Matt had zero worries if this was how Travis was going to perform.
Coach Clayton was true to his word because when they went to the red-zone scenario, David was back under center.
They paused the action to allow the coaches to talk to their charges to set expectations.
�We are going to play this like we�re down and have to score. I�m going to call three plays, and I want you to run the hurry-up. Hustle every chance you get. If we don�t get the first down, I want David to line up and either call time out or call a play,� Coach Thomas said.
David was shocked that the coach would trust him like that. He was determined not to let him down.
The offensive formation bunched up Nolan and Amari in front of Tyrell. It was the formation used for running a slotback screen. David had Marcus switch to the side Percy was on. David hoped that Marcus would at least fall down in front of the big defensive end when he got past John. Which was a given; poor John was having a bad day. On the wide side of the field was Bill.
�Hike! Hike!� David barked.
From their drills and practice, the defense had figured out that Bill was David�s go-to target, so Coach Farrow had his defensive backs keeping a close eye on him. Bill was David�s favorite because he was almost impossible to stop if the football got close to him. Bill had an uncanny ability to snatch balls out of the air. He might not be the fastest receiver USC had, but when it came to crunch time, he was the one David counted on.
Coach Farrow had brought in extra defensive backs. That gave him the luxury of putting two defenders on Bill. Bill ran hard off the ball, causing the defense to back up to maintain a cushion. If they�d been right on him, David would have been more comfortable. With them back, they had the play in front of them, and they could see the ball when it was released. Bill made a hard jab step and cut over the middle to shorten the throw for David. He had the ball on a rope to Bill as soon as Bill made his cut. The play picked up five yards.
The following two plays were well defended, and David did the right thing by throwing the ball away.
It was now fourth down, and David lined them up. He had Nolan switch to Bill�s side of the field to balance out the formation. David made the call.
�Down!� he barked.
Amari stepped back from the line of scrimmage while Tyrell stepped forward to take his place. Amari then began moving towards David.
�Hike!�
Amari sprinted now.
�Hike!�
On the snap, Amari was almost to David. He held the ball out as Amari ran in front of him. The offensive line blocked, thinking that Amari was running the ball. David saw that the defensive backs were in man coverage, and Amari�s guy had kept up with him as he crossed the field.
That meant that there was one less defender on the side of the field Amari had just come from. The alternate to Amari doing a jet sweep was a two-man option in the other direction. To this point, David hadn�t run the ball.
His first read was the defensive end. He saw that the defender had sold out and left his position to try to catch Amari. The next read was the outside linebacker, who zeroed in on David to prevent him from running to pick up the yardage for the first down.
The defense was used to Matt playing quarterback. Running was not Matt�s skill, so the linebacker expected that as soon as he showed David pressure, he would toss the ball to Marcus, which was what Matt would do. When the backer got close, he veered off to try to intercept the pitch.
David showed him the ball and then tucked it as he ran right by the linebacker and exploded upfield. The safety closed and decided to take David head-on. There was a tremendous crack of pads because the safety was six-two and weighed 200 pounds. David�s 35-pound advantage allowed him to bull the would-be tackler over and just shrug off the hit, unlike any quarterback the Trojan defense had ever faced.
David could have walked in from there. He tossed the ball to the back judge and jogged back. He was met by his offense, swarming him as they celebrated the score.
David looked over at the sideline and saw Matt stalking off. That put a bit of a grin on his face. This might be Matt�s worst nightmare. David suspected that Matt would start in the fall, but if they had a situation where they needed a quarterback to run, he might get some playing time.
He had no illusions that he was ready to take over. Give him the summer, though...

Chapter 45

David


It was Thursday, and Senator Hatley�s fundraiser was scheduled for that evening. When David had stopped in at the coffee shop in the morning, Kat had been equal parts excited about seeing the senator and dreading running into both her family and her ex, Daniel.
For David, the week had flown by. He�d finished all his midterms and felt good about how he�d done. As for baseball, they�d dropped another game. This time, they�d lost to Pepperdine, which made five straight losses. Coach Deneau was glad that they were going on spring break so that everyone could relax, have some fun, and get their heads back into the right frame of mind.
Football had been a mixed bag. Coach Clayton had made it clear to the team that David was only standing in for Matt until he returned after spring break. That meant that David would be going back on defense then.
That didn�t dampen David�s spirits because he gave it his all and shined at times to show what he was capable of.
David had been coached in high school by a retired Marine Corps major who never minced words. And on one of his movies, he�d had a director who absolutely hated him. Were it not for those experiences, some of Coach Clayton�s remarks might have shaken him. He�d learned to look through the bluster and focus on what Coach Clayton was trying to convey.
Sometimes, it was just him being a dick. Other times, they were legitimate criticisms. Thinking back on it, Coach Clayton was a lot like the director who�d hated him, though with the asshole dial turned down a bit.
David made it a point to never let Coach Clayton see that he sometimes got to him. He didn�t want to give him the satisfaction. He�d watched the other players to see how they handled it. The younger guys wilted when the head coach confronted them. As for the older quarterbacks, Jaden, the junior, would get mad, while Travis, the senior, didn�t care.
At first, David thought that Travis was putting up a brave front. Then they talked, and it became apparent that Travis genuinely didn�t care what Coach Clayton had to say anymore. What Travis shared made sense. His self-worth as a football player wasn�t dependent on what Coach Clayton thought. Yes, their coach controlled Travis� playing time, but his comments didn�t mean that Travis wasn�t a worthwhile person. David immediately recognized that for what it was: a life lesson he should take to heart.
Then Travis confided in David that he planned to transfer because he wanted a chance to start, and it was apparent to everyone that he wouldn�t get that chance at USC. That was particularly evident since David had stepped up and taken the majority of the practice time since Matt was injured.
David immediately thought of his former personal coach, Bo Harrington, who�d gone on to be the quarterback coach at Alabama and was now the head coach at Western Michigan. They�d gone 11�3 last year and had a good core of players coming back. Their starting quarterback had graduated, and they would have to rely on a redshirt freshman to lead them this coming year.
David knew that Travis could play. If anyone could get Travis to the NFL, it was Coach Harrington. He was thought of as a quarterback fixer and had made his living doing just that until he took the coaching job at Alabama. He�d helped David become the best high school quarterback in the nation. David surmised that Travis might be a good fit to tide Western Michigan over until the younger guy was fully ready to lead their team.
David offered to put Travis in touch with Coach Harrington once he placed his name in the transfer portal. To do so before that could be seen as tampering, which was frowned upon.

After class, David was almost back to his dorm when he spotted Cassidy standing out front with the Delta he�d fought when he saved Matt. The guy was still sporting two black eyes and had a splint taped to his face from David shoving him into the side of the house and breaking his nose. When the Delta saw David, he stiffened and glanced over at Cassidy, who gave him a narrow look before turning to David.
�David, this is Silas Kemp,� she said.
�Mr. Dawson, I want to let you know that there are no hard feelings over what happened at the Phi Sig house,� Silas said, holding out his hand.
David took it, and they shook.
�Can I go now?� Silas asked Cassidy.
She nodded and then smiled at David.
�What was that all about?� David asked.
�The Alpha Mus told me that he planned to look you up. I went to the Delta house today and explained to them that you were off-limits.�
David took a moment to wrap his brain around what she�d just said.
�So, you talked to him, and he agreed to come over here and tell me that?� David asked to help clarify what had just happened.
�Yeah, let�s go with that.�
�Cassidy,� David said in his best �dad voice.�
�I might have had to convince them. And maybe made an example of him. The Deltas aren�t nearly as tough as they thought they were. In the end, they saw it my way, and they won�t bother you.�
Some things were better left unsaid. The only positive was that she�d probably reached her quota for hurting boys for the semester. That meant that his dumbass friends were safe over spring break.
�Come on. I�ll buy you lunch at The Palace.�
Cassidy rolled her eyes at him because David had paid to allow her to use the cafeteria in his building for lunch. That way, she could eat there before their workouts. Cassidy wouldn�t accept money from him for being his trainer for some strange reason. This was his compromise, which she�d taken.
They went up to his dorm room and dropped off their books before going downstairs to eat. On the way down, David decided to press his luck.
�You owe me money for the massages I�ve been doing.�
�What money?� Cassidy asked.
�What you�re charging the girls. I should get some of that,� he pressed. When he saw her confused look, he broke out laughing. �You didn�t think to charge them, did you?�
�No,� she admitted.
�If you go to a spa or workout place, they charge you for extra services. Women pay good money for stuff like massages,� David explained.
�I�ve never been to a spa,� she admitted.
�Call Lexi and tell her to set up a spa day for all the girls going on spring break as my treat,� he offered.
�You�d be willing to give massages?� Cassidy asked.
�No, I don�t have time. Talk to Greg, and he can help you figure it out. I�m sure you could find someone who would come in and work for you. There are plenty of people in this dorm who would pony up for being pampered,� he suggested.
�Will you still help the girls out?� she asked.
�If I have time, I will. They might have to come to my room late at night,� David said as he waggled his eyebrows.
�Jerk.�
�Hey, I�m not the one who�s killing them. You can�t expect them to jump in and work out as hard as you make me,� he shot back.
�But don�t you want them to look good? Plus, it gives you a chance to perv out,� Cassidy fired back.
�Bite me, Buttercup,� he said with a smile.
This felt like old times, David and Cassidy giving each other a hard time. When they reached the cafeteria and grabbed their lunches, they found that Jamie and Lauren had saved them a table.
�Did Lexi let you all know what the plans are?� David asked about their trip.
�Just that a shuttle would pick us up Saturday morning here at the dorm,� Lauren said.
�It�ll take us to LAX, where we�re meeting some guys flying in from Oklahoma. Then we�ll head to Canada,� David shared.
�I saw some names on the list that I didn�t recognize,� Jamie said. �Who are we meeting from Oklahoma?�
�Two of my best friends from high school, Tim and Wolf. They play football at the University of Oklahoma,� David said.
�Lexi said we�re all rooming in the six-pack. There were two people listed for that room that I didn�t know, Tami and Alyssa,� Jamie said.
�Tami and I have been best friends since grade school. Alyssa is in my accounting class,� David shared.
�Why is Alyssa coming?� Cassidy asked. �I don�t know her.�
�She just got cheated on, so she dumped her boyfriend. Alyssa needs time away from school. I suggested she come along with us to get her mind off her ex,� David said.
�What if she gets all weepy? If she does, you�re dealing with it,� Cassidy warned him.
�Cassidy said your brothers are coming. Tell us about them,� Lauren said.
�Greg is a senior in college, and he�s bringing his girlfriend, Joey.�
�Wait! Joey�s a girl?� Jamie asked.
�No question about it; she�s definitely a girl. I had a huge crush on her, but my brother swooped in and stole her from me,� David said dramatically.
�What the stupid boy isn�t telling you is that she was hired by our high school to be a trainer. She helped David get into shape,� Cassidy shared.
�I take it Phil is your younger brother?� Lauren asked.
�That he is. Phil is actually my half-brother that I didn�t know I even had until just a few years ago. He�s a bit ... uhm ... socially awkward,� David said with a straight face.
�He�s cute and fun. David thinks because he�s a big brother, he has to pick on poor Phil. We�ll have to make sure he�s included,� Cassidy said.
Then she asked, �When are your brothers getting here?�
�They fly in tonight and will stay at the house in Malibu. I wish I hadn�t said I would go to Senator Hatley�s fundraiser tonight. The earliest I�ll see them is tomorrow afternoon since I have class in the morning,� David complained.
�No one goes to Friday classes after midterms. All they do is hand your tests back,� Jamie said.
�That�s just David. He has his priorities all wrong. It�ll be our job to set him straight on spring break,� Cassidy said.
�As of noon on Friday, I plan to have some fun. I need to blow off some steam,� David admitted.
Cassidy quickly pulled out her phone and began to furiously type out a message.
�What are you doing?� David asked.
�Letting everyone know that �Fun David� is coming out to play on our trip.�
�This won�t turn out well,� David thought.

The fundraiser was being held in a hotel in downtown LA. Kat wore a little black dress that David noted covered her tattoos. He guessed she did so to appease her parents. On the ride there, she�d filled him in on her family.
Her dad, James, was the managing partner of the law firm Burrows and Burrows. Kat�s mother, Sandra, had stayed home to raise Kat and her two brothers, Seth and Ethan. Both of them were older than she was and worked for her dad.
Once Kat and her siblings had gotten older, their mother had begun doing volunteer work to keep busy. One of her ventures was to help Senator Hatley. That had turned into a paying position a few years ago. She now ran the local office for the senator.
The Burrowses and the Hatleys ran in the same circles and attended many of the same events. That was how Kat had gotten paired up with Daniel Hatley over the years. When they went off to Yale, they officially began to date. The plan was for the two to get married and for young Daniel to join her dad�s law firm along with Kat.
That was the plan�until she caught Daniel cheating on her. Then he�d dropped the bombshell that he�d hoped she would have gotten pregnant. That way, they could have hurried up and gotten married.
Then, according to Daniel, her parents wouldn�t have had to waste any more money on her education. He had shared that her dad really didn�t want her to join his firm. Kat�s father would prefer she raised babies and did charity work like her mother had. Working in the office was man�s work, and she should leave it to them.
David could see she was nervous about seeing this group again.
�Do yourself and me a favor: no drinking tonight,� David said and saw her flinch. �I�m only saying it because you�ll want to have a clear head when dealing with everything.�
�Plus, I don�t plan to carry you home,� he didn�t say out loud, but he could tell that Kat had read his mind and nodded sadly.

Kat�s parents looked like they�d come out of Hollywood casting in the roles of high-powered lawyer and trophy wife. David was impressed that James had been lucky enough to get it right the first time. Several other lawyer types obviously had their second or third younger model on their arms tonight.
Kat�s eldest brother was with his girlfriend, who obviously came from serious money. She was way out of his league. If David had been ten years older, he would�ve thrown out his bro-code rule of not going after women who were seeing other guys and made a run at her.
The younger of her brothers was the quiet, studious type. David quickly figured out that Seth watched everything. David suspected that people underestimated the guy, a mistake he didn�t plan on making. Seth didn�t have a date, either by design or because he wasn�t seeing anyone right now. David thought it might be by design because Daniel, Kat�s ex, was seated next to him.
One surprise was that David didn�t instantly dislike Kat�s ex. Daniel was, in general, a good-natured guy. It was evident, though, that he was also a clueless college kid. He had clearly grown up with a silver spoon up his butt and had no idea how the real world worked. David would have liked to be there when he was finally on his own and had to worry about paying for food, rent, and utilities.
�Daniel, tell Kat what you�re doing this summer,� Sandra prompted.
David glanced over at his date and saw her fidget at her mom�s clear objective to get the two of them back together. He reached under the table and took her hand. Kat gave him a quick look of thanks.
�I�m going to Belize to do volunteer work.�
�Oh, boy,� David thought.
This sounded like the college-age missionaries at his old church. They would come in and beg for money so they could go to some sunny locale and spread the word when they actually planned to work on their tans.
�I want to do something more with my life. I don�t want to become just another consumer contributing to all the bullshit that our society values. You know, like fancy cars, the idea of celebrity and followers and all that shit. I resent it,� Daniel said, looking right at David for the last part.
David�s Alpha Male peeked out and chuckled at what it saw, but that didn�t mean he didn�t cause David to look Daniel right in the eye.
�What happened to you working for the firm this summer?� James asked.
�Who�s paying for this?� Ethan asked.
Daniel ignored Kat�s dad.
�The organization sponsoring us got a grant with the help of Grandpa Hatley. He slipped it into the most recent spending bill,� Daniel shared.
�What exactly are you doing?� Kat asked skeptically.
�We hand out information for the International Health Organization a couple of hours a day as we travel the country. It�s to further increase the IHO�s impact on global health. To do that, we�ll provide information to different levels of government to ensure that health is placed firmly on their political agendas. Last summer, they went to Honduras and had a blast,� Daniel said proudly.
David had heard enough about how his tax dollars were going to be put to use this summer. He was sure part of that agenda was to line the pockets of the IHO in the process of their �helping� to fulfill the politicians� promises. Kat was lucky to get away from this guy. Daniel might not be a bad guy to hang with, but she could do better.
�I�m going to go network,� David announced.
�Do what?� Daniel asked.
�Meet everyone here. You don�t think people pay money to come here just for the opportunity to give cash to your grandfather, do you? It�s a great way to connect and possibly do business with other successful people,� David said.
�Oh,� was Daniel�s insightful response.
�Why don�t James, Seth, and I join you? It will give Katherine a chance to catch up with Daniel,� Sandra suggested.
Kat nodded her agreement, so David led them all from the table.

Sandra was pleased with herself for throwing Kat and Daniel together. She was even happier to show off David. He quickly realized it must be a real feather in her bonnet to have snagged a celebrity for this event.
When there was a lull, James stopped David so they could talk.
�Kat has been going through something which has us all confused. Do you have any idea why she has suddenly rebelled?�
David cocked his head sideways for a moment to check whether James was putting him on. Then he took in the expressions on her mom�s and brother�s faces and figured out they had no idea what Daniel had done or said to her. Usually, he would beg off, but he had a feeling they needed to know.
�There are a couple of reasons. For one, Kat found out that Daniel was seeing other girls while they were dating,� David shared.
�Boys will be boys,� Sandra said to cover for Daniel.
Before she could say more, David held up his hand. It didn�t surprise him that she wouldn�t care about Daniel cheating. David had found that attitude more often than he liked. But it wasn�t up to him to judge how people lived their lives.
�Daniel also told her that he would prefer her to be barefoot and pregnant. That way, her family could save money on her education, and she could become a simple housewife. He also said that you didn�t want her at the firm because ... and let me quote... �it was man�s work,�� David said.
Sandra turned on her husband, who was suddenly an interesting shade of red.
�Tell me you didn�t say that, Dad,� Seth pleaded.
That started a shouting match in the middle of the fundraiser, which drew the attention of Senator Hatley. When he came over, Sandra pulled it together for a moment.
�Roland, I�m sorry, but we have to go. I�ll call you in the morning when I get the numbers on tonight.�
She grabbed her husband and marched him over to their table. David watched as Sandra said something to Daniel, who paled. His chief supporter had just turned on him. Daniel quickly got up and left the venue. Kat was soon in her mom�s arms, and they led the rest of the family out of the ballroom.
�What was all that about?� Senator Hatley asked.
�Your grandson and James stepped in it. I have a feeling that Sandra will straighten it out,� was all David shared.

Since all of David�s tablemates had left, Senator Hatley had him join their table.
�You�re a movie star and also a college athlete. How are you handling the issue of getting paid while playing?� Senator Hatley asked.
�That�s been a huge hassle. I had to go to Indianapolis, to NCAA headquarters, and meet with them to work it out. In the end, they decided that because I had been making movies before I started school, they would give me a waiver.�
�I�m on the Judiciary Committee, and we are looking at the NCAA�s antitrust exemption. One of the topics that has come up is the new laws that have popped up in several states to allow athletes to get paid. It looks like they�re going to adopt the Olympic model, where student-athletes can earn money with endorsement deals. What are your thoughts on the matter?�
�For me, that�s great. But I see some serious pitfalls moving forward,� David said.
�Like what?�
�The two big ones that raise their head are cheating, and what do we do for the third-string defensive end?�
�Are you suggesting some form of pay-for-play by the universities?� Senator Hatley asked.
�It would solve both problems. With the way they�re talking about rolling this out, big-time boosters will be opening their wallets to have players come to their university to play ball. Instead of the recruit figuring out which school gives them the best chance to succeed, they�ll be asking which one will pay them the most in endorsements.�
�Won�t it just bring what�s happening behind the scenes out into the open?�
�Let me ask you this: what would the Heisman winner be worth? Instead of deciding whether to go pro or not, what if he let it be known that he might be willing to transfer? Could it be more lucrative for him to stay in college? How would his teammates feel about it? More importantly, will it really be college football anymore?� David asked.
�You don�t think that would really happen, do you?�
�Of course it will. What would Nike be willing to pay if he was at an Adidas school?� David threw out.
�I see where you�re going with that. What about the third-string guy?� Senator Hatley asked.
�He�ll become one of the have-nots. I think that he should at least be getting a stipend so he can buy a pizza if he wants one. And I know the argument about how much it will cost the university to give equal amounts to nonrevenue sports. I don�t have all the answers, but it should be looked at,� David suggested.
�Thanks. This will help me,� Senator Hatley said.

David soon discovered why Kat liked the man so much. It was why he had been elected to so many terms. When you were with him, he made you feel like you were the center of his attention. It helped that he came across as someone who actually cared.
The senator was also a deft fundraiser. On the way home, David chuckled at how he�d eagerly broken out his checkbook and made a donation. He filed that information away in case he ever ran for office.

Chapter 46

Greg


His kids were about to go stir crazy by the time they landed at LAX. Greg thanked God that Joey and Phil were there to help him. This way, all each of them had to do was be accountable for one child. Greg put Phil in charge of Kyle because he was the most responsible of the kids. It was a toss-up as to who was more likely to get into something, Mac or Nate.
He ended up taking Mac because she could cause the most damage. All he had to do was remember the book display toppling over at O�Hare as a reminder. Had that only been a little over four hours ago?
�You are not to let go of your designated buddy�s hand. Is that understood?� Greg asked before he let them get out of their seats.
They made it as far as the bathrooms. Mac had figured out what the signs meant, so they all had to go. At least at the airport, they could use the handicapped stall. The plane had been a nightmare.
By the time they made it to baggage claim, Greg was ready to make them catch the next flight back home. Thank the Lord, his mom was waiting for them at the luggage carousel.
�Nana! Nana!� his kids called as they wiggled free of their buddies and rushed to her.
It gave him a chance to get everyone�s bags while his mom, with Joey�s help, got all the munchkins to the extra-large van that Manaia was driving.
�Hey. Good to see you,� Greg said to the giant Samoan, who was part of his brother�s security and driving team.
�Welcome to LA. Mr. Dawson is planning a barbecue tonight to welcome you. David sends his regrets. He has a fundraiser he committed to, so he�ll see everyone tomorrow,� Manaia told Greg and Phil to catch them up.
�I hear you have a pool,� Phil said.
�And a hot tub and tennis court,� Manaia added.
They got everyone loaded, and from the back, Greg heard, �Oh, shit!�
�Language,� Mom chastised Greg�s half-brother.
�Read your text,� Phil said.
Joey pulled her phone out and looked at it.
�What does this mean? �Fun David is coming out to play�?� she asked Greg.
Greg�s expletive also got him yelled at by his mom.

Greg�s brother David was a frickin� genius. He�d told their mom to hire help to watch the rug-rats during spring break. She�d employed three girls going to Pepperdine who were enrolled in their Teacher Education program. Supervising eight children ranging in age between two and four would either cure them, or they would fall in love with their chosen profession.
That allowed the adults to relax and enjoy what California had to offer. From the rooftop, there were views of both the hills and the Pacific Ocean. His dad was grilling steaks while their cook was making everything else. Phil was in the pool as soon as they figured out where they were staying, and Joey had made plans to go out with the girls. She�d become friends with Ashley, Peggy, and Scarlet before they�d moved to Malibu.
Greg found himself sitting in a lounge chair, drinking a beer and talking to his dad.
�Have you found a job yet?� Dad asked.
�Not yet. Joey wants to get a job working at a university as a strength and conditioning coach. I plan to follow her wherever she goes. We thought she had a job at State, but they went in a different direction. If we have to, we�ll stay where we are for another year. They love her at Lincoln High, and I can spend more time with my massage business. That is, if it�s okay that we stay in the house?� Greg asked.
�We�re living on David�s dime, so you staying in the house isn�t a burden. Do what you need. You know that your mom and I will support you,� his father assured him.
His dad turned the steaks before continuing.
�What�s going on with you and Joey?� Dad asked.
�We decided to hold off on getting married. We�re both young, and I�m in no hurry after divorcing Angie. We�ll just live together until we figure things out.�
�How is Angie?�
�I wish I knew. As you know, she packed up and left last summer. The last time I tried to get hold of her, her cell phone no longer worked,� Greg shared.
�You worried?�
�Not really. When I accepted custody of the kids and told her I didn�t expect anything from her, she took me at my word. I suspect she�s off building the life she wants, and kids aren�t a part of it.�
They went quiet for a few minutes. They were joined by Greg�s mom.
�What�s this about �Fun David?�� she asked.
�What�s going on?� Dad asked.
�Cassidy sent out a text that said that �Fun David� was going on spring break,� Greg explained.
�What does that mean?� Mom asked.
�If I were to guess, it means that he plans to let his hair down and go a bit wild. I imagine you can figure out what a college boy might get up to,� Greg said.
�I bet David doesn�t get as wild as you think. He grew up when he was off making his movies. When the girls come over on Sundays, they tell us he�s focused on school and sports. Cassidy would tell us if he was out partying or slacking off,� Mom said.
�If anyone deserves to go a little wild, it�s him,� Dad said.
�You guys move out here, and suddenly I don�t know you. My mom is extolling the virtues of my wild child of a younger brother, and my dad is suggesting that he should go a little crazy. What happened that I�m not hearing about him being grounded for life?� Greg asked, joking around.
�As I said, he�s growing up. That doesn�t mean that he doesn�t do stuff that he shouldn�t. He�s just gotten better at hiding it,� Mom said.
�You mean he quit telling you everything he knows. I always wondered when he would finally figure that one out,� Greg said.
�Thank God he didn�t. It was bad enough knowing what he was up to. If we had been in the dark, it would have worried your mom to death,� Dad said.
�I choose to think he�s not up to anything. I have enough to worry about,� Mom said.
Dad announced that the steaks were ready. Mom sent a text message, and everyone began to show up. Greg had missed their big family get-togethers. This was what he needed.

The following morning, Greg was impressed with how efficiently everyone worked together to get the little ones ready and out the door for preschool. His three would be joining their cousins at their daycare while the older generation went on vacation.
Phil said he wanted to go see David at USC, so he talked Greg and Joey into going with him. Manaia was �voluntold� to drive them. Greg was glad that happened because he would have had to kill someone on the drive over. LA traffic was terrible. He now understood road rage.
Cassidy met them at Sandoval Hall. She told Manaia that he could go back home because David had his car to drive them.
She took them past the security desk and up to David�s dorm room. It didn�t surprise Greg that she had a dorm card and a key. His brother always trusted people more than he should. When they walked in, Cassidy went to the refrigerator while the rest of them stood in stunned silence.
�If this is what living in a dorm is like, sign me up,� Phil said.
Greg had to agree. He�d lived in off-campus married housing, which was ten times better than living in a dorm room. David�s place, though, embodied the ideal living situation for a college kid. It wasn�t that it had marble floors or gold-plated faucets; rather, it had big leather couches and chairs and a TV that took up almost an entire wall. Video game equipment out the wazoo was evident, and the bar/kitchenette was versatile enough that you could feed yourself or throw a party.
�Lexi and David�s roommate�s stepmom decorated it. You should see his bedroom,� Cassidy said as she handed out drinks. Phil beat the others in the race to David�s bedroom door.
Greg had forgotten that his younger brother had money. Looking at where David lived was a stark reminder. His room looked like something right out of an idea magazine for the perfect twenty-something bedroom.
�I�m calling my mom and telling her I�m not coming home,� Phil announced.
They heard the door open.
�Honey, I�m home!� David called out.
They came out of his bedroom to greet him.
�You�re bigger,� Phil blurted out.
Joey gave him an appraising look.
�What do you weigh?� she asked.
�I�m up to 235. They want me to be at 240 by the start of the season. Thanks to what you taught Cassidy, I haven�t lost a step,� David shared.
�You�re training him?� Joey asked Cassidy.
�She is. She�s also training a group of guys who are preparing for the NFL draft. They all swear by her,� David said.
Greg saw that David�s words meant a lot to Cassidy. David was a natural at building up the people around him. He had no doubt she would do anything for him. He wished he was half the leader his younger brother was.
�I need to run over to the baseball field to get in some batting practice before football. You guys want to go with me?� David asked.

Cassidy begged off. She hadn�t even started to pack for the spring break trip and needed to get going on that. Besides, David�s group would all be together for the next week.
They walked to the baseball field, and David enjoyed showing them the campus. Greg wasn�t surprised when it seemed like his brother knew everyone. When David reached the baseball field, you could tell he was in his element.
�Hey, Joey. I want to introduce you to someone,� David said as he took them to the coaches� offices.
He knocked on the door and then stuck his head in.
�Hey, Coach. I have your new trainer with me,� he announced. �Joey Marshall, meet Coach Deneau.�
�What�s the deal, Dawson? You just barge in and take over,� the player sitting across from the coach complained.
�Andres, I would like you to meet my brothers, Phil and Greg. Coach sees you enough. He needs to hire this girl before someone steals her,� David said.
Greg chuckled because Joey clearly wasn�t quite sure what to do. Even though he knew David�s skills at getting the right people together with each other, he still was a bit shell-shocked that his brother would pull something like this. Their dad must have talked to him this morning.
�David claims you were responsible for getting him ready for college athletics,� Coach Deneau was saying to Joey as the rest left his office.
�So, these are the infamous Dawson brothers,� Andres said.
�They�re having a party at the Baseball House as we speak. I thought you might want to grab a beer there and relax while I do my thing here and then go to football practice,� David said.
�What about Joey? Shouldn�t I wait for her?� Greg asked.
�Coach will bring her down to the batting cages when he�s done. I can have one of the guys take her to the house from there. Go have fun,� David assured his brother.
Greg was about to turn David down, but the look on Phil�s face changed his mind. Greg figured it would be better if he were there to watch over their youngest sibling.

It didn�t take long to figure out that Andres, Seamus, and Allard were David�s best friends on the baseball team. Seamus and Allard were going with them on their spring-break trip, so it was nice to get to know them. The three of them were pumping Greg for all the embarrassing information he could think of. Phil had a few that even he hadn�t heard before.
When there was a lull in the conversation, Allard made a suggestion.
�You guys want to meet some of the jock bunnies?�
�Jock bunnies?� Phil asked.
The grins on David�s friends� faces told Greg precisely what they were.
�Did you bring condoms?� Greg asked.
Phil�s eyes got big.
�David has a supply in his room,� Seamus shared.
�You mean...� Phil stammered.
�Don�t worry, you don�t have to run back to The Palace; we�ll take care of you. Come on, you�re in for a treat,� Allard said as he and Seamus took Phil to the basement.
�They aren�t going to get him shit-faced, are they?� Greg asked Andres.
Andres just shrugged, like it was no big deal.

The jock bunnies had figured out that Greg was also a Dawson. He was never happier than when Joey showed up. She pushed through them and gave him a big kiss. Greg sighed in relief when they took one glance at her stunning looks and decided to find someone else to hit on.
�How did it go?� Greg asked.
�Coach Deneau thinks the world of your brother. It was because of David that he even considered me. They have a whole process that I have to go through to get the job, but he told me that it�s mine if I want it.�
They found a quiet place to talk everything through. Greg had only lived in a small town, and then he�d gone to State for school. Moving to a big city concerned him, especially since he had three kids who would start school soon.
They were talking in circles when David finally showed up.
�Did you get it?� he asked Joey.
�They offered me the job, but I have to jump through a few hoops before they can make it official,� Joey shared.
David wrapped her in a big hug to congratulate her.
�Where�s Phil?� David asked.
Greg gave him a sheepish look.
�I sort of lost track of him. He went off with Allard and Seamus,� Greg explained.
�Oh, shit,� David moaned.
�Should we go look for him?� Greg worried.
�No. They won�t let him get killed or anything. That doesn�t mean that they won�t feed him to the jock bunnies, though.�
�Phil�s mom made me promise to look out for him,� Greg worried.
�I don�t think he�ll care, given what I�ve seen of these girls already,� Joey said.
David shook his head and then laughed.
�She�s right. We�d better track him down before they completely drain him of precious bodily fluids.�
�David!� Joey scolded him.

�But I have to break the record. I�m at four,� Phil whined.
Greg looked at David, who was of no help.
�You took responsibility for him. He�s already messed up. What can one more hurt?� David asked.
Andres had a girl waiting for Phil. From Phil�s expression, he felt like the king of the world when he went upstairs.
�I take it his visit to the farm went well?� David asked.
�What�s that mean?� Joey asked.
�You know all the skills my brother brings to the bedroom? You should thank our uncle for that. For some reason, I didn�t get the same training when I visited,� David complained.
�How exactly did this sex education work?� Joey asked.
While Greg tried to come up with the best way to explain it, his idiot brother chimed in.
�It was a farm ... with farm animals.�
Greg slugged David in the chest without thinking. It felt like he�d hit a brick wall. Greg momentarily worried that David was about to retaliate until Joey finally got his joke and burst out laughing. David didn�t help matters when he made a sheep baa sound.
�That image is going to be stuck in my head tonight,� Joey said, amused.

When Phil came downstairs as the new record-holder, the baseball team treated him like a king. The brothers and Joey walked back to David�s dorm and decided to spend the night there. David ordered food, and they all watched a movie and talked.
Greg went to bed happy. This was going to be a good week. He hadn�t realized how much he missed his dorky brother�well, formerly dorky, Greg reflected. He was also gratified to know that Phil was finally a real Dawson. Greg was impressed that he went five times in an afternoon.

Chapter 47

David


�Hey, I want to borrow your car,� Greg said, waking David up.
�Keys are on my desk. It�s a red Porsche Macan. Tell the navigation, �Malibu,� and it will give you directions.�
�Thanks. I want to be there when they wake up.�
He really didn�t have to explain it to David. His three were in a strange place, and their dad hadn�t come home last night. The kids� grandma said they hadn�t missed him because they were kept busy with all their cousins and, David suspected, Nana�s and Papa�s attention.
David gave his brother a half-assed wave and rolled over to go back to sleep.

David loaned Phil some of Alex�s clothes; they were about the same size. Phil had grown a couple of inches since David had seen him last. He was now six feet tall and starting to fill out. You could tell that working out with Joey had transformed his body.
Speaking of whom, she came out of Alex�s bedroom and yawned. David had been quiet while pilfering his roommate�s clothes to let her sleep.
�Where�s Greg?�
�He went to Malibu to get your stuff and say good morning to everyone. The shuttle will be here in an hour. How about we go down and eat some breakfast?� David suggested.
David took them down to the cafeteria. They had a skeleton staff because the dorm would be closing at noon. David was disappointed they didn�t have the omelet station going. They had to rough it, going through the steam-table line. While they ate, the people who were going with them on spring break began to trickle in.
David introduced everyone. Phil was tentative at first, but Lindsey began to draw him out. By the end of breakfast, he was getting comfortable hanging around college-age kids.
David had hired a shuttle bus for the group. It was like the ones that took people to and from airports and hotels. With the shuttle, everyone could drop their bags off in the front and go to the back and relax. After the shuttle had picked up the group at Sandoval Hall, it picked up Allard and Seamus at the athletic dorm. The next stop was Alyssa�s dorm, followed by the townhouse to pick up Cassidy.
Greg had texted David to let him know that Tami and Lexi were at the house and that Manaia would drive the three of them to the airport.

Soon after they arrived at the LAX FBO, a taxi pulled up and disgorged Tim and Wolf. David made the introductions of his old friends, new friends, and family members.
Before they got onto the plane, Lexi took charge.
�I�ve assigned you all seats for the first part of the flight. I tried to arrange it so you would be seated next to someone you don�t know very well as sort of an icebreaker. Once we get cruising altitude and the seat belt sign is off, feel free to mix it up and sit where you want.�
David checked, and he was seated next to Lauren. He noted that Lexi had picked Joey as her seatmate.
They were flying on a Gulfstream G550, which could handle 19 passengers. The private jet company they were chartering the flight from had provided an aircraft configured with one large leather seat on each side of the aisle. David and Lauren claimed the front seats, which gave him some extra space to stretch out his long legs.
Out of habit, he put in his earbuds and found some music to listen to. Lexi got on last and tapped his arm, which caused him to take out one earbud.
�The purpose of an icebreaker is to actually talk.�
�Oh, yeah. Sorry about that.�
David loved flying private, rather than having to endure the cattle car that was a commercial flight. As soon as Lexi was strapped in, they were rolling toward the runway. Five minutes later, they were in the air.
�Do you ski much?� Lauren asked.
�No, not really. I haven�t been in three, maybe four years.�
�Why do you own a condo near a ski resort?�
David shook his head.
�I would never have gone out and bought it. What happened was that I received it as payment to settle a lawsuit. I�ve never set foot in it,� David admitted.
�It�s just sitting empty?�
�No. I had it decorated to be sort of a party house. My mom Airbnbs it for me. It�s been booked solid all season.�
�I can�t imagine doing that. If it were me, I would worry it would get trashed,� Lauren conceded.
�I was, too, until my mom explained how it works. On top of the rent, they pay to have the place cleaned. If they leave it how they found it, the cost is minimal. If they trash the place, it can get pricy in a hurry. The renters also have to leave a large deposit. That way, they can�t skip on any additional charges they build up.
�It also has a secure closet that houses ski gear. If the people renting don�t have their own or don�t want to rent from the resort, they can rent ours. They�re then given the code to the closet.
�I had them add a service to have the pantry stocked if they wanted. That�s popular for families. I asked Lexi to order food for breakfast and snacks. And I had them stock the bar. I thought most everyone would prefer to grab lunch at the resort, and we could figure out dinner as we go,� David said.
�Are you and Lexi ... uh...�
�If you hadn�t noticed the sleeping arrangements, Lexi and I are in the master,� David said so he didn�t have to answer directly.
�Are you two serious?� Lauren asked.
�No. Neither one of us is dating anyone. So, if you wanted to hook up with Lexi, she�s a free agent,� David shared.
�Just when I think you�re a nice guy...�
�I suggest that I watch you and Lexi do naughty things,� David said as he waggled his eyebrows.
�Are you two really into that kind of stuff?�
�We haven�t yet, but if you want, I�ll go ask her,� David teased.
�I dare you.�
Lauren�s eyes got big when David unbuckled his seatbelt and walked back to where Joey and Lexi were having an animated discussion.
�Sorry to interrupt, but Lauren was wondering if you would be up for some girl-on-girl action tonight? I�d be willing to video it for my spank collection ... I mean, personal library.�
�What did I say?! This is going to be the best trip ever,� Phil crowed from the seat behind them.
�I told you �Fun David� was coming out to play,� Cassidy chipped in from two seats further back.
David belatedly realized that he might have asked his question a bit too loudly.
The whole plane became quiet as David stared at Lexi, waiting for her answer. Lauren finally broke.
�I was just joking. I dared him, and I didn�t think he would really ask,� Lauren said, accepting defeat.
David slumped and then gave a dramatic sigh.
�You would think he was an actor,� Joey said, firing off a barb.
He stood up straight and pointed to the bulge in his pants.
�Now, look what you did. Who�s up for the mile-high club?� David asked as he raised his hand.
�I am!� Phil said, raising his.
Then it dawned on Phil what he�d just offered.
�Okay, but I�m pitching,� David said with a straight face.
�Yep! Best trip ever,� Greg agreed.

Once they�d reached cruising altitude, Lexi encouraged them all to sit with someone new. David drew Wolf. After a short while, Greg called from the back.
�Tell us about your trips last summer and fall.�
�I know. Tell everyone about Tim getting the shit kicked out of him by the women�s volleyball team,� Wolf suggested.
�We promised that what happened down under stayed down under,� Tim reminded them.
The three of them had dirt on each other, so they nodded their agreement to Tim�s comment.
�Tell them about the carnival,� Lexi called out.
David stood up to tell his tale. He chuckled, remembering what happened.
�We were in Australia, filming in some remote locale. After a few days, people got excited that a carnival was coming to town. To say it was seedy looking would be giving it too much credit,� David said.
�It was a rolling dump,� Wolf agreed.
�At one of the booths, they had a stage with a big curtain. The barker was as funny as hell. He was calling out the manhood of any guy who walked past. He was offering a thousand dollars if anyone could stay in this cage for a full minute. All they had to do was put up fifty dollars. He even fanned out a wad of bills to show them what they could win.
�One bloke got all wobbly, thinking he could earn some moolah for a tinny,� David said in a bad Aussie accent.
�One guy got excited thinking he could earn some money for a beer,� Tim translated.
�When the guy paid his money, the barker pulled back the curtain. Inside the cage, an orangutan was sitting on a stool, looking bored. The bloke puffed up when his mates called out different strategies for winning the money. If it were me, I would have carefully stepped into the cage and stood very still. The bet was to last a minute. I wouldn�t have run at the ape and tried to knock him off his stool,� David advised.
Lexi, Tim, and Wolf were all chuckling at the memory of what happened.
�The guy had to weigh at least 200 pounds. The orangutan didn�t even get off his stool. He just grabbed the blokes� arm and tossed him against the side of the cage. The guy had to have flown at least six feet through the air,� David shared.
�I thought he was dead,� Lexi confessed.
�It did knock the wind out of him. He rolled to the gate and begged the carny to let him out,� Wolf added.
�You would think these Aussies would see that and get smart. It had the opposite effect. They now had a line. Let me paint you a picture of the type of guys we�re talking about. They were all in their wife-beater shirts, scrawny, with homemade tattoos, and looked half in the bag. Their wives and girlfriends were egging them on, calling them pussies if they acted scared of a little monkey.
�The next guy�s attempt was brutal. He decided to run from the ape. His dancing around for about twenty seconds. The orangutan watched him, looking disinterested, which made it all funnier for some reason. The beast looked over at the carny guy, who nodded. The next thing anyone knew, the orangutan exploded off his bench. He reached out and grabbed the poor bastard through the leg hole of his scuzzy shorts by the nut sack,� David shared.
Both Tim and Wolf instinctively covered up.
�I didn�t know you could pick a guy up like that,� Lexi said to clarify what happened.
That made all the guys cringe as they imagined hanging in the air by their nut sack as an orangutan held them up with its scrawny-looking arm.
�It took till the third guy before everyone decided that it wasn�t worth their fifty bucks. He, at least, had some skills. If I were to guess, he had wrestled when he was younger because he wrapped both his arms and legs around the orangutan�s torso, trapping his arms to his body.
�The orangutan looked around like it didn�t have a care in the world until the carny noted that they�d gone forty seconds. I honestly thought the man was going to make it. Then the ape started squirming as if trying to wiggle free. At the fifty-second mark, everyone began to count it down.
�Ten, nine, eight. That was when the orangutan reached down and shat in its hand. We watched in horror as it slapped it across the guy�s face. He might have been okay if he�d kept his mouth shut. The idiot tapped out with only three seconds left.
�After that, no one wanted to get into the cage,� David said.
�I was done after I saw the guy all but get his nuts ripped off,� Tim conceded.

When they got to the condo, no one wanted to hit the slopes. They all decided to kick back and relax. The building had a hot tub, which a few of them decided to try out. Others played some pool or jumped onto the gaming consoles to play some racing game. Lexi and Joey made margaritas and got some snacks out. When the music was turned on, they had a party started.
David kicked back. This was what he needed. Let the vacation begin.
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Chapter 48

Joey


Joey was the first one up and shuffled to the kitchen to make coffee. She was still trying to wrap her mind around the condo. David had shown everyone before and after pictures, and they all agreed that his friend Cindy had transformed the place. It was a four-bedroom unit, and originally each bedroom had its own bath. Cindy had combined the baths for the two that were now called �the six-packs� into one huge bathroom. The new layout had three showers, three toilet stalls, and a large sink area. With doors on the stalls and showers, it could be used coed.
The six-packs each had two bunk beds with a trundle bed underneath. Joey and Greg�s bedroom had a queen-size bed, while David�s had a California King.
David had spent a nontrivial sum remodeling the kitchen. There used to be an eat-in area, but it had been eliminated to make room for commercial-sized appliances that could accommodate a larger crowd. Where the eat-in area had been, there was now an island with a sink and two dishwashers. There was also room for six stools on the end and on the back side of the island for extra seating.
Cindy had removed the wall between the living and dining rooms to give the place a vast open-plan look. David had explained that there was no need for a formal dining area for a vacation spot.
Their was a walk-in closet by the front door where all the ski gear was stored. Along one wall was a bar with a table that could be converted into a poker table. Where the dining table had been, there was now a pool table. At the other end was a home theater.
The layout was only half the story; the finishes were what made the place. It was all done in woods and stone to give it a rustic ski-lodge look and feel. Joey understood why David was able to command top dollar when renting this condo. His friend Cindy had wanted it to blow away any suite you could book at a hotel. In Joey�s opinion, she�d succeeded.
Just like his home in Malibu and his dorm room, this was a stark reminder that David had both money and good taste. Or that he at least hired people with good taste and let them do their jobs.
She�d noticed that David was comfortable in upscale surroundings. When they all boarded the luxury chartered jet, everyone except David and Lexi had gawked at how nice it was. Drinks were served in lead crystal glasses. That sure beat the heck out of the plastic ones you received on a commercial flight.
Speaking of the differences from commercial, instead of a bag of peanuts, they�d served an honest-to-goodness meal. It included fine china with genuine silverware service. The food was as good as she�d have expected at a quality restaurant. It included terrific appetizers, a choice of chicken marsala or filet mignon, and a chocolate brownie with ice cream for dessert. Lexi told her they�d initially planned for something fancier than the brownie, but she knew that was what David would want.
Joey was glad that she�d gotten the chance to spend time with Lexi because it opened her eyes to a few things. David was still a college kid, even though, at times, Joey felt he was older than he looked. When she�d first met him, she�d been starstruck and had made a fool of herself. She�d been able to get it together and put on her professional face when she saw him again.
Joey�s fellow trainers loved that he was a goofy guy who could make them laugh. They treated him like a younger stepbrother that they could dote on. They�d also clued her in that they said �stepbrother� because it would have been wrong for them to flirt with a real brother.
David was a huge flirt. That would have been fine, but he exuded a sexual magnetism that made Joey take him seriously. If she�d known that he had the skills in bed that his brother Greg had, she might have succumbed to his advances. Looking back, though, picking Greg over David had been the right choice. Greg was settled down, and they were now in a committed relationship. Lexi had shared that David wasn�t anywhere near ready for that yet.
Her thoughts were interrupted when people began to get up.

There were two mountains to ski on, Whistler and Blackcomb. The shuttle bus only took five minutes to reach either destination. The pamphlet the driver handed out showed all the stops it could make. Since it was just them on the bus, he took them directly to the gondola they planned to use for their first trip up the mountain.
They took the Whistler Village Gondola to the Olympic Mid Station. That area had both a beginners ski slope and snowboard runs. David took the guys snowboarding while the girls went to learn to ski. Lauren had skied before, so she was designated as their teacher.
Between runs, Joey caught up with Cassidy.
�David mentioned you had midterms last week. How�d you do?�
�Three A�s and two B�s.�
�That�s better than you did in high school,� Joey observed.
�I feel obligated to do my best. People helped me get into USC, and I want to make sure I honor their faith in me by doing well.�
�How did Boy Wonder do?�
�David?� Cassidy asked, and Joey nodded. �Do you even need to ask? He�s as competitive in the classroom as he is on the ball field. He would never admit it, but if David didn�t get straight A�s, I would be shocked.�
Joey chuckled.
�You know, I made it my goal to see if I could break him. I wore him out, for sure, but he never quit.�
Cassidy nodded her agreement.
�When I first met him, I put him through my sixty minutes of hell routine. I even got him to throw up, but he came back for more. That was when I knew he was someone I could count on. He�ll never quit on me,� Cassidy said.
Joey read in that remark that Cassidy wasn�t just talking about quitting athletically; she meant more than that. After getting to know Greg, Joey had to agree with her.
His brother confirmed David was a great guy. His setting up the interview with Coach Deneau was a good example. She couldn�t think of many people who would think to help her like that. Moreover, her list of people who could actually pull off something like that was even shorter. In fact, it consisted of only one person: David.
�I need to find some way to thank him,� Joey thought.
�You know him. I want to thank him for getting me the job as one of USC�s baseball trainers. What do you get the guy who has everything?� Joey asked.
Cassidy gave her a knowing smile and then shook her head.
�Just tell him. He doesn�t expect anything from you,� Cassidy said.
Deep down, Joey knew that was true. It wasn�t like he would benefit from her working for the Trojans baseball team. David would work with Cassidy or the football trainers before he would venture over to the baseball group. She kept coming back to the notion that he was just a nice guy. There had to be something that she could do.

They grabbed lunch on the mountain at a place with grilled cheese in the name. You�d think they would actually have it on the menu, but they didn�t. In the afternoon, the guys went to the beginners slope to get used to using skis rather than snowboards. Meanwhile, the girls headed up the mountain to try an easy run.
The girl who was the biggest surprise was Tami. Greg had told Joey that she and David were best friends growing up. Tami was a tomboy who�d even played Little League baseball with him. She quickly was skiing with Lauren and holding her own.
By the end of the day, everyone was happy and worn out. The girls met the guys at the base of the hill.
When Joey spotted Greg, he smiled and gave her a quick kiss.
�How was your day?� Greg asked.
�It was a lot of fun. It was nice getting to know all the girls,� Joey said. Then she spotted Phil, who didn�t look happy. �What�s up with your little brother?�
�The other five guys in the six-pack all arranged dates for tonight. They�re going clubbing with a group of girls here for a wedding party. He�s not old enough to get in.�
�I was going to suggest the same because the girls plan to go out. I feel bad for Phil,� Joey said.
�David and Lexi were planning to go out too until he figured out Phil couldn�t get in. He suggested that the four of us take him to dinner and then hang out at the condo. It would be kind of a family night,� Greg said with a weak smile.
She could tell he would prefer to go party but wasn�t willing to abandon his youngest brother.
�That sounds like a plan,� she conceded.
Greg gave her another kiss.
�I�ll make it up to you,� he promised.
She bet he would.

While everyone got ready to go out, Phil moped around playing video games. Tim and Wolf knew him the best and didn�t hesitate to rub it in that he had to stay home. Greg noted that Phil had been pretty vocal about his exploits at USC with the jock bunnies, so he didn�t stop them from giving him a hard time. Greg was disappointed that Phil had given out details of his encounters.
When it was time to go, everyone went down and caught the shuttle bus. The driver told the revelers that the last return trip would be at one in the morning, so if they missed that ride, they were walking. He then dropped the rest of them off at the restaurant. He gave David his card and said to call him when they were done. Joey realized why the driver was being so accommodating when she saw David slip him a substantial tip.
The restaurant was packed, and they had to wait to be seated. There were benches that held four, and one opened up. Joey shook her head when Phil snaked the seat next to Lexi, leaving David to stand. When the bench across from them opened up, David sat down with his legs spread wide in a pleasingly macho way, slouching, head cocked to the side. He smiled when he caught Joey checking him out.
Their table was called, and after they had gotten their orders in, Joey saw that Phil was looking off into space. David noticed, so he started talking about football. Joey could almost feel the intensity of their discussion increasing as the two ignored the rest of the table.
She had previously watched David when he talked sports and knew he was focused and competitive. She hadn�t realized that Phil had that trait in him as well. The two of them were soon talking about minute details. She tuned them out when they began to talk about something as small as a receiver cutting on the fourth step, not the fifth, on a route.
Lexi finally put a stop to it by putting her hand on David�s to grab his attention. He gave her an embarrassed shrug as if to say, �that�s just who I am.� David immediately steered the conversation onto topics that everyone could participate in.

After they ate, they went back to the condo. Joey took Greg�s hand and led him to the bedroom. Having the three little ones around at home cramped their sex-play opportunities pretty severely at times. She was anxious for some more uninhibited wildness while they were on their break.
Greg was an adventurous guy. Before she met him, Joey had been reserved sexually and wouldn�t even think about some of the stuff he was into. But there was just something about Greg that was always able to bring out her wild side.
Before their trip, he�d told Joey stories about what he and David had gotten up to when they were younger. The best way she could describe some of their exploits was �interesting,� which was her way of saying something when she didn�t know what else to say. The two brothers weren�t exactly the angels she�d suspected before she started to date Greg.
When the door closed, he pulled her into his arms and gave her a kiss. They�d been dating for almost a year now, so she knew what that kiss meant. It wasn�t that he was predictable; it just was that she�d started to learn his quirks or tells. Greg was in a playful mood.
He went down on his knees and looked up at Joey.
�It�s been a while since we were alone enough that I could make you scream.�
�Oh, my,� she said.
While he was still on his knees, she watched as he reached up and unbuttoned her pants. Her heart started to beat faster with anticipation. Greg slid Joey�s slacks down to reveal the sexy thong she�d bought for the trip.
�You dirty girl,� he teased as he gave her a predatory look.
He lifted her blouse and started to kiss her stomach as he worked his way down. He put his hand on the inside of her thigh to tell her to spread her legs so he had room to work. She shivered when she felt his warm breath caress her intimate parts.
Greg�s soft lips and scruff of facial hair glided over her thighs as he teased her. Joey closed her eyes in anticipation of what was to come. He reached up so he could move her underwear out of the way. She soon felt little nips, licks, and kisses all around but not on her sex. She moaned in frustration as he continued to withhold the touch her body craved.
Then he stopped. It took Joey a second before she opened her eyes to find he wasn�t in front of her. Before she could see him, she heard Greg behind her.
�Get yourself wet for me.�
She reached between her legs to slowly masturbate herself. While she did that, he stretched around her and unbuttoned her blouse. She�d gone braless, so she benefited from his easy access to her nipples. He knew what got her motor running as he delicately toyed with her breasts. When Greg was sure she was aroused, he reached down to confirm to her that she was, in fact, wet and that he knew it.
He guided her to the bed, and before he had Joey sit on the edge, he squatted down and removed her thong. Once she was seated, he spread Joey�s thighs and lowered his mouth toward her sex. He ran his tongue deep inside her folds. The first lick had her craving more. He then used the tip of his tongue to play with her clit. When he shoved a finger deep inside her, Joey cried out in passion.
�That�s it, baby. Don�t hold back tonight,� Greg urged.
He turned his hand so that he could find her G-spot. When he began to stimulate it, she arched her back and flopped back onto the bed. Joey�s moan was all he needed to hear as he began to vigorously attack her with both his finger and tongue.
�You�re driving me insane!� she called out.
�Fucking hell!� Joey thought.
She was imagining what would come next. She loved the feel of Greg�s cock deep inside her. Then he upped the ante when he mercilessly added another finger. She felt herself stretch to accommodate the extra digit. Joey thrust her sex at him to get him deeper yet. When he was all the way in, she tightened her pussy around his fingers like a glove. It was his turn to moan in anticipation of the main event.
Joey�s eyes snapped open, and she stared at the ceiling sightlessly as she cried out. Her orgasm shook her body.
�You�re sexy as fuck when you cum,� Greg remarked softly as he looked upon the devastation that he�d wrought.
�Quit messing around. Get your clothes off and fuck me now,� she ordered.
He chuckled at her brazen attitude and gave her one last lick before standing up.
Joey watched him as he slowly removed his clothes. She�d first gotten to know him via workouts. David had hired her to help his dad get into shape and lose some weight after he had his heart scare. Greg had joined his dad because he�d also begun to gain some weight.
Joey had come to appreciate Greg�s fine form. She�d gotten the excess weight off of him and toned him up. Unlike David, who was a beast, Greg had a lean sexy body that had the coeds at State drooling. If they ever figured out how good he was between the sheets, they would be knocking down his door.
As he stripped down to his briefs, Greg stopped for a moment to allow Joey a chance to admire the bulge from his erection and the wet spot evident near the tip. She debated whether to take matters into her own hands until he dropped his underwear to his knees, moving closer to Joey.
�Do you miss my dick?� he teased.
She nodded �yes� as the tip of his cock started to slide up and down the wet folds of her sex. When he found her channel, he rested the head against her opening. Greg wiggled his hips to jiggle the tip, causing Joey to become frustrated. Joey moaned, mentally asking him to stop this torture, but he didn�t.
�Lift your legs and wrap them around my hips,� he ordered.
When she didn�t react quickly enough, he reached down and pulled her legs into place. Once she was set, he leaned into her, slowly burying his length into her depths. He worked up to a nice steady rhythm as their bodies began to smack together, making the unmistakable sounds of vigorous sex. Greg was on his game as his hard, forceful, but steady pace drove Joey crazy with lust. He finally got his wish when she began to call out his name.
�Oh, Greg, yes. Do me harder! Fuck the shit out of me!�
Then it was his turn to scream when her vaginal walls squeezed his cock tightly, throbbing wildly around him. She gave all of herself to Greg, and he gave it right back. When they reached their crescendo, they both bellowed their release. Joey couldn�t remember the last time she�d had an orgasm of that magnitude.
She knew that they hadn�t said the words, but she couldn�t imagine being in a relationship with anybody else. It wasn�t just the sex, even though that was the cherry on top. She and Greg just clicked.
After they came back to earth from their sexual frenzy, Greg once again became the gentle, considerate man he was. He slowly backed out of Joey�s body and then rolled to the side. She still trembled from the aftereffects of what they�d just done. He kissed her on the cheek as she turned to cuddle into him and closed her eyes to enjoy the afterglow.
They lay there for a few minutes, catching their breath. Joey reached over and ran her hand down his stomach. She found his member was semihard.
�You greedy little minx,� Greg moaned as she stroked him. �Roll to your side a bit more.�
She did as he asked as he scooted next to her. He entered her again. This time wasn�t about sexual gymnastics or over-the-top orgasms. She loved his slow strokes, the gentle, rhythmic movement of his hips coming from a place of deep caring. Dare she think�love?
Then she felt a change in him. Greg grasped her hips and began to release the hunger he felt for her.
He stopped for a moment to roll her on top of him. Joey put her feet on the mattress and her hands on his chest to lift up enough so he could let his hips fly. He started to fuck her like a wild man. She loved the way he strained as he pounded her body with raw power and force, making her climax with only a few beastly strokes.
Greg started to cum, ramming his cock deeper, harder, and faster. Joey fell back against his chest as she accepted his pounding. The whole bed was rocking as the headboard slammed against the wall. They were both coming, with wave after wave of pleasure, until he moaned loudly and slammed his cock into her one last time.
Joey trembled with pleasure. They both tried to catch their breath, filled with the joy of good sex.
Then they heard David and Lexi, which caused Joey to giggle.
If that weren�t enough, Phil let out a bellow of his own. It made them laugh out loud to think that they�d driven the poor boy to wank off in the living room.
Joey got up and enticed Greg into taking a shower with her before going to sleep.

As they were lying back in bed, Joey knew what she wanted to do for David.
�I want to thank David for finding me the job at USC.�
�What were you thinking?� Greg asked.
She knew that after sex, he would agree to almost anything. For this, she wanted him to think about it before he decided.
�I want you to sleep on this because it�s a big deal.�
�Now you have my interest,� Greg admitted.
�I want to sleep with David.�

Chapter 49

Greg


Greg hadn�t slept worth shit after Joey had told him what she wanted to do to thank his brother. Her saying that had been a wake-up call. He saw that he�d made a few assumptions concerning their relationship. It was apparent that he and she needed to sit down and clarify what they were doing before he uprooted his kids and moved to LA.
Greg thought back on their conversations and realized he and Joey had never explicitly said they were exclusive. He hadn�t been with anyone else since they�d started seeing each other, and he didn�t think she had either. Nevertheless, Greg now knew he and Joey had a lot they needed to talk over, if only so they could both be clear and in agreement about where they were and where they were going.
Still, he concluded that Joey didn�t necessarily want to open up their relationship. He assumed that the �thanking� of his younger brother was a onetime event.
Greg put his palm on his forehead and let it slide down his face in frustration. This wasn�t the first time the woman he was with had inquired about spending time with David. Angie, his ex-wife, had asked on numerous occasions. Greg even relented and given her permission, and the only thing that had stopped her was David. The question was, would David go along with Joey�s request or not?
Greg heard someone up and moving, so he decided to get up. He found Cassidy in the kitchen.
�What time did you get in?� Greg asked.
�Tami, Lauren, and I caught the last shuttle. The rest of them decided to go to an after-party. It wasn�t an official bridal festivity, but a girl who was getting married invited all her friends for the weekend. She was all over Wolf. She said she wanted to try a guy who was well-endowed,� Cassidy shared.
�Are they back yet?�
Cassidy just shook her head �no.�
�What did you guys do?� she asked.
�Went to dinner and then came back. Joey and I don�t get much alone time,� Greg admitted.
�I take it David and Lexi did the same.�
�How do you know?� Greg asked.
�I turned on the TV, and there�s porn. It�s not the kind David normally watches, so I guessed it must be Phil�s.�
Greg had two thoughts run through his mind instantaneously. How did Cassidy know what kind of porn David watched? And how did Phil get porn on the TV?
Greg�s curiosity got the better of him, and he went to see what Cassidy was talking about. The TV was turned on with the sound off. It showed a young man tied up as two girls teased him.
Yep, his brother would never let himself be tied up. David would never lose control.
Greg was chuckling when the lock on the front door disengaged, and in walked the late-night partygoers.
�You�re a horse�s ass!� Alyssa said.
�And your opinion is worth fuck-all!� Seamus shot back.
David picked that moment to come out of his room.
�I warned you. My friends are bigger horse�s asses than I am,� he told Alyssa.
�They need couples therapy already,� Wolf said as he walked in.
�I didn�t know we had porn channels,� Tim chimed in, which had everyone turning to the TV.
Tami, Lauren, Lexi, and Joey came out of their rooms to see what the commotion was all about.
�Phil must have linked his phone to it to spank his monkey. I bet he didn�t think to turn off the connection,� David said.
�That means...� Wolf said with a big grin.
Everyone quietly followed Wolf to the guys� six-pack door. He put up three fingers and then curled one at a time into his fist to indicate a countdown. When all his fingers were in a fist, he opened the door, and everyone filed in. It was cramped with the trundle beds pulled out.
Poor Phil looked like he was having a seizure when everyone came pouring in. His phone went flying, and he instinctively tried to cover up.
�Young man! What do you think you�re doing!?� Greg asked in his best �dad voice.�
The rest of them didn�t wait for Phil to respond before they were piling on.
�You might want to get that checked. It looks like you all but rubbed it raw,� Tim said to fire off a barb.
�He�s a Dawson,� Cassidy added.
�Okay, the show�s over,� David said as he kicked everyone out except for Greg.
�Let me give you a tip as an older brother. If you�re going to jerk off in a full house, don�t leave your phone hooked up to the big-screen TV for everyone to see,� Greg said sagely.
Phil said a trigger word. Greg turned to David.
�Before we leave, you have to show me how he did that.�
�No problem. Better living through technology,� David said.
They left Phil to recover from his embarrassment. Greg smiled when he heard everyone in the living room give a collective groan when Phil disconnected his phone from the TV.
�That�s one of those life lessons I�m glad I didn�t have to learn on my own,� David said.
Greg agreed.

Greg and Joey volunteered to help Cassidy make breakfast. Together they decided that pancakes were probably best since the all-night partiers had queasy stomachs.
�David said I should talk to you,� Cassidy said.
�About...?� Greg asked.
�Along with David, I�ve been training ballplayers who have designs on playing in the NFL,� Cassidy said.
�Are they paying you?� Joey asked.
�They are, but that�s not what I wanted to talk to you about, Greg. I picked up some other clients who are girls in David�s dorm.�
�They wouldn�t be Lauren, Lindsey, and Jamie, would they?� Joey asked.
�Yeah, and one other,� Cassidy admitted, then got to the point. �I worked the girls out a bit too hard and had to have David give them massages.�
�I didn�t know he knew how to give a therapeutic massage,� Joey said.
�He�s not bad,� Greg conceded.
�I�m sure you�re the best,� she told her boyfriend to soothe his ego.
�David told me that I should be charging for his services,� Cassidy said. �He said that I should talk to you because he doesn�t have time to work for me.
�How much are you currently making doing this?� Greg asked.
Cassidy told them. Their next question was how many clients she had. Doing a little math, they figured out basically how much Cassidy was making per head. She now had their attention.
�What�s your overhead like?� Greg asked.
�What do you mean?�
�What are your expenses? You know, like facility rental, towel cleaning, sanitizer for the equipment, accounting, business license, and such. I�m not sure of all the rules for running a business in LA,� Greg said.
�David lets me use the weight room in his dorm; they bring their own towels; the dorm has spray bottles set out to clean the equipment; and the other stuff I have no idea about. I just have them pay me,� Cassidy admitted.
�Where do these people get all their money?� Joey asked.
�Ridge told me his agent had budgeted funds to get him prepared for his tryouts. The other NFL hopefuls have similar arrangements. The girls all live in a dorm that�s full of rich kids. Why? Am I charging them too much?� Cassidy asked.
�I honestly don�t know, but I�m coming to you if I ever need a loan. Hell, David charges me rent for space at the strip mall where I have my business,� Greg teased.
�What should I do about finding someone to do massages?� Cassidy asked.
�Hire me,� Greg said, half-seriously. �But for now, let�s talk after breakfast.�

Greg found a moment to talk to Joey before they headed out to go ski.
�About what you said last night,� he began.
�You�re against it?� Joey asked.
�I didn�t say that. But I do know my brother. To get him to accept your �thank you,� you need to talk to Lexi first and get her okay.�
�I thought they were just hooking up.�
�That may be, but she set this up so she roomed with him. From what I�ve overheard from Tim and Wolf, it sounds like she spent most nights with him while he was making his movies after he graduated from high school. He may think of it as just a hookup, but he likes her enough that he wouldn�t want her feelings hurt,� Greg explained.
�What about you? Have you thought about what I asked?�
�I have some questions. Like, what are we to each other?� Greg asked.
�You made it clear that you didn�t want to get into anything serious for a while. Has that changed?�
Greg sighed.
�No. Angie did a number on me. While I don�t want to get married anytime soon, I do want to spend time with you,� he conceded.
�You know me. I�m not one to run off and hook up with some random guy. But I�m not ready to settle down, either. I do believe that down the road, we might become more to each other. However, I�ll admit I want to have fun before that day comes.
�Look, I honestly don�t intend to go wild. David is the only guy I would consider being with right now besides you, and I don�t want to feel like I owe him. I want the happily ever after, and I think that when you�re ready, we should talk about that,� Joey said.
�Before I married Angie, I was a serial dater. I would date a girl for four to six weeks and then move on.�
�Are you saying you miss the variety?� Joey asked.
�Does it make me sound terrible if I say I do? You know I�m happy with what we have,� Greg added, hoping he hadn�t stepped in it.
�I�m not into girls,� Joey said.
Greg smiled.
�And I�m not into guys.�
�Let me talk to Lexi. If I�m going to play, then you should get to as well. This might come to nothing if she balks. What you said about David not being willing to hurt her makes perfect sense. If she�s not on board, I�ll figure some other way to thank him,� Joey said.
�Okay.�
Greg wasn�t sure how he really felt about all this. While he trusted David implicitly, he had to decide whether or not he trusted Joey that much. Greg was torn as to whether he should say �no� to the whole idea. He knew that if David suspected he wasn�t entirely on board, Joey wouldn�t get anywhere with him. For now, Greg decided to keep quiet.

The resort offered more than just skiing. Lexi had arranged for everyone to go snowmobiling that evening. In the meantime, they planned to hit the slopes again. The late-night group passed since they hadn�t gotten much sleep. With full tummies, they were down for the count.
While skiing, Greg spent some time talking to Tami. She got him up to speed on what had happened the night before.
�It was a lot of fun. The place we went to had a DJ and drink specials on Moosehead Lager and snakebite shots.�
�What�s a snakebite shot?� he asked.
�You have to try it. It�s made from Yukon Jack, a honey-flavored whiskey that�s sickly sweet tasting. They add lime juice to give it tartness. When you drink it, it makes you pucker, shake your head, and leaves you wondering what the heck you just drank,� she shared.
�That doesn�t sound good at all.�
�It does get you drunk, though. It was fun to watch people pair up.�
�Do tell.�
�After Alyssa had a few, she opened up about her ex and what a horse�s ass he was. Tim and Wolf offered to help her create a revenge porn video to send him. I think she might have done it if she hadn�t fallen for Seamus,� Tami shared.
�That�s such a bad idea on so many levels. I could see Alyssa�s ex sending that video to everyone they knew.�
�That�s what I thought, but you know how people get.�
�Unfortunately, I do,� Greg admitted.
�Then there was Kirk and Jamie. Cassidy told me that they were two of the people who got to know David when he moved into The Palace. They�ve been friends for a couple of years. Last night, they figured out they might want to be more.�
�That sounds nice.�
�Lindsey got a voicemail from her boyfriend while we were out, and she played it for Jamie, Lauren, and Kirk. I guess he has an issue with her weight. Lindsey�s put on a couple of pounds since coming to college. She planned to go home and surprise him in a few weeks. Cassidy has been helping her firm up,� Tami said.
�What a dick.�
�They convinced Lindsey that she should quit her long-distance arrangement and find someone at USC. It looked like she might have done that. I spotted her kissing Allard on the dance floor,� she said.
�What was the deal with the wedding party?� Greg asked.
�This girl is getting married in a few weeks, and her maid of honor planned a ski trip. I guess they asked her what her biggest fantasy was, and she said she wanted to hook up with a quote-unquote �big guy.� They invited everyone back to their place for an after-party. I don�t know if Wolf went through with it or not, but I could see where they were headed. Unlike some of the others, I didn�t want to risk dealing with a hangover this morning,� Tami explained.
�I haven�t ever really done that,� he said.
He�d gotten married right out of high school, and he and Angie had Kyle to raise. It had put a crimp in them going out partying.
�This might be your chance. I would suggest that you don�t make the mistake I did and mix liquors. My worst hangover ever was caused by vodka and Southern Comfort. I find it�s not nearly as bad if I stick with just one,� Tami said.
Greg chuckled because he was getting drinking advice from one of the most responsible people he knew growing up. Tami had hung out with David and two of his other friends. She was the one who kept them from doing any permanent damage. She was also the one who told David what to do. If left to his own devices, who knew what trouble he would have gotten into?
�Maybe you can show me the ropes,� Greg suggested.
�I�ll keep you out of too much trouble,� she promised.
He put that on his bucket list for this trip.

Lexi had planned for an evening adventure. The resort offered a snowcat or snowmobile ride up the mountain to a restaurant called the Crystal Hut Fondue, which provided a candlelit dinner at 6,000 feet.
Half the group decided to go, including the three brothers, Lexi, Joey, Cassidy, Tami, and Lauren. Everyone going opted for the snowmobiles as well. The party group, on the other hand, felt their money would be better spent hitting the bars again.
Greg was glad to see that David didn�t pick up the tab. Everyone had to pony up $200 for the package. The highlight was the snowmobiling. It was about an hour and a half to reach the restaurant. Granted, the majority of the time was spent going about five miles per hour playing follow the leader up the hill. The guide did let everyone play for about twenty minutes, racing around a circuit.
The group arrived at about the same time as the people who rode up in the back of the snowcat. None of them looked happy, so David�s group felt lucky they�d opted for the snowmobiles.
The food was average at best. It started with a hot chocolate and included a single glass of wine, with additional glasses costing close to $13. Everyone stopped at one drink, and the fondue following the ap�ritif wasn�t anything special.
On the ride down the mountain, their guide let them be more adventurous. Luckily, no one died in the dark.
When they got back, everyone thought it was something they were glad they had done, but wouldn�t sign up for a second time. David ordered pizzas, and the party was taken back to the condo.

Greg and Joey followed Lexi into the kitchen when she announced she would make margaritas. David and Lauren teamed up against Phil and Cassidy to play pool. Phil had taken over the sound system, so they figured they could talk and not be overheard.
�We wanted to talk to you about something,� Joey said.
�About David,� Greg added.
Lexi looked at them curiously.
�Okay?�
�I wanted to thank him for finding me the job at USC,� Joey said.
�She means �thank� him in a very personal way,� Greg said.
�And you�re telling me this because...?� Lexi asked.
�I thought maybe we could ease into it and possibly swap,� Joey said tentatively.
Greg could see that Lexi might not be on board with that suggestion. He wasn�t sure he was, either. They were saved when Tami walked in and interrupted their conversation.
�For some of the people closest to him, you guys don�t know David very well at all.�
She�d clearly overheard the last part of their discussion.
They all looked at her guiltily, like they�d been caught doing something naughty. None of them said anything, so Tami continued.
�David is big on rules, and he hates surprises. What�s one of his biggest rules about sleeping with girls?�
�Never sleep with someone who�s in a relationship,� Greg offered.
Tami tapped her nose to show that Greg had gotten her point.
�He�s also very possessive. Imagine, if you will, the four of you dancing with each other�s partner. He would be fine with that. What happens when he sees Greg and Lexi kiss or do more?�
Greg chuckled. That just confirmed what he already knew. Joey�s blurt about swapping was a terrible idea.
�If he didn�t kick my ass, I would say he would walk out because when David gets mad, it�s best if he�s left alone until he cools off. And he would be mad,� Greg predicted.
�And Lexi would probably be fired as his PA,� Tami added.
�That almost happened when I told him that I loved him,� Lexi admitted.
�That goes to my second point, surprise. I bet that shocked the shit out of David because, to that point, your �rules� had been that you were only friends with benefits. Am I correct?� Tami asked.
�Yes,� Lexi admitted.
�So, I should think of some other way to thank him?� Joey asked.
�I didn�t say that. What you need to do is forget the swapping idea. That would involve an in-depth conversation with boy wonder before he would ever agree. He would have to hear from all of you that you were okay with it�and believe you�before he would participate. And that would ruin the surprise,� Tami said.
�But you just said he hates surprises,� Joey said.
�He does, but he�s also a guy. Say you stepped into the shower with him,� Tami suggested.
�He�d still say no because of the Dawson Code. He would have to hear from me that he had a green light,� Greg said.
Tami nodded her assent, then continued.
�If your goal is a foursome, I would suggest that you have him spend one-on-one time with Joey first. That way, you can get him comfortable with her before the two of you start bumping uglies in front of him. Lexi will also have to talk to him before that happens.�
�How would I bring that up?� Lexi asked.
�I would bet my beach house�that I don�t own�that David will be talking to you shortly after he spends time with Joey. He rightly believes that full disclosure is the best policy when stuff happens. That�s one of the things I like about him,� Tami said.
�I�ve heard some of the conversations David has with his parents. Mine would drop dead of a heart attack if I told them half the stuff he tells them. He has also been open with me. David might not tell me about every girl he spends time with, but he doesn�t keep it a secret. I imagine you�re right. If David were to sleep with Joey, he would tell me,� Lexi acknowledged.
Then Tami gave Greg a knowing look.
�Have you thought this through?�
�Why? What does Greg have to worry about?� Joey asked.
�David is ... uh ... a force of nature in bed,� Lexi shared.
�Greg can hold his own,� Joey said to defend her boyfriend.
Tami shook her head as she left.
Greg was glad she�d intervened. He now realized that the way he�d been thinking of approaching this very likely would�ve driven a wedge between him and his brother. Tami had also sown seeds of doubt in his own mind.
While Greg knew for a fact that he wasn�t on board with swapping, he was now unsure if he should let this happen at all.

Greg found Lexi alone so they could talk.
�What do you really think about all this?�
�I�m not sure about the swapping, but I�m also not in a position to tell David who he can and can�t see. I know he sees other people, but I can only see trouble if we hook up,� Lexi said.
He nodded his agreement.
�I told Joey that I sometimes missed variety. But I was as shocked as you were when she announced the possibility of swapping.
�I�m torn. I asked Joey to move in and help me raise my three kids. Yet I haven�t sucked it up and made a commitment to her,� Greg said.
�Do you plan to do it? Ask her to marry you?� Lexi asked.
He shook his head.
�No,� was his one-word answer, then he added, �I�m in no hurry to do that again.�
�So, what are you going to do?� she asked.
�I think we�re in the same boat. If Joey wants to do it, how can I say �no�?�
Lexi shrugged.
�I say let them have their fun. I know for David and me, we aren�t there yet, and who knows what the future holds? If Joey�s the only girl he sleeps with on this trip, I consider that a win. I honestly thought that either Cassidy or Tami would have jumped him by now,� Lexi admitted.
Greg had a lot to think about before Joey thanked David. If he went along with it, he vowed to be okay with it.

Chapter 50

David


David heard Lexi get up and take her shower. He was still in that in-between state of half awake and half asleep as Lexi got dressed and left. A few minutes later, she came back in. He assumed she�d grabbed a coffee.
A trace of a smile touched his lips when he felt the bed move and the comforter and sheet pulled down his body to his knees. When he felt fingers wrap around his member, he opened his eyes.
�Whoa, hold on...� David began as he discovered it wasn�t Lexi but Joey.
Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Greg leaning against the door frame with his arms crossed.
�Have fun,� Greg said as he stood straight, turned, and closed the door behind him.
David was in the process of overthinking the situation when he felt wet lips wrap around Mr. Happy�s head. His cock decided to stand up and say hello to Joey. Mr. Happy took control of the body because he felt thinking this to death wasn�t what was needed at the moment. Then the big brain reengaged.
�Stop!�
David paused a moment to take a better look at Joey, who was naked except for a thong. Her body was extremely fit, and she had impressive breasts. But, to be honest, that wasn�t what he was interested in. Joey had a world-class ass that he�d admired for several months as she pushed his work-outs.
David had lusted after that perfect derri�re, and it never failed to get a rise out of him, to Cassidy�s amusement. He�d imagined what it would look like in more than one spank session. It didn�t take much imagination since she often wore yoga pants or spandex shorts. They would cling to her and not hide a single detail.
In real life, she was merely spectacular. He�d seen some high-quality booty in the flesh, including models Miranda Kesh of Victoria�s Secret fame, legendary supermodel Adrienne Moore, and actress Halle James. They all had natural assets, but each had worked on sculpting her ass to perfection. Joey�s bottom was right up there with theirs.
Unlike the three talents he�d thought of, Joey wasn�t a world-class beauty, though she was hot. She had this girl-next-door look going for her. The other three intimidated most men, whereas Joey looked approachable. Kinda.
David looked her in the eye as her lips stretched around the top third of his member. Her hands were wrapped around his length and slowly rose and fell as she blew him. She used her tongue to tease the underside of the head of his cock, which caused David to make a tortured noise deep in his throat.
�No, seriously. Stop,� David pleaded.
�Was I doing it wrong?�
�I swear, Joey. That feels...�
�It feels what?� she asked with a mischievous look.
�Unreal,� David croaked. �But you have to stop.�
�I followed the rules. Greg and Lexi both gave their okays. I thought...� she said and then looked concerned.
�And both of them know that I would say �no,�� David said gently.
�They did tell me that, but I figured if I got you started, you�d be okay with it,� Joey said.
�You have no idea how hard this is for me. I�ve lusted after you since I first saw you. But you made your choice, one I wholeheartedly agree with. Since you�re with Greg...�
Joey stuck her tongue out at him, grabbed her robe, and left. Lexi came in a moment later.
�I was afraid of that, so I stayed just in case. Want me to act like I�m Joey?�
Yep. Best PA ever.
�Okay,� David said excitedly. �Let me set the scene. Joey is only in a thong as she comes in and starts giving me head. I resist, but she�s so skilled that I cave. To sell it, you�ll have to give it your best effort.�
He saw that his comment had the desired effect. Lexi got a gleam in her eyes that told him she was about to rock his world. She began to take her clothes off, and he looked at her rocking body and could see that this fantasy would work.
�Oh! I almost forgot. Joey is used to having sex with my brother. That means it will seem like I�m massive in comparison.�
Lexi snorted out a laugh and raised her eyebrows like she didn�t believe him. Then she took a deep breath to get into character. When she was ready, the look Lexi gave him was a dead ringer for Joey. This girl was on the wrong side of the camera.
Mr. Happy had been swaying in the wind during the exchange. Since he was supposed to be massive, Lexi took him only to the back of her throat. David was quickly thinking he�d overplayed his hand because he really did like it when she deep-throated him.
Faux Joey wrapped her fingers around the base of his cock as she sucked and pumped in unison. He got the impression that this wasn�t her first rodeo when her pace alternated slow and teasing with fast and urgent. David�s breathing grew heavy as his groans of pleasure became almost desperate.
�Joey,� he gasped.
With a last grunt of warning, his hips left the bed, lodging the tip of his dick into the back of Lexi�s mouth as he began to cum. She jerked back after the first blast, and the next jet caught her under the chin. She pointed his weapon away from her as he finished over his stomach. David�s body relaxed as he sank back into the mattress, and a sated sigh rumbled deep within his chest.
Faux Joey got off the bed and went to the bathroom. David heard the sink run and then the sounds of her using his mouthwash. She came back with a washcloth that she used to clean his stomach. When she was done, he reached up, grasped the back of her head, and pulled her down to kiss him.
�That was incredible,� David acknowledged.
�I wanted to say thank you for getting me the job at USC,� faux Joey said.
Realization struck. His devil wondered what he should have asked for. Then the angel on his other shoulder reminded him that good deeds were done only for the pleasure of doing them. The devil laughed when David�s beast woke up and roared. He still thought they should go get Joey and ravish her.
�You could have just said that,� he said to fall into his role.
From Lexi�s look, he could tell that he wasn�t the first to tell Joey that.
�I didn�t feel that would be enough.�
�If that�s the case, you shouldn�t do this in half measures, then,� David said.
Okay, the sexual beast made him say that. Lexi looked down, and he was still hard. She gave him a look that said they wouldn�t be spending the morning skiing.

David must have done something right because faux Joey all but came off the bed as she thrust against his hand. It bore a strong resemblance to a scene in a horror flick where some girl was possessed. He pulled his fingers free and kissed his way down her stomach. He wanted to savor the moment before diving in.
�Your smell is intoxicating,� David said as he let the musky scent of her arousal fill his nose.
At some point, he�d quit thinking of Joey and had begun to ravish Lexi. Her body shivered at his words. Lexi�s sex was puffy, shiny, and slick with excitement after he�d used his fingers to bring her off the first time. Now he wanted to dine on her oh-so-tasty morsel. David ran the flat of his tongue over her sex. He knew her taste but wanted to remember it forever.
Once he was sure she was ready, he used the tip of his tongue to dig between her folds. He added his lips to the play as he sucked right over her nubbin. Lexi�s hand darted to the top of his head, and David felt her nails dig into his scalp, which hurt. He jerked back to get away.
�Don�t stop!� she cried.
�Ah,� he thought as he understood her desperate need.
Lexi had a frenzied grasp of David�s hair, which she used to guide his mouth back to her sex. She all but shoved his face back between her legs. When she felt his tongue again, her thighs clamped around his ears, and she ground against his tongue.
�I want your fingers again,� Lexi ordered in desperation. �I need something inside me.�
That was sexy as fuck. It was all David could do to not just take control and bury his meat balls-deep at that moment. Instead, he got busy working to give her an unforgettable experience.
�God. Fuck. Christ,� came the rant out of Lexi�s mouth as David renewed his attack on her sex.
Sex with Lexi always tested David�s limits, and today was no different. As he stuffed a second finger inside her hot wetness, her inner walls clamped down tight. He grimaced as he anticipated fitting his dick in there. If he did, would today be the day that she snapped it off?
David curled his fingers and found her G-spot, which he used to help bring her off yet again. He glanced up and saw her almost grimace. Her entire body stiffened in response to his efforts.
�Yes!� she called out as he watched her head thrashing from side to side. �More!�
He felt her clit pop out from under its hood. David sucked it into his mouth, which made her convulse and scream. The tight tunnel surrounding his fingers contracted and then spasmed. David almost came when he thought about the feeling of his thick cock in there. He feasted on her sex relentlessly as he worked to continue pleasuring Lexi.
�David,� Lexi groaned, making the sound a girl does when you have finally done it just right.
He felt her hand on his forehead to signal she�d had enough. David got on his knees and then sat back with a big grin on his face.
�I bet my worthless brother never made you cum like that,� he teased.
Lexi huffed out a laugh as he resumed playing his role.
�You�re so frickin� competitive. I bet if I admitted to that, you wouldn�t be able to resist lording that over Greg, and I like him way too much to ever do that to him,� she said.
�I�ll let you try to fool yourself, but we both know,� David said confidently as he went to the nightstand to get a condom.
When he got back on the bed, Lexi snatched the condom out of his hand and tossed it to the side.
�You don�t need that,� she said, looking him dead in the eye.
�Welp,� was all he could come up with.
If this was supposed to be Joey...
The sexual beast inside David objected to any rational thought, saying, �Fuck condoms!�
�I don�t want anything coming between us,� Lexi assured him.
When it was really him and Lexi, they didn�t use them. Thinking about going bareback with Joey just felt wrong, but he sort of liked the evil twist Lexi had put on this little sexual drama. He took her at her word when she spread her thighs, reached up and grabbed his cock, pulled him to where she wanted, and then laid back.
David looked down as the big head of his dick pushed between her folds and began to sink inside her. Lexi sold the whole �Mr. Happy is massive� storyline as she got a pained expression and cried out.
�Shit, I�m hurting you,� David worried.
Her eyes flew open.
�Don�t you dare stop,� she ordered. �It�s just that you�re a big boy. Give me a second to get used to it.�
David�s balls tightened when he felt her inner walls spasm. He quickly began to think of dead kittens. When that didn�t work, he thought about Cassidy threatening to rip his dick off. Funny how that brought him away from the ledge.
�Give me all of it,� Lexi ordered.
David pushed all the way in until his balls rested against her awe-inspiring ass. As he felt her wrapped around his shaft, he realized he loved this fantasy. The reality was indescribable. He�d had sex with a lot of women, but Lexi might feel the best of all of them, and she was right there, under him.
She grunted to let him know she was ready. David made it his goal to conquer her and slowly began to saw in and out of her sex. He was almost mesmerized, watching her inner walls cling to his dick each time he would pull back. Then it was as if her body would suck him back into her depths. His overinflated ego swelled even more when he saw how she responded to him as she played out her role.
Since he�d been able to thwart coming too soon, he fell into the zone. It was the same one he used when playing ball. Everything around David faded away, and it was just him and Lexi. He pulled out all the tricks he�d learned over the years. David made short, rapid, shallow thrusts followed by long, slow movements. He held off the sensation of his impending orgasm until he knew he had it under control.
He smiled because he knew he could go all day now.
David brought Lexi off again and again as she wiggled and squirmed under him. Then her pussy clamped down hard. He blinked in surprise, and that familiar sensation rushed forward, not to be denied this time. It was as if her body sucked the cum straight from his balls. David grabbed her hips and went to pound town to squeeze out every last ounce of pleasure.
Lexi�s thighs clamped tight around his waist as he roared his release.
They both collapsed in a sweaty, gasping mess.
�What the heck was that?� she asked.
�A good start,� David said.

After they recovered, David dressed, went to the living room, and found the real Joey. He had a few questions.
�What�s really going on? Are you and Greg having problems?�
�No, nothing like that. There�s nothing sinister; I just wanted to thank you. Since I assume you have everything you want, I figured that might work,� Joey explained.
�Just so we�re clear, that�ll never happen,� David said.
�Are you mad at me?� she asked.
�Not at all. This is all on me.�
�That sounds an awful lot like the �it�s not you, it�s me� BS you tell someone when you break up,� Joey said.
�I made a promise to my mom when I saw what an affair did to their marriage. If anything, I�m beating myself up because I came close to not keeping my word of never being the other man, so to speak. And it has nothing to do with Greg giving me the go-ahead,� David explained.
�And you just missed out.�
�That�s the downside, I�ll admit, and I�m sure it�s a considerable downside. But I have to think more and not just let my dick make decisions for me. As much as I hate it, I�m a role model to my kids and others. If I ran off with every girl who offered herself to me, I would quickly become the typical jock or Hollywood douche. I have to constantly remember that not everything I do behind closed doors will stay there. That�s why I try not to jump from bed to bed,� David said.
�Is that why you and Lexi hook up?�
�If we did hook up, it would be because that�s what we decided to do. The side benefit would be that I wouldn�t be hooking up with some starlet who only slept with me to keep her spot on a film or wanted publicity. Both of those have happened in the past,� he shared.
�You�re as bad as Greg at not talking about your sex life with others. What happened to Phil?� Joey asked.
�Greg and I need to talk to him. Not just about that, either. Looking back over the last few days, I�ve come to realize we haven�t been there for him like we should. I keep forgetting that he�s new to the family, and some of the shit Greg and I give each other is probably a bit much for him. He was raised as an only child and never had siblings to give him a hard time,� David said.
�I understand he moved to your high school to get to know you. How will he cope with your dad, Greg, and you all living in LA?� she asked.
�That�s probably a good question that I need to talk to my family about.�
�Better yet, you need to talk to Phil,� she said.
�He�ll be off to college after next year, too. I would hate to see him resent us and not keep in touch. I think about all the friends I had back home, and so many of them I don�t even seem to miss,� David said.
�You don�t really lose family. If you do, it�s typically caused by a two-way-street type of situation. If you make a conscious effort to keep in touch, you�ll be fine,� Joey predicted.
David saw that he�d fallen down on that. He�d only known Phil for a couple of years, and unlike Greg, who he�d known all his life, Phil had never actually lived under their roof. David had Greg underfoot for sixteen years before he moved out to go to college. That was a big difference, and David had to find a way to bridge that gap.
�There�s something else I need to tell you,� Joey said.
�What�s that?�
�Greg and I talked to Lexi about doing a foursome.�
David stiffened for a moment. He really wished she hadn�t shared that with him. While he and Lexi weren�t exclusive...
�Not happening,� he said.
�I didn�t think so.�
�And in the future, just tell me �Thank you,�� David said with a smile.
�You didn�t appreciate my attempted gift?� she teased.
�If only you had listened to me after I graduated, this might have been a whole different discussion. But we can�t live in a world full of �what ifs.� You and Greg are together, and I think you made the right choice. He is probably the best guy I know,� David said as he felt his emotions start to get the better of him.
It was true that his older brother meant the world to him. Now he had to figure out how to get there with his younger one.
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Chapter 51

David


Lexi had booked what looked like a fun activity for the afternoon, bobsledding, and had gone ahead while David talked to Joey. The Whistler Sliding Centre was home to the world�s fastest Olympic track.
The rest of the group was on the mountain, either skiing or snowboarding, so Joey and David caught the bus to the resort. The sliding center was a short walk from the Excalibur Gondola, so they opted to take that. When they walked in, Joey and David found everyone who�d planned to go, waiting for them. Lauren, Lindsey, Jamie, and Kirk had decided to stay on the hill and ski.
David spotted Lexi and pulled her aside so they could have a quick moment. He wanted to be clear about how everything had happened.
�Did you know what Joey planned before this morning?�
Lexi was a smart girl, so she didn�t try to lie.
�I did.�
�In the future, I expect you to give me a heads-up. If I�d known, I could have avoided the whole mess,� David said.
�Did something go wrong?� she asked, suddenly concerned.
David sighed and gathered his thoughts.
�Lexi, I�m not mad at you; I�m mad at myself. I let my desires override my common sense. You know better than I do that if I start doing stuff like that, it will damage my brand. More importantly, it will change who I want to be. And even more important than that, it could damage my family. That�s why I want you to help me not get into situations like that. I just proved that under the right circumstances, I�m in danger of making the wrong choice,� David explained and then added, �Thanks for stepping in afterward.�
�You�re only human. No one�s perfect,� Lexi said to help salve his conscience about almost sleeping with Joey.
�The problem is, people expect me to be just that. When they unmask me, they�ll have a field day.�
�Then, you might want to quit trying to be perfect so they don�t have that to hold over your head.�
�Maybe I can become the next Justin Beaver or Miley Circus,� David joked.
Lexi shivered at the thought of that, and then she got a worried look.
�Did she say anything about ... uhm...�
�The foursome you all have planned?� he asked.
�Ah...�
�Do what you want, just don�t include me. Phil might be a good substitute. He brags he can go five times in an afternoon,� David said to try to lighten the mood.
�I would only do it if you wanted me to,� Lexi said.
He got a pained expression.
�When it comes to stuff like that, I have no say in the matter. Lexi, you�re a big girl with a good head on your shoulders. If you want to have some fun with my brother and Joey, go for it. That goes for anyone. I won�t be the one to tell you what you can and can�t do in your personal life,� David said.
�Before you go too far, Greg and I talked, and we agreed this would never happen. Joey suggested it so that Greg didn�t feel left out. I probably should have said something at the time, but Tami overheard us and offered her insight. I didn�t think it was right to say anything in front of her,� Lexi explained.
�Oh,� David said.
�Nice speech, though,� she said as she gave him a speculative look and then let it go.
He knew when to shut up.

David could tell it was going to be a good day when they made everyone sign one of those �death waivers.� All his best times had come when he�d had to sign one. Then again, he almost died most of those times. They all had to sit through a safety orientation before gearing up.
During the presentation, he learned that the Whistler Sliding Centre was a nonprofit organization. The money it raised, including what David and his friends had paid today, went directly towards growing the sports of bobsled, skeleton, and luge. It allowed up-and-coming Olympic hopefuls to train for free. The young girl driving David�s sled was hoping to qualify for the next Winter Olympics.
Once they geared up, they were shuttled in groups to the top of the run. Then they watched a pre-ride video and were fitted with helmets. That signaled it was time to make their run down the hill.
They were using a four-man bobsled, and David had been grouped with Tami and Cassidy. Their driver gathered them around before they began.
�Are you nervous?� she asked.
�A bit,� Tami admitted.
�Don�t be. These things hardly ever crash. I might clip a wall, which will jar you, but if we flip, duck your heads and pray. We�ll probably slide halfway down the hill before we stop,� she offered, just a touch too chipper.
David could tell she was putting them on. He wondered how many decided to bail after her little pep talk. What she didn�t know was that of everyone in their group, she had the most adventurous trio in David, Cassidy, and Tami.
�Danger is my middle name,� David said.
�It�s actually Allen,� Tami shared.
Talk about a buzzkill. Tami had the other two girls and herself laughing at him.
The bobsled they were using was the same model as the ones used by the Canadian Olympic team. David was a bit disappointed when the staff didn�t have them sprint as they pushed the bobsled and then jump in like he�d seen when watching the Olympics. They had everyone get into the sled, and a man who worked there pushed them to get started.
The first few seconds were spent getting the bobsled up to speed. Gravity began to play its part as they came to the first turn. The first thing David noticed was the sound. The blades sliding over the ice rumbled, but it was the wind that was the loudest. It was like sticking your head out a car window when you were doing 80 on the interstate.
On the first turn, they experienced what four gravities felt like. David was glad he had his helmet on as it cracked against the side of the sled. As the bobsled catapulted out of the turn, they rocketed down a short straightaway. Their Olympic hopeful had them take a high line in the next corner, putting them almost horizontal to the ground. It felt like they were pinned to their seats in a giant centrifuge. That one had the girls screaming.
When David had boarded the bobsled, he�d thought it would be like riding a roller coaster. He hadn�t taken into account that most roller coasters don�t reach speeds close to 80 miles per hour. Their driver had described it as a �sporting experience,� and David had to agree. The ride helped David understand why this was part of the Olympics.
Their driver guided them through 10 twists and turns. The last one was intended to bleed off speed as it did a complete 180 and sent them up the hill to the finish line. The whole ride lasted only 42 seconds, but everyone was glad they�d done it.

With their bobsledding adventure behind them, everyone hit the slopes for more skiing. Afterward, they met at a bar called GLC for dinner. David thought Lexi had lost her mind when he found that they were going to sit outdoors to eat. He found out that GLC had tower heaters spaced around the dining area, and each seat came with a blanket, but he still thought it was too cold.
Lexi saw everyone giving her funny looks.
�Just wait. You�ll soon be happy you have the best seats on the mountain,� she explained mysteriously.
Everyone decided to make the best of it and settled in to enjoy each other�s company. It was a comfortably relaxing time. David noticed that his group wasn�t the only one crazy enough to be out there; the place was packed.
They�d just finished their meals when everyone froze for a moment at the sound of three loud, deep thumps. A moment later, fireworks burst over their heads. Lexi was right about them having the best seats on the mountain because it was as if the fireworks were exploding right on top of them.
David reached over and took Lexi�s hand to let her know that he liked this outing.
After the fireworks, the place turned into an after-party. David was happy when he saw Phil having a good time as he snuck a beer or three. What made him laugh out loud was the sight of his older brother, Greg. Tami, of all people, was skillfully plying him with shots. David remembered his brother drinking beers in high school, but he couldn�t recall him ever getting drunk.
David decided that Canadians were crazy. Who would have thought to throw a party outside when it was freezing out? He nonetheless forgot about the frigid temperature when the music started, and Lauren pulled him out onto the dance floor.
�You having fun on our trip?� David asked.
�It�s nothing like I expected.�
When she didn�t elaborate, he shook his head with an amused look.
�Don�t leave me hanging,� he prodded.
�It�s been nice, actually. I expected it to be more like the party we went to at Lexi�s parents� house. When we flew here on a private jet and the condo...� Lauren said and then trailed off.
David had a pretty good idea of what she meant. Traveling with an actor, you would expect them to be clubbing and doing all sorts of wild stuff to garner attention.
They danced another song before she continued.
�My friends back home are people like Veronica and Lexi ... well, the old Lexi. When we went out, we had to dress to be seen, arrive in the right type of car, and drink the best. If you didn�t, you weren�t invited to the next �must go to� party. And the guys...�
�No, I get it. I�ve been guilty of taking advantage of what you�re talking about. I hope none of my friends made any unwanted advances,� David said.
�Nothing like that. At first, I thought maybe I�d done something wrong because your friends weren�t constantly trying to cop a feel or ... you know. Then I saw that they wanted to actually talk to a girl. Yeah, they�re still male sluts, but I was surprised to find they could also be friends. Like I said, it has been nice,� Lauren explained.
�So, you want to find a bathroom or coat closet?� David teased.
�Jamie warned me that you aren�t the good boy everyone thinks you are.�
�I�ve been focused on school and sports, not laying waste to the USC student body.�
�That right there is what drives Veronica to distraction. First, you didn�t fall in with her crowd, and second, you don�t act the way she expected. I�m glad I woke up and started hanging out with you guys,� she shared.
�We�re glad you did, too.�
The song ended, and he could tell Lauren was having a good time. She was someone he wanted to get to know better. Not in the biblical sense, though that would be nice. He thought he�d found another friend.

Chapter 52

David


David invited both Greg and Phil out to breakfast so they could spend some family time together without anyone else around.
�We really haven�t had a chance to talk,� David said to both of them. He then turned to his younger brother. �How was your trip to Uncle John�s?�
�We talked a lot. It helped me understand more about you guys, Dad, and the family.�
�Did he spring the blood test on you?� Greg asked.
Phil shook his head.
�No, but he told me about your Alpha Male talk. I didn�t realize that our bodies controlled us so much. He also didn�t treat me like slave labor.�
�Why is it that I�m the only one who went through that?� David complained.
�You�re the only one that Mom kicked out of the house. Phil was a guest, not a juvenile delinquent,� Greg reminded him.
�Did you at least get his help to create life goals?� David asked.
�Yep. As I said, I learned a lot. Uncle John explained how you used them to get where you are. My only question is, what went wrong with Greg?� Phil asked.
�Funny,� Greg groused. �I can still kick both your butts.�
That made his younger siblings laugh even harder.
�Dad sent me articles about how you did playing football,� David said to Phil. �I knew you could win the starting quarterback job. You�ve certainly put the work in. I was sorry to see that you lost in the second round of the state playoffs. I think you can win it next year,� David predicted.
�We seem to have the pieces in place to do that. I was surprised that Dad flew back to watch all my games. I figured with him in Malibu, I wouldn�t see him that much. But he was there, every time,� Phil said.
�I didn�t realize he did that,� David confessed. �I�m glad to hear it.�
�He said he had to go back to help manage your businesses,� Greg said.
David was sure that his dad made it a write-off. That had to be a win-win sort of arrangement. That was until he figured out that his company had paid for it. David had no doubt that his dad did spend some time overseeing everything. Since Scarlet had left as his COO to work for David�s management company in Hollywood, his uncle John had taken on that mantle. Truth be told, it was really Megan who ran the day-to-day, and Uncle John was in the process of grooming her for his position so he could focus on his farm.
Megan had come a long, long way from the �Megan the Mouse� she�d been when he�d first met her, David mused.
�This will be a big summer for you. Have you picked out what football camps you plan to go to?� David asked.
Phil would be a senior next year. Unlike David, who�d been rated the top recruit in the nation, Phil was going to have to get noticed to garner a football scholarship. To do that, he had to go to the right football camps.
�I wanted to ask your advice about that and get your help. Dad suggested that I ask you if you�ll help me with getting a quarterback coach and possibly help pay for travel to the different camps,� Phil tentatively proposed.
David�s first reaction was to push back. Phil had expected their dad to buy him a car when he turned 16, as he had for Greg. When it was David�s turn, he�d known that money was tight for his parents. His dad�s work hours had been cut to part-time so the park district didn�t have to fund his health insurance.
David had suggested that he get the apartment over the garage in lieu of a car. That was done mostly so he could have his own place. David also knew his parents couldn�t afford another car but knew that they would have figured some way to make it happen. That ended up being the best suggestion he�d ever made. He�d loved that apartment.
When Phil had come and asked for a car, David had been vocal against it, at least partially because Greg had never demanded one. David�s point at the time was that Greg had worked around the house and helped out. Looking back on it, he was reminded of his conversation with Joey. Phil had never gotten the chance to do the things Greg had done.
While David didn�t want to turn into Phil�s personal ATM, the guy was family. David had also heard from Coach Hope that Phil had turned a corner and was now doing what it took. David suspected a lot of that had come from spending time on his uncle�s farm.
�Do you have someone in mind?� David asked.
�Dad talked to Coach Mason. I guess he�s doing much better, health-wise,� Phil shared.
Coach Bud Mason and David had met at one of the Elite quarterback camps. Before becoming a camp coach, Bud had been the quarterback coach and later offensive coordinator for the Oakland Raiders. He�d kept busy coaching at Elite quarterback camps after he retired. Then, when David was a senior, Bud had offered to be his team�s offensive coordinator so that he could work with David. Bud explained that he felt David was a unique talent, and he wanted to be part of his development.
David had been worried about Coach Mason because he�d had a stroke and some other setbacks. Hearing that the old guy now felt well enough to possibly coach Phil made David�s day.
�Talk to Dad, and he�ll set it up. If you want to sit down and talk about the different camps, we can do just that,� David offered.
�Thanks,� Phil said and then changed the topic. �I called Uncle John yesterday.�
David and Greg looked at each other.
�I was upset with you guys bullying me,� Phil said.
Greg started to say something, but David cut him off.
�Your feelings are valid,� he said with a straight face.
Phil flipped him off. It was a family joke that their uncle tended to fall into psychologist mode, which had him saying stuff like that. David�s favorite Uncle John line was �How does that make you feel?�
�What did he say?� Greg asked.
�That you�re both dicks.�
�And...� David prodded.
�That I should remind you that we haven�t been brothers all our lives. I was an only child for 14 years, and I moved to be near you because everything I saw made me look up to you,� Phil said to David.
Greg looked somewhat put-out, so David took the opportunity.
�I�m Grandma�s favorite,� he reminded his older brother.
Phil caught on to how it had come out as a slam against Greg.
�I wanted to meet you, too.�
�Don�t worry about it,� Greg assured him. �We do get on each other pretty hard, but we�ve been doing it to each other all our lives, and I can see that we shouldn�t really pick on you.�
�I agree,� David conceded, �but you�re our brother and part of the family. With that comes some abuse. What you have to remember, like Greg said, is that we�ve been busting each other�s chops for as long as I can remember.�
�Uncle John explained that. But he told me to tell you that just because it has been how you two have always done it, that doesn�t mean you have to with me,� Phil said.
David�s first thought was to call him a pussy but stopped himself. He had to remember that Phil didn�t know that they really did care for him. Phil hadn�t been around while that bond had grown between his older siblings.
David remembered his grandfather talking about today�s kids. Granddad Davey grew up old-school where they said stuff like �spare the rod and spoil the child.� He�d complained that society was raising a generation of kids who felt entitled and special, that they all received participation ribbons instead of declaring winners.
David knew his grandfather would roll over in his grave if he had to deal with �political correctness,� trigger words, and the like. The world was changing, and what David and Greg had done was wrong.
�I�m sorry. I�ll try to do better,� David said, which floored his older brother.
It surprised Phil, too.
�I look at it this way. Would I want my kids to treat each other that way? While I want to prepare them for the world, I don�t want them to feel bullied. Especially by one of their brothers or their sister,� David shared.
�Thanks, but I don�t want you to feel like you can�t joke around with me,� Phil said.
�Let�s make a deal,� Greg said to add his take. �If you ever feel like we�re ganging up on you or being bullies, talk to us. If we don�t know, we can�t help you.�
�That was basically what Uncle John said,� Phil admitted.
They finished breakfast. David felt they�d worked things out with their younger brother. He held Greg back so he could do the same with him.

�What did you really think about all that?� Greg asked once they were alone.
�His feelings are valid,� David joked and then got serious. �We have to remember that he moved to go to Lincoln High solely to get to know us. Dad and I both left, and you�re about to pack up and move, too. If he feels like we�re jerks and about to abandon him, he�ll soon be out of our lives and won�t want anything to do with us.�
�I hadn�t thought of it that way,� Greg said. �I want to make more of an effort to spend time with him before we move.�
�You�re moving if Joey gets the job at USC?�
�I think so.�
�May I ask what yesterday was all about? I�m feeling a bit guilty about what almost happened,� David said. �Actually, I�m feeling a lot guilty.�
�Don�t. If that�s on anyone, it�s me. Joey gave me ample opportunity to shut it down, and I didn�t.�
�Lexi shared that you all were considering swapping. Are you guys into that now?� David asked.
�Don�t tell me that you�re considering it?� Greg shot back.
�Hell, no. I just was checking to see what�s up. Are you guys opening up your relationship?� David asked.
�As far as I know, that was supposed to be a onetime deal.�
�How do you plan to ever be able to satisfy her now that she�s seen my ... ya know?� David asked with a straight face.
�Phil�s right; you are a bully,� Greg grumped.
�We�re good?�
�We are,� Greg agreed.
�Since we�re talking, what�s up with you and Lexi?� Greg asked.
�Honestly, I think she wants more than I can or want to give her right now. My life has finally calmed down to as normal as it can be, and I want to enjoy college and everything it offers.�
�Would it bother you if Lexi dated someone?� Greg asked.
David knew what he was digging at, and he didn�t need to think about it.
�I�d miss hooking up with her, but she�s way more valuable to me as my PA. I think she put together a great vacation, and I don�t have time to plan stuff like that. You can see how it�d get complicated in a hurry if we were to try to take our relationship to something other than hooking up. If it ever imploded�which with my track record, it would�my world would be turned upside down,� David shared.
�I hope that hooking up with her isn�t a chore,� Greg said, taking his turn to give his brother shit.
�Oh, hell, no. You know as well as I do that if you�re with someone for a while, you learn how to make it better for each other. All I�ll say is that Lexi is more than just the best PA I�ve ever had,� David said with a wink.
Greg nodded to let him know that he understood.
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Chapter 53

Tami


David had asked Lexi to arrange a spa day because Cassidy had never been to one. Tami joined all the other girls and David on the bus to the spa. She�d been curious about how the bus always seemed to show up when they were ready to go to the slopes. That was until she spotted David giving the driver yet another large tip.
That also explained why the bus took them to the spa when it wasn�t on the regular route. The spa resort was located just north of Whistler Village in a gorgeous setting next to Lost Lake, encircled by spruce and cedar forest. From the spa, the view of the Whistler Blackcomb valley was spectacular.
Tami would have bet that the whole staff was waiting when they walked in. To this point, David�s celebrity had only been a minor irritation. He had been approached at the various venues and had taken a few selfies and given a few autographs. This, however, was on a whole other level. They had a photographer waiting and wanted to get David to take a picture with everyone.
Tami sometimes forgot what her friend had become. It amazed her when people began to fall all over themselves to get his attention, when to her, he was just David, the adventurous dork she�d grown up with.
He put on a good front and let them take their pictures. If Tami hadn�t known him and his quirks, she would never have picked up on his irritation. She knew he wasn�t annoyed because of any drain on his time; it was that everyone with him had to wait until the staff was done treating him like the movie star he was.
The spa manager finally put a stop to it when other customers began to arrive.
�Thank you for being gracious enough to allow us to get our pictures taken with you,� she said.
�It was my pleasure,� David responded.
�Miss Andon has paid for you all to experience Scandinavian baths. This is a Finnish custom that dates back centuries. It�s a three-step process. First is warming, which you have some options to pick from. You can use our eucalyptus steam baths, wood-burning sauna, Finnish sauna, or hot baths.
�The next stage is cooling your body. Our Nordic waterfall, Nordic showers, and cold plunge baths are available for your use.
�The final step is relaxation. We invite you to take advantage of our solarium, fireplace lounge, or grab a blanket and enjoy our outdoor fireplaces. Some of our guests prefer to use our multipurpose yoga studio.
�Each sequence, hot-cold-relaxation, will take you about 25 to 30 minutes and should be repeated 3 to 4 times for maximum results,� the manager explained.
�We also booked massages,� Lexi said.
She looked at her tablet.
�Yes, two Swedish couples massages. The four who are doing that should follow me. The rest of you can grab towels and robes at the desk. Kim will give you a map that shows you where everything is. If you need anything, please let us know,� she said as she led David, Lexi, Tami, and Cassidy to where they would get their massages.

Lexi had planned it so that David and Tami could spend time together. They found themselves enjoying a massage from Ray and Tina.
�I needed this,� David said.
�Tell me what�s been going on with you,� Tami prodded.
David took up almost their full hour getting Tami caught up on making his movies. It sounded like he�d had quite the adventure. Then he began to tell her about what she really wanted to know: why he�d ended up at USC instead of Oklahoma.
�Last year, I had a run-in with a man at the NCAA who wanted me to help him with an investigation. It involved a shoe company and a school they wanted me to go to,� David started.
�Is this part of what broke over the fall with the FBI and basketball players?� Tami asked.
�I think it was related in some way. I was surprised when they didn�t go after any football schools, but I guess that I shouldn�t have been.�
�Why�s that?�
�Money,� David said and gave her a look Tami was familiar with. �It�s speculation on my part, but I doubt that the NCAA will ever do anything about the payments made to steer ballplayers to certain schools. Now, if it was an upstart or a no-name college involved, look out. But I predict that the big boys will skate. That was why I told the NCAA�s investigator to stuff it. All it would have done is put me in a bind, and in the end, nothing would have happened.�
�You�re starting to sound jaded.�
�Well, my cooperation, or rather, refusal to cooperate caught up with me. The NCAA investigator got fired from the NCAA. Somehow, he got a gig at Oklahoma in their compliance department. He took advantage of the complete cluelessness of their interim athletic director and had him void the waivers I needed to play ball,� David explained.
�What were they again?�
�The gist of it is that the NCAA has rules about student-athletes using their image to promote or sell something. It�s supposedly to keep boosters from taking advantage of financially strapped star recruits by �funding� them using fake advertising schemes. And it�s also to keep amateur athletes from using their sports fame to earn money because that would make them �professionals.� Part of that is about to change because they seem to be moving toward adopting the Olympic model of sponsorship.
�But that wasn�t the main issue for me. I�d just got done filming three movies. Written into each of my contracts is the obligation to help promote the film when it�s released. And the problem they had with me was my modeling and acting careers took off entirely independent of my football and baseball activities. Anyone other than a complete moron could see that. They couldn�t claim that I only got the work because I�m an amateur athlete.
�I also want to protect my image. When you step on campus to play ball, the university has you sign a release that allows them to use your image as they see fit. That allows them to show games on TV and a lot of other stuff. What we asked for was the ability to have veto power if they decided to do an ad campaign that would put me in a bad light. I pay people a lot of money to protect my image. And I don�t need to pay them more to fix anything the NCAA or a university might do,� David said.
�So, you had to leave Oklahoma because of the waivers?�
�Their coach tried to convince me to wait it out until they got their new AD. I mean, technically, I�d received the waivers, and I probably could have fought it. But if I lost, I was screwed.�
�Why didn�t you want Wolf and Tim to follow you to USC?� Tami asked.
�Oklahoma has a better football team. When I left, I wasn�t sure where I would go. Neither Ohio State nor Alabama would have taken both of them, so I recommended they stay put. They seem to be doing well.�
�I still talk to Tim, and he loves it there,� Tami assured David.
�That was why we picked OU in the first place. Norman is a great football town with everything they will ever need to be successful.�
�How�s it going at USC?�
�I might have made a mistake,� David admitted.
He then explained what they�d offered him and that, so far, they hadn�t come through with his scholarship. He�d finally gotten one, but there shouldn�t have been so much drama around it.
Tami listened to his tale of woe until David ran out of steam. By then, their massages were done, so they went to the solarium, where they were given complimentary cups of herbal tea. The plan was that after they drank that, they would hit the hot-cold-relaxation sequence, which was included when you purchased a massage.
Now it was Tami�s turn to weigh in.
Over the years, David had come to Tami to ask her advice about almost everything. They�d been close, and she probably knew him better than anyone. During high school, some events had occurred that had caused David to stop looking to her so much. It was Tami�s opinion that his backing away had been for the best because David had grown into someone who no longer needed her as a crutch.
That didn�t mean that he didn�t seek her out at certain times. This was one of them.
�So, what do you think?� David asked.
�I think your family gave you good advice. I do have one thing to add.�
David groaned.
�Quit being a baby,� Tami chastised him.
�Your �one thing�s always make my head hurt.�
�Who said it would be easy?� Tami asked.
When she saw the look on his face, Tami felt like her heart had been put in a blender. Before he could respond, she held up her hand to stop him.
�I love having the history that we have, but history is in the past. It�s the same deal with your football. Just because you were the top dog in high school doesn�t mean you can walk in and take over.
�For me at Stanford, I thought I was going to be the best and someday be a great doctor. My reality check came when I got a �C� on my first chem midterm,� Tami confessed.
�I�m so disappointed in you,� David said with a straight face.
Tami was able to chuckle about it now. At the time, not so much.
�Bite me, stupid boy. I got an A- in that class,� she said and then got back on topic. �If you think your hardest times in football, in school, in life are behind you, dream on. Do not ever think that what we�ve done is enough or that we can rest on our laurels.�
�Okay, I get it,� David said and then added, �We stepped out of our comfort zones into a bigger arena. It would be na�ve of us to think we are still �top dogs,� as you called it. I have no doubt that we�ll come across people who are smarter or better in some way. But I also know that no one will outwork us.�
Tami smiled. This was the first time in their conversation that she�d seen that fire in his eyes.
�Let�s talk about what you plan to do to get the starting quarterback job. There�s one part of your plan I have a problem with, and that�s Milena. Pumping her for information on her roommate�s boyfriend, who just happens to be the guy you plan to unseat, doesn�t feel right.�
�She�s really cute. I bet I can turn her.�
�Quit goofing around. You know what I mean,� Tami said, using her serious tone and face on him.
David gave her a sad face with a lip quiver. If she hadn�t already known what a good actor he was, she might have felt sorry for it.
�Stop it,� Tami ordered.
�You notice I never pursued that,� he said in his defense.
�I�m going to ask you one last question, and then we can talk about something else.�
David gave her a curious look, so she continued.
�Is it in the best interest of the team if you�re the starter?�
She could always read David like an open book. That was why he refused to play cards with her. His first thought was, �Hell, yes; what does Tami think she�s up to?� Then she saw the doubt start to creep in. She hadn�t asked him that question to make him doubt himself but to take a step back and look at the bigger picture.
David�s normal inclination growing up was to put the needs of others before his own. He�d had to learn to put his interests first sometimes. Otherwise, people walked all over him, especially girls. David had been headed in the right direction, and then Pam had had Coby. His world view had shifted as that little boy became his focus.
Tami was glad his parents had stepped in to help raise Coby, and now the rest of his children, so that it could free him up. She knew that if they hadn�t, David would have given it all up to make sure he raised them and raised them right.
But Tami also knew that David was at his best when he turned his attention from himself, and now his family, to focus on the bigger picture. All she had to do was look at what he�d done in high school. David had won three state championships in football and one in baseball. He�d also been vital in improving the school�s facilities and training personnel�in fact, its whole program. Lincoln High had gone from an also-ran to a sustainable powerhouse in athletics, and David had been the driving force behind that.
From what she�d heard so far, his attention had been on himself, and she knew that was too narrow a focus for him.
Then she saw it come to him. Tami had stopped telling David what to do when he started to show he could figure things out on his own. He really wasn�t a �stupid boy,� as she liked to call him. David was actually brilliant, but growing up, he let her make his decisions. Tami suspected that it wasn�t because he was a lazy sack but instead was putting her first.
�I take it you�re not saying that my being quarterback would hurt the team,� David said.
�Correct. But you becoming quarterback isn�t by itself going to turn USC into the winner it should be. From what you�ve told me, USC has bigger problems. What you have to figure out is what you can do to help solve them,� Tami suggested.
�I could get the coach fired,� David said with a big grin.
�What did I tell you about your first idea?�
�To ignore it because it is always wrong. You know I hate that rule, don�t you?� David asked.
�That doesn�t make me wrong, though,� Tami fired back. �Besides, it makes you stop and think.�
She knew he would never concede that she was right.
�I admit that I�m not entirely sure what to do.�
�I have confidence that you�ll figure it out,� Tami said as her parting shot.
She knew that David understood why she didn�t just tell him. This was the new normal. Tami was confident that he would wrestle with it until he had a plan, and once he did, God help USC. They were about to be introduced to the David Dawson she knew and loved.

After their talk, the two of them decided to do the Scandinavian baths treatment. They started in the eucalyptus steam bath.
�What are the girls from Wesleyan up to?� David asked.
Tami had gone to a college-prep private high school where she�d found a group of friends that David also knew. He�d also slept with all of them, the slut.
�The twins, Lisa and Missy, enrolled at Harvard. Neither one of them has declared a major. Harper went to Northwestern, where she�s planning to eventually get her MBA. Janet Hill changed her mind at the last minute and is following in her dad�s footsteps. She�s taking photography at Paier College of Art in Connecticut,� Tami said to give David a quick recap.
�Next time you talk to them, tell them I said, �Hi,�� David offered.
�I will. How about you? What are the Lincoln High grads up to?�
�Let�s see. Lisa Felton is at State, probably flunking out from partying too much. Lily is still doing all my social media and working for my PR firm while she goes to UCLA. Destiny Crown followed Damion to a junior college in Kansas. Last I heard, she hasn�t locked him down as yet,� David shared.
�You�re just lucky you were dating Brook. Speaking of whom...�
�She�s at Princeton and loving it. Brook and I don�t talk that much, but she�s still close to Cassidy,� David said.
�What about the rest of your harem?�
�Careful,� David warned and then went on. �Zoe married Johan, and they�re living on my farm with Yelena, Yuri�s grandmother. The two of them are going to State. Zoe�s in a pre-veterinary program that sort of combines premed with agricultural science. She�s looking to get into veterinary school to become a vet for large animals while Johan gets his Ag degree. Zoe has also bought a few horses for the business we�re in together. She says they look promising.�
�Tim told me that Halle James was in the Star Academy movies. Have you seen her since you got back?� Tami asked.
�No. Halle had to stay and film more scenes, and then she had another movie lined up. I�m sure we�ll be in touch when she gets back.�
�What about her mom and brother?�
�I haven�t kept in touch with them the way I�d like to. It�s one of the many items on my to-do list that I never seem to get to,� David conceded.

When David and Tami went outside to do the cold portion, they found it was snowing. They decided to use the waterfall. Shortly after they started, David claimed his balls had shriveled up and were probably useless. For the relaxing portion, they found an outdoor fireplace where they could kick back while enjoying the fantastic view.
David was right; Canadians were crazy with all the stuff they did outdoors. Who would ever think to sit outside by a fire after intentionally dunking oneself into freezing water?
After a few circuits, Tami felt great. A day at the spa was what all the girls needed.
She had to smile when their bus was outside, waiting for them. Tami wondered what all the other people who rode it thought of David using the shuttle as his personal Uber.
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Chapter 54

Wolf


The soft glow of dawn played peek-a-boo with the horizon. Wolf pulled his eyes from the window and looked at his bedmate. She was so fuckin� cute when she slept that it should be illegal.
He got up to deal with the call of nature and decided to go ahead and shower. As the water beat down on Wolf�s head, he remembered someone had once told him that great stories should have memorable beginnings.
He�d met Robin the first night at a club. She was there with her bridesmaids; they�d come to the resort for a weekend ski trip. It was supposed to be her last fling before tying the knot.
He found out later that they�d all talked about their fantasies. Robin had confessed that she wanted to sleep with a well-endowed man at least once in her life. That was how Wolf had found himself grabbed by the hand and pulled to their table by her maid of honor.
It was lust at first sight. Wolf didn�t consider the consequences when the bride and her minions invited his group back to their place for an after-party where things heated up. He and Robin slipped off together, and it was amazing. The two of them just clicked in bed.
The next day, Wolf and Robin had decamped to grab a quick lunch. Robin was very petite, not the type Wolf usually went for. She�d ordered a kid�s meal, which had their waiter obviously thinking Wolf was a pedophile.
As Wolf finished his shower, he decided that this had to end. He was weary of leading a double life. Robin�s friends had all left after the weekend was over, while she�d stayed. Wolf had been spending his days with the people he�d come on the trip with and then spending his nights with Robin. Thank goodness he was young, or he might have dropped by now.
When he came out of the shower and found Robin standing there in front of him. She had on nothing but a white strip of lace around her hips as she rummaged in the dresser. Bare-assed, the white string disappeared between her gorgeous, ripe, juicy cheeks. Wolf looked in the mirror and could see the front of the thong barely covered all her good bits.
His first thought was to throw her back onto the bed, peel that particular garment off, and ravish her. His dick had sprung hard as goddamned steel at the sight of those plump pussy lips sticking to damp white silk. Yep, she was wet.
Wolf dragged his eyes upward and found Robin staring at him in the mirror. Her deep brown eyes were fixed on him. The corner of her mouth quirked, and her eyes blazed when she saw how his towel had tented.
�Fuck me,� Wolf thought as his resolve to end it faltered.
Then he remembered Sunday afternoon.
Her maid of honor, Bailey, had pulled him aside because Robin had told them that she planned to stay a few extra days. Bailey�s goal was to dissuade Wolf from continuing to see her friend. She first tried to tell him all about Robin�s fianc�, Colton.
Bailey explained that they had been childhood friends who had reconnected after college. She even showed Wolf a picture of the happy couple. If Wolf hadn�t been told they were about the same age, he would have sworn Colton was a lot older. He looked like a middle-aged man with a mustache that was right out of the seventies�an honest-to-God pornstache.
Wolf laughed when he saw his competition, which pissed off Bailey. She went into great detail as to why Wolf was all wrong for Robin. In the end, that was what made him continue to see Robin. That was right after he confirmed to Bailey that Robin had picked him because he did have a sizable dick. Knowing that the size of his dick was why Robin had hooked up with him to begin with caused Bailey to leave in a huff.
�I�ll go make breakfast,� Wolf said as he quickly got dressed before Robin could lure him back to bed.

When Robin joined him in the kitchen, he paused to admire her. Robin had straight hair the color of obsidian that flowed down her shoulders, framing her heart-shaped face with its minimal makeup. She was wearing skintight jeans that showed off her curves, and a bright red silk tank hung loosely on her shoulders, giving him a glimpse of her alabaster skin.
She gave him a skeptical look.
�Do you actually know how to cook? Or do I need to collect my valuables before you burn down the condo I�ve rented?�
Robin dragged a chair out from the island so she could sit down and watch Wolf work.
�I�m not being too adventurous. I�m making pancakes.�
�When do you leave?� Robin asked.
�We fly out tomorrow night.�
�My sister called. Bailey blabbed and told her about us. I�m thinking about going back today.�
Wolf felt like a weight had been lifted. He wasn�t the one who had to end it.
�I understand. You have a life planned that you need to get back to.�
�I�m glad we met. I�ve enjoyed getting to know you.�
�Me, too,� was all Wolf had to offer.
He served her a small stack, and they ate quickly. Wolf felt like a shit when he slunk out and didn�t look back.

Wolf went back to the condo and found Tim lounging on the couch, watching something on streaming video.
�Did she wear you out again?�
�She�s leaving today.�
�It�s for the best,� Tim opined.
�I hear you. Plenty of fish and all that.�
�David is being David and went to the spa with the girls,� Tim said with a crooked grin.
�If I didn�t know better...� Wolf grumbled.
�I know, right? What guy has different skin creams for his body, face, and under his eyes? I sometimes think he�s a woman,� Tim joked.
�David does smell good,� Wolf said with a dreamy look that made Tim laugh.
�He sent me a text to meet him at the resort, and we�d hang out,� Tim said.
�I�m sort of over the skiing and snowboarding. Maybe we could find a sports bar, have a few beers, and eat some righteously unhealthy bar food,� Wolf suggested.
�Maybe we can get David a little drunk and get him to loosen up. Remember when we had those couple of days off in Wellington?�
�Yeah. His guard dog, Lexi, had gone ahead of the cast and crew to Australia. She was always keeping him on the straight and narrow.�
�Dude, if what we heard through that motel wall was how she controlled him, I would have cut my own balls off and delivered them to her in a velvet bag,� Tim admitted.
Wolf and Tim agreed that they didn�t really like �PA Lexi� because she kept a close eye on David. When she was off the clock, though, she could be a lot of fun.
�How many times did you get laid because of David those three days?� Wolf asked.
�At least four. If I remember, you did better than me,� Tim shared.
�I still can�t believe he didn�t get with any of them. That blond was smoking hot and pretty free with her hands. If she�d grabbed me like that, I would have done her on the dance floor,� Wolf said.
�Then it�s agreed. Let�s get David drunk and have him bird-dog some girls for us,� Tim said.
�Sounds like a plan.�

�What�s up, fellas?!� David called out across the bar as he walked in.
Wolf shook his head because every woman in the place had locked eyes on their friend as he made his way to their table. Both he and Tim were amazed that David never seemed to notice it. They suspected that he really did, but it happened so much that he tuned it out.
�Hi,� David said. �I hope it�s okay if I sit with you guys for a bit.�
Wolf saw that he was in a good mood, so he raised an eyebrow.
�Of course we mind. We have high standards, and you�re just not our type. So, go away.�
They said it loud enough that people were openly staring.
�I can sit somewhere else.�
Tim burst out laughing when a group of girls waved at David to let him know he could join them.
Tim and Wolf both stood up and gave David a friendly bro hug before sitting down. Tim snorted when their up-to-now-nonexistent server came hustling to their table.
�Hi, I�m Amber,� she said, just a bit too chipper.
�Hey, I�m David, and these are my friends Wolf and Tim. Why don�t you sit down with us for a minute so we can get to know you?�
Both Tim and Wolf had big smiles plastered on their faces. �Fun David� was in his element.

It didn�t take long before three tables were pulled together; David had ordered almost every appetizer on the menu; and pitchers of beer showed up.
Wolf sat back and watched as David held court, telling his audience about a scene in his upcoming James Bond movie. Wolf and Tim had heard their friend relate the story a hundred times. But even so, the boy made them feel like they were right there with him in danger.
Amber might have quit her job because she never left her seat. She was all but on David�s lap. All he would�ve had to do was look at her, and she would have blown him right there. Wolf was still mad about what had gone down when they�d arrived at Oklahoma. Otherwise, this would have been what all their weekends would have been like.
In the end, it had all shaken out. Stewart Chadwick, David�s bane and former NCAA investigator, had been fired as soon as their new athletic director was hired. Their interim AD, who�d worked in the department for nearly twenty years, was asked to resign. Turning away the school�s handpicked next quarterback was something they couldn�t, or wouldn�t, let slide. Even the university�s president was on thin ice with the boosters over that one.
From what David had shared about USC, both Tim and Wolf decided that they�d made the right choice by staying at Oklahoma. In spring practice, Wolf had become the second-string tight end as a freshman. They planned to redshirt Tim, but that might be reconsidered if he continued to show his stuff in practice.
Tim and Wolf had settled in quickly because the team had been open to them. They�d heard stories about some schools where it wasn�t that way. David�s situation at USC was one like that, with the starter bad-mouthing him. Wolf was sure it came down to the tone the coaching staff set for the players. It was Oklahoma versus the world, so they treated their teammates better than family.
Wolf was pulled back to the present when he saw Tim slip off with a cute snow bunny. He realized he was missing his opportunity. In high school, they�d always joked that David should throw them his castoffs. Once they began to travel with him, they�d gained confidence and learned to chat women up. Having David as an icebreaker never hurt, but they knew how to charm a girl out of her panties. Wolf decided he would do just that.

After his friends had their fun, David suggested that they take their show on the road, and the three of them walked down the street to a steak house.
The guys fell into it like they hadn�t been apart for a few months. They caught up without the distraction of the girls hanging on them. David had not partaken of what was offered. Tim had twice, and Wolf once. Wolf understood why David wouldn�t, but Wolf didn�t think he would have been able to turn down all the offers that David got.
�I need to talk to you two,� David said, getting serious.
Wolf could tell something was bothering his friend. It seemed Tim sensed it too, by his comment.
�Uh, oh. I think we�re in trouble.�
David got a pained expression on his face.
�I think you guys are in danger of becoming players, and not in a good way.�
Before they could say anything, David powered on.
�Believe me, I get it. I went through a phase where I jumped into bed with my fair share. You may recall the time I even had bathroom sex with that Oscar presenter. And I get what a rush it is to be able to talk a girl out of her panties in a situation like that. I also realize that this is probably mostly my fault by setting a bad example.�
�You can�t seriously be saying that,� Wolf said, smiling at his friend.
�I know!� David said, sounding frustrated. �When I say stuff like this, I sound like my dad, and it kills me.�
�You really do,� Tim added.
David got a determined look.
�Do you want to know the real reason I didn�t participate in any shenanigans while we were filming? It was because I know how easy it is to do, and if I started again, I wouldn�t want to stop.�
�And why wouldn�t you? You can have any girl you set your sights on. You should be enjoying college to its fullest,� Tim said.
�Honestly, I haven�t been a saint,� David admitted. �But guys, you�re turning into the sort we used to make fun of when we were in Hollywood. That�s not who you are, but if you continue, you will wake up one day alone. Yes, girls want to have fun. But consider this: do you really want to marry the wild girl and worry that she�s off to the next conquest when your back is turned? Like us, girls don�t really want to date a player, either.�
�I�m not looking to get married anytime soon,� Wolf said.
�Me either, and I plan to continue to have my fun,� David readily admitted. �But today was an example of you guys taking it too far. You need to dial it back.�
David could see he wasn�t getting through to them.
�Look. We�re on vacation, and when we were making the movies, you spread your wings, so to speak. I get it. Also, I know that I have experienced all of that, and I know you�re not really going to listen to me. As your friend, I�m telling you that I don�t like who you�re becoming.�
David�s saying that finally got their full attention.
�You are two of my best friends. If I was doing something that you thought was out of bounds, I would expect you to tell me. Running off to a bar bathroom to have sex isn�t a good look. If a woman is worth your time, do it right. Take her back to your place and have fun. Treat her with respect.� He focused on Tim. �I saw the look on the first girl�s face when you took the second one to the men�s room.�
Wolf looked over at Tim and saw that David�s last comment had hit his friend hard. It had an effect on him as well. Wolf hadn�t really thought about how it could hurt the first girl�s feelings. If the shoe were on the other foot, and a girl did that to him, Wolf would feel used, at best.
He could see that David felt he finally got his point across. Wolf marveled at how David deftly changed the conversation as if he hadn�t just been scolding them.
Over dinner, they caught up. David shared his dilemma and Tami�s advice.
�What do you plan to do?� Tim asked.
�I don�t know yet. What I do know is that I have to start spending more time on football. When and how that�s going to happen, I have no idea. I probably shouldn�t have gone out for baseball,� David shared.
�Bullshit. I check your stats. You�re the team leader in several categories, and since you started playing, you�re winning games,� Wolf said.
�Plus, you wouldn�t know what to do with yourself if you weren�t crazy busy,� Tim chimed in.
�You�re right,� David admitted. �I do love baseball.�
�Why don�t you just transfer? They�re talking about redshirting you, so you�ll be sitting out a year, anyway. I�m sure Oklahoma would take you with open arms,� Wolf suggested.
David thought about it for a minute and then shook his head, as Wolf expected he would.
�You can�t help yourself, can you?� Tim asked.
�What do you mean?� David asked.
�If challenged, you stand and fight. Transferring feels like giving up to you,� Tim explained.
�It�s not, you know,� Wolf added. �We would love for you to come to school with us. This afternoon was the best part of the trip so far. That�s how it could be if you joined us.�
�Let me think about it,� David said to leave the door open just a crack.
Wolf would lay heavy odds that David would stay at USC. Tim was right; you should never challenge David, let alone piss him off. If you did, you got his full attention, and he would find a way to win. That was the David they all loved, especially if he was on their side. Wolf had no doubt that David would be just fine.

Chapter 55

David


David had planned an outing for the last day of the trip. Lexi had no clue he�d done it, so when David woke her at 6 a.m., she wasn�t happy.
�What�s your major malfunction?� she grumped.
�Get up. I have a special treat for you.�
�You�re a dumbass.�
�I love you, too. Now get your cute ass out of bed. We have to be in town by 7:15.�
He left her fuming and went into the guys� six-pack. He found his younger brother sawing logs.
�Wakey-wakey.�
�Shut the hell up, David,� Allard complained.
Phil simply glared at him�well, as much of his eyes as could be seen were glaring.
�Get your butt up. Now,� David told his brother.
David decided Phil�s mom must have him well trained because he got out of bed.
David slipped into Greg and Joey�s room. He sat on the edge of the bed, which startled them both awake.
�The shuttle bus is leaving at 7,� was all he said before he left.
The five of them climbed onto the bus right at seven. When it started toward the resort, David clued them in as to what was happening.
�I planned an outing,� he started.
�You mean Lexi did,� Phil interrupted.
�Not me. I am as much in the dark as the rest of you,� Lexi shared.
�This can�t be good,� Greg decided.
David looked at Joey and pointed at her.
�What?� she asked.
�I figured it was your turn to make a smart comment,� David said.
�If you don�t get some caffeine in me, you�ll hear a few,� Joey promised.
�We�re going to jump out of a helicopter and ski on virgin snow,� David said, doing his overexcited ten-year-old routine. �I have video.�
David had done a quick Internet search to find a video of crazy guys jumping out of a helicopter to snowboard. It showed other crazy stunts like launching off of a ski lift and dropping off a cliff. How they hadn�t died, David intended to find out.
�Fifty bucks says you can�t talk them into letting you actually jump out of the helicopter,� Lexi said.
David�s eyes got big. He was so doing it.

The bus took them to the Whistler Heliport. They were met by Leo and Miles, their guide and pilot, respectively, for the day. The first thing David did was show them the video, so they knew what he wanted to do.
�Yeah, no problem,� Leo said.
�Really?� David asked.
�Hell, no. Now, let�s get you all geared up and then go eat,� Leo said.
Lexi gave David a little smile.
�Pay up.�
�The day isn�t over. When he gets something into his head, he�s like a terrier on a rat,� Greg said.
�I�ll put up twenty that he gets to do it,� Phil said to show his support.
�Anyone else?� Lexi asked.
Greg pulled out a bill. Joey was put in charge of holding the bets. Lexi shook her head with a grim expression.
�One rule. You can�t sabotage it if I get them to agree,� David told Lexi.
�If they agree, I plan to video your demise and get rich when I sell it,� Lexi fired back.
David knew she would, too. Besides, she would need proof that it was his own idiocy that caused his demise when she reported to his mother or face certain death herself.

Before heading out, they had to sit through a review of ski/snowboard safety, including avalanche safety and a talk about safe practices around a helicopter. Greg made sure Phil knew that touching the blades while they were spinning was bad. Greg�s four-year-olds would do just that, so Phil didn�t act too offended.
Leo talked about powder and what to expect. David hadn�t thought about it, but getting out of the helicopter might be challenging if you sank thigh-deep into the fluffy stuff.
They gave his group some great tips on how to ski powder. Stuff like how they shouldn�t steer with their ski edges but with their legs, and that their ski stances should be kept tighter. There were several other valuable pieces of advice David planned to make use of. Leo said they needed to stay on the fall line. That meant that the group should make crescent-shaped turns that kept everyone�s skis on the route that led straight down the slope rather than skiing across the hill. In other words, they should let gravity do its job.
The helicopter rose from its pad for the ten-minute flight to a mountaintop restaurant called the Roundhouse. Viewing their surroundings from the air gave the five a real sense of how massive the area really was. David could see people already on the mountain, making runs.
Then the helicopter rose above the peaks of both Whistler and Blackcomb mountains. The view of the Fitzsimmons Range put everything into perspective. Everyone could see the beauty of western Canada. Greg remarked reverently that it boggled his mind to imagine the first people who had navigated through all those mountains and, later, decided to build a resort in the wilderness. Whoever had done that was a genius.
They landed at a snow-covered helipad a short walk away from the Roundhouse, where they were treated to a substantial buffet. As they were eating, David looked around at the other four and was happy to see the excited looks on their faces.
When Lexi had originally sent him a list of all the tours and activities that were offered, David had rejected this one because of the price. At a thousand bucks a person, it was too much to ask college- and high school-aged people to come up with.
But then he�d read the details, and knew immediately that he�d splurge and pay to do this with his brothers. When he later found he could take up to five people, including Lexi was a no-brainer. David had debated who the fifth would be, but it was an easy choice in the end. Joey had become part of the family, in a sense, so he�d picked her.
When they were done eating, Miles pulled out a map showing where they were headed. It was finally time to load up and fly to their first stop. David appreciated that Miles took the scenic route to a neighboring mountain. He promised that he knew where to find them pristine runs for the entire day.
At the first stop, David was by the door. When he hopped out, he was knee-deep in bottomless powder.
Leo suggested that they use skis rather than snowboards for the first run so they could better get used to the difference. None of the five, except David, had ever been on a pristine slope before. He�d gotten that privilege when he snowboarded in Utah. That had been for a photo shoot where they�d blocked off one section of the mountain for a few days so the pictures wouldn�t show any tracks from other skiers.
This was ten times better. Even though he knew better, it looked to David as if he would be the first to ever ski this mountain. David attached a GoCam to his helmet and took off down the hill. Everyone immediately joined him in shredding the slope. Sinking in past your knees in fluffy snow as you raced downhill might be better than sex. Well, maybe not sex, but David thought it was a close second.

On the third run, they got to stress-test their avalanche gear. The group had switched to snowboards and were just getting a feel for what to do in serious powder. One of the tricks was to shift your weight to the tail of the board, which lifted the tip. That prevented the tip from digging into the snow.
Phil hit a patch of ice and went screaming down the side of the mountain. When he hit powder again, he forgot to shift his weight back. The next thing everyone knew, Phil had face-planted and began to tumble down the hill. That caused the snow all around him to come loose and follow him.
David panicked when Phil disappeared under a wall of snow. In his freshman year of high school, he�d planned to go skiing with his church group. He and their youth minister had gone to the cabins first to get everything ready. During the prep work, as David had gone to the basement to get the electricity turned on, they were hit by an avalanche. He�d ended up buried for several days, and the youth minister had lost his life.
While this avalanche was small in comparison, all those memories flashed back in an instant.
�We need to find him,� David worried.
�Let me check his signal,� Leo said.
They all had avalanche transmitters strapped to their chests as a safety precaution. David noticed that Leo didn�t seem too concerned, which helped calm his nerves a bit. Their guide bounded down the hill when he found Phil�s signal and then slowed when he got close.
�I think I found him,� he announced.
He pulled a small folding shovel from his backpack and began to dig down. Luckily, Phil wasn�t that deep. When they pulled him out, he was slightly shaken-up but okay.
�Did you catch that on your GoCam?� was the first question Phil asked.
�I think so. I�ll download it and send it to your mother at lunchtime, dumbass,� David said.
The look on Phil�s face was worth the whole trip.

They were served lunch on the side of the mountain before their next run.
�You should be in charge of planning stuff more often,� Lexi told David as she sat next to him.
David noticed the rest of the group had left the two of them alone. He paused a moment to take in all the frozen nature before them.
�This is pretty special,� he agreed.
�You know that I like you, right?�
David�s head came around, and he raised one eyebrow.
�I like you, too.�
She just smiled at him.
�Anything else?� David asked.
�No. I just wanted you to know that.�
�Welp.�
Lexi laughed because that meant he didn�t know what to say to her declaration, and she swiftly reached over to snag a large cookie from his box lunch. He wasn�t happy she�d stolen it, but when he started to protest, she just smiled at him.
�Well, hell,� he thought as he let it go.
At least she hadn�t declared her love again.

They got in six runs before it was time to fly back. The group was exhausted from skiing and snowboarding. Doing it when you sank past your knees was more work than slopes that had been packed down by snowcats and the multitude of skiers who�d done the run before you. But it was a good tired.
Lexi cashed in when Miles turned into a hard-ass fun-sucker and wouldn�t let David jump out of his helicopter. Apparently, there had been some fatal heli-skiing accidents in the past. The Canadian aviation authorities had become rather vigilant in enforcing their safety regs, as Miles explained it.
The bus picked them up, and they went to finish packing. Lexi had called their jet service and confirmed that the aircraft was ready for their flight back. The plan was to fly to LA that night. Tim and Wolf would catch commercial flights back to Oklahoma later on Friday.
Everyone else was ready by the time the five were done packing and the bus was waiting downstairs. David did a circuit through the house to make sure no one had left anything. It was good that he did because he found Allard�s wallet. David had to shake his head because he suddenly realized that a final walk-through was something his dad would have done. When did he become the responsible one?

On the flight back, the week caught up with everyone. It didn�t take long before David found that only he and the crew were awake. The flight attendant made David a pastrami on rye and a cup of coffee, so he didn�t join his trip-mates in slumber.
David wanted a chance to think about their vacation and what awaited him when he got back.
His first thought was about Joey and Greg. If she took the job, they would quickly find out that rent in LA was not cheap. A place that would hold a family of five in a good neighborhood would be at least five times more expensive than what they would pay back home. If they were made to pay first and last months� rent, plus a security deposit, that could become pricey in a hurry. And that was before the cost to move, turn on utilities, and the odds and ends that came with a new place.
While David didn�t want to horn in, he would talk to his parents to let them know that if Greg needed help, he would step up. He�d been blessed to have earned enough money that he could act as a backstop if required. In the past, his parents had been hardheaded about stuff like this. Dad felt Greg was his responsibility, and if Greg was in a bind, then Dad would take care of it. If that happened, then David would just give his dad a bonus, for some random reason, as his CEO.
That made him think about the businesses he�d sold. David had let himself be bought out because he had neither the knowledge, nor the time, nor the inclination to run a business. He�d been bought out by Grace Davenport, the former CEO and owner of L-Brands. Grace had, in turn, gone national with the all-inclusive wealth management company.
She�d sent him an email notification that she wanted him to attend a board meeting. David had been granted a seat on the board since he still owned nearly ten percent of the company, making him a minority owner. He�d designated his father to man the position until after David graduated college. So David was surprised at her request.
She had scheduled it after school was out for the spring but before summer school started. He would have to talk to Lexi to make sure the date didn�t interfere with the launch of his James Bond movie. It was slotted to be in theaters Memorial Day weekend, the last weekend in May. As of now, it was the lone heavyweight movie that would open over that three-day holiday.
Then David�s thoughts turned to football. He had some general goals in mind but no idea how to accomplish them. That was when the lightbulb went on: he needed to create a project plan. David got his tablet out and began making a list of his goals. That was something his uncle had taught him when they�d shaped his life goals, and it translated to many different applications.
When he started to break down each goal into specific tasks, it began to look doable. By the time the pilot announced they were on final approach, David was happy because he now felt like he was back in control. He was ready to return to USC and get started on his quest to bring the USC football program back to its glory days.
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Chapter 56

David


�He�s in there,� Phil said.
David had crashed on the pool house couch after their arrival in Malibu. He heard a thundering herd of little feet as they ran in.
�Uncle David, Uncle David,� Kyle and Mac cried out in unison, giggling as they scampered up to his reclining form.
David played like he was asleep right up until they were almost on him.
�Rawr!� he yelled as he jumped up.
Kyle and Mac ran squealing, wanting their uncle to chase them. Nate, Greg�s youngest, ran right to him. David scooped him up and turned him upside down. When his shirt fell away from his tummy, David gave him a raspberry. Nate giggled in turn and squirmed when it made a loud farting noise.
David set him loose so he could help chase his siblings.
His mom called to him from the second-story window as they fled outside.
�Don�t get them wound up,� she ordered.
�That ship has sailed,� David called back as he returned to the game. �Rah!�
She made a disgusted noise as she shut the window.

�Rat,� David said when he found and slugged Phil in the arm.
�I just figured you wanted to be the favorite uncle.�
�That�s a given. You were just being a brat.�
�I was wondering if I could go to your baseball game tonight?� Phil asked.
USC had a three-game series with Oregon this weekend.
�You do realize that the students aren�t back, which means no jock bunnies.�
�Oh.�
�Still want to come?�
Phil got an embarrassed look.
�My feelings won�t be hurt,� David added.
�Okay, then no. Dad was talking about cooking out on the grill.�
David thought it was for the best if Phil hung out with their dad.

David spent the weekend running back and forth between school and his Malibu home. The Trojans swept the Ducks as the team seemed to get their mojo back. The week off had done them a world of good. David had a great weekend defensively, saving one game and keeping them in another. The Ducks underestimated how good his arm was and got caught trying to pick up extra bases. He also didn�t do all that bad at the plate, batting nearly .650 for the series.
The team was starting to attract scouts from more major league clubs. The biggest group came out to watch Allard pitch a three-hitter. He showed outstanding control for the whole game. David was still impressed that he�d opted to go to college instead of playing pro ball. Now Allard had to wait another two years before he could enter the draft. The good ol� boy from Arkansas had made a promise to his mom, though, so he was okay with waiting. David, having made a similar promise, understood completely.
After his Sunday morning game, David went to Malibu to spend time with his kids. They needed to be reminded that he was their dad and not Uncle David. Greg and his family had flown out that morning with Phil. So, when he was ambushed by his mom, David wasn�t happy.
She took him to the pool house, where they found Ashley at the computer in the downstairs office.
�We took Joey and Greg to look at houses they can afford to rent. With a couple of them, we were afraid to get out of the car,� Ashley explained.
�The perfect solution would be to move them into the townhouse. Then Joey could walk to work,� his mom suggested.
�If that happens, Precious will move in here,� David said with a raised eyebrow.
He�d promised Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy they could live there while they went to school. David didn�t plan to go back on his word, even if it was for his brother.
�That�s out,� Ashley said with a touch of fear in her voice.
�We can just use your house-fund money,� Mom suggested.
�I�m saving that for when I build my house on the farm,� David said to shoot down that idea.
The downside of telling your parents everything was that they then had more information than a college student, even one like David, would want them to have. Zoe had taken him horseback riding and shown him that incredible, peaceful spot overlooking the river. David had told his parents that at that moment, he�d decided it was the perfect place for his dream home.
�What about the money you�re saving for a plane?� Mom asked.
David�s head snapped around because he hadn�t told his parents about that money. He�d been getting quarterly dividends from his former company, as well as payments for the loan he�d floated Grace when she�d bought it from him. From the time those monies started coming in, David had been putting a large chunk of it away for a small jet. He was looking to buy a Gulfstream G400 or something similar.
The only person who knew about that money was Megan. His dad must have found out when he traveled back to watch Phil play ball.
�Didn�t think I knew about that, did you?� David�s mom said with a self-satisfied grin.
Ashley was smart enough to not comment. She pulled up a listing.
�What would you think about a house in Venice Beach?� Ashley asked.
�Like I�ll go broke,� David said.
Venice Beach used to be an affordable option for buying oceanfront property. In recent years, the wealthy had come in and either torn down or gutted the homes and built multimillion-dollar estates. The neighborhood was changing.
�I found an estate that has been floundering in lawsuits, and the court ordered a receiver to sell it. The only problem is that you have to buy it without being able to get into the house. It�s a four-bedroom, though,� Ashley shared.
She showed him the price.
�Even if it�s a complete dump, at that price, we could turn around and list it tomorrow and get your money back,� his mom said.
The last thing he wanted was another project home. He was about to tell them precisely that when his phone rang. It was Fiona Beckham, the actress who was friends with Lexi.
�I need you to be my date tonight,� she said when he answered.
�Okay, text me the information,� he said and hung up.
David turned back around and found Ashley and his mom looking at him expectantly. If it had been anyone else, he would have passed.
�Okay, as long as we�re realistic about any renovations that are needed.�
Ashley snorted out a laugh while his mom gave him a reassuring smile. He was about to say �no� when he received Fiona�s text. They were having dinner with Gabe Francis, the studio head who�d been involved in his movie The Royal Palm.
By the time he�d worked out what Fiona wanted him to wear and the rest of the details, Ashley had a contract printed out for him to sign. He thought about it for another moment and then just signed it. If they got it, he would deal with his mother later.

Fiona directed them to the Musso & Frank Grill. They had been serving steaks since 1919, and were on David�s list of LA restaurants to try.
�What are we in for tonight?� David asked.
�Gabe wants me to do a movie for him. He read that we were seen together at the Soho House and asked if you might want to join us.�
One advantage to where Fiona lived was that she was close to everything in Hollywood. David pulled up to the valet stand. Waiting for them were the paparazzi. David hadn�t missed them at all over the past few weeks, and now, as they shouted questions and took pictures, he realized he�d never miss them. If it had been just him, he would have ignored them and ducked into the restaurant. Instead, David let them harass him and his date for about five minutes so that Fiona would be sure to get some publicity.
When they walked inside, it was as if they�d been transported back in time. The vibe was all old elegance. The room was furnished with mahogany booths and original hat stands, all dominated by the red leather upholstering the stools, chairs, and banquettes. The waiters were in red coats and bow ties, and they looked like they were all past retirement age. Jazz music was playing over the sound system, and an old wood-burning cast-iron stove set off the ambiance with a soft glow.
The place was absolutely packed, with an interesting mix of patrons. There were oldsters dressed to the nines and tattooed hipsters sitting, often together, in the iconic booths. It was the type of place that didn�t need the new and shiny to give you somewhere you could simply eat a good meal.
David and Fiona were led to a side room that was set up for a private party. When they entered, Gabe got up to greet them.
�It�s been too long,� Gabe said as he shook David�s hand. �I think the last time I saw you, you were at the after-party when you won your Academy Award.�
That still felt surreal to David, as his winning the award had seemingly come out of left field. It had made David the youngest male to ever win as Best Supporting Actor. Further, he�d heard that others were favored going into the competition. Plus, he hadn�t even been nominated for any similar awards in the festivals and shows leading up to the Academy Awards. David suspected that Gabe and his studio had worked to get him the win.
�I want to thank you for that. It was a special night,� David said.
�Now, if I could just get your date to sign, you two could be one of the few couples who have both won that award,� Gabe said.
Both David and Fiona chuckled at Gabe�s over-the-top play for her services.
�You should just give up now and sign before Gabe starts making promises he can�t deliver on,� David teased.
After the initial sales pitch, a group of six studio execs gathered around the table with David and Fiona. David quickly figured out they were some of the who�s who in the entertainment industry. It seemed these guys had been getting together once a month for the past several years to break bread and make deals. Typically, outsiders weren�t included.

On the ride home, David was still a bit shell-shocked.
�Did that just happen?� he asked.
�When Gabe requested that you come with me, I explained that your only free night was usually Sunday. He said that if I didn�t mind coming to a business dinner, he wanted to talk to both of us. I had no idea,� Fiona admitted.
�It almost made me want to drop out of school. They�re going to be making some great movies, ones I would love to be in,� David said. �Are you going to take the role he offered you?�
�My agent is working out the details.�
They pulled up to Fiona�s building.
�Want to come up?� she asked.
�I can�t. The last time I did, we talked into the morning. I have to get up early and go lift. Plus, I have classes tomorrow.�
�Next time will be our third date,� Fiona reminded him.
�Hang on. Let me get your door,� David said as he jumped out of the car.
Fiona smiled at him as he gave her his hand to help her out of the car. Once she stood up, David leaned in and gave her a kiss. The flash and sound of a camera firing off rapid shots killed the moment. David had no doubt that come tomorrow, they would be plastered all over the tabloids.

Chapter 57

David


Part of David�s plan was to integrate better with the football team. To that end, he�d skipped running this morning to work out at the John McKay Center. When he arrived, he found there weren�t many players in. David suspected that they had slept in after spring break.
He didn�t have a lot of time, so he focused on his workout. One great thing about their weight room was the abundance of equipment, which meant you didn�t have to wait your turn. David found he got a much better overall workout if he worked fast and at lower weights. Not having people eyeing him while waiting for his current machine helped him do that. Not having to eye other people while waiting for a machine they were using helped even more.
Once he was done, he headed to the locker room. On his way, David spotted Coach Farrow. Coach nodded to acknowledge that David had shown up.
He quickly showered and dressed, then made a pit stop to grab some breakfast. Then it was off to his first class, Economics.

David went back to The Palace for lunch. He�d told Cassidy that he wouldn�t be coming to workouts this week. He planned to use the time to study.
After David grabbed his lunch, he spotted Veronica eating alone.
�Mind if I join you?�
Something very close to an emotion slithered over her face. Finally, Veronica nodded her assent.
�I need your help,� he said, and she just looked at him, so he pressed on. �You know people associated with USC, especially the athletic department. I was hoping you might give me a rundown of who�s who.�
�Why?�
David smiled; that was a good question. He wasn�t sure he fully trusted Veronica. In fact, he didn�t really trust her at all.
�I want to get USC back to where it should be, football-wise. I�d like to meet the people who can get stuff done,� David said as he decided to reveal his ultimate goal.
�What�s in it for me?� Veronica asked.
What saddened David the most was the realization�too late now�that despite everything, he understood Veronica.
�That depends on what you can do for me,� David said in return.
�What if I can get you into a party after the spring game where the guys you need to talk to will be?�
�What guys, and what can they do?� David asked.
�Well, what if I told you that two boosters had donated just over $500 million between them to USC athletics over the past five years?�
David sat back in his chair. He�d always thought that the Pac-12 was at a disadvantage to conferences such as the SEC and Big Ten because those others had lucrative TV deals. If just two boosters were pouring that kind of money into USC�s program, it more than made up for the crappy TV deal their own conference had made.
Ohio State, for example, reported a budget of over $200 million for athletics. UCLA had tried to keep up with the big boys by growing their budget from just over $40 million to $125 million in a few short years. Knowing that USC had donors who were immediately willing to spend $100 million a year satisfied David that they could keep up with the big boys, money-wise.
What confused David was that with their historic success, facilities, and consistent top-ten recruiting classes, as well as the Southern California weather, the Trojans weren�t even close to dominating the Pac-12. David was having trouble figuring out why that was.
Yes, they�d just had a great year, but they were projected to be barely over .500 this coming year. It just went to show that the previous few coaching hires had been a disaster. They�d gone from a guy that shot his mouth off to a drunk to their current coach, who had his own issues. Coach Clayton was getting knocked for squandering the talent he had because of his inflexible approach to training and using that talent.
It wasn�t that David didn�t think that the coaching staff at USC couldn�t be successful. In all honesty, he hoped they could. In his opinion, even a mediocre coach could shine in a situation like this. There was no telling what someone who knew what they were doing could accomplish.
�What do you want?� David asked.
�You have to go with me to the party.�
�Deal.�
Veronica smiled for the first time since he�d sat down. She spent the rest of the lunch filling David in on all the key players who had input on running USC�s athletics. He took notes and planned to send the names to Lexi so she could have her people do some background work on each one. He didn�t want to make any silly missteps when he met them face-to-face.

When David went to football practice, he was back on defense. Percy welcomed him back with open arms when he saw David would be on his side of the ball. He admitted that Coach Farrow had gotten on them pretty hard when David had smoked them on more than one occasion.
David�s day was made when Matt came out and showed that his injuries were still bothering him. David knew full well what a bad case of messed-up ribs could do to a quarterback. Matt must have gotten with the training staff because by the end of practice, he was looking like his old self. Ah, the magic of pharmaceuticals! Some of the stuff they�d given David in the past had made him feel like he was Superman.
The concern would be the harm that could unknowingly occur if Matt took a blow because he wouldn�t know if the contact had done more damage or not. He could also very easily overstress his injuries just by throwing a football.
He understood Matt�s motivation, though. David had shown flashes of what he could do while Matt had been on the bench. Matt wanted to leave no doubt that he was back and that David could just stay on the other side of the ball.
Coach Clayton must have felt the same way David did about playing on painkillers because, towards the end of practice, he sent Matt to the showers. David was disappointed that he wasn�t called upon to fill in, but he�d had a good day playing both middle and outside linebacker.

The next morning, David was in the weight room bright and early. There were twice as many players as the day before working out with him. He made it a point to not overdo it as far as fitting in was concerned. He was just himself as he focused on working out. David knew if he came across as too pushy, his plan to be a better teammate would never work.
Besides, many of the guys had built up a group of friends, and David was the new kid, as far as they were concerned.

When he reached Accounting, Alyssa was already waiting with his tea. When he sat down, she smirked.
�What?� David asked.
She showed him the most recent article about Fiona and David on one of the tabloid sites. He gave her a mock pout and hung his head.
�Are you okay?� Alyssa asked,
�I�m sorry. Do I just suck? I didn�t know the photographer was there. Am I such a terrible person?� David asked.
�You�re not a terrible person. You�re just a work in progress,� Alyssa assured David.
�Fiona is going to be mad at me,� David said as he acted worried.
�You�re fine.�
�My therapist would disagree.�
That one made the people sitting around them laugh.
�Boys don�t always make the right decisions. It takes years before they become men and wise-up.�
David rolled his eyes at that particular gem of advice.
�What�s up with you and Seamus?� David asked to move the focus from him.
�He�s a horse�s ass.�
�But you like him,� David said as he waggled his eyebrows.
Professor Scarpa interrupted David�s digging for dirt by starting class.

Alyssa bolted as soon as their class was over, so David didn�t get to find out any more about her budding relationship with Seamus. He would corner the Irishman on Wednesday when they played their next game. He also wanted to talk to Allard to see if he and Lindsey had officially decided to see each other.
In his stats class, David was assigned a project. They had to find a real-world application and then apply what they�d learned to date and show their results. It was something you could do in a group or solo. Their professor gave them the last half of the class to form teams and come up with their initial ideas.
David held back until he saw that several teams had been formed, then approached the first one.
�What do you plan to do?�
One of the guys looked like he thought he was in charge. David had overheard him with his friends before and after class and learned he was part of a fraternity. He�d become a �big brother� to one of the new members and spent a lot of time thinking of ways to haze the poor guy. If his new frat brother didn�t die of alcohol poisoning, David would be shocked.
�Our project will be to determine whether the presence of social networks influences the work performance of a person in a company. We�ll collect information about social media presence and link it to the success rates of a certain company�s employees.�
�Good luck with that,� David said as he got up and found the next group.
David listened to and rejected several different groups. It wasn�t the concepts he had problems with, it was the execution required. Either it would involve a ton of work or be almost impossible to get the data.
The projects that he heard included:
� Figuring out if alcohol consumption affected pay. David would bet that younger people drank more and made less money. He didn�t think they�d be able to determine whether there was a causal link between the two.


� What difference was there between the web-browsing habits of college-aged males and females. David figured most guys would way underestimate the amount of time spent watching porn, thus messing up the numbers.


� A group of girls decided to check different types of shoes and see if they were priced differently geographically within the LA area. That was a �hell, no!�
�Does anyone not have a group and want to team up?� David asked.
There were no takers, so he decided to go it alone. He had the kernel of an idea. He wondered how Ashley had discovered the property he�d made an offer on. It wasn�t yet listed for sale, yet she�d found it somehow.
That got his mind racing as he tried to think whether there were life events that triggered home selling. The flip side was, what influenced home-buyers to search for and buy houses at particular times? For example, there was the Target case study where they identified pregnant women from their purchasing choices. David figured such women might be in the market for a bigger home.
He decided that before he got too deep into this, he would go home and talk to Ashley and his mom to see what they used to find sellers and buyers. He expected they could steer him in the right direction to do an easy project that would actually produce some practical results.

After class, David grabbed lunch on campus. He knew Lexi would be doing the same, so he called her.
�There�s mister �I want to be an average college guy� getting himself plastered on all the gossip shows and tabloids. Frank is rather annoyed at you for not giving him a heads-up.�
David was sure that Lexi had handled his publicist. If she hadn�t, Frank wouldn�t have hesitated to call.
�Did she tell you what we did?� David asked, referring to his Sunday night date, Fiona.
�I told my dad, and he was green with envy. He would kill to get invited to one of those dinners,� Lexi shared.
David�s head was still spinning at being able to watch the who�s who of Hollywood do business in a private dining room. If it gained him nothing else, he�d met the actual decision-makers at some of the largest studios in the world. He could see how Paul would have loved to have been a fly on the wall or, better yet, one of the participants.
�He said that if you had anything to share...� Lexi floated.
�I might want to get invited back. It wouldn�t take them long to figure out who leaked the information,� David said to slow her roll.
�That was what Fiona said,� Lexi grumped. Then she changed the focus of the call. �She told me that your next date will be your third.�
If he thought about that statement too hard, his imagination would be flowing like beer at a kegger.
�Not that it�s any of your business...� David started but was cut off by Lexi.
�Let me stop you right there. If you start a sentence that way, you know it means you shouldn�t even be thinking whatever you�re about to say, right?� Lexi asked to give him a hard time.
�I�m not sure hooking up with Fiona is a good idea,� David tried.
�Are you dead sure about that, David?�
�Like a corpse.�
�You better explain yourself,� Lexi said.
�I shouldn�t do it just based on the hassle factor alone. It�s barely lunchtime, and you�re the second person to ask me about it. I don�t have the energy to fend off paparazzi at every turn, and you know that�s what this will turn into if I�m not careful.�
�We�ll see,� Lexi said, clearly not buying his reason.
David doubted he could have resisted if Fiona had gotten him upstairs that night.
�Did you get the names I sent you?� David asked.
�I�m not done talking about you and Fiona.�
�Well, get done because that�s all you�re getting.�
�Fine,� she huffed. �I sent them to both Kent and Frank to look into. Are you planning to do some kind of major business deal?�
�Not yet. I was told they�re the backing behind USC athletics. I got an in to talk to them after the spring game on Saturday and want to be able to have an intelligent conversation,� David explained.
�I�ll find out,� Lexi promised. �Now, back to...�
David hung up on her. He could hear her laughing at him from all the way over at the UCLA campus across town. David knew for a fact that he would have to plan the third date without her help, or he would never hear the end of it.

Chapter 58

Milena


Milena was out to lunch with her BFFs, Taylor and Crystal. Her crush on David was causing her distress. When she�d seen the reports of him with Fiona Beckham, her confidence had gone into a tailspin. How was she supposed to compete with that?
�This isn�t like home,� Milena said as she plunged a fry into her ketchup. �I knew where I fit there. I was Homecoming Queen and dated who I wanted. At my granddad�s lake house, I know where I belong. At home, I know where I belong. But here with David, I don�t know where I fit. I don�t understand why I feel like I have to chase him.�
�Wherever you are is where you belong. You�re an Alpha Mu. That may not mean shit to anyone else, but it should mean something to you. You have all your sisters to back you up, and we�ll help you get your man,� Crystal said.
Taylor gave Milena a thoughtful look. She would tell Milena what was on her mind once she�d gathered the right words. Taylor was like that�she never spoke until she�d thought through what she was going to say.
Taylor reached over and put her hand on Milena�s leg to stop it from nervously bouncing up and down. It led Milena to wonder why girls consistently fidget about boys they like.
Both Milena and Crystal saw that Taylor had finally figured out the right words. They waited for the pearls of wisdom they knew would roll off her tongue.
�You need to get laid before cobwebs start growing down there. Lack of hard cock has made you an irritable bitch. Jump his bones. Grow a smile. Just like he plays ball, I�m sure he gives his all in the sack.�
�Wha�what?!� Milena asked.
Crystal had another take as she offered up her advice.
�Forget about him. What makes you think he�s any different from the string of losers you�ve dated recently? I mean, Michael was all about Michael in bed. I think your exact words were that he was a selfish prick. Then Jacob had the bod that got your panties wet but was dumb as a doornail. He was the one who thought a lime turned into a lemon, which turned into an orange, which turned into a grapefruit. And let�s not forget the old geezer, your history pro...� Crystal trailed off when Milena gave her a warning glare.
Taylor�s eyes got big.
�Tell me you didn�t sleep with your history professor.�
�I didn�t. He just got handsy when I went to his office. I did get an �A� in that class,� Milena admitted.
She knew that Taylor would be in her room later, wanting details.
�What I�m trying to say is you should have no worries. There are plenty of sardines in the can. Heck, that cute Phi Sig was checking you out the other night,� Crystal finished.
Milena�s friends� advice was to either jump him or run. She paid cash and threw the change into the charity jar next to the cash register. This week it was for some guy with a baby dick.
Taylor�s class was the other way, so Crystal and Milena parted company with her as they walked toward their classes.
�If you forget about David, it would be for the best,� Crystal continued.
�Why do you say that?�
�I�m not supposed to say anything,� Crystal said before continuing, �but Matt is at his wit�s end as to what to do about him. I would love for whoever you date to hang out with us. Plus, Matt overheard the coaches in a heated discussion over whether to start letting David practice on offense.�
�Would that be so bad? Didn�t you tell me that we have no decent backup at quarterback?� Milena asked.
�Matt is afraid if they do let David play quarterback, it�ll only be a matter of time before David�s pushing for his job,� Crystal shared.
Milena knew her friend too well. If she was acting hesitant, there was more to it, so she had to ask.
�I can see something else is troubling you. Come on, out with it.�
�I think Matt may have gone beyond worry to taking action,� Crystal admitted.
�They don�t plan to do anything to David, do they?�
�I don�t know for sure, but he was talking to some of the linemen about solving his problem. I think they were talking about David,� Crystal shared.
�What will you do if they hurt him?� Milena asked her friend.
�I don�t know.�
She knew that Crystal wouldn�t be happy knowing her boyfriend pulled something like that. But then again, Crystal�s plans were for Matt to go to the NFL and take her right along with him.
Milena would have gone about it differently. She didn�t think she wanted a man to support her. She also knew that Crystal was capable of so much more than being Matt�s arm candy.
They reached the point where they had to part ways. As Milena walked alone, she contemplated her situation. She had to do something. Secretly crushing on David was making her a little cracked around the edges. Her friends were right; she either had to go for it or move on.

David had sent Milena a text saying he�d left her two tickets at the will-call window. Milena�s imagination had run wild, which made her feel rebellious, daring, and crazy all at once.
He did like her!
�You have to go with me tonight. But first, you have to help me pick out the right clothes,� Milena told Taylor.
�Crystal shared with me that there�s a store that sells nipple tassels. You could wear them with that cute miniskirt you had on yesterday. I bet they even have them in our school colors.�
Milena just stared at her.
Taylor took that as a �yes� to her suggestion.
�I�ll drive,� she offered.
�That might not be the message I want to send him.�
�And yet you�re going to spend the next hour obsessing about what to wear, and in the end, you�ll agree with me, and we�ll have to fight rush-hour traffic to go buy them,� Taylor predicted.
�You cocky bitch,� Milena fired back.
�Don�t bother denying it. You know I�m right.�
�Now that you�ve planted the idea in my head, I�ll think about it. I would die of embarrassment if I wore something like that in public. I don�t want him to think he�s going to get lucky,� Milena obsessed.
�Right. You want him to have to work for it. What was it he did last time he took you out?�
�Pointed at me and said, �you,�� Milena admitted.
�I bet you could wear a gunny sack, and he wouldn�t care,� Taylor said and then raised a finger as she had an idea. �What did you call the girls that hang out at the player�s entrance?�
�Jock bunnies.�
�He�s a guy, and he�s taken you out twice and hasn�t gotten lucky. I thought it was common knowledge that when they picked a bunny, that was what they did. If I were him, I would pick someone else. Are you sure we shouldn�t get the tassels?� Taylor asked to mess with her.
�Gaaa!� Milena managed as she grabbed her pillow, intent on smothering her best friend.

They were late for the game because she couldn�t decide what to wear. When Crystal got back to their room, she took charge. She told Milena to wear jeans, a USC t-shirt, and a baseball cap. Taylor was pissed because she�d all but convinced Milena to buy the tassels. Milena was sure it was so Taylor could make fun of her for the rest of their lives.
When Taylor and Milena found their seats, the Trojans were coming up to bat. The girls� timing was ideal because right after they settled in, Milena saw David walk to the batter�s on-deck circle to warm up. He glanced back in her direction, and their eyes collided. David winked. Milena hated that he�d done it because Taylor was chuckling. Milena mostly hated it because although she loved that he�d done it for her, she shouldn�t get butterflies in her tummy over a wink. She was always more in control.
Then David took his helmet off for a second. God, his hair was to die for. Plus, the scruff on his jaw, a day or two of growth, made him look like a real man. And had she noticed his butt before this?


When David got up to bat, his whole demeanor changed. He stared at the pitcher with a look of total concentration. David held himself differently from other batters. At that moment, Milena was sure of two things: Matt did need to worry about David taking his job, and Taylor had been right. For David, she would have worn tassels to the game.

David sent her a text to meet him at his car. She appreciated that he didn�t make her stand by the door for the cattle call. When he came out, he walked to the parking lot, sporting a cocky smile. His hair was wet and looked like he�d spiked it, like a kid who�d stolen his mom�s beauty products.
�I�m starved,� he announced.
�And how exactly are you going to fix this?� the teeny, tiny sane part of her thought from a faraway place. She didn�t want to just go eat this time.
�We could get takeout,� he said as he read her reaction to his suggestion.
Milena could see that David knew she was attracted to him. It was all she could do not to jump ahead and make this more than it was. Right now, it would be two people indulging in a bit of fun. So why was she acting goofy about all this? That was easy and obvious. David was the first guy she�d even thought of dating that she really liked, the only guy she�d chased.
�We could take it back and eat in my room at the sorority,� Milena said without thinking.
�That works,� David said as he reached for and opened her door.
As Milena sat down, she realized what she�d done. She�d invited David to her room! The room that had like fifty outfits strewn across her bed. The place that she hadn�t cleaned in like forever. He would discover she was a pig and never want to spend time with her.
While he walked around the front of the car, Milena got her phone out and furiously sent text messages to her sorority sisters. Thank goodness they all understood her dilemma.
David took them to a taco place. Milena was too nervous to eat, so he only bought a dozen.

When they got back to the sorority, Taylor let her know that they were still working on her room, so Milena took David to the dining room to eat. It didn�t take long for some of the girls to smell tacos and find them. She now understood why he�d bought so many as he gave away half of them.
He�d just finished eating when she received a text saying that her room was clean. Milena would owe some big favors for the help. They walked into her room, and she couldn�t believe the transformation. She could actually see the floor, and the funky smell that had appeared over spring break had been replaced with a floral scent.
Milena�s sisters had also set the mood by throwing red scarves over the lamps and lighting a handful of candles.
David walked in, kicked his shoes off, and sprawled across her bed.
�What are you doing?� Milena asked.
�Thinking about taking a nap since I just ate.�
He reached up, grabbed Milena�s hand, and pulled her down on the bed next to him. When he didn�t attack her right away, she relaxed.
�I take it you plan to take advantage of me,� David said to break the comfortable silence.
He chuckled when Milena started to get out of bed. David sat up, and she froze as his lips found her neck and traveled up until he could suck in her earlobe and give it a little nip.
�Do we need to talk about this?� David asked.
�Sometimes talking�s overrated.�
Milena tilted her head back to allow David to torment her as he planted wet, open-mouthed kisses on the side of her throat. She put her hand on his forehead.
�You better not leave a mark,� she ordered.
David waggled his eyebrows and went back to attacking her neck. Milena�s sexual awakening started, and she felt it ignite throughout her body. She felt it most in her core as she began to get wet. If he could get her motor running by just kissing her neck, what was she in for?
Then their mouths came together, and Milena became an active participant. It was exactly what she�d always dreamed a first kiss would be like. It wasn�t rushed or slobbery like her actual first kiss had been. She and Trevor had snuck into the back of the movie theater while on an outing with her church group. This was light years better than that experience.
David�s lips brushed hers as he skillfully, slowly, gave her probably the hottest kiss any woman had ever gotten. He was absolutely incredible. Milena wanted more, so she pushed her tongue into his mouth. He tasted faintly of pork taco as he turned his head slightly so he could kiss her deeper. He groaned in a profoundly masculine way that caused her stomach muscles to tighten.
Their lips never parted as David guided Milena to her back, and he rolled onto his side. To this point, he had been a perfect gentleman. That was until his hand was suddenly cupping her breast. It was Milena�s turn to moan as she felt pleasure shoot from her aroused nipple.
�Should I stop?� David asked in his deep, baritone voice.
Milena answered by kissing him. Being the bright boy that he was, he took that as a �no.�
Between his hot sexy kisses and his teasing of her breasts, Milena�s brain went a bit haywire with passion. While she was distracted, David had reached down and undone her jeans. Her breath caught when she felt his large hand brush over her panties. Milena�s body betrayed her when her legs spread to allow him to run his index finger over her sex. When David found her clitoris, she stiffened and made a sound that had him chuckling.
�Are you laughing at me?� Milena asked.
�No. My brother taught me that if you could get a girl to make that noise, you had done something right,� he remarked with a small grin.
Milena didn�t care if her moans made him happy; she just wanted more. Then his hand began to move again. Just when she was sure he couldn�t make her feel any better, David shoved her silk panties to the side so his finger could directly stimulate her sex.
Milena was vaguely aware of her voice, of the whimpers that turned into howls as she utterly came apart. Then David was kissing her as no man had ever done before. Could what she experienced before even be considered kissing? This was intense, possessive, wild, and she reveled in it. Milena�s world view of what pleasure was all about was shattered through his kiss. She came undone entirely as she screamed out her passion.
While Milena basked in her joy, David worked to remove her jeans and panties. When he had her bottom-half bare, he reached for her sex again.
�You�re soaked,� David observed.
Milena had to admit that she really was. She felt that familiar ache between her legs grow as David played with her, causing the throbbing pleasure to dance once again. She could feel she was getting close to her second orgasm, just minutes after her first.
Milena was distracted when she felt David�s erection rub against her thigh. She longed to touch him in turn. Milena undid his jeans and thrust her hand down the front. The moment she felt his tool, she gasped.
�That can�t be real.�
David gave her a curious look.
�What�s that?�
Milena�s hand jerked out of his pants, and she turned red.
�That thing is way too big.�
�Seriously?� David asked.
�I have nice boobs and a decent ass, but I have a tiny ... uh ... it�s too narrow to handle something like that.�
The momentary silence was broken by a loud roar of laughter. Milena realized that David was laughing at her. At first, she was pissed. Then she thought about what she�d said and began to chuckle too.
�And they say �size doesn�t matter,�� David teased.
�Stop laughing at me. That thing could do permanent damage when it rips me in half.�
�You�re serious,� David said, and when she nodded, he started laughing again. �I want you to walk me through your sorority and announce that, and let�s see what the response will be.�
That bunch of sluts would start a riot to hop onto that monster. Milena glared at him to let David know what she thought of his idea.
�Look, it�s the fear of the unknown that has you worried. I think if you got to know Mr. Happy, you would see he isn�t really that scary,� David suggested.
�Mr. Happy?� she asked as she snorted.
Wow, David had actually named his dick.
Her distraction at learning his big friend had a name was interrupted when he stood up and dropped his pants.
�Give me your hand,� David demanded.
Milena�s desire, temporarily short-circuited when she first felt how big he was, came back with a vengeance as soon as she wrapped her fingers around his shaft. Mr. Happy was long and thick and pulsing under her touch. Grasping that beast had her lady parts excited again. She tentatively began to stroke him, which caused David to moan.
He crawled back onto the bed and kissed her. Milena hadn�t let go of her new toy. She was focused on that when suddenly she felt David push his thick finger into her love canal. It made her inner muscles clamp as heat exploded. David thrust his tongue into her mouth and hunched his hips to show he wanted more stimulation.
That was when her world detonated as she came again. David reached down to pry her fingers off his cock as she seemingly crushed it. As Milena�s orgasm began to crest, he jerked his fingers out of her and reached over to his pants for a condom. Then he covered her body, and she felt pressure at the mouth of her center. Milena knew her body was a traitor when she felt her hips thrust toward him. She screamed as he buried that beast in her most sacred place.
As David stretched her, her third orgasm ripped through her body. Milena suddenly understood why girls ultimately gave up their friends when they dated a guy. If their man could drag three orgasms out of them in quick succession, why would they ever want to get out of bed?
She grunted her surprise when she realized that he was all the way inside her. Milena, feeling silly about not believing she could handle him, next felt her mind flying out the window as David began to move his hips.
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Chapter 59

David


David woke the following morning with his arms filled with warm, womanly curves and the scent of orange blossoms and pears. Milena�s unique aroma filled his nostrils. He inhaled deeply as if he were a wolf wanting to imprint on his mate. He cupped a handful of the soft, naked woman spooned delectably against him. David�s body throbbed with a monster �good morning, I�m delighted to see you,� as he lay curled around her. He pushed his nose deep into her silky hair as impure thoughts raced through his mind.
David was jerked out of his happy place by the jingle of keys before the lock was turned. The door opened, and a quartet of sorority girls stumbled in. It was apparent that they�d partied too long and were still drunk. David instantly recognized Crystal, Milena�s roommate, as the one who�d opened the door.
Their noise woke Milena, and she blinked a few times to take in the situation. The girls clearly were not normal because they didn�t quietly apologize for intruding and slink out. The four of them perched themselves on the edge of the bed for a chat.
�Finally. I hope this puts you in a better mood,� the cute redhead said.
�You guys are the worst. Don�t bother me, or I�ll throat-punch you, I swear to God,� Milena warned.
�Oh, my. Did he not do it right? Was he a selfish prick and only worried about getting himself off?� the redhead pressed.
�Hand me my boxers, please,� David said, pointing to his clothes on the floor.
The four girls just stared at him. They had obviously intimidated other college boys and made them run for their lives the morning after. David was made of sterner stuff. He wasn�t body shy, so when he saw he wasn�t going to get any help, he threw back the sheet to expose his morning wood. He scooted to the end of the bed and stood up.
Instead of grabbing his clothes, David looked the four of them in the eye while he stood in front of them in all his glory.
�Out!� Milena barked at her friends. �I�ll fill you in later.�
�He could fill me in right now,� Crystal said.
Milena grabbed her pillow and nailed Crystal on the side of the head as the girls finally began to giggle and scurried from the room.
Milena gave him a look of uncertainty. The awkward phase of the morning after had obviously begun.
�I�m hungry. Can I take you to breakfast?� David asked.
�I think I�d like that.�

Milena fidgeted all the way to the restaurant. Her leg was bouncing up and down, so David knew she wanted to talk. After they ordered, he got the ball rolling.
�Something on your mind?� he asked.
She froze like a deer did when you hit it with a spotlight. Then she visibly shook herself before looking him in the eye.
�It�s like this: I�m busy, you�re busy. I�m not looking for anything except an occasional hookup,� Milena blurted out as she gave him a look that told him this usually worked for her.
�We can�t hang out and be fuck-buddies?� David asked.
�No,� she blurted out.
David could tell she had morning-after regrets. Did he really like her? Had he seen the mess in her closet when she grabbed a clean top? That would be �yes� to both. Most guys would be doing a Snoopy dance in their heads if a girl told them that they just wanted to hook up. David took it as a challenge.
�That just sounds wrong. If we can do what we did last night, I could see us kicking back and having a beer as you share your day with me.�
Milena sucked in her breath and held it because she hadn�t expected that response. David could see that she liked it. But she decided to test his resolve.
�That�s the kind of stuff that turns into a relationship. I don�t need or want that right now.�
�But we can hook up?�
�Why not? If that�s all it is, then no one gets hurt.�
David shook his head. He knew this was all a ploy. Women said stuff like this just because they thought it was what a guy wanted to hear. They wouldn�t say they just wanted to hook up if there wasn�t some attraction. He�d made the mistake of believing Lexi when she�d floated the idea. Then she�d dropped the �I love you� bomb on him. At some point, he would have to address that.
As for Milena, David suspected that she wasn�t sure of herself. He had just been on all the gossip sites because of his Sunday date with Fiona. She also knew about the jock bunnies that the baseball players hooked up with.
The thing was, David liked Milena. She didn�t come across as high maintenance, which he suspected Fiona of being. She was actually relatively normal for a sorority girl. He even liked that her sorority sisters had been brave enough to march in to protect her this morning. If he�d been a douche, he was confident they would have run him off. The only reason he decided to let it go for now was that she was Crystal�s roommate.
�Okay, you win,� David said.
He could see her relax. He couldn�t pass up the chance to test her resolve, though.
�Why don�t you swing by The Palace after I get done with football practice tonight?� David asked as he waggled his eyebrows.
He thought he�d gone too far when she stiffened.
�I have to tell you something. I think Matt Long plans to have you hurt.�
That had David�s full attention.
�What do you know?� he asked as all thoughts of flirting left his mind.
�Crystal told me that Matt�s upset that the coaches are thinking about letting you play more at quarterback. He�s afraid you plan to take his starting position from him, so he was saying stuff to his offensive line.�
�John Johnson is just dumb enough to do something,� David said.
That was probably more than he should have said since he didn�t know where Milena�s loyalties really were.
�I don�t really know what they have planned, but Crystal is worried.�
�Thanks. I�m not sure what to do with that information, but I�ll be careful,� David said.
�I�ll try to find out more,� Milena offered.
�I realize that you and Crystal are friends. Don�t do anything to hurt that. It has to be awkward when her boyfriend is my rival. I don�t want our drama to spill into your life, if that makes sense.�
�I imagine that�s bound to happen. Crystal and I are friends, and even if our guys don�t get along, we won�t let that mess with us. Crystal is much nicer than people think,� Milena explained.
Somehow David doubted that, but then again, if Milena considered her a friend...
They finished their meal, and David dropped her off at her sorority. There was no mention of whether or not she would swing by his place tonight. David went back to his dorm to shower and then hurried off to class.

From what Alyssa had to say before their accounting class began, it seemed that she and Seamus had spent some quality time together because Seamus was no longer a horse�s ass. David gave that about twelve hours before Seamus did something to revert to his usual self.
In his Stats class, David turned in his project proposal. He had left the objective vague and simply said that he would use statistics to help identify real estate buyers and sellers. David would have to sit down with either the professor or his teaching assistant anyway, once he�d fleshed it out. He�d have to discuss in depth what he wanted to do before he�d be able to get approval to move forward.
David was shocked when the girls� shoe-shopping project was approved for the next phase while the others all got shot down. As David suspected, they were judged to be either impossible to prove or seriously flawed.
There was an awkward moment when the frat boy found out that David�s project had been given the green light to move forward. The guy wanted his team to join in on David�s project. While having a team to help was appealing, dealing with that guy was a deal-breaker. The professor had to step in before it got ugly and explain that the teams had already been formed.

David grabbed lunch at The Palace and found Cassidy eating alone.
�What�s up, Buttercup?� he said as he grabbed the seat across from her.
�Can I make the NFL guys pay me if they aren�t here?�
�What does your contract say?� David asked.
She wrinkled her nose in answer. She was starting to learn about the real world.
�Where are they?� he asked.
�They�re off being interviewed by different teams. Ridge went to Cleveland.�
�Let�s pray he doesn�t end up there. That�s where promising quarterback careers go to die,� David said.
The sports press was projecting that four quarterbacks would be taken in the top ten of the draft this year. Cleveland had the number one pick, and it was reported that Ridge was under consideration for that spot. Other teams trying to find a quarterback were the Jets, Bills, and Cardinals. It was said that both the Steelers and Ravens were also looking. Career-wise, those might be better landing places, but Ridge would lose out on significant money over the long run if he fell to either of those teams.
Then David had a thought.
�Why are you worried about money?� he asked.
�Pam and Tracy make me pay for utilities and food.�
�Don�t you have money to pay for that?� David asked.
�That�s not the point,� Cassidy grumped.
�Why don�t you make me pay for my training?� he asked.
�Your mom said I couldn�t. If I did, she said I would have to pay rent, too.�
David had to bite the inside of his mouth so as not to laugh. His little ninja hated to spend money that she�d earned. He had no doubt that he would be shocked if he ever saw how much she had squirreled away. At some point, he might have to ask her for a loan.
�Maybe I can take you grocery shopping so I can buy some guy food,� David offered.
Cassidy thought about it for a moment and must have figured if David was buying food for himself, it was probably okay for her to eat it. She reasoned it wouldn�t break David�s mom�s rules, and that was the key point. Cassidy nodded her agreement to his scheme.
They talked about her rowing success. USC was having a great year, and a big part of it was Cassidy. David decided that he would speak to Tracy and see if she would write a nice article about their friend�s success.
That didn�t mean she didn�t try to kill him working out. David hadn�t realized that without the NFL hopefuls around, she had more time to focus on him. By the time she was done, he�d rethought asking Tracy for some PR for Cassidy.

David had a quiet word with a few of his fellow players on defense that he trusted enough to share his suspicions about Matt. His voiced concerns were met with a lot of skepticism, though. The consensus was that a teammate would never do something to deliberately hurt a fellow teammate.
The specter of injury loomed over all of them. They�d seen too many of their teammates suffer through rehab and then worry whether they would ever play again. It would cause significant problems within a program if you had to worry about being intentionally hurt by your own teammates.
That all changed when three-quarters of the way through practice, the coaches pulled Matt because he was obviously still feeling the effects of his ill-advised fight at the fraternity. David was called in to replace him. Matt lost his cool and shot his mouth off about what he thought of David and of the idea that David was capable of backing him up.
The defense had seen just exactly how good a quarterback David was. They�d already realized that as valuable as David might be as a linebacker or defensive end, he�d be even more valuable as a replacement quarterback. Or, as some of them had admitted privately to each other, as starting quarterback, based on what they�d seen in practice and the scrimmage.
After practice, several of his teammates agreed to keep an eye out for him. David felt better knowing they would be watching his back.

Once practice was over, David shot over to the townhouse to pick up Cassidy for some grocery shopping. He wasn�t surprised to find that Pam and Tracy had helped Cassidy make a list. When they walked inside the store, Cassidy went to get a cart.
�We don�t need that,� David told her as he took her to the service desk.
David set up an account to have food delivered. Cassidy had figured out the process when he shot his J-drama, so she was a happy girl when they walked back to the car.
�You know what I like. Just make sure it�s available when I come over to cook before games,� David said to give her cover with his mom. Then he thought of something else. �Don�t give the login information to Pam. She�ll buy junk food for Coby.�

David went back to his dorm room to study. He did avail himself of the grocery delivery service when he found his refrigerator was empty. One of its nifty features was they didn�t check ID when you ordered beer or wine. He always kept some on hand for his dorm-mates, who tended to wander down before going to bed. David also wanted some junk food and cookies. He�d gotten off his diet on spring break and found he craved some stuff.
Kirk, Lindsey, Jamie, and Lauren talked him into going to the roof, and they all caught up.
Milena never showed up, to his disappointment.
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Chapter 60

Milena


Milena was having lunch with her BFFs, Taylor and Crystal.
�I�ve been calling you for days,� Taylor complained.
�It�s been one day,� Milena corrected.
After she�d left David at breakfast, Milena had taken a mental health day and went to visit her aunt. She�d wanted to be away from everyone so she could gather her thoughts. To that end, she�d committed the cardinal sin of turning off her phone. When it was turned back on, she�d been ordered to meet her friends at lunch because they wanted details.
�Calm your tits,� Crystal said to Taylor and then turned to Milena. �So, when�s the wedding?�
�What are you talking about?�
�You said you would marry the first guy who rocked your world.�
�Crystal, you aren�t funny. Not even close,� Milena retorted.
�Really? I think she�s spot on,� Taylor chimed in.
�David was just looking for a booty call. He has, like, a list of women he goes through each night until one poor girl accepts. Right, Crystal?� Milena asked her friend.
She wanted Crystal to help slow Taylor down from getting overexcited. But Crystal was no help. She raised her eyebrows and shook her head at Taylor.
�Yeah, right,� Crystal said in agreement, but with her sarcasm meter set on �no way in hell.�
�It didn�t mean anything,� Milena feebly tried.
�That�s why you snuck off. Because spending time with David didn�t mean anything,� Crystal said, calling her on her bullshit.
Milena could see them both mulling over whether she meant what she just said about how she felt about David. Milena could also imagine them deciding to call the cops on her and ending her current unmedicated, psych-ward-free existence. Because if she did mean it, she should be put away.
�Mental note: sign up for a relationship class. Oh, and also get better at play-acting. Right, and since I�m making a list, learn to tell a believable story,� Milena thought.
�Sometimes, we let things simmer for a long time without even realizing it. And we all need someone to come along and remind us to stir the pot. Hand-to-heart time: did he �stir your pot�?� Crystal asked.
Milena sank down into her chair, hoping that the earth would open and swallow her up. When she reluctantly concluded that she didn�t have the magic to pull that off, she let out a long sigh.
�He did,� she finally admitted.
Taylor sucked in her breath and fell quiet with wide eyes. Her mouth formed a silent oval, and she pressed a closed fist to it. Crystal and Milena watched because Taylor was something to marvel at, like a distant and wild storm about to explode. Then it came.
�I am so jealous of you. When he crawled off the bed, I was so excited, I might have peed a little. I wanted to reach out and touch his chest and arms. Those arms and his butt are like something you only see in movies or magazines.�
�He�s an actor and a model. Of course he looks nice,� Crystal pointed out.
�I would end up addicted to him. David would be as healthy for me as eating a bag of chips every night for dinner, but who cares about being healthy when he�s packing what we saw? He�s more than nice. He es muy caliente,� Taylor said, breaking out her high school Spanish.
�And that right there is why I�m perplexed. I think dating David would be a mistake. So I told him that we couldn�t be more than just a hookup,� Milena confessed.
�I bet he liked that,� Crystal shot.
�He didn�t. He wanted to be friends, too. I�m afraid if it was to be more than just a hookup, I would get �addicted,� like Taylor said. He would have me so twisted up I wouldn�t know which way was up,� Milena moaned.
Milena knew she could easily fall hard and fast for David. What she was afraid of was that there would be nothing to break her fall when it all ended, which it would. Guys like David didn�t date ordinary girls like her. He would end up with someone like Fiona Beckham.
�Give me your phone,� Crystal said with her hand held out.
Milena figured that Crystal�s must have been dead, so she handed hers over. Crystal knew the password, so she was quickly sending a message. When she was done, she smiled.
�There. All sorted,� Crystal said.
Milena�s phone chimed to indicate she�d received a text. When Crystal saw it, she beamed with excitement. She showed it to Taylor first before showing Milena. Crystal had invited David to come over to the sorority tonight to hook up. He�d sent back a smiley and a thumbs-up emoji to accept.
�And you invited Matt!� Taylor sang out. �So much drama!�
�You need to get a life,� Crystal said to Taylor.
�I have a life,� Taylor said breathlessly. �Both of yours.�
Crystal and Milena each cracked a smile at their overexcited friend. They had to get to class. Milena went to the cash register to pay and saw they had a new charity today. The last one for the baby-dicked guy had cracked her up. They always had some quirky cause that was more joke than serious. Milena suspected they split the money up between the staff.
This time, it was for fixing some girl�s hair. The picture was of their waitress as she came to work one day. It looked like she�d combed her hair with a hand grenade. The funny part was that the jar was almost full. Baby dick might have raised five dollars if he was lucky.
On her way to class, Milena had to push away the dizzying storm of thoughts that had rushed into her head as a result of their conversation. She focused on the realization that she would have to go home right after class to clean her room. Milena didn�t intend to let her sorority sisters �help� her again. When she�d opened her closet the next morning, it looked like a hundred raccoons had stormed through it.

Taylor and Milena sat on the front porch and waited for David to show up. He�d sent Milena a message that he was on his way. One of their favorite porch-sitting pastimes was to watch drunk assholes stumble past. The Alpha Mu house was on �Greek Row,� so there were plenty of drunken asshats to comment on. They would guess stuff like, who would hook up with whom? Who would pass out on the grass? And their favorite, who would end up flunking out before the end of the semester?
Alpha Mu never held parties like the fraternities did. Their sisters could only invite guys who were dating one of them. That was why they all went to other places if they planned to find someone. It was also why they went in groups. Sometimes bad decisions were made when alcohol was involved.
Milena excused herself because she decided she needed some liquid courage before she faced David again. One of the freshmen was overseeing making screwdrivers, so Milena grabbed a glass. As she took her first sip, she determined that the freshman shouldn�t be in charge of making drinks because it was so strong that she almost gagged. With her second sip, she began to struggle with the odd sensation of being alone in a crowd. Maybe she shouldn�t be drinking.
Just as she made her way back outside, she saw Taylor all but leap off the porch as she held out her hand to David. She was a bundle of joy, and it was a wonder she hadn�t broken out in dance.
�Long time, no see. All I can say about the last time we met is wow. Just ... wow. I�m Taylor.�
�I have a thing for redheads,� David responded, making her year.
Milena decided to go save him before Taylor jumped the poor boy. When he spotted her, she could see all thoughts of her redheaded friend leave his mind. He came up the steps and pulled Milena into a sweet kiss.
Taylor bounded up the steps and bounced on her toes next to them. David looked over and raised one eyebrow.
�She�s excited to see you,� Milena explained.
�You have to meet everyone,� Taylor announced as she grabbed David�s hand and pulled him inside.
She all but dragged David to the formal living room but froze at the door, causing David to almost knock her over. Inside, sitting on the couch facing away from them, were Matt and Crystal. David got an unreadable look on his face.
�I need to go talk to the girls for a minute. No boys allowed, so you stay here,� Crystal said as she stood up.
Matt acted like he would stand too, but Crystal put her hand up.
�No. No. Be a good boy and stay. Stay. Yes. Good boy. Good boy,� Crystal said as Matt stuck his tongue out and held up his hands like paws. �Momma will be right back and give her good boy a treat.�
David cocked his head sideways, and a huge grin came onto his face. He stepped around the couch so Matt could see him. Matt began to get up, but David held out a finger.
�No. Sit,� he commanded. Matt sank back into the couch. �That�s a good boy.�
David and Matt had been friends, or at least friendly, in the past. But Matt now appeared to want to jam his fist straight through David�s chest like some kind of finishing move in the yet-to-be-released Mortal Kombat: Sorority House Drama video game.
Milena rushed over and grabbed David�s arm before one of them bled on the white carpet. David grimaced once they were out of the living room.
�Crystal could have better taste in men.�
�You want her to go after you instead?� Milena asked.
David�s eyes got wide in mock horror.
�On second thought, they were made for each other.�
�You really ought to be worried about him,� Milena said. �He looked pretty pissed.�
David waved it off.
�Whatever. I can handle Matt. Those rugby ass-clowns had no trouble with him,� David reasoned.
�Matt�s the kind of guy who�ll get someone to help him,� Milena worried.
�Practice did get a bit chippy today. There were a couple of scuffles between the offense and defense. I just have to get through the game tomorrow. It�ll be fine,� David predicted.
While they conversed, Taylor gathered the girls and lined them up to meet David. Milena saw that he took it all in stride and let them take selfies while simultaneously charming them. This was precisely the sort of stuff a regular guy would never have to deal with and why Milena was nervous.

After David spent almost forty-five minutes of his life with her sorority sisters all playing fangirl, the two were finally left alone.
�We should get out of here and go back to my place. That way, you can meet my friends, and they can give you a taste of what I just went through,� David said.
Three heartbeats later, his words sank in.
�Wait a minute�meet his friends?� Milena worried.
Her initial response went from surprised to worried to curious in the blink of an eye. She finally landed on a mix of all the above.
�Sure.�
The two of them went to the front door and found that the sky had turned pitch black while they were inside. Clouds covered whatever stars dared to shine. A breeze had picked up, and there was a distant flash of lightning followed by a rumble of thunder. Huge raindrops began to fall hard onto the ground. The smell of wet dirt filled the air. It was Milena�s favorite smell�nature�s way of cleaning the outside.
They began to giggle as they ran for his car. David hit the remote to unlock the doors. This time, he wasn�t a gentleman and didn�t open her door. He instead darted to the driver�s side.
When they got in, David reached over the seat and handed Milena a towel. She got the worst of the water off and gave it back to him. A spark flared when they touched, like a static charge on a dry winter day.
Milena�s eyes were drawn down to his crotch, and she licked her lips nervously. David saw where her eyes had gone and smiled. She loved it when he smiled. It was slightly crooked, which gave him some extra character. The teenage girl in her squealed.
His smile was all the invitation she needed. Milena somehow regained her confidence as she reached over and undid his jeans to release his manhood. She pushed down the front of his boxers so that his cock could spring free. He had already started to get hard. Milena grasped Mr. Happy at his base as she leaned over and took him into her mouth.
David hissed.
�Repeat after me,� he said. �Tongue is good; teeth are bad.�

Milena had a new favorite thing to do: shower sex. More specifically, shower sex with David.
Somehow, she never got the chance to meet his friends.
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Chapter 61

David


David woke to the pale first light of dawn as it poured through his bedroom window, exposing his regret for what he�d done the night before. Yes, Matt Long was a rival and quickly becoming his enemy, but David shouldn�t have resorted to mocking him. Matt and his girlfriend had been having a dorky moment that David just happened to witness. From the look Matt gave him, David had no doubt that he would retaliate in some way. The problem was that he knew neither of them would back down.
David vowed to be on his guard during the final scrimmage later that day. The previous day, practice had gotten a bit chippy, to put it mildly. David had been moved to defensive end and had faced off with John Johnson. On the snap, David had gotten outside leverage on John as he�d been coached to do. His job was to cut off any outside runs and force them to cut inside where the meat of the defense was.
John was what is commonly known in football parlance as a �beast.� Not a very smart one, but if he got into his opponent�s body, he could easily move almost any college defenseman off the ball. John was an inch shorter than David but outweighed him by 60 pounds or more. David was no slouch, though. In high school, his friends had called him �the Hulk� because of his strength. David was also both agile and fast, with lightning-quick reflexes. John was none of those.
All through spring ball, John and David had faced off. At first, John had gotten the better of David as one would expect USC�s starting left tackle to do against a raw freshman. However, that was partly due to Coach Farrow�s wanting David to straight-up bull-rush John early on. He wanted David to get used to the difference in strength and ferocity of college-level ball compared to what David was used to.
Coach Farrow rightly reasoned that at some point, David would have to contend with big linemen and take them head-on. If he couldn�t handle the abuse, then Coach Farrow would have to move him somewhere else on the field. It was a given that an opposing offense would figure it out and simply run the ball right at David if that were the case. If he couldn�t free himself from a head-on block, USC�s defense would soon have serious problems.
Once Coach Farrow was satisfied that David could hold up at the position, he turned him loose to do what he�d put him at that position to do. That was to use his speed and agility to evade blocks altogether.
This was something David was born to do. He would always remember the look on John�s face the first time he didn�t bull-rush him in practice. David instead had taken both his hands and used them to hit John�s outside shoulder to turn him. He�d been past John in a flash and into the USC backfield to break up the play.
From that moment on, John and David had battled, which had led to the previous day�s events. The coaches had announced that they would be practicing third-and-long plays, which were almost always pass plays. Coach Farrow had then moved David from middle linebacker to defensive end. Coach wanted to bookend the defensive line with David and his friend Percy Wilkes, who was destined to play in the NFL one day. Between the two of them, Matt had to run for his life on almost every play.
The coaches were screaming at the offensive line to do their job, but David and Percy continued to beat their men. Out of frustration, John had reached out and grabbed David�s facemask as David slipped past him once again. That would have been fine, but John had taken a swing at David after the whistle. Luckily, David�s helmet hadn�t come off from the grab, or he might have been down for the count.
David had been so stunned that John would punch him that he hadn�t responded, but that didn�t mean that half the defense hadn�t come to his aid. John had soon been on the ground, buried under several players with ill intent. That had kicked off shoving matches all over the field.
The coaches secretly loved it because it got the team fired up. From there, the practice had felt like a real game. The defense stopped holding back, and when one of the receivers was drilled going over the middle, practice was called before someone got hurt.
Some of that bad blood, David had no doubt, would carry over to the current day�s practice. His taunting Matt the night before would just add fuel to the fire.
David was disappointed in himself that he�d gone for the cheap shot. His only excuse was that Matt looked like a total dork acting like Crystal�s disobedient puppy. Not that he had room to talk; more than once, David had been called a dork, and he was proud of it. What had him upset with himself was that he felt he should be better than that. David now had responsibilities to his fans, to the movies he had coming out, to USC, and to his family and friends. His life no longer centered on just him.
On the other hand, David didn�t regret his night with Milena. She�d confessed why she was hesitant to do more than just hook up. Milena was worried about his fame and that she wouldn�t measure up to some of the women she�d seen him with in the tabloids.
David was sure he could overcome her worries but hadn�t pushed it for now. It was always better to be friends first, and David could tell that the time he�d spent with Milena boded well for that. He even liked her quirky friend Taylor. The only hesitation he had was that her roommate was Matt�s girlfriend, Crystal, and David worried that his and Matt�s rivalry would cause trouble for the girls.
The biggest reason he hadn�t pushed Milena was that David honestly didn�t think he wanted a girlfriend right now. He�d asked Fritz to do a background check to make sure she didn�t hate dogs or children. Fritz had reported that Milena had been popular in high school and crowned Homecoming queen. She still hadn�t declared her major in the second semester of her sophomore year; she�d have to do that soon.
Milena had two younger sisters. One was a high school senior and planned to go to Arizona for college. The youngest was still in middle school. Her parents were both software engineers who worked for the same company in Mountain View, California, in the middle of the Silicon Valley. Her mother had worked her way up to become a vice president, and her father was in middle management, running several project teams.
David recognized that Milena was finding her way right now. She�d been the top girl in high school, but when she joined Alpha Mu, she�d become one of many top girls. David felt that Milena was okay with that for now. But he also sensed that once she had a chance to grow up, she�d find an inner strength that had a lot of potential.
Another work in progress was Kat, the Goth Barbie. In David�s estimation, she was a step further along because she�d discovered that she didn�t need anyone else to be successful. Kat now had a plan to go back to school and make it on her own.
The main obstacle that kept him from getting more involved with Kat was her binge drinking. David knew firsthand how it sucked to be the only sober one at a party, but that was a choice he�d made because of his responsibilities. David wasn�t so na�ve as to believe that college kids don�t go out and binge drink; most did. And he had no plans to become the champion who planned to change that. If he were just a regular guy, he would be right there with them.
David liked Kat as a person. He planned to keep track of her because when she became a woman, Kat would be someone David would like to know better, even it was just to be friends.
The two who had it together were Lexi and Fiona. Fiona had been forced to grow up fast because she was in movies, and young, innocent girls didn�t survive in Hollywood. There were too many wolves ready to take advantage of them. David knew she was still young, only a few years older than him, but she was a woman. Kat and Milena were still girls.
David also admired that even though Fiona had survived the wolves and the sharks and learned from those experiences, she had avoided becoming jaded. To him, that was a big plus.
Nevertheless, David never thought anything would come of Fiona and him as a couple. She would always be fighting for the next role or away filming. But when she was free, who knew?
Lexi was the one who worried him. They clicked in bed as only two people who had been together for a year and a half could. It would be unfair to compare Milena and Kat to Lexi in that respect because they hadn�t had that time together with him, and also because they were relatively inexperienced.
Another advantage that Lexi had over the rest of them was that David knew the two of them made a great team. She had his back without question, and people consistently underestimated her. Most thought that a good-looking girl who�d grown up the daughter of one of the top studio execs would be a pampered little princess. But Lexi had the brains and confidence to do anything she put her mind to. David worried that it wouldn�t be long before she left him to go on to bigger and better things.
All these musings led David to decide that, for now, he was happy to have Milena as a hookup.

Shortly after 9:30, Lexi came strolling in, wearing a UCLA t-shirt and a snarky grin.
�Are you kidding me?� David complained.
�Your mom and dad will be here shortly, and they have a jersey for me to wear. I just wanted to see your face when I walked in wearing my school colors.�
�They�re coming here to the dorm?� David asked.
�Your dad hasn�t seen your dorm room yet. We�ll go from here to the townhouse so you can park your car. The girls will be joining us for the game,� Lexi explained.
This was why he had Lexi. She�d worked everything out. USC�s spring football game was going to be played at Cromwell Field, and the big storyline was who would replace Ridge Townsend at quarterback. The game would be played live on Pac-12 Networks.
�Did you get the research material I asked for?� David asked.
As part of his quest to make USC football relevant again, David had gotten an invite through Veronica to a booster party after the game. David wanted to know the people who were really the power behind the scenes. There were two boosters he especially wanted to meet. Combined, the two men had donated an average of a hundred million a year to USC athletics.
Lexi opened her bag and pulled out a binder with an IDC � Public Relations logo on the front. IDC was the PR and personal services firm that David�s PR guy, Frank Ingram, ran. David began reading through the information while Lexi made a pot of coffee.
The first booster was Ron Pennington, the owner of a nationwide trucking company. He was about to retire, and his daughter, Jennifer Tuttle, was in line to take over. Pennington was reported to be close personal friends with USC�s athletic director, Jaxson Pettis, who�d recently been hired. It looked like he�d had a hand in getting his friend the job.
Pettis had won the Heisman at USC nearly thirty years before and had been inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. After football, he�d gone to the broadcast booth. It was a bit surprising that Pettis had been selected to run an entire intercollegiate sports organization with no real management history or credentials. But the party line was they�d wanted a USC guy, and apparently, he was it.
David chuckled when he saw the next booster�s name because he knew him. It was Gabe Francis, the studio executive who had made The Royal Palm, and the man he�d had dinner with just two weeks ago.
Frank�s team had done their homework because the binder had information on other top donors and athletic department personnel. David quickly committed the information to memory.
He�d just finished when the phone rang. It was the dorm security desk, informing him that his parents had arrived. He took the elevator downstairs to get them.
�It�s official. Child services showed up today and took Coby. They found a nice family in Alaska to take him,� his mom announced as they traveled back up to David�s floor.
David looked at his dad for answers.
�He climbed into the toilet and got his foot trapped. We had to call a plumber to set him free.�
David�s mom handed him her phone and played David a short video. It showed his son looking up at her, calm as could be.
�Stuck.�
The kicker was that there was water everywhere. It looked like all five of his rug-rats had been up to no good.
�He didn�t cry or anything?� David asked.
�Nope. The little shit trusted that his Nana would get him free,� his mom said.
David gave his dad the grand tour. While they did that, Lexi put on her number 11 USC jersey with �Dawson� on the back. Now that she was attired correctly, they could head over to the townhouse. David would go from there to get ready to play.
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Chapter 62

David


In the locker room before the game, Matt Long had been swarmed with reporters�as had the other quarterbacks, to a lesser extent. David had been surprised when a man with a Pac-12 Network polo shirt found him in the corner where his locker was and asked for an interview.
Pac-12:I�m with David Dawson, who was the number-one recruit two years ago. David took the fall semester off to star in movies, so he took a gray shirt, and this is his first chance in college to show what he has. David is playing both defense and offense for the Trojans. David, I want to get your take on who you think will replace Ridge Townsend.

David:As things stand, it looks like Matt Long will be next year�s starter. Matt got the chance to learn the offense last fall as he backed up Ridge, and he stepped in on day one of spring ball and showed why he was recruited as the heir apparent.

Pac-12:While prepping for the game, they let us watch the film of your spring practices. I�m surprised you think that Matt has this locked up. From what I saw, you two are neck-and-neck.

David:I was filling in because Matt sustained an injury and had to sit out. As soon as he was back, the coaches moved me back to defense. Of course, if something were to happen to Matt, I would be willing to step in. Right now, the coaches feel my biggest impact will be on the defensive side of the ball.

Pac-12:USC�s defense looks to be the strength of the team with three All-Conference players returning in outside linebacker Clay Wright, safety Mario Robinson, and defensive tackle Jamal Booker. USC recorded 46 sacks last season, which tied it for first in FBS with Clemson. The Trojans also got 16 interceptions; that was good enough for sixth nationwide. What are your feelings about how well the defense will do this year?

David:If we play to our potential, the defense will keep us in every game. I�m looking forward to good things this year.


After they left, Percy appeared.
�You�re so full of shit. Tell me you aren�t going to tear it up when you get your chance to play quarterback today.�
David just shook his head.

Days like this were why David and his family had moved to California. The weather was gorgeous for the noon start to the spring game. David checked out the stands and was disappointed by the turnout. He used to play in front of more people in high school than were currently in the seats.
David found himself on the bench for the first two series. The coaches wanted to give their starters some extended playing time before substituting in.
David�s attention was focused on the offense. He noticed that when they went to a three-man-down front on defense, the offense ran the ball with success. Marcus Eshete, their featured running back, looked like a Heisman hopeful. What was happening was that in this formation, the defense brought in a linebacker that, in theory, gave them more speed. In reality, it meant that an offensive lineman was free to block a much smaller defender in the form of a linebacker.
On pass plays, Matt showed he was a gifted signal-caller and was becoming an elite quarterback at the college level. He had poise in the pocket and never seemed to get rattled. He threw with touch and accuracy.
David could see that the area in which Matt had made the most improvement was his read progressions, which made him extremely hard to defend against. With Bill as one of his receivers, he looked good. But then, Bill made everyone look good with his exceptional hands. David felt that his old high school teammate had worked his way into the starting rotation at wide receiver.
In the third series, David and Percy were called to substitute for two of the starters. Percy was at defensive end, and David stepped into the middle linebacker position.
When the offense came to the line, Matt spotted David, and their eyes locked. Then Matt looked over the defense to make his reads. It was first and ten, so the playbook was open. Matt called an audible to a play-action slant pass that was designed to be thrown to Percy�s side of the field to the slot receiver.
David shot up and touched Percy on the left hip to let him know it was coming his way. Then he darted back to the middle of the formation as Matt called out the cadence for the snap.
�Set! Hike!�
Matt faked the handoff to Marcus, who dove into the center of the line. David caught a flash of movement away from the play and spotted John Johnson, the left offensive tackle, letting his defensive end go and running straight towards David. David�s focus was momentarily split between John barreling down on him and Matt throwing the ball to his left.
David decided on safety first and turned to explode into the onrushing tackle. There was a tremendous crack of pads as they came together. At that exact moment, the sparse crowd erupted. Both John and David ended up on the ground, which gave David a chance to see what the cheering was about. Percy was running into the end zone, having intercepted Matt�s pass.
David hopped up and ran downfield to congratulate his friend. He glanced back, and the tight end had to help John get up. David was a load if he decided to hit you.
When they set up for the next play, Matt made the same audible. David chuckled to himself because Matt wasn�t a very good actor. He could tell that Matt was baiting him. This time, David ran up to Percy and tapped him square on the backside to warn him that it was probably a run.
�Set! Hut, hut, HUT, Hike!�
On the hard count, one of the defensive tackles jumped offsides�chalk one up to Matt as it was now first and five after the penalty.
This time, when they lined up, Matt didn�t have any theatrics. He just ran the play and snapped the ball on the first sound.
�Set!�
From the line action, David figured out that they were running a trap play up the middle. The guard had let the tackle go because John had pulled, and the play was designed for him to block the unblocked defensive tackle. The idea was for him to kick out, and the guard would block David. It set up a situation where the offense outnumbered the defense on a section of the field, making it hard to tackle the running back until he cleared the line of scrimmage.
The key to stopping the play was the free defensive tackle. The tackle had to recognize that he hadn�t been blocked and have his head on a swivel. If John got a clean block, Marcus could easily break free. If the defensive tackle held his ground and met John in the hole, it would cause a pileup, and Marcus would have nowhere to run.
David engaged the guard and used his hands to keep him at bay while he watched the play develop. Then the unexpected happened. John ignored the defensive tackle, turned upfield, and zeroed in on David. David was wrestling with the guard and realized how vulnerable he was, so he just went to the ground.
Both the guard and John landed on top of him. Having over six hundred pounds on top of him was a tad uncomfortable. John took the opportunity to rabbit-punch David in the back. The umpire and one of the side judges threw flags and rushed in to prevent John from hitting David again.
That started a tussle as several of David�s teammates on defense pulled John and the guard off him. Words were exchanged, and more flags were thrown.
David bounced up, not wanting to show that the punch had hurt�which it had. Not for the first time, he said a prayer of thanks to Range Sports for providing him with his protective bodysuit. It was made of a composite material that had been designed to protect military personnel. The suit dispersed impact over a larger area to reduce damage. That didn�t mean, though, that he wouldn�t have a bruise.
Marcus had been crushed by the tackle that John hadn�t blocked and limped off the field, holding his shoulder. When David saw that, he became pissed. Matt and John�s game had gone too far. He pulled the defense into a huddle while all the penalties were sorted out.
When he had their full attention, he began.
�John has targeted me on the last two plays. I think Matt�s behind it. I just want you to have my back and keep an eye out for me,� David said.
�This is going to get someone hurt,� Clay said.
�We got this,� Mario added.
David had never understood why referees didn�t have the latitude to act as judges. It seemed that whenever there were flags thrown against both the offense and the defense, the officials always applied offsetting penalties and made them replay the down. David�s irritation level went up even more when he saw that John was still in the game.
On the next play, the offense ran a bubble screen to John�s side of the field. If David hadn�t been looking for him, John might have ended his career. As David sprinted to help tackle the slot receiver, John dove at David�s legs, aiming for his knees. David managed to get his feet off the ground and went flipping over John. The crowd gasped because it looked like John had just caved in David�s knee.
David grabbed for his knee because he�d felt the impact and was worried he might be hurt. When he did, he saw Matt pump his fist in celebration. That was when Percy ended Matt�s day by slamming into him from behind and pancaking him into the turf.
The trainers rushed onto the field toward both David and Matt. When John saw that Matt wasn�t moving, he ripped off his helmet and swung it at David like a club. David�s cat-like reflexes saved him as he rolled out of John�s reach. John decided to end David�s life and roared his intent to finish David when their center�the offensive line captain�leveled John. Seeing him take charge stopped the defense from retaliating.
David was disappointed when they made him go get checked out, along with Marcus. John was benched, and the defensive line coach was chewing him out. Matt�s day was done, as he�d been knocked out when Percy crushed him. David had no doubt Matt would think twice before again celebrating a teammate being injured.

David figured his day was done as well when one of the team managers stole his helmet. So, he found a spot on the bench and applied the ice pack he�d been given for his knee. They informed him it was just bruised.
Toward the end of the game, Coach Clayton called his name.
�Dawson, you�re in at quarterback!�
David stood up and found a smirking team manager who had his helmet.
�Go get �em,� she said as she handed David his helmet.
David nodded and trotted onto the field. He felt a twinge in his knee, and his back felt tight, but he�d played with worse. He was ready.
By now, there were mainly backups playing to get some experience in game-like conditions. All five of the other quarterbacks had been given at least a series to show their stuff. David honestly hadn�t thought he would get his.
Coach Thomas, USC�s offensive coordinator, signaled in the play he wanted, and David brought the team together in a huddle. David still had a chip on his shoulder because of what Matt had incited John to try to do to him. Every opponent that had pissed David off in the past had come to regret it. What followed was a textbook session on how to throw a football. From the first pass, David could tell he was on. His footwork had him gliding and in position for each throw. He made his case for starting.
On his final play, the number-one defense had snuck onto the field, intending to stop the bloodbath that was occurring.
David got his offense set and then addressed his defensive teammates.
�Hello, fellas. I plan on scoring on this play,� David taunted.
If David thought that Andres and the baseball team needed to see someone about their trigger word usage, the defense could write a book on what not to say. David cracked a grin as he made plans to borrow some of the insults thrown his way.
�Set! Hike,� David barked.
Coach Thomas had called for a deep crossing route that took time to develop. David watched with a sense of d�j� vu as Percy literally tossed the left offensive tackle aside and had a clean shot at him. David knew that the play was busted, so he decided to play Captain Chaos and began to dance around in the backfield.
Percy put his big paw out and swiped at David�s head. Percy had a tendency to go high and flatten opposing quarterbacks, so David was prepared for him. He ducked.
�The fuck!� Percy barked when his prey disappeared.
David planted his foot, dodged under Percy�s grab attempt, and cut around the line into the open field. The defense was having none of that, so they all converged to cut off David�s attempt to humiliate them. Not seeing a way through, David lowered his shoulder and drove straight into two defenders, who bounced off him.
With his momentum slowed, they had him. That was until he made this move where he went from running forward to hopping backward. Another defender ran right in front of David and took out two more. In his head, David heard the music and timeless refrain from MC Hammer�s U Can�t Touch This.
David accelerated downfield again and found USC�s All-Conference safety, Mario Robinson, zeroing in to lower the boom and end David�s fun. Robinson was known to be a ferocious hitter. David waited till the last moment and made a spin move to avoid the tackle. From there, David sprinted to the end zone.
He handed the ball to the back judge. When he turned around, he was swarmed by both the offense and defense.
�Suck that, Matt!� David thought as everyone celebrated his run.
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Chapter 63

Coach Clayton


He�d gathered his coaching staff and the head trainer in the coaches� room. When everyone was settled, he began the meeting.
�I asked Bryce to join us to give you a quick update. I know he needs to get back to his charges, so I want him to go first.�
�I sent Dawson and Eshete to LAC to get further tests.�
LAC was Los Angeles County�s Medical Center, which housed USC�s Keck School of Medicine and the Los Angeles County College of Nursing. It was the largest medical center in the county. Eshete was Marcus Eshete, the running back who�d been injured when John Johnson hadn�t blocked the defensive tackle on the trap play. He might well be the best returning running back in the Pac-12.
Bryce continued. �In Dawson�s case, we�d initially thought he�d just bruised his left knee. But we did an evaluation and determined that he had a grade one sprain. Obviously, we didn�t feel it was a problem, or we wouldn�t have allowed him to continue to practice. When he came in after practice, there was some slight swelling, so we decided to be safe and have him get an MRI.
�Eshete appears to have a deep contusion on his right shoulder. While we didn�t find any obvious damage beyond the bruising, he is complaining of pain. I should have information on both of them later this afternoon,� Bryce said.
�What about Matt Long?� Coach Clayton asked.
�We�ve started him on the concussion protocol. He�s had some nausea. We�ll keep a close eye on him, but he should be fine. All the other injuries are minor, I�m happy to say.�
�Thank you, Doc. We�ll let you get back to it,� Coach Clayton said.
Once Bryce left, Coach Clayton�s expression turned grim.
�Before we talk about the game, I want to discuss our Dawson-Long problem. This is why I don�t like to have two top-tier quarterbacks recruited in the same class. Tell me what you know.�
�I pulled Johnson aside to give him an earful about deliberately trying to injure Dawson,� Mike Bolton, the offensive line coach, said. �He felt bad about Marcus hurting his shoulder, but when I mentioned Dawson�s name, he just got a scowl on his face and wouldn�t say anything. At first, I thought it was just something to do with Dawson getting the better of him and making him look bad. Then Willy Powell clued me in.�
Powell was USC�s starting center.
�What did he say?� Coach Clayton asked.
�He shared that Matt had been in their ear since before spring ball, saying that Dawson was bad news. He said that David intended to take Matt�s spot at quarterback and something had to be done about him. When David stepped in to play quarterback while Matt was injured, Willy admitted that all the starters planned to not give it their all,� Coach Bolton said.
�I noticed that while we were running drills,� Coach Thomas, the offensive coordinator, interjected. �Two of the starting receivers were trying to make David look bad by not running the correct routes and intentionally not catching the ball. I had a very pointed discussion with one of them. Those same two receivers had no trouble running the correct routes or catching the passes with the other quarterbacks.�
�Everything changed when they saw that David was just filling in and that he was much better than the other backups. When they started to have some success against the defense, he thought they had all let it go. But apparently, Johnson hadn�t. Willy thinks Matt put him up to it,� Coach Bolton said.
�That�s pretty much what Percy Wilkes said after I talked to him,� Coach Farrow added. �He said that David had been told that Matt planned to do something to him. At first, the defense didn�t buy it because intentionally hurting a teammate was something they didn�t want to think about. Then Matt said what he did in practice when David replaced him. Add to that what happened yesterday.
�Then remember that video that showed Matt fighting with those frat guys and Dawson saving his butt. You might think they�d get along better after that, but it apparently made their relationship worse somehow.
�Right now, we have a serious problem, and if we don�t handle it, team chemistry will be nonexistent,� Coach Farrow said to give the defense�s perspective on the situation.
�It doesn�t help that Dawson put on a show at the end. Granted, it was against mostly backups,� Coach Thomas added.
�That last play was the second-team offense against the number one defense. It was a busted play from the beginning. His escape and run was something that Matt would never be able to pull off,� Coach Farrow reminded everyone.
Coach Clayton was painfully aware of that. He had to go to a booster event tonight and was sure it would be brought up. In a way, he regretted letting David get a shot at running the offense because now he had a quarterback controversy on his hands. To him, regardless of what others might think, if a conference game were to be played tomorrow, Matt would start. However, give David all summer to learn the offense ... who knew?
�Thoughts on what we should do to rectify the situation?� Coach Clayton asked.
�The easy scapegoat is John,� Coach Farrow suggested.
�The problem is, John wasn�t the one who caused this. If it were anyone else, I would be on board. John isn�t smart enough to have thought this up. He�s like the dog you sic on someone. What happened is Matt�s fault, much more so than John�s,� Coach Thomas weighed in.
�I agree. If we disregard Matt�s influence over John, I can sell it that he was just doing what he was told,� Coach Farrow said.
�Well, I can�t do nothing. What do you think if I suspended Matt, John, and Percy for one game? Our first game is against UNLV, and we should win that handily, even without Matt at quarterback,� Coach Clayton suggested.
�Matt and David also need to publicly bury the hatchet. This feud has to end, or we�ll have a serious locker-room issue,� Coach Thomas said.
�Agreed. And it wouldn�t hurt if you gave David the scholarship you promised him,� Coach Farrow said to remind his head coach.
Coach Clayton gave Coach Farrow a worried look for saying that in front of the entire coaching staff. He�d been happy when the baseball team had offered David a scholarship this semester but knew he would have to provide David one come fall. Still, the coach decided he would wait and see whether David turned into a problem. It would be easier to get rid of him if he wasn�t a scholarship player. Best to deliberately ignore Coach Farrow�s suggestion for now, he thought.
�Coaches Farrow and Thomas will let Percy and John know about their one-game suspensions. I�ll talk to Matt after I get done with my press obligations. I plan to sit down with Matt and David tomorrow morning and have a team meeting at eleven.
�Is there anything else right now?� Coach Clayton asked.
No one had anything. They would get back together that afternoon to break down the game film. The head coach sent them to put the word out, then went to the press room where he would recap the spring game and spring practice as a whole.

Coach Clayton was in a foul mood as he made his way back to his office. The press had latched onto the �you should play the backup� story line to officially stir things up. If Matt�s having ordered John to try to hurt David wasn�t bad enough, he now had a full-blown quarterback controversy brewing.
He found Matt and his dad waiting in his outer office. Here was something else he didn�t need: an overprotective parent. Coach Clayton thought about telling Matt�s dad to wait outside, but then he had another idea.
�Join me, gentlemen,� Coach Clayton said to invite them both into his office.
They took their seats as Coach Clayton walked in and sat at his desk.
�Your little stunt today blew up in your face, didn�t it?� Coach Clayton asked Matt.
�What�s he talking about?� Mr. Long asked his son.
Matt thought about lying, but his dad stared him down.
�I might have put some ideas into John�s head, and he tried to hurt David,� Matt admitted.
�Oh, Matt,� his dad said with a disappointed look. �I saw that video of the fight you were in. This is how you treat the guy who saved you?� Then he turned to Coach Clayton. �I didn�t know anything about this. What does my son have to do to make this right?�
Coach Clayton internally let out a sigh of relief. Most parents would have defended their son to the hilt no matter whether they were in the wrong or not.
�First, Matt will sit out the first game of the coming season,� Coach Clayton began.
�Will Dawson start?� Matt asked, suddenly realizing his worst nightmare.
�He just might,� Coach Clayton said, knowing that would get Matt�s full attention. �Just remember that you made your own bed on this one. First, you got into a fight with a bunch of frat boys, and Dawson had to save your butt. He wasn�t even practicing with the offense until that happened, and you were injured. And now this. There�s other fallout from this stunt: Marcus was injured on that play as well, and we don�t know when or if he�s coming back. I�m beginning to wonder if you have what it takes to lead this team.�
Matt didn�t have anything to say to that, so Coach Clayton continued.
�You and Dawson need to get together and work this out, and I mean like right now. I will not stand for this going on any longer. I don�t expect you to be best friends, but you have to be teammates. This is the kind of thing that will destroy my locker room, and I won�t tolerate it.
�You�ll also apologize to the team,� Coach Clayton added.
�Yes, sir,� Matt said.
Coach Clayton gave him a long, hard look before sighing.
�Matt, you have a ton of talent. Quit worrying about David and what he�s doing. He agreed to play defense, which we are thrilled with. If you get your head on straight and do what I tell you, you�ll be fine. If this kind of stuff continues...� Coach Clayton left the rest to his imagination.
�I�ll make this right,� Matt assured his coach.
�And talk to John,� Coach Clayton added.
�Yes, sir.�
�Matt, you had a good spring practice, what there was of it. Let�s get this put behind us so we can focus on the fall,� Coach Clayton added to soften the blow.
Matt and his father took their leave.

Coach Clayton was running late to the annual post-spring-game booster party. Each year after the game, he was required to make an appearance so the boosters got their shot at pointing out everything he was doing wrong. Well, it might not be that bad, but it required that he dress up in a suit and tie and make nice.
It also gave his wife a chance to spend money on a new dress, so she was happy.
When they walked in, his wife spotted some of the other coaches� wives and left him to his own devices. Coach Farrow and Coach Thomas soon sought him out.
�You�ll never guess who�s here,� Coach Farrow said.
There was a roar of laughter. Coach Clayton turned to see what had caused it and spotted David Dawson talking to Ron Pennington, Gabe Francis, and the coach�s boss, Jaxson Pettis. The men were surrounded by onlookers who were riveted to whatever David was telling them.
�Oh, crap. We�d better get over there,� Coach Clayton worried.
His two assistants didn�t comment but followed him so they could hear what David was saying.
�When we were done shooting at a location and planned to move, they usually gave us a day or two off. That often gave the crew a chance to go out and blow off some steam. This one time, in Darwin, Australia, a couple of guys who�d traveled with me wanted to go to this seedy bar they�d found. They were hitting on this group of chicks, buying them drinks and such, chatting them up.
�They had this cute one that I was interested in join them, so I sent her a drink to keep her from feeling left out. She got her drink and gave me a look that she must have perfected to let unwanted suitors know they had zero chance. Then she marched over to confront me. In a loud voice and using small words, as if she was speaking to a child or her poor dog, she launched into a diatribe. She went into great detail, explaining how inappropriate it was for some presumptuous Yank to even think of sending a proper Aussie girl a drink.
�I hadn�t said a word in response to this point. That was when one of her girlfriends explained who I was. The look on her face was priceless. Suddenly, I was her long-lost mate, and we should go back to her place,� David shared.
�Did you?� Gabe asked.
�Hell, no,� David said, throwing a face of complete disbelief that the question had even been asked, which got some chuckles.
�I think you may have avoided your first wife with that one,� Ron said sagely to more laughs.
�Coach Clayton,� Gabe said in greeting when he spotted him.
The head coach noticed how the demeanor of the boosters and his boss went from open and joyous to more formal in the blink of an eye. Coach Clayton had a sudden insight into David�s charisma and how it put those around him at ease.
For the rest of the night, he kept track of David as the young man deftly worked the room. Whoever David talked to had a smile on their face and treated him like they�d known him forever, even though Coach knew they were meeting him for the first time.
He thought back and couldn�t remember the last time a player had come to this particular event and wondered how David had wangled an invitation. He thought back to other events that players did attend and tried to think of any who�d garnered the type of response David was receiving. The closest was Ridge Townsend, but that hadn�t happened until he�d led the team to an eleven-win season. David had yet to take a snap, and they all loved him. He might have to rethink how he was handling David. The young man could either be a tremendous asset or serious trouble.
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Chapter 64

David


David woke to find his knee was aching and slightly swollen. Coach Clayton had asked him to come in before the team meeting at eleven. He had plenty of time, so he took two ibuprofen, grabbed a baggie, filled it with ice, and went downstairs for breakfast.
He had the cooks make him a couple of omelets and grabbed a big bowl of fruit. Turning towards the tables, David spotted Veronica and her two minions, Christian and Peter. Since she�d done him a solid and gotten him into the party last night, he decided to play nice and sit with them.
�Hey,� David said as he took his seat.
Veronica smiled while both Christian and Peter looked at her curiously. David guessed that she hadn�t told them she had taken him as her plus-one last night.
�Why are you talking to us?� Peter asked.
�David was my date to the booster party,� Veronica explained.
�That sounds lame,� Christian said as he scrunched up his nose.
�Who cares how it sounds? Only Veronica and I know what we went through last night,� David said dramatically. �No one else is entitled to judge the lameness of what we did.�
�Tell me you didn�t sleep with this guy,� Peter all but begged her.
�Personally, I�d rather be locked in a cage with a rabid dog than spend the night with Veronica,� David thought.
�Like you two losers didn�t go home alone,� Veronica fired back.
�I sure as hell wouldn�t be sleeping in bed alone on a Saturday night,� Christian shot back, and David noted he sounded upset.
David wondered if there was something between Veronica and Christian.
�Dude, if you wanted a hug, you could have just asked,� Peter teased.
Christian shot everyone a pissed-off look. David bit the inside of his lip; otherwise, a very ill-timed chuckle might have slipped out due to his suspicions about Christian and Veronica.
�Settle down,� David said to Christian. �Veronica did me a favor and helped me get into the event. I wanted to meet the boosters and the bigwigs in the athletic department.�
�You never told me why,� Veronica probed.
�To effect change, you have to know all the key players and get their buy-in,� David explained.
�What are you going to change?� Veronica asked.
�I came to USC to win national championships in football,� David announced.
Saying that out loud somehow made his quest real. He�d just publicly declared his goal. In the past, he�d only told friends and family. Saying it to these three suddenly crystallized his commitment in a way he hadn�t realized was missing.
David suddenly remembered something his uncle had told him about accountability. The example he gave was a diet. Trying to lose weight on your own, no matter how much you wanted to do it, was destined to fail. Standing up and announcing it to the world changed things. Your odds of reaching your goal went up exponentially.
David realized that he had to start shouting his goal from the rooftops. He would need the buy-in from a lot of people, and just wishing it wasn�t enough. He felt like an important step had been taken and now knew that USC would win a national championship before he left the school.

Coach Farrow called David and told him that Coach Clayton had asked him to come in early so he could sit down with Matt to clear the air before the team meeting. The sit-down was probably needed, but that didn�t mean David was looking forward to it.
As he was about to walk out of his dorm room, David stopped. This might be one of those meetings where he would need backup down the road, so he grabbed his video glasses. He tested them out to make sure they were working and put them on. David figured it was better to be safe than sorry.
When David got to Coach Clayton�s office, he could hear Coach and Matt talking. As soon as he stuck his head in, the conversation stopped. David had a funny feeling they�d been talking about him.
�Come in and take a seat,� Coach Clayton said and then waited for David to join them. �I wanted to put an end to this foolishness between the two of you.�
�No hard feelings,� Matt said as he held his hand out.
�That�s it? I�m supposed to shake his hand, and all is forgiven?� David asked.
When neither of the others said anything, David continued.
�What are you sorry for?� David asked Matt.
�There�s no need for that...� Coach Clayton began but stopped when he saw the look on David�s face. He paused a moment, and David saw his recognition this couldn�t be glossed over. �Tell him.�
Matt didn�t look happy.
�I�m sorry John got out of hand.�
�You�re really going with John got out of hand?� David asked Matt and then turned to Coach Clayton. �If that�s the case, why isn�t John in here giving me an apology?�
�Okay, I might have said some things, and John just took it too far,� Matt said.
�So, this is John�s fault, and you really were an innocent bystander,� David said and stopped himself.
He could feel his anger rising at this entire situation and realized that being right wasn�t what was needed right now. Even though it would feel good, he would end up alienating Coach Clayton if he ripped into Matt as he deserved. But that didn�t mean David didn�t intend to make a point.
�This isn�t going to get us anywhere. What I want you to do is look at the bigger picture. What do you estimate your football career will be worth to you and your family over your lifetime?� David asked Matt.
�I�m not really sure,� Matt said.
�Can we agree that it could be quite a lot?� David asked.
�Yes.�
�So, let me give you a �for instance.� What if, next year, Coach Clayton recruits a top-tier quarterback to be your replacement down the road, and the replacement decides he doesn�t want to wait for you to graduate? Let�s say he asks a buddy to ambush you and take a bat to your knees so he could play. If you could prove he�d ordered it, would you be within your rights to sue him and everybody else involved?� David asked.
�Of course,� Matt agreed.
�Now, take me. Besides football, I also just got done filming three action movies. If my knee had been shot, I might never be able to film another action movie or play a down of football. Do you see where I�m going with this?�
Matt wouldn�t answer, so David continued.
�You�re in the real world now. This isn�t middle school, where you ask your buddy to beat up a kid because you don�t like them. Your actions have consequences beyond your little bubble. Not everything is about you anymore. When you fuck with people�s lives, they won�t just lie down and take it,� David said. �More to the point, I won�t just lie down and take it.�
Matt looked David in the eyes and nodded.
�I really am sorry. I was only thinking about myself,� Matt admitted.
�Look, Matt, we both know that Coach Clayton intends for you to start at quarterback when the season begins. I came here knowing I wasn�t going to be that guy, and I�m okay with that because my goal is for us to win games, not just a few, but all of them. If Coach Clayton thinks I can best serve by playing on defense, then, first, he�s crazy because I could beat you out if given a fair shot. But second, I�ll suck it up and do as asked for the greater good,� David said with a smile.
�Well, okay then,� Coach Clayton said to finally get involved. �I�d like the two of you to let the team know that you�re both going to work toward the team�s success before the locker room starts to break down even more than it has. The two of you need to show them that you can coexist.�
�Two questions. Will you let me work with the offense in case Matt gets hurt?� David asked.
�Yes,� Coach Clayton said.
Matt, to his credit, didn�t let on that he was bothered.
�Will you honor our agreement about a scholarship?�
�You�re not on scholarship?� Matt asked, clearly shocked.
Coach Clayton flushed.
�I�ll get it worked out,� Coach Clayton replied.
David looked at him intently. �Do you promise that it will be worked out?�
Coach Clayton turned even redder and glared at David.
�I said I would, and I will!�
David resisted the almost overwhelming urge to remind the coach that he�d promised that before and had not yet delivered on that promise. After all, he had his glasses on. David smiled instead.
�Then I�m on board,� he agreed.
�Me, too,� Matt added.

At the appointed time, the whole team met in the auditorium. Coach Clayton came out and addressed them. He quickly got to what had happened yesterday and confirmed the rumors that Matt had put John up to trying to hurt David. He announced one-game suspensions for Matt, John, and Percy; Percy got his because of his retaliatory move when he thought his friend and teammate had been hurt.
The coach stated that such behavior was not going to be tolerated, that targeting a teammate was unacceptable. He said that everyone knew the code of conduct, and they were expected to follow it.
Coach Clayton had Matt come up and apologize to the team. Then Coach had David come up, and he and Matt shook hands to show they were moving past it. There were still clearly grumblings in the ranks since it looked like Coach Clayton was just sweeping this under the rug. Football was a rough sport, and knowing you might be hurt intentionally in practice without the culprit facing significant consequences didn�t sit well with them at all.
�Can I say something?� David asked.
David could see that was the last thing Coach Clayton wanted, but he�d made his request in front of the whole team, so the coach relented.
�Many of you don�t know me very well yet, but I plan to change that. You probably heard I was a hotshot recruit that could have gone anywhere to play ball. In the end, I chose to come to USC. Like most of you, my ultimate goal is to play in the NFL someday. But that�s down the road.
�What I want to do is to get us back into the conversation each year as potential national champs. To do that, we have to get past all this drama and start focusing on what it�s going to take to win games. I will make you one promise: I�ll work my ass off to make that happen.
�But I can�t do it on my own. It starts with us as a team. We have to come together and focus on the prize. USC has a proud tradition, and I want us to commit to winning a national championship. Once we win, when people mention your name, they will add national champ to it no matter what else you do in life,� David said.
He looked around and saw some heads nod in agreement.
He could tell he hadn�t won them over yet, but David knew he would before he was done. Right now, he was the newbie who thought he knew everything. David smiled. He would change their minds.
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Chapter 65

David


David didn�t get to Malibu until almost five. After the team meeting, the coaches had spent time with the players, both one-on-one and in groups, talking about the progress that had been made and what they wanted to see improved.
As the day had worn on, he had been taken aside by one, two, or sometimes three guys at a time for a word about what he�d said in the team meeting. David had noticed that the majority who approached him were freshmen or sophomores, and almost all of them were backups.
Toward the end of the coaching sessions, David found himself with Percy. Their defensive line coach was busy talking to four defensive tackles.
�Thanks for having my back,� David said.
�When that smug bastard did a fist pump after John tried to hurt you, I didn�t give a damn anymore. I was surprised I only got a one-game suspension, though. I did lay him out pretty good,� Percy said with a self-satisfied smile.
�You weren�t getting more than that. After UNLV, we play Stanford, and there�s no way they wouldn�t want you on the field.�
�I guess that makes sense,� Percy agreed. �What are you up to with the speeches and stuff?�
�Someone needs to step up and act like a leader. Right now, half the team is mad at Matt and John. If we let that fester, it will only get worse come fall,� David predicted.
�Good luck with that,� Percy said to voice his doubts.
�I hear you. Seriously, though, Matt needs to stop focusing just on himself, or we�re never going to win games. I didn�t come here to lose,� David said.
�The problem is he�s not the only guy just looking out for number one. I went to a high school with a lot of talented players. I would have bet my firstborn that we would have beaten your team easily,� Percy reminisced.
�Think if your teammates hadn�t been focused on the individual,� David responded. �You all went to that school to get into college and play ball. Each of you focused on developing yourself, and from what you�ve said, there was no thought on anyone�s part about creating an integrated team.
�On the other hand, a local news reporter back home created a documentary about our program and how we turned into a powerhouse by building such a team. It�s available online; I can send you the link.
�Anyway, we�ve got the same situation here, and it�s not good for any of us if it continues. A cultural change has to happen, and if I have to be the shining example and be a team player, so be it,� David concluded.
�You can�t honestly tell me that you wouldn�t rather be playing quarterback,� Percy said to call him on it.
David thought for a moment before answering.
�If Matt Long turns out to be the better quarterback, then I can live with that,� David admitted.
�But you don�t think he is better, do you?�
David just raised an eyebrow in response.
They were called into their next meeting. On the way, David sent Percy the link he�d promised.

When David finally got home, he followed the screams to find Pam, Tracy, and Cassidy in the pool with the rug-rats. Pam had grown up in and around water, so when Coby had been only a few weeks old, she�d started to get him into a pool. David had just about had a heart attack when she�d jumped in the deep end with their son in her arms, and they both had gone under.
Pam had explained that children instinctively know to hold their breath under the water but need to be taught how to float on their backs so they can stay on the surface and breathe. She wanted to make sure that Coby and Dave learned early on so that if they accidentally fell into a pool, they would be okay. When the other three kids joined David and his family, Pam had taught them as well.
David did a quick count of noses and confirmed that there hadn�t been any thinning of the herd. His mom hadn�t sent Coby to Alaska as she�d threatened. Duke had obviously been in the pool, too. David�s hound was pacing along the edge, ready to jump in if anyone needed rescuing. David picked up a big towel.
�Come on, Buddy. Let�s get you dry.�
Duke loved getting rubbed with a towel, so he abandoned his guard duties. Once Duke was happy, Allen squawked to get David�s attention. David went to the edge of the pool, pulled him out, and gave him the same treatment Duke had gotten. David then spent a few minutes talking to Allen.
They�d been working on teaching the munchkins to take turns. Having all five of the kids demand your attention at once could be overwhelming. Ashley came out and got her son while David gave Carol her alone time with her daddy.
Once all his kids had been taken care of, Cassidy got out of the pool to dry off. Both Pam and Tracy raised their hands, the same way the rug-rats had.
�We should get the same treatment,� Pam said.
�You two behave. David only gets so much family time. He can come over later,� Cassidy said.
David raised his eyebrows at his little ninja. When did she start making sense?
�You don�t have a date tonight?� Tracy asked.
�No, I can come over,� David agreed.
�Then hurry up and see if Rosy has dinner ready,� Tracy ordered.
Someone was horny.

After the little ones had run down and finished dinner, David spoke with Ashley and his mom about his Statistics project.
�How did you find out about the house in Venice Beach that had gone into receivership and was available to be sold?� David asked.
�The lawyer who was in charge of the receivership. I sold him and his wife their home. He called me to help him sell it,� Ashley explained.
�Oh,� David said because he didn�t see how that could help him with his project.
He decided to look at it differently.
�My project is to use statistics to help identify potential buyers and sellers. It doesn�t have to be all-encompassing. I just need a good example of both and then to prove that it works,� David explained.
�We have a software app that was originally intended for banks to do what are called �desktop appraisals,�� his mom said. �What it does is gather home sales information from counties around the country. Based on square footage, age of the home, acreage, neighborhood, beds, baths, and the like, the app can calculate a close approximation of what a home is worth.
�The banks use this to get an idea of whether the home is close to the value of the loan. They do that before they get too far into the loan process. Of course, they will do a full appraisal before closing, but this gives them a head start. The company figured out that realtors and appraisers would also be interested in this,� his mom explained.
�With that software, how would you find buyers?� David asked.
Both his mom and Ashley looked at each other.
�I don�t really know,� Ashley confessed.
�Who would be the ideal buyer?� he asked.
�An investor,� his mom said without hesitation.
�Why�s that?� David asked.
�Because they buy multiple properties, not just one every ten or more years,� Ashley explained.
�How would you find an investor by using the software?� he asked.
�If there was some way to search for buyers who have bought multiple properties, that might work. The problem is, it only lets you search on a specific name or address. I don�t see how you could get the software to figure that out,� Ashley said.
�But the data is there,� David prodded.
�It has to be; we just don�t know how to use the software to tell us something like that,� his mom said.
�Assume I could figure out who potential investors are. What kind of properties are they interested in?� he asked.
�For each one, it can be different. But in general, they�re looking for homes that are bargains. If you watch those flipping shows, they often do their buying at county auctions. The problem for us is that if a home is bought at auction, we don�t make any money,� his mom explained.
�What if you could sell it before it went to auction? Would investors be interested in that?� David asked.
�If they didn�t have to go through the process and could cherry-pick properties, I could sell those all day long,� Ashley said, getting excited.
�What causes the county to seize them and put them up for sale?� he asked.
�People don�t pay their property taxes,� Ashley said.
�Is that information available early on, soon enough to give you time to sell the property before the county grabs it?� David asked.
�Oh, yeah. It can take a few years of nonpayment before a county will move to seize a property,� Ashley said.
�If I could figure out how to get this information, would it help you sell real estate?� David asked.
�Yes. Yes, it would,� Ashley said.
Now all he had to do was figure out how to get the data and do the needed searches.

Pam had waited for David. When they�d started home, she let him know that she wanted to go back to his dorm. David knew if they went back to her place, he would end up spending time with Tracy, too. It was pretty clear to him that Pam had figured that out as well. She was being greedy.
After their initial bout of fun, Pam wanted to talk.
�Feel better?� David asked.
Pam made a sound that David usually associated with her eating his grandma�s German chocolate cake with the coconut frosting and a side of homemade vanilla ice cream.
�I take that as a �yes.��
She gave him an unreadable look to tease him.
�We should go again. I�m determined to make you have fun tonight, so just relax and let it happen.� David said with a big grin.
�Ah, that�s what all rapists say to their intended victims.�
David�s mouth dropped. Hell had just frozen over. Sweet, innocent Pam Bell was a little smarty-pants.
�When did you become a comedian?� he asked.
�When you wouldn�t let Cassidy give me the login for the grocery store,� she pouted.
�I take it Coby needs stuff,� David fired back.
�Or I might,� Pam said.
He blinked to wrap his head around that. She was showing more confidence than he thought possible.
�I�ll text it to you,� he conceded.
�David?�
�Yes?�
�Do you still love me the best?�
�Yes.�
�I have a confession to make.�
�Okay.�
�I didn�t want to go back to my place because Tracy and Cassidy teased me about the grocery password.�
�I�m sorry.�
�David?�
�Yes?�
�I think I might have met someone I want to go out with.�
�That�s good.�
�I love you.�
�I love you, too,� he said and kissed her on the top of her head. �You ready for round two?�
�Yes, please.�
�She will be the death of me,� David concluded, and that worried him.

Chapter 66

David


David�s week hadn�t gone totally as expected. He�d been forced to remind himself that change doesn�t happen overnight, and that he wasn�t back home where he�d built his credibility. It didn�t help that everyone could tell that Coach Clayton had just paid lip service to his grand announcement that he wanted to win national championships. David would have bet that if asked, Coach Clayton would say that was his goal, too, but it would be done his way without input from David or anyone else. It was his program, after all.
The younger guys were more open to David�s message because they hadn�t been in the system long enough to become jaded, pissed-off, or looking to transfer out. The starters mostly didn�t want to rock the boat. That left the more cynical, the more aggressive, and the backups.
After spring ball was completed, six players announced their plans to leave because it was apparent that they would get little or no playing time. One of them was Travis Barry, Matt Long�s primary backup at quarterback.
When he was asked about Travis and the others opting to transfer, Coach Clayton had played it off. A day later, one of the national college-football websites added Coach Clayton to their list of coaches on the hot seat to be replaced. David was sure Coach Clayton wasn�t happy to be the subject of that kind of rumor.
Bo Harrington, David�s former personal quarterback coach who�d become the quarterback coach at Alabama and was now the head coach at Western Michigan, had scholarships available. A new model of recruiting was emerging for schools that weren�t necessarily in the top tier. They had started to hold some of their scholarships in reserve to use to fill gaps on their rosters when top players left schools like USC.
Only a handful of teams could consistently recruit top-level freshmen, plug them into their system, and have a never-ending supply of starters. While USC was one of those schools, they were bleeding off talent to transfers, thanks to Coach Clayton�s system. Schools in the bottom half of the Big Ten and similar conferences would offer the ones exiting a chance at playing time.
While Western Michigan would never be able to go toe-to-toe with the big boys for a top high school recruit, they were an attractive destination for transfers. By the time a player was ready to transfer, the glamor of going to a big-name college had worn off. The players leaving had had their eyes opened to the business of big-time college football. They were looking for a destination that would give them the best chance of getting the exposure needed to get to the NFL.
Bo had picked up where his predecessor had left off. He had his school ranked in the top 25 at the end of the year. That was no small feat for a school not in one of the Power 5 conferences. They were projected to have another 10- or 11-win season this coming year. Because of the exposure, they�d developed several players who had either been drafted or picked up in free agency, giving them a realistic shot at catching on with an NFL team. The combination of winning and coaching made Western Michigan a place where top underclassman talent wanted to go to resurrect their careers.
The only hesitancy transfers had was that coaching at Western Michigan was considered a stepping-stone type of job. It was a school where talented young coaches cut their teeth and, if they were successful, wound up on short lists for consideration when better jobs came available. David suspected that his friend Bo would only stay for another year or so before his name would be floated when the coaching carousel began after the season.
David sent Bo a text listing the three USC players who were entering the transfer portal that he thought could help Bo�s team. The other three were busts, which happened for a variety of reasons.

David got to Accounting early and was happy to see Alyssa already there with his tea. She was busy, so he pulled out his tablet and began to look at the sample data the county had sent him for his stats project.
David was frustrated because he�d wrongly assumed that the county would send him a file he could pop into Excel and just sort to get what he wanted. What David found was that no one file had every piece of information he wanted. The data was scattered across different systems or departments in the county. The county housed information on systems run by Zoning, Appraiser, Tax Assessor, County Clerk, Code Enforcement, and the list went on. The scary part was that many of those departments had different files for different purposes. What had him scratching his head was that each one collected information in wildly differing formats.
He�d wondered at the time why the nice lady who�d sent him the sample data had chuckled when he made his request.
�What�s that?� Alyssa asked.
�It�s my Stats project, and I�m starting to think I�m in over my head.�
�What are you trying to do?�
�Part of it is to figure out who has bought multiple properties in a given time frame. The county sent me over a bunch of sample files, but I don�t know what I�m looking at,� David admitted.
�What�s the key?� Alyssa asked.
�What do you mean?�
�Database key. What is used to tie all the files together? How do they do queries?� Alyssa asked.
David gave her a look like she was speaking a foreign language.
�I know what each of those words means, but I have no idea what you just asked me,� he conceded.
�Do you want help?�
�You can figure this out?� David asked with sudden hope.
�You do know that I�m working towards a combined Bachelor of Science degree in Computer Science and Business Administration, right?� she asked.
�And you�d be willing to help me?� he asked.
�In my Data Structures and Object-Oriented Design class, we have an assignment to create interconnected databases. This would be a challenge, but we would help each other with our projects. Once I load the information into a database, it�s just a matter of writing a program to give you what you want,� Alyssa explained.
�That would be great,� David said, both excited and relieved.
He�d all but decided he would have to join the shoe-shopping group to turn in an assignment. He�d even figured out what kind of shoes he would be willing to drive all over the county to look for. That assumed he could talk his professor into joining the group since the prof had already declared that the groups were set. Then he worried again when Alyssa gave him a look that he recognized as the one she got when she was about to call him a �horse�s ass.�
�You can actually get the full data, can�t you? You aren�t just getting the sample information you have here?�
�Uh, yeah. I think so,� David said.
�How will you get it?� she asked.
�I had Lexi, my PA, call the county to figure out who I should talk to. When I called, the lady in charge was super nice and even invited me down to meet her staff. I agreed to take them all out to a team lunch as my treat. I don�t think it�ll be a problem,� David said.
Alyssa�s eyes all but rolled into the back of her head when she heard how he planned to obtain the data. Before David could find out what her problem was, class started.

Their midweek baseball opponent was UC Irvine. The Anteaters�a truly horrendous mascot name�were hovering around ten games under .500. His teammates had dropped two of three games over the weekend, so they needed a game to remove that bad taste from their mouths.
Coach Deneau had decided to shake things up and had announced that David would lead off that night. When he went out to center field to start the game, he saw the stadium was three-quarters full. He�d given Cassidy his tickets and saw she was sitting with the friends who�d gone on spring break with him. Allard and Seamus must have given up their tickets, too, to make it happen.
The Anteaters went down in order in the top of the first, so David took the plate to kick off the bottom half of the inning. As he settled in, he remembered his five hitting steps: rhythm, seeing the ball, separation, staying square, and weight shift and transfer.
On the first pitch, David knew it would be a long night. UC Irvine�s pitcher threw him a curveball that was one of the best he�d ever seen. He followed that up with a slider that David had guessed to be an outside fastball. At the last moment, it dove towards the plate and was called a strike. He struck David out on the next pitch, which was a fastball that David had guessed was another curve.
By the fourth inning, the Anteater�s pitcher was well on his way to pitching a terrific game. He�d allowed a base runner in each inning, but the Trojans only had one run to show for them. Scott Martino, the Trojan�s left fielder, led off the fourth. He surprised the Anteaters by laying down a bunt to get on. Tucker Frost, the third baseman, came up and hit a long sacrifice fly to right field to advance Scott to second. Seamus Walsh, who played catcher, hit a screamer right at their third baseman, who decided to throw Seamus out instead of holding Scott at second.
The Trojan�s pitcher, Rex Winter, came up with two out and a runner at third. Rex wasn�t much of a hitter, so David was happy when he walked. There were now runners at first and third with two outs. With the score at 1�0, this was a big at-bat for David�s team.
�Quick hands, quick hands,� David chanted in his head.
He imagined a long line drive in his near future. Their pitcher looked to the catcher and grinned. David hadn�t had any success to this point, so he assumed the pitcher thought he owned him. David put himself into the pitcher�s shoes to help guess what his next pitch would be. He eliminated a few pitches from the pitcher�s repertoire of offerings and guessed fastball.
David tried hard not to grin when a fastball rocketed right down the middle. He concentrated on the fundamentals and kept his swing level while he extended his arms. The last crucial part was to snap his wrists to aid the bat�s speed through the hitting zone. As soon as David heard the crack of his bat, he knew he�d gotten all of it.
He didn�t stop to admire his prodigious shot to right field. Instead, he kept his head down as he ran to first base out of respect for the Anteaters� pitcher. There was no need to show him up, especially since he�d thrown such a good game to that point.
David was met at home by Scott and Rex, who congratulated him. When he made his way to the dugout, the rest of the team, led by Andres, met David to give him fist bumps. USC acted like they did this every day and didn�t overdo the celebration.
David had come alive and ended up collecting four RBIs and a stolen base. The Trojans won 5�0.

After the game, Andres stopped by his locker.
�What are you doing tonight?�
�I saw several of my friends in the stands. I thought we might grab a bite and hang out,� David shared.
�Invite them to Baseball House. You haven�t been over in a while, and we can order pizza and have a couple of beers. It would be good for you to spend some time with the team since you�ve been busy with football for the last month,� Andres suggested.
�That sounds like a plan. I�ll order the pizzas if you find someone to pass the hat around,� David offered.
�Sounds good,� Andres said and left David to take his shower.
David sent a group text he�d set up for spring break to let everyone know the plans. He got one back from Lexi with a frowny emoji because she hadn�t come to the game.
Allard hadn�t played, so he got dressed and volunteered to walk everyone over to the house.
When David made it back to his locker after his shower, he found Chip Wagner, a reporter who�d interviewed him before, waiting for him. Chip did both print and TV sports for the Times and Channel 10, respectively.
�Good game tonight. You were responsible for four of the five runs.�
�I was worried at first. Their pitcher is one of the better ones I�ve faced this year. He had me guessing the entire game, but I guessed right two times, and that was the difference,� David said to give Chip his soundbite for tomorrow�s article.
�Thanks,� Chip said and acted like he was ready to leave but stopped.
�Off the record, what�s going on with the football team?� Chip asked.
�I�m not sure what you�re asking,� David said.
�USC just had nearly ten percent of their football team leave via transfer. Over the last few years, players that were heralded as difference-makers when recruited have left or never seem to get any playing time. That was fine when you had Ridge Townsend and the group around him, but a lot of talent from last year�s team won�t be playing next year. It doesn�t help when we�re hearing that Matt Long has some maturity issues,� Chip said.
�I�m not your guy for all this. Shouldn�t you be talking to people who�ve been around the program for more than a minute? Plus, if it ever got out that I said anything, I would be transferring before long,� David pushed back.
�I�m not looking to write a hit piece anytime soon, but it looks like you�re going to go from an eleven-win season to five or six wins next year. I�d like to get to know you and pick your brain. We could meet off-campus, and I�d even buy lunch,� Chip offered.
�Does the free lunch gambit normally work?� David asked.
�You�re a college kid ... Oh, never mind,� Chip said when he realized that might not work on David.
�Yes, I�m a college kid, and they asked me to gain twenty pounds. That means I eat four or five times a day, so I would appreciate a free meal. Call my PA and get on the schedule,� David said to tweak Chip.
�You Hollywood types kill me,� Chip fired back.
David gave him Lexi�s number. Chip might as well get used to how things worked. If you couldn�t talk your way past his guard dog, then you weren�t worth David�s time for anything outside of school, family, and sports.

David and Seamus stuck their heads into the coaches� offices and invited them all to Baseball House for pizza and beer. Coach Hob admitted that in the fifteen years he�d been coaching college ball, he�d never been invited to an after-game player gathering. When Coach Deneau heard, he agreed, which got the other coaches on board.
Seamus pointed out if they were doing that, they should invite all the team�s student managers and support staff. Coach Deneau looked at David, and David thought about it for a second before agreeing. He quickly sent a text to Andres to warn him. David got a text back that contained a trigger word, which made his day.
He did some calculations in his head for how much pizza they�d need and then doubled it. If that wasn�t enough, they could order more. Then he got smart and called Lexi. She also called him a name but agreed to handle the pizza delivery. Lexi was smarter than David because she suggested that they order from several different places so as not to overwhelm one, which would result in it taking forever for the pizzas to arrive.
Yep. Best PA ever.

As David and Seamus walked out, David spotted Milena. He hadn�t expected to see her because she had, in effect, ghosted him since they last talked. Then the whole fiasco with Matt had occurred right after their last conversation, and he�d assumed that she�d cut him loose to maintain peace at the sorority.
He walked up to her, and she ducked her head.
�Hey,� she said softly.
�I�m going to Baseball House to hang out with the team and my friends. If it�s okay with you, I�d love for you to join us,� David said to let her know that he wasn�t looking for a hookup tonight.
Milena gave him a weak smile.
�You having to say that tells me that I�m messing us up,� Milena said.
Seamus had hung back, and when she said that, he raised his voice briefly.
�I�ll see you there,� he said to David, letting him know that he was taking off to give them some privacy.
David looked around, and several of Milena�s sorority sisters were watching them.
�The Baseball House is having a get-together. There�ll be pizza and beer. Why don�t you all head over?� David suggested.
Milena was amazed when the parking lot cleared out of jock bunnies as they all headed to the party.
�You can certainly clear a room.�
David shrugged. It gave them an excuse to go out on a Thursday night. He took Milena to his car, and they rode to the house in silence. He could tell she needed to gather her thoughts.
When they walked in, David quickly found his friends and introduced Milena to them. The girls whisked Milena away to interrogate her, leaving David with Kirk, Seamus, and Allard. Seamus handed him a beer.
�We were just talking about when we discovered Internet porn,� Kirk said.
�I think I was in sixth grade,� David admitted. �We had to do book reports, and I�d read Moby Dick. I asked my teacher, Ms. Blakely, if there really were great white whales. We�d gotten computers in each room that were tied to projectors so they could be used for teaching the whole class.�
David chuckled.
�After we�d learned about different kinds of whales, my friend Alan asked how a whale�s blowhole worked. Ms. Blakely was instantly an advocate for the school to install internet restrictions on their computers. Some of our schoolmates had discovered Internet porn before Alan opened his mouth, and I had to save him from getting a beating after school that day,� David shared.

David was happy to see that the coaches and everyone who worked with the baseball team had all showed up for some pizza and beer. The coaches wisely chowed down and left before anything got too exciting. After two hours, David was ready to pack it in himself, and he started making his rounds to say goodbye. Seamus handed him a wad of cash because Andres had put him in charge of collecting money for the food.
David found Milena talking to his female friends and having a good time.
�I just wanted to let you know I�m taking off.�
Cassidy and Lauren decided to leave with him; Milena chose to stay.
After he dropped off Cassidy, Lauren moved up to the front seat.
�I like Milena, and I think she likes you.�
�And yet you�re the one going home with me,� David said.
�You�re bad.�
She had no idea.
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Chapter 67

David


The last several weeks had seemed to disappear in the blink of an eye. Finals were now two weeks away, and David was happy with how school was going. Alyssa had come through with the computing side of his stats project. They�d both received �A�s from their respective professors, and his mom suddenly had access to an ongoing list of potential buyers and sellers for her real estate company. It was a list that Carol�s potential competitors had neither knowledge of nor access to, as far as anyone knew. She and Ashley were strategizing the best way to take advantage of the potentially priceless asset David had created with Alyssa�s help.
Baseball had settled into something disappointing. While USC hadn�t tanked, their youth movement had caught up with them, and the team was hovering just above .500 for the year. The only bright spot was that Andres had caught the attention of the pro scouts, and it looked like he would be drafted.
The team had one last three-game weekend series to play and then would be done. They were headed to Stanford for the weekend. David was looking forward to it because he�d reached out to his friend Tami Glade so they could spend time together.
In football, Ridge Townsend had ended up being the second quarterback taken in the NFL draft, selected by the New York Jets. Of the guys Cassidy had helped, two others were drafted. The other three who�d trained with her had signed free-agent contracts, hoping to land a spot on their teams� final rosters.
David had made a concerted effort to spend more time with the football team and was quickly making progress at fitting in. He�d come to realize that his failure to join the players� informal workouts and other team-bonding activities early on had made it easy for Matt to make him a target. Even though he had the pedigree of being the top recruit in his class, he�d been an outsider.
As for his love life, that had been put on hold. Fiona had ultimately taken the movie role that had been offered to her and had already left for Europe where principal photography was getting under way. Milena had decided that hooking up wasn�t something she wanted to do. Surprisingly, though, she had changed her mind about being friends. When their schedules allowed, the two of them would often hang out or grab a bite to eat.
Lexi had taken on a new client, David�s friend Halle James. To free up time to help Halle, Lexi had quit spending weekends with him the last few weeks. Halle had landed a new role and was navigating all the pre-filming details, ranging from costume fittings to dealing with the press, learning lines, and so on.
Halle had just returned to LA after spending the last few months shooting another film in North Carolina. She had a short window in which to get ready, during which Lexi�s help was essential.
David was surprised to find that he missed seeing Lexi on the weekends. It wasn�t just the sex he was missing, but simply spending time with her. It was different from getting together with friends. He realized that he might have feelings for Lexi.
When that revelation came to him, he knew at once that this was not the time to explore that relationship. It was probably best that she wasn�t around for now.
It wasn�t that David couldn�t find sexual relief if he wanted. If all else failed, there were the jock bunnies who hung around the Baseball House. He�d also discovered that baseball wasn�t the only sport that had a loyal following; the football team had its own.
There were also his friends Pam and Tracy, who occasionally wanted to spend time with him. Pam was temporarily off the market because she�d met a guy at school. David considered him temporary because Cassidy had filled him in that the guy was too nice in her book. Cassidy reported that Pam�s boyfriend hadn�t made a move in the six weeks they�d been dating. Pam contended that he was just a gentleman. Cassidy told David that she and Tracy teased Pam that the new boyfriend probably liked guys.
The surprise for David had turned out to be Kat, the Goth Barbie barista. After her family drama had settled down and he�d finished with football practice, they�d reconnected.
He smiled at the thought of her as he ran up to the coffee shop to stop in and get his morning tea.
�She�s in the back,� Doreen said as he entered her shop.
She tossed him a bar towel to wipe the perspiration off his face.
�Ignore any strange sounds you hear from the back,� David said. �They are not the droids you�re looking for.�
�Child, careful, or you�ll turn me into a peeping Jane,� she threatened.
He only smiled. One of the highlights of his morning was the banter he and Doreen shared. When he stuck his head in the back room, David saw Kat was busy grinding coffee beans for the day. She hadn�t heard him come in over the noise of the grinder.
For his role in the James Bond movie, David had learned to �fox walk.� It was a silent way of moving. He began to take slow, deliberate steps towards her. He felt like a predator stalking its prey.
Kat caught his reflection in the stainless-steel grinding machine. Her nostrils flared as David slowly approached. When he got right behind her, he looked over her shoulder and got an eyeful of her tattooed breasts. They would rise and fall with each deep intake of air. The erotic sight made his manhood stiffen.
She breathed in deeply to gather herself as she let the grinder stop. The silence stretched as David hovered right behind her. Kat didn�t turn back to look at David but instead leaned into his broad chest, just enough that she knew exactly where he was.
�What are you up to?�
�I didn�t really have a solid play,� he admitted. �What do you think I�m doing?�
He reached down and let his hands slide up the back of her legs under her skirt.
�Taking off my panties.�
He hooked his fingers into the top of her undergarment and began to pull them down. Mr. Happy tried his best to replicate the monster in Alien and burst out of David�s running shorts.
�You haven�t said no,� he pointed out as he pulled her panties down her thighs.
David slid his arms around Kat and pulled her against him. He reached down and pushed a finger through her folds until it slid inside. She was hot and slick. The situation didn�t feel quite real. He�d come in simply to tell her good morning, and now he had his finger inside her in the back of a coffee shop at seven in the morning. At any moment, Doreen could pop her head through the door and catch them.
With a moan of pleasure, Kat came alive. She turned around in his arms and looked David in the eye. He leaned down and captured her lips as she grasped the front of his shorts and pulled them down to mid-thigh. Kat found his cock and pulled him back to the counter. When her ass bumped into it, she hopped up and spread her legs.
David reached down into his shorts, pulled out his wallet, and grabbed the condom inside. After putting it on, he allowed her to pull his member to her entrance. Doreen might not know it yet, but she now had a customer for life as he sank his length into her employee. Kat wrapped her thighs around his waist, and her arms pulled his head down so she could kiss him.
David towered over her as he began to move his hips. He thrust harder when she bit his bottom lip and growled at him. He wondered who the prey was now. His thrusts got harder, rougher, as they hurried to their release. Then he deliberately slowed and gave her a steady pace that made Kat cry out in frustration.
She grabbed his right ear in a death grip.
�Ow, ow. All right,� David conceded and returned to pound town.
Then Kat began to whimper as she tried not to make too much noise. David felt her clamp down on his shaft as her orgasm began. Then it felt like he was in a milking machine as the walls of her sex did wonderful things to Mr. Happy. He didn�t even try to hold back as he let loose.
As soon as the excitement was over, Kat pushed David away.
�Hurry up before we get caught,� she stated matter-of-factly.
He sniffed the air, and it didn�t smell like coffee. Doreen would figure this out without much effort.
David pulled up his shorts, and Kat all but pushed him out of the back room. He came out to find Doreen giving him a knowing look.
�I take it I�ll see you tomorrow?� she asked.
David gave her a sheepish look and then winked.
�Get out before I decide I need a wake-up myself,� she snorted.
�Yep. She knows,� he thought as he left with his tea.

After David was done with classes for the day, he was on his way to the building�s exit when Crystal appeared out of the crowd and blocked his path.
�Something I can do for you?� he asked.
�Take me to lunch.�
�Why not?� he decided.
She took him to Moreton Fig, a restaurant located near the center of campus. It was run by USC Hospitality, which also operated and managed the USC Hotel and 43 other food and beverage venues.
David hadn�t previously eaten there because it was reputed to be more of a fine-dining place. The server claimed that it got much of its produce from the USC Teaching Garden.
It was a great day, weather-wise, so they sat on the patio. Crystal went for the grilled prawn salad while David picked a prime rib sandwich.
�What�s this all about?� he finally asked.
To this point, neither of them had said a word to the other.
�Do you plan to go to summer school?�
That was the last question he would have expected her to ask. She read the confusion on his face.
�That was probably a dumb question because all football players are here for the summer. What I want to know is if you�ve decided on housing,� Crystal said.
The Palace would be closed over the summer, forcing David to move into the townhouse for a couple of months. He planned to keep his room in The Palace next year, and Kirk had put in a request to be David�s roommate.
That was because it looked like Alex wasn�t coming back next fall. David had learned that from Nat, Alex�s sister, when their paths had crossed a few weeks ago. Alex was doing well on his national soccer team and had been approached to play for a professional team when he was done with the World Cup this summer.
�As it happens, I�m going to meet with my advisor after lunch to work out my summer classes,� David shared.
�Great!� Crystal said with a tad too much excitement. �Matt, Milena, and I are looking for a summer place.�
�That�s nice,� David said, seeing where this was going.
�I thought it would be a great way for you and Matt to make nice, and the four of us could do couple�s stuff.�
Instead of just saying �no� as he�d decided, David decided to play along and see where her twisted mind had gone with this plan.
�How will this work? Will we get ourselves a cozy two-bedroom place? A little love shack?� he asked.
�Milena tells me that you have a townhouse close to the football practice facilities. I thought we could use that for the summer. That way, we can all have our own bedrooms,� Crystal suggested.
�Right now, one of the bedrooms is used as an office. And I think Cassidy is staying for the summer. We�re back to two bedrooms.� Then he paused dramatically. �I didn�t think Milena wanted us to be a couple.�
Crystal was a bright girl and saw that the jig was up.
�Hey, I figured it was worth a shot,� she said unapologetically.
�When are you and I going to hook up?� David asked to tweak her in return.
The look she gave him was priceless. Then she smiled.
�You had to take a shot, right?� she asked as she figured it out.
�You got me. Now can we retract the claws and just get along?�
�You�re good. Matt told me that you were making nice. I just wonder if you�re for real or if it�s just an act,� Crystal stated to challenge David.
�Fair question,� he admitted. �I�ve been involved in teams that had internal conflicts, and I learned that never ends well.
�Matt seems to want to sweep everything under the rug here. I�ll point out that you asked for help. When I gave it, not only did he never thank me, he abandoned me to my fate there. Then he tries to get me hurt. I�m willing to set those aside in the interest of the team, but I�m not going to forget.
�But anyway, if you only get one takeaway from our lunch, just know I�m deadly serious about turning USC into what it should be. It should be a team that�s in the mix for winning it all each year.�
�How do you see Matt fitting in?�
�Right now, he�s the starting quarterback. If he plays up to his potential, I�ll have to wait my turn. In the meantime, I�ll do whatever is needed for the team to succeed,� David said.
She gave him an appraising look before saying anything further.
�I almost believe you.�
He just shrugged.
�Honestly, the only person who needs to believe it is Matt. I would rather he worked towards making USC great than spend his time on efforts that tear the team apart in the name of protecting his turf. Just know that I don�t give up. If I have to, I will beat him out,� David warned.
�And there it is,� Crystal said.
�Yep. I�ll say it again so we�re clear. If Matt sticks to his knitting and leaves me alone, I won�t mess with him.�
She decided to drop it at that point. Instead, she wanted to know about David and Milena. He told her to talk to her friend. In the end, he thought Crystal got the point he tried to make. The real question was, would Matt? All David cared about was that the message was delivered. He�d put Matt on notice.

David went to the Stevens Academic Center to meet with Dr. Carter about his summer classes.
�There�s my star student,� she said as he came into her office.
Someone had looked at his preliminary grades.
�I need to register for summer school,� David said as he took a seat.
�All you need to do is take one class so that you can use the football facilities. Do you have an idea of what you want to take?�
�My goal is to find the quickest way to graduate and then get my MBA before I get out of here. I would prefer to take a full load over the summer.�
Dr. Carter looked over her glasses at him.
�You sure?�
�Yes, ma�am,� he answered.
�Okay. Let�s map out a plan to get you there. Just know that if it gets to be too much, you can always drop a class or two,� she advised.
He nodded to show his understanding.
Dr. Carter talked about what he had to take to obtain his degree and what his electives were. She had some keen insights as to what would work best. In the end, David was happy. He loaded up on Tuesday and Thursday classes to give him four-day weekends if needed. That way, he could also more easily meet his movie obligations.
In the end, they agreed on his schedule.

Chapter 68

Lexi


Lexi was in a foul mood. She�d had to skip a day of classes at UCLA to follow Halle James around and hold her hand. Lexi had received a text from Flo, Halle�s security and driver, that she was on her way to pick her up. Lexi exited her condo to find a Range Rover waiting for her with Halle already in the back seat.
�Ms. James,� Lexi said as she got into the car.
�Stop that right now. We talked about this; it�s Halle. I�m sure David would have a cow if you called him Mr. Dawson.�
�It can be fun to call him that sometimes,� Lexi confessed.
�I bet,� Halle said and then got down to business. �What�s on the agenda for today?�
Lexi dropped into professional mode and gave Halle her itinerary for the day. Halle would be a busy girl because the studio had her booked with back-to-back appointments. Lexi was expected to attend those as well in case Halle needed something.

Throughout the day, Halle quizzed her about David. David and Halle had gone out when they were in high school, and she and David had become more than friends. Then she landed her role in Love Letters and decided to move back to LA to become a full-time actor.
Halle had been in New Zealand and Australia filming the Star Academy movies with David, so it had been only a few months since she�d seen her friend. Lexi could tell that Halle was digging into David�s personal life to see if she could step back in as his love interest.
Halle was set free for an hour at lunchtime, which allowed her, Flo, and Lexi to eat lunch in the studio�s VIP dining room.
�Why haven�t you landed the stupid boy yet?� Halle asked after they�d ordered.
�Going right for the dirt, I see,� Lexi said to deflect Halle.
�Come on. It wasn�t a secret that you had him in your bed every night during the shoot. The cover story was that you two were just hooking up, but I know David. He used to say that sex changes everything. He�s a romantic at heart.�
Lexi knew that Halle could be either a problem or an ally. If Lexi wanted the latter, she would have to give Halle a reason to support her.
�I don�t know if you remember, but I went home a week before his scenes were finished,� Lexi shared.
�I thought it was like your usual procedure, going to the next place before David arrived to have everything set up. Was there more to it than that?�
�Yes, there was. I told him I loved him.�
Halle�s mouth fell open, and then she laughed.
�That explains why he acted weird right before he left. I�d decided that he was sexually frustrated, which caused his bad mood.�
�He didn�t take my announcement well. You know him; David doesn�t like surprises. The hookup story started off being absolutely true. We agreed to it so he wouldn�t be distracted and make the mistake that a lot of actors and actresses make on set. He knew that if he were in a relationship with a costar, it could get messy,� Lexi explained.
�That makes sense,� Halle said and then stiffened.
Ben Cowley, David and Halle�s costar in the Star Academy franchise and Halle�s love interest in Love Letters, had entered the dining room and spotted them. Lexi knew some of Halle�s and Ben�s history. During the filming of Love Letters, Halle had fallen for Ben�s charms. Lexi knew that David had warned her that Ben was only interested in sex. Ben had a longtime girlfriend in Isabel Alexandra, and he wasn�t about to give her up. Isabel was an actress known for her roles in Baywatch and in the just-finished Bond flick in which David played James Bond�s son, Ian.
Halle and Ben had apparently hooked up once, but then she had put the brakes on any kind of relationship with Ben other than as friends and coworkers. Lexi understood why Halle had succumbed because Ben was smokin� hot.
Lexi hated it, but she compared every guy she was even slightly interested in to David. Ben was the blond version of David, but she still thought of him as �David light.� David was several inches taller and much more muscular. That didn�t mean that Ben wasn�t leading-man material; he was. He just didn�t have the presence or the charisma that David had. Nor did Ben have anything approaching David�s integrity, now that Lexi thought about it.
�Welcome back,� Ben said to Halle and kissed her cheek. �I heard you were in the building and had to track you down. We should get together and catch up.�
�Maybe we could go out to dinner, and Isabel could join us,� Halle offered with a faux sweet smile.
Lexi about choked on her iced tea at Halle�s jab. Ben took it in stride.
�That would be great. Why don�t I have my people talk to yours, and we figure something out?� he suggested.
�Let�s,� Halle said and allowed him to kiss her cheek again as he left.
Ben quickly found another target, and they watched as he turned on his charm.
�I can�t believe I slept with him,� Halle confessed.
�I don�t know. He might do in a pinch,� Lexi said with a smile.
�I�d do him,� Flo said to join the conversation.
Both Lexi and Halle broke out laughing at that.
�You should go for it,� Lexi suggested. �I bet Halle could get him back over here and make your dreams come true.�
�I should get him over here for you,� Halle said to Lexi. �You�ve been Miss Grumpy-pants this week. Is that because you�re not getting any?�
Lexi couldn�t believe that she blushed. Halle�s eyes got big.
�You haven�t been, have you?!� Halle accused.
�David has been focused on school and athletics while I�ve been helping you.�
�You poor thing. I bet he hasn�t gone without, so why should you?� Halle suggested.
Hearing it said out loud struck Lexi. She�d gotten brave enough to tell David how she really felt, and he�d pulled away from her. He�d gone so far as to banish her back to LA. At the time, she�d thought she would hardly ever see him again because David had been planning to enroll at Oklahoma. It was like she�d been given a second chance when he had come to school at USC.
The problem was that Lexi felt like her chance with David had passed. She�d worked hard to rebuild what she thought they�d had, but she could tell he was keeping her at arm�s length emotionally. She was sure he saw her as his PA, first and foremost, who he just happened to hook up with.
Lexi also knew that David had a string of girls who he saw during the week. Then there was her good friend, Fiona. Lexi had hidden her feelings when she saw the two of them look into each other�s eyes. That was the look he used to give her. Lexi had thanked her lucky stars when Fiona had taken a role in a new film and had to leave for Europe.
Then Halle had shown up and needed a PA. Kent Crain, Lexi�s boss at Dawson Management, had called Lexi and said that Halle had asked for her specifically. She�d worried that Halle had done so to do exactly what she was doing today, digging into her relationship with David. Kent told Lexi what Halle had in front of her. He explained that Halle knew what a great help she�d been to David, which had led Halle to ask for Lexi specifically. In the end, Lexi had agreed.
She�d done it for two reasons. The first was that Lexi saw the challenge and knew that she could shine doing what Halle needed to be done. Career-wise, it would only help her reputation down the road to have glowing recommendations from both Halle and David. The second reason was that on the spring break trip, Lexi had started to have feelings for him again.
Because of that, she knew she needed to distance herself from him for a while. Halle would only need her for another week or so, and then she could go back to seeing David. Until then ... why not?
�Do you think Ben would be willing?� Lexi asked.
Halle quickly masked her shock.
�I�m very sure he would. The question is, are you sure?�
�I have everything set up for you for this afternoon. Maybe he and I could get away for a bit,� Lexi said and almost took it back.
Halle didn�t give her a chance. She waved at Ben and called him over. He�d just struck out again, but he put his smile on.
�You know Lexi Andon,� Halle said to bring his attention to Lexi.
�Uh, yeah. David�s PA,� Ben said.
�She has some free time...� Halle said.
He did a double-take with both Halle and Lexi to see if they were putting him on.
�David made it very clear what he would do to anyone who messed with his Lexi,� Ben said.
Lexi saw the fear in his eyes. She was dying to find out what David had threatened him with. It turned her on a bit to know that he�d been so protective.
�If you�re not interested...� she said, almost hoping Ben would back out.
He took a moment to weigh his options.
�Fuck it. But David can never know,� he said.
�I don�t plan to tell him,� Lexi said and then turned to Halle.
�If it puts you in a better mood, I�ll promise,� Halle said.
�Well, there you have it,� Ben said with a big smile.

They�d borrowed one of the trailers the studio provided its talent, giving the actors a place to collect themselves, read lines, nap, and the like during long shooting days. Each one had a bed in it.
After Ben left, Lexi got into the shower to wash her shame away. From the start, it all just felt wrong. He had been an attentive and considerate lover; that wasn�t an issue. The trouble was that she knew David. He would have a serious problem if he knew that she had spent the afternoon having sex with one of his friends in the business.
Lexi had finally figured out what was wrong as Ben was gathering his clothes to leave. There wasn�t that emotional connection. Ben could have been anyone because he didn�t matter to Lexi. Yes, he was good-looking and skilled in bed, but she simply couldn�t get into it because she knew this was just sex. If she and Ben never saw each other again, Lexi would be okay.
When Lexi found Halle in wardrobe, the two girls� eyes locked. Lexi felt dampness leak down her cheeks, tasted the salt from her tears on her lips. She was shocked because she hadn�t expected to feel this way. Halle rushed over and pulled her into a hug.
�Oh, Honey. Did Ben do something...?� Halle asked.
�No. He was really nice.�
�Then, what is it?�
�He isn�t David,� Lexi said as she broke down.

Chapter 69

David


Before the baseball team left for their weekend trip to Stanford, Lexi had finally booked David lunch with Chip Wagner, the local sports reporter. She�d made reservations at Soho Warehouse in downtown LA�s Art District. It was the only Soho house in the area that David hadn�t visited yet, and he figured that no one from USC would be there to observe the two of them together.
David arrived early so that he could get a tour. It had been an industrial building and recording studio before Soho had bought it. The manager told him that it had 48 bedrooms and showed David one. They were decorated to make it feel like you�d stepped back into the late �50s or early �60s. He would have to invite his decorator, Cindy, to come to see them. The bedrooms featured old-style lamps and furniture, black Bakelite dial phones, and boxy radios to fit the period look.
They�d also embraced the purpose of Soho House, which was to cater to creative types. Throughout, they had works by local artists on display. The piece that caught David�s eye was an 18-foot-long triptych created by Australian-born artist Paul Davies. The composition, entitled Three Stories, was loosely based on a book of essays called The White Album written by Joan Didion in the late �70s.
The triptych showed three images of the same mid-century home that appeared to be set in LA, complete with palm trees, a pool, and mountains in the background. The duplicate images were offset slightly. The manager explained to David that the artist had told him that it was done that way so there wasn�t just one set perspective.
David was informed that Soho Warehouse boasted a number of places to eat, including the House Kitchen, several club spaces, poolside on the rooftop, and the Garden, a ground-floor space with both indoor and outdoor dining. David decided on the Garden, which offered Italian and Mediterranean fare.
As the tour was ending, David received a text to let him know that Chip was waiting for him at reception.

�David.�
�Chip.�
�I�ve always wanted to come here. My boss tried to get me to let her come along.�
�They do offer memberships,� David suggested as they made their way to the restaurant. �Being a writer and on-air talent, you would fit in.�
Once they were seated, the server suggested the individual wood-fired pizzas, which they both ordered. They then settled in to tackle what Chip wanted from David: background on what was going on with USC football.
�How�s your knee?� Chip asked to get the interview started.
David had asked Frank, his PR guy, to prep him with talking points for the interview, which was standard. David had been warned that he had to basically dodge any bullets while dancing through raindrops, as Frank so eloquently put it, or face trouble down the road. Frank had immediately grasped what David had suspected. Namely, that talking frankly about what was going on internally with the football program might not be looked upon kindly by the administration, his teammates, or the fan base.
Frank had, in fact, at first advised against David talking to Chip. He�d grudgingly changed his mind when David pointed out that he wanted a �friend� in the press to help him with his plans to turn the program into a consistent winner. Being a PR guy, Frank knew what a friendly ear could do. That didn�t mean David wasn�t hyperaware that he needed to be careful.
�It looked worse than it ended up being. I had a slight sprain. The training staff cleared me almost instantly. They told me to stay off it for the weekend, and then I could return to workouts and the like. So, I�m good,� David said.
�It was announced that Percy Wilkes, John Johnson, and Matt Long all received one-game suspensions. I understand Percy and John. Why did Matt get one as well? Like you, he looked to be a victim,� Chip said.
David wasn�t a typical freshman football player, and that was especially evident when it came to dealing with the press. He�d had four years of football as a top prospect, on top of which he had his acting and modeling experience. David had done hundreds, if not thousands, of interviews. So, when Chip sprung that question on him, David was surprised to feel caught flat-footed.
He had lived what happened, and it had been evident to everyone on the team why Matt had been suspended. Chip�s question about Matt made complete sense from an outsider�s perspective.
�What did the coaches say?� David temporized so he could get his head straight.
�Come on, David, I promised this would be off the record. Just tell me what�s going on,� Chip tried.
David really did want Chip as an ally but wasn�t sure if he could trust him. David decided to explain his position.
�Okay, but I still want to know what you�ve heard,� he said.
�That it was an internal �violation of team rules� issue. That could mean anything.�
�Here�s my problem. I tell you some juicy gossip today, and you promise that what I say will only be used for background. Then tomorrow, I see in the paper a report that an unnamed source tells all. How long will it take for everyone to start speculating about who that source is? In no time, people within the program will start to point fingers. Even if they don�t land on me, it will cause problems,� David explained.
�Look, over the years, I�ve developed relationships with several players to make sure the truth gets out.�
�Like who?� David asked.
�Like the guy who recommended I talk to you...� Chip said and then stopped.
He gave David a calculated look and then chuckled.
�You�re good. That was a test, wasn�t it?� Chip asked.
�So, Ridge Townsend told you to talk to me,� David pushed.
That made Chip laugh. Then he got serious.
�I understand that you don�t trust me yet. How do you propose that we go about establishing a working relationship?� he asked. When David didn�t answer right away, Chip added, �I am assuming you want something from me, too, or you wouldn�t have had this lunch.�
It was David�s turn to chuckle.
�In high school, I had a reporter who I learned to trust. We made a deal that when something was said off the record, that was where it stayed unless it had to do with something I�d done wrong. Then he was allowed to use it. He helped me navigate several minefields, and he kept his word,� David said.
�And if he�d turned on you?� Chip asked.
That made David smile.
�I know hundreds of clich�s and can talk for a long time without saying anything. If you want to hear that bullshit for the next few years, I can give you what I give every other sports reporter.�
�I don�t think either one of us wants that,� Chip said, and then he had an idea. �How about we do this. We don�t talk about USC. Tell me about you. Tell me how you ended up playing for the Trojans.�
Their pizzas came, so David related the twists and turns of his recruitment while they ate. He left out the parts about the NCAA and shoe-company troubles. By the time David�s spiel was winding down, Chip was kicking himself for promising to keep everything David shared off the record. That was especially so when David explained what had happened for him to change his initial Michigan commitment. And then again when he described what caused him to pull out of the one made to Oklahoma.
�What made you pick USC?� Chip asked.
�My family moved to Malibu. Being at USC lets me see my kids on Sundays. Besides, USC was in my final three when I picked Michigan,� David answered.
�I still don�t get why you�re playing defense. From what I saw in the spring game, you could very well start at quarterback,� Chip said.
�Now we�re venturing into an area I�m not ready to share with you,� David said.
�Is there something you can tell me about USC that I probably don�t already know, that is just about you?� Chip asked.
He was clearly working to see if he could dig something out of David.
�I�m not on a football scholarship, even though I was promised one.�
David was still miffed about that. He figured if Chip was going to be a problem, it might as well be for reporting something like that. It would only affect David and not the whole team.
�You have to tell me how that happened,� Chip pressed.
David pulled a Dawson and just stared at him, not saying a word.
�I bet your reporter friend from your high school days hated you,� Chip complained. �You can�t leave me hanging like that.�
�At first, he didn�t care one way or another about me. I grew on him, though,� David said with a twitch of a grin.
�What if I find out some other way than using you as a source?� Chip asked.
�A deal�s a deal. Unless we agree upfront, what I say off the record has to stay that way.�
�But if someone else tells me?�
�Then come to me for a comment, but I better not find out that you take what we talk about and use that to do your job. If I think you�ve done that, I�m done. By the way, something you should know about me is that if I think trust has been broken, it is nearly impossible for it to be regained,� David said. Chip could see he was dead serious.
�But I have to do my job,� he shot back.
�I understand that, and I won�t tell you stuff that will make your head explode, I promise. I want this to be a two-way street. For that to happen, we have to be honest with each other. I don�t expect you to cover my ass, but if I tell you something off the record, I expect it to stay that way. If we go down a rabbit hole and you think it needs to be written about, tell me first. I will listen to you. I�m not saying I can�t be swayed,� David explained.
�What exactly do you want from me?� Chip asked.
�To give me advice. I have a PR team that�s very good at handling my image and the like for movies. What they don�t fully understand is the sports side of my life, and specifically sports in the LA market. In return, I�ll give you info first, if I can. We can also do the deep background stuff.�
�Do you promise to always give me the scoop?� Chip asked.
David shook his head �no.�
�Full disclosure time. I have a good friend in the USC journalism program. If I can help her, I will.�
�Maybe I could talk to him, and we could come to an understanding,� Chip ventured.
�First of all, it�s her. He�s a she. If you�re willing to play nice, I�d be willing to bet she would work with you. It would suck, though, if the Daily Trojan were to scoop you,� David teased.
Chip gave David a hard look and then relaxed. David could tell Chip thought that he could get a story before a college kid did. The man had no idea what Tracy was capable of.
They said their goodbyes. David was impressed when Chip picked up the tab. Now all he had to do was wait and see whether or not Chip was a man of his word. David figured he would learn that soon enough. He suspected that Chip thought he could find someone else who would be more pliable if need be. College football organizations were big enough that someone would talk.

Chapter 70

Tami


The previous evening, David had talked his teammates into giving up their tickets for the game so that Tami could bring her dorm floor to watch her best friend play baseball. At one point during her first semester, the topic of David had come up. The majority of her dorm-mates hadn�t believed that she knew an Academy Award-winning actor. She had let them think what they wanted until they arrived at Stanford�s Sunken Diamond.
Before the game, the stupid boy had climbed into the stands when he spotted her. That had almost caused a riot as fans tried to get close to talk to him. Being David, he soon had them all settled down. Tami had been disappointed when he took the time to let them take pictures and get autographs.
Over spring break, David had shared with her that he�d stopped giving out autographs at games. His head of security had threatened that if David continued to do that, his security would begin following him around again.
Tami had grown up watching her friend play baseball. They�d been teammates when he began with Little League. She�d also seen him play in the Pan Am games. What she saw that evening showed that he hadn�t sat on his laurels and coasted.
It�s tough for one player to dominate a baseball game because of the number of players and the vast field. No one player can cover everything defensively.
David showed he was the exception.
One play stood out. In the bottom of the third, the Cardinal (referring to the color, not the bird) had a baserunner at second when their best hitter came to the plate. He�d worked his way to a two-and-two count when he hit a sharp grounder that evaded the shortstop and rolled into left field.
Instead of watching the ball, Tami had focused on David. He�d sprinted to left field to back up the play in case his teammate missed the ball. It appeared the left fielder would beat him to it, and David had taken a path behind him. Then Tami had been mystified when David called the left fielder off the play and made it himself.
From where she�d been sitting, it should have been a routine play where Stanford�s runners would have ended up at first and third. The left fielder would have thrown the ball in to the second baseman to prevent the runner at first from stealing an extra base.
David had charged forward and, with what looked like one continuous motion, fired the ball to home on a rope. David had noticed that the player heading to third hadn�t slowed down and had tried to pick up an easy score. If the left fielder had thrown to second, the man running home would have made it. Instead, David, with a better view of the field, had taken charge. His throw had gunned down the runner at the plate.
The hitter, seeing the ball go home, had decided to get cute and take second. The Trojans� catcher had put the tag on his guy and then had thrown out the hitter for an unconventional double play.
Tami was one of only a handful of people in the stadium who could truly appreciate what David had done. Almost every outfielder would have had to slow down to gather the ball and then would have taken more time to collect themselves to throw home. If David had done that, the hitter would certainly have made it to second. The catcher would never have had the time to make his play and get the ball out of his glove to throw to second.
What David had done was give a master class on how to play the position. It had all come down to his footwork. The vast majority of players would�ve had to slow down because they�d have needed to get into a position to make the play and then throw the ball. David instead had timed it so that his right foot was just touching the ground when he retrieved the grounder. As he�d planted his foot to throw, the baseball was already in his hand, and he was releasing towards home.
Not only had he gotten the ball out of his hand faster than any outfielder she�d ever seen, but David had also thrown a perfect strike from over 200 feet away, enabling his catcher to handle it quickly. It was the combination of those two abilities that told Tami that David had a real shot at playing at the next level if he so desired.
After the game, David had had team obligations. He�d sent her a text to let her know that he would meet up with her for lunch at a sports bar.

Tami had assumed it would be just her and David for lunch. She�d just arrived when a bus adorned with USC�s logo pulled up, and the whole baseball team began to unload. She shook her head at the guys as they filed off the bus and acted like the boys had when she�d played Little League. They were joking around, knocking hats off each other, shoving, and generally acting rowdy.
The bar had just opened. That allowed the team to grab all the tables in the center of the room. When David spotted Tami, he said something to his coach and joined her at a table for two by the window. His teammates made smartass comments about his having a girl in every town, which he didn�t even acknowledge.
�Did you finally get your head out of your butt and start getting your grades in order?� David teased right out of the gate.
He gave Tami a smile that could light up the darkest of days. She saw he was in a playful mood, so she ignored his tease. Growing up, their group of friends had been nerds, and many a conversation had centered on who was the smartest. Of course, Tami was sure she was. David just wished he could keep up.
�How goes your quest for world domination on the football front?� she asked.
He rolled his eyes when she started a serious conversation right off the bat. Tami ignored the eye roll; she knew that his time was limited, so she wanted to get to the good stuff before he left.
�I had lunch yesterday with a sports reporter who might be useful. I�m not quite sure if I trust him yet. After the spring game, I went to a booster party and got a better idea of who the key people behind the scenes are. Two of them hold the most sway, and one of them I already know. He�s the head of the studio that made The Royal Palm,� David shared.
�Who�s the other one?�
�He got the current athletic director his job. I met him and his daughter; they own a large trucking company. He�s looking to retire soon and have her take over,� David shared, then added, �He and I have sent text messages back and forth. Nothing big, but I give him updates about my baseball games and how offseason workouts are going. I think he likes me.�
�What about the team?�
At that question, he threw her a face that told her it hadn�t gone to plan.
�I did have an interesting lunch with Matt Long�s girlfriend.�
�The quarterback�s girlfriend?� Tami asked.
�Yep. She asked if I would be interested in letting her and Matt move in with me over the summer in the townhouse. She tried to sweeten the deal by having her roommate, Milena, move in too.�
Tami chuckled at that. David would have to be serious with a girl before he let her live with him. Until that happened, he would want to be a free agent. Besides, she suspected that before the summer was out, Matt might go missing.
�I take it you said, �no.� None of the girls told me of a change in living arrangements this summer,� she said and saw David cringe.
Tami just flipped him off, which made him grin. He had issues with her knowing everybody and having them tell her �everything that was happening in their lives.� At least, that was how she described it. His take was she had a spy network that kept track of his every move. The truth probably fell somewhere in the middle.
�I didn�t let her talk me into it,� David conceded.
�What about the rest of the team?�
�The younger guys are more open, and I�m getting to know them. The older ones want to protect what they have, which I can�t really argue with. Who wants some newcomer coming in and telling them what to do? Not that I�m doing that.�
�But you did turn the culture around in high school and win three straight state championships,� Tami said.
�Even so, a lot of these guys come from successful programs. Add to that the fact that USC won 11 games last year, and you can see why they don�t feel the need to change. But I just keep hearing the predictions of a possible losing season this coming year, and, from what I�m seeing, I�m worried. It�s all too nonchalant, and everyone�s giving lip service to their assumed success. I�m not seeing the work effort or team building we used to do,� David explained.
�Then take the guys who�ll listen and build for the future,� she suggested.
�That�s what I figured too. Before the team listens to me, I have to prove myself. Same with the boosters, coaches, and even the reporter I talked to. They need to see me walking the walk, so to speak.�
She nodded her agreement.
�If there�s anything I can do, just let me know.�
�Being able to talk to you about stuff helps. You always tell me what you think, and most times, you spot stuff I�ve missed. It means a lot,� David said.
�You will always be my stupid boy,� Tami said to play off what he�d just said to her. It felt good to know that he still looked at her that way. �Speaking of you being a stupid boy, how�s your love life?�
�Honestly, not that great. The other day I was thinking I might have feelings for Lexi,� he said.
�Please tell me that�s not happening,� Tami said before she could stop herself.
David chuckled.
�No. I mean that we are probably more than her just working for me...�
�Because you sleep together,� Tami said to interrupt him.
�It�s more than that. I was with Lexi daily for over half a year, and we became close.�
Tami sighed.
�Tough love time,� she said, and David groaned in response. �Lexi has a lot of qualities that would make her a good match for you. She�s a strong, independent woman who doesn�t need you to hold her hand constantly. It doesn�t hurt that she�s someone who gets stuff done, like you do. In a lot of ways, the two of you are kindred spirits.�
�But?�
�I know that you believe in redemption and that people should be given a second chance. But the old Lexi and the new one that you now like are two completely different people. I know you said she made a conscious decision to change, but everyone who has known her for any length of time has warned you about her. A zebra doesn�t change its spots just because it says it has,� she said.
David must have been deep in thought because he ignored her zebra comment as he took in what she told him. She let him sit there and think because she knew that was how he worked. Then he looked at her.
�So, who should I be looking for?�
Tami wanted to scream �me� but knew that wasn�t practical or smart. She still had plans for �someday� with the big lug. But right now, they both had to focus on the prize at the end and not the in-between.
�Like Lexi, you need someone who can stand on their own. The last thing you need is some girl who�s high maintenance.�
�But what if she�s hot?� he asked.
She gave him points for his acting ability; otherwise, she would have slugged him.
�Remember Tracy? She�s hot and crazy as a loon.�
�Here I thought we were friends. I can�t believe you would use my past against me,� David said as he mock-pouted.
�Shut up. You know what I mean.�
�Apparently, I do.�
�If you want me to screen applicants...� Tami ventured.
The look she got back made her day. She knew that David considered himself a big boy now, and the thought of her helping pick his girlfriend rated right up there with his mom being involved. Not that the two of them wouldn�t weigh in when they felt they had to.
�I like my stats class,� he said to change the topic.
�Your mom told me that you found her a bunch of potential clients using stuff you learned there. Do you plan to follow up on what you started with that?� she asked.
�I talked to Alyssa, the girl in my class who helped me work the data, and we�ll see after finals are over. I�m pretty good with the ideas, but I need someone to handle the computer stuff. If she isn�t willing to help, I�ll have to find someone else,� David said.
�Are you worried that USC will want a cut of this?� Tami asked.
�What?�
�Research done at universities can mean they have partial ownership rights,� she reminded him.
�Dang it, I actually knew that. I�ll call my dad and have him talk to the lawyer types and see what they think.�
�You�re a dick sometimes,� she observed.
�Why? For asking my dad for help?�
�No. For making him talk to lawyers.�
That made David laugh.
�Better him than me.�
�Yep, you�re a dick.�
The team left, but David stayed with Tami, and they hung out, catching up with each other�s lives. She shared how everything was going for her. She loved Stanford. They also caught up on what was going on with their mutual friends.
David shared that Greg and Joey were moving to his new house in Venice Beach. His mom had hired a contractor to get it cleaned up. It mainly needed paint and flooring. They�d gotten lucky, and all the mechanicals worked. David looked forward to having his brother join them in the LA area.
Then it got interesting. David spotted a girl wearing a tri-delta shirt and pounded on the window to get her attention. She was with a group of her sorority sisters. It took her a moment to recognize him.
�Who�s that?� Tami asked as the girls filed into the bar.
�Remember when my mom came here for her cancer treatment freshman year?�
Tami nodded. It had been a rough time for David.
�I met her in this very bar back then,� he said as he stood up and greeted the girl with a hug.
�I heard you were in town playing baseball. Fancy meeting you here,� she said.
�You know him?� one of her sisters asked.
�When I was pledging, I ran into David. I got to know him really well in the handicap stall in the bathroom.�
Tami smiled when she saw David blush.
He let them take pictures with him, and then he had to get going for his afternoon game.
After he left, Tami counted herself lucky to have had a front-row seat to watch him tumble gracefully through puberty and now become a man. He really had graduated from being a stupid boy to becoming a better man. It was something she always knew would happen.
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Chapter 71

David


David walked in the back door of the townhouse with his first armful of clothes. His car was loaded up with his belongings. He�d had to move out of The Palace for the summer. And so, for the next couple of months, at least, he would reside at his townhouse on the edge of campus near the football practice facility. Thankfully, it was only two blocks from USC�s campus.
He�d talked to Alex�s stepmom. She�d said that even though it didn�t look like Alex would be back, David could leave anything he wanted since he was going to resume living there in the fall. Camilla had also offered to leave all of Alex�s furniture. She�d sent a couple of guys to come to clean out all of Alex�s personal gear.
Kirk, David�s roommate for the coming year, mourned the loss of the gaming system. David had never really used it, but after Alex left to play soccer, Kirk and a few of the guys on the floor took it over.
Alex�s sister, Nat, who lived at the other end of the hall, had her roommate buy a bunch of liquor before she graduated. She�d decided that David should store it in his closet over the summer. He suspected that her parents were coming to help her move out, and she didn�t want them to see it.
He stepped into the townhouse and immediately froze when he heard the all-too-familiar yowl of the cat from hell, Precious. She was perched on the kitchen island, staring him down.
�Are we going to have a problem?� he asked and then felt stupid for talking to the cat.
Precious flipped her tail up and turned around, and when she got to the edge of the countertop, she jumped off and disappeared.
David would be staying in the bedroom on the second floor across from Cassidy. The girls had used it as an office/study room with only a daybed, but David would make do.
The girls were all still taking finals, which gave David a chance to settle in.

David was reading a message from his mom when Tracy came home, looking exhausted. His parents had gone back to Illinois for Greg�s graduation ceremony, and Mom was letting him know they�d made it.
�I need a drink,� Tracy announced.
David was prepared. He�d checked the refrigerator and found it had no food in it, so he�d used the app to have a literal grocery list of food, booze, and other necessities delivered. David cracked a bottle of Jameson and pulled out a pitcher of real lemonade. He filled a highball glass with ice and made a faux whiskey sour, which he handed to Tracy to try.
�Mm, you�re handy to have around.�
�One of the sound gals taught me to make that. She called it Hemingway�s Lemonade. After I had a few, they talked me into being a male stripper. One of the production assistants was celebrating her birthday,� David shared.
�Join me.�
�I was thinking about heading home before I fly out on Sunday,� David pushed back.
He wanted to see his kids before going to London to begin his part promoting the James Bond film that would be out in two weeks. He�d surprised Tami for her birthday, and she was going with him, Frank, and Lexi. She�d gone to school in the UK for a year on a study-abroad program and had stayed with a host family there. David had invited them to an exclusive sneak showing while he was there.
�Nope. You are going to act like an honest-to-goodness college boy and get drunk after finals. It�s one of those rites of passage you need to experience,� Tracy ordered.
�What the fuck,� David decided and made himself a drink.
�Congratulations,� Tracy said.
David had been named USC�s MVP for baseball and made the all-Pac-12 team along with Andres. Cassidy had also made the all-Pac-12 team in rowing. They were the only freshmen to make either team.
David�s phone chirped to let him know he had a text.
�My tutor just let me know that I got straight �A�s,� David shared.
�You suck. If I didn�t like you, I might have to stuff you into a garbage can or lock you in your locker,� Tracy complained.
Precious made a reappearance, sauntered over to the back door, and stuck her head out the kitty door. She pulled it back and began to pace.
�Cassidy�s home,� Tracy explained.
David made another drink and handed it to his little ninja as she came in. Of course, she had to love-up the evil cat first.
�Welcome home, Buttercup,� David said.
Cassidy took a sip, and both her eyebrows went up as she dropped her book bag.
�This is yummy,� she said to Tracy, not even looking towards David. �It might not be that bad having him move in.�
�I was going to make lunch,� he said, not put out at all by Cassidy�s antics. Then he remembered something. �Oh, and my cleaning lady wanted to know if it would be okay if she cleaned the townhouse over the summer. She needs the money, but I said I had to ask you guys first.�
Both Cassidy and Tracy just stared at him for a second before breaking out into laughter. Tracy hopped off her stool and sauntered over to him.
�Come on. There�s another rite of passage you need to have before we eat lunch.�
�Bitch,� Cassidy complained.
�You snooze, you lose,� Tracy said as she pulled David to his feet and led him upstairs.
It was going to be a good summer.

By the time they made it downstairs, Pam had returned and had consumed a cocktail. Cassidy had taken over as bartender and had found the alcohol David had bought. They were on to vodka and cranberry juice.
�Did you two...?� Pam asked as she gave her roommate the evil eye.
�You have a boyfriend to satisfy your every desire,� Tracy fired back.
That got a bark of laughter from Cassidy.
�David, they�re being mean to me,� Pam complained.
�Be nice to Pam. I love her best,� he dutifully said.
�You just did a pretty good job with me. If that wasn�t your best, we should go back upstairs,� Tracy said to wipe the smile off Pam�s face.
�I already called her a bitch,� Cassidy shared with Pam.
David left them to bicker. He could tell it was just the usual teasing between friends.
His grocery order had included a crab quiche, Caesar salad, and loaded baked potato soup. After he heated up the soup and quiche, he served them.
�He�s getting us a cleaning lady, too,� Cassidy told Pam.
�And we decided to go home for the summer,� Pam said to Tracy.
�That will leave David and me in this big old place all summer,� Cassidy said.
�You�ll never make your move,� Tracy predicted.
�I�m right here,� David reminded them.
He�d almost forgotten what it felt like to get �the look.� Getting it from all three of them had him sitting back and reaching for his fork to defend himself.

Word got out that David was drinking at the townhouse, and there was soon a party up on the roof. He momentarily worried about what his grocery bill was going to be because Cassidy had placed another order for booze, beer, wine, and mixers when people started to show up. Then he looked around and recognized that they were all friends.
It was an eclectic group that ranged from people in his business classes to football and baseball players, to the Alpha Mu sorority girls, to his friends at his dorm.
When the party began to get too big for the roof, Tracy had gone to the neighbors. There were privacy fences with gates between each unit. They all opened them up so that people could spread out. Somehow, the neighbors had been convinced to help out.
David, Andres, and Percy had claimed three chairs on the edge so they could people-watch the street below. Andres moaned when he spotted Crystal with her boyfriend, Matt. David and Percy did the same when they saw John was with them.
�Andres has the hots for Crystal,� David explained to Percy.
�We could grab them and toss them off the roof to give you your shot,� Percy joked.
Andres, and his trigger words, made David chuckle.
�Did you sign with an agent yet?� David asked Andres to get his teammate�s mind off his crush.
�Coach Deneau recommended one who seems to be okay. He wants me to talk to some financial guy on Monday,� Andres shared.
�No need. Talk to my people. They offer full-service wealth management. Full disclosure, I own a piece of it, but all the football guys trying to go pro signed with them. I can give you their number if you want to hear what they think,� David offered.
�I don�t know. My mom and dad have been on me to be careful. I keep telling them that my initial contract might not be that big,� Andres shared.
�It might not be, but get your own support team in place for when you do sign the big one,� David suggested.
�You own a wealth management company?� Percy asked.
�Tell him what a big wheel you are,� Andres prodded.
�I only own part of that. I also own some farms, a real estate company, and a restaurant. I have partners in all of them that run the day-to-day,� David shared.
�Tell him about all the real estate you own,� Andres said.
David gave Percy a defeated look.
�Let�s just say that I have money and leave it at that.�
�I should have known that, but you never really flaunt it,� Percy said.
�Did I tell you that Crystal wanted to move in with me this summer?� David asked Andres as payback, conveniently forgetting to mention she�d also wanted to move Matt in with her.
Andres gave him a disgusted look and went to get another drink.
�He is seriously into her?� Percy asked, throwing a face.
David nodded and rolled his eyes in agreement.
�The heart wants what the heart wants,� was all he had to say.
From that point forward, the evening got a bit rowdy, and David�s memory of events got sketchy. He did recall talking to the police at one point. And he recollected making out with someone. Apparently, some things never changed.
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Chapter 72

David


David jolted awake to a loud booming noise so intense that it actually made the window vibrate. His first thought was thunder, but that was a rarity in LA. Then he heard the first raindrops splatter on the windowpane, which made him think it might have been thunder after all.
David rolled over and immediately regretted it. His body felt like he�d been beaten, he was nauseous, and his head ... decapitation might be necessary. And perhaps preferable.
He tried to sit upright, intending to ease himself out of bed. When the world tilted with him, David put his palm against his forehead and moaned.
�Where the heck am I?� he wondered.
His stomach woke up and roiled as he fought a wave of sickness that he feared might cause him to puke on himself. David huffed several deep breaths to stave off that unhappy outcome. When the feeling subsided, he looked around to figure out where he was. David didn�t recognize his surroundings. Then it hit him: he was in his bedroom at the townhouse. He didn�t remember getting there.
Several thoughts rushed through his mind.
�How did I get here?� �Did I drive last night?� �Am I still drunk?� �I have to pee�NOW!�
With that last thought, David got out of bed and almost fell down again when the world got all wobbly and tilted to the left. He managed to right himself and stumbled to the bathroom. He struggled to get his pants undone so he could relieve himself. David�s head pounded as a steady stream began to flow. He heard the rain suddenly come down much harder as it drummed against the window, distracting him. The momentary lapse in concentration caused him to topple backward and nearly crash into the wall behind him.
�FUCK!�
As David lay there, he realized he�d accidentally peed on himself, adding to his misery.
He couldn�t help but chuckle at the mess. Other people could cut loose and have a few cocktails after finals. But, when David did it, he found himself lost, in pain, and wanting to crawl back into his bed to sleep for another day or two.
He grimaced. As good as sleep sounded, he had stuff to do today.
�And I�m going to puke,� he mumbled to himself as he turned over and crawled to the toilet.
David spent the next several minutes purging the poison that had taken up residence in his stomach. When he was done, he felt a bit better. That worked until David brushed his teeth; the minty taste was his undoing. He was soon back hovering over the toilet as he dry-heaved. This was totally special. This was why he didn�t drink.
He got undressed and stepped into the shower. He chuckled when he noticed the water almost turned black after he stuck his head into the spray. It was a good thing the paparazzi couldn�t see him at that moment.
After his shower, David ventured downstairs to make himself some dry toast and a big glass of water. He found a chipper Cassidy making breakfast.
�I called the cleaning lady. She took one look and went back to get reinforcements.�
He just nodded. Then Cassidy smiled.
�Did it work?�
David blinked because he had no idea what she was talking about.
�You tried to get me drunk. You said that we would be so hungover that neither of us would remember why we were drinking last night.�
He closed his eyes, which was a mistake because the world tilted again. When he almost fell off the stool he was sitting on, Cassidy barked out a laugh.
�Here. Eat this, and then go for a run to sweat it out. Trust me on this one,� Cassidy said confidently.
She�d shoved a pancake in front of him. After he ate it, he did feel better.

The concrete street reflected the early summer sun and added to his headache.
David�s body found a comfortable pace as he began to think. Last night�s events started to come back to him. He remembered having a great time as he partied with all the new people that had come into his life since he�d arrived on campus. Seeing them all together made him realize just how many there were.
The highlight of the evening had been when the USC Song Girls had shown up and wanted to dance. That was when the party had really started. He remembered, towards the end of the night, climbing on the table and dancing with Milena�s best friend, the redhead.
David struggled for a moment to remember her name.
�Taylor!�
Things got a bit sketchy after that. He did remember looking for Milena, and someone told him that she�d just left. He must have tried to find her; he recalled wandering the street for a bit.
David shook his head when he realized how dumb that was. He vaguely remembered someone finding him and bringing him back to the townhouse. He seemed to recollect two people helping him wobble up the stairs and putting him to bed. David had no idea who they were; it was all too fuzzy.
His mind wandered off into thinking about all that had happened to get him to this point.
It felt as though at every turn, there was some sort of mixed signals, something that he�d failed to recognize or decipher. It started with the fiasco at Oklahoma. Hindsight was 20/20, and now that some time had passed, David could see every misstep he�d made. If he�d just slowed down and thought it through, he would have been able to work it out.
Instead, he�d been worn down after months of sixteen-plus-hour days of work, making three movies in record time. He should have gone to the campus and talked directly with the interim athletic director. If he had, David would�ve discovered that Stewart Chadwick was behind his problems. It wouldn�t have taken long for him to work it out from there.
The flip side was that the head coach hadn�t fought for him. If David had been in the coach�s position and given his word, he would have made them fire him or make it right. Knowing that his head coach wouldn�t go to the mat for him told him everything he needed to know.
USC wasn�t much better at keeping their word. In their case, they had a coach who made promises that he obviously didn�t intend to keep. If David hadn�t been able to tell that USC was due for a coaching change soon, transferring would have been a likely scenario. Still, all the reasons that David had decided to come to USC remained valid: he was close to his family; USC was a kick-ass school educationally; and they were a traditional powerhouse. However, looking at the total package objectively, it still wasn�t necessarily the right place for him to land.
Again, the mixed signals had cause him to make a hasty decision. Both Alabama and Ohio State had switched quarterbacks over the offseason. David knew that he would have at least been given a chance to show what he could do at other schools.
Though things hadn�t gone as planned, David was confident that even if USC looked to be a busted play, this was the kind of environment he could thrive in. If he focused on reading the signs correctly moving forward, rather than reacting to the spur-of-the-moment, he was confident he could make the right moves. Throw him into the middle of chaos, and that was when the magic happened. Now that David had the clear underpinnings of a plan, he had no doubt that he would be playing in a championship game before he graduated.
He honestly wasn�t in a hurry to become the starting quarterback for several reasons. First, while he wanted to someday play in the NFL, that wasn�t his primary objective right now; getting his education was. He was on track to earn his bachelor�s degree in another two years. Second, he couldn�t enter the NFL draft until he�d been out of high school for at least three years. If he redshirted this coming year and then started next, he could get it done.
It wasn�t ideal to only have one year as a starter in college before he entered the draft. But that was just one of those nitpicky arguments that draft gurus liked to throw around; there were a number of one-year starters who made it in the NFL. David�s other favorite reason to dis the gurus was their occasional comments that someone had small hands. There were plenty of small-handed quarterbacks starting in the NFL, and some of them had excellent professional stats.
The main reason David wasn�t pushing hard to start as quarterback this year was that USC had had zero continuity with their offensive line coaches. They�d run through a series of them over the past several years. Because they kept switching, the players had to adjust to a new coaching style every season. Each of the coaches also had a different idea of the types of players they wanted to fit their particular style. That made both recruiting and development of linemen a confusing mess for everyone involved.
Places like Wisconsin and Alabama had systems to develop talent regardless of the coach. Unlike them, USC didn�t. To add to the confusion, USC had had three recent coaching changes at the top. That had allowed each of the successive offensive line coaches they�d hired to use his own scheme and development methods. That was a problem because the offensive line was the one group where you couldn�t just plug in a great recruit and be successful. Young, inexperienced linemen, and even experienced linemen in a new scheme they were unsure of, would get their quarterback killed.
To build a great line, each player had to be developed over time and trained to work together with his fellow linemen. That included teaching the backups to be able to step in at any time because injuries were almost a given. USC�s most significant weakness was player development; the majority of the coaches� time was spent with the starters. That was fine in the NFL, which only took players that had already been developed, but taking a lineman from high school to college ball was utterly different.
All that was the long way to say that the Trojans� offensive line was the weak link in next year�s team. David had survived high school ball with young linemen and had paid the price physically. The jump up to college-level competition was significant, and when you were crushed by a defender at that level, the odds of serious injury increased astronomically.
David would much rather be the one providing the punishment than receiving it. He predicted that Matt would miss one if not several games due to injury in the coming season. Admittedly, it was an utterly mercenary attitude. But if David was to play quarterback, he would rather do it later in the year when the offensive linemen had gotten a chance to work out their issues.
Something that David was happy about was the friends he�d made. When he�d come to USC, he�d been down because it was supposed to have been Tim, Wolf, and him. He missed them dearly. They�d become almost like brothers as they traveled all over New Zealand and Australia.
The girls from back home who lived in his townhouse had taken the sting out of it. Then he�d made some lifelong-type friends in the dorm and on the baseball team. Now he�d started to spread out and found some in his classes and on the football team.
While not everyone had come to like him, David felt that he now had a good group he could count on and who he enjoyed being around. The bottom line was that even though there had been some missed signals, in the beginning, he was happy with the way it had all worked out. USC was now home.
David kept running. When his chest felt like it couldn�t expand anymore, and his legs had started to feel like cement, he slowed his pace. He lifted his head and took several deep breaths. David was beginning to feel human again.
He found himself in front of the townhouse and looked up. In the living room window was Precious, eyeing him. Even seeing the cat from hell didn�t dampen his good spirits. David felt like he�d taken the first step on his journey through college and had survived. He thought that everything was in front of him, and he could start to see the path he needed to take.
No, it wasn�t going to be easy, but he knew himself. Everyone should jump on his train because he wouldn�t stop until he reached all his goals. If they did, they would reap the rewards.
The End
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