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Dedication
 This book is dedicated to three of my editors: Zom, TheMikeBomb, and Old Rotorhead.
Zom: As an only child, he doesn�t mix well with people who don�t run away on sight.
 His plodding anal nature finds synergy with proofing, which he hopes to be good at one day.
TheMikeBomb: TheMikeBomb is a middle-aged bookworm who suffers from an inability to see past typos and continuity errors. This led him to volunteer to try and clear them up in this epic series he couldn�t stop reading. Mike hopes his contributions to the effort are helpful.
Old Rotorhead: Old Rotorhead discovered, after a misspent youth as a professional killer and scout helicopter pilot for Uncle Sam, that there was no civilian market for those skills, so he went to law school and spent the next 40 years writing, editing, and arguing (hopefully) persuasive non(?)fiction all over North America and a couple of other continents. Now that his work has slowed down (to a standstill), he has the pleasure of working with a number of the best authors in fiction. This is not so different from his legal work.
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 Interlude  Jeff Delahey 
 I�ve been covering area high school sports for the local paper for the past twenty-six years. But at this point, I seriously considered retiring. The way that sports is reported has changed drastically in the last ten to twenty years. Newspapers were quickly becoming obsolete. The Internet and video were what people wanted.
 I personally believed that the Internet will someday be the death of real journalism. It used to be that there was a news cycle. TV reporters would work to have the story by their evening broadcast while the print media had until they went to press. The nightly TV news gave us images and the broad strokes while we would wake up in the morning to find our newspaper with the details.
 Today, it was a race to get it on the Internet first. I bet that if you ask anyone under the age of thirty, they�ll tell you that they get their news on their phone or tablet. I know because I have grandkids, and they are glued to their phones.
 Someone once said that if you want to find the real story, follow the money. If you use that strategy, all the newspapers going out of business should be your first clue. I�d read that even the major networks are considering ending their nightly news coverage because the news shows are no longer profitable. At our paper, we�ve made cuts, and I fear more are coming.
 The budget cuts and the push to report the story first have combined to drive the quality of reporting to what I feel is an all-time low. Someone coined the phrase �fake news� for a reason. In the rush to be first, getting your facts straight seems to be a thing of the past. You don�t have time to verify your sources or confirm anything. The goal is to get a dramatic picture or video clip with a flashy headline and a hundred words. God forbid it should be longer because people don�t have time to read more. I had become more than a little bitter at seeing my profession losing the trust of its readers.
 I was looking forward to putting it all behind me. My wife had also grown tired of my hours. Covering high school sports meant I was out most evenings to see a game. She wanted me home at night. She observed how unhappy I was becoming and finally sat me down for a talk.
 I opened up about all my frustrations, including how even my paper wanted me to start doing vlogs and creating Internet content. Of all the changes I saw, what I hated most was the complete lack of depth to anything. I was too old to try to keep up with the young reporters. They seemed to be able to whip out a blog by tapping on their phone for a few minutes.
 I imagine my wife didn�t really want me underfoot 24/7. She knew me well enough to recognize that I would slowly go crazy, sitting around the house all day. I expected that if she had to be around me that much, she would start contemplating ways to collect on my life insurance.
 Then she had an idea I never thought of: reality TV.
 She suggested that I should do one on the kid from Lincoln High that my granddaughter thought was �dreamy.� My wife had seen on several sports networks where they would follow a football team around that I could model it after. Instead of following around college or pros, I would be doing high school ball.
 The �dreamy� guy was David Dawson. If I was ever going to do something like this, he would be the perfect candidate. David had been named the Gatorade Player of the Year his junior year. He was also a model and actor who�d just stolen the Millennium Falcon, if our �fake news� was to be believed. At his most recent baseball game, over twenty thousand people showed up.
 David wasn�t your typical athlete because he was more than that. I found him to be goofy and honest, but he had a drive and ambition second to none. Over the past three years, he�d grown to where he was now: the best quarterback in the nation, according to all the recruiting services. David was one of those rare players who elevated the play of his teammates. I�d been privileged to see him grow into that lofty position. In more than 25 years of sports reporting, he was the best high school athlete I�d ever seen.
 It amused me that he was still the kid I�d met back then. His fame hadn�t jaded him. I loved it when he would predict the scores of games and afterward, his �aw shucks,� thanking God interviews. If there was anyone I would be excited to cover, it was him.
 I talked to my editor about my wife�s idea, and he sent me to one of our friends at a local TV station. He thought it was too big for them, so he got me in contact with SportsTV. They loved the idea and wanted to buy it from me. I told them only I could get them the access, that David wouldn�t do it with anyone else.
 I realized it was a gamble, but I knew David. He wouldn�t like this at all. We�d become friends over the last three years, and I hoped he would go for it if I was involved. SportsTV gave me the green light if I could get everyone to agree. Lincoln High was easy; David, not so much. The little shit wanted to be able to reject content. I didn�t blame him because these types of things tended not to just show the good but also to wallow in the bad. He did have an image to protect, so I agreed.
 David had been invited to the USA Under-18 baseball tryouts and was doing well. When they saw that, SportsTV contacted me about starting the documentary early. They hired me as a reporter to interview him. They pushed the documentary�s production schedule forward so we could capture footage of him representing us in international play.
 SportsTV couldn�t have been happier with David. He came across as the type of teammate everyone would want on their team. He showed what I already knew, that he was a great guy. David was also the best player on the field. That wasn�t me wearing rose-colored glasses because I liked him, it was what his coaches and teammates all said. It was confirmed when he was named MVP of the tournament.
 When the tournament ended, it was back to football. I was eager to see what David and his teammates could do this coming year. I predicted that they would win their third straight state championship, making them possibly the best team in the state�s history. Although I realized it wouldn�t be easy, I would be a willing passenger on this ride.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 1 � Let�s Get This Party Started  Thursday August 25 
 I woke before my alarm. I heard the rumble of thunder and rolled over to find Duke snuggled up to my back. He would never be a guard dog. He feared both thunderstorms and the vacuum cleaner. Neither one had ever done anything to him, but try explaining that to your dog.
 �Hey, Buddy. You okay?� I asked, and he beat his big tail on the bed in response.
 I swear Labs have no feeling in their tails. He�d cleared off a coffee table or knocked over a baby with it a time or two. I reached over his body so I could scratch his chest.
 While I loved-up my hound, I reflected on what had occurred the last two days after we�d won the baseball tournament. On Monday, my parents and I had flown out to LA and met with Frank Ingram and his partners, Heidi Dicar and Summer Clarkson. Caryn had joined us, along with Jack Mass.
 The plan was to join our three companies together to offer wealth management solutions. I�d found that I had to go to multiple companies to get what I needed. It made sense to be able to offer everything at one stop.
 Frank Ingram�s company would handle PR, Jack Mass had investments, and mine did personal management. In the end, we�d worked out a deal that worked for everyone. Important to me was that my local business concerns were separated out. These included my interest in the farms, restaurants, strip mall, and real estate company. My personal endeavors that covered making movies, voice work, and modeling I put into a separate company since it only involved me.
 Once we were finished with our meeting, we�d caught a flight to Chicago and gotten home late. Mom had made me leave my bags in the laundry room. I�d looked in on the boys, and Duke had followed me to the apartment, where I�d instantly crashed. Living in a hotel is fine, but there�s nothing better than sleeping in your own bed.
 The thunder seemed to have subsided.
 �Come on, Duke. Let�s go run.�
 I heard it start to rain.
 �Maybe not,� I said as I got out of bed to start my day.
 ◊◊◊
 While I fed the boys, I received a text from my new girlfriend. She told me to pick her up and then get Tracy and Pam. Cassidy, who was my security today, was waiting for me by the car. She wanted to drive, but I�d decided the Demon could handle a little rain, and I was going to drive today. I found myself pulling into Brook Davis�s drive. I honked the horn, looked over at Cassidy, and smiled. Usually, I wouldn�t pull such a douchebag move, but I didn�t feel like getting wet. Brook darted out, trying to dodge the raindrops, and gave me the evil eye when she found the door locked. Oops. Cassidy climbed over the seat so my girlfriend could join me in the front seat.
 �Jerk,� was my morning welcome.
 I decided to ignore the comment and act like nothing happened. I hadn�t done it on purpose, really! As punishment, I had to drop all the girls off at the front door before parking. I had visions of this being my life in a few years when Coby and Little David were off to school.
 This getting rained on while Brook remained dry wasn�t exactly how I�d envisioned the new-girlfriend thing working when I decided that Brook was the one. Then I watched her walk into school in those silk sweatpants that barely hung on her hips. Yeah, I made the right choice.
 ◊◊◊
 I had been very particular about which classes I was taking this year. No AP classes or anything too taxing for this boy. I�d even signed up for a shop class with the idea of an easy �A.� I got in line to grab my schedule and chatted with people I hadn�t seen all summer. Today was supposed to be a half-day where you got your books and syllabus for each class.
 I finally made it to the front and opened my packet. I found a student handbook with a map of the campus along with my course schedule.

 PE � Strength and Conditioning � Coach Rector
 Precalculus � Ms. Lowden
 AP Chemistry � Mr. Dutton
 Lunch
 AP English Literature � Mrs. Hedge
 Spanish 1 � Ms. Cruz
 AP Economics � Mr. Quiroz
 Photography � Ms. Saunders

 I checked to make sure this really was my schedule. Where were Rocks for Jocks, Computers for Dummies, Rock Music Appreciation, and the other classes I signed up for? I spotted Ms. Jaroslav, our guidance counselor.
 �Is something wrong?� she asked.
 �My class list � I, uh � didn�t sign up for any of these,� I said.
 She gave me a weak smile.
 �You didn�t think your parents would allow you to slack off, did you?� she asked.
 �How does my mom know what classes I sign up for?�
 �She calls in and asks. She and I talked, and we agreed these would be better for getting you ready for college. If you want, you can come in, and we can discuss it,� she offered.
 This day was going downhill in a hurry.
 �What about this last one? Photography?� I asked as I pointed to my list.
 �Your mom said you have a camera and planned to take pictures during the summer. We thought that it would appeal to your artistic side. We�ve both seen your drawings and figured you might want to try something else.�
 If I didn�t think the woman had my best interests in mind, that comment might have stung. While I wasn�t at Halle�s level, I did okay drawing. I thought I was getting better.
 �I take it there�s no changing this,� I tried one last time.
 �We would need to see if there were any openings, but I believe all the classes you originally signed up for are full.�
 ◊◊◊
 Each class today would only last fifteen minutes, so when the bell rang, I walked to PE. Coach Rector met us all in the locker room.
 �We need to assign lockers. When you hear your name called, come up front and get your lock and locker number.�
 My name was called, and I got my lock and started hunting for my locker because I didn�t recognize the number. I usually had my locker in the center aisle. I finally found it in the back row, and it was a small one that non-athletes used. There was no way I would be able to get my football gear in that locker.
 �Hey, Coach, there must be a mistake. I can�t even get my helmet in that thing,� I said.
 �All the bigger lockers are assigned. That�s all we have right now. If someone quits football, golf, swimming, or cross-country, we can get you a bigger locker.�
 I knew that was bullshit because they�d built the Field House specifically for athletics, and there were plenty of large lockers.
 �So, what am I supposed to do with my equipment?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. Talk to one of the team managers when you come to practice tonight,� he suggested.
 Coach Rector had little patience for stuff like this, so I would have to wait. I saw Alan�s hand in all this. I decided not to get mad about it. If I had to, I would just take my stuff home and store it in my car during the day. I was sure the fun and games weren�t over, so, between classes, I made a phone call.
 ◊◊◊
 After I�d collected all my books and the information I would need for each class, I walked to the locker room. I smiled when I saw Jeff Delahey and his camera crew. He�d arranged to get full access this fall to do a documentary on the Lincoln High football program. The real reason was they wanted to follow around the number-one football recruit, and they knew I wouldn�t agree to do it otherwise.
 �You ready for some drama?� I asked.
 �Sure, what�s going on?�
 �Someone�s upset I wasn�t at two-a-days. They assigned me one of those small square lockers this morning. I�m sure that there�ll be more antics today, so I thought you might want to document it for your show.�
 �That sounds awfully childish, especially when you�re their starting quarterback and leader of the team. Why would they want to upset you over something like that?� Jeff asked.
 �That�s an excellent question. I wish I�d thought of that,� I said with a smile.
 �So, I take it your plan is to play nice and let me film them.�
 I just nodded. Alan�s bullying tactics would only work if I pushed back publicly. Coach Hope would eventually get it fixed, but I would look like a jerk for calling Alan out.
 Outside the locker room, I gave a quick interview about how excited I was to be back. I confirmed I was ready to put my full effort into helping my team win state this year. And I spent a minute talking about what a privilege it had been to represent the USA in the baseball tournament. We then walked into the locker room. I wandered to the equipment room to pick up my duffle bag with all my gear in it.
 Jeff had pulled back to allow me to talk to the equipment manager. But instead, I found Alan waiting for me. I gave Jeff a hand sign to let him know that the fun was about to begin. We�d agreed that he could film it across the room as they�d wired me for sound.
 �I�m here to pick up my equipment,� I said.
 �Just a minute. Let me get it for you,� Alan said as he walked into the back and started pulling out things.
 �I have a duffle in the back with my name on it,� I said.
 Alan found it, and it was empty. It had held all my Range Sports gear and the things that Bo Harrington had gotten me. It also had shoes and other personal items I used.
 �Where�s all my stuff?� I asked.
 �It�s not yours, it�s Lincoln High�s. I gave it out to those who needed it,� Alan said.
 �Well, you better get it all back. I paid for most of that gear.�
 �I don�t know what to tell you. We just have what�s left. I guess you should have been here at the start of two-a-days.�
 �Okay, I see how it�s going to be,� I said, and turned to walk away.
 I glanced back and saw his evil grin. His eyes got big when Jeff and the camera crew walked up. Alan slammed the equipment room door so he wouldn�t have to say anything to them.
 �This is fun,� Jeff said.
 �Let�s go to practice. I�m sure I�ll get yelled at for not being dressed,� I predicted.
 Coach Hope stood on the sidelines, talking to Coach Rector and Coach Mason. I walked up with Jeff and his cameraman in tow. Coach Hope looked at me curiously.
 �Why aren�t you ready for practice? I thought you knew we were in full gear today,� Coach Hope said.
 �I would be, but Alan gave my equipment away. Besides, Coach Rector gave me a tiny locker so I wouldn�t have any place to store it if I did get it,� I said.
 �Hang on. Alan told me we were out of big lockers,� Coach Rector said in his defense.
 Coach Hope gave him a withering look.
 �Now that I think about it, that�s stupid. I�ll make sure you get a football locker,� Coach Rector said.
 �Go get Alan. We don�t have time for games, and I don�t want David to miss more practice than he has to.�
 �Should I start getting them warmed up?� I asked.
 �Yeah. Lead them in warm-ups,� Coach Hope said.
 Everyone looked at me funny. They were all in football gear, and I strolled out in shorts and a T-shirt.
 �Line up! Let�s get this party started,� I called out. �Foresee, Tams, Antakov, Hofmann�up front with me.�
 I know it wasn�t supposed to happen this way, but I�d just named the team captains. Tim would represent the defense, and as the middle linebacker, he called the plays, with Yuri as his understudy. Yuri�d done a great job being defensive captain last year when Tim was hurt, and I didn�t want him to feel like he was being shoved aside or demoted.
 Wolf was my pick for the offense because he was my best friend and was one of the very few four-year varsity players. Derek was our punter and placekicker. I thought he was the best pick for special teams since he would be on the field for every one of their plays.
 I saw Coach Hope had figured out what I�d done. He didn�t stop me, so I just went with it.
 Miraculously, Alan showed up with my duffle bag, which was full this time. Coach Rector took me to the locker room and assigned me my regular locker. I quickly got dressed and joined the practice.
 I was happy to see Coach Mason was in rare form. It took him about two minutes before he tore into me.
 �Get your hands up and back! You know where they�re supposed to be!� he barked. �You know what, I don�t have time for this. Give me five laps around the field, and when you get back, you better have your head out of your ass!�
 I gave him a big grin, which caused him to throw his clipboard at me. This was going to be fun.
 Towards the end of practice, I got to play defense but found out that I would have to �earn� my place on the defensive team. Coach Hope had the number-one offense going against the number-two defense. To my surprise, Yuri and Tim were also on the number-two defense.
 �I take it we�re all in the doghouse,� I said when Tim huddled us up.
 �Yeah. I�ll talk to you after practice. Right now, I want to kick some butt,� Tim said.
 We were running a three-four defense this year (three down linemen and four linebackers). Coach Rector stepped into our huddle.
 �I want you to run the base defense, nothing fancy. Just give them an honest effort and don�t make it easy on them. Remember, these are your teammates. No unnecessary roughness.�
 �This is a live drill?� I asked.
 �You just can�t tackle the quarterback. If you touch him, he�s down,� Coach Rector confirmed.
 With Tim, Yuri, and me flying around, making plays, the first-team offense struggled to make any running yardage. I saw Coach Mason working with them to try to get things moving. I knew he wouldn�t run the ball all day. Tim had been watching our starting quarterback, Trent Buchannan, in practice all week.
 �Watch his right foot when he gets under center. If it�s back, he�s going to pass. He�ll also glance at his primary receiver as he lines up. I�ll hold my fist up if it�s a pass. David, you cover the middle, and I�ll blitz when that happens,� Tim said.
 Trent broke the huddle and looked at Ed. He then got under center, and his right foot was back. Tim held up his hand.
 �Blue. Set. Hut, HUT!� Trent called out.
 Tim timed the snap count, and Brock had to break off his double team of the nose tackle to try to stop Tim. He was only partially successful as Tim bore down on Trent. Trent chucked the ball in the general direction of Ed. I smiled, because Yuri had dropped into the flat to help with Ed, and it looked like Trent had thrown the ball to Yuri on purpose.
 On the next play, the blockers picked Tim up, giving Trent time to throw. What Trent hadn�t done was check where the safety was. If the safety lined up outside the hash marks, Trent was supposed to do his checkdown and throw to a receiver either in the flat or over the middle. Instead, he threw to Ed, who was running the fade. If it had been one-on-one, Ed would have caught the ball. Instead, the safety stepped in front and had an easy interception.
 We huddled up while Coach Mason pulled Trent aside, apparently trying to explain to Trent how he�d misread the play. Coach Rector got into the defensive huddle.
 �If they�re going to pass, let�s amp up the pressure. We�re switching to four down linemen. David, you step in at right defensive end. Tim, I want you to spy on the quarterback, and if David flushes him, I want you to clean it up,� Coach Rector said.
 I lined up across our best tackle, Milo Bauer.
 �Hey, David. Go easy on me. I don�t want to lose my starting job because of you,� he said with a big smile.
 �You could just block me,� I suggested.
 On the snap, I blew by Milo. It�s funny when you hear a Mennonite cuss.
 �Red!� Milo called out to warn Trent.
 Trent looked back and decided to run the ball. Silly boy. He suddenly had Tim in his face, and he jumped back so Tim couldn�t tag him. Right in my path. Oops.
 �What did I say about hitting the quarterback?� Coach Hope bellowed.
 �It was my fault,� Trent said to defend me.
 �I don�t care whose fault it is!�
 We had to run to the goal line and back.
 �Next time, we figure out how I can accidentally hit him,� Tim said, which made us all laugh.
 ◊◊◊
 We soon switched to number-two offense against our number-one defense. Coach Mason was all smiles when I joined the huddle.
 �Glad to have you back. What do you think we should start off with?� he asked.
 �Let�s pound them up the middle,� I said.
 �Okay, power I dive right on the first sound,� Coach Mason called.
 Wolf moved from his tight end position to act as another fullback with Bert. Jake was our tailback.
 �Blue!� I called.
 The play was designed to go between the center and right guard. Wolf was to lead Bert and Jake through the hole. If the center needed help with the nose tackle, Wolf would double-team him. If not, he was to take the linebacker on. Bert was supposed to either help with the nose tackle or the linebacker. If they were both blocked, he would pick up either the backside linebacker or the safety.
 The nose tackle had slanted away from the play, so Wolf zeroed in on the linebacker. I heard a crack of pads as I handed the ball to Jake. Wolf had pancaked the linebacker, and Bert actually stepped in front of the other middle linebacker. Jake was in the secondary before he was brought down after a ten yard gain.
 Coach Rector lost his shit. Coach Hope was right there with him.
 �I think we need to do that again,� I said.
 �RSP, Baby! Repeat Successful Plays!� Coach Mason called out.
 �Blue!�
 This time, the nose tackle slanted to the right side, so Wolf had to help block him. I was shocked when Bert met the linebacker head-on and knocked him down. What had gotten into him? Was he going to block this year?
 Jake did his thing and picked up twelve yards.
 �Antakov, Foresee � get in there,� Coach Rector ordered.
 �That�s not good,� I told Coach Mason.
 �Run the counter,� he said under his breath. �RSP!�
 I called the play on one.
 �Blue!� � was all I got out before the whole defensive line jumped offsides.
 �What do you go on? Tell me! What do you go on?� Coach Rector ranted. �The ball! You don�t let the quarterback get free plays!�
 We stepped right back to the line.
 �Line up! Line up!� screamed Coach Hope.
 The defense was used to huddling up. They sprinted to the line, and I waited until they were in position. If it had been a game, I would have taken advantage of the chaos.
 �Blue! Set. Hut.�
 They put Yuri and Tim in at the two middle-linebacker slots. Tim read the lead block by Wolf and stepped into the hole. Yuri sprinted over to help clean up in case Jake slipped through.
 Jake made a jab-step to the hole and then exploded between the guard and tackle on the other side of the center. The safety dove at his legs, and Jake gave him a little juke and was gone.
 �Let�s run the power I counter quarterback run/pass play,� Coach Mason called. �RSP, Men!�
 �Blue. Set. Hut, HUT!�
 This time Yuri stayed home and met Jake in the hole.
 �Sheeeit!� Bryan Callahan yelled to get everyone�s attention that I had the ball.
 On every play, the quarterback runs a fake in an attempt to confuse the defense. Most times, the defense just ignores it because the quarterback never has the ball. With my size, I could almost hide the ball on my hip. I tucked it like I planned to run. That pulled the outside linebacker, corner, and safety to me. It was an easy pitch-and-catch to Roc, who jogged into the end zone.
 �Power I play-action tight end fly,� Coach Mason called.
 I came up under center and let my right foot sit back, then looked over at Roc and nodded to him. Tim couldn�t help himself as he held up his fist. Yuri hustled up to the line on the left-hand side of me.
 �Blue. Set. Hut, HUT!�
 I faked to Jake, and he swerved off to help block Yuri. Wolf slipped through the line and popped Tim like he planned to block him. The safety had cheated out to Roc�s side, so when Wolf stepped past Tim and began to run full-out, the middle of the field was open. I took a little off it to make sure it was a catchable ball. The safety sprinted back, but Wolf gave him a straight-arm to fend him off for the score.
 �JV offense! Dawson, you remain at quarterback,� Coach Hope ordered.
 I smiled when I saw my half brother come onto the field. He was playing a wideout.
 �It seems they want to get some success under their belts,� Coach Mason observed.
 �Coach, this is my brother Phil. He and I have practiced daily together against players better than we have at corner. Let me help him make varsity,� I suggested.
 �Are you sure?� he asked.
 �Yeah. Phil can play with them. Let�s run the fade until they can stop it,� I suggested.
 Phil lined up across from Nick Rake, our junior cornerback. I could tell they were in man-press by how he lined up and how the safety was inside the hash marks. On the snap, I knew my protection wasn�t going to be there. But fortunately, the fade was a timing route, and I was able to pass the ball before they could get to me. Phil caught it for a fifteen yard gain.
 Coach Mason moved me into the shotgun, so I had more time, and Phil and I hooked up for three straight completions. On the next play, I saw the safety had moved outside the hash marks. I gave Phil a hand signal. He ran the same route, and I pump-faked the pass, causing the safety to break on the ball. Phil dug in and sprinted straight up the field. I hit him with a pretty pass for the score.
 Coach Rector flipped me off, to Coach Mason�s amusement.
 I was glad when Coach Hope called it. The JV team was talking an awful lot of smack, and it wouldn�t be long before Tim or Yuri took someone�s head off. I was afraid it might be mine.
 ◊◊◊
 When we were done, Cassidy came sauntering out onto the field. You could hear the collective groan.
 �Miss me?� she asked with a big smile.
 �No,� was their one-word answer.
 She gave them an evil look.
 �What did David say earlier? Let�s get this party started!� Cassidy said and then proceeded to show us we weren�t in as good shape as we thought we were.
 Cassidy had learned how the Marine Corps turned young boys into men. She created what she called sixty minutes of hell as an exercise routine to get athletes at Lincoln High in shape. There were a couple of levels to her program. We were getting to the top level because even I was sucking air. I�d pushed myself all summer to be in shape for baseball and now football. Wearing pads and doing this routine was nuts.
 �Cassidy!� her dad barked when he saw players dry-heaving on the sideline.
 �Daddy, David hasn�t thrown up yet,� Cassidy complained.
 �Well, shit,� I said, and I poked my finger down my throat.
 It didn�t take much to get me started. That seemed to satisfy Cassidy. I found Tim and Wolf standing on each side of me.
 �Thanks, man, I thought she was going to kill us,� Wolf said.
 ◊◊◊
 I was wiped out when I got home. All I wanted to do was play with my boys and then get to bed early. As I walked in the back door, Duke greeted me, and I heard crying babies in the kitchen.
 �Thank God!� Peggy said when she saw me. �Take yours and get him to settle down. He set Little David off.�
 �Hey,� I said in the deepest voice I could.
 For some reason, that seemed to almost always get his attention. He looked up at me with those big blue eyes and thought about crying again, so I pulled him to my chest and rocked him. Little David was still howling.
 �Want to trade?� I asked.
 �Please,� Peggy almost begged.
 We did the awkward baby exchange, and I lifted Little David�s shirt and blew a raspberry on his tummy. His eyes blinked in shock.
 �Who�s my good boy? You are.�
 I gave him a little bounce, and he settled down into my chest. I think he was asleep in an instant. By this time, Coby was snoozing too.
 �They missed their naps,� she said with a weary expression.
 �I�m guessing someone else missed their nap,� I said. �I�ll put them into their playpen and cook dinner.�
 She gave me a kiss and then helped me get them sorted out. I expect if Duke could have gotten in with them, he would have. He got as close as he could and lay down.
 I opened the refrigerator and found that there was goat marinating in an olive oil, garlic, and herb mixture. I fired up the grill so it would be hot when Dad got home. He could grill the goat better than I could. I decided I wanted potatoes au gratin. There was also lettuce from the farm, so I could make wilted lettuce to go with it.
 Mom came in as I was putting the potatoes in the oven.
 �The boys are asleep in the living room. They didn�t get their naps today.�
 �Where�s Peggy?�
 �Upstairs sleeping. She looked worn out.�
 �I�m sure she is. She had to handle them on her own for the past few weeks,� Mom explained.
 �She could have gotten help. Right off the top of my head, I can name about five people who would love to babysit. I know Mrs. A is always complaining she doesn�t see them enough,� I said.
 �I�ll talk to Peggy. She thinks that she should do it all herself. She looks at it as her job.�
 �I guess,� I said, and then changed the topic. �What�s the deal with you changing all my classes?�
 �Because I can.�
 Someone was spoiling for a fight. I figured I would let my dad walk into this mood and make a hasty exit after dinner.
 �What, no comment?� she prodded.
 �Nope.�
 �Holy cow, you are growing up. Greg still falls for that one,� Mom said.
 �Alan is being a dick again. He hid my football gear and assigned me a tiny locker.�
 �Do I need to talk to his parents?� Mom asked.
 �Nope. I had Jeff film it. I can�t wait to see how he talks his way out of it when it�s shown on TV.�
 �You really shouldn�t do that. I thought you were going to see if you two could work things out.�
 I wished I didn�t tell my parents everything. They seemed to use it against me at the most inconvenient times.
 �Can�t I just be immature and get him back?�
 She just shrugged. She would probably do the same thing. My phone rang, and I saw it was Cassidy.
 �What�s up, Buttercup?� I asked.
 �Your girlfriend got into a fight and has been suspended for three days.�
 It took my brain a few seconds to catch up. Brook was the last person I would expect to get into a fight. I was suddenly glad she�d gone to the dojo and learned to defend herself.
 �What happened?� I asked.
 �Destiny Crown mouthed off, words were exchanged, pushes escalated into Brook beating her down. At least Brook listens to me about how to fight,� Cassidy said.
 �Why don�t you invite your dad over for dinner and call Brook and have her family come too?� I suggested.
 �What are you having?� she asked.
 �Whatever it is, it has to be better than the Hamburger Helper you were having tonight.�
 She just hung up on me.
 �Are we having more for dinner?� Mom asked.
 �I might need to call Brook and invite her.�
 �No, I need to talk to Ava. I saw the perfect china pattern for you two.�
 I clenched my eyes shut and prayed for my dad to hurry home.
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy showed up first.
 �Where�s your dad?�
 �Last I saw, he was with Moose, Alan, Coach Rector, and Coach Stork, trying to figure out what�s wrong with their defense.�
 �I might have a suggestion.�
 �Me, too. I told them if they put you on the first-team defense, their weak defense would look a lot better. I guess I made them mad when I told them that you could take the freshman team offense and beat them,� Cassidy said.
 �When did you get brave like that?� I asked.
 �Since I hung around you all summer.�
 �Don�t you dare blame that on me. I think your dad is mad at me anyway,� I said. �Speaking of which, is he going to do anything about Alan?�
 �Alan claimed it was a joke, and you�re too thin-skinned and a prima donna now.�
 �Alan is going to get his ass kicked.�
 �If you�re going to do it, do it tomorrow. That way, you can play in the Orange/Blue game,� Cassidy advised.
 It was a good thing she wasn�t my conscience. Cassidy had grown up around Marines, and it made her think too much like a guy at times.
 �So, I agree with your choice, but I have to ask: why did you pick Brook?� Cassidy asked to change the subject.
 �She�s always been my partner-in-crime for adventure. She pushes me to do things that I�d love to do, but I need a little nudge. I like her passion for politics since that�s a possible future for me. Brook knows what it�s like to deal with having money, and she can stand being in the limelight. She also understands business and what I have to do for my companies.
 �I feel better when I�m around her; if I�m down, her energy helps revitalize me. She�s a strong, confident woman, and I really like her.�
 I guess that answered her question because she responded in typical Cassidy style: after a moment�s thought.
 �Oh. Okay,� she simply said. �How did the conversations go with the other girls?�
 �They were pretty understanding, though none of us were thrilled to have that talk. Zoe seemed to take it the hardest.�
 I heard Brook, Ava, and Ian come in the back door with my dad. I darted in and smiled at Brook. She had the start of a black eye. I grabbed my dad and dragged him out the back door.
 �Mom is in one of her moods. Let me get you and Ian a beer, and I�ll bring the goat out for you to grill,� I suggested.
 He looked at me skeptically.
 �I asked her why she changed my class schedule, and she said it was because she could. She followed that up with wanting to know if I had an opinion about it.�
 �Get me two beers,� Dad ordered.
 I invited Ian out to help my dad grill. He offered to carry the beers. I came back in and wrapped Brook into a hug. I should have known better because she broke down in a crying jag. For a moment, I thought about blowing a raspberry on her stomach, but I thought she might hit me. She had just kicked some butt, so she was on a roll.
 �What happened?� I asked.
 �She was making catty remarks all through practice about how things could be done better. I wasn�t sure if Coach Lowden was more pissed or if I was because all the routines were things the coach had come up with. Even then, I was okay until Destiny said that she�d steal you away without a problem.
 �I got in her face and told her she better not mess with my man and then shoved her. Honestly, I didn�t expect her to punch me. I sort of went nuts,� Brook admitted.
 �Is she okay?� I asked.
 �She has a bald spot, and I may have dislocated her shoulder.�
 �Way to go!� Cassidy said with a big smile and then turned to me. �Your girlfriend is tougher than you are.�
 �Care to back up that claim? We could get those wrestling masks out. Shiggy would never know it was us.�
 �You two are crazy,� was Brook�s opinion.
 We agreed.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook wanted to go up to my apartment after dinner. Mom invited Ava to come up and see it so she could show her my pictures. I suddenly regretted giving my dad the heads-up. Mom had me make tea and get out my cookies.
 �Now that you two are a couple, will you be dressing alike?� Mom asked.
 Thankfully, Brook was more appalled than I was by that remark.
 �I bet David would look great in a pair of the sweats you wore to school today,� Ava suggested.
 �You�re such a dirty girl,� I teased.
 �Just show her your butt. It�ll make her entire year,� Brook said.
 �It�s hanging on the wall,� I complained.
 �That must be airbrushed,� Ava said.
 �David has been known to do this thing called �naked dance party,�� Mom suggested.
 �You do realize that means everyone has to be naked,� I said.
 Ava gave me a lopsided grin. Since when was it okay for your girlfriend�s mom to perv on you?
 �I�ll do it if you talk Dad and Ian into it,� I said.
 �This should be good,� Mom said as she dragged Ava downstairs.
 �Surely they aren�t serious,� Brook said.
 �I hope not, but Sandy Range has seen my parents naked. She thought my dad was kind of hot.�
 Brook just shuddered.
 �We�d better go downstairs,� I suggested.
 We came into the kitchen to find Cassidy with her mouth hanging open, and Ian and Dad were blushing.
 �Go make some popcorn. This is much better than watching TV. Your moms are evil,� Cassidy said.
 �Anyone else want some?� I asked.
 That got everyone to laugh and broke the tension. The moms looked pleased they had stirred things up. I began to worry I might have made the wrong choice in a girlfriend. Zoe�s mom might have been worse, though. She had a great sense of humor.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 2 � That Girl Was Never Here  Friday August 26 
 I came back from my run to find the custom SUV parked in the driveway. Fritz had borrowed it to update some of its security features. I let Duke in the back door and ran upstairs to take my shower. When I entered my apartment, I found Halle, Zoe, and Cassidy talking to Brook. I wondered if we were switching off whom we gave rides to school to.
 �I thought I was picking you up.�
 �You failed miserably on your first day. This is probably better,� Brook said.
 �Easier for me. Thanks,� I said, then hurried to the bathroom before she could make a comment.
 When I came out, I found Halle in my bedroom. I dropped the towel that was around my waist.
 �Do we have time?� I asked.
 She gave me a big sigh.
 �How long did it take you to forget you have a girlfriend?� she asked.
 I just waggled my eyebrows at her.
 �I need a favor,� Halle said.
 �Anything.�
 �I need you to take care of Bandit. I got the movie and will be on location for some of it.�
 �Which one?� I asked.
 �The one at the studio you and my mom warned me about. I didn�t get the other movie, so we signed to do this one.�
 �When do you leave?�
 �Next Wednesday.�
 �Why are you going to school today? I would expect you�d just be focused on packing.�
 �I want to say goodbye to everyone.�
 �We need to have a party,� I suggested.
 �I suppose you think I should organize it. Shouldn�t my best friend do that?�
 I blinked because I never imagined that she would consider me her best friend. My other issue was where we would have the party. I knew my parents wouldn�t go for it. Then I had an idea. I grabbed my phone and made a call.
 �Hey. I need to use Our House for a party tonight.�
 �We already have reservations and a band,� Caryn said.
 �Offer them a free meal if they�ll switch to Saturday or next week. Let them know it�s been booked for a teen party. That should help them decide.�
 �Why are you throwing a party?� Caryn asked.
 �Halle landed a role in a movie and will be leaving Wednesday.�
 �Do you plan to eat the cost on this?� she asked.
 �Why don�t we make it ten bucks a head and set up an appetizer buffet and free soft drinks? If people want anything else, they can pay for it,� I suggested.
 I figured that was more than fair for some food, drinks, and a live band. We also wouldn�t trash someone�s house.
 �I�ll contact Lily and have her use social media to get the word out,� Caryn said. �Let�s start the party itself at nine. We could offer people a chance to come in and eat and plan to close at eight-thirty. That would make it so we don�t have to give away free meals.�
 �That�s why you�re the brains behind this. Thanks,� I said and hung up.
 Brook came in and found me naked and half aroused. I challenge anyone to be around Halle James and not at least show some interest.
 �What are you two doing?� Brook asked, crossing her arms over her chest.
 �She�s making me do things,� I said in a whiny voice.
 �Pleeease,� Halle said as she started laughing. �You know David. He just likes to strut his stuff.�
 Cassidy came bounding into the room, followed by Zoe.
 �I say we skip school and see if we can wear him out,� Cassidy offered.
 My half-aroused state changed to fully aroused.
 �Get dressed,� Brook ordered.
 �What about Cassidy�s idea?�
 The look Brook gave me had me scurrying to do as she ordered. I admit I bent at the waist to pick up my towel so they got a good look at my butt.
 ◊◊◊
 Over breakfast, Halle told them about her leaving and the party I�d arranged. She also announced I�d agreed to take Bandit for her until the movie was done filming.
 �I didn�t think Bandit and Precious got along,� Mom said.
 �They�ll work it out,� I said.
 At least I hoped so.
 Paul took us to school. I smiled when he gave them the full treatment.
 �Hold tight, ladies. Let me get the door,� he said as he jumped out.
 This was just part of his security protocol, but he made a big production of assisting each one out. I offered him my hand like the girls had done, but all I got was a dirty look.
 Brook, unfortunately, had been suspended, so she gave me a quick kiss, and Paul took her home.
 I found Bryan and Brock Callahan waiting for me.
 �I take it your girlfriend told you that you had to kick my butt because my girlfriend kicked hers,� I said as a greeting.
 �Something like that, but Brit heard what she said to Brook,� Bryan said.
 I was sure when they�d heard she threatened to steal me away, they�d figured out where they stood with her.
 �If you�re in the mood to kick someone�s butt, you could track down Alan for me.�
 I then told them what he�d said to the coaches.
 �So, you really aren�t protecting him anymore?� Brock asked.
 �God, no. I haven�t since the spring.�
 �Funny, he tells a different story,� Brock said.
 �He�d been one of my best friends up until this spring. I actually thought about working things out with him when I came back. Someone I trust told me that we�d been friends too long not to at least try to make things right. Then he pulls this crap.
 �It sounds like he�s been acting like a jerk to you guys as well,� I said.
 �I could never understand why you liked him. He�s a mean-spirited spaz if you ask me,� Bryan said.
 �Okay, I might have an issue if someone kicked his ass,� I admitted.
 �But if he ended up in a dumpster?� Brock asked.
 �Shit happens,� I said with a shrug.
 I think I made their day.
 I walked inside to my locker to drop off my backpack. They arrange lockers alphabetically by class, so Douglas and Dawson weren�t that far apart. Alan was focused on getting his books out of his locker when my hip checked him into it.
 �What the � David!� Alan protested.
 �What? It was just a joke. You shouldn�t be so thin-skinned. People will think you�re a prima donna,� I said to let him know I�d heard what he told the coaches.
 He just gaped at me.
 �Word of warning: I let everyone know that I�m not protecting you anymore, so you better watch your mouth.�
 That seemed to concern him more than me knowing about him lying.
 ◊◊◊
 In PE, I was happy to see Coach Fletcher, our strength and conditioning coach who had been hired during the winter. He�d gone to school at Oklahoma and worked with their training staff as a grad assistant. He also had gotten a certification with NSCA, the National Strength and Conditioning Association. Once certified, Coach Fletcher had been an assistant trainer for three years at Florida State. He�d just moved to the area to take care of his mother. He eventually wanted to be the head trainer at a Power Five school.
 �I didn�t expect to see you back. How�s your mom?� I asked.
 She hadn�t been doing well the last time I�d seen him.
 �She passed.�
 �I�m so sorry to hear that,� I said.
 I was never sure what you were supposed to say to something like the loss of a parent.
 �Thanks. I did land a job, though. I�m the strength coach at State for their basketball team. They told me I could also freelance, so I offered to keep working here.�
 He measured me, and I weighed 225 pounds and was six-four and a quarter. I�d also improved in all my measurables. The extra ten pounds were all muscle. He showed me a picture of myself before I started working with him and now, and I was even more defined. My most significant improvements were in my core muscles around my midsection and my explosiveness. I�d added nearly four inches in my vertical jumping ability.
 My core was probably the most important. It was what gave me the power to throw and hit a baseball. It also helped me in football with taking hits and with my throwing. I also had some improvement in my speed and agility, even with the added weight. He was happy with the progress.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, I found Don Crown, Destiny�s brother, waiting for me, and he didn�t look happy. Out of nowhere, Cassidy appeared at my side.
 Don took a menacing step towards me, which released Cassidy. The poor dumbass was gasping for breath and twitching on the floor before he knew what happened. Cassidy bounced up and disappeared into the lunchroom.
 �I think you fell down,� I offered.
 �That girl �� was all he got out before I corrected him.
 �� was never here. You fell. Do you want it getting around that some little girl kicked your butt?� I asked.
 �My sister ��
 �� sent you to kick my butt after her boyfriends refused to do it. Did you ever consider you might have been sent on a fool�s errand?� I asked.
 I helped him up.
 �Yes, she and Brook got into a fight,� I continued. �That has nothing to do with you and me. I�m having a party tonight. Why don�t you come?�
 �What about my sister?� he asked.
 �You want your sister to come with you to a party?� I asked, raising one eyebrow.
 He blushed.
 �Destiny can come, but if she tries to start anything, she�ll be escorted out by security. Until the girls work things out, I would rather she didn�t,� I said.
 �Okay, and sorry,� he said.
 �Come on. Eat lunch with me, and I�ll introduce you to Cassidy. Ask around, you�re in good company. She has taken down more than just you. There�s no shame in having her make you squeal like a little girl.�
 �I never!�
 �Maybe that was me,� I said with a big grin.
 I introduced Don to everyone. Halle was telling the crew about her movie.
 �Who�s your costar?� Gina asked.
 �Oh, dear God! Tell me it isn�t Ryan Gosling,� I said with an expression of abject horror.
 �It would serve you right,� Halle chided me. �It�s a relative newcomer, Zander Lewis.�
 Gina had her phone out and Googled him.
 �He�s cute.�
 I wasn�t impressed. I was just a touch jealous at the moment. Of course, if you were into the whole long blond hair, blue-eyed Scandinavian look, he might appeal to you. I was sure Halle would be immune to his charms.
 �I think Trip might like him,� I offered.
 Halle punched me in the arm.
 �Trip likes you for some reason, and you�re not his type,� Halle shot back.
 I wrapped her up in a bear hug and kissed her forehead.
 �You�re going to be great, and I�ll miss you,� I said, suddenly getting a little emotional.
 She hugged me back and then told the others about the party. It sounded like everyone planned to be there.
 ◊◊◊
 At football practice, Coach Mason worked with me one-on-one. He pulled Wolf, Ed, Roc, Ty, and Don to catch my balls. Coach Mason wanted to see me throw all my passes to different areas of the field. He was pleased I did as well as I did. We both knew that I wasn�t all the way there yet.
 �Would you all be willing to come in before school to work on your own?� he asked.
 We all looked at each other and nodded.
 �Is it okay if we invite some others?� I asked.
 �I can�t make anyone come in on their own time. In fact, I can�t even be there, according to Coach Hope.�
 �I could video it,� I offered.
 �Actually, the audio-visual boys said they needed some practice. I think we�ve got that covered,� Coach Mason said with a smile.
 �Great.�
 �I also want to start you looking at film. I know you�ve begun to learn the intricacies of how to evaluate your opponents, but I�ve been doing that for longer than you�ve been alive. This�ll give you a leg up when you�re in college and the pros,� Coach Mason offered.
 �I would appreciate that.�
 �Good. I�ve loaded Lincoln�s defense from last year into the coaching software. I imagine this is what Washington will be running against us. Watch it this weekend, and we�ll go over it on Monday,� he said, and then stretched.
 We thought they would run our defense because Washington�s new coach was one of our former coaches, Coach Diamond.
 �I hear we shook them up,� Coach Mason said.
 �Who, the defensive coaches?�
 �Yep. On the positive side, if they can figure out how to contain you, they�ll be able to handle anyone else on our schedule.�
 I just nodded.
 �Okay. Get out of here. I�ll review the tapes of your voluntary morning session and see you at practice,� he told us all.
 We had to go back and do conditioning with Cassidy. When we were done, I felt we were moving in the right direction. I planned to learn as much as I could from Coach Mason.
 ◊◊◊
 Chuck was our security tonight. Brook seemed to take forever to get ready, and we didn�t arrive at Our House until nine-thirty. It�s a Midwest thing; we like to be on time.
 The parking lot was full, so Chuck dropped us off at Granny�s West. I took Brook up the back elevator used by the staff; all the food was cooked in the downstairs restaurant. I found Mary Dole overseeing the buffet.
 �What were you thinking?� she asked.
 �What do you mean?�
 She pointed out at the crowd. I stuck my head out, and it looked like a dance club in LA; the place was wall-to-wall people. I knew we were way over capacity. All we needed was for the Fire Marshal to show up and shut us down.
 At least the band was playing, and everyone seemed to be having fun. I was just glad we didn�t have alcohol, or this could get out of hand. Then a thought struck me. I would bet the little dumbasses would sneak out to drink.
 �I think we need more security in the parking lot and to watch to make sure no one�s bringing in booze,� I said.
 �Taken care of. I�ve also stopped them from letting anyone new in.�
 I was about to head out into the throng when Mary grabbed my arm.
 �Tracy and the girls saved you two seats,� she said, pointing to two tables on the upper level closest to the band.
 I sent Brook to the table while I got in line for drinks. The bartenders spotted me and motioned for me to come help them. I was put in charge of filling up pitchers for the waitresses who had gotten smart and would just take them around to the tables to fill up soft drinks.
 At the band�s first break, I stepped up on stage and grabbed a microphone.
 �Halle James, you�re needed on stage,� I said as I pointed to her and then turned back to the crowd. �I want to personally thank you all for coming out tonight. I hope you�re all having a good time. One thing I want to remind you is to tip your bartenders and waitresses. I think we can all agree they�ve been working hard to make sure your drinks are full.
 �I also want to thank Mary Dole and the kitchen staff for putting on a heck of a buffet. If they run out of food, be patient. There will be more soon.
 �I have to say this might be the best high school party I�ve been at. The food, the drinks � and the band is much better than listening to someone�s idea of a dance track,� I finished as Halle joined me on stage.
 I handed her the mic. Like me, she wasn�t shy.
 �Thank you, David, for putting this on for me. As most of you know, I landed a role in the upcoming movie Love Letters, and I�ll be leaving next week to start filming. I�ve only been here for a year, but it has become home. I love how everyone treated me like they do everyone else. When you live in LA, you have no idea that a place like this exists.
 �I hope everyone has a good time tonight. If you get a chance, stop by. I would love to talk to all of you,� Halle said.
 I followed her back to the table so I could spend time with my friends. Brook grabbed my hand, and I sat back and took everything in. This just felt right. I�d found the girl for me, football was looking up, and I was surrounded by friends and family. I could hardly wait to see how this year turned out.
 ◊◊◊   
    Saturday August 27 
 Brook and I had finally planned some time together. The only problem was that my security was Cassidy. If it had been Paul or Chuck, I could have told them to guard the door or something. Cassidy was more hanging out with us than guarding me. At least she let me drive my Demon. Paul and Chuck were a little too possessive of my new car.
 I pulled up at the Davis estate and honked.
 �You better let her have shotgun,� I told Cassidy as I saw the expression on Brook�s face.
 �Next time, you might want to go to the door,� Cassidy suggested as she got out of the car to let Brook in.
 The Demon was a two-door, so Cassidy had to squeeze into the back. It didn�t have the same room the Charger had.
 �My mom is starting to wonder if it�s a good idea that you�re my boyfriend. I mean, with the way you honk and expect me to jump and run to the car,� Brook shared.
 �Next time you talk to your mom, just remind her that I�m David Dawson,� I said with a straight face.
 �It�s a good thing that I know you or we wouldn�t last very long,� Brook said, shaking her head.
 �Did you see Don, the new guy?� Cassidy asked Brook.
 �You do know he�s Destiny�s brother, right?� Brook shot back.
 �He�s kind of cute. David, do you think he�ll ask me out?� Cassidy asked.
 �If I get him to ask you out, will you allow Brook and me to have our day together?� I asked.
 She smiled and nodded. I checked, and my phone had connected with the Bluetooth they�d added to my car. When I�d gotten it, it only had a driver�s seat and no bells and whistles, since it was a prototype car. Dad and the Sullivans had helped finish it out for me.
 �Call Don Crown,� I said, and moments later could hear the ringing through the car speakers.
 �David?� asked a sleepy voice as he answered.
 �Sorry to call you so early, but I need you to do something for me. I need you to ask Cassidy Hope out on a date,� I said.
 �I doubt she even knows who I am. Besides, her dad might not be happy with that,� Don worried.
 I realized that I�d dodged a bullet. If he�d said something negative, I might have one unhappy girl. Plus, she�d put him down in the hall.
 �Uh, Don? You�re on speakerphone and Brook, and Cassidy are in the car,� I warned him.
 �Oh � uh, hi!�
 �Don, just ask her out already,� I said.
 �Oh � okay.�
 We all waited.
 �Don?� I prodded.
 �Sorry, I was trying to figure out what we would do tonight,� Don admitted.
 �Why don�t you let her decide? Just ask.�
 �Cassidy, would you go out with me?� Don asked.
 �What do you have planned?� Cassidy asked.
 �Cassidy, just say �yes,� and when he wakes up later, he can call you,� I said.
 �Yes,� Cassidy said.
 �I�m not really sure what there is to do here. Can you help me out?� Don asked, wising up.
 �We�ll go on a double date with David and Brook,� Cassidy said.
 Brook and I just looked at each other. I�d forgotten about Coach Hope�s rules.
 Cassidy chatted with Don all the way to Lincoln Flight School. Brook had a training session with Roy Tyro, our instructor. He was also going to get me started.
 �Hey, Brook, David, and �� Roy said as we walked in.
 �Cassidy,� Brook supplied.
 �Cassidy,� Roy said as he shook her hand too. �I�m going to take Brook up so she can log some hours in the cockpit. While she does that, I want to throw the two of you into the flight simulator and run you through some tutorials to familiarize you. My hope is that it�ll help you get started and save you money on me teaching you one-on-one.�
 He set us up in one of the flight simulators and suggested I get Laminar Research�s X-Plane software. Roy told me that it could save me several hours of flight instruction. Cassidy joined me as my copilot. Brook and Roy left so she could go fly.
 Cassidy and I ran through several tutorials and started to get bored.
 �Let�s skip to actually flying,� she suggested.
 I agreed, and we jumped several tutorials and started the one at the end where you took off and landed your plane. On my first attempt, I was glad this wasn�t real. I didn�t get the aircraft up to speed and crashed into a fence at the end of a runway. The next attempt, I gave it plenty of gas but jerked the yoke back. The plane ended up trying to go almost straight up, stalled when the airspeed dropped, and exploded on the runway.
 �You suck,� Cassidy observed.
 I gave her a hard look, and she just smiled.
 On the next try, I got off the ground and started to have some fun. All of a sudden, a buzzer started to go off.
 �What the hell�s that?� I asked.
 Cassidy looked at the red flashing light.
 �Proximity alert,� she read, and then we were hit by a huge jet that was landing.
 Over the next half hour, Cassidy and I died in several spectacular ways. It was almost like the simulator was trying to kill us. We ran out of gas, lightning hit our plane, we slammed into a mountain, and the list went on.
 Finally, Cassidy had had enough.
 �Let me try,� she ordered.
 I quietly sat and waited to die as she took off and calmly flew the plane. She could even get us landed. We bounced a few times, but we lived through the flight. She looked at me like I was an idiot. I calmly took off my headset and stomped out of the simulator.
 As I exited, I heard laughter coming from an office. I made a beeline to it and found several young guys who looked like they were in college. The group was in front of a computer terminal.
 �Sorry, man. They pulled that trick on us when we started. When we heard a newbie was going to use a simulator, we couldn�t help ourselves.�
 It turned out they were students at State who were taking a flying class. From the terminal they were at, they could cause problems to arise in the simulated flight, and you had to figure out how to solve them.
 �At least I know about every way I can die now,� I said.
 �Believe me; there are many more. Sorry about that. I hope you�re okay with the prank we pulled.�
 �I�m good,� I said. �Would it be okay if we were actually able to fly for a while?� I asked.
 �We�ll leave you alone. Have fun,� they said, and then packed up to go back to school.
 I walked back in and found Cassidy flying.
 �This isn�t that hard,� she offered.
 �I guess not everything comes easy for me.�
 �It�s okay, I�ll help you learn,� she offered.
 I thought about telling her what the college kids had been doing, but decided against it. I�d give her this one.
 ◊◊◊
 Since no one would plan the date, I took control. The four of us drove to a new seafood place over in Washington. Mary Dole had told me about the restaurant after Tom took her there. They flew in fresh Alaskan crab legs for Saturday night. I called, and they were booked up until I told them who I was. They said they could get us in if I agreed to have my picture taken and put on their wall.
 My first stop was at Don�s house because Brook made some veiled threats about what would happen if she saw Don�s sister. I figured we needed to calm things down some because Brook wasn�t generally like this. I�d driven my mom�s Cadillac because it was the best double-date car. When Don got in, he looked worried.
 �My sister is freaking out. I let it slip that we were double-dating,� he said as soon as his butt hit the seat.
 �Relax. We aren�t going to try to turn you against your sister. I bet if she�d cool down, she would find that she and Brook have a lot in common. They might even become friends.�
 �I don�t know. She�s used to being the one in charge. It�s driving her nuts that Brook is the head cheerleader,� he explained.
 This reminded me of Tracy during her freshman year. Maybe I could get her to talk to Destiny. Life did not revolve around high school. I didn�t understand why she was making a big deal out of it. Then again, I was a guy.
 �Hey,� I said to change the subject, �I have a feeling tonight is going to be pricey.�
 I saw Don struggle for a moment.
 �I only have sixty dollars on me,� he said.
 If we got the Alaskan crab legs, it would be that or more per person. I hadn�t even thought about how much it would be until just now. Brook and I tended to do whatever we wanted without worrying about how much it cost. Cassidy and Don were typical high school kids. I was impressed he had sixty dollars. When I was a freshman, I was lucky to have five on me, so I understood where he was coming from.
 �Tell you what: I�ll get tonight. If you and Cassidy hit it off, then you pick the restaurant next time, and you pay. There are several places we could all eat for under thirty,� I suggested.
 �We can go back, and I can ask my dad if he can loan me some money.�
 �I appreciate you saying that. Normally, I don�t go to expensive places, but it sounded good, and I didn�t think. This is my mistake, and I�ll make it right. Just consider this as routine that we trade off.�
 �I�ve never had Alaskan crab legs,� he admitted.
 When we got to Brook�s place, I was a gentleman and walked to the door. Ian answered.
 �She�s almost ready,� he said and let me in. �I want a full report about the new place you�re going to. One of the professors in my department ate there, and she loved it. I thought we might invite your parents to go with us.�
 �I think they�d love it, but Dad and I will be on recruiting trips for the next several weeks. Why don�t you plan for some time after Thanksgiving when football�s over?� I suggested.
 �That makes sense. I�ll talk to Rob and firm things up.�
 I always called my dad, �Dad.� Hearing someone call him �Rob� felt weird.
 �You ready?� Brook asked as she came downstairs.
 �Your dad seems to be done laying down the law,� I said as I winked at Ian.
 Brook just ignored me and kissed her dad�s cheek. When we got to the car, I saw Don had moved to the back. We made it to Cassidy�s, and Don braved going to the door by himself. While he was gone, I explained about dinner and how I felt terrible about putting Don and Cassidy in an awkward position.
 �I sometimes forget, too. I�ll pull Cassidy aside and explain it to her so she doesn�t feel uncomfortable ordering tonight. Maybe Don can spring for Monical�s next time.�
 That was perfect. I hadn�t been there since I�d been back.
 Cassidy was wearing a summer dress. She must like Don, to go girly like that. She even had a hint of makeup. My mom had been spending time with Cassidy, helping her with things like that.
 We arrived at the restaurant, which was in the middle of the old downtown. It wasn�t very big, but it looked like it was packed. I dropped everyone off and began looking for a parking place. As I walked back, I was recognized and stopped to talk to a couple of people. I found Don outside, waiting for me.
 �They said it�d be about ten minutes.�
 �I see they abandoned you.�
 �I take it they�re good friends.�
 �Best friends. When our families traveled on spring break, Brook invited Cassidy,� I said.
 �I thought she was your security or something.�
 �I think if anything ever went down, Cassidy would protect Brook and leave me high and dry,� I admitted.
 �Where did you go on spring break?� Don asked.
 �We rented a boat and explored the Caribbean. I�m glad we did it. It was exactly the break I needed.�
 �I went to my grandparents� and had to help my granddad clean out the garage and paint their house.�
 �I bet that was fun,� I said, smiling.
 �It wasn�t as bad as it sounds. My granddad�s cool, and my grandma can cook up a storm. For me, the best part was my sister stayed home, so I didn�t have her to boss me around all week.�
 �I have a big brother. Once he figured out I could take him, he hasn�t bossed me around much.�
 �I don�t think that works with a sister.�
 He might have a point. We were called in.
 The restaurant was a two-story building where they�d taken the second floor out, so there were lofty ceilings. Where you came in, there was a hostess station with a big aquarium holding lobsters. I saw a couple talking to their waiter, picking out which ones they wanted to eat. The walls were exposed brick and lined with booths on both sides with a row of tables down the center. We ended up with a table close to the front, and our server came right over.
 �Good evening, I�m Mark, and I�ll be your waiter tonight. I�m assuming you�re here for our special, Alaskan red king crab legs. We have them flown in just for Saturday nights. They�re sold by the pound. Most people start with a pound, and if they want more, we bring out a platter to the table so you can share.�
 We all agreed that that sounded like a good plan. After Mark took our order, I walked around and talked to everyone. I found a few football players who�d come to our camp, and I remembered several people I�d met at our fundraiser/baseball game in the spring.
 When I came back, I found they�d brought us cheesy garlic rolls. Not the best breath-factor item for a date, but they were great. Our food finally came, and they arranged it for a photo. They had Don and me sit next to each other, and I was startled when Cassidy hopped into my lap.
 �If you think you�re stealing my boyfriend, I�ll just steal yours,� Brook teased as she sat on Don�s knee.
 The picture turned out great. I had them send it to Lily so she would post it on my social media accounts.
 I�d never had Alaskan red king crab before. It was almost sweet, with a little salt taste, and you would dunk the meat in clarified butter. I was hooked. We ended up ordering five more pounds. Mark seemed impressed that we could eat nine pounds of crab legs between the four of us.
 We drove back to my place and watched a movie. It seemed like Cassidy and Don liked each other. I simply enjoyed Brook�s company, so I didn�t pay close attention. I would have preferred to have just spent time with Brook alone, but for Cassidy, I was willing to help out.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 3 � Frenemy  Sunday August 28 
 When I came down for church, Mom told me we were going to Uncle John�s instead. Chuck drew the short straw and was our driver. Dad claimed shotgun, and that left me in the back, talking to my mom. Somehow, we got onto the topic of religion.
 �The way I see it, the Old Testament is about loyalty and keeping your word. Period. The New Testament is about love and sacrifice. And when I say love, I don�t mean sex; I mean compassion, understanding, tolerance, forgiveness, sacrifice, and patience,� I explained.
 �Okay. So how do you fit that into your everyday life?� Mom asked.
 I thought about it for a moment.
 �From my perspective, religion gives you a moral compass. It helps you make better decisions.�
 �What about faith?�
 �Faith alone can�t accomplish anything. But faith in combination with inspired and thoughtful action can move mountains. You can help people if that�s what you genuinely want to do, but you need to provide inspiration and motivation to make that happen.
 �My pet peeve is when people throw up their hands and say �God will provide� or �He will decide.� God gave us free will. If he were going to run our lives, he wouldn�t have let us decide for ourselves,� I said.
 I guess Dad had heard enough.
 �I talked to Caryn. They�ve arranged your recruiting trips.�
 �Our first one is next weekend, isn�t it?� I asked.
 �Wisconsin. We�re leaving after your Orange/Blue game to drive up. It looks like Tim and Wolf�s dads will be joining us.�
 �I call shotgun!�
 I could imagine them putting the three of us in the back row. Wolf, Tim, and I were big boys, and it would be cramped.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got to my uncle�s farm, Bonnie had brunch ready. Once we were done, Uncle John looked at me.
 �Let�s go for a walk,� he suggested.
 I looked around, and everyone stared back at me. Crud! This was some kind of intervention.
 �Okay.�
 We headed along the fence row in silence. I wasn�t falling for the talking-first game. If my uncle had something to say, he needed to get the ball rolling. He glanced over at me with a sly smile.
 �There�s no doubt you�re a Dawson.�
 �Was there ever any?� I asked, raising my eyebrows.
 �No,� he said and then got to the point. �I thought it might be time we took a step back and looked at the big picture. You�ve been going nonstop for three years now. You�re about to enter your last year of high school and need to start considering what comes after.�
 �Where do you want to start?� I asked.
 �Where do you see your life going? What legacy do you want to leave?� Uncle John asked.
 �What do you mean?�
 �If you could look back on your life, what would you like to accomplish?�
 �I can�t even decide whether I want to play football, baseball, or do movies after college. I have no idea what the future holds,� I said.
 �They�re just a means to an end. You could skip all that and merely live off what you�ll make in the next year and a half, with the movie deals you have in place. If you�re honest with yourself, you don�t have to do any of those things. You could retire and get married. Give Coby a bunch of little brothers and help them find their way.
 �I guess what I�m asking is, regardless of which path you take, what�s the final destination?� Uncle John asked.
 �Down the road, I want to look back and see that the people closest to me all achieved their dreams. I�d like to see that all the little ones have grown to their full potential. I want to feel that I have helped others. As much as anything else, I want to make a difference. I can�t really imagine myself sitting around and just enjoying life. I want to feel that I was useful.�
 �Is there something specific you want to accomplish?�
 �You mean like bring peace to, and end hunger for, the world?� I asked.
 �Good. Pick one and think about what it would take to accomplish it, and how it would change your life goals. How would it affect your friends and family? Who would you have to bring into your circles of trust? Do you see where I�m going with this?� Uncle John asked.
 �Why is this something I need to worry about now?� I asked.
 �Because it will help you decide on what college you attend, whether you play college ball or focus on your studies, do you continue making movies, and so on. My dad sat me down when I was your age. Everyone knew your dad didn�t want to follow your grandfather into politics, and it was put to me that I was the successor.
 �I suspect that if I hadn�t had those talks, I�d be in politics right now. I will give my dad credit; he never pushed me into anything. Now my mom was another story. While I love her to death, I want you to know that you don�t have to follow her grand plan. You don�t have to be the governor, senator, or president someday, if you don�t want to. Your dad and I can have a talk with her and slow her down,� he said.
 �So, what do you want me to do?� I asked.
 �Slow down and give your future some serious thought. I�ve watched you take on one thing after another, and you�ve been smart enough to ask for help when needed. I think you know that, whatever you plan, you won�t do it alone.
 �But a lot of what you�ve done has happened by chance. Think about it. I called a friend, and the next thing you know, you�re going out for football. Someone saw you, and suddenly you�ve been contacted to model. The football and modeling lead to you meeting someone who recommends you for a part in a movie. While filming a movie, you�re sent to a hitting coach who leads to you being on the Under-18 USA Baseball Team.
 �We�ve taught you to put yourself out there and opportunities will happen. You�ve done an excellent job of seizing those opportunities and making the most of them. What I want to point out is that you might want to start purposely creating the opportunities that lead you to where you want to go. That is, instead of just letting things happen,� Uncle John explained.
 It had worked out so far, but I saw his point. My problem was, what senior in high school knew what they wanted to be when they grew up? I would bet if you asked 100 forty-year-olds if they ended up doing what their teen selves planned, it would be a tiny number that had. Either something happened to change their direction, or they discovered through life�s experience that what they thought they wanted didn�t work for them.
 When I reflected on what my uncle had said, I think I understood better. It didn�t matter if I made movies, played baseball, or football. What he was asking wasn�t how I planned to get there, but where did I want to end up. From him working with me on my life goals, I recognized that even if my path took some unexpected turns, I could still get where I wanted in the end.
 This all tied into my circles of trust, too. If I knew my ultimate goal, it would change who ended up closest to me. It would never affect my family and closest friends. But it would help me identify the types of people with whom I needed to cultivate relationships to help me reach those goals.
 I could also see how this fit with his talk on the Alpha Male and how he could lead. The big lesson from that was that I could do more with delegating than I could by trying to be in control all the time. Delegation was contrary to the first instinct of an Alpha Male.
 I chuckled when I realized that our guys� weekends all had a purpose. He had been leading me to this point. It wasn�t about what I wanted to do when I grew up; it was about what would be my legacy. Would I leave a lasting mark, or would I fade into the sunset as so many people did? Fading into the sunset wasn�t all bad. If I could help my family and friends achieve their goals, what would it matter if anyone remembered me?
 I hated my uncle. Why did he have to open my eyes to this? I was happy just doing what I was doing and letting what came next, come.
 But I realized that I would miss too much if I continued down this path. I imagined that was why people like Matt Damon became activists for causes they believed in.
 It wasn�t about charity work, either. I�d watched my dad work to make Greg and me into self-sufficient young men. He�d spent time with us talking about absolutely everything; taught us to cook and take care of ourselves. He�d stepped up and helped me with my businesses. I wouldn�t be half the person I was now without his patience and guidance.
 I�d been given a great opportunity and a support system to help me do anything. The question was, what did I want?
 �This is a lot to consider. It�s more than I can figure out this afternoon,� I admitted.
 �You may never figure it all out. What I want you to do is start thinking longer term. Stop reacting to things and create a plan. You have the framework in place with your circles of trust and life goals. If you add the long-term to your considerations, it�ll make you realize what matters and what doesn�t. Not every opportunity that comes your way fits into what you want in the long run.�
 ◊◊◊
 On our ride home, I talked to my parents about it. I noticed they didn�t offer any advice, they just listened.
 �What should I do?� I asked.
 �I don�t know, David. What do you want to do?� Mom asked.
 �Seriously? You just gave me Uncle John�s psychologist response,� I said and then mimicked his voice. �So, how does that make you feel?�
 �I thought you didn�t want me running your life,� Mom said with a touch of warning in her voice.
 �Maybe I�ll call Tami,� I said, joking.
 �That might not be a bad idea,� Mom shot back.
 �Fine. Be no help,� I said and sulked.
 �Bless his heart,� Dad said, mimicking Grandma Felton.
 I put my earbuds in and ignored their laughter. I needed Greg to move back in so I wasn�t the only target for their amusement.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, I took the boys for a walk in the stroller. Duke came along to protect them from evil squirrels. We strolled to the park where I pulled out a blanket, and the three of us watched Duke chase his ball. The warm sun did its magic, and we all took naps.
 �Your mom said I would find you here,� Tami said, scaring the crap out of me.
 Coby fussed, so she sat down and picked him up.
 �Did she tell you what they pulled on me?� I asked.
 �Yes, but maybe you should tell me about it in your own words.�
 �It was the whole �what do you want to be when you grow up?� ploy.�
 �I thought it was more than that,� Tami prodded.
 �If you already know, why am I telling you?� I asked.
 �Because I know you. If you talk it out, you�ll figure it out.�
 �I thought I just told you, and you figured it out,� I observed.
 �Smartass.�
 �No, I get it. I need to go through the process, or I won�t buy into it.�
 �We�ve been pushing for you to do so for a while. When you�re picking your college, you need to consider more than which has the best football program. If you decide you want to be a movie star, you�re not going to want to go somewhere that�s focused on engineering or hard science. On the other hand, if you decide you only want to play football, you�re not going to want to go somewhere they expect you to go to class. Today was just your final wake-up call that you can�t keep putting this off,� Tami suggested.
 �Maybe I�ll go to a liberal arts college and just get a well-rounded education.�
 �If it were anything like the class schedule you picked, I would have to say, �No.� I mean seriously, rock music appreciation?�
 �But I like rock music,� I said to defend myself.
 �I like kitten videos, but you don�t see me taking a class on that.�
 �They have a class like that? Dang it, I want to take that. All those AP classes make me learn things,� I complained.
 �Poor baby.�
 We both knew I was just throwing a fit.
 �What are you doing home?� I asked to change the topic.
 Tami recognized I was done talking about what she�d been sent to do, so she just smiled.
 �We start classes tomorrow. I was home to hang out with my mom and boyfriend,� she said and her smile got bigger. �OMG! You didn�t even flinch when I used the �B� word. What happened? You don�t love me anymore?�
 �I guess my love for you has finally changed. I want to see you happy. That�s not new, I�ve always wanted that. I also want Tim to be happy. If you two going out makes that happen, great,� I said and meant it.
 �I didn�t think I would ever see the day,� she admitted.
 �Not to jinx this or anything, but why do you still wear my promise ring?� I asked.
 �David, I�ve never said I didn�t love you. I said that I wanted to be your last love. This reminds me that we might still have a future. I hope you know that even if I end up marrying Tim and we live happily ever after, you will always hold a special place in my heart.
 �I never wanted to hurt you. As hard as it was, I did what I thought was best for both of us. I hope you realize that,� Tami said.
 �Same here. Like you and Tim, I don�t know what the future will hold for Brook and me. She�s a good fit, and I�m looking forward to seeing what our future�s like. Who knows what �someday� holds?�
 �Do you want me to take it off?� she asked.
 �That�s up to you. I just wondered.�
 The boys woke up and were hungry, so Tami helped me get them in the stroller. She hugged me and kissed my cheek.
 �Make me proud,� she said and walked to her car.
 I felt like I�d been letting everyone down. They�d been pushing me to figure out where I was going to school. Pam was the first one to say to heck with it and start picking colleges, assuming I wasn�t going to the same one she was.
 I saw the logic in thinking long-term to help me make shorter-term decisions. Now I just needed to figure it out.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, I fed the boys and gave them their baths. I put them down for naps while I cooked dinner.
 �I got an interesting call while you were out,� Mom said as she checked to see what I was cooking.
 �What�s that?�
 �It was from the Make-A-Wish Foundation. They have a boy who would like to meet you and go to one of your football games.�
 �I�m fine with that. You might want them to talk to the school and find out if there are any rules we have to follow. Coach Hope has been acting grouchy enough. I don�t need him upset about something like this,� I said.
 �I�ll take care of it,� Mom said.
 Reflecting on what the Make-A-Wish Foundation represented�fulfilling wishes of very sick kids�my issues didn�t seem quite so big.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday August 31 
 Today, my badass girlfriend was finally going back to school. She had served her three-day suspension for getting into a fight with Destiny. Not in a million years would I ever have imagined Brook Davis would get into an actual fistfight. I couldn�t ever remember her even getting into a verbal confrontation before.
 Her cheerleading coach, Pam Lowden, had made both Brook and Destiny come in yesterday afternoon to lay down the law. If they even looked cross-eyed at each other, they would be off the team. It had the same effect it would have had on me if Coach Hope had made a similar threat to Alan and me. I would put a smile on in public, but he might get a butt-kicking off campus.
 Paul pulled up to Brook�s home, and she came bounding out. Her mom stepped out after her.
 �No fighting!� she called and then waved at me.
 Brook got in.
 �Just drive,� she ordered Paul.
 �I take it you talked with your mom this morning,� I said.
 �She�s decided I�ve gone over to the dark side or something. I swear you�d think me getting into a fight was a daily occurrence.�
 �You�re just lucky it isn�t David�s mom on your butt. Now that woman can make a believer out of you,� Paul said.
 �You�re such a wimp,� I told him.
 At one time or another, all my security people had experienced the wrath of my mother. It might have been for not putting a toilet seat down, eating the last cookie, or allowing Mexican bandits to try to kidnap me. I contended that they�d only had to endure her moods for a short time, whereas I�d lived it. Paul didn�t have a snappy comeback, so I focused on my girlfriend.
 �What�s the plan for today?� I asked.
 �Ignore her as much as I can. I won�t give her the satisfaction of getting under my skin again.�
 I had my doubts, but if that was how she wanted to play it, I would be the dutiful boyfriend. Even if it meant I had to throw my body between them when they launched themselves at each other and tried to remove more hair from each other�s heads.
 When we pulled up, I saw Destiny holding court with the JV cheerleaders.
 I also saw my half brother with Jill Lacier, his new girlfriend. Her joining the ranks of Lincoln High had been interesting. If I�d been my brother, I might be suspended for fighting on more than one occasion if it hadn�t been for my little ninja, Cassidy. She�d made it her mission to make sure everyone knew that Jill and Phil were going out, and they had best back off with their advances.
 It looked like half the school had turned out to watch the expected catfight.
 �Hang on; let Paul get the door. Let�s make a show of this,� I said.
 That seemed to fit Brook�s agenda. Paul got out and followed his security routine of identifying any hostiles. When he found none, he came around and opened the door. I hopped out first and made a display of assisting Brook out of the car.
 Most of Lincoln High was used to me having security and a driver by now, but the expression on Destiny�s face was worth it. Brook caught it and was all smiles. She was soon greeted by all the cheerleaders, including the ones Destiny was trying to impress.
 I watched Destiny while Brook made her grand entrance. Destiny�s eyebrows came together, then her face changed to a cheery smile as she came towards Brook.
 �Incoming,� I said under my breath.
 Brook acted like she didn�t notice Destiny, but I could tell by her body language that she had. I stepped up beside her and put my hand against her lower back to let her know I was there. She seemed to relax a little. I noticed that Cassidy had appeared on her other side, with Destiny�s brother Don a step behind her.
 �Welcome back to school,� Destiny said in an overly sweet voice.
 �Destiny, I hope we can put any unpleasantness behind us,� Brook responded in kind.
 I felt we were in a bad episode of The Real Housewives of Lincoln High, the reality TV show where all the women acted like they were friends. If I remembered correctly, the term they used was �frenemy.�
 �Yes, yes. Water under the bridge,� Destiny said, and then her features hardened. �I just have one question.�
 I slowly slid my hand around Brook�s waist so I could pull her back if things went south.
 �Yes?�
 �What was your slutty ass doing sitting on my brother? I thought you had a boyfriend. I didn�t realize that you gave your charms away so freely,� she said as she pulled her phone out and showed our picture from Saturday night.
 Everyone tensed, waiting for Brook to retaliate in kind. To my surprise, Brook began to laugh. Destiny saw her �ah-ha� moment going up in smoke when everyone joined in.
 �Slow your roll, Big Sister. That was a picture of four friends enjoying dinner, nothing more,� Don said, and then looked at Cassidy. �I can only imagine what this one would do to me if I actually did what you�re implying.�
 Cassidy gave him a nod.
 �We need to have a talk,� Don said, then grabbed Destiny by the elbow and walked her away from the crowd of onlookers.
 I had a bad feeling that this wasn�t the last of the Brook/Destiny feud.
 ◊◊◊
 By lunchtime, things had settled down. When the two of them would pass in the hall, you would hear them exchange pleasantries such as �skank� or �bitch.� Then they would plaster fake smiles on their faces and move on.
 I was utterly taken by surprise when Destiny waited for me in the lunch line.
 �Can we have lunch together?� she asked.
 �Why?� I asked suspiciously.
 �I need your advice,� she said.
 Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Brook�s eyes narrow as she watched us. I winked at her to assure her that everything was okay and followed Destiny to an empty table. I about laughed when Yuri, who was following me, moved to sit down until he saw Destiny.
 �Uh � sorry,� he said, then got up and hurried to find his girlfriend.
 �What do you need my advice about?� I asked when Destiny didn�t say anything.
 I could see her working through what she wanted to say. While she did that, I got a chance to check out the damage Brook had inflicted. There was concealer under her left eye to hide the bruising. And her hair looked like it had been recently cut to help even out the spot where Brook had yanked it out.
 �I need your help to fix this,� she blurted.
 What was I supposed to do with this, I wondered.
 �You want me to fix you going behind her back to try to take her head cheerleader spot, and then when she gets back, you start a fight with her?�
 �This was a mistake,� she said as she started to get up.
 �Hold on. I was just trying to make sure we were on the same page. There isn�t something more behind all this, is there?� I asked.
 �You.�
 �Me?� I asked as I raised one eyebrow.
 I loved this new move. It gave me just enough of a look of disbelief without going full-on two eyebrows.
 �You were single, and I figured if we dated, I would become the head cheerleader. Then you ruined everything by actually dating the girl I was supposed to replace.�
 �I hope you understand how crazy you sound right now,� I said with a half-smile.
 �It all sounded better in my head,� she admitted.
 �Been there, believe me,� I agreed. �What exactly did you expect I would do?�
 �You could dump Brook,� she suggested.
 �What�s your Plan B?� I asked, not missing a beat.
 �Tracy suggested I talk to you about helping me�and let me quote her here��get my head out of my butt and smooth things over.� She said that if you put in a good word for me, most of this would go away.�
 �What do I get if I do this for you?� I asked.
 �What do you want?� Destiny asked and blushed.
 �Not that,� I said as I shook my head. �I want you to give Brook an apology and mean it.�
 �How about I give her an apology, and she believes I mean it?�
 �If you�re okay with her accepting your apology and you believe she means it,� I countered.
 �Deal,� Destiny said and shook my hand.
 �Let me give you a piece of advice. Brook Davis isn�t your enemy. If you would ease up and accept that she�ll be in charge, I think you�ll have a lot of fun this year. The cheerleaders really are a great group of girls.�
 �If Trent started in front of you, would you be happy being relegated to another role on the team, say wide receiver?� she asked.
 She had me there, but I didn�t see how she would ever get Brook to step down.
 �Just so you know, I don�t want there to be any misunderstanding. You should appreciate that Brook is my girlfriend. If you do anything to hurt her, I will not hesitate to protect her,� I said with an edge in my voice.
 She gave me a dismissive glance.
 �I take it you don�t want my help �� I left hanging.
 �No, I�ll be good,� she promised.
 I figured this was the best I would get.
 �Okay, let�s get this charade over with.�
 I grabbed my tray, walked over to our regular lunch table, sat down next to Brook, and didn�t say a word. There weren�t any open seats, so Destiny put her tray on the end of the table and had to stand to talk to us.
 �I had a talk with David, and he suggested that I needed to make things right and hopefully move on,� she said.
 �And �� I prompted when it looked like she was done.
 Destiny�s lips tightened, and she took a deep breath.
 �I�m sorry.�
 Brook gave her a hard look and then turned to me.
 �Count that as a win and move on,� I suggested.
 Brook took a deep breath herself and slowly let it out as she considered how to respond.
 �Don, grab a chair for your sister.� Then, turning to Destiny, �You should have lunch with us from now on.�
 I don�t think anyone expected that. Gina quickly changed the subject.
 �When�s Halle leaving?�
 �Tomorrow morning.
 From there, things seemed to settle down, and our normal conversation started. I hoped things would be okay, for now.
 ◊◊◊
 Friday would be our Orange/Blue game. Coach Hope had an announcement about it before practice.
 �Unlike what I�ve done in years past where we�ve had a draft, the coaching staff has picked the teams. We�ll play for a half in game-like conditions, and then we�ll go into more of a practice mode. Please note that we expect scouts from all the teams we play this year to be at the game. We won�t show them our full playbook.
 �I also want you to know that I�m not interested in the score. My objective is to see how everyone plays. I will also substitute freely, so I don�t want to hear any complaining if you�re pulled,� he said, looking right at me.
 I would rather not risk injury, so I was okay with it if he pulled me in what amounted to another practice. Of course, our fans wouldn�t necessarily agree.
 Next, he posted the teams. It looked like Coach still had everyone who�d gone to Mexico on the second team, which was the Blue squad. The only person who was happy about it was Phil. The coaching staff had taken notice of him, and he was starting at wide receiver on our squad. He�d beaten out a junior who�d been penciled in as Ed�s backup.
 I walked with Coach Mason to the practice field.
 �Do we have anything to worry about?� I asked.
 �What do you mean?�
 �That everyone who traveled to Mexico has been relegated to the second team?�
 �You expected to just step in after missing two-a-days?� Coach Mason asked, closing ranks with the other coaches.
 �I guess not, but I want to make sure we get a shot.�
 �David, Coach Hope is the head coach. He�ll do what�s best for the team.�
 Somehow, I didn�t buy it. I started to get an uneasy feeling that I�d missed something. Until I figured it out, the only thing I could do was let my play speak for itself.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice, I skipped the dojo. Instead, Brook and I drove to Halle�s to pick up Bandit and say goodbye. She would be leaving tomorrow to make Love Letters. They had a six-month shoot schedule, so she wouldn�t be back to finish high school here.
 When we knocked, Halle answered the door and had a funny look on her face.
 �Thank God you�re here. I need you to � uh � help my mom,� she said, and then turned to Brook. �Sorry, but David has to do this.�
 �Do what?� Brook asked.
 �David, give me your car keys. Brook and I will go to dinner, and I�ll explain this to her. Text me when you�re done,� Halle almost pleaded.
 �What�s going on?� Brook asked.
 How do you explain something like this? Rita James needed someone to help her work through what she described as a catharsis. She would have negative feelings build up until she needed a release. The first time I�d done it, I was unsure of what to do. She needed someone to dominate her in a very physical way. Part of the release had been to spank her until she cried uncontrollably. I�d hated that part. I�d been brought up never to strike a woman, and when women cried, I didn�t know what to do.
 The second part was vigorous sex. Rita James rated right up there with Adrienne as one of my sexual fantasies. That was true, even though she was old enough to have a daughter my age, who happened to be someone I�d dated.
 The question was, how would I explain this to Brook when I didn�t understand all this myself? I could imagine this conversation in reverse. �Hey, David, guess what. One of my ex-boyfriends� dad is having an emotional crisis, and I need to spank him and have sex with him. You�re the greatest for understanding!�
 �I�m not sure I can do this,� I admitted to Halle. �If I were to, Brook would break up with me.�
 �Okay, someone better start talking,� Brook said as she started to get mad.
 I looked at Halle helplessly. If she wanted me to do this, then she had better convince my girlfriend.
 �Go talk to my mom. It would be best if I talked to Brook alone,� Halle said.
 So, I wandered through the house until I found her in the solarium, looking off into space like she was deep in thought. I sat down in another chair. Rita didn�t even acknowledge me. I took the time to take in her beauty. She was nearly 40 and had the skin and body of a teenager. With the high-definition video they used to shoot movies, she had to look that way, or she�d never get work.
 I�d seen plenty of �what they look like now� slide shows on celebrity websites. They would show the celebrity when they were famous and what they looked like twenty years later. It was amazing how only a handful were still attractive.
 Rita and I sat there, not saying anything for close to twenty minutes. Then Halle stuck her head in the door and nodded. It was apparent that she�d been crying. I began to get up to talk to her, but she pointed to her mom and walked out.
 Rita was sitting in a love seat, so I joined her. She seemed to come to herself, and our eyes locked. It was almost like she could see into my soul. Rita�s eyes widened when she guessed why I was there with her, alone.
 �David, why are you here?�
 �Halle said you were having a rough day. I came to help you.�
 �We shouldn�t.�
 �I agree, but we both know you need this.�
 �I can�t. The first time was a mistake. The second was just wrong. I can�t do this again. You�re too young.�
 I reached down and caressed her hand, and Rita closed her eyes and shuddered. I slipped my hand into hers and squeezed. She opened her eyes and let them fall on our joined hands. I let go of her hand and put my arm around her. Rita stiffened for a moment, and then her body seemed to mold into mine as she relaxed. We sat there for a few minutes without saying anything.
 Rita looked up to me and licked her lips. I leaned down and kissed her, a gentle kiss to assure her that it was okay. Her arm slid around my waist, and she pulled me closer. Our kiss broke, and she looked defeated.
 I could imagine what Rita had gone through the last few months. Our movie had been released, and she was busy making sure it was a success. This was a big deal for her because it was the first one she�d produced, and her daughter had been the lead character.
 Then Trip had been shot. I wouldn�t know what to do if I heard that Coby had been hurt like that. Trip was still recovering from his wounds. When they returned to LA, he had another surgery scheduled to hopefully repair the nerve damage and help him get more mobility out of his arm.
 On top of that, she had to move her household back to LA, and Halle was about to shoot her first movie where she was expected to carry it. If anyone understood what her daughter was going through, it was Rita.
 �David, I can�t do this.�
 �You need this. I can tell you need to get this out of your system.�
 She didn�t say anything. It was time for me to take charge.
 �Strip,� I ordered.
 She blinked at me and licked her lips. I could tell she was about to throw me out of her house.
 �Don�t make me tell you twice,� I said with some menace in my voice.
 This was almost impossible for me to do. I cared for Rita. She was a mentor and someone I liked a lot. I could tell things were worse than I expected when she stood up and unzipped the summer dress she was wearing. It fell off her shoulders and pooled at her feet. She wasn�t wearing anything underneath.
 I sucked in my breath. Seeing Rita James naked had that effect on a guy. She did not need a body double if she decided to do a nude scene. It took me a moment to focus on the task at hand. I now had to do what I loathed: spank her.
 I retreated into my head as I made her bend over my lap. To swat her butt, I had to fight every instinct I had. I flinched when I heard the crack of my hand as it connected and the cry of surprise from Rita. She decided to fight me at that point, but I remembered what I had to do. I paddled her bottom until it was a hot, almost glowing, magenta. Halfway through, she began to cry. I stopped when she became a sobbing mess.
 She grabbed me with all her might and howled into my chest.
 �How could he do that to my baby!� she screamed.
 The raw emotions were too much for me, and I found I had tears streaming down my cheeks. Hearing Rita�s cries of pain was probably the most heart-wrenching thing I�d ever experienced. She cried and cried. My heart broke for her as I watched this beautiful, strong woman completely lose it. We�re talking blotchy red skin, mascara running down her face, and snot bubbles coming out of her nose. For her to be able to be like this with me meant she trusted me completely. You can never let yourself go unless you�re with someone you trust completely.
 When she finally stopped crying, my shirt was a mess.
 �I should probably take this off,� I said.
 Rita looked at my shirt, and I could tell she was embarrassed. I pulled it off and handed it to her so she could wipe her face. When she was done, she looked me in the eyes.
 �This is so wrong,� she said.
 �No, it�s not. This is me helping you. I know you have my back. Just let me have yours,� I said.
 She kissed me for saying that. What followed was frantic and hard. If it had been up to me, I would have worshipped her and been loving and gentle, but that wasn�t what she needed. The second part was about healing. She wanted to have a massive orgasm. I knew that when I had one, all was right with the world.
 When it was finally over, I was dazed. Rita grabbed her sundress, slipped it back on, and left me lying naked in the middle of the floor. Brook and Halle miraculously appeared. They must have watched us on the security feed.
 �So, we�re dating a little over a week, and you�re already bedding another woman,� Brook said with a half-smile that told me she was teasing.
 �I�m sorry. This wasn�t what I planned,� I said, suddenly feeling awful.
 �Stop right there. Halle explained it to me, and after seeing it, I understand. But at some point, we need to have a long talk,� Brook said, getting serious.
 �Brook, I want us to work. I want to be only yours and see where this takes us. I have no plans of straying ever again,� I said.
 �Could he stray just one more time?� Halle asked.
 �No,� Brook said.
 �It was worth a try. Now get dressed. You�re taking Brook and me out for pizza at Monical�s.�
 ◊◊◊
 We had a good talk at Monical�s. I would miss seeing Halle every day. When we got back to her house, I made sure her video chat was set up. She had a box of Bandit�s things. He wasn�t too sure what was going on when I took them to the car. Halle was worse than I was when I left Duke with someone. She went into detail about what he liked and how I was to take care of him.
 It was soon time for Halle to go. Rita came out of the house to wish us goodbye. I hugged her and could tell she was feeling better.
 Bandit complained about being put into the pet carrier for his ride in the car. Brook wanted to take pity on him and let him out, but I explained it was safer for him this way.
 When we got back to my place, we carried all of Bandit�s gear up to my apartment. When Brook let him out, he trotted right over to Duke�s water bowl for a drink. Then he stuck his head into my hound�s food bowl and stole some dry dog food. It was apparent Bandit was home.
 �I could tell that was hard for you to do,� Brook said out of the blue.
 �Yes, it was, but that was what she needed.�
 �Halle explained it to me. I just wanted to tell you that I understand and am okay with what you did. I hope you never feel the need to spank me like that. It was almost violent.�
 �It was. I hate that part.�
 �I think if I hadn�t watched it, I would have had a real problem,� Brook admitted.
 �That�s good to know. If I have sex with another girl, you have to be able to watch,� I said and acted like I was writing it down.
 �Keep dreaming.�
 �You seemed to enjoy our threesome with Halle,� I teased.
 Brook thought about it for a moment.
 �I don�t know if it was the tequila or what, but it wasn�t as bad as I imagined it would be.�
 �So, you might be up for a little girl-on-girl action?� I asked like a ten-year-old who�d been told he was going to Disneyland for Christmas.
 �I thought you wanted it to be just the two of us,� she countered.
 �Well, yeah, but for special occasions ��
 �Like Wednesdays?�
 That made me laugh.
 �Honey, I�m just teasing. It was sexy as hell to see you go bi, though,� I said with my deep sexy voice.
 She kissed me to shut me up. I think Bandit was scarred for life after he saw what we did to each other. All I know is I had a smile on my face when I took Brook home.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 4 � Orange/Blue Game  Friday September 2 
 Chuck dropped me off for early morning practice. Word had gotten around, and nearly thirty boys were waiting for me on the practice field. When we started to draw a crowd, I talked Tim into coming in each morning to act as our coach. All the quarterbacks were here, so I had them do what Coach Mason had taught me. We got into two lines, and one quarterback threw to one side of the field while the other quarterback would toss it to the other side. That way, we could step up, throw the ball, and then get back into line.
 Tim�s job was to keep everything moving and call out the pass he wanted to see. I would occasionally stop practice and share my knowledge with my teammates. It quickly became evident that a couple of boys stood out in the underclassman group. I made it a point to help them out a little more because I saw them as the future of our football program.
 Each day, I invited two quarterbacks to join me when I spent time with Coach Mason reviewing the practice footage. I wanted to expose them to Coach�s insights on what to look for in film study.
 Coach Mason was happy because he saw that I�d shaken the rust off my game with the extra morning practices. That allowed him more time to explain why a play worked. I think it helped all of us when we understood that each man played a role. Everyone began finishing plays instead of going through the motions or taking off plays if the ball wasn�t going their way.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice, we all trekked to the cafeteria. Because of my agreement to pay off outstanding balances for families that couldn�t afford school lunches, the school now had enough funds to do breakfast. It wasn�t anything fancy. They always had cereal, oatmeal, and fresh fruit. Today, they had scrambled eggs and bacon to go with it.
 I hoped that we could at least provide two meals a day for the kids who needed it. I�d been appalled to learn that we had children going hungry right here in my community. The sad part was there were programs available to help them; the problem was getting the information out to the ones who needed the help.
 I used my breakfast time to study or just to reflect. I�d been thinking about what my uncle had asked me: what did I want my legacy to be? Something I knew for certain was that I wanted to make a difference in people�s lives. There were four specific groups I focused on.
 After my mom�s cancer scare, fighting that terrible disease was something that I wanted to work on. Maybe not by being a doctor, but by making sure they had the resources to research cures and help the families affected. The second was pregnant teenagers and teenage moms who needed a safety net.
 The third subject I was focused on was veterans because they�d volunteered to make our way of life possible. While talking to the director of the Homeless Coalition, I discovered that some vets fell through the cracks and ended up on the street. The sad part was that many of them had mental health problems, and we�d turned our backs on that issue.
 Last of the groups was children and families below the poverty level. The hunger problem was just the start. If you were worried about food and housing, you never got beyond that. There had to be ways for people to work themselves out of that situation. I knew that some people just wanted to game the system and live off their government handouts. They were the ones that left a bad taste in my mouth. I guess I couldn�t begrudge them if they didn�t see a way forward. I was sure that, if given the opportunity, the majority would work to make a better life for themselves and their families. They just needed to be shown how.
 All these problems had been worked on for decades. In one of my history classes, we learned about John F. Kennedy. He said welfare should be �a hand up, not a handout.� Somehow, we had to start helping people make a better life for themselves. We needed to see the number of people on welfare drop because of success stories and not see it grow year after year.
 I was sort of caught in a Catch-22. Clearly, these problems were too big for an individual to solve. And I was beginning to believe that government wasn�t the answer. One example my grandfather pointed out to me was the debt in our state. They say the highway to Hell is paved with good intentions. My state thought that if they threw money at a problem, it would go away. Nine of the last twelve years, they�d spent more than they brought in and had accumulated nearly $16 billion in debt. That wasn�t even the worst part. The state had over 200 billion dollars in unfunded pension and healthcare liabilities. If you broke it down by the number of taxpayers, they would each have to pony up $50,000 to pay it off. I couldn�t see how we could tax our way out of that hole.
 I knew they�d done what they thought was right. The question wasn�t whether the state government would either need a bailout or go bankrupt, but when.
 Sometime soon, the bills would become due, and the most vulnerable would suffer. I feared that when it happened, it would overwhelm the volunteer networks, and then people would get desperate.
 Then again, maybe we should just kick that can down the road and let our children worry about it. Wait, that was me!
 An obstacle in the way of any solution, no matter how easy or difficult, was the divisiveness in politics today. Everyone was out to get the other party. You had to toe the party line and sing from the same hymnal. When did we stop working together to solve the big problems and start just playing the blame game?
 When I thought about all of that�the problems I wanted to solve, the government, the political environment�my head hurt. Did I really want to go into politics and try to clean up the mess that was being left for my generation? I might be better off sniping from the sidelines and working to secure my friends and family�s future.
 I think I�d always known I wasn�t one for the sidelines. But I suddenly understood something. When I went into politics, I would have to stand alone many times if I were to be true to myself and the people I represented. I just hoped I could stand up for my convictions. I�d seen too many politicians have grand ideas until they got the job. Then they did everything they could to keep it instead of what they truly believed in or were elected to do.
 I took a deep breath. Was I ready for this? Apparently, the answer was no, not now. I had to laugh when I thought I might be prepared �someday.� What the mental exercise did was help clarify things for me. I decided I didn�t really hate my uncle for posing tough questions. I�d been focused on the present, and it helped to step back and look at the big picture.
 In the end, no matter whether I made movies, played baseball, or played football, there was a clear path from each to my ultimate goal. And who knew, I might figure out how to get there without going into politics. My grandfather had worked himself into power without ever having to take a higher office.
 ◊◊◊
 The class I found myself looking forward to was Photography. I know I�m a �stupid boy� and should have connected it with modeling. I�d absorbed a lot more than I realized about different lighting, filters, framing shots, and the like. Ms. Saunders spent the first week talking to the four of us taking the class to find our level of knowledge. She then planned to work with us individually to help us improve our craft. Today was my day to find that path.
 �I think you have a firm understanding of what makes a good picture of a person,� she started.
 She�d shown me several portraits and more artistic photos and had me point out the flaws in each. Very few were perfect, but I�d seen thousands of pictures and now recognized what a good photo looked like. The other three people in my class would have to learn that before their photographs improved. I knew that because we were tasked with taking photos of people so Ms. Saunders could judge our ability as photographers. I�d sort of cheated and spent time with Halle before she left. She was my willing subject, and I got the benefit of her artistic side to help improve some shots.
 �Where you are lacking is learning the technical side of photography,� she explained.
 �What do you mean?� I asked.
 �I�m going to give you an assignment to help you learn how to create a better image using high-dynamic-range, or HDR, imaging,� she said, then pulled out a photo.
 The photo was of stained glass in a church. The problem was the sun coming through the glass so the light from the window overpowered everything else. It caused the detail of the church interior to be faded.
 Ms. Saunders laid down four photographs of the same stained glass. From left to right, it went from too dark to too bright.
 �These were taken at -4 stop, -2 stop, +2 stop, and +4 stop,� she explained.
 She then showed me a picture that captured the detail of the church and still showed the stained glass.
 �Using HDR processing, we balanced the light with simple contrast reduction. Now look at this,� Ms. Saunders said, showing me the last picture.
 This one looked much better. It had more vibrant colors and made the one I thought was good before now look dull by comparison.
 �This was done using local tone mapping,� she said.
 �I didn�t realize you could make that much difference in a picture.�
 �Your mom sells real estate, right?� Ms. Saunders asked.
 I nodded.
 �Why don�t you see if you can shoot some of her houses for her? You�ll need a tripod so your camera stays still while you take the picture at different stop settings. In fact, your camera has a function to take them in rapid-fire fashion to give you the images you need to run through the process,� she said. Then she showed me how to do it.
 We practiced in the classroom as I took a picture of the window. Ms. Saunders took the four photos and showed me how to use the software to create a new image that no longer had glare.
 As I left for the day, I took a moment to appreciate that the class I thought would be the most boring was becoming interesting.
 ◊◊◊
 When I arrived at practice, Coach Hope stopped me.
 �You have a visitor,� he said as he pointed to the coaches� conference room.
 I found Jeff, my favorite reporter, with his cameraman and someone I didn�t recognize.
 �David, Andrew Cutter with Vicis. I have your new helmet, the Zero1 model. I�m here to make sure it�s fitted correctly.�
 Tami had sent me to a helmet maker that used modern technology she thought would help lessen, if not prevent, concussions. Instead of a hard outer shell, they had created a multilayer cushion system, much like a car bumper. The hard shell was inside the helmet. Tests had shown it to be an innovative technology that was desperately needed. The only problem was that right now, they had to charge $1,500 for a helmet.
 Andrew talked Jeff through the innovation and had a cutaway model of the helmet to show him. They had different-sized interior padding inserts that he used to fit the helmet to my head correctly. The only problem was the helmet was white. I would need to get it painted in our school colors before the Washington game.
 �Do you plan on stress-testing it tonight?� Jeff asked.
 �I hope to never have to test it.�
 �Good answer,� Andrew agreed.
 ◊◊◊
 We were experiencing a late-summer heat wave, and it was still in the mid-80s at kickoff. It looked like the whole town had turned out for our game. I could smell the fresh-cut grass as I stretched. This was what I loved, game day. I knew this was just a practice game, but I was excited to finally not have to hold back.
 We warmed up as a team, and Tim, Yuri, Wolf, and Derek came up front to lead us. I invited Trent up because he was listed as the number-one quarterback. I figured that after tonight, Coach Hope would finally relent and let the players who played the best move into their positions.
 To be honest, after sophomore year�s mess with the seniors and steroids, and junior year�s issues with hazing and Mike Herndon, I was pretty much over the drama. If Coach Hope was willing to face the Lincoln fans and explain why he was jerking our chains, let him. Jeff was documenting everything, and he was still writing articles for the local paper.
 If it hadn�t been for Coach Mason, I might have been worried. He was spending most of his time with me. What he was teaching me was more valuable than messing with depth charts right now.
 After we warmed up, we walked to the visitors locker room. I found it amusing that Coach Hope was taking this so seriously. He put Coach Mason and Moose in charge of us. The Orange, aka first, team had the rest of the coaching staff helping them.
 Coach Mason and Moose were talking, so I pulled the team together. I took a moment to look each one of them in the eye.
 �Before the game, I told myself that it didn�t matter where I was on the depth chart. Looking around, I think you all should be on the first team. For whatever reason, we�re like that Christmas show with all the broken and unwanted toys,� I said as Moose and Coach Mason came and stood beside me.
 Coach Mason nodded for me to continue.
 �This is our chance to show that they need to rethink their perceptions. You�re being given an opportunity to prove that you belong as starters. Lincoln Bulldogs are known for their fight. Lincoln Bulldogs are winners. Being a Lincoln Bulldog means something. This is where our run for the State Championship begins.
 �Yes, this game doesn�t count in the record books, and our opponent is our teammates. But I don�t plan to lose. I want us to dominate. I want you to fire off the ball and show them that they made a mistake holding you back. Seize this opportunity. Take it in your bulldog jaws and don�t let go.
 �Bring it in,� Coach Mason said, and we put our hands in the middle.
 �Who are we?� I yelled.
 �Bulldogs!� my teammates responded.
 �Where are we?�
 �Our House!�
 �Let�s stroll on out there like we own this place,� Wolf said.
 Someone started the chant �Our House� as we walked out of the locker room. It was subdued at first and gradually got louder.
 �Our House! Our House!�
 We heard the band playing our school song as the Orange team ran onto the field. I stopped us at the edge of the building to give them their moment.
 �Line up four across,� Wolf ordered.
 I smiled. I liked how he was doing this. Once he had us organized, we began to move forward as a team. The crowd had started to calm down, and as the ringing of those damned cowbells subsided, they heard us chanting �Our House.� When we reached the goal line, Tim and Wolf linked arms with me as we marched out. The crowd took up the chant.
 �Our House! Our House!�
 It was fun to see the first-teamers� smiles drop off their faces. Several of them knew their days were numbered, and we were there to take what was ours.
 I think Moose and Coach Mason appreciated that we walked. Coach Mason was in his 70s, and Moose was near retirement. They had us gather around on the visitors sideline.
 �That was different,� Coach Mason said.
 �Just remember, they�re your teammates, and we�ll need them when the season starts,� Moose said.
 �That doesn�t mean to go easy on them; it means no cheap shots,� Coach Mason said.
 The referee came over.
 �We need someone for the coin toss.�
 �David, go deal with that,� Moose said. �And David, get us the damn ball. I want to put seven on them right away.�
 We won the coin toss and got the ball. For a practice game, they decide to skip kickoffs and punts to avoid injuries. We were starting on our 20 yard line. Right before we took the field, my stomach revolted. I stepped to the side, jerked my helmet off, and threw up. The Lincoln fans stood up and cheered. They knew that meant they were about to see something special. I was ready.
 We already had the first three plays called. Coach Mason wanted us to go quick. I lined up under center with Bert at fullback and Jake at tailback. Wolf was lined up next to the tackle as my tight end. My half brother Phil was the wide receiver on Wolf�s side, and Roc was on the other.
 �Down!�
 Wolf stood up, stepped back, and motioned for Phil to move forward to take his spot on the line.
 �Set!�
 Wolf came in motion towards me. I watched to see how the defense reacted. When no one moved, I knew they were in their base zone defense. If the outside linebacker had followed Wolf, they would be in man-to-man. When Wolf reached me, he stopped and turned towards the line.
 �Hut, HUT!�
 Coach Mason�s plan was to make them respect the run. If they had to worry about that, then my play-action passing game would eat them up.
 On the snap, Wolf shot through the hole and was met by their linebacker. Wolf was six-five and 235 pounds. He�d lost weight over the summer but hadn�t lost any of his strength. Their linebacker was five-eleven and 185 pounds. I give the kid credit for taking Wolf head-on; even I wouldn�t want to do that. Wolf put the kid on his butt and was looking for his next victim when Bert flew by him and crushed the safety. Jake was right on his tail and neatly stepped around them and was gone.
 I jogged down to the other side of the field to play defense. Coach Hope had them run the same play against us. Don Crown was their tight end, and he shot through the hole to block me. I tossed him to the side, and Ed hit me. Ty was right behind him, and he juked to step around us. Unfortunately, he stepped towards Tim, who was there to clean up the play for only a three-yard gain.
 On the next play, they ran the sweep to my side. Don was looking for a little payback and was waiting for me as I sprinted down the line to contain Ty. I gave him a head fake, and he lunged. I neatly stepped around him. Yuri had Ty running for his life. If I were him, I would have just run out of bounds and taken the small gain. Ty was an All-State running back for a reason. He stopped on a dime and cut back. I won�t repeat what Yuri said, but he was all smiles when I exploded into Ty.
 �What the hell, Dawson?� Ty complained.
 �Next time, just run out of bounds,� I said, and he gave me a look. �No, seriously. I know what you�re capable of. Sometimes it�s better to just take what the defense gives you.�
 I knew he wouldn�t listen to my advice now, but after the game, he would think about it. I wanted Ty to play with me all year, not get hurt early in the season for a stupid reason.
 It was now a passing down. I had planned to tell Trent about his tells�dropping his right foot and staring at the receiver he intended to throw to. But Tim had reminded me that Trent was going to be our opponent tonight. I�d fill him in Monday morning at our voluntary practice.
 Tim saw it when Trent dropped his foot and looked at Ed. He raised his fist and looked at Yuri, who�d seen it as well. On the snap, Tim shot a gap to chase Trent down. I stepped back to cover the middle of the field. Don made a shallow cut and started to cross in front of me. Since he was within five yards of the line of scrimmage, I could touch him. I popped him in the shoulder pads and sent him sprawling.
 Trent saw that Yuri had snuck out to help cover Ed, so he looked for his second option, Don. Tim was in his face, and I�m not sure what Trent was thinking. He tossed the ball toward where Don should have been. It was almost out of my reach, so I dove for the ball. I thought I got it, but the back judge ruled that I�d trapped it.
 For punts, they moved the ball forty yards downfield, so we were starting on our 38 yard line.
 This time, they solved the puzzle of our running up the middle by bringing a safety up to defend against it. As soon as I saw that, I changed the play at the line.
 �Orange, Ooorange!�
 Wolf shifted to the slot, and Phil lined up behind him.
 �Blue!�
 � I called, and the ball was snapped. The defense scrambled to rush me. Our tackle let the defensive end go, and I held the ball as long as I could before tossing it to Phil for the bubble screen. The tackle shot downfield to get into position to block while Wolf took on the safety. Phil cut inside and got behind the tackle, who got a piece of the outside linebacker. The kid made a heroic effort and caught Phil�s ankle, or else he would have been gone.
 Coach Rector was determined to prevent the run, and he put eight men in the box again. I just called our run/pass option (RPO) plays. That way, I didn�t have to be obvious that we were passing. As we marched downfield, I hit Phil, Roc, and finally Wolf for the score.
 On the next series, they rode Ty�s talent down the field. Tim, Yuri, and I made him earn it, but he was probably the best running back in the state. He finally broke a big one when he pushed all the buttons on his Xbox and made this spin, hop, and juke move on me. Ty left me shaking my head as I completely whiffed when I tried to tackle him.
 When I got up, Tim was there to lend a hand.
 �What was that?� I asked.
 �I have no idea, but let�s just be happy that we don�t have to play him next week.�
 Ty had moved here from Washington. Tim was right. If Ty were on their team, he would have me worried.
 Towards the end of the half, it looked like everyone was sucking air except for Yuri, Roc, Phil, and me. We�d been practicing in 90-plus degree weather in both Houston and Monterrey, Mexico. We were up 28�14 with forty seconds left. Coach Mason wanted to see if we could get a first down and then pick up enough yards for a field goal.
 I tossed the ball off to Jake so he could run off tackle. He picked up five yards. I told them that I wanted them to hustle to the line so I could spike the ball to stop the clock if Jake didn�t make it out of bounds. We only had one time-out left, and Coach Mason wanted to save it for the field goal.
 We hurried to the line, and I saw the defense was standing around with their hands on their hips. I made sure everyone was set and had the center hike the ball. Instead of taking a step back to spike it, I stepped between the center and guard and sprinted upfield, and the defense was slow to react. When you had someone with my size, you didn�t expect them to be as fast as I was. I was ten yards downfield before anyone touched me. The safety tried to dive for my legs and bounced off my thigh as I powered past him. From there, it was a footrace that I wasn�t going to lose. We went into halftime up 35�14.
 The second half was more like practice so we could work on problems and issues the coaches spotted during the first half. They ended up having us run sprints because they weren�t happy that the heat had caused us so much trouble. When we combined teams, we would have enough depth to give players rests when needed. Still, it�s always good when your best players have enough gas in the tank to play the entire game if they have to. Cassidy had her work cut out for her.
 After the game, Coach Mason showed me my numbers compared to Trent. Trent had completed 2 of 13 passes, been sacked four times and hurried five more. He�d thrown two interceptions and fumbled the ball once. I�d gone 15 for 16, thrown three touchdowns, and ran for another. He didn�t make any comment but nodded to me.
 ◊◊◊
 Tim, Wolf, and I met our dads in the parking lot. Paul loaded our gear in the back. Somehow Dad had forgotten that I�d called shotgun and parked his butt in the front seat next to Paul. They sent the three of us to the back row with Mr. Foresee and Mr. Tams in the center row.
 As we pulled out of the parking lot, I turned around and moved some stuff so I could find what I was looking for.
 Tim gave me a shove.
 �What are you doing?� he complained.
 �Score! My mom came through for us,� I said as I opened the cooler.
 Something Fritz had added was a cooler that could be plugged in. Inside, I found subs and bottled water. Tim wasn�t quite so grumpy when he saw what I had.
 As we ate, I pulled up information on Wisconsin on my tablet.
 �They currently have five tight ends on their roster and have signed two recruits. That junior is a stud.�
 �They said I might need to redshirt,� Wolf shared.
 �At inside linebacker, they have eight players with no seniors. But none of them are rated as high as you are. The two freshmen have no stars.�
 The recruiting services rated players by stars. Five-star players were the best-of-the-best. Four stars meant they would be solid college players and probably start for three years. Three stars were very good. Most Power Five schools tried to recruit three-star or better players. Anyone under a three-star didn�t receive any stars. It didn�t mean they couldn�t play college ball. It just meant they would be hit-or-miss and probably a project.
 �What about quarterback?� Tim asked.
 �All seniors except for one freshman and three recruits. They�re all three-star recruits.�
 ◊◊◊
 It took us almost four hours to drive to Madison. When we were close, Paul pulled into a gas station. Of course, I had to get out and stretch my legs. Paul put me in charge of filling the gas tank. Dad came out of the convenience store before everyone else with some sort of snack.
 �Did you get enough for everyone?� I asked to remind him of our family rule.
 He opened his bag, and I was confused as to what the orange lumps were.
 �Cheese curds,� Dad explained.
 I took a couple out and tried them. The first thing I noticed was that when you bit into them, they squeaked. It was the strangest sensation as they clung to your teeth for a moment.
 �That�s how you know they�re fresh,� Dad explained.
 I would have to get a supply and take them home with me.
 We were soon back on the road and then at the hotel. I looked at my watch and saw it was after two in the morning. I was surprised when Paul and Dad shared a room. Of course, I wasn�t offering to share. I was too used to having my own hotel room when I was on the road. Tim and Wolf originally planned to room with their dads, but I suggested they do it by age. I think the dads were more relieved than their sons.
 It irritated me when my �no smoking� room smelled like an ashtray, but I was too tired to complain.
 I found a flyer on my bedside table. It said, �David Dawson: Unofficial Visit Timeline.� It listed what we would be doing tomorrow and Sunday.

Saturday
 Photo Shoot
 Tour Camp Randall Stadium / Football Facilities
 Bus to Lambeau Field, Green Bay, WI
 Game 2:30 Kickoff
 Bus back to Madison

Sunday
 Tour Campus
 Academics
 Meet the Coaches
 Commit to Wisconsin

 I chuckled at the last one. Mom always said you had to ask for the sale.
 Something not on the list was us working out for the team, or for that matter, any team on upcoming trips. By NCAA rule, you were allowed to work out with team members, but it had to be organized by them and them alone. No coaches could be present. I talked to Wolf and Tim, and we agreed that we might get in a workout, but we didn�t plan to put on a display of our skills. If the coaching staff wanted that type of information, they had access to our game films and could attend practice back at Lincoln High. This took the pressure off us, so the focus was on learning about the school and everything they had to offer. I was in bed and asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 5 � We Can Overlook It  Saturday September 3 
 Because this was, in essence, an away game, we three were the only recruits here this weekend. We were also on an unofficial visit, so they couldn�t spend any money on us except for giving us game tickets. They wanted all their recruits on official visits to come to home games so they would get the game-day experience. I personally wasn�t looking forward to a bus ride from Madison to Lambeau Field in Green Bay, but this was the only weekend we could fit Wisconsin in.
 We were met by a group of coaches: Coach Paul, Head Coach; Coach Sleigh, Assistant Head Coach/Offensive Coordinator; Coach Lennart, Defensive Coordinator; Coach Boss, Inside Linebackers; and Coach Chet, Tight Ends. I was glad we�d stopped at the local student bookstore and bought Wisconsin t-shirts to show our school spirit.
 Tim had a great suggestion and eased my mind about wasting money.
 �We should hang them on our bedroom walls to remind us of everywhere we�ve been.�
 �We could mount them on square pieces of wood and attach hardware on the back to hang them,� Wolf suggested.
 �Maybe Artist Boy can figure out something to make it look nice,� Tim said, looking at me.
 �Let me think about it,� I offered.
 I figured that between the three of us, we would come up with something cool.
 We walked in with our dads, and all had on red Wisconsin t-shirts. Coach Paul saw us as we walked in and smiled.
 �I see you have good taste,� he said to greet us.
 Introductions were made.
 �I�m sorry this is such a short greeting, but we have to be leaving to play a football game. Typically, we would spend more time with you today. But at the very least I wanted to meet you all and let you know that you�re each a priority for Wisconsin football,� Coach Paul assured us.
 We understood they had a huge game today against fifth-ranked LSU, and he needed to get going. His team was already in Green Bay, getting ready for the game. It was a big deal that he and his coaches had taken the time away to greet us. They would fly up to Green Bay so they wouldn�t miss much. That gesture wasn�t lost on us.
 We then followed the schedule they�d sent us. Coach Bud was put in charge of us. He had the title of �Quality Control.�
 �What does a quality control coach do?� Jared Tams, Wolf�s dad, asked.
 �We do just about everything. It�s the first step in becoming an assistant coach. I played at Wisconsin four years ago and decided to get into coaching. We don�t coach a specific position but have several other responsibilities. Among those duties are breaking down film of upcoming opponents, scouting those opponents, and acting as an assistant during practices,� Coach Bud explained.
 �And babysitting this group,� Dad added.
 �I�m not sure I would call it that, but yeah, I help out with recruiting.�
 At the photo shoot, they had jerseys with our names and football numbers on them. We stood in front of a wall with Wisconsin football logos all over it. I sent Lily photos of our dads and us all together.
 I�d brought my camera with me, so I spent time taking photos to document our trip. Then I connected it to my tablet and posted pictures on social media. The rest I uploaded to my cloud account so Frank and Lily could get access to them.
 Fan interest was running high at the schools where we�d arranged visits. One recruiting site had �experts� who would pick where they thought we would end up. Those picks were called �crystal balls.� The early favorite was Michigan because they�d held a camp at our high school. Michigan was followed, surprisingly enough, by Kentucky. They�d been the first to offer, and I�d made comments about how much I liked their campus and how I felt they really wanted me.
 We toured the facilities at Wisconsin. They were better than State, but Ohio State and Alabama outdid them. Don�t get me wrong, though. Wisconsin was a Big Ten school, and they cared about football. Besides, I wasn�t planning on picking my college solely based on their football facilities.
 Coach Bud was passionate about Wisconsin, doubtless because he�d played there himself. We quizzed him about his experience, and he told us how much he loved Madison. It was an actual college town, and the state capitol was located here. Tim and I smiled when he pointed out that the University of Wisconsin Hospital was a prominent regional teaching hospital. I was sure Tami would get a full report.
 Everyone gave me an eye-roll when Coach Bud told us about the Department of Art and their Department of Theatre and Drama. He did follow up with their business school and also admitted that they had a landscape architecture program but not a general architecture program.
 ◊◊◊
 Our dads bailed on us when it came to the bus ride to Lambeau Field. Paul offered to drive them, but Dad reminded him of his job so the dads would have to drive themselves. Coach Bud had arranged our transportation. I was happy to see it was reasonably priced. We were riding on a nice tour bus with a keg in the back. It was full of alumni being transported to the game. Several other buses were being filled with students, and I thought one of those might be more fun, but Coach Bud was worried things might get out of hand.
 What could possibly go wrong when the buses had beer, college students, and recent grads riding on them? Tim was the voice of reason and reminded Wolf and me that we had girlfriends and were in season.
 We were confused when we found out we were assigned seats and not together. That was until I found myself seated next to a buxom blond who seemed happy to see me. Wisconsin was good, very good.
 �Hi,� she chirped. �I�m Amy.�
 �David,� I offered.
 �You want a beer?� she asked.
 It was like ten in the morning. I guess it had to be five o�clock somewhere.
 �No, I�m in training,� I said as I watched her get up to get a beer from the back.
 I got my phone out and sent Brook a text.
�Hey, Hotness� 
�Playing dress up?� 
 She must have seen the pictures Lily had put out on my social media accounts.
�You know it. Just got on a bus with a keg for our trip� 
�I�m jealous!� 
�What are you doing?� 
�Cassidy� 
 I blinked. Did she mean she and Cassidy were hanging out or �? I let my imagination run wild.
�Send pics� 
 Amy sat down next to me.
 �What are you doing?� she asked.
 �I�m texting a friend.�
 She grabbed my chin and made me look at her.
 �Your friend isn�t here,� she said.
 Damn! I wondered if I could skip my senior year of high school. Then I heard my phone chirp. I laughed at the picture Brook sent me. She and Cassidy had paint splattered all over themselves. They�d been riding the four-wheelers and shooting each other with paintball guns. That looked a hell of a lot more fun than riding on a bus.
 �So, are you going to text your friends or talk to me?� she asked.
 I pointed at my phone. Amy was nothing but trouble. I looked out the window and saw we�d pulled onto US-151 north. We had two and a half hours until we reached the football stadium. I shook my head, thinking about drinking for that long before we even tailgated at the game. I would need a nap, or I�d do a face-plant trying to navigate the stadium�s steps.
 Amy had gotten up and was having an animated discussion with the girl sitting with Tim. I thought about switching seats with Paul, who�d gotten stuck sitting with Coach Bud. I had a feeling that would be a mistake, as he would probably try to sell me on Wisconsin for the entire trip.
 The girl Amy was talking to got out of her seat and started back to sit next to me. I noticed several things right away. This girl was tall. I mean, she was at least six feet, with an athletic build. She also had long brown hair that hung to the middle of her back and eyes that were the color of whiskey. She smiled at me, and her whole face lit up. To quote a famous cartoon character, Shaggy, �Zoinks!�
 I quickly told Brook I was jealous but had someone I needed to talk to. She said to call her when I got back tonight. Girlfriend sorted, now to deal with incoming.
 �I have a girlfriend,� I blurted.
 �Thank goodness. Amy said you were gay or something. Is it okay if I sit with you? I�d hate to have to stand the whole trip.�
 This was bad. She was tall, cute, and had a sense of humor. I looked down and took in her whole package. �Zoinks� was right.
 �I think you just need to stand there so I can stare at you the whole trip.�
 �I thought you had a girlfriend.�
 �That doesn�t mean I can�t look.�
 Then her eyes got big, and she giggled. She sat down next to me.
 �Amy is going to slit her wrists.�
 �Why�s that?� I asked.
 �You�re that actor who plays football. My boyfriend made me go to your movie. He would be so jealous if he knew I was sitting next to you right now. He�s a huge fan.�
 I felt the temperature go down a few degrees. I might need a beer after all.
 �David.�
 �Dawn.�
 �I take it Amy is on the prowl?� I asked.
 �She told me you were some sort of fudge packer, and since I had a boyfriend, I had to sit with you,� she said. Then she gave me a steamy look and put her hand on my thigh. �You�re not, are you?�
 �You keep that up, and we�ll both be without our significant others,� I warned her.
 Dawn laughed at me as she pulled her hand away.
 �Don�t worry, you�re safe with me.�
 It turned out that Dawn was on the Wisconsin women�s basketball team. Her boyfriend was her first love from high school, and they�d been together for three years. She told me the good and the bad of going to school in Madison. When we finally entered Green Bay, I was halfway convinced that Wisconsin might be a good destination for us. My only concern was it didn�t have an architecture program for Tim.
 Something else I learned on my trip was that people from Wisconsin could drink beer like it was water. I would never challenge them to a drinking contest. I would be praying to the porcelain god most of the night if I drank that much.
 ◊◊◊
 We got off the bus, and Tim�s new best friend Amy was hanging onto his arm. I quickly snapped a picture and danced out of his reach.
 �Dawson!� Tim warned.
 Wolf looked over my shoulder.
 �That�s a keeper. Send it out on your social media accounts,� he urged.
 Amy was half drunk and just gripped Tim�s arm tighter.
 �Hey, Sexy, let�s find something to eat. I have the hunger.�
 That was the first sensible thing she�d said since I�d met her. I think my stomach was introducing itself to my spine. Coach Bud and Paul got off the bus.
 �You guys want to eat?� he asked.
 �We have the hunger,� I announced, and Wolf chuckled as Tim glared at me.
 He led us to a large tent in the parking lot, and I soon had a plate of brats and potato salad.
 Dawn joined us with her boyfriend, Brian. They made a good couple. You could tell he knew he was punching above his weight class, but she only had eyes for him. Wolf�s seatmate abandoned him. Sexy, aka Tim, had his hands full. Amy had decided he was the one for her and wasn�t taking �no� for an answer. It was fun to see him fend her off. I was glad it wasn�t me this time.
 �When you come to Wisconsin, I�m going to show you off to all my friends,� she slurred.
 �Do I get to meet all your friends?� Wolf teased.
 �You�re a fudge packer like that one,� she said, pointing at me.
 Our dads found us and joined our table.
 �I thought you liked your fudge packed,� Dawn said.
 Amy squinted at her and then turned to Tim and smiled.
 �I would if you did it, Sexy.�
 Tim looked around in horror. Wolf and I had big grins on our faces as I snapped another picture. The dads gave him blank stares.
 �Amy, stop! I told you already, I have a girlfriend,� Tim tried.
 �She won�t be once I�m done with you,� Amy purred.
 �She�s probably right,� I offered.
 �You,� he said, looking at me, �shut it.�
 �Just saying,� I said.
 Wolf nodded in agreement.
 �It�s never going to happen,� Tim told Amy.
 That was when we learned something about Wisconsin girls: they�re criers. Brian was the only male at the table not affected by her display. Since he was from Wisconsin, I guess he was used to it.
 �What was it like making Star Academy?� he asked.
 Dawn gave her boyfriend a look.
 �What? I�ll never get another chance,� he explained and then pointed at Amy. �Take her somewhere, and don�t let her drink anymore today.�
 Dawn took a deep breath and escorted our problem child from the table.
 I was more than happy to let Brian play fanboy. What I didn�t appreciate was that once Brian broke the ice, it gave everyone in the tent permission to approach me. Tim, Wolf, Paul, and my dad had seen this before. They went up to get more food. Wolf and Tim�s dads got their first exposure to what came with doing movies.
 ◊◊◊
 Fifth-ranked (AP; 6 in the Coaches Poll) LSU was a 10.5-point favorite to beat unranked Wisconsin. LSU had a 52 nonconference-game win streak�the longest in the history of the FBS. Wisconsin hadn�t beaten a top-five team since 1985 and had lost their last seven against top-ten teams. Additionally, LSU was from the SEC, which had two teams in the top five of the college football standings, with Alabama at number one.
 The Big Ten was seen as an inferior league nationally, and Wisconsin would be just another example of the SEC�s superiority. It was thought that the SEC had more team speed and that the Big Ten played a more smashmouth style of football. In many ways, Wisconsin epitomized the three-yards-and-a-cloud-of-dust associated with the Big Ten. They embraced that philosophy and had a run game that would beat the stuffing out of you if you couldn�t stop it.
 For a quarterback, it wasn�t as bad as it sounded. Russell Wilson had played for Wisconsin. A legitimate run threat opened all kinds of passing opportunities. It was also a good fit for Wolf because they employed tight ends, and at times, those tight ends were the top receivers.
 If Wisconsin could control the clock and play defense, I felt they could give LSU a game. I thought that LSU would eventually prevail, but it would be closer than the 10.5-point spread. My thinking was based on LSU having 17 starters returning and probably the nation�s best running back, who everyone expected would be playing on Sunday next year. They also had plans for finally surpassing Alabama and being in the National Championship hunt. Wisconsin was the first step in that journey.
 I was excited to see Lambeau Field, the home of the NFL�s Green Bay Packers. I will say that I was shocked at some of the language and how rude the Wisconsin fans were to the few LSU fans that were able to get tickets. If my experience was representative, I wouldn�t suggest that you bring young kids to any of their games. It might have been all the beer they�d consumed before the game, but you can only hear so many f-bombs before it becomes tiresome.
 It was a perfect day for football, and the game was being nationally televised on ABC with a 2:30 kickoff. I was told this was the first college football game at Lambeau Field in more than 30 years. The stadium was a sea of red as the Badger faithful had filled it. We were behind the bench with seats ten rows up on the 40 yard line. It didn�t get any better than this.
 �This place is nuts,� Wolf observed.
 �Yeah, but I think I could learn to live with it,� Tim agreed.
 The game turned into a defensive struggle. Wisconsin had the edge early but seemed not to have enough to get into the end zone. On three trips into the red zone, they were only able to get two field goals, and they threw an interception in the end zone. They went into halftime with a 6�0 lead. That wouldn�t be nearly enough to win this game.
 LSU looked inept on offense. Even though this was their first game of the season, you would think with almost all their returning starters, they would be doing better than this. I had to give Wisconsin�s defensive line and linebackers credit. They were the real reason LSU looked terrible.
 After halftime, Wisconsin finally put together a scoring drive that found them running the ball in from the five. All the fans seemed to relax a little, but LSU started to play better. On the next Wisconsin possession, they threw an interception that was returned twenty-one yards for a touchdown.
 Three plays later, Wisconsin fumbled, and LSU only took two plays to go up 14�13. It looked like Wisconsin would implode at that point, and LSU had finally used their defense to turn the tables on them.
 During the break between the third and fourth quarters, all the Wisconsin faithful stood and began to cheer.
 �What the heck is going on?� Dad asked.
 �Wait for it,� I said, holding up a finger.
 Sports Illustrated called it the best tradition in college football, �Jump Around,� where the students bounce to the House of Pain song of that name. The music started, and the student section began to jump up and down. Even the old folks around us were bouncing. It was funny as hell to see so many white people jumping up and down and rapping. Of course, we got into it and began to jump up and down to the beat. Several of the LSU players on the sideline were joining in. That moment made my entire day.
 The next four possessions, LSU and Wisconsin traded punts. Wisconsin�s tight end made his mark in their lore with catches of twenty-one and eleven yards to set them up for a field goal. The whole stadium held its breath as their kicker drilled it to take a 16�14 lead.
 LSU�s quarterback had been an inconsistent passer throughout his career, and this game was no different. He had two good completions on the next drive, one for nineteen yards and another for a critical first down. But the bad quarterback showed his face a few plays later when he forced one into coverage. He threw it right into the arms of a Wisconsin defensive back to seal the win for the Badgers.
 On that play, I witnessed one of the dirtiest plays I�d ever seen on a football field. As the defensive back got up to celebrate and run to his sideline, an LSU lineman flattened him. For a moment, I thought he might have seriously hurt the kid. The brutal play would be shown repeatedly on television and unfortunately would overshadow Wisconsin�s huge win.
 Later, the lineman would only be given a one-game suspension for the vicious hit, and his coach would come out and say what a good boy he was. I lost a lot of respect for LSU after that. I�m not sure what the appropriate punishment should have been, but making the kid sit against a no-name opponent where it didn�t matter seemed too easy on him.
 After the game, Wisconsin stayed out on the field, and the fans cheered their historic victory. I think we were all swept up in the moment as the band played. I don�t think anyone left the stadium�well, except for the LSU fans.
 �What do you think?� Dad asked.
 �I like it. I could see playing here,� I admitted.
 Until that moment, I hadn�t taken Wisconsin seriously. I might have to learn to drink, but I could see coming here. They could be the kind of team where I could make a real difference. If they used their tight end like they had today, Wolf could be a star. Their defense was also better than I expected. Tim would be a welcome addition.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back to Madison, we found an excellent German restaurant and enjoyed Wiener schnitzel, a breaded veal cutlet served with lemon slices. For dessert, we had enormous slices of Black Forest cherry cake. The dads got brave and drank boots of beer�huge glasses shaped like a boot. We all laughed when Tim�s dad got drenched. He made the mistake of drinking it with the foot of the boot pointed up. When it got far enough down for air to slip into the foot, it caused a tidal wave of beer to surge into his face. The other dads learned from his mistake.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday September 4 
 I woke up and smiled. It felt good to wake up on a recruiting trip and not be hungover or wondering if everyone was okay. After I got up, I sent the guys a text to get their butts downstairs so we could go run. I�d talked to Dawn, and she agreed to guide us. I warned her we kept a good pace, but she assured us she could keep up.
 We met in the lobby and found she had fourteen girls with her. They were taking advantage of the hotel�s free breakfast when we saw them. The manager stepped out to stop me before I went in to talk to them.
 �Are they with you?� she asked.
 �Yeah, sorry. I didn�t know she was bringing so many people,� I admitted.
 Dawn came out when Wolf told her I was having to talk to the manager.
 �Hey, we�re the University of Wisconsin basketball team.�
 �If it�s a problem, add it to my bill,� I said.
 �If you put in a good word for us on social media, we can overlook it.�
 I imagined she would write it off as free advertising.
 �Sounds good. Thanks for understanding. Athletes see food, and they have to stop to partake.�
 �I understand. Thanks for staying with us,� she said and left us.
 �Sorry, I�m afraid they�re animals sometimes,� Dawn said as she pointed her chin at her teammates.
 �It�s all good. Let�s go run. I need to be on campus for my tour at ten.�
 Our hotel had a view of Lake Mendota, and it was a short run to the Pheasant Branch Conservancy. It was a beautiful, enjoyable run and gave us a chance to talk to more girls who could tell us about athletics at the University of Wisconsin.
 �Hey, one of the girls told me there are some Frank Lloyd Wright homes here in Madison. Do you think we can take a look at them before we leave?� Tim asked.
 �I don�t see why not. If I remember right, we�re done at three today,� I assured him.
 I pulled Wolf over so I could talk to both of them.
 �Hey, I want you guys to know that if you want to do something, we can do it. You don�t have to ask me,� I said, trying to be serious.
 �You do control the car,� Wolf pointed out.
 �Okay, if it�s something stupid I might veto it.�
 �He�s always bossing us around,� Tim whined.
 �I have pictures of you and Amy,� I reminded him.
 �You sure you want to play that game? At some point, you might need us to cover for you,� Wolf reminded me.
 �I don�t plan on doing anything I have to have cover for,� I shot back, knowing full well I was full of it.
 �Puh-lease. All it will take is for someone to click an innocent picture that doesn�t look so innocent, and you�ll be begging us to tell Brook nothing happened,� Wolf said.
 �How about this: we all have veto power,� I offered.
 �Thank God. This way, he can�t drag us to some �art� film or play,� Tim said.
 �I�ve never taken you to anything like that,� I complained.
 �There�s always a first time,� Tim said.
 I just gave them the stink eye, and we finished our run. The girls climbed into their cars to go back to campus. Dawn gave me her number in case I had any questions. I think she wanted mine, but I didn�t need her boyfriend stalking me.
 ◊◊◊
 The campus tour showed us that Wisconsin would be a comfortable place to go to school. It had everything you might want as a student. I think Dad wanted to go try out their golf course. I filed that away for subsequent trips. He might as well enjoy himself while he was doing this with me.
 The next stop was with the academic advisors. We each got our own, and I wasn�t surprised when they had our academic records. I met a woman who was in her early thirties and seemed way too serious. She introduced herself as Barbara Cardona.
 �Do you know what you want to take in college?� she asked.
 �I have a variety of interests. I do know I want to take some business classes so I understand what my COO shows me,� I said.
 That led to a discussion about my businesses, modeling, and acting. I then told her I might someday want to go into politics.
 �Do you plan to get your law degree?� Ms. Cardona asked.
 �I would like to have that option. And I might want to get an MBA as well.�
 �I see you do well in school. Are you planning to focus on football or your education?� she asked.
 Had she talked to Tami?
 �Football is just a means to an end. I plan to use my education once I graduate.�
 �The reason I ask is that you�d be a perfect fit for our honors program for Letters and Science. A student needs 24 Honors credits. Of those, six must be in Social Science courses, six in Arts & Humanities, six in Natural Science, and six credits in an area or areas of your choice. These classes are much smaller, with maybe ten to twelve students in each. You�d be exposed to some of our brightest minds as teachers and students. It would give you a broad base that you could use as a jumping-off point for more focused studies moving forward,� Ms. Cardona explained.
 I appreciated her taking the time to help clarify things for me. I looked over at my dad, who�d been quiet the whole time.
 �Did I miss anything?� I asked.
 �No. Your mom would approve, so we�re good.�
 I knew he was right. I wasn�t going to get away with taking �Rocks for Jocks,� even in college.
 ◊◊◊
 Then we went back at the athletic department. Coach Bud was waiting for us.
 �How�d the tour and academics go?� he asked.
 �Which fraternity is the best one for us to join?� I asked.
Whack.
 �Ow!� I complained after my dad smacked the back of my head.
 �I hope you�re joking. Playing quarterback will be almost a full-time job,� Coach Bud shared.
 �David will have time for his studies, though?� Dad asked.
 �Oh, sorry. Yes. We provide tutors and all the help he�ll need. We take academics seriously.�
 Nice save, not. Wolf, Tim, and I looked at each other, and I couldn�t help it. I began to laugh.
 �Sorry. Dad now thinks we�ll be working out 24/7 and flunk out,� I explained.
 �Maybe I should let the coaches explain it,� Coach Bud said, realizing the less he said at this point, the better.
 When we met with the coaches, they said all the right things. I was reminded several times that Russell Wilson had graduated here and that they felt I would have an excellent path to the NFL if I committed to Wisconsin. I decided not to point out that Russell Wilson had graduated before this coaching staff took over the program.
 Personally, that wasn�t a big worry for me. I figured if I had the talent, I could make my way to the NFL. Of course, some paths might be easier than others.
 ◊◊◊
 When we were done, we took a tour of some Frank Lloyd Wright homes. The first was the John and Ruth Pew House. It was a private, single-family residence located along the shores of Lake Mendota in the Shorewood Hills neighborhood, built in 1937. It sat on a hillside that overlooked the lake. The two-story home had a large wooden balcony that wrapped around the exterior of the first story.
 The living room had a large fireplace at one end of the room. It was interesting to see all the planks of wood that made up the ceilings and the bookshelves that were built in. It looked like the home was part of the landscape, and the floor-to-ceiling windows gave you a perfect view of the lake.
 The second house we saw was the Herbert and Katherine Jacobs House, which was located in Westmorland, and also built in 1937. Tim explained that this house was the purest and most famous application of Wright�s Usonian concepts. This was right at the end of the Great Depression, and Frank Lloyd Wright realized that housing had to change. He wanted to build homes that were affordable housing for middle-class families, and that would redefine how people thought of their living spaces. He tried to create houses that were tailor-made for the client and their individual needs, while at the same time making them practical and functional.
 The home was made of brick and wood. I liked how he had floor-to-ceiling windows for views and to let sunlight in but placed smaller windows high up towards the ceiling to allow for more wall space.
 I gave our side trip high marks. Tim had gotten to see what he wanted, and I learned some things.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way home, the three of us compared notes. While we gave Wisconsin a score of 8 out of 10, it was eliminated as a possible destination because they didn�t have a school of architecture. Tim said if we still decided to go, he could make it work by taking engineering classes, so we left the door open slightly.
 The goal of these trips was to eliminate programs, and we�d just eliminated the first one.
 We all got onto social media and thanked our hosts for a wonderful experience and said nice things about them. There was no need to burn any bridges at this point.
 It did seem that our not including one university in our visits had gotten their attention. Caryn sent me a picture of the recruiting letters I received from the University of Kentucky on Saturday. I was impressed they�d sent 25. She sent a stack from this week, and I was glad I wasn�t the one getting buried in mail. This recruiting business was getting to be nuts.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 6 � Something That Won�t Get Me Fired  Monday September 5 
 I skipped the dojo tonight so I could go to my mom�s real estate office. She�d gotten a new listing, and I was assigned to take photos for my photography class. Mom took me to a ranch-style home that was your basic three-bedroom, two-bath, two-car garage on a quarter-acre lot.
 �When I shoot a home, I try to do it the same way every time. The Multiple Listing Service allows up to thirty-six pictures, so don�t skimp. I like to start with the outside and then work my way inside. Most realtors just take the traditional head-on shot and try to get as much of the side yard in the picture as possible to frame the photo,� she said.
 I stepped out into the road and did as she suggested. I made sure I didn�t have the other houses in the shot and then noticed Mom�s car in the driveway. She chuckled and moved it. She was just making sure I was paying attention.
 Mom joined me on the road.
 �What�s wrong with this view? Think in terms of putting the house in the best possible light to sell,� Mom coached.
 �If I were being picky, I see that the curtains are closed in some windows, the blinds are halfway down in that one, and the flowerpots aren�t lined up. Oh, and the hedge could be trimmed.�
 She handed me the keys and sent me inside to fix the curtains and blinds. I came out, and she�d rearranged the flowerpots.
 �Think of a house as a commodity. When you have several that look pretty much alike in a subdivision like this, you want yours to look the best. It�s why they pay people to �face� canned goods in a grocery store. Someone figured out that they sold more if the aisles looked neat,� she explained.
 The house was vacant. Mom explained it was much harder to shoot an empty home than one that was furnished. For the next hour and a half, we shot the house at almost every angle imaginable. I learned some practical techniques like not to shoot a mirror straight-on because the picture would show your reflection. Mom didn�t buy my suggestion that having me in the photo was a selling point.
 She taught me to make sure toilet seats were down. Mom also said to bring a few items�like a brightly colored cookie jar or a bowl of fruit�to break up the counter space. She pointed out that shooting straight-on at eye level wasn�t always best. Sometimes you wanted to crouch down to get the best angle.
 I was able to do my time-lapse pictures at different f-stops. Mom showed me she had an app on her phone that did the same thing.
 We walked back outside. It was just starting to get dark, and she�d turned on all the lights in the house. It was a cool effect with the lights making the house feel alive. She then had me shoot the front from different angles. Mom didn�t want to lead with the traditional shot that would make the first impression when people scrolled through the websites. She wanted something that slowed them down enough that they might click on her listing.
 Finally, she handed me her phone and had me do a video walk-through of the house. To start, I turned it on her, and she introduced herself. For the local MLS (Multiple Listing Service), she would edit that part out. But for her personal and national websites, she wanted people to put a face to the listing. Next, I simply held the phone up and walked through the house while she spoke, pointing out all its features, and then she talked about the neighborhood.
 I never realized how much work she put into listing a home. Now she had to go back and find the right combination of shots to make it stand out.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way home, she had some news for me.
 �I had a football recruiter stop by from Southwest Central State. He wanted to know if you had any interest in coming to check them out. I told him that you already had the schools you wanted to see lined up. He then asked what it would take for you to make a visit. I got the impression he was offering money,� Mom said.
 �Don�t tell Cassidy. She�ll figure out how she can cash in on the deal.�
 Cassidy had accompanied me on a recruiting trip and learned all about hundred-dollar handshakes.
 �I�ve heard plenty of stories about inducements to play college ball. There are rumors about schools on your list that have �bought� commitments. I�m actually surprised you haven�t had someone approach you.�
 �Let�s get some information from someone who would know,� I said and connected my phone to the Bluetooth in my mom�s car.
 �I was just talking about you and how you could make us contenders,� Bo Harrington said.
 �I know, Alabama just needs me to get over the hump.�
 �Did you call to commit?� he asked.
 �No, I have a question. Mom was approached by someone, and she got the feeling they wanted to offer her money. How much would someone like me be worth on the open market?� I asked.
 The phone became quiet.
 �Bo, David isn�t serious,� Mom said.
 �Thank God! I wasn�t sure if you were setting me up or looking for something.�
 �Hypothetically, what do you think I might be worth?� I asked.
 �That�s hard to say, and just so we�re clear, I have no direct knowledge of what I�m about to tell you,� Bo said. My mother snorted to share her thoughts on that disclaimer. �Basketball players seem to be at a premium. A top-five small forward might be worth $100,000, but a five-star quarterback would be worth at least that much, I would assume.
 �For you, that would be the starting point because you bring more with you than just your football skills. Remember when you went to the Northwestern�Stanford game? You told me that you were surprised the place wasn�t sold out. What would it be worth to them to have a full stadium? If you draw even half as well as you did playing high school baseball, it would be a boon.
 �I mean, do the math. If you drew an additional ten thousand season-ticket holders at Northwestern, their cheapest plan is like $160. That�s $1.6 million in ticket sales, and we haven�t even touched merchandise sales. I know that if you came here, half our fan base would have your jersey.
 �Then let�s consider the draw of additional students. Someone like you would help our numbers. It�s just like Missouri took a hit when their football team threatened to boycott football games if their president, who they deemed ineffective in resolving the racist climate, didn�t resign. Believe me, we are very aware of what negative press of that kind could do to our program. At Missouri, they�re feeling the backlash in a big way. Enrollment is down, forcing them to close dorms and lay off over 400 employees. Good press and growth can have the opposite effect,� Bo explained.
 �Bottom-line it for me,� I said.
 �I would guess you could command at least half a million, if not double or triple that at the right place.�
 �Okay, so what�s Alabama offering?� I teased.
 �A full ride, me as your coach, and a chance to play in National Championship games. And then, if you feel like going to school, we�ll throw that in at no additional cost.�
 �Have you ever thought of selling real estate? I�m always looking for smooth talkers,� Mom said.
 �If it means your son plays for Alabama, I�m sure they�d fire me, and I would need a job.�
 �I just realized you didn�t guarantee me a starting spot or scholarships for my posse,� I complained.
 �That�s life. Suck it up and sign with us and let�s end this insane tour you plan to do this fall.�
 �I forgot to tell you. Wisconsin stepped on their dicks with my dad.�
 �David, language,� Mom warned.
 �I asked them what the best fraternity for me to join was. They told us I wouldn�t have enough time for a frat because I�d be too busy preparing for football. Dad wondered if I would have time to study.�
 �Good. I can mark them off your list,� Bo said.
 �I think so. They don�t have an architecture program for Tim.�
 �Oh, shit. We might not have one either. Let me look into that,� Bo said.
 �For one-point-five, I think I can talk him into going to Alabama,� Mom shared.
 Bo just laughed. I was sure that by now, he knew my mom well enough to recognize when she was joking. Let the bidding war begin.
 ◊◊◊
 I came home to find Cassidy at my house, helping Dad make dinner. Before I had a chance to investigate why she was here, Duke informed me of an issue. It seemed Bandit was eating his dog food.
 �Just stick your head in there and eat,� I told him. �Or better yet, eat Bandit�s food.�
 Duke got brave and grabbed a mouthful of dog food. They would figure it out. If Duke could stand up to Precious, Bandit would be a piece of cake.
 I walked up behind Cassidy, wrapped her in my arms, and kissed her neck.
 �If Brook is �Hotness,� what am I?� Cassidy asked.
 Dad turned away because he was going to laugh. Cassidy said it so seriously he decided laughter probably wasn�t a good idea. While I�d never seen Cassidy take an adult down, I thought my dad made the smart play.
 �I hadn�t really thought about it, but you�re right. You need a text handle so when I send you and Brook a message, you know who I�m talking about.�
 �Why can�t you just say �Brook� or �Cassidy�?� Dad asked.
 He had a point, but Cassidy wanted a pet name. We both ignored him.
 �I sort of wanted �Hotness,�� Cassidy pouted.
 �Let�s try these on. Stop me when you hear one you like. Bumpkin, Sparky, Giggles, Puddin�, Boo, Peaches ��
 �David, you�re not even trying,� Cassidy said as she crossed her arms over her chest.
 �I know. You should be my �Bad Girl,�� I suggested as I waggled my eyebrows.
 I could tell she liked that.
 �What should you and Brook call me?� I asked.
 �Besides �Stupid Boy�?� Cassidy asked, and I nodded. �Big Daddy.�
 It could be worse.
 �Why are you eating with us tonight?� I asked.
 �I got kicked out. Dad had all the coaches over to plan for the Washington game, and they�re still trying to figure out what�s wrong with the offense. I told them it looks fine when you play quarterback.�
 I gave her a high five.
 �You can come eat with us anytime,� I assured her.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday September 6 
 During first period, I was called to Mr. Palm�s office and found him and Caryn waiting for me with a younger man.
 �David, this is Chad Lutz from the Make-A-Wish foundation. Mr. Palm suggested that we all get together to plan Saturday�s visit,� Caryn explained.
 �I wanted to say that we at Lincoln High will do whatever it takes to help with this,� Mr. Palm said.
 �Great. Let me give you a little background, and then we�ll talk about the child David�s hosting. The concept for Make-A-Wish began in Austin, Texas, in 1980. A seven-year-old young man with leukemia wanted to be a police officer so he could �catch bad guys.�
 �The wish was granted, but the young man�s mother was fearful that he might not be able to hang on much longer. They ordered a helicopter to take the family to Austin to give him his wish,� Chad said.
 He held up a photo of a boy in a full police uniform. The child looked so happy, and the gear looked real. I could see how fulfilling a child�s wish would be powerful stuff.
 �He was only seven years and 269 days old when he died,� Chad said as he got emotional.
 That got to us. I saw a tear run down Caryn�s cheek, and I don�t think Mr. Palm and I were far behind her as we thought about the poor boy and his family. I would be devastated if anything happened to any of the little ones in my family. This started to feel all too personal.
 �Wishes make life better for terminally ill children. That�s our mission. We�ve granted over 300,000 wishes, and we think it has made a difference in over a million people�s lives. I want to thank you for agreeing to grant a young man�s wish.�
 �How could I not?� I asked rhetorically.
 �Well, sometimes it�s not easy. Athletes especially sometimes don�t want to be reminded of their mortality. I will guarantee you that this experience will affect you. I just want you to be prepared.�
 �David�s mom had cancer, and they set up a charity to assist families of cancer victims. I expect he�ll be fine,� Caryn assured Chad.
 �Good. I take it your mom is okay?�
 �She is.�
 �We had a local boy ask to spend a day with you. Wyatt is eleven years old and has a congenital heart defect, and his wish is to be a quarterback. He lives in Washington, and his parents felt that since your game was there this weekend, it would be easier on him. Wyatt has two sisters who are nine and seven and who are every bit as excited to meet you as he is.
 �We�d like to arrange for you to meet Wyatt before the game and spend some time with him. If possible, we want to document the meeting and Wyatt�s experience,� Chad said.
 �We happen to have a film crew doing a documentary on Lincoln High�s football team. We can ask them to film it for you,� Mr. Palm suggested.
 �I�m sure Jeff would love to help,� I suggested.
 �Do you have anything specific you want us to do?� Caryn asked.
 �Typically, the host will donate a jersey,� Chad said. �Other than that, we play it by ear. It�ll depend on your schedule for game day.�
 �Let me have Wyatt�s mom�s information, and I�ll coordinate with David and the school. I�m sure we can make Wyatt�s day special. We should involve his whole family,� Caryn suggested.
 �I�ll talk to Coach Hope and see what kind of access he�s comfortable with Wyatt having with the team. Sometimes the conversations in the locker room jump the rail and wouldn�t be appropriate for an eleven-year-old,� I worried.
 �They�d better not,� Mr. Palm said, unable to help himself.
 I resisted my urge to give him �the look.� I think he realized what he�d said, and the tips of his ears got pink. Everyone ignored his outburst.
 ◊◊◊
 After football practice, Chuck drove us to the dojo. I had a big towel wrapped around a surprise. Of course, Cassidy had to see what I had. She took hers and put it on. I pulled out my phone and selected mariachi music. Chuck couldn�t keep from laughing at the two of us.
 �What are you two doing?� Shiggy said, rushing over.
 We had on our Mexican wrestling masks. I growled and beat my chest, which made Cassidy giggle.
 �Carry on,� Shiggy said with a smile.
 His beginners class came over, and he had them sit on the side.
 It looked like Cassidy must have watched as much wrestling as I had as a child. I played the villain and tossed her around, hamming it up. The class booed me as I picked on the poor little girl. I held Cassidy over my head to finish her off, while she wiggled and begged me. Then Chuck changed the music to the Rocky theme.
 Cassidy perked up, and her strength began to come back. The class cheered. I put her down and acted scared. I got on my knees and put my hands together to beg. Cassidy strutted around and then began to abuse me. I thought wrestling was fake! Cassidy finally pinned me. It was either that, or she planned to kill me, so I took the coward�s way out.
 When we were done, the beginners clapped for Cassidy, and Shiggy took our masks away.
 �Do you guys always goof around?� Chuck asked.
 �It would seem my new security guy thinks he�s tough,� I observed.
 �I�m not falling for that. Paul warned me that Cassidy can kick my butt. I was wondering if you�re any good.� Chuck replied.
 �You just saw a girl beat me. What do you think?� I asked.
 �Chuck looks like he�s had some training. I�m not sure you two should spar,� Cassidy said.
 �Oh, come on. I promise not to hurt him. I just want to know if he can hold his own, for security purposes,� Chuck tried.
 �As long as he can play football on Saturday,� Cassidy said.
 Chuck squared up in more of a wrestler�s stance with his knees slightly bent and on the balls of his feet. I dropped into my normal fighting stance with my left foot forward. On Cassidy�s command, I closed the distance and sent a right to pop him in the ear. I quickly did the same from the left side. Chuck managed to block both and grabbed both my wrists. I knew instantly that he was a Krav Maga practitioner, and I�d just made a grave mistake.
 Chuck stepped towards me as he twisted to face away from me. My arms ended up over his shoulder, and he stuck his butt into me. It was merely a matter of him leaning forward and throwing me over his back. I landed hard, and he crouched down to deliver the finishing blow to my throat.
 Before I got up, I knew that Cassidy was disappointed in me. I�d wanted to see if Chuck was any good, and I�d confirmed what I suspected. He could more than hold his own. I also knew that what I�d done was stupid. Once he got hold of me, it was all over. I knew better.
 In our next bout, Chuck was the aggressor. What he didn�t know was that I�d been on the defensive with Cassidy for nearly a year and a half. In that time, I�d learned to protect myself. Chuck wasn�t Cassidy. He was bigger and stronger than she was, but I had a longer reach and was faster and stronger than Chuck. And I was in much better shape.
 I would give ground and then circle away from Chuck�s attacks. He was getting frustrated.
 �Come on!� he barked and motioned for me to counterattack.
 When you get into these types of sparring matches, things happen in the blink of an eye. Chuck decided to escalate the intensity of his attack. He had me on my heels, but then I surprised him when I threw a wild-looking left. One second, Chuck thought he had me, the next he was crumpled on the mat, out cold. I�d used a bone strike to catch him right below the ear and behind his jaw.
 We�d learned about bone strikes in Cuba, and I�d had it done to me. Shiggy sprinted over when he saw Chuck go down. It took Chuck a few seconds, and then his eyes opened.
 �What the hell happened?� he asked.
 �You told him to fight back, and he just gave you a little love tap,� Cassidy said.
 �David, I�ve warned you. My insurance will go through the roof if you seriously hurt someone,� Shiggy scolded me.
 �Sorry. I didn�t plan to knock him out.�
 �You�re banned for a week. If you do it again, I may make it permanent,� Shiggy ruled.
 Shiggy returned to teaching his class. Cassidy didn�t look pleased.
 �Why were you playing with him?� she asked me.
 �What are you talking about?� Chuck asked.
 �He bypassed several opportunities to turn the tables on you.�
 �He�s good,� I said.
 �I know he�s good, but that doesn�t mean you should hold back. Your goofing around might have gotten you hurt. You know the first rule,� Cassidy said, glaring at me.
 �To end it as soon as possible.�
 What was the fun in that, I wondered? I did feel sorry for knocking him out. I didn�t think I�d hit him hard enough, but I�d hit him in precisely the right spot. If I�d thought about it for even a nanosecond, I wouldn�t have thrown that punch. Cassidy was right. If I�d done as I was trained, we might still be sparring, and I wouldn�t have been banned for a week. I�d simply reacted to an opening.
 I thought back and realized I�d done damage to all my security people the first time we sparred. My mom had read me the riot act when she saw the knot on Fritz�s head after I�d bopped him with my Bo staff. Coach Hope had been tossed and landed flat on his back. We might need a new security guy for me to try to kill.
 �Are you implying that David could take me?� Chuck said, obviously not believing it.
 Cassidy proceeded to educate Chuck on his deficiencies while I left to take a shower. When I came out of the locker room, they were in deep discussion as she demonstrated what she was teaching him. I think she saw that he was better at hand-to-hand than Paul was.
 I walked over to watch Brook as she practiced with a young boy who looked very serious. It was apparent they were evenly matched. Brook had gotten much better since she started. What I liked about her was that she was able to be rough-and-tumble and not complain if she broke a nail. Then later, she would be all girl and worry about how she looked.
 Today, the class was learning to fall correctly. They were taking turns holding the other�s jacket, and the one being held would lean back. They would suddenly be let go and had to twist around and fall on their stomach. It was like if I held Bandit on his back and dropped him on the bed. He would flip around and land on his feet.
 �Make sure you turn your head when you land,� Shiggy coached.
 Then they stepped over to an eight-inch-thick padded mat to practice different falls. I wondered why Cassidy made me learn on a regular mat. The feeling of bouncing off the floor was etched into my memory.
 After practice, Shiggy pulled me aside.
 �You know why I did what I did, right?�
 �Yes, sir. I didn�t intend to hurt him.�
 Shiggy sighed.
 �I know that. It�s just the way Cassidy is training you. You two go at it full tilt, and then when you spar with someone new, they get clocked. In the future, let them work with you for longer than a few minutes before you throw them in the deep end.�
 �Yes, sir.�
 He gave me my masks back.
 �The wrestling bit was amusing,� he said with a smile, and then kicked me out of his dojo.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got home, Chuck, Cassidy, and Brook joined us for dinner. I had Coby, who needed some Daddy time.
 �Now that David got us kicked out of the dojo for a week, what will we do with our free time?� Cassidy asked.
 �Why did David get you kicked out?� Peggy asked.
 �Traitor!� I said as I pointed at Peggy.
 �Really? Like your mom wasn�t going to ask the exact same thing in about two seconds,� Peggy said with a satisfied smile.
 �You don�t need to help her,� I reasoned.
 �We�re getting off topic,� Dad said to jump in with his unwanted opinion.
 �David knocked me out,� Chuck explained.
 I thought about explaining, but Chuck decided on another tack.
 �How about we go shoot? I would bet it�s time for us to have a refresher course,� Chuck suggested.
 �You could get serious about flying. You need to get your ground school out of the way,� Brook offered.
 �Caryn mentioned you taking more Japanese classes for your part in the TV show,� Dad said.
 �You could watch the boys,� Peggy added.
 �Should have mentioned that before you turned on me,� I said as I glared at her.
 �We could get everyone driving lessons,� Mom proposed.
 �I like that one,� Cassidy said.
 I listened to all their suggestions and recognized I was falling back into the same old trap of trying to do everything. What no one mentioned was me spending more time with Brook doing something that didn�t involve a group activity. Another was getting ahead on my studies. During my freshman year, I�d made it a point to read ahead. Somehow, that had fallen by the wayside.
 Something else that needed to be prioritized was spending more time with my guy friends. I�d always found time for Jeff and Alan, but I�d been falling down on the job with Tim and Wolf. If I planned to keep them as close friends beyond high school, I wanted to get to know them better. When I was younger, it wasn�t unusual for the four of us�Tami, Jeff, Alan, and me�to show up and hang out at each other�s houses. I couldn�t remember the last time I�d gone to either Tim�s or Wolf�s home. They always came to me. That just wasn�t right.
 �We should do all those things at some point, but I want to relax and not have any planned activities for after school for the week. I made a promise to myself that I wanted to focus on being a teenager.�
 �The yard needs to be mowed,� Dad suggested.
 �You know who to call. It�s not like you pay me an allowance,� I shot back.
 �We could take your debit card away,� Mom threatened.
 �I could take yours away.�
 This had taken an ugly turn. Fortunately, Coby saved the day by puking on me.
 I took him to the kitchen sink and cleaned him up. Peggy came and got him so I could go to my apartment and change clothes.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday September 7 
 Bandit swatted my chin to wake me up. I also found Duke on my bed with his head on my thigh. Since Halle�s cat had moved in, it seemed all the sleeping rules flew out the window. I might have to lock Duke in his crate for a while to restore order in my apartment.
 �You guys ready to go outside?�
 Duke thumped his tail, and Bandit jumped off the bed and headed to the living room. Someone was eager. I chuckled when I stepped into the living room to put on my running shoes, and Bandit bounded down the stairs. I looked at Duke to try to figure out what the hurry was. He was of no help.
 �Okay, okay, I�m coming,� I said when Bandit meowed at my lack of hustle.
 I knew something was up when he shot out of the door and darted around the corner of the garage. I had zero desire to play �find the kitty.� Then I heard the loudest catfight I�d ever heard. Precious belted out her bobcat yowl, and Bandit sounded like he was holding his own. Duke and I ran around the corner to break it up, and we both came to a sudden halt.
 Bandit had Precious by the back of the neck and was � uh � getting busy. There was no way in hell I was going to get in the middle of that. Duke seemed to be of the same opinion: the hair on his back went up, and he made a big circle around the two cats. I had a feeling Brit wasn�t going to be happy.
 It was quickly over, and Bandit darted behind me for protection. Precious had that look that said someone would die soon, so I scooped up Casanova and put him in the back door. Precious decided she�d had enough and darted through the gate to go home.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d shown Ms. Saunders the pictures I�d taken of my mom�s listing. She taught me how to use Photoshop again. It helped clean up the glare issues that came with shooting a room with sunlight coming in. We then worked on the early evening pictures that showed the home with the lights on. With a few tweaks, they really popped. I sent the finished results to my mom so she could use them in her marketing materials.
 I showed Ms. Saunders my mom�s website, and she found the video I�d done of my mom and the virtual tour.
 �You took this with your phone?� she asked.
 �Actually, my mom�s, but yeah, I�m the one who shot it.�
 �With some editing, this could be quite good. I like how it feels amateurish in some ways, but there are things you could do to raise it up a level or two.�
 �What do you mean?�
 �Think about your movies. Do they normally do one long scene where they follow you around, or do they break it down and show shots from different angles?� she asked.
 �But that would mess up the flow as she�s talking.�
 �Add her voice after the video is shot,� she offered.
 I felt my face get hot as I realized how stupid I�d just been. My mind began to race with thoughts about what could have been done differently to make it better.
 My mom had told me that real estate was changing. It used to be that prospective buyers would come to your office, and you would take them around to show them homes. There were some days she�d come home exhausted after she�d carted them from house to house.
 With the Internet, people had access to a lot more information. Mom had tried to make her website a one-stop place for home buying. When a customer brought up a home on her site, it had a lot of pictures. But it also gave them information about the neighborhood, crime rates, school ratings, nearby shopping and eateries, and much more.
 She said that she rarely had a customer in the car anymore; they did their research first and then called her to meet them at the house to see it. That was why the photos and video were so important.
 Ms. Saunders helped me with some video-editing software to make some minor changes. We added some soft background music and a picture of the home�s exterior with a header that showed the address.
 �With your movie background, we should take some time and have you shoot some videos.�
 �What should I film?�
 �I don�t know. What do you like to do?� she asked.
 I got a big smile.
 �Not that,� she teased. �It has to be something that won�t get me fired.�
 I was shocked that Ms. Saunders would assume that was what I had in mind. Then I remembered that she was around teenagers for most of the day.
 I was surprised that I liked this class so much. If I�d thought about it, I probably wouldn�t have been surprised at all. I looked forward to creating a video.
 ◊◊◊
 Football practice went well today. Some days, everything seems to go right. I finally felt like I was ready for the season. After practice, Coach Mason wanted to talk to me.
 �I want you to be prepared for not starting on Saturday.�
 �What did I do wrong?� I asked.
 �Nothing. Coach Hope plans to reward Trent for summer workouts and two-a-days.�
 �What about the other guys who traveled to Mexico with me?� I asked.
 He shook his head.
 �Seriously? Coach Hope and I discussed this before we left. Now he�s going back on his word,� I said, getting mad.
 �I didn�t say they wouldn�t play. They just aren�t starting.�
 �How long is this little punishment supposed to last?� I asked.
 Coach Mason chuckled.
 �It�s not a punishment. It�s a reward for the effort they put in,� he explained.
 �I call bullshit, but what do I know? If he had told me he planned to do this, I would never have let them come with me.�
 Coach Mason looked serious.
 �I agree it�s bullshit. I need you to be above it all. The team looks to you to set the tone. If you complain, then the boys who took your places will be put in an awkward position. Trent knows full well that we have a much better chance of winning with you playing. If you make a fuss over this, you could tear the team apart.
 �You also need to remember that Coach Hope is in charge. I�ve seen a number of times where players forget who�s leading, and the team suffers for it. I want you to step back and look at the big picture,� Coach Mason said.
 �That him playing �leader� is going to hurt me in my recruiting and my family�s future?� I asked.
 �David, I didn�t come here to coach Trent. I came here because you have an extraordinary talent and I want to see you have a leg up when you start to go up levels in competition. If I thought this would hurt you in the long run, I would be the first one in Coach Hope�s office.
 �All I�m saying is that you need to look and act like a leader,� he said.
 �The thing is, if it were just me, I could swallow this. What pisses me off is he�s gone back on his word to the other guys. If he planned to do that, he should have just manned up and said something instead of playing games.�
 Coach Mason raised his hands in defeat. He wasn�t going to defend Coach Hope for that, but I saw his point about the team. I also recognized that Coach Mason was a godsend, and I didn�t want to piss him off.
 �Okay, I�ll play nice. But it irks me that we�re dealing with this kind of crap from him once again at the start of the season.�
 �My advice is to let this play out. There�s no way he would risk losing a game,� Coach Mason predicted.
 I hoped he was right.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, Chuck was waiting for me with the Demon. Cassidy and Brook had gone to flight school. I�d set up an account so that Cassidy could use the simulator if she wanted while Brook flew. For some reason, they didn�t allow anyone but the instructor and student in the plane during flights. If I were to guess, it was for both safety and insurance reasons.
 The plan was that if Cassidy decided she wanted to learn to fly, Brook and I would pay for it. Getting your license wasn�t cheap. Brook confided to me that she�d spent close to fifteen grand so far. Brook said letting her use the simulator would give Cassidy an idea of whether she really wanted to do it. We hadn�t told her that simulator time wasn�t free or what we planned if she decided to get her license.
 �Gimme,� I said, holding out my hand.
 �You know that I�m supposed to drive you.�
 �Dude, it�s my car. You seriously don�t want me sneaking off just so I can drive it,� I warned.
 He handed me the keys. If it had been Paul, I might�ve had to wrestle them from him. I sent a text to Tim to see where he was. He replied, saying he was over at Wolf�s house.
 I fired up the Demon and sunk into the seat, enjoying the feel of the beast as I revved the engine. I eased out of the parking space and pointed the front end towards the street. As I turned onto the road, I took it easy and smiled when I saw a police car waiting near the entrance of the school�s parking lot. More than one teen had gotten a ticket racing out of there.
 I gave Billy a wave as I saw who had set up the speed trap. I made sure I obeyed all the laws until I was out of sight, and then I gave it a little gas. Let�s just say I made it to Wolf�s in record time.
 When the guys heard me pull up, they came out of the garage. It looked like they were covered in grease.
 �What are you two doing?� I asked.
 �Tim is working on all my lawn equipment,� Wolf shared.
 I followed them into the garage and found parts lying all over the floor. Tim returned to taking the engine apart while Wolf got busy cleaning the parts.
 �I would have no clue what to do if our lawnmower died,� I admitted.
 �It didn�t, but I have Tim work on it periodically so it runs better. The guys took good care of the equipment, but I like for Tim to make sure,� Wolf explained.
 Wolf had let Yuri, Roc, and Phil run his lawn care business while he was in Chicago. I�d gotten him his first job taking care of our yard, and he had taken the idea and run with it. He now had a trailer and all the equipment he needed.
 �Coach Mason told me that we aren�t starting against Washington,� I shared.
 �I was afraid of that. What do you want to do?� Tim asked.
 I told them what Bud Mason had told me.
 �I can�t figure out why Coach Hope would go against his word to you,� Wolf said. �And why we�re somehow mixed up in this.�
 �I came to you guys to help me decide. What do you think?� I asked.
 �What he said about them earning it makes sense. None of us were around this summer. I know that Trent was a leader, and I can see that he probably earned himself the start,� Tim said.
 �Just so long as we don�t end up losing a game for his �reward.� Trent isn�t David,� Wolf said.
 I had a good time bonding with the guys. Mrs. Tams invited Tim, Chuck, and me over for dinner when she got home from work. Wolf�s dad joined us as Tim put all Wolf�s yard equipment back together. He told us jokes that made me wonder why his wife put up with him.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 7 � Fulfilling Wishes  Friday September 9 
 At lunch, I shared that I�d been assigned to do a video for my photography class and was looking for ideas.
 �Porn,� Phil, my idiot half brother, suggested.
 His girlfriend, Jill, slugged him. I gave a warning glare to Wolf and Tim before they added their two cents.
 Speaking of Jill, Tracy had pointed out that she�d neatly used my little brother to get herself a seat at the senior table. Quite the little coup for a freshman cheerleader. I think the old Tracy was impressed with how she�d finagled that.
 �I�ve been after you to blog. Why don�t you use streaming video on game days? We can point them to it via your social media accounts. That way, fans will get a taste of the behind-the-scenes action,� Lily suggested.
 �I�ll film him,� Cassidy said, getting excited.
 �You really are a �Bad Girl.� You�re not catching the football team in the shower,� Brook said.
 Poor Don just gaped at what Brook said about his new girlfriend. He had no idea.
 �Let me think about that one,� I said. �What else?�
 �You like food. You could do a video on local restaurants,� Pam suggested.
 �I�ll film him,� Cassidy repeated.
 �She wants to be there so you feed her,� Wolf said sagely. �I would volunteer for that.�
 I saw Tracy�s wheels turning.
 �What do you think?� I asked her.
 �I was wondering if I could do it with you. For a while now, I�ve had this idea about doing a short video piece that might be picked up as a segment on the news. My working title for it is Dessert First,� Tracy suggested.
 �I like dessert.�
 �You could have David and a girl taste-test them,� Gina suggested.
 �It sounds like you plan to get a date with my boyfriend,� Brook said.
 �You have him on lockdown. We have to be creative to get him to spend time with us,� Gina said.
 Fortunately, Brook was just teasing. On the other hand, Gina wasn�t.
 �Do you know anyone who would let us practice on them?� I asked.
 �I can�t believe I have to say this, but you do own two restaurants that would probably like the publicity,� Tracy reminded me.
 ◊◊◊  
    Saturday September 10 
 Chuck drove my mom, Caryn, and me to Washington High. We planned to be there early so we could meet Wyatt and his family. When Mom found out what I was doing, she insisted on coming with me. She�d been a tremendous help in teaching me how to deal with cancer patients. I was sure that Wyatt just wanted to forget about his problems and enjoy a day of football.
 Chad Lutz, from the Make-A-Wish Foundation, was waiting for us along with Jeff Delahey and his cameraman. Caryn took charge to make sure everyone knew each other.
 �Wyatt and his family are inside. Shall we go meet them?� Chad asked the camera in his face.
 Jeff got behind his cameraman and grabbed his belt. That way, he wouldn�t trip or walk into anything as he walked backward to film us entering the building and then going to the Washington coaches� offices. I got my first look at Wyatt and his family and put on my best smile. The boy was small for his age.
 �You must be Wyatt. I�m David, and this is my mom, Carol,� I said as I shook his hand.
 My mom handed Wyatt a duffle bag, which he ripped open.
 �Dad, look at this,� he said, getting excited.
 He�d pulled out a football helmet. Coach Diamond walked in and shook his head.
 �You�re stealing our biggest fan,� he said with a big smile. �It�s good to see you, David.�
 I was surprised when he hugged me. That was when I found out that Wyatt�s dad was one of their coaches. I�m not too sure how I would feel if Little David and Coby decided they were Washington fans.
 �I thought we could go change into shorts and t-shirts for now. Later, you can dress for the game in your football gear and join us on the sideline,� I said. �You can tell me what plays Coach Diamond is calling.�
 Mom decided that she should change the topic, so she handed Wyatt�s sisters their own duffle bags. They had Lincoln High cheerleader uniforms. Pam Lowden, our cheerleading coach, had signed off on them joining the team. Brook said they would teach the girls some cheers before the game. From the squeals, Mom had made the right call in contacting Sandy Range and getting Range Sports to donate the gear for the kids.
 �What? Nothing for the parents?� Wyatt�s mom asked.
 Caryn handed them each a football jersey with my name and number on it.
 �I dare you to wear that during the game,� I said to Wyatt�s dad.
 �I think he should, for Wyatt,� Coach Diamond said.
 �Come on, Wyatt, let�s go change,� I suggested.
 I soon found out that Wyatt wasn�t shy. Between him and his two sisters, it was a wonder their parents were sane. Jeff and Chad hadn�t stopped smiling. I was sure this was video gold for both the charity and documentary.
 After we got dressed, I decided to put Wyatt in charge of my streaming video broadcast. He was eager to do it when I explained it to him. Lily had put out messages on my social media to promote it. I handed him my phone.
 �My parents said I couldn�t have a phone,� Wyatt said.
 �And you�re not getting this one.�
 He batted his eyes at me, but I was immune. Pam was an expert at explaining that our son needed something, like a new purse, and Wyatt�s gambit didn�t even make me flinch.
 We walked through the Washington facilities as Coach Diamond told us what was planned. We ran into Gabe Verity, the starting quarterback for Washington, and he knew Wyatt.
 �Hey, you little traitor. Does your dad know you�re wearing Lincoln gear?�
 �He put on a jersey David gave him.�
 �Well, it�s okay if it�s for David,� Gabe conceded.
 �Hey, good luck today,� I told Gabe as we shook hands.
 �Take it easy on us. I think we might actually beat you today.� Gabe said and then left to get taped.
 After the tour, our buses arrived, and I left to get taped. Jill was a sport and taped Wyatt�s ankles.
 We had some time, so Jeff suggested that Wyatt interview me. Jeff offered to hold the phone so the feed would go out live to the world. I shook my head when he handed Wyatt a list of questions, just in case. I think Jeff figured I would be more open with Wyatt than I would be with the press.
 The remarkable thing was, Wyatt knew a lot about football because his dad was a coach. I think he�d listened in more than even his dad realized. I hoped Washington�s coaching staff wasn�t watching because Wyatt got me to explain what I planned to do today. Though I wasn�t too worried because they only had an hour before the game started. There wasn�t much they could change game-plan-wise at this point.
 He then asked me about recruiting, and what I thought about the schools I had on my list. I was sure this would find its way back to those schools, so I made sure I didn�t say anything negative. I shared that I would make my decision in the spring. Many schools had been pushing for a fall commitment so they could leverage me in attracting other recruits.
 I took Wyatt back to my locker and helped him put on his football gear. I then got dressed.
 Because of his heart condition, Wyatt wasn�t able to run. Coach Hope said he would walk Wyatt out as I led the team onto the field for warm-ups. I motioned for Wyatt to join me, which made his day.
 It looked like Washington expected a big crowd. I think they�d learned their lesson from our baseball game last year. They�d installed temporary bleachers all around the field. I would guess they had seating for four times their regular capacity.
 Caryn had told me on the drive over that most colleges weren�t able to send recruiters this week because they had games to play. There would be a ginormous contingent next Friday when we faced Unity, our foe in last year�s State Championship game.
 ◊◊◊
 �Today begins our journey back to win a third consecutive State Championship,� Coach Hope said. �I�m proud of all the work you boys put in to get ready for today. I want you to know that we�ll have a target on our back for every game this season. Washington will be out to prove something today. If they can beat us, it will be the signature win for their season.
 �I want to send a message to each and every opponent on our schedule. When you play Lincoln High, you�re playing the best. We are the best conditioned, have the best coaching, the best fans, and the best players. I want them to think they�ve lost the game before they even step on the field.�
 I cringed a little, knowing that Wyatt was streaming that out live for me. Coach just gave every team on our schedule material that would be put on a giant poster the week they played us.
 Wyatt led us out of the locker room. We joined arms and walked out like we owned the place. Once we made it to our sideline, the Washington marching band began to play their school song. They had a huge banner that the cheerleaders held for their players to run through. The place erupted when the Washington team charged onto the field.
 Coach Hope backed the Make-A-Wish experience, so I took Wyatt out to do the coin flip. We made sure that he was the only one announced. Both groups of fans stood and cheered him. It made my heart feel full when I saw the look on his face.
 �Take it in, buddy. It doesn�t get any better than this,� I said.
 �Lincoln High, call it in the air,� the referee announced.
 �Heads!� Wyatt called.
 �It is tails. Washington, what is your call?�
 �We�ll defer,� Gabe Verity said.
 �We�ll take the ball,� I said to get the game started.
 The opening kickoff bounced out of bounds, so we began our first series on our 35 yard line. It felt weird, watching Trent trot out to take my place. Roc, Phil, Yuri, Tim, and Wolf came to stand with me in solidarity.
 Ty Wilson had transferred to Lincoln from Washington last year. Freshman year, he and I both found ourselves playing varsity ball. Ty was probably the best running back in the state. I think everyone in the stadium knew that he was going to run it on the first play. Coach Mason had told Ty that he would give him every chance to win this game today.
 Trent lined up under center with Ty at tailback and Bert in front of him at fullback. On the snap, Johan, our center, somehow stepped on Trent�s foot. I�d taken thousands of snaps and had never even come close to getting my foot stepped on by the center. As a quarterback, your first move was to step back and either hand the ball off or pass. Trent just turned to hand the ball off.
 Instead of just falling down and taking the loss, Trent reached out and tried to get the ball to Ty. What ended up happening was the ball hit Bert�s hip and bounced back towards Trent. All he had to do was fall on top of the ball, and disaster would have been averted.
 Instead, Trent tried to pick the ball up and accidentally kicked it. Ty dove for the ball at the same time, and it bounced off his helmet right into the hands of the linebacker who�d blitzed to stop Ty�s run. Trent stood straight up and smacked himself on the helmet instead of tackling the linebacker.
 Our fans sat in stunned silence as Washington scored on the first play.
 As the offense came off the field, Coach Hope encouraged them.
 �Shake it off. We�re fine. We�ll score on the next drive to get it back.�
 After the quick score, they kicked off again, and this time kicked a short line drive. Ty caught it on the 15 yard line. The problem with a short line drive is the kicking team doesn�t have time to contain the runner. Their players are too spread out to bring everyone together to gang-tackle the return man.
 What made Ty dangerous was that he was almost impossible to take down if he got into the open field. Jake Holcombe led Ty forward and blocked the first man that had a chance at Ty. I started jumping up and down as Ty flew by the block and hit a crease. There wasn�t anyone on Washington�s team that was going to catch him. Just like that, the score was tied 7�7.
 On the next series, Washington took the ball and ran it down our throats. Tim, Yuri, and I sat on the sidelines in agony as Washington ran our option game from last year to perfection. If it hadn�t been for back-to-back bonehead penalties on Washington�s part, they would have scored another touchdown. They had to settle for a field goal to take a 10�7 lead.
 As they were lining up to kick off, Coach Mason gathered us around. Before he could give me the play, Coach Hope stepped into our circle.
 �We�re going with the starters.�
 Coach Mason looked at him in disbelief but gave Trent the play. Washington saw I wasn�t on the field and packed the box to prevent the run. Without my arm to make them respect the pass, they would focus on our All-State running back, Ty Wilson. Ty gave a tremendous effort, but Washington held us to four yards on the next three carries, forcing us to punt.
 I wasn�t surprised when Coach Rector called for the first-team defense, leaving us on the sideline. By the end of the first quarter, we were down 16�7 on two more Washington field goals. At the beginning of the second quarter, our fans booed when Trent trotted out to take the ball.
 The fan reaction seemed to rattle him, and he promptly threw a pick-six. Luckily, Washington missed the extra point to make the score 22�7. Our fans went ballistic when Trent was sent out on the next series. Towards the end of the first half, Tim ran up to me.
 �David, you have to come hear this,� he said, literally pulling me towards the bench.
 I found Jill, one of our trainers, looking nervous.
 �Tell him what you told me,� Tim prompted.
 �I�m not sure �� she stumbled.
 �Just tell me,� I said kindly.
 Jill and I had a long history. She looked at me and then nodded.
 �The reason you�re not playing is that Tim and Wolf didn�t let Coach Hope know they were going to Mexico. Coach Hope felt he had a deal with all of you, and you took advantage of it. He decided not to play any of you for the entire first game.�
 �I thought you called in?� I asked Tim and Wolf, who�d joined us.
 �We did. We talked to Alan,� Wolf said.
 �Why didn�t you call Coach Hope�s cell?� I asked.
 �Dumbass, the school has rules about coaches and teachers giving out their personal numbers. Think about what would happen if we lose the game. He would get flooded with calls.�
 �But I have it,� I admitted.
 �Let�s not even start at what you have access to that the rest of us don�t,� Wolf said.
 I think we all came to the same realization at the same time. I don�t know about Wolf or Tim, but I went from calm to a cold rage in an instant.
 �That little shit. I�ll strangle him,� I said, looking up at the press box.
 I heard the crowd roar and saw that Washington had just scored another touchdown to go up 29�7.
 As I looked for Coach Hope, the gun for halftime fired, and the team ran to the locker room. I was so mad I took my time getting back. I waited until I saw Alan and the other coaches come trotting to join us from their seats in the press box. His eyes got big when he saw me, and he tried to run. I tackled him, then grabbed him by the arm and marched him into the locker room.
 When we walked in, the locker room was silent. Then I heard Coach Mason and Coach Hope screaming at each other.
 �I didn�t sign up for this crap. If you�re not going to play the obvious starters, I�ll go out and tell the press exactly what you�re up to. I bet you�re out of a job come Monday morning,� Coach Mason threatened.
 �This is my team!� Coach Hope got out before I slammed the door open.
 �Coach Mason, let me handle this,� I said.
 He took one look at me and smiled.
 �By all means. I think I softened him up for you,� Coach Mason said, then left the three of us alone.
 �What �?� Coach Hope started, but I cut him off.
 �Guess who Wolf and Tim got when they called your office to tell you about their plans to go to Mexico and ask for permission to go? Guess who told them that if there were a problem, he would call them back? And never did? Guess who gave me a tiny locker? Guess who hid my gear? They all have the same answer. Instead of talking to us, you trusted this little rat. I suppose you expect me to bail your ass out since you started this dumpster fire. If it weren�t for my teammates, I�d tell you to stick it.
 �My question to you is, when are you going to get your head out of your ass and do something about Alan? I signed on to win State. I didn�t sign on for this bullshit, or to be your whipping boy whenever you have control issues. Until we all get on the same page, I may need to take a step back and reconsider my options. I won�t be a part of these kinds of head games, especially when you can�t seem to man up and come to talk to us if you have a problem. This could all have been resolved with the smallest bit of communication,� I said in an even, calculated voice.
 Coach Hope looked at my dead-serious face and then at Alan. The dumbass wouldn�t meet his eyes.
 �Dammit! Are you telling me that you�re the one who caused this mess?� Coach Hope asked Alan.
 When Alan didn�t answer, Coach Hope turned to me.
 �You�re all starting the second half. Let me deal with this, and I�ll be out in a moment.�
 From what we could hear, my mom was no longer the scariest parent I knew. Coach Hope�s Marine Corps background made him loud and to the point. I looked around, and the whole team was smiling. I slowly came to realize that none of them liked Alan.
 Then I saw Wyatt with my phone out. Our drama was being shown live on streaming video. Shit! I figured the situation couldn�t get any worse, so I decided to ignore it.
 Coach Hope came out of the office and joined the team.
 �I screwed up�big time. We�ll deal with that after the game. Right now, let�s spend our time talking about how we�ll get back into this thing,� he announced. Then he split us up into offense and defense so our coaches could talk to us.
 ◊◊◊
 I wasn�t sure who I was madder at: Alan for his antics or Coach Hope for falling for them. Instead of tamping it down so I could focus on the game, I decided to use it. I felt that nervous feeling in my stomach and rushed to the bathroom, barely making it before throwing up. I turned around to find Wyatt filming it.
 �You okay?� Wyatt asked, concerned.
 �He�s more than okay. That just means he�s ready to play some football,� Ty said with a big smile. �I really want to beat these guys.�
 �I�m going to need your help, but I�m ready to give it my best shot,� I said.
 Coach Mason gathered the offense around.
 �I wish we were either tied or ahead. In all my years, I can�t remember the last time I coached a game where we were down 29�7. I bet that Washington thinks we�re going to go pass-happy. We�re down three scores and a two-point conversion, so it�s not panic time. We may have to go to our two-minute offense, but I think we need to run the ball and make them respect that. I don�t want them in max-pass defense for the whole second half.
 �What we can�t do is take our time. I want you to hustle every chance you get. On first downs, we�ll make substitutions to keep everyone fresh. If you see me holding up an orange card, I want to swap out the skill players.
 �On clock stoppages, huddle up and catch your breath. I expect each of you to leave it all on the field,� he said and looked around. �Are there any questions?�
 There were none, so I stepped over to Coach Rector and the defense.
 �You ready to go?� Coach Rector asked.
 �Yes, sir.�
 �We�re making a change. I want to move you to defensive end and run a four-man front. We need to stop their run game, or this game is over,� he explained.
 Coach Rector planned to pull Bryan and Brock Callahan and have them focus on offense. In their place would be Howard and Carl Lewis, two brothers who had moved in over the summer. They would join Dan Ball, Jim�s cousin, with me on the defensive line. Ray Quinn and Yuri would remain at outside linebacker with Tim in the middle. Nick Rake and Wayne Turk would be playing the corners, with Bert Nelson and Ed Pine as our safeties.
 ◊◊◊
 We came out on the field, and everyone stood and cheered. I mean both Washington and Lincoln fans. Then I figured it out. They must have been watching Wyatt�s streaming video and knew that we were all playing the second half.
 We kicked to Washington to start the second half. The ball rolled through the end zone, so they lined up on their 20 yard line. Gabe Verity came up to the line to take the snap and nodded to me to let me know he realized I was in the game.
 As a defensive end, I had two jobs. The first was to force all the plays inside, so the ball carrier had to run up the middle into the teeth of our defense. The second was to rush the quarterback on pass plays. Coach Rector had been hired because he had an excellent mind for defensive football. I wasn�t surprised when he signaled for me to take an inside rush.
 Right before the snap, the tackle assigned to block me jumped to try to get to me. The five-yard penalty made it first and fifteen. This made it much more likely Washington would have to pass the ball. On the snap, the tackle turned to meet me and shuffled back into pass protection. I went inside, and he never even touched me. Gabe had just planted his feet to throw when I drilled him.
 I�d faced some athletic defensive ends, and they caused a special kind of hell for a quarterback. Gabe had unloaded the ball, which fell incomplete. He was lucky it hadn�t been intercepted.
 �Take it easy on me,� Gabe said as I helped him up.
 �How easy are you going to be on me?� I asked.
 �Point taken. I would like to be able to play next week, though, if you�re so inclined.�
 I just laughed, remembering how much it hurt to get blindsided like I�d just done to him.
 On second down, Washington tried to run the option away from me. Yuri planted their running back after a one-yard gain. On third down, I batted the ball down when they tried a screen pass. Coach Rector was ecstatic that we held them to a three-and-out.
 I was getting ready to go in while Coach Mason gave me last-minute instructions when the music started. Washington was my home away from home. Coach Mason gave me a funny look.
 �This is my song,� I explained as AC/DC�s Thunderstruck began to play over the PA system.
 I looked over at our cheerleaders, and they had gotten their rock on and were doing air guitar. The crowd sang along with the intro refrain.
 We had the ball at our 38 yard line. We lined up, and the music stopped as our cowbells began to ring. Washington�s defense was fired-up. They knew if they could return the favor of a three-and-out, this game would be over. They just had too big a lead for us to catch up if our offense didn�t kick in.
 �Blue! Set! Hut, HUT!�
 On the snap, I read the center of the defense as I put the ball into Bert�s gut. They were more worried about Ty and me running outside. I let Bert take it, and he ripped off eight yards. On the next play, we did the same again, and this time Bert managed five more yards for a first down. That triggered our skill players to sprint off the field, and their backups to run on.
 Coach Diamond brought in his base defense instead of max pass defense. On the next play, we ran play-action to make the defense freeze for a second as they tried to stop the run. Phil was one-on-one to my right and was running a fade. I left it a little short so he could come back and catch it for an eighteen yard gain, putting us on Washington�s 19 yard line.
 On the first down, the first team came back in. We reran the option, and this time, I pulled it from Bert and ran towards the sideline. The defensive end came to tackle me, so I tossed it to Ty. Three Washington defenders had a shot at him but missed. He had a smile on his face when we trotted to the sidelines.
 Towards the end of the third quarter, we�d scored twice to make it 29�21. That was when our defense had a brain cramp and let their tight end find a seam. Gabe was a good enough quarterback to hit him. What saved us was that the throw was a little behind, and the receiver had to slow down to catch the ball. Ed made a terrific save when he tripped him on our 13 yard line.
 From there, our defense stiffened, and they had to kick a field goal to make the score 32�21.
 On our next possession, it was like our receivers suddenly couldn�t catch a ball. In succession, I threw to Roc, Wolf, and Ty, and they all dropped passes. I tried to get my emotions under control because we couldn�t afford to lose a possession this late in the game.
 Derek Hofmann, our punter, boomed a deep kick that had the Washington return man giving ground to catch it. Roc was on one side of the formation and Phil on the other. They were the two speed guys who were supposed to meet at the return man. The kick returner signaled for a fair catch. The ball smacked off his helmet and bounced right into Phil�s arms. He didn�t break stride as he raced into the end zone. We were now down 32�28.
 We got the ball back with only 3:46 left in the game. It was time for me to earn my keep and win this game. Looking at the skill players, I could see everyone was fresh because of Coach Mason�s plan.
 �After a first down, Coach Mason is going to show the orange card. We aren�t swapping out. Hustle to the line, and let�s catch them flat-footed,� I said.
 We were at our own 20 yard line. I paused to take in the moment. Everyone was confident that we were going to score; you could just hear our fans� belief. They were used to winning. I could tell that all our players had a bit of swagger that comes with success. I looked across the line, and Washington looked tired and worried.
 All I had to do was execute the plays Coach Mason sent in. On the first play, I hit Wolf on a skinny slant over the middle to pick up ten yards and the first down. Coach Mason held up the orange card, and Washington�s defense huddled up.
 We milled around until the referee signaled we were �live.� We rushed to the line. Washington saw us and sprinted to get lined up. As soon as we were set, Johan snapped me the ball. I handed off to Ty, and we ran a simple dive that netted us eighteen yards. We were now almost at midfield, with 3:11 showing on the clock.
 I drove us down the field with our short passing game. When we reached their 16 yard line, I hit Roc in the back of the end zone to give us a 34�32 lead with 1:38 left. You always worry that you�ll leave your opponent too much time on the clock. 1:38 could be an eternity if you ran your two-minute drill correctly.
 Derek lined up to kick the extra point. Trent, the holder, bobbled the snap. He put the ball down, and Derek had his kick blocked. I watched in horror as a Washington defender knew enough to pick up the ball and run it all the way to the other end zone for a two-point conversion. We were suddenly tied, 34�34.
 We kicked off to Washington. Coach Rector guessed that they would try to run the clock out and play for overtime. Coach Hope decided to use his time-outs to possibly get them to punt with a little time left on the clock.
 On the first two downs, we stopped them for no gain, and they only ran twenty seconds off the clock. All we had to do was stop them one more time, and they would be forced to punt. If they got the first down, it would send the game into overtime.
 They lined up in their power �I� and handed off to their tailback. Everything bunched up in the center of the field. I watched as he cut hard outside and turned upfield. I was on the far side of the field and took off running. The last thing we needed was for them to score a touchdown. Two of our guys missed him, and now it was a footrace.
 At the 5 yard line, I dove for the running back and began to take him down. He hadn�t seen me coming, or he might have tucked the ball better. I punched it free and watched it bounce off his knee and go out the back of the end zone.
 The whole officiating staff ran to the end zone to confer. I made sure I was close enough to listen.
 �We need to figure out three things,� the referee told his charges. �Did he score; if not, was it a fumble; and finally, if it was, did it go out of the end zone?�
 �He didn�t score. He was tackled at the 1 yard line and fumbled the ball through the end zone,� the back judge said firmly.
 �Carl, you�re killing me. I have to go to work tomorrow,� the referee said.
 �Sorry, but them�s the facts,� the back judge assured him.
 I started bouncing up and down. That meant it was our ball on the 20 yard line.
 The referee signaled a touchback and that it was our ball. That got both boos and cheers from the crowd, depending on who they supported.
 With less than a minute left, I drove us down the field. We had one time-out, and Coach Hope wanted to save it in case we needed to kick a field goal. I hit Ty on an outlet pass, and he got us down to their 22 yard line with 12 seconds left.
 I got off two passes that fell incomplete, and with 3 seconds left, Derek came in to redeem himself. Coach Diamond used a time-out to ice him and make him think about it, but when Derek finally was able to kick the ball, he booted it right down the center for the score.
 I think we all recognized that we shouldn�t have won this game. I couldn�t imagine how Washington felt when they thought they�d won the game, only to have us come back and score again. We took our time and made sure we told Washington what a good game they�d played.
 Coach Diamond found me before he took his team to the locker room.
 �I thought we had you,� he said, hugging me.
 �I was sure he was going to score,� I said, referring to the run at the end where his player fumbled.
 �Me too. I plan to use that as a reminder to never give up on a play. I don�t think many players would have caught him,� he said and then smiled. �Good luck. You deserve to get back to State. I know how hard you work, and I can�t wait until you graduate.�
 ◊◊◊
 Wyatt was waiting for me in the locker room, soaking in what it felt like to be on a winning team. I helped him get his football pads off so he could change into his street clothes, then packed his gear into his duffle bag to take home. His dad came and got him while Jeff filmed us. He was a happy boy. It felt good to do something for a kid in his situation.
 After he left, I made sure my phone was no longer streaming. Coach Hope found me and invited Ty to join Coach Mason and Coach Rector to talk to the press. Coach Hope stood off to the side as we stepped outside the locker room. I missed being at home, where we had a dedicated room for talking to the press.
 �Why didn�t you play the first half?� Jeff asked as the first question.
 I think Coach Mason saved us because I didn�t plan to cover anyone�s butt.
 �This is an internal team matter. Just so you know, I�ve been doing this for a long time, so I can read your minds,� Coach said with a half-smile. �Before you jump to any conclusions, this was not punishment of some kind. This was a reward for players who have busted their butts and did everything we asked of them. Everyone knew this before the start of the game.�
 Of course, that wasn�t the last question about it. Several of the reporters had seen what happened at halftime on the streaming video. When I was asked about it, I said I�d been assured it would be dealt with. Then I fell into my �aw shucks, I�m just a team player, happy to get the opportunity to play, and God�s hand was in all of it� routine.
 I made no effort to defend the decision. I figured Coach Hope had created this mess; he could figure out what to do about it.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 8 � Hotness  Sunday September 11 
 I was getting ready to go running when my cell rang. When I looked at the caller ID, I saw it was an 859 area code. I tried to remember where that was.
 �This is David,� I answered.
 �David, Coach Styles,� said the head coach for the University of Kentucky.
 �Morning, Coach, how can I help you?�
 �I saw you left us off your visit list. I know you�ve been on campus a couple of times. What I�d really like to do is schedule an in-home visit before you get much further into your recruiting process. I think I can help you narrow the field and make this process as easy as possible.�
 �By committing to the University of Kentucky,� I finished his thought.
 �I knew you were smart,� he said and chuckled.
 �When did you want to do this?� I asked.
 �I talked to the woman answering your phone, Megan, and she said something about you being banned from your dojo until Tuesday. Would tomorrow night work?�
 I would have to talk to Megan about sharing too much information with recruiters. I knew that she hadn�t given him my number; he�d stolen it when we met at Wesleyan a year and a half ago. This was the first time he�d used it. I was glad I hadn�t had to block his number.
 Kentucky had been the first school to offer me, and Coach Styles had always been honest. He�d offered to help me through this process, so I decided to accept the visit.
 �I�ve only done this for baseball. What do I need to know about a football in-home visit?�
 �I want the decision-makers to attend. That usually means your parents and any trusted advisers you have. I�d like them to get to know key members of my staff and me. From my perspective, it�s important that they know who they would be entrusting their son to for four years. And I want them to know everything the University of Kentucky can offer you,� he said.
 �Is it okay if I invite my girlfriend and her family?� I asked.
 �I�m comfortable with you inviting anyone who you decide needs to be there.�
 �What about Wolf Tams and Tim Foresee?�
 �I planned to call them next. I also want to talk to Ty Wilson while I�m in town.�
 �Okay. Call Megan, and she�ll coordinate everything. I look forward to seeing you,� I said.
 After I hung up, I called Brook, and her phone went to voicemail, so I called the house line.
 �Hello,� a sleepy Ava answered.
 �Hey, it�s David. I need to talk to Brook,� I said.
 �What time is it?�
 I looked at the clock.
 �7:30.�
 �And what day is it?�
 �Sunday.�
 �And you expect my daughter�s out of bed?� she asked with amusement.
 �Maybe you could have her call me when she gets up,� I suggested.
 �Oh, no. Let me go get her,� Ava said.
 I heard her knock on Brook�s door, and Brook say something rude.
 �Who died?� Brook asked when she answered.
 �Hey, that was my line,� I teased.
 I�d said it more than once while I was in LA and Brook forgot about the time difference.
 �Bite me, Big Daddy. What�s up?� she asked, sounding more awake.
 I explained the recruiting visit and wanted to know if she and her parents wanted to come.
 �I�ve been curious about this whole process, so count me in. In addition, I�d suggest that you invite Cassidy, Tracy, and Pam.�
 �Doesn�t Pam plan to go back to California for college?�
 �She does, but she is your Baby Mama. Don�t you think she wants to at least hear what�s going on with you?� Brook asked, making way too much sense.
 �This is turning into a circus,� I moaned.
 �Are you serious about Kentucky?� she asked.
 �Probably not, but I don�t want to burn any bridges, either.�
 �Here�s how I would look at it. Use this one as a practice run. Have whoever you imagine would want to be part of the process come to this one, so they get an idea of how this all works. Then, when you meet with the ones you�re genuinely interested in, just have the key players there.
 �Plus, are you crazy? Your recruiting will be a circus whether you want it to be or not,� Brook predicted. �Use this to help manage it.�
 Everyone had been badgering me about where I planned to go. I sure hoped Coach Styles had a sense of humor. I suspected that this might be a unique in-home.
 �Okay. I can see where this might calm some folks down,� I said, thinking of Tracy in particular. �Are you guys coming to brunch today?�
 �Yes. On that note, I�m going back to sleep. Next time you wake me up on a Sunday morning at this time, there had better be a payoff, if you know what I mean.�
 �I might have to come up with a new nickname for you. �Hotness� might not be enough to describe you,� I said, dropping down into my sexy voice.
 �It was just a thought.�
 �I like how you think. We need to figure out how to dump Cassidy and Don. I love her to death, but I want to spend time with you,� I said, referring to our double date last night.
 I�d tried to talk Wolf and Tim into taking Cassidy and Don on a double date. They�d both laughed in my face.
 �You should get your brother to do it,� Brook suggested.
 �I�m sure I could get my mom to babysit,� I said.
 �No, �stupid boy,� your other brother. The one who has a girlfriend and no car,� Brook said.
 �You�re a genius because that would be perfect,� I said, imagining all the free time Brook and I would now have.
 What could we possibly do?
 �Okay. I�m done solving all your problems. I�ll see you after you get back from church,� Brook said, and then hung up.
 ◊◊◊
 �You want to have how many people?� Mom asked at brunch.
 The list had grown when I�d thought about it at church. I wanted Coach Mason and Coach Hope there. Then all the guys and their parents, plus their girlfriends and their parents. Then my family, including Phil and his parents. Dad had pointed out that Megan and Caryn should be there. The list felt like it might be never-ending.
 �You should invite Jeff and his cameraman,� Dad recommended.
 He had a point. The streaming video had attracted a lot of viewers. Jeff had done us a solid in the morning paper and followed Coach Mason�s spin. I suspected he planned to show the whole sequence in his documentary.
 �Where am I supposed to put everyone?� Mom asked.
 �Our House is closed on Monday nights. Let�s have it there,� I suggested.
 �It�s a good thing you�re one of the owners. I�m not sure where else you could call and only give a day�s notice,� Ava said.
 I could probably call Greg and have him get Monical�s banquet room, but she was right. Having your own restaurant for events like this was convenient.
 ◊◊◊
 After brunch, the girls were going to the mall. Dad and I had a meeting with Caryn and Megan to talk about my businesses. We came in the back and found crates of mail stacked halfway up the wall. I looked closer and saw they were recruiting letters.
 �What do you want us to do with all this?� Megan asked as she came back to get a soda.
 �You should read it all,� I said, and Dad smacked me on the back of the head.
 �Ignore him. We�ll take them to the recycling drop on the way home,� Dad offered.
 We followed Megan into the conference room. On the wall were eight-by-tens of Wolf, Tim, and me in full color. In the background, there were black-and-white action shots of each of us from yesterday�s Washington game. There were eleven different photos. Each had us Photoshopped to wear the jersey of each school on our list, plus Kentucky. Each picture had the school�s name and logo, and underneath it had hashtags. For example, Ohio State�s string said: �#WhyNotUs #GoBucks.�
 �This is cool,� I said.
 �We�ll talk about that later,� Caryn said as she sat down.
 Caryn linked up the video conferencing, and I soon saw Jack Mass, Frank Ingram, Shannon Goehl, and Kent Crain�s faces all up on the big-screen TV. Something must be up if the brain trust was all present.
 Caryn was all business and called the meeting to order. She seemed to be evolving into the role of COO. I remembered when we�d hung out in my trailer on the set for The Secret Circle.
 Shannon Goehl, our corporate counsel, was up first. She informed us that we now had all the companies registered with the appropriate government entities. The reason why everyone was on the line became apparent when Kent, the senior manager for Dawson Management, got his turn.
 �We�ve been going through Craig�s contacts and talking to them about us being their managers. Kendal signed up six new clients, and I was able to sign four. They�ve also agreed to use IDC � Public Relations and Mass Investments,� Kent announced.
 �We�re ahead of our most aggressive projections, according to the business plan. We�re going to need to hire more managers to help out Kent and his team,� Frank, president of Dawson Management and a managing partner of IDC � Public Relations, shared.
 �What does that mean?� Dad asked.
 �In the short term, we may need to spend some money to hire and train people. But if we continue at the pace we�re going, we�ll be in the black way ahead of projections,� Caryn explained.
 �I want to hire some people familiar with modeling. We haven�t touched David�s modeling contacts yet,� Kent said.
 �I know who you should call: Aubrey Dunham,� I suggested.
 �Was she the woman I met in the UK?� Dad asked.
 �Yes. She and Adrienne are friends, and she�s currently working at Ford Models in Europe to help train new models. She knows the business and just recently retired from being a full-time model herself.
 �The other person you might want to contact is Clare Thomas. She�s the niece of Deb Thomas, who�s a vice president in charge of talent development in Ford Models� Chicago office. Claire was my agent there but quit and went back to school to get her MBA,� I said, giving them a couple of options.
 The discussion then turned to my recruiting.
 �We mocked up pictures we want to send to each school�s bloggers and sportswriters,� Frank said. �I need to give Lily credit for coming up with the hashtag #WhyNotUs. It�ll help brand the three of you as a package.�
 �I like it,� I admitted.
 �We�re also getting requests from �insiders� to talk to you about your recruitment,� Megan said. �They told me they want to make their �crystal ball� predictions, whatever that means.�
 �One of the recruiting websites has people who�re supposed to be plugged into college football make predictions about where a recruit will end up. I admit that I find it amusing to read some of the fan message boards� meltdowns when a prediction changes. We could have some fun with this,� I said.
 �I recommend against that. If you start creating a bunch of drama, you risk alienating potential fans. People will look at you as an attention-seeker and write you off,� Frank advised.
 He could be a total fun-sucker sometimes, but he was right. Message boards tended to create their own drama. Diehard fans of a school hung on every post and tried to glean any information they could get or make up. Since they were on the Internet, where they could hide from the world in their parents� basements, they could be a bunch of cyberbullies while acting like experts.
 Some of my favorite threads were the ones where they tried to prove that their school was better than a rival. The Ohio State and Michigan fans had it down to an art form.
 What made it all hilarious was that these adults apparently didn�t have anything better to do. They spent their time trying to figure out what a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old meant with a post to social media. It felt a little like they were stalkers when their comments would stray to talking about the girls the recruits would either start to follow or get messages from.
 The Wisconsin board was convinced I was going there. That was all because Dawn, the college basketball player I�d met on the trip, and I had started following each other online. I was sure that if I got onto Kentucky�s message board, I�d find they were talking about me following John Phillips, their starting quarterback, and my friend.
 �Okay, fine. I do have something else to talk about. My mom was approached by a representative of Southwest Central State. They wanted me to come for a visit and seemed to indicate they might pay for it.�
 �I�ll talk to Duane Morris and find out what we should do about that,� Shannon said, going into lawyer mode.
 Mr. Morris was the sports attorney Ms. Dixon had hired to deal with NCAA issues. From there, we wrapped it up and drove home.
 ◊◊◊
 I was in my apartment, reading ahead, when Cassidy came in looking sad.
 �What�s wrong, Bad Girl?�
 That brought a grin to her face.
 �Mr. Hicks is mad at my dad. Dad has to go talk to him tonight,� she explained.
 Mr. Hicks was our athletic director and Coach Hope�s boss. I kept my expression neutral because Cassidy was a friend.
 �Dad would like to talk to you before he meets with Mr. Hicks,� Cassidy said.
 �I�m fine with that.�
 We did need to clear the air, or I would have a problem working with him for the rest of the season. Cassidy sent a text and then ran downstairs when there was a knock at the door. Duke came running up the steps. I�d left him in the house with the little ones taking naps. Duke acted as an early warning system for when the boys woke up. Peggy appreciated it because she didn�t have to check on them. Duke would come to get her as soon as one of them would stir.
 I was glad to see my dad come up first, followed by Cassidy and Coach Hope.
 �Somehow, this seems wrong,� Coach Hope said.
 I gave him a confused look.
 �I just assumed you�d be off on some adventure. This just seems so ordinary, but then again, you do get good grades,� he said while pointing to the book I was studying.
 �I�m not a natural like your daughter. I have to work for my grades,� I said.
 Coach Hope actually grinned, and Cassidy gave me a dirty look. She put zero effort into studying and was a solid �B� student. Her dad and I both knew that if she tried, she would be getting �A�s.
 �I wanted a chance to talk to you and the other boys I owe apologies to before school tomorrow,� Coach Hope said, getting to the point of his visit. �I�m sorry I didn�t talk to Wolf and Tim when they came back. If I had, none of this would have happened.�
 �You didn�t think Alan was capable of doing it? Remember what he did to Lisa Felton?� I asked.
 Alan had posted her private blog on the school�s internal message system. He�d lost access to students� information and athletic websites because of his breach of trust. Looking back, that was when I began to think about him as no longer my best friend. When I thought he�d had sex with Tami, I was hurt and pushed him away. Without our friend Jeff around to curb his impulses, he�d turned into someone I seriously didn�t want in my life anymore, regardless of our childhood friendship.
 Uncle John�s talk about circles of trust came to mind. There was a part where people who meant you malice had to be dealt with to protect your close friends and family, your inner circles. Alan had joined Mike Herndon and Cal Bell, Pam�s dad, in the �these people will do you actual harm and may try to get at you through your friends� circle.
 �I honestly thought that you two were just having a disagreement and would get past it. It never crossed my mind that Alan would pull something like this. I considered talking to Tim and Wolf, but the more I did, the madder I got. Here I thought we had an understanding, and they had broken it,� he admitted.
 �I suspect Alan was in your ear the whole time, talking about how I thought I was privileged and could do anything I wanted,� I said.
 Coach Hope�s face got pink as I hit the nail on the head.
 �Alan is no longer a part of the football program.�
 �I hope you locked him out of your football software. I wouldn�t put it past him to steal the content and then delete everything.�
 �That was the first thing I did. Believe it or not, I did learn a few things in the Marine Corps. I should have taken my last review to heart. I was passed over for promotion to Lieutenant Colonel because I was deemed to be too inflexible and having control issues,� Coach Hope shared.
 That made me sit up for a minute. Wow! Coach Hope really must be rattled. That was the kind of stuff you don�t usually share with anyone except the very few people you trust absolutely. Either that, or maybe I was becoming part of his innermost circle.
 �I thought that was a trait of all football coaches,� Dad said to lighten the mood.
 �You�re probably right,� Coach Hope said, then looked at me seriously. �I was wrong for what I did. You were right when you said all I had to do was communicate what my issue was. It was unfair of me to put you boys through that.�
 �After the steroid debacle and then this, I have some serious trust issues right now. I thought we had a better relationship than that. I don�t think I�ve ever given you a reason to believe what Alan sold you. In fact, I�ve strived to be the consummate team player and tried to set an example in leadership. And frankly, it hurts a bit that you would think I would try to pull something like that. Especially after I went out of my way to make sure that Yuri, Roc, and Phil could join me in Mexico.�
 �I understand and don�t blame you. At this point, all I can do is say I�m sorry and hope that we can work to put this behind us,� Coach Hope said earnestly.
 I sat back and thought for a second. If Coach Hope left, we�d be okay for the season, but I couldn�t see Coach Mason or Coach Rector being here next year. I didn�t want Lincoln High football to implode as soon as I left.
 But even more importantly, it would have a devastating effect on Cassidy, and also Coach Hope. I realized they were both my friends�my good friends�and they didn�t need to be hurt over this any more than they already had been. Words from the guys� retreat came back to me. �To have a good friend, you must be a good friend,� and, �If you want someone as a friend, you must be ready to forgive them for one great flaw.�
 I smiled to myself. This decision, when put in perspective, was easy.
 �One of my goals is to leave a legacy of excellence at Lincoln High. I think you�re going to be a huge part of that. More importantly, I consider both you and Cassidy as good friends, and I don�t want to lose that with either of you over this. If you need me to talk to Mr. Hicks, have him call me,� I said.
 Coach Hope smiled sadly.
 �I appreciate that. Now I need to go mend more fences, and then go face the music,� he said.
 I told them about the Kentucky in-home visit, and they agreed to be there. He and Cassidy left.
 �What do you think?� I asked my dad.
 �Personally, I would kick Alan�s ass.�
 Wow! He surprised me sometimes. Thank goodness my mom wasn�t around to hear that.
 �I�ll put that on my to-do list.�
 ◊◊◊
 Hotness.
 �Yessss �� I hissed as Brook took me to the hilt.
 �You seemed a little stressed.�
 I ignored her. I needed to concentrate, or this would be the shortest sex session of my life.
 Brook had come back from shopping and wanted to show me what she bought. I played the dutiful boyfriend and acted like I was interested. That all changed when she came out in a matching bra-and-panty set. Someone had gone to Victoria�s Secret.
 Mr. Happy had taken control of the body, and I�d grabbed Brook�s hips when she came within reach. I�d simply released my member, pushed her panties aside, and found hotness, nirvana, bliss, and every other pleasurable term that had ever been uttered. I suspect that had been Brook�s plan all along because she didn�t object. She leaned back against my chest and moaned with satisfaction.
 �We have to stop double-dating with Cassidy.�
 I wished she would stop talking. I was busy doing my math homework in my head to keep from exploding. She�d talked me into not using condoms since we were in a committed relationship, which meant I could feel everything.
 Brook planted her feet on my knees so she could get leverage and began to move up and down my sensitive member. I was about to erupt way too soon, so I reached around and began to rub her sex vigorously with four fingers to help her get there with me.
 She screeched into my ear and about knocked me out when her head slammed into my chin. One of her feet slipped off my knee, and she slammed down, taking the last bit I had to offer. I felt her inner hotness begin to throb, which was more than I could take. I felt the dam break as I had my release.
 �That didn�t take long,� my mom said from the top of the stairs.
 I looked over at Mom and Ava taking in the show. Ava�s mouth hung open, and my mom looked amused.
 �Out!� I bellowed.
 Brook took that opportunity to jump off my lap and run into my bedroom. Mr. Happy waved at everyone, and I stuffed him into my pants. Ava�s eyes were locked onto my crotch. I took it that I wasn�t getting them to leave, so I left to find Brook.
 When I cleared the bedroom door and shut it behind me, she tackled me and almost knocked me down. Once I recovered, I pulled her into my arms and just held her as she shook.
 �I�m so screwed,� Brook said into my chest.
 �I think your mom wants to do naughty things to me.�
 That earned me a punch and got her giggling.
 �Do you think it would get us out of trouble?� she asked.
 �I see how it is. If it benefits you, you�ll pimp out your boyfriend,� I said in mock horror.
 She didn�t even hesitate.
 �Yep. That�s part of having a girlfriend. You do whatever she tells you to.�
 �Okay, Miss Bossy. What do you want me to do?�
 �Go find out how much trouble we�re in.�
 I predicted none, but I�d had a girl�s father punch me, so I would do this cautiously.
 I came back out and found my mom making tea. Ava�s face flushed a deep red when she saw me. She�d been perving on me ever since our vacation in the Caribbean. Mom saw me.
 �Sorry about that. I figured it would take longer for you two to be doing anything like that. I guess I forgot what teenage love is all about. Now that I think about it, I should�ve used the intercom,� Mom admitted.
 At that point, I pulled a Dawson and just shut up until I knew whether this was just a ploy before she pounced. I�d fallen for the false sense of security act before. Ava seemed more confused than I was.
 �Brook! We�re having tea. Please join us,� Mom called out.
 Brook stuck her head out of the door, and I gave her a little shrug. She came out, having changed back into her clothes, and sat on my knee as Mom and Ava took the couch. Mom served tea and cookies like everything was normal.
 �Do we need to talk about what we walked in on?� Mom asked and looked directly at Ava.
 �I hate to admit this, but I doubt David was her first. I was sixteen when I became sexually active. They�re both eighteen and seem to like each other. That was better than what my experience was,� Ava confessed.
 �My first played baseball and was kind of a jerk. He ended up getting a minor league baseball contract and left me so he could go follow his dream,� Mom shared.
 �I sometimes wonder whatever happened to Bancroft,� Ava said.
 �Steve actually lives in town and has two boys David and Greg�s age,� Mom said.
 My mind came to a screeching halt. It wasn�t bad enough that our moms were sharing their sexual history with us, but I put together who she was talking about.
 �Steve Herndon?� I asked, praying that Luke and Mike�s dad wasn�t the one.
 She just nodded, and I decided I�d just died a little.
 �Bancroft? Surely that was his last name,� Brook said.
 �Nope. He was also a fourth. It was a family name, and he insisted that everyone use his full name,� Ava said, and then turned to her daughter. �Who was your first?�
 I love Brook. She was quick on her feet.
 �David, just now,� she said with a straight face.
 �What about you, David?� Ava asked.
 �I just remembered that Dad wants me to mow the yard,� I said, getting up and almost dumping Brook onto the floor.
 As I rushed out of my apartment, I couldn�t get the image of Mike�s dad and my mom bumping uglies out of my mind. I sure hoped that Mike and Luke never found out because I might have to kill them if they ever said anything.
 Dad and Ian were messing with the grill when I pushed the lawn mower out of the garage.
 �This can�t be good,� Dad said.
 �Why?� Ian asked.
 �If David ran out of his apartment with our wives and Brook up there, and he�s going to mow the yard, it has to be something bad,� Dad observed.
 �They�re sharing stories about losing their virginity.�
 �Yeah, I might need something stronger than beer,� Ian predicted.
 I was with him on that. I was afraid that Ava and Mom might just cause me to need therapy if they continued to torment me.
 Five minutes later, Brook fled my apartment with a haunted look. I probably shouldn�t have bailed on her, but at that point, it was every man and woman for themselves. Mom and Ava strolled out, and their eyes landed on Dad and Ian. I suddenly had two eager helpers. Mom had a satisfied smile as she saw us taking care of the yard.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 9 � Form vs. Substance  Monday September 12 
 Alan was a no-show at school. Word was out about what he�d done, and it was probably best that he didn�t come to school. Yuri was so mad that I�d bet he would take one for the team and get suspended for three days for beating on Alan. I predicted that someone would punch him before the week was out.
 I also found out from Cassidy that her dad and our athletic director had had a long talk. Coach Hope had offered to resign, but Mr. Hicks had turned him down. I liked the idea of Coach Hope remaining a friend. But in some ways, it was good to take Coach Hope off his pedestal and realize he was just a man with his own flaws like everyone else. That didn�t mean I wasn�t still a bit upset when I thought of how close we�d come to disaster.
 Coach Mason was right, though. I had to respect Coach Hope in front of the team. They needed to be confident in his leadership, and I honestly didn�t have the time, energy, or desire to undermine him.
 ◊◊◊
 At football practice, we skipped the film session and trotted out onto the field. Coach Mason�s plan to rotate skill players had kept us fresh and injury-free, so there was no real need to go easy.
 Halfway through practice, Coach Rector called all the defenders together. I saw Cassidy there and wondered what this was all about.
 �Coach Hope and I were talking about hand-to-hand combat, and the topic of how we could use that for football came up. I�ve come to embrace the concept of not meeting force head-on, but redirecting it instead. It�s that principle that�s helped you all get off your blocks and not get tied up.
 �I was telling Coach Hope that I wanted to win the turnover battle and cause more fumbles. That was when Cassidy told me about using pressure points. I wasn�t convinced until she tried them on me,� Coach Rector shared.
 Coach Rector invited me to be Cassidy�s test subject, but I refused. Dan Ball was dumb enough to go up front.
 �The arm has two nerves that are tied to the hand that I want to focus on: the ulnar and radial,� Cassidy taught.
 She had Dan hold out his arm.
 �The ulnar runs on the inside of the arm and controls the ring and pinky fingers,� she explained.
 Cassidy pointed to three points: the inside of the top of the arm, inside the elbow, and then inside the lower part of the arm.
 �The radial nerve controls the thumb and index finger, and you can find it along the outside of the arm.�
 She then handed Dan a football and had him tuck it like a running back would.
 �Coach Rector has taught you to try to rip the ball out of a running back�s hands,� Cassidy said. She demonstrated, trying to punch it out of Dan�s grip with no success.
 Dan made some smart comment about a little girl not being able to make him fumble. Tim, Yuri, and I cringed when she smacked him inside the elbow. Dan let out a yelp and dropped the ball.
 �What the hell,� he complained as he shook his arm.
 That was precisely why I hadn�t volunteered.
 �Now, it�s illegal to punch someone on the football field, but if you�re making a play on the ball, it�s okay to hit them,� Cassidy said.
 She had us pair up and try to knock the ball loose. I�d worked with her on this in my self-defense classes, so I was her star pupil. She then showed us how to hit the back of the hand or grab their hand and dig your thumb into the meaty part between the thumb and index fingers.
 I wasn�t sure that teaching this bunch of dumbasses how to make each other�s arms go numb was a good idea. Cassidy seemed pleased when everyone was shaking their arm at the end of practice. I couldn�t wait to try it in a game.
 ◊◊◊
 We planned to have the Kentucky in-home visit at Our House, my restaurant. The idea was to let everyone feel that they were a part of the process, and the Kentucky coaching staff were being good sports about it. Yes, the entire staff had made the trip. When Coach Styles heard what I planned, he thought it was a great idea.
 �Unca David, Unca David,� Kyle, Mac, and Nate called as they pushed through the crowd to get to me.
 I squatted down and took them all into a group hug. Angie and Greg were hurrying to make sure the three of them didn�t decide to go in three different directions. Nate wasn�t quite the problem yet because he was just figuring out the walking thing and was still a little cautious. Then the trio saw their cousins and ran off to talk to Peggy.
 �I hear Mom walked in on you,� Greg said with a big grin.
 �We need to put a cat bell on her so you hear her coming,� I complained.
 �You just need to set boundaries,� Angie offered.
 Both Greg and I about fell down laughing. I could just imagine how that conversation would go. I envisioned being fifty and her taking my debit card and car keys away.
 Rather than discuss it, I would let Greg set his wife straight. Caryn had caught my eye to tell me that we needed to get started. Jeff Delahey saw me head towards the stage, and his cameraman caught up to me.
 �I�d like to wire you for sound, so I don�t have to be in your face the whole time.�
 I would have to remember I had this on, or I might end up saying something that I didn�t want to be recorded. Grabbing a house microphone, I turned it on and stepped up on stage.
 �If you could start to find your seats, we�ll get this started.�
 We�d set up three big round tables that each held twelve for Tim, Wolf, and me, and all our guests. Then there were smaller tables set up towards the back for everyone else. At my table were my mom and dad, Uncle John, Grandma Dawson, Coaches Hope and Mason, Brook, and Tracy. There were two that I was surprised were invited to sit at my table: Duane Morris, my sports attorney from Woodford & Morris, and Jeff, the reporter shooting the documentary.
 The staff from Kentucky included Coach Styles; Don Berta, their recruiting coordinator; Coach Braun, their offensive coordinator and quarterback coach; and Coach Erickson, their defensive coordinator. Coach Styles and Don Berta joined us at my table. Coach Braun was seated at Wolf�s table, and Tim had Coach Erickson at his.
 I�d invited Ty, but he wanted to go his own way for recruiting. He did plan to join us on our trip to Michigan. They were one of his five official visits. He also planned to go to Wisconsin, Iowa, Louisville, and Western Michigan.
 We�d set it up so we would have a buffet. Mary Dole had put it together, and everything looked great. Once everyone had food, they played a video about the University of Kentucky and their football program.
 When the video ended, Don Berta stepped up onto the stage.
 �When I first met David during his freshman year, I knew he was someone I wanted to come to the University of Kentucky. Even then, you could tell he was a leader. We offered him based on that and crossed our fingers that he would turn out to be able to play,� he said, and everyone laughed.
 �I wasn�t surprised when his in-home visit wasn�t typical. I got a chance to talk to his uncle, and he shared with me the concept of �circles of trust� and that it was something David was working on. David wants to let you all know that he respects you and wants your input on this decision.
 �I look out across the room at the diverse group he has put together, and all I know is I want that at the University of Kentucky. Of course, we want David, Tim, and Wolf to play football for us, but I can see they bring more than that; they bring a sense of family.
 �We at the University of Kentucky take family seriously. We understand that you�re trusting us to help guide and shape your young men. Coach Styles stresses that our number-one job is to turn young men into adults. That means getting them a good education and helping them learn what it takes to be a man so they can make their way in the world after football ends.
 �I asked Coach Styles for the opportunity to address you all. I want to show you that it�s not only the head coach who believes in our responsibility. It�s the whole coaching and support staff, and the University of Kentucky,� Don said, and then paused.
 He got a weak smile on his face.
 �Let�s address the elephant in the room. I know that you have more trips planned to outstanding football programs, some that have played in National Championship games in the last few years. I also know that you agreed to have us as a test run of sorts. We�re fine with that if it gives us the opportunity to talk to all of you. You ask �why not us?� on your social media. Let me turn it around on you. Why not the University of Kentucky?
 �We legitimately want all three of you to play for us. We were excited to see how well Tim moves after his knee surgery. You can tell he�s matured, gotten stronger, and plays the kind of defense we need in the SEC. I can see him playing Saturdays as our starting middle linebacker once he figures it all out.
 �I�ve talked to our coaches, and Wolf could either play tight end or be a big receiver for us. Something I�m sure of is that if you have bigger, faster athletes than your competition, you�re more likely to win. Coach Braun gave me my marching orders to find him bigger receivers. He feels that it will provide us with an advantage that defenses don�t really have an answer to. I honestly think that with the right opportunity, Wolf could be playing on Sunday, someday.
 �Finally, what can you say about David, the number-one recruit in the land? With the help of Tim, Wolf, and his teammates at the University of Kentucky, he has the opportunity to be something special. Wherever he goes, expectations will be high. At some programs, he could get lost in the shuffle with other great quarterbacks. The day he steps onto our campus, he will be the man.
 �I�m sure you�re all aware of what an exceptional talent you have among you. I watched the game film of your last game, and I can only name a handful of players who could have pulled that game out. Coach Erickson about had kittens when he saw David cause the fumble that saved the game. I watched as the rest of the team gave up chasing the running back. David just showed why everyone is talking about him.
 �There might be a player who throws a better ball or runs faster. I�ve yet to see anyone who�s a better gamer, period. There�s no one I would rather see under center with the game on the line.
 �To wrap up, why not us? That�s not exactly right. We know why you should pick the University of Kentucky. You should choose to join us because we want the three of you to join our football family. With you three on our team, I�m not worried about wins and losses. That will take care of itself. If you come to Kentucky, it�s so much more than playing football. You will be part of a family that will be there for you for the rest of your lives.
 �It�s time you get serious about the next step, and I think if you look at it, the solution is obvious. The University of Kentucky is where you belong,� Don said to end his speech.
 Tim and Wolf looked over at me, and both were smiling. I turned to Coach Styles.
 �You made a good choice in letting Don give the talk if the looks Tim and Wolf are shooting at me mean anything,� I said.
 �May I make a suggestion?� Coach Mason asked.
 �Of course. I invited you because I want your input,� I said.
 �It�s obvious that you have a real connection with Kentucky. I understand that they were the first ones to offer you and that it�s a great university. If it weren�t, they wouldn�t attract the basketball talent they do. You owe it to yourself and your teammates to fully explore your options. This is too big a decision to make in the heat of the moment,� Coach Mason advised.
 �Are you saying that Kentucky isn�t a good landing place for me?� I asked.
 �Not in the least. I recommend you take your visits as you have planned. Since you�re not making your decision until spring, you can consider making a trip to Kentucky after the football season.�
 I looked at Coach Styles to get his input.
 �I think you should pull the trigger tonight, but I�m biased. If you were my son, I�d give you the same advice Coach Mason just gave you. If you decide you like another program, that�s fine. I honestly want what�s best for you, Wolf, and Tim. I know you�d be happy at Kentucky, but you need to decide what�s right for you,� Coach Styles said, taking the stress off me.
 �Thanks, Coach. On another subject, I need all your advice on something else. I was wondering if you could come back to the house after this, and we could talk,� I said. I pointed to Coaches Hope, Mason, and Styles, and also nodded to Duane Morris, my attorney.
 �May I ask in general what it�s about?� Coach Styles asked.
 Thank goodness I remembered I was wired.
 �I�ll tell you when I�m not wired for sound,� I said, pointing to the microphone attached to my Kentucky t-shirt.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad and I grabbed Brook and huddled with Tim, Wolf, and their parents. I let them talk first, and they both felt the love from Kentucky. I told them about the compromise we�d come up with.
 �That makes perfect sense. I don�t want you to rush this,� Wendy, Tim�s mom, said.
 Tim and Wolf shared their conversations with the coaches who sat at their tables. It sounded like the coaches had done an excellent job explaining how the two of them would fit in and make significant contributions to the team.
 ◊◊◊
 Tracy, Tami, and Pam all made a point to thank me for inviting them. They understood I couldn�t do this for future in-home visits. They now understood what happened at them and felt more plugged-in.
 Brook rode home with my parents and me. She wanted to hear what I had to say to the coaches.
 Everyone met at my house. Mary had sent home cinnamon rolls, and Mom made coffee. I didn�t want to share, but Mom gave me a look. I figured it was probably better in the long run because that many cinnamon rolls surely had about ten million calories. If I ate them all, Halle would be pointing at my butt.
 �Oh my! They sell these at your place?� Coach Mason asked.
 �Take David when you go; he has a talent for getting them for free,� Dad said.
 �I�m sure it has nothing to do with him owning the place,� Brook observed.
 �This was before he owned it. If you haven�t noticed, he can be handy to have around,� Dad added.
 �Like Greg isn�t? He always gets us free appetizers at Monical�s,� I said to defend myself.
 �What does Phil get you?� Brook asked.
 �He gets Cassidy off our back.�
 �I think that�s better than food,� Brook said with a grin.
 �You sure you want to go there?� Mom asked.
 That brought Brook up short. She hadn�t yet realized that my mom would talk about anything in front of anyone.
 �Why did you want everyone to come over?� Brook asked to change the topic.
 �Rob and I have been talking since I received a visit from a representative from Southwest Central State,� Mom said, taking the lead.
 �He showed up at her work to try to convince her to have David make a visit to their campus,� Dad said. �She felt that it was implied they would make it worth her while to arrange it. This was the first time we�ve been approached by someone who seemed to be offering him cash to play.�
 �We talked to Bo Harrington, who is both a friend and mentor of David�s. He�s also a coach at Alabama. We sought him out for advice, and he shared the economics of big-time football and the impact someone like David could have on a program,� Mom said.
 �I was worried this might happen,� Mr. Morris stepped in. �College athletics is a business that has found a way to simply offer free room, board, and an education to their workforce in lieu of paying them a salary. There have been rumors for years that under-the-table money has been paid to top prospects like David.
 �In some ways, it reminds me of prohibition. Despite the law, people found a way to drink. I suspect there�s an underground economy at work to compensate players for picking a particular program to play ball. The NCAA is at a severe disadvantage. They don�t have subpoena power to compel anyone to testify, so if no one talks, there�s nothing they can do.
 �If I were a college and wanted to cheat, I would make sure it couldn�t be traced back to me. I�d have a third-party step in and make the payment,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Shoe companies,� I guessed.
 �Think about the money they�re pouring into colleges to wear their gear. They use the colleges to groom top athletes so that when they graduate, they swoop in with endorsement deals,� Mr. Morris said.
 �David, you need to be very careful to not say anything negative about shoe companies. I�ve seen where schools have pulled offers, and I would bet it was because a shoe company put the word out. I was surprised that you visited Wisconsin. They�re an Under Armour school,� Coach Styles said.
 Bo had warned me about the power of the shoe companies. Still, I was staggered that Coach Styles would say something. He went up another notch in my estimation.
 �I wonder why they would even approach you. If they�d done their homework, they would realize that David isn�t going to be swayed by money or even women,� Coach Hope said.
 �Hey,� Brook warned.
 �I meant that he already had the perfect woman at home,� Coach Hope said to make the save. �If it were me, I would make the offer to Wolf and Tim.�
 We all looked at him thoughtfully.
 �I�ll find out,� Dad offered.
 �What should we do?� I asked.
 �Let me ponder it. My concern is that if money doesn�t work, they�ll try other approaches that might not be as pleasant,� Mr. Morris said.
 ◊◊◊
 After the coaches left, Brook joined my parents and me to figure out what else we should do.
 �I�d talk to your security people. That last statement makes me wonder what they might pull,� Brook suggested.
 �Great minds think alike. I�ll call Fritz and get him up to speed,� I said.
 Mom didn�t seem too happy, but Dad gave her a look, and she nodded.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday September 13 
 Today was Tracy�s birthday. Her mom had told me that she didn�t want a party this year, she just wanted to have dinner with her parents. Of course, I wasn�t having that. If I had to pick a best friend, she just might be it.
 I reserved the outside area where we�d put the picnic tables for our junior class project. Mary planned to cater the event and would get some of our employees to help decorate. I�d had Lily send out invitations. Because Tracy was graduating at the end of the semester, we suggested that people bring gifts she could use when she went away to college. Caryn and Megan made a gift registry so that we could prevent duplicate gifts.
 When it was time, I hurried to beat Tracy to lunch. Pam was tasked with making the birthday girl late. I found the cheerleaders helping organize the details. I didn�t even ask how Brook managed to get them out of class early.
 The place looked great. They�d put light pink tablecloths on all the picnic tables with a �Happy Birthday� runner down the center of each table. There were potted mums as centerpieces. The school had provided two long tables, and Mary had put out a buffet of salad, pizza, and cookies on one. The other table was for gifts and was already full. People must have slipped out between classes to put them out.
 Our friends began to arrive, and we soon had a crowd of about fifty people. There was an exit door right before the cafeteria. Through its window, I could see Pam and Tracy in deep conversation. Tracy looked confused when Pam opened the door instead of going into the lunchroom. Then she saw us. You could see we�d accomplished our goal.
 �Looks like we pulled it off,� Gina said as she gave Tracy a hug.
 �I had no idea. I planned to just have a casual dinner with my parents to celebrate.�
 �Seriously? You always have the best birthday party,� I reminded her.
 She just shook her head, then saw her mom and gave her a hug. Since we only had an hour, everyone grabbed some food to eat. Tracy opened gifts and got into the spirit of being the birthday girl. She quickly figured out the theme when she saw she�d received school supplies. I was impressed that the cheerleaders had pooled their money and bought her a laptop. The football players got her a mini-fridge and microwave for her dorm room. I�d found her a bike and five free massages from my brother�s business. I�d had to trade free babysitting services in exchange.
 ◊◊◊
 After football practice, I drove to Tim�s house to hang out with him and Wolf. We were in the backyard, grilling hamburgers for dinner, when all our dads showed up.
 �We need to have a serious discussion,� Tim�s dad, Conner, said.
 �David, you watch the grill,� Dad told me, and the five of them found seats around the patio.
 �What�s up, Dad?� Tim asked.
 �Carol, Jared, and I have been contacted by a recruiter from Southwest Central State for the three of you to visit to their campus.�
 �Why would we do that?� Wolf asked. �I know I�ve received a lot of mail from them, but I never even thought of them as a place I�d want to go to school.�
 �I agree with Wolf. Are they even a Division I program?� Tim asked.
 �They moved up to Division I in the spring and joined the Interstate Conference. I did some research and found they have a group of donors who want to turn them into a major football program. They recently signed a shoe deal with Springbok,� Dad explained.
 �Again, why would we be interested?� Wolf asked.
 �There was a suggestion that if you did, it would be worth your while,� Jared answered his son.
 �Now we�re talking,� Wolf said with a big grin. �How much?�
 Wolf�s humor needed some work because no one was smiling.
 �Oh, come on, that was funny,� Wolf complained.
 We just ignored him.
 �We wanted you to be aware that as this heats up, there might be some inappropriate offers. If someone approaches you, please tell your dad,� Dad said.
 �Dad, there was a girl at Wisconsin who wanted to have sex with me,� Tim said with a straight face.
 �Next time, send them our dads� way,� Wolf suggested.
 We kids thought that was funny. Our dads? Not so much.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday September 16 
 I slipped away from my security and took a drive in the Demon before the game. I found myself eating up the country roads outside of town. Thanks mostly to my modeling and acting, I�d gotten a chance to travel from Canada to the Caribbean and Japan to the UK. There are some gorgeous places, but driving through cornfields had its own unique beauty.
 The sight of the sun streaming down on an ocean of corn plants as they gently moved in the breeze was relaxing. To be honest, I needed that right now. Only our sadistic athletic director would schedule Unity this early in the season. I was glad we hadn�t faced them in the opening game because I had no doubt we would have lost.
 I let my mind wander as I pushed my car to its limits. The Demon was meant to run. The cornstalks along the side of the car almost became a blur. I raised my eye line, and the straight road went on for miles. It looked like one of those paintings where you saw the road disappear into the horizon.
 I spotted a farm up ahead, so I slowed down. There was no need for an accident. I saw a farmer on his tractor give me a wave. That was something that seemed to be a trait of Midwesterners; they were a friendly group. I chuckled when I thought of the kind of wave I would get in New York. It would more than likely be the one-finger variety.
 Then a random thought entered my head. In my English Literature class, we�d had a lively discussion about form versus substance. In the book we were reading, one of the characters who seemed to be totally clueless got promoted. I think we could all relate to someone being put in charge for reasons other than merit. I was probably guilty of that to some extent when I put Caryn in charge of my company. Granted, it had worked out, but there were probably other people more qualified.
 That was when we got into the discussion of form versus substance. Mrs. Hedge used me as an example.
 �David, say I found another guy, built like you, better looking,� (giggles all around), �and put him in your uniform and sent him out to quarterback the team. What would happen?�
 �It�d be a disaster! No thought even needed on that one.�
 She smiled at me.
 �Why?�
 Getting into it, I stated the obvious.
 �He�s had no training, hasn�t practiced, his muscles are probably for show only and aren�t athlete�s muscles, he hasn�t worked with the guys, doesn�t know the plays. Like I said, he�d be a disaster.�
 �So, all form and no substance,� she replied with a grin. �Maybe like the guy with a Harvard MBA who�s never done a lick of honest work in his life. He�s good on paper, but how good is he going to be in reality?�
 �Now, think of a guy who makes some outstanding products, teaming up with a terrific marketing guy. Form or substance?� she asked.
 Wolf raised his hand.
 �The product would be both, I�d think. As to the two guys, I�d say one was substance and the other form.�
 Tracy countered.
 �No, the marketing guy is bringing marketing expertise to the table. I�d say both guys have substance, as long as they�re working together and one�s not using the other.�
 Mrs. Hedge loved the interaction.
 �But what if one guy is doing all the work and another guy is taking all the credit and getting all the benefit?�
 �I�d think that would only go on as long as the guy doing all the work lets himself get used,� I replied. �If he gets tired of it and walks away, the other guy will implode soon after.�
 Mrs. Hedge grinned.
 �Can anyone summarize?�
 �Well,� Tracy started, �I guess substance is more important, but sometimes it needs to be presented properly�it needs form.�
 Tracy hesitated and then continued.
 �Form without substance is like a flash in the pan. It doesn�t last long unless it has some substance to latch onto. Even then, it�ll only last as long as the substance is there to back it up.�
 Mrs. Hedge nodded approvingly as the bell rang.
 �I think that�s enough for today.�
 Thinking about that farmer waving cheerfully as he was doing his work, I had a sudden understanding. Farming was substance. Hollywood was mostly form, even though there was substance there. Jessup worked hard at his craft and created a good product, but there were a lot of posers there, too. The trick was not to get used by them.
 I realized some of what I did had form, like modeling and acting. But those professions also required substance to back them up. For example, always showing up on time and being ready to go, sticking to your poses, learning your lines, knowing camera angles and lighting, etc. Football, baseball, and grades, when it came down to it, were all about substance. You couldn�t do it if you didn�t put the work in, and you couldn�t do it well if you didn�t work at it hard and steadily. Friendship was like that, too, for that matter.
 I hoped I�d always be a substance kind of guy. Yeah, form was important, especially for acting and modeling, but I hoped I�d still have the substance to back it up.
 I smiled and looked around one more time at the fields I was driving through as I made my way home to get ready for the game.
 ◊◊◊
 During the week, Coach Mason showed me video of Unity from both our State Championship game and last week when they creamed their first opponent. He walked me through my reads for Unity and pointed out some of the schemes they ran for our different offensive sets. They were quick, athletic, and swarmed to the ball. Typically, we would want to run right at them to help negate their speed. The problem was that last year and this, that was exactly what other teams had done and failed.
 What made them different from other teams with speed was that they played with discipline. They weren�t fooled by trick plays or misdirection. Coach Mason had decided that if we ran our routes correctly, combined with our own speed, we would be fine.
 What made me smile was that they�d had last week�s quarterback running for his life. When they got him out of his comfort zone, he�d made mistakes that turned what should have been a good game into a rout. In my case, it might be an excellent opportunity for Captain Chaos.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d gone home and swapped the Demon for my Jeep. There was no way I would leave the Demon in the student parking lot when opposing fans were around. I could imagine it being keyed and having to get it repainted. That wasn�t happening to my baby.
 Hmmm � another circles of trust issue. This was the drill for neutral territory that could quickly turn hostile. I smiled at the thought that I actually was applying strategies I�d been learning. There might be hope for me yet.
 I strolled into the new hospitality building situated under the end-zone bleachers. It was three times bigger than the tent they�d used last year. The place was packed with reporters and recruiters. Jeff�s cameraman ambushed me and had me put on a mic. He then put his camera in my face, which alerted everyone that I was there.
 I was swarmed with reporters and was about to just leave when Jeff let out a piercing whistle.
 �Back off! Let the boy eat. Once he�s done, he�ll take time to answer your questions,� he barked.
 Mrs. Sullivan pushed through the crowd and grabbed my arm.
 �We have a table for you,� she said as she guided me to it.
 I found an irritated Chuck.
 �Next time, you might want me to be with you,� he suggested.
 �Point taken. I just needed to clear my head,� I explained.
 Jeff sat down with me, and I smiled when Brook and Zoe found us. Brook gave me a kiss about the time Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan brought me my food. It was a nice steak with steamed broccoli and a salad. I pointed to my mic to let everyone know that we had to behave ourselves.
 Brook and I smiled when Phil showed up with Jill. I sure hoped that she was with him because of him and not the access he gave her.
 �I wanted to thank you for talking to Don and Cassidy about double-dating with us,� Phil said.
 This weekend would be their first double date. I thought Brook was a genius for finding this solution to our privacy problems and then making it work.
 We chatted while I ate. When I was done, Jeff signaled, and the press came over to our table. Brook nudged me so that I�d notice that Jill had pulled Phil behind me so they�d be in any photos taken. I didn�t take it as anything wrong; she was just excited. If it helped my brother date the hottest freshman, then I was willing to do my part.
 ◊◊◊
 During the week, Unity�s starting tailback had provided us with some material to get us fired up. Tony Mack hadn�t played in last year�s blowout that we won 41�0. Jeff showed me an article from their hometown paper.
Question:What do you think your chances are of beating Lincoln this week?
Tony: We�re going to beat Lincoln at their home. We�re going to beat them at their house. Wherever we play, we�re going to beat them.
Question:You sound confident.
Tony:Get your popcorn ready �cause I�m gonna put on a show. Lincoln is too white-bread; they don�t know how to work. Unity is blue-collar. When this game is over, they�ll never want to schedule us again. 
 Jeff asked for my reaction.
 �They have a heck of a punter. I predict you�ll see him a lot this week,� I said with a smile.
 ◊◊◊
 It was finally time for the game. Unity sent out all their team captains for the coin flip; Coach Hope only sent me. I smiled when Tony strutted out. I felt like we were getting ready for a prize fight with the looks he was throwing my way.
 �Lighten up, Francis,� the referee said.
 I chuckled because Tami�s mom used to say that to Jeff, Alan, and me when one of us had a meltdown or acted like a spaz. It was an old movie quote from a comedy called Stripes.
 I decided to push him a bit and pointed to the cheerleaders. They were all eating popcorn, looking enthralled. Tony�s face flushed. I guess he was just learning that if you tell a reporter something, it might be found by your opposition. Then it was their turn to give me a hard time.
 �Hi, I�m Bill, Unity�s punter. I hear you think I�m a heck of a player,� one guy said to introduce himself.
 �This isn�t going to be a problem, is it?� the referee asked.
 �Nope. Just boys having some fun,� I said.
 �We�re good,� Tony agreed.
 We won the coin flip and deferred to the second half. Derek Hofmann boomed a kick through the end zone, so Unity had to take the ball at their 20 yard line.
 Seating for fans had almost doubled from last year, and there weren�t many empty seats. Our fans got on their feet and began chanting, �Our House!�
 Cassidy had spent extra time with our defensive backs and linebackers to work on causing turnovers. Coach Hope was a firm believer that winning the turnover battle was key to winning games. On the fifth play of the opening drive, something good happened.
 On the first four plays, Unity ran the ball and picked up three to four yards a down. Last week, they�d gained seven yards per carry. The difference was our linebackers were flying to the ball and making good tackles. Tim wasn�t happy, because he felt no offense should ever gain any yards.
 On the fifth play, they ran play-action, faking the run, and threw a pass over the middle to their tight end. He took two strides, and I tackled him from behind and punched at his elbow. What Cassidy taught us was precisely like when you hit your funny bone. You get tremendous pain in your elbow, and your fingers tingle. When that happens, your last consideration is hanging onto a football.
 As I cracked him in the elbow, the ball came free. Ed Pine rushed forward from his safety position and landed on the ball. Our defense ran off the field, the offense trotted on, and we huddled up.
 �Option right,� Ty supplied.
 �You heard the man. Option right on two,� I said.
 We lined up with me under center and Bert and Ty behind me. We�d recovered the ball on their 39 yard line.
 �Blue. Set. Hut, HUT!�
 On the snap, I checked the inside and saw the linebackers expected the run, so I pulled the ball away from Bert. I ran down the line and found the defensive end was being blocked by Milo, so I kept the ball and cut upfield. Unity�s defense was known to be smart and fast, and they swarmed to the ball. When I crossed the line of scrimmage, they came for me with a vengeance. Just as I was about to be creamed, I tossed the ball to Ty.
 When we played it back on Monday, Coach Mason about lost his shit when he saw I didn�t even look for Ty. We�d run some form of that play for the last two years. I had a good feel as to where he would be. It was a thing of beauty. As I was going down, Ty caught the ball and was off like a shot. I, on the other hand, was tackled by about half their defense. From the bottom of the pile, I could hear the noise of the crowd and knew something very good had happened.
 We scored on every series in the first half. We also got to see Unity�s punter a lot. By halftime, we were up 35�0. I made sure that Wolf and Ty were featured for all the scouts who were in the stands. Tim and Yuri played like men possessed on defense.
 The starters were pulled for the second half. Trent focused on running the ball and didn�t make any mistakes. We ended up winning 42�17.
 ◊◊◊
 After the game, we had to hustle to get to the airport. We had our first official visit at Oklahoma. For this trip, the university was paying for everything, so our moms were joining us.
 We caught a quick flight to St. Louis and then to Will Rogers Airport, which was about thirty miles from the University of Oklahoma campus. It was late when we finally got to our hotel. Tomorrow would be a big day. I was about to fall asleep when my phone rang. It was Tami.
 �Hey,� I answered.
 �I had to tell you first. Alan enrolled at Wesleyan.�
 Well, crud.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 10 � Seeing Red  Saturday September 17 
 Morning came way too soon. This was our second trip, and Oklahoma wasn�t all that far from home. I hated to think about our upcoming trips to Southern Cal or Clemson.
 The problem with official visits was you only had 48 hours to be on campus. If we flew in the morning after a game, we might be able to work it out to have a Saturday-to-Monday trip. I didn�t have to ask how my mom would feel about me missing school. For now, the plan was to rush to the airport after our game and get in late.
 When we arrived last night, there had been a representative from the football program waiting for us at the airport. He made sure we got onto an airport shuttle bus that included two other families here for the weekend. Ours was the last group to show up.
 When we finally made it to the hotel, they had packets for us with information on their football program and the tentative schedule for our visit. This was a big weekend, football-wise. I admit we picked this weekend because we wanted to see number 3 Ohio State play number 14 Oklahoma. This game would go a long way toward determining who would get a chance to play for the National Championship.
 I remembered looking at the schedule with Tim and Wolf and marking this one on the calendar. We honestly thought we would be watching a game of unbeatens, but Oklahoma had stubbed its toe the first game of the season and lost to a good Houston team.
 Back in the day, Oklahoma had been in the National Championship conversation every year. Nebraska had left for the Big Ten, Texas had unexplainably fallen to mediocrity, and Baylor had fired their head coach in the wake of a sexual-assault scandal. With all that, you would think it would open the door for Oklahoma to step in and fill the void. Somehow, they found a way to not live up to their fans� expectations. You don�t tag yourself #ChampU on social media for no reason�clearly, Oklahoma�s fans expected more.
 Oklahoma was one of those programs that intrigued me. They had almost everything in place to return to their former glory. This would be one of those situations, like at Florida or USC, where if you helped them win a National Championship, you would be a hero. In football, no one player could do it by himself. That was why I always made it a point to share my teammates� contributions to victories. I just felt that Oklahoma was close, and I could see Wolf, Tim, and me possibly getting them there.
 ◊◊◊
 In the morning, everyone met in the hotel lobby. We�d drawn both Paul and Chuck for security this weekend because my mom and dad had joined us. We had to all squeeze into a corner of the lobby because there were 22 other families here for the weekend.
 �Tami called me last night and said Alan has enrolled at Wesleyan. I can just imagine the trouble he and Mike might come up with,� Tim announced.
 �I would never have guessed he would do some of the things he�s done,� Mom said, shaking her head.
 �Seriously?� I asked in disbelief. �This is the same Alan who about burned our house down. He�s the kid who took one of Tami�s bras and brought it to school. He�s the kid you threatened to kill on more than one occasion.�
 �Alan never did seem to have much impulse control,� Dad added.
 �I guess. I just didn�t think he was really that bad a kid,� Mom said.
 Alan really wasn�t a bad kid. He just got bad ideas. In the past, we�usually Jeff�could talk him out of them without too much trouble. If all else failed, Tami would smack him in the forehead. It was sort of like hitting a puppy on the nose if he were bad. The only problem was the puppy learned from the experience; Alan � not so much.
 On the other hand, Alan was fiercely loyal. He really bought into the four-Musketeer thing when we were younger. It was Alan, Jeff, Tami, and me against the world. He was also incredibly smart and a little bulldog. Whenever we would get a new video game, he was the first one to figure it out. He taught himself how to code when he was ten, so it wasn�t uncommon for him to hack a game in his favor.
 The problem with Alan was he was a total spaz. He was one of those kids who were too smart for their own good. When he got bored, his mind drifted off towards mischief. Left unchecked, he did things like steal Lisa�s private blog or accidentally set our house on fire.
 My mom had been super-pissed at that one. I remember it was right before my birthday because we had a supply of fireworks one of our parents had bought us. We were at my house because both my parents worked. Tami had been smart enough to tell us we couldn�t go to her home to set them off. It�s a wonder no one ever blew a finger off.
 Jeff had talked me into getting my old plastic army men out. We built battle scenes and then used the firecrackers to blow them up. Of course, that got boring, and we wanted bigger and better explosions. At some point, Alan got the bright idea to get duct tape and combine a bunch of bottle rockets and firecrackers together. He reasoned that we needed to figure out how long the fuses should be so that everything would explode at the same time.
 I think my mom had some kind of sixth sense that told her when the four of us were about to do something incredibly stupid. She pulled into the drive just as Alan struck the match. Our homemade rocket shot up and took a ninety-degree turn. Alan would later explain he�d miscalculated the wind drag. Of course, he was full of it. Only half the rockets had gone off at first, and when the others ignited, they�d changed the direction.
 We all watched in horror as the rocket crashed through the kitchen window. Everything might have been okay, but it got caught in the curtain, which burst into flames when all the firecrackers exploded. The �four dumbasses,� as my mom called us from that day forward, stood and watched in terror. Thankfully, Mom rushed in and used the sprayer from the kitchen sink to put the fire out.
 �I don�t know why he decided to go to Wesleyan. It�s not like Mike will be his evil butt-buddy in crime. Mike can�t stand Alan,� Wolf said.
 That put a smile on my face. While I hadn�t had any contact with Mike since the Michigan football camp during the summer, I didn�t want to continue our feud. I figured if he was out of sight, out of mind; I had no need to worry about him at Wesleyan. Only Harper had been fooled. I couldn�t blame her. Mike was a good-looking guy and could be charming when he worked at it. I predicted he would cheat on her soon, and she would be heartbroken. If she asked, I would gladly kick his butt when he did that.
 I saw the buses pull up, and an older man got out and came in to greet us.
 �Welcome to the University of Oklahoma. I�m John Mercer, the Director of Football Operations. One of the things I�m responsible for is the coordination of on-campus recruiting. Coach Michaels wanted to be here to greet you but had to take care of something that pulled him away.�
 Coach Michaels had been Oklahoma�s head coach for the last fifteen years. His brother was their defensive coordinator.
 �I�m sure you�re all hungry. We�re going to go to Headington Hall so you can see where you�ll be staying once you come to campus.�
 We got on the buses, and you could feel the excitement of many of the recruits and their families. Oklahoma has a gorgeous campus, and Headington Hall was no exception. It was located across the street from Gaylord Family � Oklahoma Memorial Stadium. It would be convenient for game day. We all got off the bus and gathered around the front entrance.
 �Headington Hall was recently built at a cost of $75 million. It holds 380 students, with no more than 180 of them student-athletes. We consider this a game-changer. For the first time in school history, all our student-athletes who live in dorms are under one roof. Nowhere else in the country will you find better accommodation. It boasts apartment-style living in two- and four-bedroom units.
 �I know you�re all ready to eat, so let�s all go to the Sam Bradford Training Table, a state-of-the-art dining facility,� Mr. Mercer said.
 As we walked in, they broke us up into the groups we would be with all day. My parents and I were joined by Tomas Rios, another quarterback recruit from Western Park in the Southwest/Redbird, Oak Cliff area of Dallas, Texas, and his parents Carlos and Elena. Our tour guide was Jordan Murphy, who was a sophomore and Oklahoma�s third-string quarterback.
 The Rios family was a study in contrasts. Carlos, the father, was a hulking man. He looked like an over-muscled fire hydrant. His wife, Elena, was a thin, waspish Latina almost as tall as her husband. Tomas was a couple of inches taller than his dad and seemed to be the body compromise between his two parents. He was a bit more substantial than you�d expect of a pro-style quarterback, but his frame was probably pretty good for a dual-threat quarterback.
 Jordan took us through the food line and found us a table.
 �How do you like living here?� Tomas asked Jordan.
 �I love it. My older brother�s going to another college to play ball, and when he saw where we live, he was jealous. He complained that his bed was too small and he had to share his room with someone. I love that it�s convenient to practice and workouts,� Jordan said to sell us.
 �What do you not like about it?� Elena asked.
 �It can be a hike to get to classes. I also don�t like that I have to eat all my meals here. When I�m on campus, it would be nice to be able to grab lunch at one of the other dorms or student center. If we eat there, we have to use meal points.
 �Another issue is the elevators are a pain. You can have one waiting on your floor, but for some reason, you have to wait for the other one. I end up using the stairs most days,� Jordan shared.
 �How come we�re the only ones eating?� Tomas asked.
 �This is closed over the weekend.�
 �What do you do over weekends?� I asked.
 �We have a kitchenette in our dorm rooms with a refrigerator and microwave. I normally will eat in for breakfast and then either go out for lunch and dinner or order in.�
 After we ate, Jordan gave us a tour of the main floor. They had a nice setup. There was a TV and game room with pool tables. They balanced that out with reading, group project, and computer rooms where we saw students studying or typing papers. They also had a theater room where you could watch movies.
 He then took us to his dorm room. It looked like they�d cleaned up their apartment. Jordan was in one of the four-bedroom units. Each bedroom had its own bathroom. I hadn�t seen any dorms where they had that feature. I could see the advantage of not having to wait to use a shower.
 When we were done, Chuck stopped us at the door.
 �It looks like half the floor is in the hall,� he told us.
 �Oh, man! That�s my fault. I told them I drew you to show around,� Jordan said to me.
 �That�s fine. Let me go first,� I suggested.
 Oklahoma was football-crazy. The local newspaper had run an article about all the recruits who were coming today. Megan had sent me a link to their local fan message board, and there were instructions there to make me feel wanted. They�d flooded my social media accounts with welcomes and reasons why I should commit this weekend.
 When I stepped out into the hall, there were probably about thirty students waiting. They seemed surprised when I didn�t just push through, but stopped to greet each one of them and sign autographs. My mom followed me, and we streamed the video online. Frank, my publicist, was working overtime to make sure I looked like the All-American boy. That meant I couldn�t be a dick to people who stopped me on the street.
 What I found was the college students I met were grounded. They reminded me of people in my hometown. While they were excited about me possibly coming to Oklahoma, they were considerate. I�d been in situations where people would push to get to me first. Here, everyone took their turn. They let me go once they had gotten a picture with me, had me sign something, or just encouraged me to come here to play football.
 ◊◊◊
 We walked across the street to the football stadium, and Jordan took us out on the field so that we would get the spectacular view of the stadium. We then headed into the player�s area and down a large hall. One side of the hall had been painted red and had life-sized cutouts of former coaches and All-American players. On the other side were stacks of lockers.
 �This is where they leave us game loops of each day�s practice and where we pick up our laundry every day. Oklahoma has a tremendous support staff that takes care of us.�
 Jordan then took us into the locker room. It had to be in the top five I�d been in. There were leather couches and TVs on the walls. Jordan explained that if he wasn�t in class or watching a game or practice film, he and his teammates could generally be found there, hanging out.
 The lockers were each in an open alcove that had the player�s football picture displayed. All their game gear was already in the lockers, waiting for the players when they arrived later today. Each locker had a bench for you to sit on to get dressed. If you lifted the seat, there was more storage. Jordan had extra gear packed away. The lockers reminded me of the ones we�d seen when we played our game against King High School in Indianapolis. That locker room was for the NFL�s Colts.
 We were able to see their complete setup, including meeting rooms, weight and conditioning rooms, training rooms, and practice facilities. It checked all the boxes for what you were looking for in a top-flight football program. I didn�t see anything that was missing, and it was apparent why Oklahoma was a ranked football team year in and year out. This was historically one of the top football programs in the country.
 Next, we toured the campus. I was used to being recognized and had the nod and smile down pat. We were stopped a couple of times and invited to tailgate or to go to postgame parties. Jordan seemed to know a lot of the people, and you could tell that being a football player was a big deal here.
 It was clear that the attention I attracted wasn�t sitting well with Tomas and his family. All the recruits had been sent a list of who was attending this weekend, so I�d looked up Tomas. He had offers from most of the Texas schools, Oklahoma, and Colorado. From watching his highlight film, you could tell he was a good athlete and a superior runner.
 Where he was lacking was his ability to throw the ball. If I were recruiting him, I would be looking at switching him to either a wide receiver or running back in college. If he remained at quarterback, he would be a redshirt candidate who you would need to develop.
 Tomas�s dad, in particular, was sending me measured looks. I�d seen sports parents before. They�re the kind who will do anything and everything to promote their kid�s sports careers. They�d move to different school districts and even try to intervene with coaches on their son�s behalf.
 The problem was, that kind of intervention can easily backfire. You could be labeled and be considered a problem. No one wanted drama in their locker room.
 In a way, I felt terrible for Tomas for drawing me as his partner on this trip. Then again, it made sense to keep the quarterback recruits together. I suspected his problem was he�d never had anyone else receive all the attention before. Where he came from, he was the man.
 ◊◊◊
 After the tour, we were taken back to the football facilities where we were to meet with the coaching staff. Jordan was cut loose so he would have time to get ready for the game. I was happy to see the coaches had sub trays to feed us.
 Coach Michaels walked straight to Tomas�s dad, Carlos, and shook his hand.
 �We all thought you were going to be the next Earl Campbell,� he said with a smile, and then explained. �Carlos played ball at the University of Texas, the same place Earl Campbell played.�
 �Sorry, who?� I asked.
 �Earl Campbell was probably the most feared running back in college ball in the mid-1970s. He was one of the rare running backs that had both size and speed. When Carlos picked Texas, they expected he would to follow in Campbell�s footsteps. Carlos was a man among boys his freshman year, and then there was the unfortunate incident,� Coach Michaels explained.
 �What happened?� I asked.
 �I went to jail,� Mr. Rios said, and from his even tone and stone-faced look, I didn�t ask why.
 Later, I did an Internet search on him and found his story. Mr. Rios had grown up in a rough neighborhood. He was the youngest of three brothers. They�d watched their father get gunned down in their front yard in a drive-by shooting when Carlos was ten. His oldest brother joined the Army and was killed in a training accident. His other brother shot a drug dealer when the dealer tried to rip him off. He was currently doing time for that.
 Carlos had escaped via his athletic ability and signed to play at the University of Texas. His freshman year, he�d played in 11 games and rushed for 1,025 yards and scored 11 touchdowns. He was assumed to be the starting tailback for next year�s team.
 The reason for the comparison to Earl Campbell was that Carlos was a big, hard-running tailback who liked contact. He was six feet even and 232 pounds his freshman year. I watched some film, and tacklers would merely bounce off him. His only lack was speed, which didn�t matter if people were afraid to tackle him.
 Over Christmas break, he�d gone home. Carlos was at a party, pulled a knife, and robbed a woman. He got five years. While he was in jail, he had a son, Tomas. When Carlos got out, he turned his life around and married Elena, his high school sweetheart and the mother of his son. He�d gotten a job at a tire store and now owned one in the same neighborhood he grew up in.
 �Tomas, I want to welcome you to Oklahoma. I�m a little surprised you would want to come to your dad�s biggest rival to play football,� Coach Michaels said without missing a beat.
 �I want a chance to move out of my dad�s shadow. When I visited Texas, all they wanted to talk about was Dad and how I could finish what he started.� Tomas shared.
 �You couldn�t have picked a better place than here,� Coach Michaels said with a smile, and then turned to me. �We could hardly wait for this weekend when we heard you�d scheduled your first official visit.�
 We all sat down and grabbed some food. I liked that it was more informal than what I�d seen at places like Alabama and Ohio State. There it felt as if you were already playing professional ball. This felt more relaxed.
 Over the next hour and a half, the conversation centered on me and how Oklahoma felt they could get me to the pros. I met most of the coaching staff and had a long talk with Coach Tom Michaels, Head Coach Michaels� brother and defensive coordinator. They were open to me playing defense, but only in extraordinary circumstances. They had plans for me being their starting quarterback and were worried I might get hurt.
 I frankly felt like they were paying me lip service about playing defense. I understood that when I went to college, I wouldn�t play both ways.
 The conversation then switched to their goal of winning National Championships. Coach Michaels made a compelling case that what they lacked was a quarterback who could both run and pass the ball at my level.
 I saw Tomas and his dad flinch when he said that. Coach Michaels saw it too.
 �I hope you realize that if David comes to Oklahoma, you might not get much playing time at quarterback. We think you�re an athlete who can help us in other ways if quarterback doesn�t work out.�
 I think that went over about as well as when the Wisconsin coach told my dad that I wouldn�t have time for a fraternity. For some reason, both Tomas and his dad gave me dirty looks. It wasn�t me telling them he might not play quarterback. I kept that opinion to myself.
 ◊◊◊
 After we were done, I needed a bathroom break. It seemed Mr. Rios had the same idea. I was finishing up at the urinal when I heard the distinct �snick� of a switchblade opening. Mr. Rios stood between me and the door and looked like a different man.
 For a second, I just stood there in shock. A parent on a football visit had just pulled a knife on me?
 My reaction was automatic. Cassidy had drilled me enough that I didn�t even have to think about getting into a defensive posture.
 �I suggest you put that away,� I said in a monotone.
 �We need to get a couple of things clear before I do that. First, you�re not accepting a scholarship here.�
 �Why is that?�
 �Tomas isn�t going to be passed over for some hijo de las mil putas.�
 �Did you just call my mom a whore?� I asked, seeing red.
 The look that came over my face made him take a step back.
 �I didn�t expect you would have a backbone. I think I need to mark up that pretty face of yours so you remember this day,� he said.
 Then he lunged at me with his knife.
 I knew he wasn�t just playing with me. After all, I�d just read about him using a knife to rob a woman when he was just a little older than I was now. I bet it was his weapon of choice, and if I weren�t cautious, he would slice me up. I felt myself drop down into the zone�the place where I performed at my best. This was a life-or-death situation, and there was no question I needed to treat it as such.
 Cassidy and Fritz had schooled me on how to disarm someone with a knife. What seemed so simple on the practice mats didn�t seem quite so easy anymore. I watched as he made some jabs with his knife. He was a lot quicker than I first thought.
 I waited for him to make another feint and then grabbed his right hand. I planned to turn under his reach and either disarm or toss him. He jerked his hand back, and I found out he had old-man strength. Since I had hold of his wrist, he pulled me towards him. I was off-balance, but my training kicked in, and I brought my elbow up and struck him in the face. Blood began to flow out of his nose. He threw a punch that caught me over the right eye.
 I bounced back to see if he was going to back off.
 He stood tall, closed his knife, and put it in his pocket. He had a crazed look in his eyes.
 �I�m going to beat you to death!� he bellowed and charged me.
 He walked right through my hard jab to his eye. I saw a huge right hook coming for my head and ducked my chin and turned into it, so he hit my forehead. I heard bones break and staggered back. He stepped back and shook his hand, so I took that opportunity to kick him right above the knee. Then I followed that up with a kick to his chin. His jaw snapped closed with an audible crack, and I would bet he chipped some teeth.
 I will hand it to him, he wasn�t out of the fight. He waded back in, and I hit him with another jab to his other eye. That one I got just right, and it rocked his head back. He tried the same bull tactic he�d used before, but I was ready for him this time. It looked like when he got inside, he planned to hammer my ribs. I used my elbows to wallop him in the head with a right and left. He staggered back, and I used his momentum to put him on his back.
 This time, I wasn�t going to see if he would wave the white flag and surrender. I hit him in the throat, hard. His eyes got big as he tried to breathe. At that moment, both Chuck and Paul came crashing into the room. They�d heard Mr. Rios yell.
 �Shit!� Paul yelled. �We need help in here!�
 �Carlos! Carlos � Oh, My God! Carlos!� Elena screamed when she saw her husband clawing at his throat.
 �Dad!� Tomas yelled. �We need help!�
 Two men with University of Oklahoma polo shirts rushed in and took charge.
 �We have to clear his airway.�
 A woman who was with them came in, opened a bag, and pulled out a scalpel and tube. I about threw up when she poured iodine on his neck, cut him open, and pushed the tube into his throat. You could hear his lungs suck in much-needed air.
 An ambulance crew was on site for the upcoming game. They rushed in and checked the training staff�s work before hauling off Mr. Rios.
 Mom waded through the crowd.
 �You�re bleeding.�
 That caught the attention of the training staff. They put a bandage on my eyebrow and declared I needed stitches. I was taken to the training room, where I got four of them.
 When I was done, I had to deal with the police. I silently thanked Fritz and his team for their foresight in having me wear a bodycam because the cops didn�t buy my story at first. It seemed that no knife was found. The police later found it in Mrs. Rios�s handbag. Her husband had given it to her at the hospital.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Michaels found us after I�d been stitched up and talked to the police.
 �That was a first. I�ve never had the father of a recruit attack someone before. I�m not quite sure how I should handle this.�
 �It wasn�t Tomas�s fault that his dad did what he did. If you�re interested in him, don�t stop recruiting him because of what happened. That is, unless he knew what was planned,� Dad said.
 �What do you think about that?� Coach Michaels asked me.
 �Do whatever you think�s best.�
 I was still a little shook-up and probably would feel differently after I�d put some time behind this. Right now, I would rather never see the kid or his family ever again. If it were up to me, I would probably ban the father from ever stepping on campus. I could just imagine him roughing up the starting quarterback so his son would get playing time.
 I was glad when they let us go back to the hotel to take a break.
 ◊◊◊
 �You�ve been awfully quiet,� Mom said when we were finally alone.
 I just looked out the window of their hotel room.
 �Are you okay?� Dad asked.
 �Not really. I almost killed a man. That has me thinking about quitting the dojo. I didn�t even think about it. I just punched him in the throat to finish the fight like I�ve been trained.�
 Mom came over and hugged me.
 �Things like this scare me to death. I probably overreact when people attack you, and you resort to violence. Don�t think I�m so na�ve as to believe that violence is never the solution. I just get afraid that you might not come out on top someday. If you hadn�t had your training, he might have killed you,� she said as she stroked my hair.
 �I understand your concerns and support you if you want to stop going to the dojo,� Dad said. �Today was a reminder that even with security, you�ll be a target. I hate that you have to have security with you, but for now, I think we have to live with it.�
 �Don�t get me wrong, I�m grateful that Cassidy taught me to defend myself, and I plan to keep sharp. But I think I can do that without going to the dojo four times a week for training. I�m just learning new ways to hurt people. Watching Tomas�s dad unable to breathe because of what I did scares me. I know this is going to sound dumb, but it was almost too easy. How dangerous do I really have to be?� I asked.
 �Dangerous enough to defend yourself,� Mom said.
 I gave her my one-eyebrow look. I�d expected her to read me the riot act.
 �Don�t give me that look.�
 That made Dad chuckle, and the chuckling broke up our stare-down.
 �I just read something about the military. They aren�t training their regular soldiers in hand-to-hand combat like they used to. The whole concept now is you can reach out and take care of the enemy from a distance.
 �I guess what I�m more worried about is someone with a gun. I talked to Fritz about what happened in Mexico, and you�re lucky you weren�t shot. Today he had a knife. What if he�d had a gun?� Dad asked.
 If I could get close enough, I might have a chance, but Dad was right. He could have shot me from the door, and there would have been nothing I could do about it.
 I received a text from Wolf asking where I was. It seemed all the recruits were going to grab some food before the game at a pizza place. I showed it to my parents, and we got ready to go.
 ◊◊◊
 �Whoa! What happened to you?� Tim asked.
 �Had a disagreement with Tomas�s dad. He tried to convince me that I shouldn�t interfere in his son�s plan to play quarterback here,� I said.
 �Tell me you have video,� Wolf said.
 �Sorry, no video,� I lied.
 After the last fight, I�d decided that if I had it to do over again, I wouldn�t show anyone video of me being attacked. I didn�t need people thinking that if they fought me, they could make a name for themselves.
 �I call bullshit. You always have a bodycam on,� Tim reasoned.
 I pulled them away from everyone else because we were attracting eavesdroppers.
 �It�s not something I�m proud of. I almost killed the man. They had to take him to the ER in an ambulance,� I explained.
 �So, you do have video?� Tim asked.
 �Where�s Tami when I need her?� I asked.
 �Why, what would she do?� Tim asked.
 �Smack you in the head like she used to do to Alan. No one sees the video. I gave it to the police,� I tried.
 Both Wolf and Tim rolled their eyes at that but didn�t press it.
 They then shared their experience so far. From what the guys said, they liked the campus, sports facilities, and the dorm. They�d gotten the same impression about the students here as I had. They reminded us a lot of back home.
 After we ate, we were taken by one of the Oklahoma staff and given a game-day experience. Oklahoma�s football stadium isn�t like others where the parking is next to it. A lot of the tailgating is done in parking lots and on the streets. It didn�t take our dads long to each have a beer in their hand, courtesy of friendly tailgaters.
 I was impressed by how their fans treated people in Ohio State gear. Unlike Wisconsin, where I think I heard the f-bomb dropped a hundred times, they invited their opponents� supporters to join them for some food and good-spirited banter.
 We then were taken to Sooner Fan Fest. It was on the east side of the stadium in Heisman Park. I took notes and planned to bring them back to our booster club. There were food vendors and inflatable interactive games, and it was a great place to sit and enjoy your food. They had activities for both children and adults to enjoy themselves. Of course, we ate again. One of their vendors sold pie, and I spotted a little girl with a pecan slice. I wasn�t passing that up.
 I spied an autograph tent set up for past and present Oklahoma Sooner athletes to spend some time with the fans and sign autographs. We just missed seeing Jason White, a Heisman Trophy winner.
 When we saw the Pride of Oklahoma Marching Band go by, we knew it was time to enter the stadium. We were taken through the Legends Lobby to see all the memorabilia of Oklahoma�s history.
 We walked into Gaylord Family � Oklahoma Memorial Stadium, and it was a sea of red. It was predicted to be a full house with over 82,000 fans. We took our seats and soon heard the crowd yell, �Boomer Sooner!� numerous times. They followed that up with, �Oklahoma, Oklahoma, OK U!� That began the Oklahoma fight song that the team took the field to. If I were Ohio State hearing that chant, I might have been intimidated.
 Then the Sooner Schooner came tearing onto the field. It was a little covered wagon that was led onto the field and had been a tradition since the early �60s.
 Then it was game time. At first, it looked like it was going to be an old-fashioned slugfest between two football titans. Ohio State took the lead on an early 36-yard run. Oklahoma was driving, and I thought they would score. But Ohio State returned an interception 68 yards to put the Buckeyes up 14�0, with a little over four minutes left in the first quarter.
 Oklahoma took the ensuing kickoff back 97 yards to tighten the game at 14�7. Then Ohio State�s quarterback took over and threw three touchdown passes to take a 35�17 lead into halftime. In the second half, Ohio State looked like the better team that day and ended up winning 45�24. The win put them close to the top of the National Championship hunt and all but eliminated Oklahoma.
 ◊◊◊
 After the game, the parents got bused back to the hotel, and we hooked up with Jordan. I think we were all glad he wasn�t in the mood to go party after the loss. We walked back to his dorm room and played Madden Football. Jordan had way too much time on his hands because he kicked our butts with Cleveland. Tim played with New England and gave him a run for his money, but ended up losing.
 Overall, we had an excellent first day. Jordan was a great ambassador, and I was glad he was in charge of showing me around.
 Tim and Wolf pestered me until I took them back to the hotel and had Chuck show them the video. When they saw Mr. Rios, lying on the floor trying to breathe, they finally agreed it wasn�t something I needed to show around.
 When I finally got back to my room, I called Brook.
 �Hey, Big Daddy. How was your day?�
 I filled her in on all that happened. She was pissed my security hadn�t been with me. That was something I planned to talk to Fritz about. Not that I wanted an audience when I took a pee, but it was the perfect place to jump someone.
 �Glad to hear your day was drama-free,� Brook teased.
 �You know me too well. What was your day like?�
 �My new BFF Destiny informed me that she was going to sleep with you.�
 �I thought she planned to play nice.�
 That made Brook laugh. I guess it was too much to ask that she just accept that Brook was head cheerleader. I didn�t see the logic in Destiny�s threat. After all, I�d slept with other cheerleaders, and it never helped them take over the squad.
 �I ran into her at the mall, and she shared that little tidbit. It goes without saying that Cassidy will actually hurt you if you fall for her games,� Brook threatened.
 I didn�t take the bait.
 �I also had an interesting conversation with Tracy. It seems her mental health is dependent on you spending quality time with her. What�s all that about?� she asked.
 �Every once in a while, Tracy gets �� I trailed off.
 �Bitchy,� Brook supplied.
 �That�s it,� I said. �It seems that if she can get a good orgasm, it improves her mood. You do know that she�s actually been diagnosed as crazy?�
 Brook had heard about my jokes at the mental health facility where Tracy had been a guest. One of the jokes was that the difference between Tracy and her cellmates and other girls was the residents had all been diagnosed. All other girls were running around without the actual paperwork. In essence, I�d said all girls were crazy. Tracy reminded me of my poor jokes every now and then. At the time, she�d thought it was funny. That had been my goal, to see her smile.
 �I see. So, are you asking for permission to help her out?�
 �You would need to be there to supervise, of course.�
 �Of course I would.�
 For some reason, I didn�t buy her sincerity.
 �Maybe we should just have everyone who has gone cold turkey since we started dating show up,� I suggested.
 �Like who?�
 �Pam, Zoe, Hannah, Peggy, and then the random fangirl,� I offered hopefully.
 �You can take Zoe off your list. Johan asked her out today, and they went on a date. Maybe you should suggest the same thing for the rest of them,� Brook countered.
 �That is disappoi � great!� I said for the save.
 �I read where Hannah�s engaged. The wedding is scheduled for next year after the World Series,� she said to rub salt into the wound.
 �I keep thinking she�ll wake up and realize what she could have with me,� I pouted.
 �I bet I could get Cody Christian to at least call me,� Brook shot back.
 He was a guy she thought was cute who was on the werewolf TV show. I never told her I�d seen him at the studio when I was shooting The Secret Circle, and he was all of five-eight. I couldn�t see Brook going out with someone who wasn�t taller than her.
 �Fair enough. I�ll just have to let Hannah go,� I said, and sighed.
 Brook didn�t buy my acting abilities for one moment. She knew that if Hannah Minacci showed up, we would be done. That was until I got to know Hannah. She might be high-maintenance, and I would have to beg for Brook to come back to me.
 �I think we got off track. What did you want to do about Tracy?� Brook asked.
 Tami said my first idea was always wrong. If that were the case, then a threesome with Brook and Tracy was out of the question. The problem was it was my first through infinity idea. I kept going back to when Halle had joined us. Brook had been hesitant about a little bi action but seemed to enjoy herself once things heated up. I knew that Tracy wasn�t opposed to it.
 �We could do a threesome,� I blurted.
 �Dammit! I owe Tracy five bucks. You are such a disappointment sometimes,� Brook complained.
 �Yes, I am. Maybe I�ve been bad and should go to your room,� I said in a little boy voice.
 I could almost see her eye-roll followed by �the look.�
 �When do you get back?�
 �Tomorrow evening. Why don�t you come over? I haven�t seen you in a full day, and I�m starting to have withdrawal. I need my Brook fix.�
 �Should I bring Tracy?�
 I bit my tongue. This was a test, and I almost failed it.
 �No. I only want you.�
 �I guess you�re not quite the disappointment I first thought. Text me when you land, and I�ll meet you at your place.�
 We chatted some more like all teenage couples do. I sort of felt sorry about how much I�d teased my little brother when he seemed to be on the phone constantly with his new girlfriend. However, this felt normal. I needed more normal.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 11 � Dancing With The Devil  Sunday September 18 
 We�d just finished eating at a pancake house and had gotten to know some of the coaches better. We had an appointment to talk to academic advisors, and then we�d learn about weight training and nutrition. I was stopped by a man in a University of Oklahoma polo shirt.
 �I was wondering if I could talk to you for a moment before you go back to campus?� he asked.
 �The bus is leaving,� I said.
 �Please. I�ll make sure everyone gets to campus.�
 �What�s this about?�
 �I want to talk to you about the University of Oklahoma and you attending here.�
 �I don�t think this is the time or place for something like that,� I said and pushed past the man.
 Before I got on the bus, John Mercer, the director of football operations, stopped me.
 �What did he want?�
 �He wanted to talk to me about attending school here.�
 Mr. Mercer looked concerned.
 �Do me a favor and don�t meet with him,� he said.
 �How come?� I asked.
 �I�ll tell you once we�re alone.�
 He really didn�t need to tell me; I had a suspicion I knew what the guy wanted. I got on the bus, and we took the short drive to campus.
 ◊◊◊
 After we�d gotten the academics, training, and nutrition out of the way, we had a meeting with the coaching staff. When I say �we,� it included Tim, Wolf, and their parents. They set the stage nicely. Wolf, Tim, and I sat at a small table with just Coach Michaels. Our parents and the coaching staff sat behind us. It made us feel like we were the decision-makers.
 �First of all, I want to apologize for what happened, David. In all my years of doing this, I thought I�d seen it all. I never imagined a parent would attack another recruit. I hope we can get past that,� Coach Michaels said.
 �Don�t worry, I�m good. There are a lot of things I like about Oklahoma,� I shared.
 �I�m glad to hear that,� Wolf said. �Tim and I were talking, and we like Oklahoma. It has everything we�re looking for, as far as education goes, and we feel at home here.�
 �The athletic dorm is outstanding,� Tim added.
 �That sounds good,� Coach Michaels said and then smiled. �I have to admit that when we heard the three of you wanted to play ball together, I was hesitant at first. I can�t remember the last time we took three kids from the same high school in a recruiting class.
 �That momentarily made me pause and consider if this would work. Then we saw the recent game film and reviewed reports from the people we�ve had at your games over the past two years. If I were being honest, I wish Ty Wilson had joined you this weekend. If things go our way, we would like to offer all four of you scholarships.
 �I guess I�d like to ask what you estimate the chances are that we have a shot at you joining us,� Coach Michaels asked.
 Tim and Wolf looked at me.
 �Here�s how I see it. The Big 12 is a quarterbacks� league. I have no doubt that I could make my mark here and help you win the league. The problem with that is it exposes the conference�s weakness, defense. There are probably only two schools that have a solid defense, TCU and Iowa State. The rest of them, including yours, are just adequate.
 �I think that�s the reason the Big 12 is so hard to predict each year. It makes the league the most competitive from top to bottom. I�m afraid that once you go head-to-head with teams like Clemson, you�re at a disadvantage,� I said.
 The last time Oklahoma made the College Football Playoffs, they�d gone up against Clemson and lost 34�17. Oklahoma just couldn�t stop them. They had the same problem yesterday with Ohio State. Upper-level teams couldn�t rely on offense alone. Granted, it made for exciting football for teams to score a lot of points.

 �With that being said, how do we stack up?� Coach Michaels asked us.
 �This is just me personally. I would say that I would rank my top three as Alabama, Ohio State, and Michigan. I would group the next three together, and that would include Clemson, Oklahoma, and USC. That was before this weekend. You�ve opened my eyes to what Oklahoma has to offer. I�m glad we made the trip.�
 �I agree. That�s probably how I would rate them,� Wolf said.
 Tim just nodded.
 �It�s refreshing to have recruits give us an honest assessment. Most times, I think they just tell us what we want to hear,� Coach Michaels said. �Do you really plan to take ten visits?�
 �We�re going to play it by ear,� Tim said. �If we decide on somewhere, we might cut the whole thing short.�
 �I agree. I would like to enjoy my senior year and not travel every weekend,� I said.
 �There are parties we�re missing,� Wolf said.
 �We plan to continue to recruit you hard. If you make a decision, I�d appreciate it if you would let us know. I hope you make it easy and decide to come here. If not, we need to work on Plan B.�
 ◊◊◊
 After we flew back, Mom and Dad invited everyone to our house for dinner. She made spaghetti and had Dad make a salad. While they cooked, I spent time with the boys. They were both growing like weeds, Coby especially. He was rapidly catching up to Little David.
 Brook had come over, and I was amused to see Bandit had claimed her lap. I think he missed his mom, Halle. Speaking of which, she�d sent me an email telling me she was enjoying her new movie and thought that the whole cast had good chemistry. She did mention that her leading man seemed a little too friendly, but she was dealing with it. I sure preferred it when everyone got along. The Royal Palm was an experience I would rather not repeat.
 Over dinner, I sat back and realized that our three families were getting closer, the dads especially. How could I tell? Wolf�s dad made several bad jokes about wives, and my mom didn�t even flinch. I glanced over at Dad, and he just shrugged.
 ◊◊◊
 Finally! I had some alone time with Brook.
 We walked up to my apartment to �study.� When we got upstairs, Brook came to me, melted into my arms, and gave me a passionate kiss. It was obvious what would happen next, so I carried Brook to my bedroom and gently laid her down.
 �Don�t move,� I ordered.
 I lit five candles and turned off the lights. The candles gave the room a soft glow and made Brook�s hair shine. In the distance, I heard thunder rumble. A storm was brewing, and I was sure my hound would be begging to get into his apartment soon. I figured we had enough time before my mom brought Duke from the main house.
 I stood at the end of the bed, pulled my shirt off, and dropped it on the floor. Brook stared and took in my ripped torso as the candlelight reflected off my chest. Her little smile told me that she liked what she saw.
 I undid the button of my jeans and unzipped my fly, then kicked off my shoes, removed my socks, and stepped out of my jeans. I kept a straight face as I watched Brook take in my bod. While I was used to people looking at me, her look of pure lust woke Mr. Happy.
 �Your turn,� I said as I crawled onto the bed next to her.
 She appeared hesitant. The thunder crashed closer, reminding me we had a time limit. I smiled when I heard the rain begin to fall. Tough luck, Duke. There was no way Mom would bring him to my apartment in the rain.
 I reached for her t-shirt and pulled it over her head. She seemed to want to say something, but then decided to keep quiet. I made quick work of her bra and propped myself up on one elbow. I used my other hand to caress her breasts and stomach. She closed her eyes and appreciated my attention. It was almost like she was starved for contact.
 I ramped up my attention, and she squirmed under my touch. She was as aroused as I was. I let my hand travel south and reached around her waist so I could pull her to my body. Brook rolled onto her side, and our lips met. She gave herself to me entirely and moaned into our kiss.
 I pushed down her sweats until they cleared her butt. I then slid my hand over the top of her panties and cupped her sex as I broke our kiss.
 �Someone�s excited,� I remarked as I found her wetness.
 �Don�t tease me,� she begged.
 My palm pressed firmly against her core and made a small circular motion. In response, Brook arched her back and pushed against my hand. I rolled her onto her back and slid my hand inside this time, finding her button.
 �Oh, God! A little harder,� she begged.
 I thought about backing off, but then decided to help her get there. Apparently, I did an excellent job, because she went off like a firecracker.
 I let her calm down.
 �You ready for round two?� I asked.
 She just nodded, so I leaned over her and kissed her stomach. I slid her sweats and panties off. Brook let her legs fall open so I would have access to her center. She was a greedy one. I kissed her navel and left a red-hot trail with my tongue to the top of her sex. She grabbed my ears and pulled me to where she wanted me.
 I began to worship at the altar of her womanhood.
 Hotness.
 Desire.
 The woman I loved.
 It all combined to make this the perfect moment. I�d never felt like this with anyone else. Brook Davis would have to be careful with me because I would do anything for her. I tried to make it as good as I knew how. Brook cried out her desire as I licked her sex and used my thumb to tease her button. I inhaled deeply, wanting to remember her smell � her taste � how she felt and looked. I tried to sear this memory into my mind forever�the perfect moment of bliss.
 Brook must have sensed my desire for her because she got off again. This time, it was more powerful. She thrashed around and about pulled my ears off.
 �You�re such a jerk,� she said, looking pissed.
 I guess my confusion showed on my face, so she elaborated.
 �When you do that to me, I lose control. I lose my ability for coherent thought. If I didn�t trust you, I�d be scared that you could talk me into anything.�
 I laughed, which made her glare at me.
 �No, no, don�t be mad. I was just thinking the same thing about you. I�m afraid I�ve fallen in love with you, Brook Davis. We�ll both have to be careful with the power we hold over each other,� I said with a big grin.
 �I love you too,� she said, making my heart almost burst.
 This wasn�t the kind of love you announced in the heat of passion; this was the real deal. I almost started crying but manned up.
 �Now it�s your turn,� she said.
 Mr. Happy was freed from my boxers, and Brook began to do beautiful things to him with her mouth, tongue, and hands. When my arousal started to peak, I let it happen. Brook looked up at me with a pleased expression on her face. She gave my member a few strokes to make sure I was still hard and then climbed on top of me.
 Mr. Happy found himself between her folds and, with one all-consuming thrust, found what he�d been missing. Our joining was nothing if not earth-shattering. It was timed with the next crash of thunder as if planned. She was perfect, and I was the luckiest guy in the world to be with her. All thoughts of other women, even Hannah, were gone. If I were 25, I would lock this down.
 I held still as she became accustomed to me. I let her set the pace as she began to rock up and down my length. It felt as if I had filled her completely when she gave a hard thrust and grunted. My girth seemed to swell, and I don�t think I�d ever been so hard in all my life. Suddenly, my inner beast reared his head, and I rolled her onto her back.
 Brook wrapped her legs around my waist, giving me complete access to drive my desire home again and again and again. Her tight little body took my efforts, and she added her enthusiastic contribution. We were like crazed bunnies as we raced to our mutual incendiary explosion.
 Lightning struck, and it sounded like the house had been hit. I could feel the vibration as everything shook. Brook and I snapped together, and the world disappeared as we went to places neither of us had ever been before. We seemed to feed off each other�s pleasure. I�d never climaxed so hard in all my life, and it seemed to go on forever.
 When I finally quit twitching and began to go soft, I rolled onto my back. Brook had a little smile on her face and looked to be focused on a spot on the ceiling.
 �Give me a few minutes, and I�ll see if I can go again,� I said.
 �I�m not sure I could do that again. What the heck was that?� she asked.
 �I think it was a byproduct of us declaring our love. I can only imagine that it�ll get better each time.�
 �You�re such a �stupid boy.� I can�t even imagine that. I just want to lay here and try to remember what we just did. When I�m old, I want to have this memory to get me through the night.�
 �We better get cleaned up. My mom will be up here soon,� I predicted.
 Brook bounced out of bed and ran to the shower. After the last time my mom had interrupted us, she didn�t want a repeat performance.
 ◊◊◊
 The rain seemed to settle in for the night. Brook gave me a quick kiss and raced to her car. I stepped in the back door of the house to find Duke and Bandit waiting for me.
 �You owe me,� I heard Dad say from the kitchen.
 I walked in to find him eating cookies and drinking milk and decided to join him.
 �Why�s that?� I asked.
 �Your mom. I told her to leave you two alone. She thinks Brook might actually be the one.�
 �I�m not sure about that, but I do like her,� I admitted.
 �I can tell. You two seem to fit,� Dad observed.
 �What did you think about this weekend?� I asked to change the subject.
 �I saw a football program that�s trying to regain its glory, and I expect you would have a huge career there. But I don�t know if they�ll win a national championship anytime soon.�
 �If that were my only criteria, I would probably pick Alabama, Clemson, or Ohio State. I�m not sure if winning it all holds the same appeal it did.�
 Dad looked at me, curiously.
 �I almost killed him,� I said, referring to Mr. Rios.
 �He�s going to be okay.�
 �Can we just make this go away? I really don�t want to see him in jail.�
 �Are you sure?� Dad asked.
 �Yeah. I don�t want to see their family have to go through that again. He just wanted to scare me, and I think it all got out of hand.�
 �I can tell you�re reevaluating. Do you need to talk about it?� Dad asked.
 �It�s the same old story. I worry that I�m missing out on high school and the chance to just be a slacker.�
 �Your mom and I worry about that, too. In retrospect, your summer with your uncle was both a curse and a blessing. It seemed to help focus you, and since then, you�ve done things people only dream of. On the other hand, you missed out on just hanging out with your friends.
 �Your decision not to go to the dojo four times a week is probably a good one. If I were you, I would try to find even more free time. If college weren�t such a big decision, I would recommend you not spend every weekend on recruiting trips. Wolf is right, even if he was joking. There are parties you�re missing.�
 �This coming weekend is the doubleheader, Michigan and Ohio State. Let�s hope things become clearer, and we can decide what we want to do after that. I think we need to make the Clemson and Alabama trips, and I�d like an excuse to go to LA and see Halle. If I were going to cut back, I could see not going to Florida and Stanford,� I said, thinking out loud. �Both Tim and Wolf are worried about getting into Stanford.�
 �Take your time and don�t force a decision. It�ll all work out,� Dad said.
 He was right. I thought we had a good plan. There really wasn�t a reason to change it yet. I thanked my dad and picked up Bandit. Duke was dancing at the back door, so I let him out. I was happy to see there was a lull in the rain. There was a flash of lightning followed by thunder, and I had to tell Duke to finish his business. I was not inclined to get up at three a.m. to let him out.
 We climbed up to my apartment and into bed. Bandit claimed his pillow, and Duke didn�t even hesitate to get on the bed. We both knew that with the thunder, he wasn�t sleeping in his crate. He laid his head on my stomach so he could get an ear rub.
 Dad was right. It would work itself out.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday September 19 
 Cassidy had gotten Paul to show her the video of my fight. She wasn�t happy when I announced that I didn�t want to go to the dojo, but grudgingly accepted my reasoning. She and Brook went instead. I made Paul drive me home and told him I planned to stay in for the rest of the night so that he could take the night off.
 Instead, I got the Demon out and drove until I found myself at the Pearson farm. Zoe took one look at me and put me to work, mucking out stalls and putting down new straw as she did other chores. I wondered why I always seemed to get this job or washing horses. Not that I minded, but she brushed, babied, and fed them, while I did the dirty work.
 It was exactly what I needed. When we were done, Zoe saddled two of the horses, and we took a ride. She got me talking about how I felt horrible for hurting Mr. Rios. We ended up on my farm, and I took her to the river and found my favorite walnut tree. She listened as I shared everything, and when I finally stopped, she nodded.
 �Let�s pray about it,� she suggested.
 I bowed my head and prayed for Mr. Rios and asked for forgiveness for my role in hurting him. I felt better after the work, talking to Zoe, and praying. Somehow, she always made me feel better, more grounded after we did this. Sometimes you needed to get back to basics, talk to a friend, and put it in God�s hands.
 �Thank you, I needed that,� I admitted.
 �I�m just happy you felt comfortable enough to share with me.�
 �I hope we can still be friends even if you are seeing Johan, and I�m dating Brook.�
 It seemed to surprise her that I knew about her date with Johan.
 �I don�t know that �seeing� is the right word. I just went out on one date with him,� Zoe said, pushing back.
 �Come on. You�ve known him your whole life. Johan is one of the nicest guys I know. I can see the two of you together.�
 �That�s part of the problem. We know just about everything about each other.�
 �I understand; someone new can seem exciting. There�s all that mystery of who they are and the fun of discovering new things about each other. That doesn�t mean they�re better. Yes, you think you know everything about Johan, but I would bet he can surprise you. The key is, you know that deep down, he�s a good guy.
 �I wanted my best friend Tami to be my girlfriend. She kept pushing it off to a mythical �someday.� Now, I don�t know that we�ll ever be together. A part of me hopes so, but now she�s dating my best friend, and I�m in love with Brook. Only you can say whether Johan might be the one you�re meant to be with. I would recommend that if you suspect he might be, don�t overthink it.�
 She bit her bottom lip.
 �You love Brook?� she asked.
 �Yes.�
 She just nodded and stared off into space for a moment.
 �What does she have that I don�t?� Zoe asked.
 What do you say to that? I suddenly felt like I was dancing with the devil. No matter what I said, it would be wrong, but Zoe didn�t deserve for me to just brush it off.
 �Comparison is a joy-stealer. It�s a bottomless pit of self-doubt and self-deprecation. You need to know that there�s nothing wrong with you. You�re not less sexy, less lovable, or less anything else. I think it�s telling that I�m here when I need to talk about something I consider serious. You�re my anchor.�
 �Then why did you choose her? If I�m the one you feel you can share serious stuff with, why aren�t we together?� Zoe asked.
 �That same argument could be made for Pam, Halle, Beth, or even Tracy,� I said, and saw her frown. �You represent a lot of what I find important. Eventually, I want to have a large family. I have strong religious beliefs, and I can see someday living on a farm. There are times when I wish that was the life I was destined to have.�
 �You could have all that with me.�
 I could see the start of tears. I pulled her to me and gave her a hug.
 �Zoe, I care for you more than you may even realize. When I decided to have a girlfriend, I recognized what I was giving up. I could�ve just kept the status quo, but that wouldn�t have been fair to you or any of the others, especially Brook. Believe me, I didn�t have reasons why anyone was better than someone else. It simply came down to my heart.
 �I realize that isn�t what you want to hear. If I told you it was for some arbitrary reason, you would fixate on trying to make yourself better in that area. I can�t emphasize this enough: you are perfect just as you are,� I tried.
 She gave me a weak smile.
 �I was prepared to be mad at you,� she admitted. �Dang it, David. You should have picked me.�
 I was smart enough not to say anything.
 We mounted the horses and rode back to the farm. My grandmother saw me and made me promise to stop by before going home.
 ◊◊◊
 �You don�t visit,� Grandma Dawson complained.
 �What is it with women today? They all want a piece of me.�
 �Better than the alternative.�
 She was right about that. She took me into the house where Yelena, Yuri�s grandmother, was cooking dinner. I sent a text to my dad to tell him I was having dinner here. He sent one back, asking if they could come too.
 �Dad wants to join us for dinner.�
 �We have plenty. I just go kill another goat,� Yelena said and began to sharpen a knife.
 �Is she serious?� I asked my grandma.
 �No, she�s teasing you. Tell your dad to come.�
 Having a family dinner at my grandma�s was nice. Duke came with and had to check out the farm to make sure everything was the same as it was when he was here last. Coby and Little David were with my parents so that Peggy could have a night off. There were no worries they wouldn�t get a lot of attention with two grandmothers spoiling them.
 ◊◊◊   
    Wednesday September 21 
 Brook and Cassidy were still going to the dojo, so I planned an afternoon with Tim and Wolf. One of Wolf�s neighbors needed a hand with a project, and he and Tim had volunteered to help. I came home to find my mom in the kitchen. Peggy had school late on Wednesday, so the boys were in daycare. I�d let Duke out so he could patrol the backyard.
 �Slow day?� I asked as I made myself a sandwich.
 �No, I have something for you,� she said, handing me an envelope.
 I looked inside, and there was a check for five hundred dollars made out to my personal company.
 �What�s that for?� I asked.
 �I closed on that house you shot the pictures and video of. It had your name in the credits. Word spread that David A. Dawson, actor-slash-model-slash-photographer, had done it, and I had realtors clamoring to show it. I told the homeowners, and they insisted on paying you.�
 �Cool,� was my na�ve response.
 �I just got a new listing, and they want you to do the photos and the video.�
 My expression must have told her that I wasn�t excited about it.
 �Before you throw a hissy fit, this home is listed for $1.5 million. If it sells for full price, my side of the commission is $45,000. I�ll make twice that if I find the buyer.�
 In our area, the realtor association held a breakfast each year where they recognized anyone who made over a million dollars in sales. Mom had told me that the majority of realtors didn�t sell that much. She�d brought home a plaque every year she�d been in the business, even the year she�d had cancer and hadn�t sold anything for nearly half the year. I realized this was a big deal for her, and the right thing to do was to be supportive.
 �Of course I�ll help. When do they want the pictures taken?� I asked.
 �How about now?� she answered, and wouldn�t look me in the eyes.
 I chuckled and shook my head as I was sure there had to be more.
 �What else is going on?� I asked.
 �I need you to convince them to clean the place and declutter.�
 Decluttering was basically picking up and packing away anything that didn�t need to be left out. Mom always said that if you were moving, you might as well start packing. She also wanted them to pack up any personal items like a wall of family pictures. Her reasoning was that people needed to see themselves living in the home, not to be reminded that it was someone else�s. I had no idea whether that helped, but she was the expert.
 I called Wolf and bailed on them. They gave me some grief, but they understood when I told them my mom needed help with work.
 We drove to a neighborhood that had newer, upscale homes. The listing was down the street from where Pam had lived. The owners were a couple with two boys who were under ten. I suspect my mom set me up because they were huge fans. I was a little surprised they�d seen Star Academy since it was rated PG-13 for violence.
 As I walked through the house, I pointed out what needed to be picked up based on what Mom had shared with me. Most of it was toys, clothes, and the like. Mom told me later that the kitchen and laundry room had been cleaned since she was there earlier this afternoon.
 Using the boys as my assistants, we quickly were ready to shoot the house. I found that big open floor plans were much easier to shoot than a smaller ranch home. I talked their dad into taking them to get some ice cream so I could shoot the video.
 Mom�s camera on her phone did a good job. She explained that by using her phone, it looked more realistic than shooting it with a higher-end video camera. I shot one with my camera, which had a video option. I wanted to compare them in class tomorrow. Mom needed the video to get the listing on her website and put onto the MLS so other realtors would be able to see it. The MLS then would send it out to the world, and it would be on all the real estate websites by morning.
 On the way home, I wanted to talk to my mom about doing this in the future.
 �You didn�t really need me to shoot the pictures, did you?� I asked.
 �No, but they wanted the prestige of you doing it. I�ll have Megan send them signed publicity shots tomorrow. The boys will love it,� she explained.
 �Okay, two things. First, I understand why you wanted me today. That is a nice listing. If you could give me a little more lead time, I would appreciate it.�
 �I understand, and I�m sorry for the short notice.�
 �Mom, if you need me, I�ll help you out. Second is, I don�t really want the money. Could you have them write checks to one of the charities instead? That way, they get to write it off their taxes, and I have another reason to do it.�
 �That makes perfect sense.�
 �I�d bet that they might be willing to cut even bigger checks, and you can advertise that a portion of the sale is going to charity. It might not sell the home, but it could get you some foot traffic through the house,� I said.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook and Cassidy showed up for dinner. Peggy looked wiped out, so I told her I would take care of the boys tonight.
 �Do you plan to drive to Michigan and Ohio State after the game Friday?� Brook asked while we were eating.
 �This is an unofficial visit, so we have to pay for transportation,� Dad said. �Yes, we plan to drive.�
 �You do realize that it�s over five hours to Michigan and then four hours to Ohio State? From Ohio State, it�s another five hours of driving to get back here. Do you really want to be in a car for fourteen to fifteen hours?� Brook asked.
 I looked at Dad and then Mom. She gave me a little smirk. Mom was the only smart one. We might not get to Michigan until three in the morning if our game ran long.
 �Tell me you have a solution to our dilemma,� I said to Brook.
 �The flight training school trains pilots of all abilities. They told me that if you would agree to use the flights as training, they would just make you pay for fuel, airport fees, room, and board. Roy said he would also like to get tickets to the game.�
 Roy Tyro was her instructor at Lincoln Flight School.
 �I thought they didn�t allow passengers on training flights,� I said.
 �This would be for a pilot who�s doing some continuing education. He already has his license,� Brook said, then leaned forward as if to share a secret. �I think it�s Roy and a buddy who just want to go flying. They get you to pay for it, with the added bonus of attending a football game.�
 I had an evil thought.
 �Ty plans to go to Michigan this weekend. He was talking smack about them flying him in while we have to drive. Keep this a secret. I want to see the look on his face when we beat them there.�
 �Brook and I want to go too,� Cassidy blurted.
 �Slow your roll. I had plans to convince him later,� Brook told her.
 �I could just threaten to hurt him. That way, you wouldn�t have to use your � ah � you know,� Cassidy faltered.
 Before my mom could get involved, I caved.
 �Absolutely, you two can come. While you�re at it, you might want to invite Tami and Sarah. I don�t want to hear Tim and Wolf complaining all weekend that I have my girlfriend with me, and they don�t.�
 �How big is this plane?� Dad asked.
 �I don�t know. Why?� Brook asked.
 �I imagine David�s uncle and brother might want to go. And I recall that Wolf�s uncle was interested in going on a trip,� Dad said.
 �You�re in charge of setting it up,� I told Dad.
 I was confident he would make sure that everyone paid for their own hotel rooms, food, and tickets to the game. He would call Caryn, and she would get Megan to do the legwork. Megan might miss a half-hour of her favorite soap opera.
 �Oh, and make sure no one tells Wolf or Tim. I don�t need them blabbing to Ty,� I said.
 I did learn one lesson: I should have played hard to get. Once I caved, Brook had to �go home to study for a test.�
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday September 22 
 I found Tracy talking to Ms. Saunders when I walked into my photography class. I looked at her curiously, but she ignored me. My classmates were clustered around one of the computers, acting like they were working on something, so I joined them.
 �What�s she doing here?� Marshal asked.
 He was the most outgoing of my classmates. It had taken them a little while to warm up to me. I understood them since I�d been a nerd in middle school. If the starting quarterback had been in my class in those days, I would have been a little leery of him. I think that when I didn�t bug them to help me or look down on them, they�d finally accepted I was okay. I also made a point to inform them that I had a better GPA than they did. That held some serious street cred in the nerd world.
 �I don�t know, but I expect we�re about to find out,� I said as Ms. Saunders stood up and looked back at us.
 �As you know, David has been shooting some video for his mom�s real estate business. He�s offered to help Tracy shoot a series of shorts called Dessert First. The concept is similar to something you�d see on the Food Network where a chef from a local restaurant would make their signature dessert,� Ms. Saunders explained.
 �Why are you doing this? It sounds like a lot of work,� Curtis said.
 �Someday, I want to get into broadcasting and thought this would be a good project to practice on,� Tracy explained.
 �She told me I would get to eat desserts,� I admitted.
 �You need Curtis and me to help,� Marshal said. �Curtis is a wiz at the sound and using the software to edit the video. I can handle a camera and the lighting.�
 �What would we need David for?� Tracy asked, to be smart.
 �You need me to make you look good and to eat desserts,� I shot back.
 Ms. Saunders sat the four of us down, and we strategized our first episode. The plan was to shoot it next week. I told them we could do it at my restaurant, but it had to be when we weren�t busy. I didn�t want to disrupt anything.
 ◊◊◊
 This week, we were playing Lakeview, and they hadn�t won a game yet. I was sure everyone expected us to win big. After practice, Coach Mason and Coach Hope pulled me into one of the conference rooms. I expected them to go over something in practice that we needed to work on. What I found were two concerned men.
 �What happened last weekend?� Coach Mason asked.
 �What do you mean?� I asked.
 �I�ve been doing this for a long time. Part of my responsibility is to make sure you guys are dialed in mentally, not just physically. I�m letting you down this week. I�ve not done a good job of making sure that we�re emotionally prepared to play Lakeview. In today�s practice, it was evident that you�re not fully engaged, and it�s rubbing off on your teammates,� Coach Mason shared.
 �Cassidy told me about your altercation while at Oklahoma and how you�ve stopped going to the dojo. We�re just worried that you�re losing focus,� Coach Hope said.
 My first reaction was to be pissed. No one had worked harder than I had over the past three years.
 �Did I not do what you asked for in practice?�
 �Like I said, I don�t think the issue is physical. I worry you might be buying into the narrative that Lakeview will be an easy win and that you can mentally take some time off from the game. If I were being honest with you, you�ve been phoning it in this week. We wanted to sit down with you and see what we can do to help you regain your focus,� Coach Mason said.
 I looked at both men, and they seemed to have my best interest at heart.
 �I had a fellow recruit�s father attack me over the weekend. You know how Cassidy trains me,� I said to Coach Hope.
 �I do.�
 Coach Mason looked confused.
 �Cassidy has taught me to not hold back when my safety or the safety of others is in question. The man who attacked me was no joke. If he�d won the fight, I would have been seriously hurt. I reacted as I�d been trained and put him down hard. My final blow could have killed him.�
 �In the grand scheme of things, football doesn�t seem quite as important, does it?� Coach Mason asked.
 �No, I guess not,� I admitted.
 �Do you want us to play Trent this week?� Coach Hope asked.
 That caught my full attention. Both coaches saw it, too.
 �I think David can get it together for the game. I�m right about that, aren�t I?� Coach Mason asked.
 �Yes, sir.�
 �Good. Go home and get your head on straight. We need you focused,� Coach Mason said.
 As I headed home, I was thankful they�d talked to me about it. I didn�t realize I�d not been giving my all in practice until they pointed it out. I appreciated that they had approached me like this instead of yelling at me.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 12 � Screw Everything Else  Friday September 23 
 This game could be summed up in the first play. I�d lined up in the shotgun and noticed that Lakeview had pulled their safeties forward into the box to stop the run. Coach Mason had called a quick trap play up the middle, which was now doomed to fail. I scrambled to change the play.
 �Orange! ORANGE!� I screamed, holding up both hands to indicate a change in the play.
 Johan snapped the ball high and to the right of me. Caught completely off guard, I was lucky to even touch the ball. It bounced up as I turned to track it down. I collided with Ty, and we went down in a heap. Our offensive line wasn�t ready for the premature snap, and Lakeview�s defenders rushed to recover the fumble. My dojo training kicked in, and I popped up and launched myself at the rolling ball. I got a hand on it, then was buried in defenders. I used my �Hulk� strength to rip the ball out of one of their linebackers� grasp. We ended up losing thirteen yards on the play but avoided the fumble.
 That set the tone for the rest of the game. Coaches Mason and Hope�s prediction that I, and, by extension, the team, had lost focus was especially apparent in the younger guys. Roc, Phil, and Yuri had all been benched. If it hadn�t been for Ty�s running, we would have been entirely out of this game.
 At halftime, the score was tied at 0�0. There was a reason Lakeview hadn�t won a game to this point. In the third quarter, Ty broke a long run to put us up 6�0. Roc committed a personal foul after the score to push the extra point back 15 yards. Derek Hofmann, our kicker, punched it wide right. That missed extra point allowed Lakeview a chance to climb back into the game.
 At the beginning of the fourth quarter, we were driving the ball. Ty was gaining three to four yards a play, so we had abandoned the passing game. Coach Mason saw the same thing that I did: they were ripe for us to use our play-action passing game. He called a quick slant for Wolf.
 �Blue! Set! Hut, HUT!�
 On the snap, Lakeview ran a run blitz. I faked the handoff to Ty, and he was met in the hole by half their team. Wolf gave a halfhearted attempt to block one of their linebackers and then sprinted up the field. Their safeties had moved forward to support the run, so Wolf was behind them when I threw the pass. The ball slipped through his hands and bounced off his helmet back towards the line of scrimmage. One of their safeties turned around, and the ball fell into his hands. They now had a first down on our 42 yard line.
 On the ensuing play, they ran a simple dive play, something we�d been stopping for little or no gain all day. Tim must have assumed it would be routine as he closed in to make the tackle. I didn�t see exactly what happened, because their center snuck out and blocked me, but the next thing I knew, their tailback was running free. I got on my horse, ran him down, and tackled him at the goal line, but they ruled it a touchdown. After the extra point, we were trailing 7�6.
 We traded possessions with not much happening for either team. With a little over four minutes left in the game, we got the ball back. Coach Hope got in my face before I ran out.
 �Focus! Get them to focus! If I see one more pass dropped or someone jumps offside, you will wish you were never born come Monday. Do I make myself clear?!�
 �Yes, sir,� I said and ran out to the huddle.
 I looked around, and no one was looking back at me.
 �Guys, there�s plenty of blame to go around. We can worry about that Monday. What we need to do is win this. I am not losing this game! Are we all on the same page?� I asked.
 All I got in response was grumblings and halfhearted yeses. I got pissed.
 �Enough of this bullshit! Are we on the same page?� I asked again.
 �Yes, sir!� they barked back.
 I heard a whistle and looked at the referee.
 �Delay of game. Five-yard penalty, still first down,� he announced.
 I saw Coach Hope grab Trent and start to talk to him. Screw it.
 �On me,� I told them, and we stepped up to the line of scrimmage.
 What I�d just told them was I�d be calling the plays at the line and that we were running the hurry-up offense. I looked over at Lakeview, and they were in a prevent defense. I personally felt that was a big mistake because there was too much time on the clock, and we could still run the ball.
 �Blue One! BLUE ONE!� I yelled as I moved under center.
 Bert and Ty lined up in the �I� formation behind me. On the snap, I turned and handed the ball to Bert as he ran right up the middle. Johan, Bryan, and Brock fired off the ball and gave him a good running lane. He made a nice eight-yard gain. On second and third downs, we ran Ty into the teeth of their defense and were robbed when they marked the ball short, making it fourth and inches.
 Coach Hope called a time-out. I trotted over to the sideline.
 �I think we should punt it,� Coach Hope said.
 �No, give me the ball. Give me a chance to fix this,� I begged.
 �If we punt, they�ll just run the clock out. We have to score on this drive, or the game is over,� Coach Mason added.
 �If we can�t pick up an inch, we deserve to lose,� I said.
 �Goal line power dive,� Coach Hope called.
 Lakeview saw we had put two linemen in the backfield with Ty at tailback. They countered by inserting six linemen and five linebackers.
 �Down!�
 Wolf started in motion. The plan was to have him help block up the center. I saw his linebacker follow him and had a crazy idea.
 �Set! Hut, HUT!�
 The fans were all on their feet, screaming. As I got the ball, there was a tremendous crack of pads as both teams collided. Ty�s eyes got big when I put my hand in his stomach without the ball. I trusted my team to get one inch, but this was on me. I carried out the fake handoff and then stood for a two count before curling around the outside. Apparently, I had held my fake a moment too long because the defensive end had figured out what I was up to.
 I planted my foot and ran to the outside. He did exactly what he was trained to do, which was to force me inside of him. If I tried to make it to the edge, he would drop me for a loss. The Lakeview crowd erupted when they saw me in trouble. The mistake a lot of runners make is to try to make something out of nothing. It�s usually much better to stick your nose towards the goal line than to do something fancy. I lowered my shoulders and drove my legs towards the first down marker. Their defensive end tackled me, but I�d been working out since I started playing football. I carried him past the line for the first down.
 Coach Mason about lost his mind. I agreed with him; that wasn�t the best idea I�d ever had. I quickly got everyone lined up. We steadily gained yardage, eating up the clock. With just under two minutes to go, I hit Jake on a crossing pass over the center, and he broke free. He got the ball down to the 9 yard line. The cowbells could probably be heard back home.
 I called a two-man option with Ty and me as we lined up in the shotgun.
 �Down! Set! Hut, HUT!�
 We worked our way to the right of the line, and I made my read. I tossed Ty the ball, and he cut upfield as I was tackled. He shrugged off a corner and cut inside where one of their linebackers tried to wrap him up. Ty was a man possessed. He fought for extra yardage, and I thought he might score. Then he was crushed by another linebacker. I saw the ball come loose and bounce into the end zone. One of Lakeview�s defensive backs scooped it up and ran it out.
 I popped up to stop him from running it back for the score. I doubt the poor kid saw me, and I hit him harder than I�d ever hit anyone. All the negative feelings I�d been dealing with all week seemed to come to a head as I leveled the guy. The Lakeview fans who�d just been screaming for a victory became quiet as he dropped the ball. Ed had been chasing him, and he grabbed the football. I watched as he ran it in for the score. There was stunned silence for a moment, and then our fans cheered when they figured out that we�d just taken the lead.
 I looked toward our bench, and there was a flag on the ground. I felt my heart get stuck in my throat for fear it was on us. The line judge indicated it was offsides on Lakeview and that the score counted. This time when we received an unsportsmanlike penalty for excessive celebration, I don�t think the coaches cared.
 Derek shanked another extra point, and we now had a 12-7 lead. Ed intercepted a long pass to end the game. He was given the game ball for scoring the winning touchdown and the game-ending interception. It was nice to see he was playing much better than he had last year.
 ◊◊◊
 After the game, I was summoned to meet the press. I took a quick shower and then found Coach Hope with Ed. As soon as we sat down, Jeff Delahey asked us a question.
 �What went wrong today?�
 Coach Hope started to answer, but I cut him off.
 �This was on the team. Lakeview was a trap game. We didn�t give them the respect they deserved, and they showed today that they�re better than their record. It was obvious that some of our younger guys, especially, didn�t take Lakeview as seriously as they should have. The coaching staff did everything they could to get us to focus. They even sat me down and called me out about my lack of concentration during this week�s practices,� I admitted.
 �What�s your take on this?� Jeff asked Coach Hope.
 �We, meaning the coaching staff, were worried. This is the type of game teams lose. I�m still not sure how we won the game. I�ll have to watch the film to figure out what happened. All I know is if it hadn�t been for Ed Pine, we would�ve lost today.�
 I slipped out because we had to get to the airport. I was happy to see Ed was getting the attention he deserved for saving us.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at the airport, Brook took charge. She walked in and found Roy, our flight instructor. He took Brook and Cassidy out to help him with his preflight checklist. Cathryn, his wife, was his copilot. She helped us get all our gear stored.
 We were flying in a Cessna Caravan, which sat 11 passengers. It had four rows with one seat on each side, an aisle down the middle, and a bench seat in the back for three more passengers. Brook and Cassidy claimed the front two seats so that Roy could talk to them while he flew. Dad and I grabbed the bench seat in the back. Tim and Wolf were happy that Tami and Sarah were joining us.
 I loved that we didn�t have to go through security and then sit and wait for a flight. As soon as they were done with the checklist, we taxied down the runway and were soon wheels-up. The Cessna Caravan had a single turboprop. It was louder than a commercial flight, but I would put up with that for the convenience.
 I put in my earbuds and closed my eyes. About twenty minutes into the flight, I felt someone touch my arm. I discovered Tami smiling at me. She pointed at my earbuds, so I pulled one out in order to hear her.
 �What are you listening to?�
 I pulled the earbud jack out of my phone, so it would play on the speaker. I was listening to Stitches by Shawn Mendes and began to sing along. The lyrics talked about the singer moving on from their lover.
 Tami�s expression was unreadable. Apparently, the song hit a little too close to home. I looked up the aisle, and everyone was looking back at me singing to her. I got a sheepish grin on my face and waved. Brook raised an eyebrow, but I winked at her, and she turned around.
 �Did you plan for that song to be playing?�
 �No, you just got lucky I knew the words.�
 �Are you still mad at me?�
 I knew what she was talking about. To be honest, I was still mad about what she and Tim had done.
 �You mean for using my apartment as a love shack, trashing my bed and bathroom, and then making me tell my mom on you? Why would that irritate me?� I asked.
 �That was like months ago. Are you turning into your mom?� she complained.
 Those were fighting words, and she knew it. Before I told her what I really thought, she touched my arm.
 �I�m sorry, that was uncalled for. I think I was just getting defensive because what I did was hurtful. At the time, I didn�t even think about it. I didn�t say anything back then because Tim was so worried he would lose you as a friend. I should have done a better job of apologizing right after it happened.�
 �At the time, I looked at it as one last �screw you.� I�ve moved on,� I said in a quiet voice.
 �Oh, hell. That wasn�t what that was at all. It was me being immature and not thinking things through. I would never intentionally hurt you.�
 I just shook my head. Intentionally or thoughtlessly, she�d kept on hurting me.
 �David, no, seriously. I am sorry if that was what you thought.�
 �Let�s just forget about it. I haven�t thought about it since I started dating Brook.�
 �That�s why we never talk? You�re wrapped up with Brook?� she asked.
 �No, it�s because you used my apartment as a love shack, trashed my bed and bathroom, and then made me tell my mom on you.� I said it with a straight face, showing no emotion.
 �That really pissed you off, didn�t it?�
 �Just leave me alone. You have your life, and I have mine. I�m happy for you and Tim. I guess that it�s like all my old best friends. We�ve just grown apart.�
 �Dammit, David. I�ve put too much time into our friendship to allow one stupid act to tear us apart. I won�t allow it. We�ve gone through too much together and survived,� she said and then looked crestfallen. �Have I destroyed our �someday�?�
 �I honestly don�t know. Right now, I can�t see it, but stranger things have happened.�
 �Do I need to move back and follow you around 24/7?�
 That got me to smile.
 �Please, no. I don�t want to explain that to Brook, and I�m sure Tim might have some concerns.�
 �Okay, fine. I think we need to talk about what�s bothering you, other than me using your apartment as a love shack,� she said.
 �Everything�s great,� I tried.
 �Then explain to me why you played like crap today. Tim tells me you haven�t been yourself since you came back from Oklahoma. Personally, I don�t think you�re as torn up about hurting that man as much as you�re acting. From what I heard, he had it coming to him,� Tami said.
 I�d almost forgotten about her hidden superpower: the ability to read my mind. I looked around, and no one was paying us any attention. Well, this was cheaper than therapy, so why not tell her?
 �It�s everything. I�ve been feeling like I�m missing out on a normal life. I�ve painted myself into a corner and don�t see a way out of it. Uncle John warned me that doing the movie would change my life. I think I realized I might�ve made a mistake last spring when I came back from auditioning for Star Wars. From that point on, I�ve had to be aware of my public image.
 �I feel like everyone�s looking to get a piece of me. When I was at Oklahoma last weekend, I had to sign autographs when we were taking a tour of a dorm. I let people, people who are close to me, talk me into investing in businesses with my money instead of just dumping it into an account. I have frickin� employees that rely on me so they can pay their rent and get health insurance.
 �Then there�s football. I lose focus, and my whole team does too. The entire town lives and dies on each game. My own mom pimps me out so she can get listings. God forbid I should go to a party and get drunk and go crazy. It would be on the Internet before I even had a chance to have a hangover.
 �What am I doing this weekend? I�m setting myself up to advance to an even bigger stage. I don�t see this ever ending,� I said, running out of steam.
 Tami gave me a measuring look.
 �You do realize you can�t be everything to everyone you know, don�t you?�
 I snorted at her in disgust, but she continued on, unfazed.
 �I�m serious! In a sense, your mom�s using you. Your teammates are so used to you looking after them that they�ve forgotten how to look after themselves. The people you do business with want little pieces of your time and attention, and you give it without even thinking. It accumulates until you have no time or attention you can spend on yourself, or even give a thought to what you want. Most of them don�t even realize they�re doing it. But they are, and I doubt more than a couple of them even have a glimmer of what it�s doing to you.� She looked down, embarrassed. �Even I�ve done that to you.�
 After a minute, she looked up at me again.
 �Do you remember when we were in the eighth grade, and we had to read Hamlet in our advanced English class?�
 When I nodded, she continued.
 �There was one part I loved. That was when Polonius was talking to his son, Laertes, giving him advice. Most people only quote the first part, but it�s the last part that makes it so telling: �This above all: to thine own self be true, and it must follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.��
 She gave me a small, hopeful smile, patted my knee, and made her way back up front. Brook looked like she was about to take Tami�s place, but Tami shook her head at her. Something unspoken passed between them, and Brook, after giving me a worried look, turned back around towards the front.
 I sat back and considered our conversation. Damn, she was right! I needed to take charge of my own life�it was either that or let other people take charge of pieces of it. It was time for some simplification.
 I pulled my phone out and looked at my life goals. Three lines stood out:
Think before saying �yes.�
Learn to say �no.�
Make a Difference. 
 Thinking about football and the team, was I making the kind of difference I wanted to make if they fell apart every time something bad happened to me? Or was I setting up an unhealthy dependency?
 Thinking about it further, I could say the same about Mom, and about some of the other stuff people wanted me to do.
 Then I remembered reading about Trent Richardson. He�d come out of college with a bunch of high expectations as a running back. But his effectiveness steadily declined until he was traded and eventually cut.
 Later, it came out that his family and friends had spent over $1.6 million of his money in less than a year. He was getting huge bar-tab charges on his credit card for places he�d never been. He also related how he�d spent his time in warm-ups preparing for a playoff game. But then, during the game itself, he worried about whether the seats he�d been pressured to get would be filled, rather than focusing on the game.
 He wound up not being worth much to anyone. It all happened because he let people take pieces of his time, attention, energy, and focus until there was very little left.
 It was time to focus and to take charge of myself, if no one else.
 I used my phone to make a short list. What did I want to focus on this fall, and in what order? Screw everything else.
Football
Being a good student
Recruiting
Relationship with Brook 
 I looked over the list and smiled for the first time in it seemed like forever. Now it was time to do something about it.
 I looked toward the front of the plane. Tami saw me first and seemed concerned, but I gave her a smile and a wink, and she smiled back at me.
 I tapped Dad on the shoulder. He looked up, startled.
 �When we get back, as soon as we can make the time, I need to have a business meeting. I want to be sure you, Mom, Uncle John, and Grandma are all there.
 He nodded his head, and I made my way to the front of the plane, to Wolf and Tim.
 �Team meeting Monday before practice. Players only. I�ll square it with the coaches. Start spreading the word as soon as we land.�
 They also nodded wordlessly at me. I turned to Brook, smiled, and motioned toward the back of the plane with my head. She got up and followed me back.
 We sat down, and she cuddled me for a minute, her head on my chest. I eased her up to look at me.
 �I have a lot to share with you, and I�d like your input on all of it.�
 We talked for a long time. I shared a lot of my thoughts and ideas with her. Brook was smart, and she gave me a bunch of her own ideas.
 Mainly, though, I could tell she really appreciated that I�d sought out her advice. That�s part of what relationships are about: sharing your troubles � and welcoming your partner�s thoughts.
 ◊◊◊
 When we landed, we were greeted by thirty or so fans. I was glad we had our Michigan t-shirts on. Before we left, I�d scanned the Michigan recruiting message boards. They�d encouraged people to get out and let us know how much they wanted us to come to their school. I glanced over at Tami, and she gave me a knowing smile. Then I looked at Brook, and her smile turned into a delighted chuckle.
 Things were looking better.
 ◊◊◊  
    Saturday September 24 
 I�d just gotten dressed when I heard Cassidy pounding on my door.
 �What?� I grumped as I opened it.
 She pushed past me into my room. I hid my smile when I saw she was dressed in a blue dress jacket, white blouse, and blue slacks. All she needed were Chuck�s shades, and she could be a junior G-woman.
 �I�m your security this weekend. I want to be clear that where you go, I go,� she informed me.
 Fritz and my dad had had a long talk about this weekend. Fritz had wanted to hire outside security because he was having meetings and training sessions with all his staff. He planned to use my attack as a wake-up call and remind them of their duties. When Brook came to me about flying this weekend, and Cassidy invited herself, I told them she could watch me.
 Fritz and Dad were both against the idea, but I reminded them that I hadn�t asked Fritz to hire Cassidy just because she was my friend. This was something she wanted to do with her life. I pointed out she�d been my security in Cuba and Japan. I reminded Dad about spring break and how she helped protect everyone. Still, I was surprised when they finally relented.
 For Cassidy, this was a big deal. This was her first chance to officially be in charge. I wasn�t about to make it hard on her, but that didn�t mean I couldn�t tease her a little.
 �You packing?� I asked.
 She gave me a scowl.
 �No. Fritz wouldn�t let me,� she explained, and then brightened. �I do have this.�
 She pushed her coat back to reveal her belt where she had an expandable baton. She took it out and snapped it to full length. Frankly, I was more worried she would end up using it on me.
 We took the elevator down and met everyone for breakfast. Ty was pissed because we beat him and his family there. We were just getting our food when I spotted two recruits I�d met last year: Max Wilcox, who was a mountain of a man and who played defensive tackle; and Jay Edwards, a linebacker. I�d met them both on my campus tour last year.
 While I was introducing them to everyone, Damion Roth, the Randy Moss clone who played ball for Wesleyan, joined us.
 �I heard a rumor you�d be here this weekend. How you doing?� Damion asked.
 �Good. You here alone?� I asked, not seeing his parents.
 �I came with Mike and his dad. His mom went to Luke�s game.�
 Great. Mike Herndon was the last person I wanted to see today. Right on cue.
 �Dawson! I hear you almost lost your game yesterday,� Mike said as he sauntered up.
 �I think the key word you said was �almost,�� Max said.
 Mike took an involuntary step back when he saw Max step forward. I think that made Max�s day by the way he smiled.
 I introduced Mike and Damion to everyone. Thankfully, Mike�s dad showed up, and they left to eat.
 ◊◊◊
 Michigan had well-laid-out athletic facilities. Everything was within walking distance in an area called the Stephen M. Ross Athletic Campus. For football, they had an outdoor practice field and two indoor facilities. We were directed to meet at the Junge Family Champions Center, which was attached to the Crisler Center, where Michigan played basketball. Across the parking lot was Michigan Stadium. The plan was for all the recruits and their families to meet up and then have a quick tour of the campus.
 I spotted Violet, who I�d met last year, checking her list of recruits. Violet was a cute Michigan coed who�d served as our tour guide. I�d tried to pick her up last year and later did hook up with her at a swingers party. I had a brief panic attack. What was the proper protocol for introducing your girlfriend to someone you�d hooked up with at a party like that?
 �There he is,� Violet said as she came up and pulled me into a hug and a kiss.
 �This happens everywhere we go,� Tim teased.
 �Does it?� Brook asked.
 �Do I need to talk about Wisconsin?� I asked Tim to remind him of his own stalker.
 �Yes, Tim. Tell us about Wisconsin,� Tami said.
 �I thought recruiting trips were like Vegas,� Wolf chimed in.
 We�d talked about this. But apparently, Tim had forgotten that what happens on the trips stays on the trips. I could see where inviting our girlfriends hadn�t been the best idea. The three of us looked at each other and nodded our agreement.
 I think Tami was the first to figure out that we weren�t talking, so she homed in on Violet. She grabbed Brook�s elbow, and the three girls walked off to �talk.� I could tell it was killing Cassidy that she was stuck by my side.
 �Go on. You can watch me from over there,� I told her.
 I was proud of her when she didn�t leave my side. We ended up with another girl, Brianna, as our tour guide. Violet just grinned at me as she took her group on tour. I had no idea what she told Tami and Brook.
 Michigan has a gorgeous campus. There are several buildings with old stone exteriors that resembled castles. Their law school reminded me of an old European cathedral. The student union even had ivy growing on the exterior. Then they had more modern-looking buildings that looked to be made of metal and glass. Even with the different periods, it all seemed to fit together. Brianna told us they had 19 schools or colleges with 260 degree programs. There were over 43,000 students that attended on four campuses, which were the North, Central, Medical, and South campuses. While the Central and South campuses ran together, the North was on the other side of the Huron River.
 Brianna was an excellent tour guide and got into detail about the history and available activities. She checked her watch and realized we were late getting back. We were supposed to be at the football stadium, meeting with the coaches.
 We toured the facilities. Since we�d already seen them, we knew what to expect. Michigan had everything we would ever need. Ty and his family were split off and taken in to see Coach Haber. Five minutes later, he came out with a big smile.
 �They offered, and I verbally accepted,� he announced.
 He had to wait to sign his national letter of intent during one of the upcoming signing periods.
 �That has to feel great to get it behind you,� Tim said.
 Wolf was up next, followed by Tim. They both had smiles on their faces but wouldn�t say what happened. It was my turn.
 Coach Haber met us at the door and shook our hands. I noticed Cassidy had slipped in with us.
 �Who might you be? David�s girlfriend?� Coach Haber asked her.
 �Cassidy Hope. I�m David�s security and also Coach Hope�s daughter.�
 Coach Haber didn�t even bat an eye.
 �Before we get started, I wanted to make sure you understand my situation,� I said.
 �I think I know, but I�d like to hear it from you.�
 �Next fall, I have a commitment to make two movies. When I enroll, it won�t be until the first of the year.�
 �That would put you into next year�s class, as far as recruiting goes. You�d be on campus for spring ball and ready to go the following year. While I�d prefer to have you on campus, I understand why you�re doing it.
 �I have another question. Do you plan to play baseball?� Coach Haber asked.
 �I would like to. You told me you didn�t have a problem with that.�
 �If you�re someone with the skills to play two sports at a high level, I�m fine with you doing both. Where I want to have a conversation with a player is when he�s never going to make it on the field. If that�s the case, I would have a problem. From what I�ve heard, you have the skills to play at the next level if everything breaks right for you.�
 �If I go out for baseball, it would probably cut into my practice time for spring ball.�
 �I understand. While I would rather you make football a priority, I�m not going to make that decision for you. My goal will be to knock the rust off your arm and help you to start learning the offense. Coach Mason called me and said he doesn�t think you�ll have any problems, even with your time off next fall.�
 �Coach Mason has helped me a lot. I sometimes forget how lucky I am to have him,� I admitted.
 �I do have one last question. Are you, Wolf Tams, and Tim Foresee a package deal?�
 �We would like to play ball together,� I confirmed.
 �That�s good because I offered both of them based on their own merits. I was a little worried about Tim�s knee, but we�ve watched his first few games, and he looks stronger and faster than we expected. Wolf has the frame, hands, and speed we�re looking for in a tight end. They told me that they planned to go where you go to school. I have to ask: if we offer, will you accept?�
 �I still have a couple of schools to check out, but I want you to know that as of right now, I�m inclined to accept your offer. You impressed me when you held a camp at our high school. You have everything I�m looking for. But I do want to remind you that you said I could also play some defense.�
 Coach Haber laughed.
 �If I forget, I�m sure you�ll remind me,� he said.
 �I�m looking forward to playing for the University of Michigan. I expect us to win some national championships.�
 �Wait, I thought that was my line,� he said, and then got serious. �We�re excited to have you. I wish you were here now. I know my coaches are eager to get you on campus.�
 We left his office, and Cassidy gave it away. Dad and I�d kept our faces neutral. I explained to everyone that I hadn�t officially committed, but that Michigan was leading.
 Dad reminded me that I�d promised to tell Oklahoma and Wisconsin if they were out of the picture. If Wisconsin had an architecture program for Tim, I might have committed to them. I felt they had the easiest route to the national championship playoffs. At Michigan, I would have to get past Ohio State, Michigan State, and Penn State to get to the Big Ten Championship game.
 ◊◊◊
 Rick Thomas, a senior tight end who had been our chaperone last year, came out of the locker room to see us. He and Wolf had hit it off when we visited. They shook hands, and Wolf introduced Rick to his family and Sarah.
 �Coach told me you were serious about coming here.�
 �We have some other places to check out, but so far, this is at the top of our list,� Wolf offered diplomatically.
 �You still planning to visit that place down south?�
 The rivalry between Michigan and Ohio State was such that their fans wouldn�t even say the other school�s name.
 �We fly there tonight,� Wolf confirmed.
 �Do me a favor. If you don�t pick us, for the love of God, don�t go there. I would hate to not cheer for you in college,� Rick said.
 �I�ll keep that in mind,� Wolf said and then wished Rick luck.
 ◊◊◊
 Because we weren�t on an official visit, we didn�t have to follow Ty and the rest of the recruits around. We decided to grab lunch and then check out the pregame festivities.
 We asked some people where we should go, and they suggested a place called The Produce Station. When we got there, the place was packed, and Cassidy pointed at another restaurant called Biercamp. You walked in, and the place smelled like a butcher shop. The smell made my mouth water as it was packed to the gills with freshly smoked bacon, brats, hot dogs, jerky, and cheeses.
 We grabbed some seats in the beer garden. It wasn�t anything fancy, just picnic tables on gravel outside. To get started, we ordered a jerky platter and chili-cheese tots. The dads all ordered beers, and we settled into some good food. If The Produce Station was better, I would have to make a point to go there the next time I was in town. Their 16-hour slow-cooked pork sandwich was excellent. Brook tried their smoked salmon. She made me split our lunch so she could try the pork.
 It was nice to not be on a schedule. We finished up and walked towards the stadium. Michigan was playing Penn State in one of the midafternoon games that would be televised nationwide. Penn State was working their way back to relevance after the scandal that rocked their program.
 One of their coaches had gone to jail for doing things with young boys. It had gotten their legendary coach and most of the athletic department fired because they dragged their feet in reacting to it being reported. It was sad to see such a long-standing and legendary program brought to its knees like that. They�d found themselves a young coach who was in the process of turning their fortunes around and restoring them to better days.
 I predicted Penn State was in trouble today, even though they�d scored 106 points in their first three games. The problem was they were young. They only had 12 seniors on the roster. That was a drawback when you were going to play at fourth-ranked Michigan in front of their 109,000 fans.
 Vegas agreed with me. They had Penn State as an 18.5-point underdog. I suspected that Michigan�s defense would be too much for them since this was their Big Ten opener. I was especially excited to see Michigan�s all-star defensive end and linebacker in action. He was the reason I held out hope that I might be able to play on both sides of the ball in college because they sometimes used him on offense.
 Early in the game, Michigan tackled the Penn State quarterback on their 1 yard line. They were forced to punt out of their end zone to my hero. He muffed the punt and picked it up at about the 38 yard line. I think I would have scored. A turf monster tripped him up, and he fell down at the 5 yard line.
 From there, it was a massacre. Michigan scored six rushing touchdowns on their way to a 49�10 rout.
 ◊◊◊
 After the game, we were worn out. It was decided to go ahead and fly to Columbus so we could check into our hotel and relax. Before I left, Damion walked me out of the stadium.
 �Do you plan to go here?� he asked, getting right to the point.
 �Looks like it. Why?�
 �I want to have the chance to play ball with you, but I have a problem.�
 He seemed to always have a problem. If it weren�t for his insane talent, he would have been written off a long time ago. I�d stepped up and introduced him to Teddy Wesleyan, who, in turn, gave him a scholarship to play at his school. Damion had reclassified because his core grades were an issue with the new NCAA guidelines.
 �How can I help?� I asked.
 �You noticed my parents weren�t here today. I heard you comment about it.�
 �Yeah. Why aren�t they here?� I asked.
 �This isn�t an official visit. Michigan couldn�t give me one because I haven�t cleared the red tape yet,� he admitted.
 �Your grades?�
 �It�s looking like I might have to play JC ball. What I wanted to ask is that if I can get eligible, you�ll put in a good word for me. I think between us, we can make our mark here. I need to make some money, and right now, my best shot is the NFL. With you throwing me the ball, I know I can make it.�
 �You do know that the odds are against us, don�t you? Like only two percent of college athletes end up turning pro. If you do the math, that averages out to a college team turning out a pro player once every two years.�
 He gave me a sideways look.
 �How do you figure that?�
 �If the average class size is twenty-five, and one in fifty make it to the pros, you would need two classes to put someone into the NFL.�
 �Are you going to give me that whole �I need a backup plan� just in case? If you are, save it.�
 I laughed.
 �You�re a dick,� Damion spat.
 �You�ve been talking to Mike.�
 �Maybe.�
 �Hey, you have the talent to make it to the pros. What I�m trying to say is that talent alone isn�t going to get you there. If you can�t get this grade problem straightened out, you�ll never get the chance to prove you should be part of the two percent.�
 It was his turn to laugh.
 �What?� I asked.
 �My mom says that the top one percent is what�s wrong with this country.�
 �As soon as you sign an NFL contract, you�ll be one of those guys.�
 �Don�t tell my mom.�
 �I promise,� I said, and then got us back on track. �Do you even know what you need to do to get into college?�
 �Yeah, and it ain�t happening. My college boards weren�t high enough to make up for my early grades. It�s junior college for sure.�
 �Then you need to find the best program to get you into college. You can�t mess around when you get there. Focus on the prize and put the work in both on the field and in the classroom. I bet if you ask, they�ll help you get your grades.�
 �I still want to know. Will you help me?� he asked.
 �Damion, if you take care of business in the classroom, I�ll make sure they know you�re looking to play ball and that I want you on my team. I would love to help you become a better receiver. I know you will make me better. Together, we could do some serious damage, maybe even win a national championship.�
 He wrapped me in a bear hug and then suddenly was on his knees. I was confused until I saw my little ninja.
 �Release!�
 �God damn!� Damion complained as he shook his arm to get feeling back into it.
 �Damion, this is Cassidy. She�s my security.�
 He looked around, and my crew was smiling at him.
 �It would probably be too much to ask you all to forget that a little girl just took me down?�
 �Dude, chill,� Tim said.
 �Exactly! I think she�s taken us all down more than once. Look at it as a badge of honor. Then think what she would have done to you if she was serious,� Wolf shared.
 �Show him your baton,� I encouraged her.
 She snapped it out, waved it at him, and then it disappeared under her coat. Damion suddenly realized something.
 �You�re the Cassidy that Tami threatens Mike with.�
 Cassidy perked up upon hearing that.
 �Him, I wouldn�t have been so gentle with,� she revealed.
 I looked around.
 �Where is he? I want to see that.�
 �You two really don�t like each other, do you?� Damion asked.
 �Let�s just say I would have forgotten to tell Cassidy to �release� him until he cried �uncle.��
 He looked at Cassidy.
 �I�m going to hug him again if that�s okay with you.�
 She gave him a little nod to let him know he was safe. I suspect she just wanted to show off her protection skills. I would be sure to give Fritz a full report on what a good job she did taking down an athlete who was six-six and probably 210 pounds.
 We shook hands, I wished him luck, and we headed to the airport. Tomorrow, I would visit one of the top three college football programs, as far as I was concerned. The other two right now were Alabama and Clemson. If you went by history, Alabama and The Ohio State University were probably the top two.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 13 � Game of Phones  Sunday September 25  
 I woke up because my bed moved. When we arrived at the hotel, Cindy Lewis was there with her boyfriend, Kevin. He played defensive end for Ohio State and had taken to the training a little too seriously. If I had to guess, he was juicing. I shuddered to think of him looping around a tackle with me in his sights.
 Cindy wanted to go to a party, but I begged off. The last time I�d seen Cindy, she�d talked me into a threesome with her and Kevin. I didn�t want to do that to Brook. Plus, I was tired and had the thoughts and conversations of the last few days in mind.
 Everyone else joined Cindy and Kevin while the dads and I stayed at the hotel. The dads planned to hit the hotel bar and relax. I went to my room and ended up doing homework and reading the next chapter in each of my classes. I chuckled when I thought about how everyone imagined my life was so glamorous.
 After I checked to make sure it was Brook who�d climbed in beside me, I fell back asleep.
 ◊◊◊
 I woke later to her snoring loud enough to wake the dead. I chuckled and found my pants where my phone was in the front pocket. After making sure the sheets covered everything, I shot a quick video so there would be proof when she later denied her �heavy breathing.� I put my phone on the nightstand so it would be handy when she woke up.
 I took my shower, and when I came out, Brook was gone. The plan was to meet Cindy and Kevin at Buckeye Donuts for breakfast and then go to the football offices.
 I met everyone downstairs, where we checked our bags. We were going to pick them up on the way to the airport. We decided to walk since the restaurant was close by. Everyone had stopped at the doughnut shop after the party because they were open 24/7. When we arrived at Buckeye Donuts, it was packed, and Kevin had waited outside.
 �David, good to see you,� he said in greeting and gave me a fist bump.
 �Do you think we can get a seat?� I asked as I tilted my head towards the doughnut shop.
 �Sunday mornings are a zoo. I�d suggest we send someone in to buy a couple of dozen and eat elsewhere.�
 The dads made their way in and ordered doughnuts and coffee for everyone. The ones who went out last night seemed a little hungover, so that seemed to be a good choice. While they did that, Kevin and I got reacquainted.
 �Cindy�s excited that you�re here. She wants to meet with you after you�re done with football to talk about the project she�s working on for you.�
 It took me a moment to remember what he was talking about. Finally, it dawned on me that �the project� was renovating my California house. I�d had Caryn speak to Cindy about possibly doing the interior design. Cindy had good taste, and she was going to Ohio State to someday have a degree in interior decorating. Refurbishing the California house was something I�d left to Caryn and her team to figure out. I suspected my mom was also involved; she loved that sort of stuff. I just wanted the house to look updated and attractive. If we flipped it, the �60s-era look wouldn�t cut it. At the very least, we wanted to spruce it up.
 �I can�t wait to see what she�s come up with,� I said, warming to the conversation.
 �Between us,� he said conspiringly, �Cindy views this as a big opportunity. To be able to say she did the design on your home will mean a lot to her.�
 Sometimes, I forgot how people perceived actors. When I looked at it from that point of view, I could see it being a feather in her cap.
 �I hope she realizes that I�m giving her a shot with no guarantees,� I said, giving myself an out if her design ideas weren�t something I liked.
 �I know, but I�m just saying �� he trailed off.
 � that Cindy would be crushed if she didn�t get the job. I would have to really hate her ideas to ruin her dreams.
 Kevin took us to the center of campus to the oval. It was a quad that was huge, almost 11 acres. At one end was the Thompson Library, which had been recently renovated. We found a spot on the library steps where we could sit down and eat our doughnuts. They had one called the Buckeye that had chocolate frosting and peanut butter filling the center. It was better than I expected. They�d included a menu that said I could get an egg sandwich for $2.25. I could understand why this place was packed with broke college kids. I put that information away in case we ended up coming here.
 ◊◊◊
 Tami and I were the only ones who had seen the campus before, so Kevin volunteered to show the others around. Despite our issues, I wanted to spend some time with my friend. It was a beautiful early fall late morning, so we found a big oak tree on the quad to sit under. It allowed us to people-watch as we talked.
 �How is Alan doing?� I asked, surprising her.
 �Do you really want to know?�
 �Of course I do. Even though we�re not talking now, I�ve known him since kindergarten, and we were friends for a lot of that time.�
 �I suspect he thought he could bully you, and you wouldn�t do anything about it,� Tami said.
 I just shook my head. Alan always thought he was the smartest guy in the room. The problem was, he had almost no common sense. He was forever making some cutting comment and then wondering why Jeff and I had to protect him.
 �Did you know he was talking smack to most of the football players? I didn�t truly appreciate how many people he pissed off until we had our falling out. Most of them just sucked it up because they thought I would defend him. For a smart kid, turning on me was probably the dumbest thing he could�ve done. He had to go to Wesleyan, or he would�ve had to face some hard truths in the form of a butt-whipping. I know Yuri was looking forward to seeing him.
 �When everyone discovered that he would�ve actually let Lincoln lose a game just to screw Wolf, Tim, and me over, he really put his foot in it. Hell, he almost caused Coach Hope to go down in flames, too. It wasn�t only the team after that. I don�t believe there�s anyone left in school who wouldn�t want to join Yuri in a little payback,� I said.
 Tami looked thoughtful for a second.
 �Alan and I had a long talk. He�d expected that Mike would welcome him with open arms, but soon found out that wasn�t the case. I sat Mike down and told him that, even though you and Alan weren�t currently talking, you wouldn�t put up with something happening to Alan.�
 �I�m glad you stepped in,� I mused. �Alan might not be my favorite person right now, but if history is any indication, the two of us will someday mend fences. I doubt we�ll ever be good friends again because I no longer trust him. I can see us being civil, though, and I hope this change works out for him.�
 Tami bit her lip while looking at me.
 �You know that when the whole Brandon nightmare happened last year, I thought Alan might really have done it. Now, I feel guilty about that, but can�t get that thought out of my head.�
 �I�m sorry about how I reacted,� I apologized.
 �David, I never blamed you for all that. Brandon staged it to maximize our pain. In the end, you were the one who got me some justice. I talked to your mom, and she told me how you reacted when you found out. I�ve long known that your feelings have always been honest.
 �With that in mind, are you really okay with me dating Tim?� she asked.
 I shook my head at the sudden change of topic and looked down.
 �You know me too well. There�s a part of me that can�t stand seeing you with someone else. Fortunately, that part of me has gotten smaller over time. Deep down, I�ll always think of you as my one and only. I�ve known for a long time that I love you. When I was little, I think I recognized that we would always be best friends.
 �I�ve had a lot of time to think since you told me that you weren�t ready for a relationship with me. Since then, I�ve learned some things about myself and, if I�m completely honest with myself, you did us a favor. If we�d been together, I would have tried to make everything perfect because you deserve that. You�re too important to me for me not to. If we�d been in that kind of relationship, and I was dealing with all my drama, I might have cracked.
 �There�s no way I could have been the perfect boyfriend, especially in light of what my life has become. I�m sure you felt it too. I suspect if we had become each other�s one and only, we would have destroyed each other. This last week has been a wake-up call for me.
 �What I will say is, I know Tim, and I know you. Of all the guys you might have picked, I couldn�t have chosen a better one for you to be with. I see how happy you are with him, and there�s no way I can ever begrudge you that happiness,� I said to ease her mind.
 �What about you and Brook?�
 My face lit up.
 �Honestly, with her, it�s easy. She totally gets me, and I always look forward to the next time I see her. She�s confident enough that I don�t have to worry that she�ll see or hear something and jump to conclusions. Brook knows how I feel about her. I never feel like there�s a need for me to play a role when I�m with her, if that makes any sense.�
 �After our talk about how you feel like everyone wants a piece of you, I�m glad you don�t think she�s playing any games,� Tami said.
 I thought about that for a moment. Something I was sure of was that Brook would never take advantage of our relationship. When I was with her, I was just David, and right now, that was precisely what I needed to be.
 Then Tami changed the conversation once again. It seemed she wanted to cover as much ground as possible if I was talking to her.
 �I talked to Cassidy last night. She told me that your fight with that man in Oklahoma really was bothering you. Are you okay?� she asked.
 �Not really. It�s one thing to learn to defend yourself, and I will forever be in Cassidy�s debt for taking me under her wing and teaching me. It�s just that � I don�t know �� I trailed off.
 Tami pulled a Dawson on me and waited me out.
 �I guess that once it was over and I looked back on what happened, I saw how easy it was for me to hurt him. You had to be there. This guy wasn�t a typical dad. He�d grown up in a rough part of Dallas and could handle himself. Were I a regular high school kid, he would have kicked my butt effortlessly. The man was a bull and walked right through several of my punches.
 �I don�t know if you understand the type of training Cassidy has had me doing. It isn�t about doing forms and looking good. For the most part, we go full-out. She never backs off and has forced me to learn to protect myself. With her training, I know that even if the tide of a fight is going against me, I have the skills to turn it around. Without that, I might have been seriously hurt.
 �What I was doing with him wasn�t working, and it was like my body just reacted and changed tactics. I knew I had to put him down hard. That man was not going to back off. When I reacted, it was almost too easy. He started to go down, and I used a finishing move intended to either disable or kill him. If medical help hadn�t been close at hand, he might have died,� I said.
 �How do you feel about that?� she asked.
 I gave her my one-eyebrow-raised look. Tami sounded way too much like my uncle.
 �It�s messed up,� I admitted.
 �Cassidy said you haven�t been back to the dojo.�
 �Cassidy has a big mouth.�
 �Settle down. Have you forgotten I can find out anything I want to know about you?� Tami asked with a grin.
 That had been one of our biggest issues. It brought a small smile to my face.
 �I need time to figure things out. I�m sure that I�ll eventually be back to training with Cassidy. The dojo helps me with a lot of my life that�s not related to self-defense. It makes me a better ballplayer and helps me with my focus. It�s also a great way for me to work out my frustrations.�
 �Good. The only other advice I want to give you is to talk to Brook about what�s going on with you.�
 �For once, I beat you to the punch. She and I had a good talk.�
 Tami appeared to be taken aback by that. It seemed she�d never imagined I would find anyone else to help work through all my �stupid boy� problems, as she called them.
 Our conversation drifted to safer ground as she updated me on all my friends at Wesleyan. I planned to go visit sometime soon. That was if I could ever find the time.
 ◊◊◊
 Ohio State was on a bye week, so they didn�t have any recruits on campus, other than us. Kevin had been instructed to bring us over to the Woody Hayes Athletic Center when we were done with the campus tour. Brook and Cassidy joined my dad and me, and we soon found ourselves in Coach Casey�s office. We were joined there by John Lunt, their quarterback coach.
 �It�s good to see you. I understand that you�ve been up north this weekend,� Coach Casey said.
 �What is it with neither of you being able to say the actual name?� I asked.
 �I realize it sounds silly, but once you�re here, you�ll understand. Our fan bases get a little excited when we talk about each other.�
 �I see that you�re ranked number two after your win at Oklahoma last weekend.�
 �That was a key game for us,� he admitted. �Anytime you can go into their stadium and come out with a win, it�s a big deal. I think we�re in a good position to run the table and win the national championship again. And I wanted to point out that we had 16 players from last year�s team sign NFL contracts.�
 �I�m well aware of that. I�m also aware that your starting quarterback will be a senior next year, and I know that you�re not opposed to starting a freshman at that position.�
 �If he�s the right freshman,� Coach Lunt jumped into the conversation.
 Coach Casey raised an eyebrow.
 �I would think the number-one quarterback might be good enough,� Dad inserted.
 Coach Lunt held up his hands.
 �Sorry, we just make it a habit not to promise playing time. I hope you understand that if you are the best for the job, it�ll be yours,� he said for the save.
 �Since John stepped in it, I might as well address another issue. We�re not prepared to offer either Wolf Tams or Tim Foresee at this time,� Coach Casey said and paused to see my reaction.
 When I didn�t show any, he continued.
 �Before you get upset, let me explain. We have a couple of recruits rated higher that have verbaled. While I�d like to offer Wolf, I simply don�t have the room. With Tim, it�s that he�s a three-star recruit. He would be a project and, not to sound arrogant, we don�t need to recruit projects.�
 While I appreciated that Coach Casey was honest with me, I wasn�t happy. I took a moment and worked through what he�d just told me. I realized that if I wanted to go to Ohio State or Alabama, I might have to go alone. Suddenly, I felt terrible that I�d brought them here and set them up like this.
 �What do you plan to tell them?� I asked.
 �Don�t worry, we�re going to tell them we�re interested, but we want to continue to evaluate them. Heck, who knows, we might even end up signing them.�
 �Thanks. I guess we should have talked about this before showing up with them.�
 �No, but you do need to decide if you�re okay if they don�t get offers from us. I don�t want to promise you something I can�t deliver,� Coach Casey explained.
 Once that was out of the way, we had a productive conversation. He showed me film of them playing and how he thought I would fit in. He then talked in terms of getting me positioned for the NFL. From what I saw, I was a perfect fit for their offense. The only negative was he told me that I would absolutely never see the field on defense. By the time we were done, I had a much better respect for Coach Casey. I got the feeling he would always tell it to me straight, even if I didn�t want to hear it.
 ◊◊◊
 We were the first ones out of the meeting, so we started toward the coffee shop where the girls had agreed to meet us. As we were walking, my phone made a weird noise. I�d set my phone up with custom sounds and ringtones several months ago, and this wasn�t one of them. I checked, and the screen showed there was a new text from Oliver. Who the heck was Oliver? I tried to log in, and my PIN didn�t work. I quickly put two and two together, and the light bulb lit up: this was Brook�s phone.
 �Hey, I accidentally picked up Brook�s phone and need to make a call. What�s her PIN?� I asked Cassidy.
 �Oh seven oh four.�
 I smiled because that was my birthday. I punched it in so I could read what Oliver had to say.
 �When and where are we meeting?�
 Interesting! My girlfriend planned to meet someone named Oliver. The only way the message had his name was if she�d added it to her contacts. Otherwise, it would have just shown a phone number.
 �Free now. At athletic offices. Text me when you get here�
 �BRT�
 It took me a second to figure out he�d said he would �Be Right There.� I led the way to the entrance. Cassidy and Dad looked at me curiously when I just stood in the middle of the lobby and didn�t head towards the door. I stared at Cassidy until I saw her cringe. She wasn�t good at keeping secrets. I turned and noticed a student with a backpack was looking around for someone.
 �Sheeit,� Cassidy hissed when I made a beeline for him.
 �Oliver?� I asked.
 He looked up at me and blinked. I sometimes had people realize I was someone they should recognize when they first met me. Then it dawned on him who I was.
 �You�re David A. Dawson. I loved you in The Secret Circle.�
 I was a little surprised because it was usually football or Star Academy that got me recognized. Oliver then seemed very confused.
 �How did you know my name?� he asked, and then he noticed Cassidy. �Hey. Good to see you. I was actually meeting your friend Brook.�
 Thankfully, Dad had guessed that something was up and grabbed Cassidy�s arm and pulled her out the front door. I figured I only had a few minutes before Brook found I was talking to Oliver. I plowed on, not wanting him to get any more suspicious.
 �Brook should be here shortly,� I said to draw his attention back to me.
 �You know her, too?� he asked, looking concerned.
 �Don�t worry, we�re just friends. So, did the two of you hook up last night?� I asked, taking a shot in the dark.
 �I wish. But at least I got her number. I was hoping to grab a coffee or something so I could get to know her better.�
 The Alpha Male in me peeked out and dismissed Oliver as a threat. I chose to believe Brook had given him her number just to get rid of him last night. Of course, the devil on my shoulder was whispering evil things in my ear. I suspect he was trying to provoke the Alpha Male.
 I looked up as Brook, Tami, and Sarah rushed into the lobby.
 �Hey, Brook,� Oliver called and waved.
 My eyebrows rose when Sarah waved back and then flushed. Brook marched up to me with her hand out.
 �Give me my phone,� she demanded.
 �Not so fast, Hotness,� I said, trying to hide my grin.
 �This is just like Game of Thrones, except we should call it Game of Phones, because someone always seems to die in each episode,� Tami observed.
 Brook and Tami grabbed my arms and pulled me outside.
 �Cassidy actually bought me an iced tea,� Dad said as he and Cassidy joined us.
 �I have to call bullshit on that one. Cassidy never spends her own money,� I said, doubting the veracity of my dad�s claim.
 �I was shocked too.�
 Cassidy gave us both looks that made us stop teasing her. I then turned on Brook and Tami.
 �You might want to start explaining who Oliver is,� I suggested.
 Tami was the most experienced at talking to me, so Brook deferred to her.
 �Last night, the guys all took off to meet football players and do male-bonding stuff. We soon found out that Cindy�s a bad influence. She plied us with J�ger Bombs,� Tami said as if that explained everything, and then she paused. �Are you aware that she and Kevin have an open relationship?�
 I wasn�t about to let her steer this conversation towards me.
 �Back on topic,� I prodded.
 Tami gave Brook a look, and Brook glared at me.
 �Anyway �� Tami said to draw Brook away from having words with me. �She suggested that we switch names and give guys each other�s phone numbers. Whoever got the most, won.�
 �Won what?� Dad asked, suddenly throwing cold water onto the conversation.
 Tami seemed to suddenly comprehend that a parental unit was present. One who knew her mother.
 �Yeah, what he said,� I added with raised eyebrows.
 �Nothing. It was just in fun,� Tami explained, and then shut up.
 Sarah came out of the building without Oliver. She gave me a funny look.
 �I explained to them that what happens on recruiting trips � stays on recruiting trips,� Cassidy said and dared me to contradict her.
 �So, I take it that Wolf is to never know about Oliver,� I guessed.
 �I would be in your debt,� Sarah admitted.
 Tami whacked Sarah on the forehead like she used to do to Alan.
 �Ow!�
 �You never want to owe David a debt. He collects,� she explained.
 They all looked at her, and I just shrugged. I swear, women never forget anything.
 �When we were in third grade, we watched The Godfather. David was goofing around and said he would make me an offer I couldn�t refuse. I don�t even remember what it was.�
 �I got you a Coke,� I interjected.
 �That�s right,� Tami said, remembering. �I made the mistake of telling him I was forever in his debt and made a big show of kissing his imaginary ring. This �stupid boy� would remind me of this debt every time he wanted something. I played along until he asked me to buy him an ice cream cone. It wasn�t that I didn�t have the money, but I knew if I did it, he would badger me about buying him more stuff in the future. I explained to him if we were going to be friends, he was the boy and had to pay for everything.�
 �Really?� Dad asked incredulously.
 �I asked Mom about it, and she confirmed that was the rule. She added a bunch more rules about opening doors, letting the girl pick the movie, and other things a �young man� should do,� I shared, using air quotes.
 Brook hugged Tami.
 �I wondered who trained him.�
 I was glad when Tim and Wolf joined us.
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone wanted to go with me to my meeting with Cindy. She�d sent me a text with the location and directions to Hayes Hall, the oldest standing building on the Ohio State campus. It was located on the oval. We found her with what looked like a mixture of students and professors. I�d thought this was supposed to be a one-on-one meeting. Come to think of it, strike that, I�d received an email from Caryn that held no details. It looked like my rants about her being in charge and not to bother me with details had just bit me in the butt�not that I would change that.
 I noticed that Cindy and everyone else was dressed professionally. I felt a little out of place in an Ohio State t-shirt and jeans. Cindy motioned for me and my dad to join her talking to the three professors: Dean Lloyd, College of Engineering; Professor Donaldson, Knowlton School of Architecture; and Professor Katz, Interior Design.
 �I didn�t expect so many people,� I said, looking around.
 �When Cindy came to us and said she had a project for your house in LA, I assumed it was just a remodel. Then as she started to uncover all the additional requirements, it sort of snowballed,� Professor Katz said.
 �Snowballed?� I asked.
 �Yes. The security systems, updated entertainment features, roof deck, detached garage with apartments, and security hub. We will go over all of it in the presentation,� Dean Lloyd explained.
 My dad grabbed me and guided me out of the room so we could talk.
 �Did you know about any of this?� I asked.
 �A little, but I suspect that Fritz and his team got involved, and then your mother talked to Rita about what all she would want in a home. You need to decide whether you want to get involved in all the details or just write a check. I�ll have a talk with Caryn and make sure this doesn�t get out of hand,� Dad assured me.
 I was torn between the idea this might be my home someday and the desire to back off and just let my mom have her way. Mom had explained the real estate market in the Malibu area, and I really couldn�t get hurt no matter which way I chose. Someone would either write a song, pick up a TV series, or star in a movie and have money burning a hole in their pocket. They�d want something ready to go, and this would fit the bill.
 I had to remind myself to focus and keep my goals in mind.
 �Just keep me from losing my mind over this.�
 �You know I will,� Dad said with a smile, knowing full well that he never had a chance with that.
 Dean Lloyd spoke first. He was leading this interdisciplinary project and introduced Cindy and several of her classmates who could potentially be involved. Most were graduate level, with Cindy being the only junior. If I agreed with what they proposed today, they would use this project as an internship. The dean assured me that they would have professionals in LA review everything. The pros would ensure what his team created was up to code and didn�t violate any land use or association covenants for the subdivision.
 What they showed me was a possible outcome based on the requirements that had been collected to this point. It seemed a trip to LA was in their offering so they could get a better feel for the house�s layout and structure. They also wanted to walk the lot to confirm what was possible.
 I was impressed with what I saw so far, so I signed a letter of intent to allow them to get started. We would sign a contract with the university to do the internships and give them capital to be able to cover their costs. Dad talked to the dean to work out the logistics and make sure we understood what they were supposed to deliver. I suspected that part of it would be to get Ms. Dixon involved. Dad shared that he�d been in contact with Jack Mass, who would also look at everything. That was one of the perks of having a builder as a business partner.
 I admit that after the meeting, I was more on board with having a home in LA. Up to this point, I�d just taken advantage of Rita and Halle�s generosity. If I planned to make more movies, it would be nice to have my own place, even if it turned into some kind of compound or estate.
 I made a point to thank everyone who helped put together today�s presentation. Cindy was treated like a rock star for snagging this project for them.
 Talking to the students was interesting. They had some seriously creative ideas. I would never have thought about leather floors, or glass walls, or windows that could be changed to either transparent or opaque with a flip of a switch.
 Wolf and Tim didn�t want to leave. I saw them both in deep conversations with some of the students as they bounced ideas off each other. I suddenly couldn�t wait to get to college. From listening to the students and professors, everything seemed possible. I stepped back to observe the room�s dynamics.
 �What are you thinking?� Brook asked me.
 �That this will be us next year. I don�t believe I�m about to say this, but I can�t wait to get out of high school.�
 �Have you figured out what you want to be when you grow up?� she teased.
 �I have no idea, but I see why people want to go to college for like eight years. Tami might have the right idea.�
 �You could always get your MBA or law degree. Heck, if you like it enough, we might someday be calling you Dr. Dawson.�
 �I can see it now. I�ll get my doctorate in something useful like philosophy and have to work at a Wendy�s drive-through when I graduate.�
 �You really are a �stupid boy.� If you got your doctorate in philosophy, you would obviously be a professor. It would be like you�d never leave university life,� Brook quipped.
 �As long as I had cute grad assistants, I�d probably be okay.�
 �No, I�d never allow that. I�d make sure you were so happy at home you wouldn�t care about all those hot coeds that would be trying to catch your eye.�
 I kissed her forehead. She was right about that. If anyone could keep my eye from wandering, it was Brook.
 ◊◊◊
 On the flight home, Brook joined me in the back of the plane. She noticed me scrolling through text messages. It suddenly dawned on her that I had her phone.
 �What do you think you�re doing?� she hissed.
 �Haven�t you ever been curious about what your boyfriend gets up to when you�re not around? My PIN is double oh eleven,� I shared.
 I could see her mind working, but her curiosity won out. I hit pay dirt when I found her photo storage app. It had pictures of her and her friends from before she moved here. I realized that if we�d met in middle school, she would have been way out of my league. I found several pictures of a guy who looked older.
 �Who�s this?� I asked.
 �Hey, what are you doing?� she complained.
 I showed her where I kept my photos online.
 �That�s an ex who was in college,� she explained.
 I could see how she�d go for him. But I couldn�t figure out why a good-looking college guy would date a high school girl.
 �Why did he date you?� I asked.
 If looks could kill � Then it struck me.
 �You dirty girl,� I teased.
 �You�re one to talk,� she said, showing me the picture of Adrienne and me naked.
 We�d been on a photo shoot getting spray-tanned when one of the other models had snapped the picture. Adrienne thought I�d deleted it and would kill me if she found out I�d kept it. I was still a guy, and there was no way I would delete that picture. But I thought I�d hidden it better.
 �How did you find that?�
 �Please! When you stick something in a folder called �Secret Pics,� you surely didn�t think that wasn�t the first folder I would open?�
 She had a point when she said it out loud like that. I really was a �stupid boy.�
 Tim came back and sat on the bench between us.
 �What are you two doing?�
 �Playing Game of Phones,� I answered.
 �I�m sure I�m going to regret this, but what are you talking about?�
 �We traded phones and are learning more about each other.�
 �You must have deleted everything before you gave it to her,� Tim guessed.
 Brook showed him the picture of Adrienne, and the poor boy looked like would have a stroke.
 �You�ve got to be kidding me. You�re letting her see what�s on your phone?�
 I just shrugged.
 �You mean you don�t trust Tami with what�s on your phone?� Brook asked and then went in for the kill.
 �What are you hiding?�
 Tim decided to go back to his seat.
 �What do you think he wanted?� I asked.
 Brook just smiled and resumed going through my life.
 ◊◊◊
 We arrived home in time to go to Granny�s West for dinner. Dad and I met my mom, grandma, uncle, Caryn, and Megan. I was happy when they said they still had prime rib left over from last night�s special.
 �How was your trip?� Uncle John asked.
 �I think David might have figured out where he plans to play football,� Dad shared.
 �Michigan,� I announced.
 I had a little smile when Dad took over the conversation and told them about our trip to Michigan and Ohio State. He seemed to know more about what had gone on than I did.
 Over leftover cheesecake, we got down to business. Mom commented that we should come for a family dinner each Sunday night if we could help eat all the leftovers from the weekend.
 Caryn caught us up on the businesses. Kent had made offers to both Aubrey Dunham and Clare Thomas to join our management company. She then had other news to share.
 �I talked to Saul yesterday. They�re going to send over the scripts for your J-drama. He suggested that you�ll need to hire someone to help you learn your lines.�
 �I guess now is as good a time as any to talk about my time,� I said, and everyone turned to look at me. �Over the weekend, I�ve had some time to contemplate what�s going on in my life. To get to the point, I�ve decided to focus on me and try to be a more normal high school kid.�
 �Not that I don�t agree, but what exactly do you mean?� Uncle John asked.
 �I want to focus on four things: football, keeping my grades up, recruiting, and Brook.�
 �What do you plan to do with your other responsibilities?� Caryn asked.
 �That is where you all come in. I need your help. The business responsibilities are starting to overwhelm me. I suspect it�s also a burden for you to always make sure I�m in the loop about everything. Our last meeting was a good example. I don�t really need to know that Kent wanted to hire more people. I trust that you and my dad can decide whether it makes sense or not and move forward on something like that,� I said to Caryn.
 �What do you want to be involved in?� Caryn asked.
 �I�ll let you decide. The only ground rule I will have is I don�t want to spend more than a couple of hours a week on business-related matters. If that�s taken up with our weekly meeting, then that means I�m not available to go shoot videos for real estate. Megan keeps my calendar. If you need me for something, go through her to set it up,� I explained.
 �What about your Japanese lessons and learning the scripts?� Caryn asked.
 �Call Hana Yamamura and find out if she�s available for one night a week for two hours. I would prefer it if she came to our house, and tell her we�ll feed her. I�m sure a college student would appreciate a home-cooked meal. Plus, I owe her for feeding me when she tutored me last time.�
 �Do you have a preference on what evening?� Megan asked.
 �Make sure it�s not anytime Thursday through Sunday. I want to reserve those days for football, recruiting, and Brook. If I had to pick, I would suggest Tuesday.�
 �The studio has been in touch about living arrangements in LA,� Caryn said. �They can either put you in a hotel or give you a per diem, and you rent something. I talked to Rita James, and she said you were more than welcome to stay in their beach house. Trip has moved back to the main house as he goes through rehab.�
 �That sounds a lot better than staying at a hotel.�
 �Okay, I�ll tell her.�
 �How did your meeting with Cindy go?� Mom asked.
 �Good. We signed a letter of intent so they could get started. I was hoping you and Dad would take that on,� I suggested.
 �I�m not sure your mom has the time to decorate your LA home,� Grandma Dawson said to give my mom a hard time.
 �That�s all right, I can make time,� Mom said, not catching on to the sarcasm.
 We all had a good laugh. When Mom figured out that she had the job, she didn�t even threaten to kill anyone.
 Dad had something else to add to my to-do list.
 �I recommend you carve out time to call Mr. Morris and discuss any potential recruiting issues.�
 �Okay, why me?� I asked hesitantly.
 �Because this directly affects you. It would also be crazy not to utilize his expertise if it saves you from further hassles with the NCAA.�
 �Isn�t that just wasting money? I already know what the rules are,� I complained.
 �Would you rather spend fifty or a hundred dollars for a phone call each week or not play football in college?� Uncle John said to point out the downside.
 When he put it that way, I would rather have the peace of mind.
 ◊◊◊
 Pam was at the house, spending time with the boys. I helped her get them ready for bed. Peggy had taken the time to study.
 �Coby is growing like crazy. He�s nearly the same size as Little David,� Pam pointed out.
 All indications were that Coby was going to take after his dad. I wouldn�t be surprised if he ended up being tall. Little David had started to pull himself up so he could stand. It wouldn�t be long before Peggy�s little guy was walking. His favorite support was poor Duke. Little David would get a handful of hair and attempt to stand. It was a good thing that Labs have almost no feeling in their coats. I�d had Little David get a handful of my hair, and it hurt.
 Coby wasn�t mobile yet, though he was able to roll over and sit up now. He was a giggle-box. It warmed my heart to see he was a happy baby.
 We got them their baths and then put them into their cribs. They soon settled down and fell asleep. I wrapped my arms around Pam as we watched them.
 �Thank you,� I said.
 �For what?�
 �For making the perfect little boy.�
 I saw a tear form as she smiled up at me.
 �You don�t need to thank me. We did this together. I�m just glad you let me be so involved in his life.�
 �Are you kidding me? Why wouldn�t I want you involved? You�re his mother,� I said.
 �Because of the way my dad acted. I�m not sure I could have separated things like you did. I wasn�t very supportive when it went down,� she admitted.
 �The man hit you. It was more important that you were safe than it was you standing up for me. Since then, we�ve been good.�
 �We have.�
 �Hey. I hope I�m not interrupting anything,� Brook said, surprising us.
 �We were talking about Coby,� Pam said.
 �I brought over your phone,� Brook explained.
 �Did you lose your phone?� Pam asked me.
 �No. David gave it to me so I could go through it,� Brook said.
 �Why?� Pam asked me.
 �I have nothing to hide.�
 �Plus, he stole my phone, and I caught him going through it,� Brook added.
 �In fact, Cassidy gave me the PIN. She threw you under the bus when Oliver sent you the text.�
 Brook just rolled her eyes. She�d figured out that I�d tricked Cassidy into giving me the PIN to unlock her phone.
 �You�re both nuts. There�s no way I would let David go through my phone,� Pam said.
 �You don�t have any big secrets on it,� I said.
 �What? You�ve looked at my phone?� Pam asked as her voice got louder.
 �Shhh, babies,� I said, pointing.
 �He�s kidding. He would never invade your privacy,� Brook said.
 �How can you say that? He did yours. I think that makes your comment a little suspect.�
 The whole time, I�d been holding Pam in my arms. I leaned down, kissed her neck, and felt her shiver.
 �Okay. You can see my phone if you keep that up,� Pam said.
 Girls are so easy.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 14 � Dessert First  Monday September 26  
 Bandit became my all-time favorite tough kitty this morning. Our kitchen range was stainless steel, and he saw his reflection in it. He decided he was going to protect the whole family from the evil kitty in the stove. When he yowled his warning cry, Duke about had a fit. The hair on his back raised up, and he started to investigate what the problem was.
 My reaction was to get my phone out and video the encounter. Maybe I could sell it to National Geographic, like when they showed the lions taking down a gazelle.
 �Mom! Dad! You�ll want to see this!� I called upstairs.
 Bandit paced back and forth with his back hunched, hissing his warning at the cat that was mirroring his every action. Mom and Dad came down just in time to see Bandit launch himself at the other kitty. That damn kitty in the stove knocked poor Bandit on his butt.
 Duke added insult to injury by licking Bandit. It was all just too much for him, and he retreated into the living room. I uploaded the video to my social media and sent it out with #GuardianKitty as the tag. I figured everyone loves a good cat video. Of course, I was wrong. My phone rang almost instantly.
 �Hello.�
 �What are you doing to my cat?� an irritated Halle asked.
 �He was protecting the family. He was doing pretty well until the other cat jumped him.�
 �Trip saw the video and woke me up so I would see it. Is he okay?�
 �Bandit is just fine. He misses his mom, though.�
 �When are you coming out? I miss him,� Halle said.
 �I�ve got a trip to USC planned. When I come out, I�ll bring him with me.�
 We chatted about her movie. Everything seemed to be going well, and she said that the dailies looked good. Then I remembered something I needed to ask her.
 �Hey, did you ever get Bandit fixed?�
 �When I got him, he was scheduled to have it done the next week. I guess the vet that normally did it was on vacation, so they let me take him home. It was either that or the large donations you and my mom made. I was supposed to take him back in but never got around to it. Why do you ask?�
 �I think he may be a daddy soon. You remember Precious, the cat from hell that lives next door?�
 �That�s not good. Does Brit know that my cat�s responsible?� Halle asked.
 �I�ve not gone out of my way to share that information with her. But Precious is starting to show, and I�m sure Brit is wondering. The scary part is I think Precious has gotten meaner since she�s been pregnant,� I said and then grinned. �It�s customary that the owner of the father of the litter gets first pick of the kittens. I�ll make sure I pick a good one for you.�
 �My mom would kill me if I got another pet. She�s been threatening that she�s going to make you keep Bandit as it is.�
 �Maybe Brit can find homes for them all, and you won�t have to take one,� I said to head off the suggestion of me accepting a cat.
 �How �bout you keep your big mouth shut about paternity.�
 �I think we�ll all be better off if Bandit is safely back in LA, so Brit doesn�t figure it out when the day comes. I�ll send you pictures so Bandit can see his kids.�
 �You do that,� she huffed, and then I could hear her sigh. �I miss you.�
 �I miss you too. Now I have to get to school, and I know you need to get to work. See you soon,� I said.
 �I love you,� Halle said.
 �I love you, too.�
 ◊◊◊
 Chuck was back as my chauffeur. He picked me up and then drove us to Brook�s. I had him honk. I was busy reading funny comments from my cat video when I heard Chuck clear his throat. When I looked up. I saw Ava was headed to the car.
 �Earn your keep,� I suggested, a little more than half-seriously.
 Ava opened the back door and slid in next to me. I guess I wasn�t paying him enough.
 �Morning,� I said.
 She just gazed at me. I stared back, doing what Dawsons do: keeping my mouth shut.
 �Do that again, and we will have words,� she threatened. Then she got out and returned to the house.
 �Honk again. I don�t think Brook heard you,� I suggested and returned to reading messages.
 Chuck said something rude under his breath and got out of the car to go knock on the door. I waited until he was about to knock when I reached over the seat and sounded the horn again. Brook must have been waiting at the back door because when I honked, she decided to just run for the car before her mom made us late for school. Poor Chuck almost got knocked down.
 I could hear him using bad language as he stomped back to the car. Brook jumped in and gave me a kiss. I spotted Ava clearing the back door, so I rolled down Brook�s window.
 �Run!� I yelled and pointed.
 Chuck looked back, and I guess the look Ava gave him made him do just that. I thought he showed a lot of restraint when he didn�t jump and slide across the hood as I would have to save time. He got in and sped off.
 �You�re going to be in so much trouble,� Brook predicted.
 �Chuck can take care of himself,� I said, unconcerned with his safety.
 �I think she was talking to you,� Chuck observed from the front seat.
 �Why, what did I do? He honked the horn first,� I said to defend myself.
 Brook just ignored me, so I showed her the video of Bandit. I figured I would make Chuck apologize to Ava, and all would be forgiven. Surely, I was good.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d called a players-only meeting before practice. Coach Hope set it up so we could use the field house. He had the bleachers set up and closed the building so we could have privacy. Jeff Delahey and a cameraman strolled in. I�d gotten used to them being around, but I wasn�t sure I wanted them in this meeting.
 �Afternoon,� Jeff greeted me. �Rumor has it that you�re having a players-only meeting.�
 �I didn�t expect you�d be here,� I tried.
 He just laughed at me. I knew it wasn�t worth the energy to throw him out. Wolf came up behind me and touched my arm.
 �It�s time.�
 I walked out with Wolf and Tim and found that it wasn�t just the varsity waiting for us. Both the freshman and JV teams were in the stands as well. I could tell the varsity was nervous. I think they expected me to yell at them.
 �Can we all just agree that last week was a dumpster fire?�
 With that, they relaxed a little, and some smiles appeared. I read the phrase �dumpster fire� on a football message board and felt it fit what had happened.
 �I was mainly responsible for it, and I want to apologize to you for letting it happen. Unfortunately, I allowed myself to get distracted. I don�t know if all of you know, but I was attacked by a recruit�s father at Oklahoma. Long story short, he�s going to be okay.
 �I also have responsibilities outside of school and football. I own several businesses, not that that�s a bad thing. It�s just that the responsibility of it all finally caught up with me,� I said, and then began to pace.
 �I didn�t focus like I should during practice last week, and that�s on me,� I said, and paused. �I guess we all recognized that Lakeview wasn�t the toughest opponent on our schedule. It was the classic trap game, and we all but fell into it.�
 I could see them start to get uncomfortable again. They knew that they hadn�t taken Lakeview seriously.
 �Let�s admit some hard truths,� I continued. �The intensity of practice last week sucked, and we were all sleepwalking through it. We didn�t take our opponent seriously. After that game, it should be clear that we can�t just show up and expect to win. Every single team, regardless of talent, has circled our game on their schedule. Even a team that hasn�t won a game, like Lakeview, can rise up and steal our dreams.
 �I made a commitment after we won state last year to get back and win it again. You can be part of a historic run in Lincoln High�s football annals by winning three straight. What you have to realize is that no one is going to just hand it to us. As a matter of fact, there are a lot of people who will actively try to take that dream from us, if we give them half a chance.
 �Over the weekend, I�ve had time to reflect on what happened last week and what we must do to never let that happen again. I understand my role in all this. But even though I�m the captain, if I have a bad week, it can�t affect how you prepare for or play in a game. You can�t use me as an excuse to half-ass it and take it easy. You have all spent too much time lifting weights, running, honing your skills to let that happen. I know that you�ve worked hard physically to prepare for this year. What I need you to do is to get your heads out of your butts and get back on board mentally,� I said, heating up.
 Wolf started to jump in before I said something that I would regret, but I stopped him with a look.
 �I guess what I�m saying is we have to make some changes around here. Looking back, I realize I�ve failed you as a leader. I�ve made you too dependent on me setting the tone. This team can�t be all about any one player, and that includes me. I need you to start to step up.
 �I especially need underclassmen to start to act like leaders and not followers. My long-term goal is that after I leave, you all continue to win the conference and hopefully state championships. Yuri, Rock, Phil, and all the rest of you who are underclassmen, that simply will not happen. Not unless you take responsibility for setting and working to your own standards of excellence. That means your standards, your work, your discipline.
 �My dad told me something once that seems to apply here. It�s ten simple words that I try to live by. They are: If it is to be, it is up to me. I know that football is a team sport, but it starts inside with each of you. That simple phrase gives me the courage to not sit back and let others dictate my success. It�s up to me to seize the day and make things happen. I challenge all of you to start living with that simple phrase in mind. Not only in football, but in life.
 �If it is to be, it is up to me. For me, that sums up last week in a nutshell. We all failed last week. Most of that was on me, but moving forward, it will never happen again because you no longer have me to blame. Like I said, you need to set your own standards for excellence. You need to take responsibility for how you�re playing.
 �You also need to be a good teammate and point out to each other if someone isn�t true to themselves. We all have off days and need to be reminded of what�s important. I look at last week�s game as a wake-up call. We all know what almost happened. If it weren�t for Ed�s heroics, we would have lost that game.
 �I personally will not let that happen again. What I want you all to do is make a similar commitment to yourselves and your teammates. Are you with me on this?� I asked.
 �Yes, sir,� most of them responded.
 I paused and gave them a look.
 �Trying to mumble or nod your way through is simply not going to cut it, guys. If you�re not in this to win it, walk away and look for some other way to occupy your time.
 �Let�s try this one more time. Are you with me on this?�
 �Yes, sir!�
 Thank God. Finally, a collective shout.
 �This week�s game is a big one. Eastside has been a thorn in my side since I got here. Personally, I want to beat them like a drum. I want to be able to tell my grandkids about the epic beatdown we�re going to give them. I want to get the taste of last week out of my mouth. If it is to be, it is up to me! Do your job the best you can do, and we will roll over them. I can�t wait to go to Eastside and show them what Lincoln High is capable of.
 �No more taking plays off, no more distractions, no more simply expecting to win. Starting today, we recommit ourselves to winning state. Today, we take personal responsibility. Today, we become what we have dreamed of. It all starts today. Now, go get ready for practice,� I said to dismiss them.
 I could see they had a fire in their eyes as they moved off. They now had a look of quiet determination to them, which was exactly what I wanted. Wolf and Tim were giving me funny looks.
 �What?�
 �If that doesn�t work, they�ll never get their heads out of their butts. I bet they would run through walls for you after that,� Wolf said.
 �Too much?� I asked.
 �Hell, no! That was precisely what they needed,� Tim said emphatically.
 Wolf nudged me, and his chin pointed to the side. The coaching staff was huddled up. It seemed they�d snuck in to hear what I had to say to the team. I just shrugged and got dressed for practice.
 ◊◊◊
 Instead of looking at last week�s film, the coaches decided to run a regular practice. The coaches seemed to be as fired-up as we were.
 �What was that!?!� Coach Mason screamed.
 I�d thrown a fade to Roc, and he�d dropped the ball.
 �That was my fault, Coach. I hit him in the hands. Next time I�ll stick it in his face mask so it might get stuck for the completion,� I said.
 Sweetness and light were not what these guys needed now.
 �This I have to see. Run it again,� Coach Mason barked.
 Roc had dropped several passes in the last game. This time I ripped it, and he got his hands up out of self-protection. I was surprised when he caught the ball.
 �Is he going to have to tear your head off for you to catch it?� Coach Mason asked Roc.
 �No, sir. I�ll catch it,� Roc glared back, finally showing some backbone.
 �Run it again.�
 We ran it until Roc got his confidence back and began to catch the ball like we all knew he could. I was glad to see it wasn�t just me who�d had problems last week.
 ◊◊◊
 I was sitting in one of the conference rooms watching film with Coach Mason when Jeff Delahey walked in without his cameraman.
 �Sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to give you a heads-up. The show will air on SportsTV starting this week.�
 �Are you starting with football, or are you covering the baseball stuff?� I asked.
 �We�re starting with the Michigan camp. I took out all the unnecessary stuff with the sign-in. It was a bush-league move to create drama where there shouldn�t have been any.�
 �Thanks, Jeff. I was afraid that once they got their hands on it, we might not be happy.�
 �I think you�ll like it. My bosses love it. They�re pushing for me to follow you around once you get to college.�
 �Bite me,� I said and laughed.
 �I told them you wouldn�t go for it.�
 �The NCAA is already looking to find something on me. I don�t need you to give them anything.�
 �No problem. Oh, and I wanted to thank you for letting us film your talk with the team. It added something that was missing from the documentary.�
 I turned to Coach Mason.
 �He likes to call it a documentary. I think he needs to call it what it is: reality TV.�
 Jeff had heard it before and just let Coach Mason and me work on this week�s opponent.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, I found Cassidy talking to my dad as he made dinner.
 �When are you going to come back to the dojo?�
 �Nice to see you too, Cassidy,� I said to deflect.
 �Mr. Dawson, I apologize in advance for what I�m about to do to your son,� Cassidy said and then stood up.
 �Holy shit, Batman. Slow your roll. I�ll go with you on Wednesday,� I said, backing up.
 �Why not tomorrow?�
 �I promised Tracy I�d help her shoot a video.�
 Tracy should count herself lucky. If she�d asked me this week, I would have turned her down. What might be the most significant thing Uncle John had taught me was that you kept your commitments. Plus, it might even be fun. At the very least, I would get to eat desserts.
 �Okay, but if you skip out, I�ll find you every day until you show up,� she threatened.
 I thought about my long-winded speech earlier. Then how, in one sentence, Cassidy had motivated me to return to the dojo. I was such a �stupid boy.� I should have just brought her to the team meeting and let her tell the team what would happen if they didn�t straighten up. She might even get better results after she made an example out of a few of them. I would have to keep that in mind for next time.
 ◊◊◊   
    Tuesday September 27 
 When I returned from my run, I saw that Paul was already here. Chuck hadn�t figured out that if he came early, my mom would feed him breakfast. Both Paul and Fritz seemed to take full advantage of the arrangement. I found Mom making stuffed French toast, one of my favorites.
 �Morning,� she said as she handed me a plate. �What�s your plan for the day?�
 �After football, I�m going to Granny�s West and help Tracy shoot her vlog. I�ll grab dinner there.�
 �I�ll tell your dad. It�ll save me from having to cook.�
 �Where is Dad, anyway?� I asked, not seeing him.
 �Jack Mass wanted to talk to him and Caryn before they had to get to work. He stepped into the office to make the conference call.�
 For a second, I thought I should be there, but I pushed that instinct away. If I wanted to normalize my life, I had to limit the time I spent dealing with business issues. I knew that meant I had to delegate more and now was the right time to start.
 Duke came bounding down the stairs to let us know Peggy was coming down with the boys. I got up and met her on the second floor to help her carry down Coby and Little David. They�d become a handful. She handed me Coby, and somehow, I ended up with Little David as well.
 When we got to the kitchen, I handed Coby to his grandma to put him in his high chair. Little David was busy telling me something, so I held him while I ate. I cut him some French toast pieces, and that was soon his whole focus.
 �He�ll be bouncing off the walls by the time he gets to daycare,� Peggy warned.
 �Better them than us,� I said as I stuffed bacon in my mouth.
 �I have a cross-country meet this afternoon. Don�t forget that Angie�s picking up the boys from daycare, and you said you�d get them from her tonight,� Peggy told my mom.
 Peggy had gotten a partial scholarship at State. She�d worked her way into the top five runners, so tonight was her first away meet. If she held onto the spot, she�d get a full scholarship for the spring semester.
 Paul and I finished and left to pick up Brook.
 �Honk to let her know we�re here,� I told Paul.
 Paul honked the horn. I had a little grin because, apparently, Chuck hadn�t warned him. Ava stormed out the door with a wooden spoon in her hand.
 �Stop her. It looks like she�s armed,� I suggested.
 Paul turned around and glared at me. When she got to the door, I locked it. Ava�s glare was much scarier than Paul�s. My eyes went wide when he released the lock so she could open the door. What the hell was I paying him for?
 �Young man, we talked about you honking your horn to pick up my daughter.�
 �He did it,� I said, pointing at Paul.
Whack!
 That stung. When Greg and I were younger, my mom had decided we both needed spankings. It�s still hard for me to believe we ever needed punishment, angels that we were, but somehow, we�d gotten into trouble. Greg was in middle school if I remember correctly. Mom hadn�t spanked us in a couple of years, meaning she had to be super-mad to take it that far. We usually got the �wait until your father gets home� routine.
 We both laughed when she used her hand, so she�d gotten a belt. That hadn�t hurt, either. I still can�t believe that we were dumb enough to laugh at her second attempt at punishment. If we�d acted like we were sorry, it might not have gone further. Mom stepped into the kitchen and came back with a wooden spoon. That made believers out of us. Since then, we�d never needed another spanking. All she had to do was pull the spoon out now, and we quickly fell into line.
 Ava saw she had my full attention.
 �Do I have your word that you will come to the door next time?�
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 She backed out of the car, and by the look on her face, I decided I�d better go get Brook. Ava went into the house and closed the door in my face. I was about to knock when Paul honked. I guess I was wrong; he and Chuck had talked. Brook burst out the door.
 I could hear Ava as she came to use her spoon on me. I raced Brook to the car because I figured it was every man for themself. We piled in and were all giggles. Paul had a satisfied look on his face. I vowed I would get even with him and Chuck.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad had arranged for me to call Mr. Morris at lunchtime. After quickly eating, I found an empty classroom so I had some privacy. I was amused when he answered his phone.
 �I�ve never gotten you when I called,� I said.
 �It�s lunchtime. My secretary went out today with some of the other staff. It�s one of the guys� birthday.�
 �Did you want to go?� I asked.
 �No, not really, because he irritates me. Let�s get down to business. I understand you�ve started your recruiting visits.�
 I told him about the trips so far. He didn�t see anything amiss except for the man in Oklahoma who wanted to talk to me privately. Mr. Morris said that I�d handled that about as well as I could have. The fight was another matter.
 �I�ll talk to Ms. Dixon. We need to get something in place that prevents him from suing you civilly in exchange for dropping the charges.�
 �He attacked me,� I complained.
 �And you hurt him and have money. That alone makes you a target.�
 Sadly, he was right. I�d read more than one report of a person suing someone when they got hurt committing a crime.
 �Now, there are several items I have to go over with you, and I need you to pay close attention,� Mr. Morris said.
 Oops �
 �Do you recall the game where the young man was following you around as a part of the �Make a Wish� endeavor? Where he streamed the videos of you in the game and at halftime to your social media account?� he asked.
 Damn, why did he have to sound like James Earl Jones doing Darth Vader?
 �Yes, why?� I asked.
 �Did you forget that you have to separate your sports from everything else so that the NCAA doesn�t get mad at us?�
 I hadn�t really thought about that when I did the live streaming. These rules were so stupid, but I had to play their game if I wanted to play ball in college.
 �How bad is it?�
 �Before you worry too much about it, let me tell you what happened. Your friend Lily, who also now runs the Lincoln High sports website as a supervised student project, thought that site was too limited. She came up with the idea of creating separate social media accounts for you.
 �Before she did that, however, she did something you haven�t done yet, even though I work for you. She asked if it was okay,� Mr. Morris said, getting in his dig.
 Sometimes lawyers were a pain in the backside.
 �She talked to Frank and explained her concerns. He called me, and we thought her solution would work. I called the NCAA and got their blessing. You should thank her,� he prattled on.
 I only had so much time to talk. I guess he thought he was billing me by the minute, which he was.
 �What was the solution?� I asked to move the conversation along.
 �You now have two accounts, one for David A. Dawson, the actor, model, and everything not related to sports. The other is for Dawson#11. In the future, if it involves a Lincoln High uniform, or a picture of a sports arena, or a football or a baseball, it had better be separate. It cannot involve �David A. Dawson� or any promotional activities. Frank will monitor it, and if he has any questions, I told him to call me so we can discuss it.�
 �I�m sure between Lily and Frank, they�ll make sure I don�t do anything to upset the all-powerful NCAA,� I said.
 �I talked to the NCAA about the sports photos you have displayed at your restaurants. They would prefer that you take them down until you graduate college.�
 �Are they going to have a problem with anything I do to promote my businesses?� I complained.
 �They understand that you have interests in several companies. You can help promote them as long as you don�t do it as David Dawson, the quarterback or baseball player. I suggest that you do it under your stage name, David A. Dawson. That way, everything is crystal clear,� Mr. Morris said.
 �They�ll be okay with that?�
 �Yes.�
 �Even the videos I did for my mom�s real estate company?� I asked.
 �They�re all good. Caryn told me that you received the money through your LLC and then donated it to charity. As long as you run it through your business, you�re okay. Just don�t accept money directly for promotional activities like that. I can justify that because it�s business-related,� he assured me.
 �I understand, Mr. Morris. There�s something else I agreed to do.�
 I told him about helping Tracy with her vlog.
 �It should be okay since it�s a class project. Just be sure to use your stage name. We don�t want there to be any confusion about that,� he reminded me.
 Before I got off the phone, Mr. Morris told me he�d contacted the recruiting coordinator for Southwest Central State. He�d had a talk with them about us not wanting any misunderstandings. Of course, the recruiter denied any knowledge of anything that might be an issue and would do everything in his power to make sure nothing improper occurred. Lawyers!
 Mr. Morris explained that he needed to have the call logged. That way, if the NCAA ever decided to give us a hard time, we could show we did our due diligence. Personally, I felt he was just running up his bill. I would probably be glad he�d done it if the NCAA decided to come after me, though.
 ◊◊◊
 Football practice was much better than last week. People were flying around with a purpose; they were much more mentally engaged. Our biggest rival, Eastside, was this week�s opponent. Their West Coast passing offense was hard for high school teams to contain. They counted on a short passing game to try to get their most skilled runners open in space. Their offense was designed to gain �yardage after the catch,� or YAC.
 To run that kind of offense, you needed a quarterback who saw the field well, made quick decisions, and was accurate in his short throws. To stop it, you had to keep everything in front of you and somehow disrupt your opponent�s passes.
 Coach Rector was hammering our defensive line to keep a clock in their head. He coached them to get their hands up at two seconds after the snap so they�d either force the quarterback to change his throw or swat the ball down. They also needed to stay in their lanes so if the pocket collapsed, the quarterback would have nowhere to run.
 He coached the linebackers and secondary to close quickly once the football was out of the quarterback�s hand. They�d seen on film that Eastside worked the referees to get pass-interference calls. It had bailed them out several times.
 Coach Rector also wanted us to make sure they knew it when we tackled them. We focused on the proper way to tackle someone with force. He coached us not to hit them in the head or crush them if they were defenseless. Once they made a football move, after the catch, you could lower the boom.
 Coach Rector also stressed that we shouldn�t lead with our heads. Keeping your head up when making a tackle could mean the difference between getting hurt and not. If you hit someone with the top, or crown, of your head, the impact would travel to your neck and spine. In high school, athletes aren�t as good as they are in college or the pros. Players try to make up for that lack of ability by lunging to make tackles instead of running to the ball. When you lunge, it caused your head to drop.
 We�d heard this before, but I was glad he reminded us. Coach Rector wanted us to be physical but safe. Football was supposed to be fun at this level, not the blood sport it was at higher levels of competition.
 I typically spent some time after practice watching film with Coach Mason, but I begged off tonight so I could go help Tracy. He seemed interested, so I invited him to come watch and said I would buy him dinner.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul drove me to Granny�s West, and it looked like they had a good crowd for a Tuesday night. When I looked around the dining room, I saw it filled with several of my classmates and their families. Jan, Yuri�s girlfriend, was working the hostess stand.
 �Everyone�s in the back.�
 I just nodded and walked through to the kitchen. Marshal and Curtis, from my photography class, were setting up a camera tripod and lights. Someone turned a metal table sideways so we could show the desserts as we made them and still show the bustle of the kitchen in the background.
 I let them set up and then had Marshal stand behind the metal table as a stand-in so we could check out the lighting. I filmed a short clip and then showed it to them.
 �See the shadow?� I asked, pointing at his face.
 We tried several different lighting arrangements. The other issue we had was the metal table reflecting the light. Once everyone was finally happy, I saw Tracy and Granny come to find me.
 �I think two of us on screen all the time is too much,� Tracy said.
 �I�m fine if you want to do this all yourself,� I said and meant it.
 �No, that�s not what I want. You should do the portion in the kitchen when they make the dessert. I�ll talk to them about the restaurant and then interview customers.�
 �Okay. I guess we�re starting in here, then,� I predicted.
 �Yep. You�re up first,� Tracy confirmed.
 I suspect she was just nervous and wanted me to start us off. I was happy to do so.
 Our goal was to keep the video to no longer than four minutes; ideally, between two-and-a-half and three minutes. I directed my classmates to keep the camera running, and we would edit it down when we got back to class.
 Tracy was smart in that she wanted to shoot two episodes today. After I made cinnamon rolls with Granny, Mary helped me make a caramel apple cake. Mary always tried to find fresh ingredients, and apples were being picked at the farm right now. Her dessert would be paired with our upstairs restaurant, Our House, since we did the cinnamon rolls for Granny�s West.
 We then took the cameras into the restaurant where Tracy first did a mini-commercial about Granny�s West and then interviewed people as they tried the desserts. I noticed that somehow, Coach Mason and Brook ended up on camera. We then went upstairs and did it again, but this time, Pam and her mom, Lacy, were the taste-testers.
 �What do you think?� Tracy asked when we had finished with what she planned.
 �You need an intro and wrap up for your video. Something you can use for all of them,� Marshal suggested.
 �He�s right,� I said as an idea formed.
 I wrote a quick dialogue and showed it to everyone. Tracy liked it, so we set it up.
 �Hey, everybody, I�m Tracy Dole, and I�m with my good friend David A. Dawson. We�re looking for the area�s best desserts in Dessert First.�
 �Cut! That looks good,� Curtis said.
 We then shot the ending.
 �That�s it for this edition of Dessert First. If you want to check out the recipes, go to my blog at Tracys Dessert First dot com. We�ll see you next time on Dessert First.�
 Everyone thought we had what we needed, but there was something else I wanted to do.
 �We have interior shots, but nothing outside. From what I�ve seen on other food shows like this, they want to help advertise the restaurant. We could say something like, �this time, we�re at Granny�s West, where we�ll learn the secret of her famous cinnamon rolls,�� I suggested.
 �Why don�t we have David do that part?� Tracy suggested.
 They videoed me as I introduced each restaurant and what dish we would be showing. My classmates would come back tomorrow, when there was enough daylight, and film the front of the restaurants. We would use the sound from my intro and overlay on the video.
 �Last, you need some theme music,� Marshal said.
 �Where do I get that?� Tracy asked.
 �Stop by after school, and I can show you the royalty-free music we have access to,� Marshal offered.
 When we finished, I was happy. This had been fun.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 15 � Reckless Abandon  Friday September 30 
 My rift with Ava had been smoothed over. She�d told me I was welcome anytime. When Paul and I pulled up early to Brook�s to get her for school, I got out and just walked in the back door. I couldn�t find anyone, so I headed upstairs to Brook�s room. The door was shut, so I slowly opened it and peeked in. Brook was nowhere in sight, but I heard her in the walk-in closet, rooting around. I slipped in and quietly shut the door.
 I quickly stripped, crawled onto her bed, and assumed a sexy pose.
 �Okay, I�ll donate these � David!� Ava screeched.
 She had an armful of Brook�s clothes. Brook stuck her head out of her closet to see what her mom was complaining about. I quickly grabbed a pillow to cover myself.
 Brook just rolled her eyes, but Ava had turned an unusual shade of red. Her mouth opened and closed several times before she stormed out of the room.
 �I thought she would never leave. Hurry up and get undressed. We don�t have much time,� I instructed.
 �I think I better go stop her before she either calls the cops or your mom,� Brook said.
 The last one grabbed my full attention. Brook followed her mom, and I heard raised voices. Even Mr. Happy knew this was a lost cause. I got dressed and joined them in the kitchen.
 �David Allen Dawson,� Ava huffed.
 How was it moms could get your undivided attention by saying your full name? I dropped my head in mock shame and gave her my newest move�the miserable-wet-puppy look. I tilted my head slightly to the right, made my bottom lip quiver, and batted my eyes. Apparently, the eye-bat was too much because both Brook and Ava laughed at me.
 �I�m not buying that for a second. What made you think you could just walk into my home and get naked in my daughter�s bed?� Ava asked.
 �Oh, did I do something wrong? You said I was welcome anytime, and Brook always tells me I�m wearing too many clothes,� I said, going with the confused ten-year-old routine.
 Brook tackled me and pushed me towards the back door. I winked at Ava as I was physically dragged out of the house.
 �We will talk about this later,� Ava called as the back door was closing.
 �Are you trying to piss off my mom?� Brook began as we settled into the back seat.
 I tuned her out as she explained why I was a terrible boyfriend.
 ◊◊◊
 When we pulled up to school, Brook had finally wound down.
 �We still have time. I can have Paul drive around while we get busy,� I suggested.
 �Paul does not want to witness that,� Paul said, using the third person to describe himself.
 For some reason, that made me want to do it more. I guess I should be thankful that my girlfriend was embarrassed for the both of us.
 �What is your deal this morning?� Brook asked.
 �Me so horny. You so sexy.�
 Brook got out of the car, leaving me to deal with Mr. Happy, who was ready to go.
 �I guess you�re on your own. Welcome to the rest of the world,� Paul said.
 It wasn�t the first time I wondered why I had a driver. I grabbed my book bag to strategically hide my arousal.
 I found Brook with Cassidy, who had her phone out.
 �They sent me pictures of the cubs,� Cassidy told me.
 The tigers were getting big and looked like they liked their new digs. No way would I want to hold them now. I was sure that Precious didn�t have anything on these cubs, and she half-scared me.
 �I also received an invitation from a sanctuary called Lions Tigers & Bears in Alpine, California. They were the ones that transported the cubs to their new home. They would like for us to visit them when we go to California,� Cassidy said.
 This was the first I�d heard that Cassidy was going to LA with me. She forwarded me the email from the rescue organization. It was one of the top ten accredited exotic animal sanctuaries in the western hemisphere. It was also one of the few that had the capability to do long-distance rescues of fully grown big cats and bears. I also noted that they worked with the Wounded Warrior Project. Veterans volunteered their time to work with the animals. Those were two causes I was completely behind.
 I forwarded the email to my mom and Caryn. Mom would want to see the pictures for sure. I asked Caryn to check out Lions Tigers & Bears as a possible charity. If all was good, I would make plans to visit. I would donate money as a thank you for getting the cubs safely to Busch Gardens and help them get some positive press. I made a point that if I did visit, I would want one of the veterans to show me around. That way, both groups would get publicity.
 ◊◊◊
 A caravan of buses left Lincoln High for our contest with Eastside. Our marching band was going, and they planned a big halftime show with Eastside�s band. The Booster Club had also funded two buses for students who wanted to attend. Eastside expected a monster crowd for the rivalry game.
 I was listening to my music when I noticed Wolf lean across the aisle and start to tease Johan. I quietly pulled one earbud away so I could hear them. This should be fun!
 �Are you listening to both that country and western music?�
 �Do I need to pray for you again?� Johan shot back.
 Johan had decided that the Devil had taken up residence in Wolf. That was mainly because Wolf was so fascinated with his country-music-loving Mennonite friend. Wolf ignored Johan�s barb and plowed forward.
 �Let me listen.�
 Johan handed him his headphones, and Wolf began to sing off-key with a drawl.
 �Kickin� back and drinkin� whiskey � Drivin� my pick-�em-up truck is risky. Hey, we might get a bit crazy tonight � Hey, girl, that�s alright � It�s our farm boy Mennonite roots � It�s just what we do.�
 I was impressed that he made up the lyrics on the fly.
 �Brothers! Join me in driving out the evil that is within this child. I beseech thee � begone, demon!� Johan said to exorcise Wolf.
 I�d found a new song for football, Here Comes the Boom. After I took out my other earbud, I put my phone on speaker and let it play. That got my friends to focus on something else, and everyone on the bus began to get fired up for the game. We were bouncing around and ready to go once we pulled into Eastside�s parking lot.
 ◊◊◊
 As we got off the bus, I saw Jeff Delahey. The documentary, aka reality TV series, aired its first episode on Wednesday. Jeff was a man of his word, and they�d eliminated all the artificial drama. I was glad to see that it wasn�t all about me. There�d been other nationally ranked quarterbacks at the camp, and his crew spent time getting their stories as well.
 Michigan was another storyline. Jeff had interviewed other Big Ten coaches to get their take on the camp being held at Lincoln High. Ohio State didn�t disappoint when they all but called them cheats. The consensus was that it was within the rules and something the others would probably do in the future. Most colleges have a pipeline they like to keep open at some high schools. Having a camp would help solidify the relationship.
 I thought Michigan�s coach was a genius. He planned to have three spring-practice days in Rome. While I was sure that the other schools would be jealous, it was a great marketing ploy for recruits. Who wouldn�t want to go to Rome?
 Cassidy received some face time as she ran us through sixty minutes of hell. Coach Hope had also been featured, and they talked about his military service. He explained the origins of our exercise routine. Jeff told me he planned to spend a large portion of one episode on our training staff and Connor Fletcher, the strength and conditioning coach they�d hired for the team. Cassidy would also be featured in that segment. I felt they all deserved recognition for what they�d done to get us ready. Jeff assured me that I would get a chance to share my thoughts about what they�d done for us.
 �Hey, David. I want to get some reaction to the game before you go in to get ready,� Jeff said.
 I looked over at Coach Mason, and he nodded to go ahead. He wanted to give me final instructions before we warmed up.
 �Sure. Where do you want to do this?� I asked.
 He led me into Eastside�s gym, where they had set up at center court. I spotted one of the Eastside coaches seated in the bleachers. I think he thought I would give away our game plan.
 Once we were seated, Jeff began.
 �I wanted to ask you about your streaming live videos. I understand they�re gaining in popularity.�
 Frank had suggested we try it, and he�d run it by Mr. Morris, who�d given his grudging okay. I�d agreed when we had the Make-a-Wish event during that almost-disastrous first game when Alan nearly lost his life due to me choking him out.
 Doing the streaming live video using the Dawson#11 account had been a way to make the boy feel more involved. No one had expected the fireworks that had occurred at halftime. At the time, I worried that we didn�t need to air our differences in public. My dad had taught me to praise in public and chastise in private. Given the conversation I�d had with Mr. Morris, I also knew I had to minimize this.
 �That was my first attempt to use my football social media account for a charitable purpose. After that first attempt had some drama, word got out. Each week, we have more people tuning in to it near game time to watch what happens pregame and at halftime.�
 �Do you worry that it might give the opposition an edge when you say what your plans are?�
 �Not really. Eastside has had all week to prepare for us. Every team we face is well-coached. They should have a good idea as to what we plan to do. It still comes down to them actually stopping us. I know that sounds cocky, especially after our game last week, but I know how hard my teammates work to get ready. If we run our offense as we should, they can�t stop us even if they know what play we�re going to run.�
 I could tell that I�d probably stuck my foot in my mouth when Jeff got a big smile, and the Eastside coach hurried off to the locker room.
 �Since you�re feeling so confident, how much are you going to win by?�
 He�d gotten into the habit of asking what the margin would be. I was usually good at guessing. Well, it wasn�t guessing if you knew how ready our team was and what I�d seen of them on film. I took a deep breath because if my comments about them not being able to stop us weren�t bad enough � I decided to go for broke.
 �We blow them out. My best speculation is by five or more scores.�
 Jeff blinked a few times as he took that in.
 �But this is your rivalry game. I�ve been told by some that you might lose this game. You�re at Eastside�s field, they play a high-scoring offense that should keep them in the game, and their defense is much improved. I�m just wondering how you came to this prediction?� Jeff asked.
 �Last week�s game was one of those you just try to survive. It made us all realize we actually have to be ready to play. I want to go on the record as saying it was mostly my fault. I took Lakeview too lightly and allowed myself to get distracted. That is not happening again.
 �Tonight, you are going to see what Lincoln High is capable of. I predict that it�ll be hard fought for the first quarter and maybe even the first half. By the second half, with our conditioning and our drive, we will take this game over, and everyone will know who the class of our conference is.�
 Jeff stopped the interview at that point.
 �God, I love you. That is exactly what you need to do each time I interview you. No more of this �one game at a time� or �if God is willing� crap. This is what they pay me the big bucks to report on.�
 I was glad someone was happy. Coach Hope probably didn�t need to know what I�d just done.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked into the locker room and found my photography-class classmate, Marshal, with a video camera.
 �What�s this all about?� I asked.
 �Lily is letting us do your streaming social media stuff. She said to tell you to focus on football.�
 �Well, okay then,� I said, a little taken aback. �Just remember, this is for football only; don�t use this for anything else.�
 In fact, I enjoyed doing it, but I could see her point in not having me talk. I�d also just put it out to the world that we were going to demolish Eastside. Lily was right; my focus should be solely on the game.
 �I�m leaving it up to you what should be filmed,� I warned him.
 �Lily and her boss, Mr. Ingram, had a long talk with me. I know what I should do,� Marshal assured me.
 �Okay, let�s get started.�
 I was amused when Marshal turned the camera around and introduced himself to my online fans. Of course, I would have done the same. I walked around the locker room to make sure everyone knew that Marshal was streaming live. I told him I was going to get dressed and taped, so he should give the guys a chance to give shout-outs to their families and friends.
 ◊◊◊
 After I was dressed, I found Coach Mason. Marshal showed up, and I explained that we were streaming live so that Coach Mason didn�t say something inappropriate. He�d been in the NFL for nearly thirty years, so this wasn�t a problem for him.
 �I hear you made a bold prediction. Does that mean you might actually play like you�re a quarterback this week?�
 �Yes, sir. Roc might even catch a pass,� I said, throwing my friend to the wolves.
 �Just stick it in his helmet if he doesn�t,� Coach Mason said, playing along.
 We went over what he wanted generically, and then we sent Marshal to film some other stuff. I know I said I didn�t care if they knew what we were going to do, but I wasn�t crazy. Coach Mason had watched more film and had suggestions on reads I could make.
 �One last thing: keep your head on a swivel. If I were them, I�d be sending someone on every single play to try to force you to make bad decisions. While I hate it when you have to scramble, I want you to be ready for it. I have faith that you can handle it,� Coach Mason said.
 My heart rate increased with excitement at the thought of getting to play like Captain Chaos. The key to my success would be my receivers paying attention and working to find holes in Eastside�s defense if a play broke down. If they just stopped or allowed the defensive backs to cover them, I would be forced to run. I could do much more damage if I could throw downfield.
 We joined the team and ran through our pregame ritual. When we walked out to warm up, I found that Eastside�s field had been transformed. They had added bleachers that more than doubled the seating capacity. It was good they had because our side of the stadium was almost entirely full. I was sure that by game time, it would be standing-room-only.
 I looked over to the cheerleaders, and my whole day was made by the smile Brook gave me. But when Destiny waved to get my attention, I had to roll my eyes. Brook caught it but decided to ignore her frenemy. After the fight, they seemed to back off on the hostilities. I was under no illusion that they�d totally made up; their feud could boil over at any time. I was somewhat surprised it hadn�t already.
 Clumped together were the college recruiters. Noticeably absent were both Wisconsin and Oklahoma. I was surprised to see Notre Dame and Iowa. I thought they didn�t want to recruit me. They must be here to see someone else.
 Then I heard something that caught my attention.
 �You�re going down today,� an Eastside player said to Yuri. �And you�re ugly.�
 �And yet, your girlfriend still prefers me,� Yuri shot back.
 I started walking over that way, but Coach Rector grabbed me. This was precisely what I needed; it allowed me to hate them just enough to obliterate any sympathy I might otherwise feel for Eastside over what was about to happen.
 It looked like a bunch of my teammates felt the same as I did. The other coaches separated the teams before the situation got out of control. God, I love football.
 ◊◊◊
 We won the toss, and Coach Hope wanted to take the ball. I�d never seen him do that before, but I wasn�t going to argue.
 On the opening kickoff, you could feel the nervous energy throughout the stadium. This was the game that would determine who won our conference and went to state. Yes, there was a chance for an at-large slot. But neither team wanted to rely on a bunch of old men in some back room deciding who got the golden ticket.
 I watched as Eastside boomed the kick through the end zone, giving us the football on our 20 yard line. Coach Mason had been involved in several lengthy discussions with the coaching staff about our approach to this game. Coach Hope had always been a defense-first type of leader. He would be happy if we won 10�7 in a slugfest.
 Coach Mason, however, came from the old Oakland Raiders coaching tree. Granted, they did have some nasty defenses back in the day. Still, what they were known for was their vertical game on offense. Send a speedy receiver long and see what happened. It only took one success, and you scored in a flash. Long scores were like a big right hook in boxing. If it connected, it could be lights out for your opponent.
 We were playing Eastside, whose offensive philosophy was completely different. The West Coast Offense they used was predicated on short, accurate passes that were meant to pick up small gains. If you used the boxing analogy, they were body punchers. Their goal was to keep dinking and weaving until you either let your guard down or wore out. Then those short passes could turn into big gains.
 The reason I was so confident was that our core group was mainly seniors. We�d been playing together for two to three years. In football terms, that�s an eternity. Eastside, on the other hand, had graduated their leaders last year. This was a new group of young guns who were out to prove they belonged. I had no doubt that this bunch would give us their best shot, but I�d gone to war with my guys and knew we had what it took.
 It was with that confident swagger that I strode out onto the field to the sound of our damned cowbells. We huddled up, and I took a moment to take it all in.
 �This is why we play them. I want you to keep your head on a swivel out there. These guys will be flying around, and if you�re not careful, they�ll take your head off. I�ve always been of the mind that it�s better to give than receive,� I said.
 �Amen, brother,� Johan agreed.
 Wolf shook his head at that. We got serious, and I called the play. Coach Mason wanted to put them back on their heels right off the bat. All my receivers were going deep except for Ty, who would flare out as my safety valve in case I came under pressure.
 �Down. Set. Hut, HUT!�
 Roc, Phil, and Wolf all ran fly routes straight up the field. Jake ran a slant that would put him just behind Wolf and Phil. The hope was that it would pull the safety to help defend him and leave Roc one-on-one. I made a point to stare down Phil to help influence the defense even more.
 �Red! Red!� Ty screamed to indicate that someone had a free shot at me.
 Half a heartbeat later, I was hit by the corner that was supposed to be defending Roc. I will give the kid credit, he hit the heck out of me. The problem was that he was five-eight and probably 150 pounds. I�m six-four and 225 pounds. If I hadn�t worked hard in the dojo, his hit would have taken me off my feet. Something he did not do right was wrap me up. His hit staggered me, and I spun to twist out of his hold. I knew when to cut our losses and flipped the ball to Ty.
 Ty was able to pick up ten yards for the first down.
 For the next snap, we called the same play. Coach Mason had yelled from the sideline, �RSP!� which meant �Repeat Successful Plays.� Picking up the first down made it successful. He would hammer them with this play until they could stop it. Too many times, teams would find a play that worked and then never come back to it. It was something that drove me crazy.
 �Down. Set. Hut, HUT!�
 This time, they sent their linebacker up the middle on a delayed blitz. Johan was helping block one of their linemen and had to release him to stop the linebacker. He got back on his heels and fell back into me. My foot caught under his thigh, and I had to jerk back to get free. It looked like I�d jumped back when we saw it on the game film on Monday. When I gave ground, it gave the defensive ends a better angle to get to me.
 Usually, I would�ve peeled off to one side or the other to give myself room to operate. But I saw downfield that Wolf was open now. I stepped forward, and my foot wasn�t able to fully stride because there was a pile of linemen at my feet. I unleashed a ball that was all arm, but it hit Wolf in stride.
 Eastside�s defensive end launched himself at me and stuck the crown of his helmet into my ear hole, so I didn�t get to see Wolf score.
 I would call Tami after the game and personally thank her for finding my new football helmet. If I�d been wearing what our team handed out, I would have had a concussion, without a doubt. It did ring my bell, but I could tell I would be okay. The defensive end was another story. He�d landed on me as I fell onto the pile of linemen. The referee sprinted up.
 �No one move! He may have a neck injury.�
 Everyone who could be was pulled out of the pile. That left Johan, their linebacker, and me that had to remain still. Both sets of training staff sprinted out. It seemed like it took forever for them to get him onto a backboard and loaded into an ambulance. I was relieved to see him moving his hands and feet.
 I�d seen where an injury like that will take the intensity out of a game. Something like that reminds us that there are things more important than a game. What it did here, though, was set the tone for what was to come.
 On the ensuing kickoff, one of our sophomore linebackers was blindsided on a block. I swear that if he hadn�t tightened his chin strap, his helmet would have gone flying. We all held our breath as he lay on the field. It turned out he was okay, but it definitely pissed the rest of us off.
 Before we ran out on defense, Tim huddled the guys together briefly.
 �This is getting scrappy, and you�re going to get pissed-off if you aren�t already. Use that anger to focus even more! Don�t let it force you into mistakes just because you�re mad,� Tim said.
 They all nodded, and we took the field.
 I lined up next to Tim, and we surveyed the Eastside formation. They usually spread everyone out to force us to cover the whole field. This time, they had four receivers lined up on my side of the field and only one on Tim�s. I looked at Tim.
 �Bubble screen,� I told him as I ran out to help, leaving him to man the middle.
 A bubble screen was when a receiver on the outside ran towards the quarterback on the snap to receive the ball. Either receivers or pulling linemen will try to outnumber the defenders to give the receiver room to run. If done correctly, it�s almost impossible to defend against.
 I read it correctly and darted between all the blockers to make the tackle. When we saw it on film on Monday, it looked like Eastside was set up for a big gain; their blockers had gained a good head of steam. Then I flashed through all of them, and the receiver�s momentum changed instantly from moving forward to flying backward to land on his butt.
 The kid was tough. I might have fumbled if I�d been hit that hard. Even then, it turned out to be the third consecutive play where the training staffs were busy helping a player off the field.
 Eastside was able to drive to just over the middle of the field, but we stopped them, forcing a punt. Their kicker shanked it, and we started our next drive at the 36 yard line. I chuckled when Coach Mason called the same play again. I don�t think they thought we would do it again because they pulled a safety up to defend against the run. It was a simple pitch and catch for Roc as we took a 14�0 lead.
 On the next series, Eastside made the mistake of throwing over the middle on a crossing pattern. Coach Rector wanted us to drop back and keep everything in front of us. Once they caught the ball, we were to punish them. Their receiver caught the ball, and I think he thought he could outrun me. He saw that wasn�t the case and should have gone down, happy for the gain. Instead, he juked towards the center of the field. This time, the kid�s helmet went flying when Tim laid the wood to him. I saw the helmet pop loose, and at first thought it was the football.
 While we waited for the training staff, Tim pulled us all into a huddle and checked to make sure all our chin straps were tight. I kept my smart comments to myself because Tim was showing leadership. The implied message was he expected all of them to hit the Eastside players as hard as he�d just done.
 Eastside�s receivers gained my respect. They didn�t back down as we made them pay for every yard they gained. Our rivals put together a nine-play drive that resulted in a touchdown. They were now within one score.
 On the ensuing kickoff, Ty ripped off a big run to put the football on their 45 yard line. The Eastside coaches called another blitz, this time from a safety. He snuck through our line, and I spotted him at the last second. There was enough room to step up in the pocket to avoid him as he ran by me. He made a desperation move and reached for me, grabbing my facemask and about jerking me off my feet.
 My dojo training kicked in, and I delivered a palm strike to his shoulder, which caused him to release me. Since my freshman year, my neck had been injured several times. I felt a sharp pain and instantly saw red. I was pissed and ready to dish out some retribution. The referee had thrown his flag to give us a free play. I decided to tuck it and run as the pocket began to close on me.
 Their defensive tackle grabbed a handful of jersey, but I brushed off his attempt and stepped forward, intent on plowing through the line. Johan, Brock, and Bryan got tangled up with their linemen, which created a huge pile. I was stopped, but I wasn�t giving up. By force of will, I began to push through the mass of humanity that blocked my escape. I just kept digging and suddenly burst out of the pile.
 Two of their linemen had hold of me, and I just ripped loose. I almost fell, but gathered myself and ran up the middle of the field. The stadium erupted. It was loud enough that it nearly drowned out our cowbells. I think practically every defender either had a shot at me or failed to finish the tackle. I pounded my way across the goal line. We were now up 21�7.
 Right before the half, Eastside put up another score on an illegal pick play. They had one of their receivers �accidentally� run into Ed, who was defending the receiver that scored. Coach Rector made his case, but the officials let the play stand.
 ◊◊◊
 At halftime, we split up between offense and defense and made adjustments for the second half. I had Marshal capture the halftime show the marching bands put on. For once, I did care that the other team might know what we planned.
 �Did you see David�s run? Did you notice his determination, his reckless abandon?� Coach Mason asked. �I want to see more of that from all of you. This game has turned physical. Something I�ve learned is, when that happens, you need to be the ones delivering the punishment. The worst thing you can do is to jog out of bounds because that�s when you�re going to get hurt.�
 �I agree,� Roc shared. �They�re playing through the whistle, and I�ve been hit trying to get out of bounds. I would rather face it than get caught unaware.�
 The times I�d been hurt had occurred when I wasn�t prepared. If I could deliver the blow, I was fine. It was when they came out of nowhere that I was worried about.
 �Be sure to secure the ball,� Coach Mason warned, and then gave us our directions.
 I skipped out of the end and stepped over to the defensive coaching session.
 �This could get contentious before it�s over. I want the linemen to be extra careful. When tempers flare, I�ve seen offensive linemen try to take the legs out of a defender. I don�t want any of you to get hurt,� Coach Rector warned.
 In my opinion, that was one of the dirtiest plays in football. Hitting someone in the knees could ruin their football career.
 �Something else,� Coach Rector continued. �If the referees aren�t going to call the pick play, I want you to flatten the obstructing receiver. If they�re going to cheat, they need to pay for it.�
 I was never one who thought two wrongs made a right, but if I was going to get hit, I wanted to make it worthwhile.
 �When it happens, you have to switch. If your receiver�s on the ground, pick up the one running free. I want the safeties to keep an eye on this potentially happening. You must warn your teammates. If you have to, tackle them both. I would rather take the penalty than give up a score,� Coach Rector instructed us.
 We�d practiced against this play and knew what to do. The problem was that we�d prepared for the referees to make the call if it were an illegal pick. The offensive players could cross, but they couldn�t run into the defenders while doing it. It gave them an unfair advantage.
 It was almost time to go back out. Coach Hope had us all gather around.
 �We did okay in the first half, but this one isn�t over. This is the game that Eastside circled on the calendar this year as the one they wanted. They caught a break on that last score. You need to know that no one is going to give you this game. I want the defense to get us some turnovers. We can�t let them drive down the field with ten-play drives.
 �They get the ball first in the second half. I don�t care what you have to do, get us the football. When we get it back, I want all eleven men on the field to do their job. If we do that, we can start to take over this game. I thought we were there in the first half, but they found a way to close the gap.
 �Now go out there and win this,� Coach Hope concluded.
 �Who are we?� I barked.
 �Bulldogs!�
 ◊◊◊
 On the first series, Eastside started to move the ball down the field.
 Then �the tip� happened. There are some plays that get a name and are remembered for years to come. Auburn has �the prayer.� In 2013, they had a 20-point lead over Georgia. However, three straight touchdowns from the Bulldogs, including the go-ahead score with 1:49 left on the clock, quieted a stunned hometown crowd. The Auburn offense struggled to respond and faced a 4th-and-18 at its own 27 yard line. Then �the prayer� happened. They threw a pass into triple coverage and hit a Georgia defender in the hands. But it bounced off him and to the Auburn receiver, who scored a seventy-three-yard touchdown to win the game.
 We were in man coverage, and the receiver I was covering did a down-and-out. Eastside�s quarterback had been flushed from the pocket when Bryan Callahan beat his guy. I saw the quarterback�s eyes and could tell he decided to throw the ball away out of bounds. When it left his hands, I reacted. I dove to catch the ball. As I launched, I knew I would end up out of play. That was when I did the dumbest thing you can do in football: I tipped the ball back onto the field.
 We were taught to knock the ball down since you didn�t want to have what happened to Georgia happen to you. Players assume the play is dead and let up. A tipped ball caught by the offense in that situation can mean disaster. Unfortunately for Eastside, Ed gathered it in. Of course, later, everyone assumed I�d intended to do that. Who was I to tell them any different? I just never confirmed it.
 The only player who had a chance to stop Ed after the tip was their quarterback, but he was no match for Ed�s open-field running skills. Two minutes into the second half, we were up two scores, 28�14.
 I think even the most rabid Eastside fan knew this game was over. Eastside never gave up, but I put on my imaginary cape and played Captain Chaos to the hilt. I was 24 of 29 passing in the second half, and we scored five more times to make the final 59�14.
 This was one time I was glad Coach Hope hadn�t pulled the starters.
 ◊◊◊
 I hurried to shower because we had to catch a plane for our official visit to Clemson. The press wanted to talk to Ed and me, so I made a brief appearance. My dad stuck his head in and told everyone we had to leave. I left Ed to explain how he was tonight�s hero. He deserved it.
 Since it was an official visit, the moms were coming with us. I�d pulled Fritz and Chuck as my security. I was surprised when my girlfriend joined us. Not that I didn�t want her to go; I just hadn�t been told.
 Traveling to Clemson turned out to be a pain in the butt. The nearest airport was the Greenville-Spartanburg International Airport, 46 miles from Clemson. It was nearly three in the morning when we finally got to our hotel.
 Brook made me carry her bag to her room. I put it next to her bed and began to leave.
 �Where are you going?� she asked.
 �To bed.�
 �I have a bed,� she said, pointing.
 It took me a moment �
 �Uh, yes, you do,� I said, smiling.
 She soon had my shirt off and then looked at my torso with concern. I had the beginnings of some serious bruises.
 �Does it hurt?� she asked.
 �Only when I think about it. Right now, I�m not thinking about it.�
 It was her turn to take a moment to figure something out. Then she smiled. It didn�t take long for Brook to show me why I�d made the right choice in picking her for my girlfriend. If there were awards for the all-time best, she would�ve earned it.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 16 � What Happens on the Recruiting Trip  Saturday October 1 
 I was startled awake by a voice.
 �Da-vid,� the singsong voice called.
 My eyes blinked open, and I saw Brook�s smiling face.
 �Hey, what time is it?� I asked as I tried to clear my mind.
 �Seven.�
 I groaned because I�d only gotten a couple of hours of sleep. Brook was to blame. We�d decided to sleep in my room because Brook thought we�d made too much of a mess in her bed.
 �I�m horny,� she announced.
 Sleep was overrated. What was the saying? �I can sleep when I�m dead.� Fortunately, Mr. Happy seemed to be the one awake, so I let him take over the body.
 Brook squeaked when I rolled on top of her but was soon an active participant. We became quite energetic and soon had the headboard banging against the wall. I had an evil thought because I knew that Tim and Wolf were sharing the room next to us.
 �Hotness! Yes � that�s it! Just like that!� I called out.
 Since I�m not ordinarily vocal during sex, that caused Brook to give me a funny look. I leaned down and kissed her neck.
 �Tim and Wolf can hear us,� I whispered.
 �Yes,� she hissed. �Give it to me, Big Daddy!�
 We sounded like we were in a bad porno. I kicked myself for not finding an appropriate soundtrack. I soon discovered that Brook wasn�t lying when she suddenly reached her summit and screamed my name.
 �David!�
 I wasn�t far behind and began to grunt like a wounded water buffalo.
 We heard pounding through the wall, and both began to giggle.
 ◊◊◊
 We all met in the lobby, where Wolf spotted Larry Dell, who had attended our Michigan camp at Lincoln. Larry was ranked just behind me in all the recruiting ratings. He�d won the Elite 11 competition this year while I�d been playing baseball.
 �Hey, I guess everyone wanted to see Clemson beat Louisville today,� Larry said as he and his parents met everyone.
 Today�s game was supposed to be something special. Louisville had a freshman quarterback who was playing lights-out. There was talk that he might actually win the Heisman. When we picked this game, we didn�t have any idea he was going to be so good.
 Both teams had shone this year. Louisville was currently ranked number 3, and Clemson was at number 5. We expected a good contest with plenty of offense. This game had National Championship implications written all over it. Larry was right; this was the one everyone wanted to see.
 When we were scheduling our trips, we debated whether we would rather see Clemson play Florida State or Louisville. If Florida State had been playing at Clemson, we would�ve passed on the Louisville matchup. We agreed now that we�d been lucky.
 �Have you made it official, or are you still stringing Clemson along?� Wolf asked, wanting to know if Larry had made his decision.
 �I�m 95 percent sure it�s Clemson, but I won�t sign until the spring.�
 �Smart move. If there�s a coaching change, you want to keep your options open,� I said.
 At this level, the NFL might come along and steal Coach Swank away.
 Clemson also had an embarrassment of riches at the quarterback position. Their current starter was a lock to make it to the NFL. They had Chuck Tess backing him up. Chuck had been one of the quarterbacks I�d competed against at Elite 11. They were recruiting Larry, this year�s winner, and it was reported that they were pursuing the top junior in next year�s class. No other school in America could boast that kind of talent at my position.
 Larry also had to worry about me. I�d already shown that I could outplay him at the Michigan camp. If I picked Clemson, it might change not only Larry�s mind but also the minds of the juniors they were recruiting. While top talent wasn�t afraid of competition, reality had to set in at some point. There just weren�t enough footballs to go around.
 If I were being honest with myself, I�d acknowledge it might be me who ended up on the bench behind one of these studs. I was taking off next fall to make a movie. I also wanted to play baseball, which would cut into spring football. That would give Larry all fall and extra practice in the spring to learn the system and play with their receivers every day. It might be enough of an advantage to push me behind him on the depth chart.
 I also had to consider the juniors. There were two quarterbacks in that class that people were talking about as being extraordinary. If what I heard was right, they might be better than I was. Larry and I could both find ourselves fighting for a backup job. That was how serious the competition was about to get at Clemson.
 While we waited for the bus to take us to campus, I was approached by Clemson fans and signed autographs. I even had a few of the other recruits wanting me to sign things. Brook bailed on me when a crowd began to form. I was glad Fritz and Chuck were with me. It wasn�t that people were rude, but crowds sometimes grew to have a life of their own. My security helped keep everything calm.
 When I glanced over at Brook, I saw her in an animated discussion with Tim and Wolf. I wondered what they were talking about, but soon forgot as I focused on the people who wanted to meet me.
 I was glad when the buses arrived. On the way to campus, we learned about the area. Clemson University is located in Clemson, South Carolina, which is nestled in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains in the northwest corner of the state. The town was no bigger than my hometown area, with a population of under 15,000. That wasn�t counting the university; it added another 23,000 students. The recruiting coordinator had told my mom that nearly 300,000 people would show up for game day.
 Clemson had become a coeducational civilian institution in 1955. It still had a strong military connection and had both an Army ROTC and Marine Corps Semper Fi Society on campus. The cadets participate in home football games by doing pushups for scores and forming a rope line as the team enters the stadium from �The Hill.�
 The campus itself sat on an old plantation that covered 1,400 acres. As we drove down the main street, you could already see fans beginning to show up. We were taken to the Alan N. Reeves Recruiting Center, where they had breakfast for us. They gave us a brief talk about Clemson and then broke us up into groups. Larry joined us, and we were off to our first stop, academic advisors.
 Larry and his family joined Wolf, Tim, me, and our crew. It made sense to have the two quarterback prospects together. We�d been sent to a room in the library where there was plenty of space for everyone. I was a little embarrassed that I essentially had an entourage when you included my security and Brook.
 The Clemson academic advisors almost outnumbered us. It was apparent they wanted to cater to whatever needs recruits might have. A kindly older gentleman, who reminded me of Grandpa Dawson, started our meeting.
 �Welcome. I�m Dr. Carmichael. We�re on rather a tight schedule, so let�s split up so the right academic advisor can talk to the right recruit. I�ll go around and visit each group, but I�ll start the ball rolling with Mr. Foresee.�
 There was some conversation as three different groups formed in different areas of the room. But when Dr. Carmichael motioned for me to walk with him, I realized there wasn�t one for me.
 He walked up to Tim and put a hand on his arm.
 �I understand you want to pursue a career in architecture. Am I correct in that assumption?�
 �Yes, sir,� Tim answered.
 �Great. Ms. Daniels will take the lead, then.�
 I guess we were pressed for time because she began her presentation without any fanfare.
 �Clemson has a different DNA from other schools, especially in the school of Architecture. Because it fits into our schools of Humanities and Arts, it allows you a broad base of educational experiences. Our goal is that our students have both a breadth and depth of education. You�ll be required to have a minor and take a language. We also expect you to spend a semester off campus.
 �Unlike at other universities, architecture undergrads take architecture classes from the first day they are on campus. Our goal is to give you the tools to be able to not only learn the unique terms but to ensure you understand how to get started. It forms the basis for your education moving forward.
 �It�s hoped that it will also help you decide what direction you want to focus on ��
 I was impressed by how they handled things. From that point forward, Ms. Daniels focused exclusively on Tim, ignoring even his parents, and gave a frank presentation outlining what he could expect. We could tell that the educational experience at Clemson would be unique, and it was evident that Ms. Daniels wanted Tim to succeed. I know she won more than his parents over.
 Dr. Carmichael touched my arm, and we walked around to the other two groups. Larry and Wolf were receiving treatment similar to Tim. Larry wanted to study sports communications. I�d never heard of such a degree before. I shook my head when they talked about how professional athletes needed to have strong communication skills, and the university�s approach. Clemson offered a�and I�m quoting them here��multi-faceted and diverse approach to sports communication through examining areas such as social media, public relations, organizational communication, and interpersonal communication.�
 I thought that was what I paid people for.
 Wolf talked to his group about someday wanting to own a construction company. That discussion wound up focusing on business management with an emphasis on entrepreneurship.
 When the discussions wound down, people migrated back to the center of the room, and I realized it was my turn. I wasn�t given an opportunity to tell them what I wanted. They�d talked to my mom, and she�d shared what she thought I wanted. Dr. Carmichael, who had started the entire discussion, smiled at me.
 �I understand that you need to be challenged. Your transcripts and test scores indicate you would be best served by our honors program. At our Clemson Honors College, we encourage our students to excel by offering specialized courses with Clemson�s best professors. We help our students create their own ideal education by sponsoring programs such as study abroad and undergraduate research. And we provide individualized funding for internships, educational travel, and professional development.
 �From your different activities, I anticipate you will provide us with unique opportunities in developing a course of study for you. One thing we will want to do is to push you out of your comfort zone. I�d like to demonstrate that right now if that�s okay?� he asked me.
 This was different, but I�d enjoyed the experience to this point, so I nodded my assent.
 �I�d like you to sing for us,� Dr. Carmichael said, handing me sheet music.
 My brain froze. What had he just said? Sing for him? My first reaction was, �Hell no!� He knew what he was doing, though.
 �Makes you nervous, doesn�t it?�
 �Slightly,� I offered.
 �Just give it a try. I want to show you something.�
 If Dr. Carmichael hadn�t been so nice, I might have walked out. I didn�t get a vibe that he was doing anything other than trying to help me. I looked at the sheet music. The song was Punchline. I quickly read the lyrics and realized they had meaning for me.
 �Shall we give it a try?� Dr. Carmichael asked.
 �Sure.�
 I noticed Brook and a couple of others, including my mom�the traitor�slyly pulling out their cell phones. But Dr. Carmichael raised his hand rather abruptly in a �stop� gesture.
 �I want you all to understand that this is not an exercise in embarrassing David or having a joke at his expense. So, I will ask you all to please put your phones and cameras away and not to record this. This is an exercise in going beyond comfort zones and trying new things. It�s not easy for anyone put in this position, so please give this the respect it deserves.�
 I briefly thought of the belly-cams Fritz and I were wearing, but put it out of my mind. Fritz was, above all, a professional. Embarrassing someone he was charged with protecting would be the very last thing on his mind.
 I also thought of the many ways Craig Wild had hazed me during the filming of Star Academy. I could have used this guy on that trip.
 Dr. Carmichael pointed to one of the professors, and the professor put his phone on the table and tapped the screen. Music began to play. The song was sad. The underlying story was about a guy who felt no one took him seriously. I was surprised I related to it. I guess deep down, I had insecurities. Being a jock who also acted wasn�t a combination that was frequently encountered. It wasn�t easy to put yourself out there and wonder if people accepted you or thought you were a joke.
 When I was done, everyone was quiet. I could tell that it moved them.
 �How do you feel?� he asked.
 �I�m surprisingly okay. I usually don�t like to sing in public.�
 Dr. Carmichael just gave me a knowing look. I had a feeling that I would learn a lot here, and not all of it would be from books.
 ◊◊◊
 We were turned over to a tour guide to show us the campus. A guy in a Clemson football jersey showed us around. He introduced himself as Cole.
 �Leaving home for the first time can be stressful. Clemson strives to offer everything you will need, including great housing, dining, transportation, health services, activities�everything that makes Clemson feel like a home away from home,� he said. Then he looked at the parents. �Of course, we don�t want to lose sight of the reason the little darlings are here. Clemson offers a great education.�
 �What are some hot spots in town?� Wolf asked.
 �The Esso Club is a must before games. I know that the ESPN crew goes there every time they televise a game. Personally, I think it�s kind of a dump, but it�s a tradition. They�ve been around since 1933 and are close to the stadium. They have the standard bar food and cold beer. It�s not like there aren�t better places to go, but you have to try it at least once.
 �For later, there�s a late-night diner, just outside of town, that�s a local hangover-avoidance remedy. Unfortunately, the folks there know me by name.�
 Cole wrote down the names of the places and directions on how to get there for us.
 �What can you tell us about the town?� Brook asked.
 �It�s an old southern town with small-town values. It�s sort of amazing that they�ve built such a football power here. On game day, it goes from a speck on the map to the largest city in South Carolina by a country mile. Half of the 300,000 people who show up have no affiliation with the school. They are a bunch of good-ol�-boys from the Blue Ridge Mountains, farmers, ranchers, and military guys from the Second World War and Korea. Back in those days, it was Clemson A&M. They love the school and are fiercely protective of it and respectful of those who attend and graduate. You may be a �sissified college boy,� but you�re their �sissified college boy,�� he shared.
 This kid was a fount of information that I decided to take advantage of.
 �What about the football players and coaching staff?� I asked.
 Cole stopped our tour and smiled.
 �I have a friend on the team, and he says coming here was the best decision he ever made. The coaching staff cares about the players. I have another high school friend who went to a big-time program, and he told me that they only were interested in what you could do for them. He got injured, and they pushed him to play. He ended up hurting himself worse and may never take another snap. The sad part is they�re trying to get him to transfer so they can free up his scholarship. That would never happen here.
 �Coach Swank and his staff aren�t like that. They recruit character. They will pass on a four- or five-star player for a three-star if the better-ranked recruit has an attitude problem. Their philosophy is that they can coach up someone with the right attitude and work ethic. Once you commit, it�s �until graduation do we part.�
 �From everything I�ve heard, the players love the coaches. You need to know that they don�t tolerate bad behavior. If you mess up, they�ll even send you home from a bowl game. They did that with the number-one receiver before the Championship Game with Alabama. It cost us the game, but everyone understood they were doing it for the team.
 �My friend on the team says that they work hard to prepare them for possibly playing in the NFL. Coach Swank told him that only a handful will make it, so he makes sure that every football player gets the best possible education he can,� Cole said.
 �I think I want to play for him,� Wolf�s dad said.
 All the parents seemed to like the sound of what Clemson had to offer. I�d looked up how they ranked as far as academics for football players. They were ranked fourth compared to the top 25 football teams, behind only Northwestern, Notre Dame, and Stanford.
 We were returned to the new football facility. Their head of recruiting had been sent to 36 football buildings around the country. They�d tried to take the best ideas from each to make the best facility in the nation. Two things stood out for me. They had a nap room. Hey, naps are important. You could also get your hair cut. I thought they had done a good job and didn�t see anything missing that I�d want. This was big-time football, and they knew what they were doing.
 They�d also done their homework because I knew our chaperone. Terry Halsted was one of my receivers from Elite 11. My mom gave away that we�d met when she stepped up and hugged him.
 �It�s so nice to see a friendly face. How have you been?� Mom asked.
 He caught us up on his exploits during his senior year in Syracuse, New York. They�d made it to their state championship game, but had lost. He was currently riding the bench for Clemson but had seen some playing time over the last few games.
 �I thought Elite 11 was insane with the talent we faced. I was cocky when I got here and thought because I was a star back home, I�d just step in and play day one. It was a wake-up call when I competed against players who have been in the system for three years and had developed physically. Once I figured out that the only way I would see playing time was to up my game, I started to see the field.
 �Your skills will only get you so far. You have to show you deserve it,� Terry explained.
 I�m not sure what I�d assumed about playing time. There would be competition, but I�d always been able to prove I was the best. What Terry said was one of those �aha� moments you have when you figure out something that should have been obvious. Terry was a tremendous talent, and he hadn�t started from day one. It would have to be the right situation for me to do that. No coach in his right mind would turn the keys to his program over to an unproven quarterback, no matter how good he was.
 Knowing how competitive I was, I knew that I should factor the odds of early playing time into the equation. I thought about all the schools that I�d been to, and Oklahoma stood out as a serious possibility. They had a transfer who had walked on at Texas Tech and became the first freshman walk-on to start the first game for a BCS school. Texas Tech had messed up his scholarship, and the coach hadn�t communicated it well. He�d transferred to Oklahoma, where he was forced to sit out a year. He was now their starter, and there was already talk of a possible Heisman run next year while I did my movie. I hoped they would give me a shot at the job in spring ball if I went there. I would keep them in mind if Michigan didn�t work out.
 We each took our turn to meet briefly with the coaching staff. They said all the right things, and I was warming to the idea of coming to Clemson. There was no doubt that I was interested in winning national championships, and for that, right now, Clemson was a much better destination than Michigan. Football was a team sport, and a quarterback usually needed a lot of help from his teammates to push his team to the top. There were exceptions, though. I was about to watch one of them play tonight. The kid from Louisville had pulled his team up to a level where they could play with Clemson and possibly win tonight. Everyone would agree that Louisville didn�t have the athletes Clemson did.
 I guess that was why going to Michigan didn�t scare me. They might not be on the same level as Ohio State or Alabama, but they were close enough that I could see them getting to the top. And a good quarterback would make the difference. Another school that fit the Michigan model was Georgia. Coach Mason had pointed out that the talent within the state should have been enough to have them competing for SEC championships. It looked like their new coaching staff had made a turn, and they were winning the in-state recruiting battles.
 I know Georgia�s previous coaching staff had told me I wasn�t a priority because they wanted to focus on other quarterbacks. Now they were also in the running for the other top junior quarterback. I had a feeling that in the near future, they would begin to give Alabama a run for the title. I had faith that Alabama could stand up to the competition. But Georgia might be a team I should look harder at and possibly see if they had any interest.
 Georgia was also one of those places like Texas, Miami, and Florida, where if you came in and helped them start to win again, you could be their savior. After graduation, that could pay big dividends. The same thing could be said here at Clemson. If they drew 300,000 people on game day, then you would have a core of rabid followers once you graduated.
 ◊◊◊
 The dads made the call that we would skip dinner with the rest of the recruits and go to the Esso Club. The plan was to grab an early dinner and then enjoy the pregame festivities. Cole, our campus tour guide, was right, it wasn�t anything fancy. But I think it was perfect for what we wanted: a casual place where we could grab something to eat while our dads were able to have a beer.
 When we walked in, it was packed. Dad sent me to find a waitress. I spotted one and gave her a wave to catch her attention.
 �Any possibility we might get a table?� I asked.
 An extremely cute girl popped up from a large table. It looked like she was there with friends and family.
 �You can join us,� she offered.
 When I heard her soft Southern drawl, I instantly wanted to do bad things with her.
 �I have quite a few people,� I stammered as I pointed at my group.
 �We can make room,� she said, and the waitress left to find more chairs.
 It soon became evident that we would end up two-deep, but at least we could sit down. I was happy to see the cute girl had an older sister who was even better looking. I say �happy� until I remembered I had my girlfriend with me, who was amused that I�d forgotten about her.
 Before I made myself single, my best friends stepped up and started to flirt with the two girls.
 �Remember our deal. What happens on recruiting trips, stays on recruiting trips,� Wolf reminded me.
 I shook my head because there was no way those two could pick up the sisters. They had to be in college and wouldn�t be interested in high school boys, I reasoned. I had a bad feeling Brook might be ticked with me when she joined Tim and Wolf in talking to the girls. I wasn�t able to join in on the discussion because my parents sat on either side of me.
 �What do you think so far?� Dad asked.
 �I wasn�t sure whether I�d like it here or not. Now, I�m glad we came. Clemson has a lot more going for it than I suspected.�
 �Are you a football recruit?� one of the dads asked.
 �Yes. I�m David Dawson, and I�m with Wolf Tams and Tim Foresee,� I said, nodding to my friends.
 �Wait a minute, I know you guys. You�re the ones with the #WhyNotUs handle. You�re also the actor,� another dad said.
 �That would be us,� I admitted.
 �Order what you want. It�s on us,� the first dad said.
 �Hang on. Are any of you boosters?� Dad asked.
 A couple at the end raised their hands.
 �That means we can�t contribute to their meals, but that doesn�t mean we can�t help pay for all the beer,� one of them said.
 That seemed to satisfy my dad and everyone at the table. Soon we had pitchers of beer and an assortment of appetizers. Tim, Wolf, and I ordered iced teas, but Brook grabbed a plastic glass and was drinking beer.
 I pointed to the fried pickles.
 �You have to try those. It�s something they do in the south,� I told my parents and security.
 Dad and I walked around the table with Fritz in tow and met everyone. Chuck was told to watch my mom and Brook. I wished him luck.
 I found that Clemson had fans that rivaled Oklahoma�s, as far as being friendly and hospitable. Dad and I had a great time making the rounds. I think with all the beer that was pushed on him, he was half in the tank when we made it back. When we did get back, I had writer�s cramp from signing napkins and jerseys. I made it a policy not to autograph body parts. Dad was a little disappointed when a lady in her late twenties suggested I sign her huge boobies.
 When I sat back down, our food was just arriving, and Brook had joined us.
 �How are they doing?� I asked her, indicating my friends.
 �I think they�re going to get lucky tonight. It�s too bad I came along.�
 �Why�s that?�
 �The girls said they want to spend time with you, too. I had to explain that you weren�t allowed,� Brook said.
 �Good call, but are those two allowed?� I asked, pointing again at my two friends.
 If I had learned anything, it was that bad news always beat you home. Tami and Sarah would find out even if we kept our pact. I would take that to the bank.
 �Ah, that�s sweet,� Brook said, patting my thigh. �They�re big boys. Let them have their fun.�
 I blinked several times to try to take that in. She�d just told me that I wasn�t allowed to have fun, but Tim and Wolf could. Sometimes, I have no idea what women think. I looked at my dad, who had been eavesdropping. He just shrugged to let me know I was on my own. I glanced over at my mom and got one of those unreadable looks that told me I was on thin ice. I decided to pull a Dawson and just keep my mouth shut.
 Soon I found myself deep in a discussion on the merits of Clemson football and why I should attend. I planned to mention to the coaching staff that they should send all the recruits to the Esso Club because their fans were their best recruiters.
 ◊◊◊
 After we ate, they offered to show us around before the game. Brook latched onto my arm when it became apparent some female fans wanted to be more than just hospitable. The group we were with had been coming to games since they were children, and I think they knew everyone who was tailgating. It made it much more fun to meet the Clemson faithful.
 They had us go into the stadium so we could receive the full experience of watching it fill up and enjoy the pregame festivities. They called their stadium Death Valley, and by the time the over eighty thousand fans had filled it, you understood why they named it that. Its actual name was Memorial Stadium. That name was quite common across the country; football stadiums were built as a tribute to fallen soldiers. As Clemson is a former military school, the stadium fit the theme.
 Every school seems to have a tradition. For Clemson, it was how the team entered the field. Every player touched �Howard�s Rock� at the top of �The Hill,� then they all ran down. It was goose-bump-inducing when the place came to full voice, and they had a balloon release. At the other end of the stadium, fireworks were set off to announce the team�s entrance. Watching that made me want to suit up and go play.
 This game felt different from any of the ones we�d been to so far. You could feel the nervous energy from the crowd. Everyone knew an epic battle was about to occur between two top-five teams with two of the best quarterbacks in all of college football.
 Early in the second quarter, Clemson was up 14�7 and on the Louisville 37 yard line, almost in scoring position. I jumped to my feet and pointed downfield.
 �He�s wide open!� I yelled as their receiver blew past the defender.
 Everyone soon joined me when the Clemson quarterback spotted him and made an easy pitch and catch to push the score to 21�7.
 In the third quarter, Louisville was behind by nine when they put together a drive. They got the ball inside the Clemson 5 yard line when their quarterback showed why he was the Heisman leader. He faked an inside handoff and sprinted into the end zone, cutting the Tiger lead to two at 28�26.
 Midway into the fourth quarter, Louisville led by one and was driving. I smiled when I saw their quarterback keep the ball again as he raced around the end and simply outran the defender to put them up 36�28.
 I don�t think anyone in the stadium felt that it was over. Clemson marched down the field, and I jumped up again. By now, my section knew that when I did that, something good was about to happen. I�d spotted their go-to receiver running a post over the middle, and there was no underneath coverage. He was essentially one-on-one. The quarterback also saw it and threw the ball. I looked over at Wolf when the receiver dragged the defender into the end zone. Clemson tried for two, but the conversion failed.
 After the kickoff, the Clemson defense stiffened and forced Louisville to punt. They were making a nice drive down the field when I jumped up again, this time not to point out something good.
 �Throw it away!� I yelled.
 The Clemson quarterback was hit as he threw the pass. This was how you lost big games in the last few minutes. Somehow, he hit his receiver, who was crossing the field. The defensive back must have thought the play was over or gotten caught up in the traffic because the receiver cut upfield and his teammates blocked for him. Clemson went for and made the two-point conversion to make it a six-point game at 42�36.
 Louisville would now have to score a touchdown and make the extra point to win. They had a little over three minutes, plenty of time to get it done. The whole stadium held its breath as they methodically drove down the field. They were in the red zone on Clemson�s 14 yard line. On third down, the Clemson defense sent a blitz. I watched as the Louisville quarterback did his version of Captain Chaos and somehow escaped the Tiger defenders� grasp. He was fifteen yards behind the defenders when I jumped up again.
 �He�s open!�
 Louisville�s quarterback threw a rocket into the end zone. The defender knew he was beaten and ran the receiver over. I fully expected that pass interference would be called, but it wasn�t. Sometimes, it�s good to be the home team.
 Everyone was now on their feet because this was it. Fourth down inside the twenty with the game on the line. As a quarterback, you relish these moments. If the Louisville quarterback could find a way to will his team to victory in Death Valley, he would be the hero. And he would put his team in a great spot as far as getting to the National Championship Playoffs.
 I took a moment to take it all in. Someday, this could be me. Brook saw my look and squeezed my arm.
 �You love this, don�t you?�
 I nodded and turned my attention back to the field.
 The Louisville quarterback set up in the pocket and got his feet under him. I saw a receiver flare out in the shallow flat and could see that was his only option. He made the throw so his receiver was running at full speed when he caught it. It was a race to see if Clemson could keep him out of the end zone. I groaned when I saw the receiver try to dance around the defender and go right out of bounds, two yards short of the first-down marker.
 �God help me, if you ever do that, I will kill you,� I said to Wolf.
 �I don�t think he knew where he was at,� Wolf said to defend him.
 I just shook my head in frustration. Coach Mason pounded into our heads to be aware of where we were on the field. If the kid had simply put his shoulder down, he would, at the very least, have gotten the first down. There was a good chance he might have scored. As it was, Clemson survived to win 42�36.
 ◊◊◊
 �What does everyone want to do?� Mr. Tams asked us.
 �We�re going to a party,� Tim announced.
 By the look on Tim and Wolf�s faces, I would bet that two cute coeds would somehow show up at this party. I was of two minds. Mr. Happy wanted to go to the party and send Brook back to the hotel. The big brain had accepted that we were in a relationship, and that was probably a terrible idea. I�d also learned that you had to ask and not make decisions on your own.
 �What do you think?� I asked Brook.
 �Well, I am a little tired.�
 I hoped that was code for what I thought it meant.
 �I don�t think so. You kept your father and me up half the night with you two being tired,� my mom weighed in.
 �I thought it was just us,� Wolf said, letting a small smile touch his eyes.
 He was so dead to me.
 �What are you talking about?� Tim�s mom asked.
 �David and Brook were rowdy last night, bouncing on the bed,� Tim said to try to play it off.
 �Really,� was her response as her eyebrows disappeared into her bangs.
 �Nice, dumbass,� I hissed at Tim.
 My mom smacked me on the back of the head.
 �I�m up for a party,� Brook said to change the subject.
 �And you old folks need to go off and do whatever it is you do,� I suggested.
 I got smacked again. What the hell?! I was glad I was amusing.
 ◊◊◊
 Terry had invited us to a party that the football team was having in the athletic dorm. It looked like all the recruits were going, so we walked to the dorm together. We got into a lively discussion about the last play for Louisville. Everyone seemed happy the receiver had skipped out of bounds, but the consensus was he would relive it in his mind the rest of his life.
 I opined that Louisville had missed its chance to make a giant step forward from the role of the upstart. If they�d won the game, it was possible they would replace Clemson as the team everyone thought of. Clemson had performed a similar feat when they replaced Florida State as the lead team in their league. I predicted that Clemson would use this win to get back to the National Championship Playoffs. They might even start to rival Alabama as the team everyone thought of as the best team in the country.
 By the time we reached the dorm, the party had started without the football players. Brook was done with football talk.
 �Can we talk about anything but football?� she asked.
 �Sorry. You do know this is why I�m here today?� I asked to tease her.
 �I don�t care about you right now. This is all about me,� Brook shot back.
 �Oh, really?�
 �I want to talk about us,� she said and invaded my personal space.
 �Um, okay. I hope this isn�t one of those �we need to talk� type of talks,� I said, suddenly worried.
 �I�ve been talking to Tracy,� Brook began, which caused me to moan.
 �It�s all good, I promise. Tracy told me that by now, we should have had the talk about how we want our relationship to be as far as other people were concerned. She said what you two had was a little one-sided. You were able to bring girls into it, but she wasn�t able to have the same options.�
 �I was fine with her being with other girls,� I said, playing dumb. �As a matter of fact, if you wanted to bring me girls that we could both play with, I might be open to that.�
 �Like the two that we met today?� she asked.
 Brook was good. Half of me, the little brain, wanted to say, �yes.� The other half smelled a trap.
 �I�ll let you decide,� I said, feeling clever that I hadn�t shut the door on that bit of fun.
 �Does this mean I get to decide about things like this?� she asked.
 I was wise to her plans.
 �Of course not. We both have to agree.�
 �I thought I had you there.�
 �You do remember Tami and my mom?� I asked.
 Brook grinned and then got an evil glint in her eye.
 �Come on. Let�s go have some fun.�
 In one of the lounges, they�d set up a DJ, and people were dancing. Most of the rooms had been opened, and there was a variety of alcohol to be had. I decided a few beers wouldn�t hurt me, much to the delight of Wolf and Tim, who joined me.
 �What�s the deal with you guys and the sisters?� I asked.
 �They�re a lot of fun,� Wolf said.
 �They really want us to come to Clemson,� Tim said, and then became thoughtful. �I think they want you to come to Clemson. This might be the first time we�ve been able to use you to get laid.�
 I snorted.
 �Hardly the first time.�
 �What�s up about that, anyway? I thought we had a deal that we would get your castoffs,� Wolf teased.
 �You both found your current girlfriends just fine on your own, but if I remember correctly, they�re my friends that I introduced you to.�
 Sarah, I�d met at model camp in New York. It was a happy coincidence that she went to school at Wesleyan with Tami. I�d set Wolf up with her for Prom, and they�d hit it off. Of course, Tami was one of my best friends, and Tim had asked for permission to date her. If these two cheated on their girlfriends, I would have a problem with it.
 �What did we agree to?� Wolf asked.
 �What happens on recruiting trips stays on recruiting trips,� Tim reminded me.
 �But, they�re friends of mine as well. You two are putting me in a bad position,� I complained.
 �You were the one who got us horny in the first place,� Wolf accused me.
 �Me? What did I do?� I asked.
 �You and Brook were quite vocal,� Wolf said to remind me.
 �Don�t blame us if we need a little relief. Besides, it�ll just be a bit of fun, and we�ll never see them again,� Tim said.
 I was about to tell them both off when the girls in question showed up with Brook. Since they were sisters, they looked almost identical. They were both tall, maybe five-ten, and they had long dark hair that hung to the middle of their backs. They looked athletic. If I were to guess a sport, I would say volleyball. I think I mentioned that they were cute. They reminded me of Beth, with their girl-next-door vibe. I would rate them a solid eight. Together, they would be an eleven.
 I debated whether I should mention that my guys had girlfriends and sabotage things before they got started when Brook dragged me into the lounge to dance. We were having a great time when the football players began to show up. I spotted Terry with Chuck Tess. Chuck had attended Elite 11 with me as a quarterback.
 �Terry told me he drew you and Larry Dell. I had to talk to you before you got out of town,� Chuck said, and then turned to Brook. �Who�s the new girl?�
 �I took Tami to Elite 11 last summer,� I explained to Brook. I turned back to Chuck. �This is Brook, my girlfriend.�
 �Nice to meet you. I�ll be sure to tell my teammates so there�re no misunderstandings. Someone like you will draw attention,� Chuck said.
 That was the main reason I would rather not have Brook or, for that matter, any of my female friends go on recruiting trips with me. I didn�t want to worry about what would happen in situations like this. All I had to do was remember last year when Missy and Tami had had bad experiences. Missy, we�d found out of it in a room with a fraternity guy. Tami had encountered Brandon and been raped thanks to the drugs Brandon had surreptitiously put in her and Alan�s drinks.
 I wasn�t worried that Brook would stray. It was more that college parties could get out of hand, and alcohol-fueled emotions led to bad decisions.
 We ended up having a great time, though. I was able to meet several players and found them to be a great group of guys. I kept my promise to Brook and didn�t talk much football. Not talking about it at all, though, would have been impossible after the big win Clemson had. Brook spent time with several of the player�s girlfriends when we would talk too much about sports. I would get the hint and pull her out onto the dance floor.
 Tim and Wolf were glued to the sisters, which irritated me. To this point, it was just flirting. I knew for a fact that both Tami and Sarah weren�t above doing the same thing. What made me nervous was that I felt responsible for all this. Maybe they could get away with it, but I knew that people watched me like a hawk. It wasn�t uncommon for them to video or take pictures of me. I�d spotted people doing it at the party. I�d surrendered to the reality that there was probably someone filming at all times when I was in public. With that in mind, I was careful about what I did or said. Tim and Wolf didn�t get the same scrutiny.
 I�d also grown up in a small town. Even before I�d become a celebrity, I knew that bad news would always beat me home. Something like Tim and Wolf spending time with two Clemson coeds would find its way back to their girlfriends. If the girls didn�t hear it from someone else, I might end up letting it slip. Tami was a human lie detector when it came to me. She would know something was up and start digging. It was only a matter of time before she would find out.
 ◊◊◊
 Terry gave Brook, Chuck, and me a ride to the little place just out of town, where he claimed they had a hangover cure. We arrived at a little joint that was packed at one in the morning.
 �What should we get to prevent a hangover?� I asked.
 �My roommate is Polish, and he turned me on to pickle juice,� Terry said, and we all made faces.
 He laughed and explained.
 �I know, it sounds weird, but believe me, it works. I asked one of my professors about the science of it. He said that it contains vinegar, salt, and water, which can help rehydrate and replenish electrolyte and sodium levels. I do a shot of it, and I swear it helps.�
 �There has to be something else,� Brook said.
 �Eggs. They are chock-full of hardworking amino acids like cysteine and taurine. Taurine boosts liver function and may help prevent liver disease. Cysteine breaks down acetaldehyde, the yucky headache-causing chemical that�s left over when the liver breaks down ethanol,� Terry explained.
 �Are you planning to be a doctor or something?� I asked.
 �Chemist. Sorry, I probably sound like a nerd.�
 The waitress recognized Terry and didn�t even bat an eye when he asked for three shots of pickle juice. Chuck hadn�t been drinking and wasn�t willing to join us.
 While we ate, I resumed thinking about leaving home and going to college. I felt that Clemson might be a good place for me. It was located in a small town, and everyone I met had been full of Southern charm. They were also becoming a national power in football. My only concern was the level and amount of competition I would face here. Not all the quarterbacks would end up staying if they saw they weren�t going to get playing time. If I happened to be one of them, I didn�t want to have to sit out a year waiting to play somewhere else. I thought that rule was outdated since they allowed immediate playing time to graduate transfers.
 The question was, was I willing to risk it? I was confident that I would show I was the best, but that didn�t mean the coaching staff would see it that way. The difference between top quarterbacks sometimes didn�t show up until they hit the playing field. It might be that I wouldn�t get the chance to show what I was capable of.
 When we got back to my hotel room, Brook had good advice.
 �It�s a good thing you�re struggling with where to go. It means you have choices. I know Michigan would be a good place for you to play. Wolf and Tim both liked it too. I think Clemson just surprised you. I could see you having a great time both taking classes and playing ball here. Be patient, because you might find other places that would fit as well before you�re done.
 �When it�s time to make a decision, I know you�ll get plenty of advice. You have people around you that you can trust. In the end, you�ll have to decide. It doesn�t have to be today, though.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 17 � � Stays on the Recruiting Trip  Sunday October 2 
 I woke to Tim and Wolf coming back from the party. It was apparent they weren�t alone. My stomach turned when I next heard the sounds of sex. I think they were deliberately loud because of the stunt Brook and I�d pulled. What was I going to do?
 ◊◊◊
 When she woke up, Brook found me sitting in a side chair, staring off into space. She knew I was contemplating what I should do about the activities next door last night.
 �I�d want to know,� Brook said as she got up and stepped into the bathroom to take her shower.
 She was right; I would want to know, too. I was faced with an impossible decision. On the one hand, if I called Sarah and Tami, my best friends would never talk to me again. On the other, we�d made a pact to not tell on each other. My mind was spinning when Brook came out of the bathroom.
 �What are you going to do?�
 �I can�t tell on them.�
 �Why not?� she asked and then gave me a dark look. �You know it�s the right thing to do.�
 I let out a long sigh. Yes, it was the right thing to do.
 �I could tell my mom,� I suggested.
 �Didn�t you tell me that that was one of the things that drove you nuts when you dated Tami? I seem to remember you telling me that I should just tell you something if I thought it bothered you. That you would rather hear it from me than from someone else.�
 Brook didn�t appreciate the look I gave her for getting on her soapbox and lecturing me with my own words. That just wasn�t playing fair.
 �Sorry, I just can�t. I made a promise that has come back and bitten me in the butt. I should�ve known better than to agree to the blanket premise that no matter what happened, we couldn�t talk about it. This is one of those instances where I have to be a man of my word, no matter how much it might hurt Tami and Sarah,� I said. My heart was heavy.
 �Go take your shower,� Brook said.
 As I came out, my phone rang. I looked at the caller ID, and it was Tami. Brook had disappeared, so I wasn�t able to tell if she instigated this or not.
 �Hey,� I said as I answered it.
 �Do you know where Tim and Wolf are? Sarah and I have been trying to get hold of them all morning,� Tami said.
 �I heard them next door. They�re in room 261. Why don�t you call the hotel and have them connect you? I bet they�re charging their phones,� I said, dodging a bullet.
 I was proud of myself that I hadn�t either lied or revealed anything.
 �How come you sound funny? What�s going on?� Tami asked.
 F-Me!
 �We�ve had a great trip. You should call Tim and get all the details,� I suggested and hung up on my friend.
 I was packing my stuff when I heard the phone next door ring.
 �Don�t answer it,� a muffled voice I assumed was Wolf said.
 �Hello,� a female voice answered.
 I hurried and finished packing and rushed downstairs to check out.
 ◊◊◊
 The plan was to check our bags at the hotel and then go to Coach Swank�s house for breakfast. After that, we would go back to the football facilities and talk to their strength-and-conditioning team, followed by one-on-one talks with the coaching staff.
 I was waiting in the lobby when I saw my mom and dad get off the elevator. Dad went to check out while my mom came straight for me. I could tell she was irritated. I had a bad feeling that Tami had called her.
 �Why didn�t you tell her?� Mom snapped.
 �Slow your roll,� I said, then realized that was precisely the wrong thing to say to my mom. �Sorry. Just hear me out, and then you can take my head off.�
 �That�s something new. Let�s see if I need to take it off or not.�
 �Fair enough. Last night, I heard Tim and Wolf come back from the party with two guests. It sounded like they might have done more than sleep. I debated whether I should call Tami and Sarah and tell them, but I had made a promise to Wolf and Tim that what happens on recruiting trips is private. Uncle John said that there would be times when being a man of your word would be hard. I never realized that I might end up losing my friends because of it,� I said and waited for my fate.
 Tim, Wolf, the two sisters, and Brook walked over.
 �I think you need to see something,� Tim said and handed me his phone.
 He had a video cued up and hit �play.� It showed Tim, Wolf, and the two coeds, giggling.
 �Thanks for helping us with this. He deserves it,� Wolf said, and then he looked at the camera. �And David � Tami and Sarah know.�
 I watched as the fully clothed foursome simulated sex sounds and rocked the two beds. My eyes snapped up, and everyone had now gathered around and was smiling at me.
 Oh. My. God. I had been punked, but good.
 I wanted to be mad. But, no matter that I really, really wanted to be angry, I just couldn�t be, given the artful way I�d just been had. It was a thing of beauty, in its way.
 �You all suck,� I huffed and then began to laugh.
 Brook crawled into my lap and kissed me.
 �I�m sorry, but we couldn�t resist. I felt bad when I saw that you worried so much.�
 �The phone calls this morning were pure evil,� I complained.
 Tim explained to all the parents how he and Tami had devised the final act.
 �Tami was impressed that you didn�t tell her. She said that if it ever happens again, you have my permission to rat me out,� Tim said.
 �Me too,� Wolf said to let me off the hook.
 �Thank God! I love you guys, but never put me in the middle like that again,� I vented. �The recruiting trip promise is now officially dead.�
 �We understand,� Wolf said, and Tim nodded.
 �We make no such promises,� the girls said, then laughed when Brook gave them a death stare.
 �I�m afraid that�s a �no,�� I said and received a kiss for my pronouncement.
 I was happy to see hotel shuttle buses pull up.
 �That�s our ride,� Fritz announced.
 I picked up Brook, threw her over my shoulder, and hurried to the bus before anything else happened.
 ◊◊◊
 We walked into Coach Swank�s house, and the first thing we saw was a giant stuffed tiger.
 �David had two live tigers,� Wolf announced.
 Coach Swank had three young boys who wanted to know all about my tigers. I showed them pictures and then gave them the link to the Busch Gardens live broadcast of the girls sleeping. They had grown like crazy since I�d seen them in Mexico. I�d watched them learn to stalk each other. Precious would be unspeakably smug if she possessed anything near their skills. She would be able to take Duke down with no trouble.
 Mrs. Swank was a champ. She cooked us all breakfast casseroles. She made one that she called a one-dish blackberry French toast, and then another that was to-die-for praline-pecan French toast. Of course, there were the traditional ones made with eggs, but I would have to get her recipes for the two masterpieces of breakfast deliciousness. It took some begging, but she finally relented and shared how she made them.
 My parents enjoyed the visit to Coach Swank�s home. Mom said it showed that he cared about family. The shuttle buses returned and took us to the football facilities where we met with the training staff. We explained what we were doing at Lincoln High, and they didn�t have much new to offer. They seemed impressed with what we were doing while still in high school.
 I waited while Tim was called in to talk to Coach Sarafian, who was in charge of linebackers. Next, Wolf was taken to speak with Coach Dicks, their offensive coordinator and receivers coach. I was the last one to be called. My contingent was escorted to Coach Swank�s office, where we were introduced to Coach Brady, the quarterbacks coach and recruiting coordinator.
 �Welcome. I want to thank you and your family for giving us a chance to show you what Clemson University has to offer, both athletically and, more importantly, academically,� Coach Swank said.
 �From everything we�ve seen, we�re impressed,� my mom shared.
 That brought a smile to both coaches. If you could win the mom�s heart, you�d gone a long way to winning the recruiting battle.
 �I hope to fill in some of the gaps you might have so that when you leave for home, you�re comfortable making an informed decision. When you�ve weighed all your options, I think that Clemson might be the best place for you. I want to be clear about something, though. If you�re not looking for structure or discipline, then Clemson is not the right place for you. If you don�t want to go to class to get an education, Clemson is not the right place for you. Or if you�re going to be a young man who�ll cause problems, then Clemson is not the right place for you,� Coach Swank said.
 It was clear that rules were important here, and that Clemson had certain expectations of its players. I was glad that they felt strongly about those things. I didn�t foresee any issues with it and knew my parents were happy that I wasn�t going to be allowed to run wild.
 �Currently, it�s not personal,� Coach Swank continued. �When you get here, it will be personal. We care about our players as a team and about each of you individually as young men who are entrusted to our care. On my part, I don�t claim to be perfect, and I�m sure that I�ll make mistakes, but that�s part of the growth process. I feel it�s my responsibility to share with you my knowledge to help you grow into the best possible version of yourself. We at Clemson want you to become a good young man.
 �When you talk to our young men�s parents, they�ll tell you how happy they are with all the hard work their sons have put in. They�ll say how it has paid off, not only on the football field but by them becoming responsible young men with bright futures.
 �When I look at you, I see the poster child for what we�re trying to accomplish at Clemson. You have athletic skills that should translate well to the college game. You�re also a leader who�s charismatic. Combine that with your intelligence, and I can see great things happening for you. I also see a young man who�s ready for a challenge. Am I correct in that assumption?� he asked.
 �Yes, sir,� I replied.
 �Good, because I wouldn�t be doing my job if I didn�t recruit the best possible players. If I do what I�m supposed to, there should be four other guys with equal or better talent on the team at your position,� Coach Swank explained.
 When he said it like that, it made perfect sense for Clemson. I would have to decide if it made perfect sense for me.
 Coaches Swank and Brady talked about how they envisioned me fitting in at Clemson. It was apparent that everything I�d been told was true. They would work my butt off, but in return, they would have my back. One of the problems at State had been the treatment of players. They�d fired their coach because he was more worried about wins than the health of his team. With the pressure to win games, you could see where coaches would look out for their best interests ahead of those of the players they�d recruited.
 The other side of it was the treatment of the players who didn�t seem to work out. It wasn�t uncommon at some schools to try to force out players who didn�t cut it. It was refreshing to hear what the Clemson coaches were saying.
 I guess it was good that I�d learned to take my time in making a decision because I was leaning towards going to Clemson. If I was forced to pick today, it would be a coin flip between Michigan and here. It was good to have choices.
 The last thing I did was check out the baseball facilities. Clemson had gone 44�21 overall, but only 16�13 in conference play. They�d finished behind number 10 Louisville, number 26 Notre Dame, and number 12 Florida State in the ACC Atlantic Division. Number 1 Virginia and number 6 Miami (FL) were atop the Coastal Division. I was assured that if I came, they would let me play baseball.
 ◊◊◊
 When we finally got home, we found Caryn and Megan talking to Greg and Angie.
 �Unca David! Unca David!� Mac and Kyle yelled as they ran to me.
 �What�s up, Munchkins?�
 �We not munchkins,� Mac complained.
 They then told me all about going to Grandma Dawson�s farm and seeing goats. Peggy came in the back door, and I heard two crying babies. Duke came in and promptly knocked Nate down. We now had three crying babies. Mac looked around and started to scrunch up her face. I clapped my hands.
 �No crying,� I ordered.
 That seemed to work for Nate and Mac. Coby and Little David needed their dad.
 �They�re shook-up. I had to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting a squirrel,� Peggy explained.
 I wanted to tell her to go ahead and off the squirrel instead of risking an accident. Instead, I worked my magic on my boys.
 Mom saw that no one had thought about dinner, so she had Greg order Monical�s. Dad and I took the still-snuffling boys to the office to talk to Caryn and Megan.
 ◊◊◊
 �Granny and Mary saw the finished videos you and Tracy made. They want to use them as advertising,� Caryn said.
 �I think they�re too long,� I guessed.
 Most ads were under a minute, and both videos were closer to three.
 �I talked to a couple of TV stations, and they had another idea. They would use the clips as filler on their morning shows. They suggested that Thursday mornings would be best. I got one to accept ten episodes,� Caryn said.
 �I�m not sure I want to commit to something like that.�
 Then I had another thought.
 �You realize doing that will count towards my �business time,�� I pointed out.
 �Speaking of schedules, your Japanese classes start this week,� Megan said.
 I just nodded. When I looked at my calendar, I�d seen that it had been added.
 I was glad when our meeting was over in record time. I think Dad planned it to end when the pizza arrived.
 It was nice to have family time tonight. The boys were being clingy, so I offered to take them to my place tonight to sleep. I could tell that Peggy needed a break.
 Somehow, Greg and I ended up with all five little ones. My two got their baths and were ready to sleep, so I put them in their beds.
 �How have you been?� Greg asked.
 �I�d finally had enough and pushed back on having my life planned 24/7.�
 �I�ll bet Brook is happy.�
 �She sure seems to be. She joined us on this weekend�s trip. I�m glad I decided to have a steady girlfriend.�
 �I wondered about that. If I were you, I�d probably be going a little crazy,� Greg said.
 I knew better. Greg never went out with multiple girls at once. He also never dated anyone for more than four to six weeks.
 �How are you and Angie doing?� I asked.
 He took a deep breath and slowly let it out.
 �There are days I�m the happiest man in the world, and then �� he trailed off.
 Angie could be self-centered. She and I had locked horns a couple of times when she acted selfishly.
 Greg and I left his doubts unstated. His little ones had finally run down, and I helped him gather them up and take them to the car. I gave my brother a hug and said a silent prayer.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday October 3 
 I took the boys to the house and found a rested Peggy making coffee.
 �Were they any trouble?�
 �No, they slept through the night,� I said as I put them into their high chairs.
 Peggy scattered some Cheerios on Coby and Little David�s trays to keep them busy while she made their breakfast. I decided I wanted grits after my trip down south. As I got the pot started, Chuck came in the back door. Duke gave him a cursory once-over and left it to Bandit to guard the house. Chuck picked up the complaining cat to give him some attention.
 �Paul finally clued you in about breakfast?� I asked.
 �Yes, and he�s a dick,� Chuck said.
 �Chuck!� Mom scolded when she came in the room with Dad in tow.
 �Sorry, Mrs. Dawson.�
 He was such a wimp.
 While we ate, Mom had more to say to make my day.
 �Ava called me last night.�
 �That�s nice,� I said when Mom gave me a meaningful look.
 �Do you have anything to say for yourself?� she asked.
 This boy wasn�t falling for that one.
 �Nope.�
 �You�re sure about that? She was upset about how you picked up Brook.�
 I rolled my eyes.
 �That was all Paul and Chuck. I straightened them out. They won�t honk when we pull up anymore, right, Chuck?� I said, giving him a meaningful look.
 �I have no idea what you�re talking about,� Chuck tried.
 Mom looked at him, and he couldn�t meet her stare.
 �Really?� Mom said to him, and I think he peed himself.
 �He made me do it,� Chuck blurted.
 The next time I wanted to knock off a liquor store, I wasn�t taking him. I didn�t feel bad any longer that Paul hadn�t clued him in about breakfast.
 �I�m sure that I�ll want to hear all about the �honking� incident,� Mom said, using air quotes. �What I really want to know is why did you break into their house and get naked on Brook�s bed?�
 Dad choked on the chicken bone in his coffee, and Peggy had to beat on his back. Chuck got up and ran for the car. We would have to start a pool for how long this little incident would scare him so he wouldn�t be back for breakfast. I put the over-under at two weeks. At some point, hunger would win out.
 �Didn�t your mom give you �the talk�?� I asked.
 Dad rolled out of his chair and hit the floor. For a brief moment, I wondered if Mom and I had finally killed him. We both glanced down, and he was shaking, he was laughing so hard. Peggy gathered the babies, having decided their safety was more important than listening to my mom and me fight.
 �But before school ��
 �You mean you and Dad have never had morning sex?� I asked.
 Dad�s hand reached up and grabbed the table edge as he pulled himself up.
 �Your mother�s and my sex life is no concern of yours,� Dad said with as much dignity as he could muster while desperately trying not to break down laughing again.
 �Exactly my point,� I said triumphantly.
 Mom didn�t see it that way. I got the whole �When you live under my roof� and �Respect your elders� routine. While she ranted, I sent a text to Brook to warn her that her mom was a tattletale. I received back a sad face emoji and a quick note telling me to meet her at school. It sounded like she didn�t need a ride this morning. I decided I could wait to find out why.
 When Dad pointed out that I had to get to school, I was finally released. I could tell that Chuck was dying to know what happened, but I put in my earbuds and ignored him.
 ◊◊◊
 Since I was late, I didn�t get a chance to talk to Brook before class. I�d then planned to speak with her at lunch, but I was pegged to host a table today. They�d continued the lunch-buddy app this year. It was part of the school�s new anti-bullying campaign. I knew that Alan would approve of the new spin. It was supposed to give kids a place they could feel safe when eating lunch. I personally hadn�t felt the need to terrorize any freshmen this year, so I was a little confused as to where all this bullying was happening.
 Right before lunch, I logged in and had to delete Yuri, Phil, and Roc. It defeated the purpose if I ate with my usual lunch crowd. One unexpected inclusion was Mr. Palm; our vice principal had reserved two seats. My first instinct was to delete him as well, but I figured he must have a good reason. Marshal and Curtis, from my photography class, had also signed up. I let them slide because I wanted to get to know them better.
 I got in line to grab lunch and found we were having double cheeseburgers with tater tots. That was about the best lunch they made, so I was a happy boy as I strolled to my table. I was a little confused when Mr. Palm was there with a woman and what looked like her middle school son. I set my tray on the table and then turned to the strange threesome.
 �David, this is Dr. Rossetti and her son, Darius. Today is his first day here at Lincoln High. They moved here because Darius had some problems at his last school, and when I told them about the lunch program, Dr. Rossetti wanted to see it,� he explained.
 The other participants for today�s lunch were hanging back. Who could blame them? I looked at my lunch-mates.
 �Go ahead and take a seat. I�ll be right back,� I said, and guided Mr. Palm, Dr. Rossetti, and Darius off to the side.
 I ignored everyone but Darius and looked him in the eyes. Okay, that�s not true, because he was looking at his shoes. His mom had dressed him up like he was going to church, not school. I gave him till the end of the day before someone stuffed him into a locker, or worse.
 �What grade are you in?� I asked.
 �Darius is a junior. We told him that he can�t go to college until he�s at least sixteen. He had some � uh � social issues at his last school,� Dr. Rossetti said.
 �Darius, do you think it would be okay if we let your mom and Mr. Palm leave? I�d like to introduce you to some of your new classmates,� I said.
 Everyone was watching us, and I was sure that Darius was mortified that his mom had taken him to lunch with Mr. Palm. I looked around and found Pam. She was probably the best candidate for what I had in mind, so I motioned her over.
 �Darius, this is my friend Pam. She�s going to take you through the lunch line and then join us at the table.� She nodded and guided him to get some food.
 �What�s his deal?� I asked when he was out of earshot.
 �Darius scores off the charts in intelligence. He�s been pushing me to enroll him in college. He�s sure that he would no longer be bullied. I�ve been a professor for a number of years, and I�ve seen other children make the jump. It�s not easy if they have almost zero social skills. It�s my hope that a couple years of high school will help Darius better prepare for college.�
 �I hope you�ll make sure Darius survives his first week,� Mr. Palm said to explain his role in all this.
 �I�m not sure I want to take this on,� I admitted.
 �Please. You won�t even know he�s around,� Dr. Rossetti pleaded.
 �I�ve put him in the locker next to yours, and he�s in all your classes,� Mr. Palm said.
 �I�m not promising anything, but let�s see how today goes,� I offered.
 Pam had gotten him his lunch, and she�d come over to join my table.
 �Excuse me, but I need to go play host. I�ll drop him off at the office after school,� I said and then left them.
 I could tell that Darius didn�t want to introduce himself to the group, so I did it for him and then began talking about whatever folks wanted to. Once the awkwardness of Mr. Palm and a parent had been removed, everyone started to chatter. I noticed that Darius was taking it all in and becoming more relaxed as lunch went on. He even managed to eat.
 ◊◊◊
 The rest of the day was � unusual. Darius walked a couple of paces behind me and didn�t say a word. I made sure that he had the desk next to mine so I could keep an eye on him. At the end of the day, Darius touched my arm and handed me his phone. On it was a text from his mom saying she couldn�t pick him up after school. I didn�t think he would survive a bus ride home, so I took him to football practice.
 I found Coaches Hope, Rector, and Mason in Coach Hope�s office.
 �Hey. I need a little help. Darius �� I started, and he touched my arm again, so I looked at him.
 �Dare,� he whispered.
 �You�d rather be called Dare?� I asked, and he nodded.
 Interesting choice.
 �Dare and I have been hanging out this afternoon. It�s his first day here. He needs something to do after school, and I figured you could put him to work,� I said.
 �Go get dressed. We�ll figure something out,� Coach Hope assured me.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Mason must have drawn the short straw because Dare was handed a clipboard and followed Coach around during practice. I shook my head at the poor kid as he watched in wide-eyed wonder while he took everything in.
 Mondays are film days. We spent a half-hour savoring our victory over our hated rival, Eastside. I finally was able to see �The Tip� as everyone was calling it. I launched myself at least five feet out of bounds to reach the errant pass from Eastside�s quarterback. Then I flipped it back into the field of play, right into Ed�s hands.
 �That is what we call football awareness. David has a knack for knowing where everyone is on the field,� Coach Rector praised me.
 I kept my mouth shut. I�d just been lucky. At some point, the football gods would decide to tilt the scales, and something bad would happen. I wasn�t going to give it back, so I just smiled.
 We then turned our attention to Mt. Vernon, this week�s opponent. They had a solid football team and a second-year coach. I could tell from watching the game film that they were playing much better than they had before he came. Mt. Vernon had managed to win all their games to this point, but just barely. They�d done the same last year. They relied on their defense to keep them in games and then did just enough to win. If it was close at the end, we might have a problem, because they didn�t have any quit in them.
 They�d come close to beating us last year. I hadn�t played because of the whole Mike incident. Mike Herndon had gone after Jim�s girlfriend the weekend before when we�d gone on a recruiting trip. I�d found out before the game what he�d done and took off after him. Coach Zoon had stopped me with a leg sweep, which caused me to crack my head on the floor, giving me a concussion. I�d missed the game, and we�d managed to win a squeaker, 21�19. It was the turning point for our season.
 This year, they had to come to our field. Mt. Vernon was easily the farthest school from us in our conference. It was a small farm-town school which serviced their whole county. 83% of their students were from outside the city limits.
 After watching game film and getting our marching orders for the week, we did conditioning. That was code for the coaches to run our butts off. We�d worked too hard to let ourselves slip. We prided ourselves on being the best-conditioned team on the field. Our goal was to still be fresh come the fourth quarter.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice, I took a shower and then walked out to find Brook and Cassidy. Dare, with his book bag, was at the locker-room door.
 �Do you have a ride home?� I asked.
 He shook his head �no.�
 �At some point, you�ll have to start talking to me. It might as well be now,� I suggested. �That is, if you want me to give you a ride.�
 Dare looked up at me and seemed to come to a decision. I�d been patient with him all day, but this staring at his feet and not talking was getting old.
 �I need a ride if that�s okay?� he asked.
 �All right, I�ll give you a ride, but there�s a price you have to pay,� I warned him.
 �What�s that?� Dare asked.
 �You have to flirt with Cassidy,� I said and saw him blanch.
 �I don�t know how to do that.�
 I rubbed my hands together and did my evil scientist laugh. Mwahaha!
 ◊◊◊
 The evil flirting plan was a complete bust. Dare took one look at Cassidy, turned beet red, and refused to speak. I had to have him write me a note to tell me where he lived. I�ve never seen someone bolt from a car like that before. Both Brook and Cassidy looked at me.
 �He has it bad for Cassidy,� I explained.
 They both ignored the little drama.
 �What are our plans for tonight?� Brook asked.
 We�d come to an agreement that on Monday I got to pick our activity. Tuesday was Brook�s turn, Wednesday I had Japanese classes, and Thursday, Cassidy took us to the dojo.
 �Video games,� I announced.
 They weren�t nearly as excited as I was. It had been almost a month since I�d had time to log in and kill my friends or play any other game. The only game-like activity I�d been spending any free time on was the flight simulator software. That wasn�t really a game, though.
 I had two controllers, and the girls weren�t interested in Call of Duty, so I loaded my new DiRT 4 racing game. I let the girls practice in DiRT Academy to get a feel for the game while I ordered pizza. We decided to let the winner keep playing, while the loser had to give way to a new challenger. Cassidy won the first game against Brook.
 Cassidy was a total risk-taker, which paid off sometimes, but others, not so much. The off-road racing game had over fifty cars to pick from. After I�d won four straight, they decided they got to pick the car I would drive as a way to even the playing field.
 We took a break when the pizza came.
 �This is a lot more fun than I thought it would be,� Cassidy admitted.
 �I�d rather be doing the real thing and four-wheeling at my house,� Brook said.
 �I don�t think your mom wants me to come over. What was the deal with you not waiting for me this morning?� I asked.
 �Your mom called mine and said she was going to talk to you, and I should probably find another ride.�
 From my mom�s tactics this morning, I�d suspected this had been a planned attack. I would have to let Ava know that no one liked a tattletale. I needed to think about this one. Revenge was a dish best served cold; I would bide my time.
 We got back to the game, and Brook had been reading the stats for all the cars. She picked what she thought was the worst one for me, but she chose the best. I kept my opinion to myself because until Brook had played the game enough, the one she�d picked was a beast to drive. I chose a course with a hairpin turn where she consistently spun out as my little car chugged right along.
 �Cassidy, distract him,� Brook said in frustration.
 Cassidy sat down next to me on the couch. I became aware of her planned gambit when she flashed me her boobies. Luckily, I�d seen them before, or I would have crashed.
 Cassidy upped the ante and began to kiss my neck.
 �Are you going to allow this?� I asked Brook.
 She glanced over and just shrugged. Cassidy slid her hand up my thigh. That was enough for me to wreck my car. I reached for Cassidy, but she took my controller away so that she could race Brook.
 I stepped over to the refrigerator and grabbed everyone another soda. When I returned, I sat between Brook and Cassidy and lifted my shirt so Brook could see my chest.
 �Leave me alone. Distract Cassidy,� Brook ordered.
 I took my shirt off.
 �Big deal. I�ve seen that too many times,� Cassidy teased.
 Turning up the heat a bit, I got up and turned on some music so I could do a little striptease. I was down to my boxers and twerking when Cassidy finally lost. I was nervous as to what Cassidy might pull.
 �You might want to put a stop to this,� I warned Brook.
 I could see the competitive glint in her eye and recognized I was talking to a brick wall right now. She should have listened to me. Somehow, Mr. Happy escaped my boxers, and Cassidy had a mouthful before Brook realized what I�d warned her about. It was fortunate that she loved me because I wasn�t thinking with my big head. While Cassidy did wonderful things to me, I pulled Brook into a passionate kiss.
 My big head started to assert itself when I suddenly remembered something.
 �Boyfriend!� I squawked as I pushed Cassidy off me.
 �I bet she doesn�t care,� Brook predicted.
 From the smoky look Cassidy gave me, I had to agree with her. I picked Brook up and carried her to the bedroom where I closed the door. I was grateful that Brook didn�t make an issue of my momentary slip. The two of us had some fun. I was even more thankful that Cassidy wasn�t upset with us when we came back out.
 It had been an almost perfect night. Anytime a guy can eat pizza, play video games, and spend time with his girlfriend is a great night. The only thing missing was beer.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday October 6 
 Tracy and I had agreed to hold off on filming more episodes for her vlog, Dessert First, until next weekend when I didn�t have a recruiting trip planned. On Tuesday, Brook had taken me to the little airport for our flying lessons. I�d been remiss in attending classroom sessions. She was now fully qualified to fly solo in a small single-prop plane during daytime and good weather. Cassidy had continued to learn in the simulator, and Brook and I agreed she would start joining me for classes.
 Wednesday, we�d had my Japanese class with Hana Yamamura, Shiggy�s niece, who�d taught me in the spring and gone with us to Japan. She�d stayed in Japan for the rest of the summer, spending it with Jiro Yamashita, one of the actors in My Butterfly, the J-drama I�d filmed. Hana planned to go to LA in December because Jiro had landed a role in the next J-drama I was in. We agreed that I would hire her as my interpreter and lines coach.
 After football practice, I found Brook waiting in my car and no Cassidy. She usually caught a ride with us after school, and tonight was supposed to be her night to pick our activity; that meant going to the dojo.
 �I decided we need to go on another adventure,� Brook said as I climbed into the back seat, and Paul began to drive.
 While I loved our adventures, I�d made a promise to Cassidy to go to the dojo.
 �I can�t. I made plans with Cassidy.�
 �What if I told you Cassidy is aware of the change of plans and is okay with it? I know how you get when you promise something,� she said, understanding me too well.
 I leaned back into my seat and relaxed. Cassidy and Brook were best friends, and I was sure Brook had told her of the change of plans. If Cassidy had a problem with it, she�d have said something. She wasn�t shy about letting me know her feelings on any topic.
 I perked up when I saw us pulling into our local airport, where we went skydiving and took flight lessons. What had my full attention was that there were orange cones on two of the runways, and my Dodge Demon was flying down the tarmac.
 �What�s going on?� I asked.
 �Driving instruction,� Paul said from the front seat. �The Dodge Challenger SRT Demon is too much car to drive without learning its capabilities in a safe environment. Fritz has been getting everyone up to speed.�
 We pulled onto the tarmac, and as I got out, I discovered why Cassidy had let me off the hook for the dojo. She was behind the wheel with Fritz in the passenger seat, giving her instructions. You could see Cassidy�s intense concentration as she maneuvered the car through the cones at high speed. You could hear the high-pitched whine over the monster roar of its engine as the Demon�s supercharger kicked in. My inner Alpha Male raised its head and wanted to scream �mine� like a petulant two-year-old.
 While Cassidy took my car through its paces, Chuck pulled me over to talk about my SUV they usually drove us in.
 �I understand that you took driving classes before,� Chuck stated.
 �In LA,� I confirmed.
 Devin Range and I had been trained together. That training had allowed me to feel much more comfortable driving my old Charger. If I hadn�t taken the class, I would have been nervous about driving the Demon. It was a lot of car, and you could get yourself into trouble with it in a hurry if you weren�t careful.
 �We want to get you comfortable driving it and the Ford Hennessey VelociRaptor SUV. The Ford was designed to be an off-road pickup truck that Hennessey modified to create a high-performance SUV. Since we had the track, Fritz said it gave us the chance to familiar with its handling capabilities as well as those of the Demon,� Chuck explained.
 Because the SUV�s suspension was designed for off-road, it had a comfortable ride. I got behind the wheel with Chuck as my copilot. The Ford Hennessey VelociRaptor was no slouch in the power department. The previous owner had them put in a twin-turbo supercharger setup, which they tuned so it pushed the 6.2-liter V-8 to 1032 horsepower.
 I quickly discovered that Chuck knew a bit about defensive driving. Not just the boring stuff, but how to negotiate your way out of trouble. I figured we would have to replace all four tires after he taught me how to do power slides with this beast. I was glad that he did because it let me know exactly how far I could push it before the tires would break loose. As we continued, I started to feel a lot more confident about driving it. It was longer and heavier than the Demon and had a higher center of gravity. While not as quick, it was still better-performing than most anything else on the road.
 While I drove the VelociRaptor, Brook had gotten behind the wheel of the Demon. I chuckled when I saw her start to back it up, and the wheels broke loose. You just didn�t understand the power unless you drove it. I was glad I hadn�t taken Hennessey up on their offer to beef up the engine on the Demon. That would have been insane. The Demon was already more car than anyone needed. With yet more horsepower, I could see myself dead.
 While Chuck checked me out on the VelociRaptor, he told me that Fritz had worked with my parents and Peggy earlier in the day. Of course, he and Paul had taken turns driving in the controlled environment. This gave everyone a chance to push the cars and not worry about running into anything.
 Finally, it was my turn to drive the Demon. Fritz didn�t know that I�d secretly terrorized the local country roads and had a fair understanding of what it could do.
 �Take it out easy until you get a feel for how it handles,� Fritz advised.
 I grinned at him, and he muttered, �Oh, shit,� as I gave it gas. The Demon rocketed down the tarmac. I think Fritz about had kittens when I put it into a power slide to fly around the corner and then sent us screaming up the other runway. Fritz planted one palm on the dash and the other on the roof.
 �I think you should let me drive from now on,� I suggested as we weaved in and out of the cones.
 �I�m not sure you�d be safe in normal traffic,� he said.
 Fritz cringed when I slammed on the brakes, causing the wheels to smoke. I appreciated that Dodge had upgraded the brake package over my previous car. It also helped that we had racing-inspired seat belts to hold us in place.
 �Sorry, I wanted to see how good the brakes are,� I explained.
 �Next time, warn me.�
 I grinned, which caused him to shake his head. I didn�t feel sorry for him because the whole purpose of today�s exercise was to test our limits in the cars. Only with that knowledge could we use their full potential. I learned that I loved fast cars. I was a very happy boy.
 ◊◊◊
 On the ride home, I received my second surprise of the evening.
 �My dad says that you have to come to our house for dinner tonight,� Cassidy told me.
 �I think my mom made dinner,� I said.
 �He�s afraid that your dad can�t cook,� Brook translated for me.
 �I�m trying not to be rude,� I said pointedly to my girlfriend.
 Cassidy�s expression told me I had reason to be concerned. Then she compounded the issue.
 �Paul, can you drop me off at Brook�s, please?�
 �You�re not eating with us?� I asked disbelievingly.
 �Suck it up, you big baby,� Brook said.
 �He makes spaghetti with ketchup,� I complained.
 Brook looked at me in disbelief.
 �He really does,� Cassidy confirmed. �You�re lucky I�ve broken him of making it with hot dogs.�
 Brook shuddered. They gave me no sympathy and dropped me off.
 When Coach Hope opened the door, I smelled pizza. He looked curious at my obvious relief.
 �What�s that look for?� he asked as I came in.
 I spotted Ty, Wolf, and Tim in the living room.
 �Cassidy said you were making spaghetti with hot dogs.�
 He laughed.
 �That brings back memories. When you�re broke and have to feed two kids, you use whatever you have. It wasn�t that bad. I only made it for them because they would ask for it.�
 I greeted the guys, and we sat down at the dining-room table. Coach had ordered Papa Del�s. They had a party-size deep-dish pizza that would feed even this group. A couple of slices were more than enough. I felt good when I saw he�d also gotten a large Italian salad so I could at least say I ate something healthy. Not that pizza didn�t hit all the food groups.
 Once we had something to eat, Coach Hope explained why he�d invited us all to dinner.
 �I wanted to congratulate the four of you on getting offers from the University of Michigan. I understand that Ty has accepted.�
 �Hey, good job,� Tim said.
 �Thanks. My parents are excited that I got the offer. Dad bought the whole family Michigan gear,� Ty said.
 �Coach Haber told me that he�s optimistic that the three of you will also accept,� Coach Hope said.
 �We felt good about the visit, but we have a couple more places to go to,� Wolf explained.
 �And I totally agree that you should make those. I understand that you have official visits scheduled for Alabama and USC, and I think you need to explore what they have to offer. I know that Bo Harrington has been in touch frequently, checking up on you. He�s pushing hard for you to join him at Alabama,� Coach Hope said, looking at me.
 �They have a nice campus and outstanding football facilities. The women aren�t bad either,� I shared.
 �There were several nice-looking women at Michigan,� Ty offered.
 Someone was helping them recruit. Both Wolf and Tim picked up on it and started to tease him. Coach Hope stopped it before it got out of hand.
 �Coach Haber called me today and wanted me to run something by the four of you. I understand that David won�t enroll in the fall because he has a movie to film. Because of that, he�ll gray-shirt and start school in the spring semester. Coach Haber said it will technically put him in the next year�s recruiting class.
 �The reason that�s important is that Michigan likes to take at least one quarterback in each class. He wanted me to talk to you about the person they�re thinking of offering,� Coach Hope said.
 We looked at one another. Why would Michigan ask us about whom they were recruiting unless it directly impacted one of us? For example, if they offered Wolf and got an acceptance from a highly rated tight end, they might tell him about it. That way, he could make the best decision about where to go.
 All I could think was that they had had a positive response from another stud quarterback. I knew that all the top schools I was looking at either had or were recruiting high-level quarterbacks. I wasn�t afraid of competition. USC had signed Ridge Townsend two years ago. Bill had told me there was Heisman talk for him next year. Last year, Alabama had enlisted Wes Hunt; he was my Co-MVP at Elite 11 and the number one quarterback in that class. Clemson had signed Chuck Tess, another Elite 11 quarterback, last year, and had a commitment from Larry Dell, who ranked just behind me in this year�s class.
 �I�m fine with whoever they take,� I said.
 �Would you be fine if they took Mike Herndon?� Coach Hope asked.
 That took me by surprise. I could tell that even Ty wasn�t happy to hear that news. I was okay with competing for a spot, but I wasn�t sure I wanted to have to watch my back the whole time. And I knew for certain that I would never let him near anyone I dated.
 �I�m not �� I started, but Coach Hope cut me off.
 �I also got a call from Mike�s dad, Coach Herndon. He asked that you give Mike a second chance.�
 I let out a long sigh.
 �We already did that, and it didn�t work out so great,� Wolf said, getting mad.
 �I�ve already done that for him twice after the stuff he pulled, both times at his request. Funny thing is, he had no problem asking. But for some reason, he�s never shown even a thought of thanking me,� I added.
 �I said I would ask,� Coach Hope said.
 �Guys. I bet that on a college team with eighty-five to a hundred and twenty-five players, there�re going to be a few we don�t like,� Tim said. �I think it would be better if we knew that a guy was a dick instead of finding out the hard way.�
 �Personally, I think Mike would be a problem,� Ty said.
 Everyone looked at me. Since when was I the tie-breaker? My heart said no way. My head gave me two reasons to allow it. The first was Mike would never challenge me for my job. I know that made me sound arrogant, but it was true. The second was that Coach Herndon had asked. If it had just come from Michigan, I would have said �no.�
 �I�m not going to change my mind about Michigan just because Mike�s going there. If he gets out of hand, we can always have Tim give him a shot in practice.�
 That made the three of them smile.
 �Of course, I would never cheap-shot a teammate,� Tim said.
 I don�t think any of us believed him.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 18 � I Would Have Wanted to Go Home, Too  Friday October 7 
 Brook had had another run-in with Destiny after she dropped me off at Coach Hope�s house. They�d stopped to pick up food, and Destiny had been there. You would think by now Destiny would have given up on her plans to take over the cheerleading squad. She�d started a rumor that Brook was cheating on me with someone from Washington. I just ignored it because Brook and I knew where the other was almost 24/7. She would have had to have some kind of magical ability to sneak off and rendezvous with one of our rivals. If Destiny had been slyer, she would have made it someone from State. I didn�t think my girlfriend would fall for another high school boy.
 Brook retaliated by telling everyone what a �round-heeled whore� Destiny was. While I didn�t think it was very nice, I left it to my girlfriend to fight her own battles as she saw fit. At least this time, they hadn�t come to blows. I think Destiny had learned her lesson.
 On the tattletale front, Ava and I had come to an uneasy truce. Paul pulled up to Brook�s house, and I got out to knock on the door. It seemed that �you�re welcome anytime� meant something different to Ava than it did to me. Growing up, we�d come and gone from everyone�s houses like we lived there. Ava thought you should actually have to be invited in each time you came over. It seemed like a lot of extra work to me.
 I dutifully knocked on the back door and waited. Ava peeked out the window. I wondered who she thought it would be since I picked up her daughter at the same time every day. Brook came out with her suitcase. We hadn�t said anything, but I assumed this meant she was going to USC with me this weekend for my official visit.
 I had a lot planned for this weekend. Besides my official visit, I had the group from Ohio State spending the weekend doing all the preliminary work for my new house in Malibu. I also planned to see Halle and return Bandit to her. While I liked the little guy, I was a dog person.
 Caryn and Megan were also going with us and planned to stay for a full week. Caryn wanted to see her family and spend time with Frank and Kent to work on the businesses there.
 On the ride to school, I half-listened to my girlfriend as she ranted about Destiny. I made all the necessary noises while I mentally prepared for the game tonight. The more I watched game tape of Mt. Vernon, the more I was concerned. I think they were the embodiment of what Coach Hope dreamed his team was: defense-oriented. They played aggressive defense, and then their offense tried to grind out long drives that ate up a lot of clock. It explained why their scores were so close. They wanted to get a lead and then just hang onto it. So far, it had worked.
 When we got to school, we walked to our lockers. We found Dare with his back to his locker and three guys surrounding him. Something definitely wasn�t kosher, so I motioned for Wolf, Tim, Yuri, Phil, and Roc to join me.
 �This is our school. David won�t be around to protect you next year, so you better start toeing the line and give us your lunch money,� Pete Yoder, the ringleader, said.
 Could they be more clich�? I was glad that Yuri didn�t just smack one of them. He was learning.
 �Dare, are these boys bothering you?� I asked.
 �Yes,� Dare said hesitantly.
 �I am so going to kick your ass,� Pete hissed.
 �Let me put it to you this way. If anyone � and I mean anyone � so much as lays a finger on Dare, they will have to deal with me. If I were you, I�d make sure all your little thug friends get the message, because even if it isn�t you, I�ll make sure you pay the price first. Then I�ll track down you two,� I said, pointing at Pete�s buddies.
 �The same goes for next year,� Yuri added.
 �Any questions?� I asked.
 I was impressed that they didn�t have any. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Mr. Palm down the hall, watching. I stepped back so the young bullies could run off to class. Mr. Palm just nodded and went about his business, now that the crisis had been averted.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, Wolf and Gina were trading barbs.
 �Guys are just gross. You�re always talking about jacking off and other stupid stuff.�
 For a smart girl, I wondered where she�d left her brain.
 �Don�t dis jerking off. At least it�s sex with someone I like,� Wolf shot back.
 Gina�s face turned bright red, and everyone else chuckled. Then the unexpected happened.
 �Sex is like air. It�s not important unless you aren�t getting any,� Dare said.
 It took us a moment to realize that Dare had actually said something at the lunch table. Then it took us another to figure out that he had just cut Gina to the quick since she wasn�t dating anyone.
 �Burn,� Phil chirped.
 �Dude, the whole glass house thing,� Johan quipped.
 �We�re waiting until we�re ready,� Jill, Phil�s girlfriend, said.
 I suspected that they�d had sex; Jill just had a wicked sense of humor. Now, both Phil and Gina were about to combust from embarrassment.
 �Sex is like snow, you never know how many inches you�re going to get or how long it will last,� Cassidy added.
 She was trying to pull the attention away from my brother and Gina.
 �Confucius says, women need a reason to have sex. Men just need a place,� Tim interjected.
 �I think you�re all a bunch of amateurs. David, tell us the right way to kiss a woman,� Tracy said.
 Brook squeezed my arm.
 �Yes, tell them,� Brook encouraged.
 Fine. I thought about it for a moment and did my best deep, sexy voice.
 �Let�s set the stage. You�ve brought her home from a first date and decided that it wasn�t a complete waste of time.�
 �Focus,� Cassidy warned.
 �Back her up against the door. Use your knees to spread her thighs; grab her hands and hold them above her head with one hand. With the other, gently brush the hair out of her face.�
 �Oh, my,� Gina almost moaned.
 You could hear everyone breathe in anticipation of my next words.
 �Lift her chin so she looks you in the eyes. Wait to see if she rejects your advances. If your eyes lock, let your eyes communicate your desire to ravish her right there on the front porch. Lean in close and wait for her eyes to close. When they do, brush her lips with yours. Let your tongue find hers. Never stop kissing her as your tongues begin to dance together. When the porch light comes on and her dad jerks the door open, beat a hasty retreat to your car,� I concluded.
 �I need to write that down,� Tim said.
 �Don�t worry, I�ve got it. I�ll email it to everyone,� Dare said.
 I about fell out of my chair. Our little introvert was coming out of his shell.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d gone home after school. Brook had enlisted Cassidy to help the cheerleaders prepare something for the game.
 I was nervous about today�s game. Mt. Vernon was better than I first thought. This would be the game that would determine the conference champion.
 I took Duke into the backyard to play ball. He danced around me, eager to give chase. As we played, I began to relax and forget my worries. Watching my hound�s boundless energy and pure joy at our game put a smile on my face. I think he would run until he dropped, so I had to keep an eye on him for signs of fatigue. I put a stop to it when I saw Duke�s tongue hanging out of the side of his lopsided grin as he dropped the ball at my feet.
 �Come on. Let�s get you a drink,� I said, leading him to the back door.
 While Duke drank the last of his water, I found some pizza rolls in the freezer to make a quick snack. I�d just put them in the microwave when I heard the front gate buzzer. I looked out and saw it was Jeff Delahey with his camera crew, so I buzzed them in and met them at the front door.
 It was almost too much when I opened the door, and Jeff�s camerawoman was taping. I wasn�t able to keep a straight face when Duke greeted her with his wet mouth from getting his drink. If I didn�t know better, I would have been as grossed out as she was, thinking it was doggy slobber.
 �Hey,� she complained.
 �That�s my guard dog, Duke,� I said by way of introduction.
 Duke seemed to really like her as he stuck his nose where he wasn�t supposed to. At that point, I figured I�d better save her.
 �Duke, park it,� I commanded and pointed to the kitchen.
 He gave me a look but decided to mind for a change.
 I heard the timer go off, and Jeff and his crew followed me into the kitchen where I pulled my pizza rolls out of the microwave.
 �That doesn�t look very healthy,� Jeff said, falling into parental mode.
 �I have these maybe once a month. Given my usual diet, I think I�ll be okay,� I said and sat down and began to eat.
 I realized I was a terrible host. But Jeff would eat before the game at the dinner put on by our boosters in the new food building under the end-zone bleachers.
 �Is this what you normally do before a game?�
 �Sometimes. I try to relax and get my mind off the game for a little while. If I don�t, I get too amped up and tighten up,� I explained.
 I heard the back door open, and Peggy came in holding the boys.
 �Please don�t film the boys,� I said to the camerawoman. �My security wants to keep them from being filmed for their own safety. If you want to film me, that�s fine.�
 �I�ll make sure of it,� Jeff assured me.
 �When Coby was born, Adrienne organized a photo shoot so we could get it over with. Since then, we�ve tried to keep them out of the press.�
 Peggy took the boys upstairs.
 �I thought you only had one son,� Jeff said.
 �Little David, as we call him, is Peggy�s. She takes care of Coby, and they�ve become a part of the family. I also think of Little David as my son.�
 There was a lull in the conversation, which you would never expect with a reporter in the room.
 �What did you want, anyway?� I asked.
 �We wanted to get some footage of you at home before a game. I�d like to film you driving to school and then follow you through your complete pregame ritual.�
 Fritz was supposed to pick me up soon. I sent him a text to tell him to meet me at school with someone to drive my car back home. I didn�t want to show everyone that I had a driver and security people around me when I wasn�t at school. It was something Fritz had warned me about. We didn�t need to let the bad guys in on too many of our security measures.
 �Okay,� I said, which shocked Jeff.
 I bet he expected me to kick him out. Instead, we walked up to my apartment. Of course, Duke had abandoned me for Peggy and the boys. Bandit seemed to know he was being filmed because he made a lot of racket until I picked him up. It was either that, or he�d seen me get out his pet carrier and was politicking for me not to stuff him into it. Bandit might not appreciate all the travel, but he�d be with Halle soon, and I was sure he�d survive it.
 The camerawoman filmed me finishing packing for my trip while Jeff peppered me with questions. The plan was for Chuck to come over and get our bags before picking us up to go to USC. He was also tasked with catching Bandit and putting him in his pet carrier. I thought about leaving the little beast free but was afraid he would decide to hide from Chuck. Before we departed, I put him in Duke�s crate.
 I put some clean game clothes into a duffle bag and took my new posse to grab a car to drive to the game. Now, I had to choose the Jeep or my Demon. I debated the merits of both. Did I want to look like an ordinary high school kid and drive the Jeep, or out myself and drive the Demon? I saw that there were child car seats in the back of the Jeep. That decided it. I would just have to take the Demon. I shook my head when I realized I�d been fooling myself. There had never been any debate. I would pick the Demon to drive ten times out of ten if I had a choice. That was unless it might get dirty or rained on.
 The camerawoman looked confused when she saw that my car came with racing seat belts. When I�d gotten it, that was the way the driver�s seat was set up. Dodge had used it as a test car. When my dad had added the passenger and back seats, he�d followed their lead. I thought it brought the coolness factor up a notch to explain that my car was so powerful, you couldn�t ride in it with regular seat belts. The camerawoman wasn�t as impressed as I was.
 When I fired the Demon up and let the beefy motor idle, I glanced back and saw Jeff smiling. Maybe it�s just a guy thing to enjoy a muscle car. I was tempted to show them what it could do, but I figured my mom would see this footage at some point and didn�t want to deal with the fallout. When we got to school, I didn�t hesitate to take up two parking spots. I didn�t trust the dumbass teenage drivers not to ding my car up before Fritz could get it safely back home.
 As I got out, Cassidy came bounding up.
 �Keys!� she demanded.
 Against my better judgment, I gave them to her. I wasn�t impressed when she smoked the tires backing out. She gave me a sheepish wave to let me know everything was okay before flying out of sight. I had serious doubts about whether she would go straight home.
 I changed into shorts and a t-shirt, and Jeff walked with me to the boosters� building. Mrs. Sullivan greeted us and pointed us to a table. Mary Dole had volunteered to help cook tonight. She made an Asian fried chicken that had been marinated in ginger, fish oil, and soy sauce, and then breaded in seasoned flour. It might have been the best fried chicken I�d ever eaten. She�d nailed the crunchy exterior and left the chicken moist. I made a mental note to steal this recipe.
 ◊◊◊
 Jeff had asked me what I thought the score would be. He�d laughed when I said it very well might go to overtime and that we might not score more than forty-two points combined. Deep into the first quarter, it looked like neither team stood a chance of scoring three touchdowns.
 It became apparent that Mt. Vernon�s offense wasn�t going to do anything, so Coach Hope had ordered me to the sideline. Coach Mason had the offense gathered together.
 �This game is going to be determined by turnovers, penalties, and special teams,� he told us.
 I believed him. Our first two possessions, we�d gone three and out. I felt we had the superior kicker, and Derek Hofmann was winning us the field-position battle so far.
 �We just need to put together a drive,� I said.
 The problem we were having was that their defensive line was made up of small, quick guys. If our linemen could block them, they were toast. The problem was, their quickness allowed them to avoid our blocks. There were times when I had four defensive linemen in my face. Even Captain Chaos had problems when that happened.
 �Make them stand their ground,� a voice from the back said.
 Both Coach Mason and I turned around to see who had said it. It was my brother Phil. Coach Mason chuckled.
 �Out of the mouths of babes � He�s right. We�ve been overthinking this. We run right at them,� Coach Mason said.
 �Ty,� I warned, �you better make sure you�ve laced them up tight because you�re about to take a pounding.�
 We looked up from our sidelines confab when we heard a groan from the crowd. I looked to see a yellow flag on the ground. Our defense had committed a face-mask penalty that added to a nice seven-yard reception by the other team. They were now on our 35 yard line. Six plays later, they scored to end the first quarter.
 On the next possession, Ty pounded them inside. He was picking up two to four yards per carry as we began to move downfield. We�d just gotten past midfield when Coach Mason called a play-action pass. Mt. Vernon had slowly started to crowd the line, and Coach Mason had seen what I saw. If we could slip someone out and hit them with a quick pass, it might go a long way.
 On the snap, Mt. Vernon�s defenders rushed forward to stop Ty. I pulled the ball from him and made my usual fake. The play was supposed to be to Wolf. It was designed for him, as our tight end, to momentarily help block the defensive end and then release to an open spot. When I turned around, I saw that Mt. Vernon had run a line stunt. That was where the defensive end crashed down towards the center, with their tackle looping behind him for a free run at the quarterback, aka me. Wolf had gotten caught in the mess and wisely decided to block.
 I spotted Roc one-on-one on the outside, so I ripped a pass to him. I think he might have scored if I�d gotten the ball to him. When I attempted to stride, I stepped on one of Mt. Vernon�s linebackers. It surprised me, so I tried to hang onto the football. It squirted out of my hands, and the ball hit Johan in the earhole. I think the football gods had picked that moment to pay me back for �The Tip.� Instead of the ball falling to the ground and us living to make another play, it bounced up, and their other linebacker caught it.
 The little guy was quick. He darted down the line and turned up the field. I untangled myself from the kid I was standing on and took off after him. He gained about five yards before I tackled him. Mt. Vernon now had first and ten at the 50 yard line.
 Something I loved about Coach Mason was that when something like that happened, he simply moved on. His philosophy was that it did no good to scream and yell about it during a game. Practice was a whole different matter. During a game, we all knew what we�d done wrong. He didn�t need to make matters worse.
 That didn�t mean he didn�t have a sense of urgency. Every team has a set of plays they call �drive starters.� You need something that will get you positive yardage and possibly a first down. We had ten or twelve plays that Coach Mason would choose from. They were all plays we were comfortable with. He said that if you didn�t practice something, then he couldn�t expect you to succeed when he asked you to do it. We all knew these plays and could run them in our sleep.
 He told us that when we got the ball back, we were going to run my favorite run-pass option play. It started with Roc on the outside and Wolf at tight end. Roc would do a deep down-and-out, and Wolf would run underneath, not as far down the field. Coach Mason constantly reminded me that if Wolf was open short, it meant that Roc was covered. He knew my tendency to try to �create� opportunities. His point was sometimes it was best just to take what they gave us.
 The run portion of the play was me rolling out towards Roc and Wolf�s side of the field. Ty�s job was to run with me and block anyone who had a chance to disrupt the play. If I came under pressure, or my two receivers were covered, I would yell �Go!� to let Ty know I was running.
 Bo Harrington had given this play to Coach Mason; it was one Alabama ran with great success.
 While we talked, Mt. Vernon had kicked a field goal and was now up 10�0 on us.
 We ran the play three straight times. Coach Mason was always telling us to �RSP� (Repeat Successful Plays). On the first one, Wolf picked up seven yards. I kept the ball the next time and got us the first down. On the third one, Roc was open, and we picked up fifteen.
 Our crowd felt the momentum change and got on their feet. We ran the play again, and I kept the ball and picked up twelve yards. The only problem was Roc was caught holding. On the next snap, Johan jumped offsides. One of the great mysteries to me was how the center could jump offsides. He was the one snapping the football. That left us first and twenty-five. We picked up sixteen of it on the next three plays, so we had to punt.
 That was when our special teams failed us. Derek Hofmann completely whiffed. The only thing he did right was fall on the football so the defense couldn�t pick it up and score.
 I had the pleasure�note that my sarcasm meter was at eleven�of watching Mt. Vernon run down the clock for the half. They kicked a field goal to take a 13�0 lead into halftime. To add to the fun, they would get the ball to start the second half.
 ◊◊◊
 Technology is wonderful. One of the audio-visual guys had figured out that we could load specific plays during the game. Transferring all of them from the cameras would have been too time-consuming. Coach Mason and Coach Rector quickly reviewed what was uploaded to our coaching software and brought us together to our respective units.
 �Look how they�re bunching up in the box,� Coach Mason showed the offense.
 The �box� was considered the interior of the defense close to the line of scrimmage. When a team �loaded the box,� it meant they had more players than the offense could block. It was designed to stop the run. It could also be effective against the pass if they quickly got pressure on the quarterback, which Mt. Vernon had done in the first half. By switching to a power running game, we�d played right into their game plan. They could defeat our superior strength and size with numbers and quickness.
 What had me smiling was now that I saw it on film, the answer to the second half was obvious. If Mt. Vernon was bringing seven to nine players inside to stop the run, they had to be covering our outside receivers one-on-one. We had to go to a short passing game that got the ball out of my hands quickly.
 Coach Mason wanted to disguise our intentions by running motion. That meant that before the snap, we would run our slotback toward the center. On the snap, I could hand him the ball, and he would run around the end. Or, I could let him go by me and possibly toss him a little flare pass.
 Coach Mason wanted me to key on the two safeties. If they stayed back to play the pass, I was to call a run at the line. If they cheated up, we would pass. Sounded simple. In practice, it was harder because the safeties wouldn�t commit one way or another before they had to. This was designed to keep us guessing.
 I then switched over to the defense, where Coach Rector was giving his charges the second-half adjustments. He wanted me in for the first series to help stop them and hopefully get good field position.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Rector had us come out aggressive. On the first two plays, he had either Tim or me blitz. We held them to no gain. On third down, he sent both of us. Their quarterback dropped back to pass, and Tim had come free. The correct play would�ve been to throw the ball away and punt. Instead, he decided to be a hero and try to evade Tim by losing ground. By now, I�d come free and guessed he would try to roll outside the pocket. I ran to where I thought he would end up and guessed right. Their quarterback saw me and decided he�d better not make it any worse and dropped to a knee. I tapped him on the helmet as I ran past him.
 He�d lost sixteen yards, and the ball was on their 4 yard line. Their punter was backed up to the back of the end zone. This was the worst place for a punter to kick from. If he gave any ground, he could step out of bounds and give up a safety. If the kick were blocked, he would give up six points if we recovered it. Finally, if he got off a bad kick, we would start with excellent field position.
 Coach Hope called for the block and sent ten guys. The punter saw them coming and hesitated for a half-second. Ed stretched out and got a finger on it. Of course, the punter flopped like he�d been hit, hoping for a roughing-the-kicker penalty. If he got it, they would have received a first down, negating all our hard work.
 The punt looked like a wounded duck as it flew off the side and out of bounds. The Mt. Vernon coach had a fit as the side judge kept running towards their end zone to mark the ball. He stopped on their 15 yard line. Even I thought it was a little generous.
 We lined up like we were going to run our power game. I watched the safeties inch forward.
 �Down! Set!� I barked, and Jake began his motion.
 �Hut! HUT!�
 He was at full speed as I turned back. I had the option of giving the ball to Jake as he jetted past me or to Ty, who would run it up the middle. The third option was to keep it and pass. I picked the first option. Jake ran wide, and Wolf, at tight end, got in the way of three Mt. Vernon defenders who were chasing down the play from the inside out. If their safeties had stayed back, they could have come over and helped support the outside run. Since they�d moved forward, they didn�t have the angle to catch Jake when he cleared the defensive end and headed upfield. Don Crown was in because he was one of our bigger receivers and a superior run-blocker. He blocked the cornerback, and Jake was able to sprint to the end zone untouched. We were now within a score of taking the lead at 13�7.
 Late in the third quarter, Mt. Vernon broke a long run to add to their lead, 20�7. Coach Mason decided that we needed to mix it up on the next drive. He�d seen something and called a play that took a long time to develop. Basically, it was Roc going five yards up and then cutting across the field underneath the coverage. If they were in man-to-man, it gave him plenty of time to outrun his defender. Roc�s long strides made him sneaky-fast because he didn�t need near as many steps to cover the same amount of ground.
 On the snap, I stood tall in the pocket and surveyed the field. Mt. Vernon was doing all they could to get to me, but my line was holding. The clock in my head was screaming to throw the ball, but I had to hang onto it long enough for Roc to cross the field. Most of my passes were out of my hands in one to two seconds�this one I would have to hold for over five.
 We had run all the other receivers into the center of the field. I acted like I couldn�t find anyone open. Mt. Vernon�s defensive ends finally came free, and instead of running out of the pocket, I stepped forward. It bought me enough time to throw the ball to Roc, who had begun his run upfield. It was an easy pitch and catch for the score. I wasn�t happy shortly after when Derek missed the extra point wide right. We needed a touchdown to catch up, now that the score was 20�13.
 We got the ball back with only nine minutes left in the game. There was still plenty of time, which allowed us to mix runs and passes. I�d tried to handle the ball on the runs as much as possible because it gave us a numbers advantage. Mt. Vernon figured it out and sent a linebacker to spy on me. We found ourselves inside their 20 with only five minutes to go. We scored on the run-pass option play when the cornerback tried to jump a pass to Wolf. I pump-faked and tossed an easy throw to Phil, who�d entered the game to give Roc a breather. Now the game was tied at 20�all.
 We forced a three-and-out and got the ball back on our 25 yard line with less than two minutes to play. Coach Mason called the long drag play for Roc again. This time, Mt. Vernon also blitzed one of their linebackers. Instead of having the luxury of standing in the pocket, I was soon running for my life. I rolled towards where Roc would end up and drew the defense to me. I faked tucking the ball, causing Roc�s defender to step towards me, so I pitched the ball end-over-end above the defensive back�s head. Roc gathered it in and sprinted upfield. Because I�d run towards the play, their defense was pulled that way as well. This time, Roc didn�t make it to the end zone. He was forced out of bounds on their 38 yard line.
 Coach Hope decided that we needed to run the ball and get close enough that Derek could kick a game-winning field goal. Mt. Vernon called time-outs to stop the clock, but we were able to get a first down. With twenty seconds to go, Coach Mason directed me to run the ball to the center of the field so that Derek would have an easier kick. We were currently on the right hash mark. I took the snap and got to the center of the field, and I expect Mt. Vernon thought I would just go to one knee. Instead, I cut upfield. If I�d not done that, we would be at the extreme limit of Derek�s range. The extra five yards I gained should make it a surer kick.
 Coach Hope let the clock go down to eight seconds. That would give us two chances to get the field goal off if needed. You could see the Mt. Vernon fans were resigned to their fate. All Derek had to do was kick the ball through the uprights. The snap was good, and the holder put the ball down like he�d done a thousand times over the summer and during the season. Derek hooked it. Mt. Vernon took possession at the spot of the kick, but their Hail Mary pass fell incomplete while the clock ran out. We went into overtime.
 In overtime, we would each get a chance to score from the 25 yard line. They had a coin toss to determine who got the ball first. We won and decided to play defense. This way, we would know what we had to do to win the game.
 We were all confident that we were winning the game. We had the momentum and the superior team. You could tell that Mt. Vernon was completely gassed. They�d given it their all and had faded in the fourth quarter.
 We held them and forced them to kick a field goal. Their kicker drilled it to make the score 23�20.
 Coach Mason wanted us to run the ball. We ran the motion play, and on first down, I handed the ball to Ty, who gained three yards. On second down, I gave it to Jake, who was dropped for a three-yard loss. Coach Hope called a time-out.
 �We need to get a first down. I want to win this game now,� Coach Hope said.
 �Let�s run the drag play with a wrinkle.� Coach Mason said. �Ty, I want you to act like you�re staying in to help with protection. Wolf, I also want you to line up in the backfield to help block. If the pocket breaks down, I want Ty to flare out to the weak side. Otherwise, hit Roc when he clears the center of the field,� Coach Mason instructed.
 The play went to shit on the snap. Mt. Vernon�s defensive tackle somehow got past our line without being touched. If Coach Mason hadn�t put Wolf in the backfield, I would have been sacked. My instinct told me to run for the strong side of the field. I looked for Roc, but a linebacker had knocked him on his butt. Then I remembered Ty. I mentally kicked myself for forgetting about him, but we�d never run this play before.
 I looked back to find a wall of defenders bearing down on me. One of their linemen was in my face, so I gave ground and threw off my back foot. The absolute worst thing a quarterback can do is throw across the field when he�s not prepared to throw. If you�re lucky, it�s an incomplete pass. Over half the time, it ends up in an interception. My only saving grace was that I was strong enough to throw with just my arm. I lofted the ball so that Ty could get to it. He made the adjustment and outran everyone for the score.
 Our fans exploded. I think everyone thought we�d lost the game when Mt. Vernon had me cornered. Our bench cleared, and Ty ended up on the bottom of a pile of happy teammates. I didn�t blame Mt. Vernon for not hanging around for the traditional handshake. If I were them, I would have wanted to go home, too.
 ◊◊◊
 Tim, Wolf, and I hurried to take our showers. Chuck picked us up and whisked us off to the local airport. We were taking a small plane to Midway in Chicago, where we were catching a flight to LA.
 Poor Bandit had a meltdown when he had to go through the big scanner with me; he clearly didn�t like that machine. I�d bought him his own seat because I�d heard horror stories about what happened to pets when they had to ride in the luggage compartment underneath the plane.
 The plane was full of people going with us. Jack and Bev Mass were on board with Caryn and Megan. We also had our parents and Brook. For security, I had Fritz and Chuck. The contingent from Ohio State was sitting behind us. I was glad to see Cindy.
 About an hour into the flight, I wished I�d paid for first class. Bandit was making a racket, so I put his leash on him and brought him out to sit on my lap. The leash was in case he decided to escape. I didn�t want to play �find the kitty.� The flight attendant wasn�t happy, but he calmed down and fell asleep. She left me alone when she saw him curled up on my lap.
 Even with the time change, it was late when we finally arrived at our hotel. Tomorrow, the Ohio State group would check out my house with Jack Mass while Bev, Caryn, and Megan spent time with Saul, Frank, and Kent. The rest of us would visit USC.
 When I landed, I sent texts to Ridge and Bill to let them know we were here. Bill and I talked briefly while we drove to our hotel. I would see my two friends tomorrow.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 19 � Another Box Checked  Saturday October 8 
 �Good morning, sleepyhead.�
 Bandit blinked at me and then stretched. The poor kitty had been tuckered out after his flight yesterday.
 �Your mama should be here shortly to pick you up.�
 He got up and rubbed himself against me as he purred. He wanted his chest rubbed, which I obliged. For a cat, Bandit was okay. There was a knock at the door, and Bandit�s head cocked as he tried to figure out where the noise came from. Then he bounded off the bed for the door and began to meow and pace. I grabbed my shorts and put them on.
 �Yes, I know, I�m hurrying,� I told him as he gave me a baleful look.
 I opened the door to find Halle James on the other side with Flo, her security. Halle bent over, and Bandit jumped into her arms. While they were getting reacquainted, I invited Flo in.
 �Good to see you,� she said as she checked me out.
 I felt a little embarrassed, so I grabbed one of the robes the hotel offers its guests and put it on. I heard the key card reader chirp, and Brook wandered in. An unhappy Bandit was handed to me as Brook and Halle hugged each other. I tossed him on the bed and stepped into the bathroom to get ready, giving the girls time to catch up.
 I came out wearing only a towel.
 �We�re going to a party tonight,� Brook announced.
 �That�s nice,� I offered as I dug in my suitcase for underwear.
 I used the trick I�d learned at the beach and put them on under my towel.
 �That was disappointing,� Halle complained.
 �I�ve been training him,� Brook replied.
 She didn�t seem to appreciate the snort I�d made, so I changed the subject.
 �Who�s having a party?� I asked.
 �Zak Verwood. I ran into him eating lunch at Spago with Tanya Hendricks. I told them you were going to be in town for a recruiting trip, and he decided that he needed to throw you a party,� Halle explained.
 Zak and Tanya had both been in our movie The Secret Circle. I was more than a little nervous about taking Brook and Halle to a party Zak threw. The last time I�d been at his house, it had turned into an orgy, and Sage and I�d left early. She�d broken up with Bill because he�d let it slip that he�d been hooking up with girls on game weekends, and it was evident he�d slept with Ridge�s girlfriend, Penny.
 The LA lifestyle rushed back to me in that instant. It would be easy to fall back into the casual sex and nonstop parties. I was a little worried I might slip back into that mode if I were surrounded by Zak and his friends.
 �Are you sure that�s a good idea?� I asked.
 �I�m sure Brook and I�ll be good. The real question is whether she has you domesticated or not,� Halle teased.
 Ignoring the barb, I got dressed. It sounded like I was going to an LA party tonight. God help me!
 ◊◊◊
 The hotel had a pretty good breakfast buffet. I found Mom and Dad eating with Cindy, Dean Lloyd, Professor Donaldson, Professor Katz, and a few of Cindy�s classmates. Mom had been in touch with Cindy about the planned renovations on my new house. The team was here this weekend to assess what was possible.
 �Oh, my God! It�s Halle James,� one of the students said.
 I sometimes forgot what a star she was. If being the daughter of Rita James wasn�t enough, she�d been in Star Academy, The Secret Circle, and was now filming Love Letters. The press loved her, and she was now a regular on all the TV gossip shows. With Rita�s permission, Frank had done his magic and was beginning to make her a household name. I could see her becoming our generation�s Drew Barrymore if she got a few more leading roles under her belt.
 Whatever conversation my parents were having with the Ohio State contingent was soon forgotten. I decided to get in line for the buffet and left Halle to fend for herself. Brook and I found a table and began to eat while Halle dealt with her fans.
 �Do you miss her?� Brook asked.
 �Yeah, I do, but luckily, I have you to make me forget,� I said, winking at her.
 �Nice one,� she said. �Halle and I keep in touch. She misses you something fierce.�
 Every guy knows that when talking to your current girlfriend, you don�t want to make it obvious that you still have the hots for an ex. In fact, the best approach was to make sure you didn�t show even a hint of desire if you wished to survive the conversation with all your body parts intact. But damn, Halle looked good.
 She and I had taken things slow and gotten to know each other before we took it to the next level. I had to be honest with myself: seeing her dredged up some feelings I thought I�d put behind me. I couldn�t honestly say that I wouldn�t have picked her over Brook if she�d stayed in Lincoln.
 Now that I�d been dating Brook, I knew that I�d made the right choice. Brook had worked her way into my heart, and I felt like we were both all-in on this. There was no way I wanted to jeopardize what we had just because I liked Halle.
 �She�s a great girl and a good friend,� I said neutrally.
 �You ever think you might want to be with her?�
 I raised one eyebrow because we had just ventured into dangerous waters. Apparently, Brook felt a little insecure with Halle James across the room.
 �I�m a guy,� I deflected. �The truth is that Halle will always hold a special place in my heart. I�ll admit I�ve even thought about what it would be like to be with her again. But it�s always you that I come back to. I would never give you up for anyone else. I love you, Brook Davis.�
 Even though I was sure how she felt about me, I was surprised to see a tear form and Brook give me a tight smile.
 �I love you too.�
 Halle finally broke free and got herself something to eat.
 �I�d forgotten you bought a house here. Your mom says they�re going to remodel it with Cindy�s help,� Halle said.
 �It�s in the Serra Retreat gated community in Malibu, across the highway from the one that Zak�s house is in,� I shared.
 �That must have cost an arm and a leg. I�ve been looking for something of my own, and I�ve looked in there. You must be making a lot more money than I am,� she teased.
 �I bought it from Craig Wild�s estate. The place looks like a showplace from a 1960s sitcom. It needs a lot of updating,� I admitted.
 �You and Cindy were friends,� Halle stated.
 �Yes, yes, we were.�
 �You should invite her to the party tonight. Actually, Zak said you could invite whoever you wanted.�
 That got me thinking about everyone I knew in LA, and I decided to send out text invitations. I got busy while Halle and Brook talked about Halle�s new movie. I was half-listening when I heard Halle say something that made me concerned.
 �� and then Zander groped me on set.�
 �Wait, what happened?� I asked, fully engaged now.
 �My costar, Zander Lewis, cornered me in my trailer and tried to force himself on me. Ever since then, the chemistry on set has been terrible. As you would guess, there are a bunch of scenes where we have to act like we�re in love. I can�t get what he did out of my head, and it�s affecting my performance,� Halle shared.
 �Has Zander tried anything else?� I asked.
 �Yeah. He�s a lot like Zak, but not in a good way.�
 �What do you mean?� Brook asked.
 �Zak is an unapologetic skirt-chaser, but he�s harmless. Zander is the embodiment of the worst stereotypical Hollywood type. Just because he�s a movie star, he expects that women should fall at his feet. If they don�t, well, let�s just say he can be persuasive. Zander�s a favorite of several of the big executives. I know for a fact that he derailed one girl�s career. She hasn�t worked since she turned him down,� Halle admitted.
 �You�re not considering �� Brook started.
 �No. I am Rita James�s daughter. If I weren�t, I would probably have to, though.�
 �Jesus,� I swore.
 �The problem is that if you say anything, they all circle the wagons and freeze you out. It�s not like a regular job where you can just quit and work somewhere else. If I get a reputation for complaining about sexual misconduct, I might never work again.�
 �Have you talked to your mom?� I asked.
 �No. Mom�s preparing for a role, and I don�t want to distract her with this.�
 �You need leverage and support,� I said. �Are you at least videoing everything?�
 �No. I told Fritz I didn�t want my life captured 24/7. I guess I need to,� Halle admitted.
 �Fritz is a good start. He and his team have to be told that you�re in danger. He hates stuff like this and will do whatever it takes to keep you from having to worry about this guy. Why don�t you talk to Kent, Frank, and Saul? Between the three of them, they should be able to give you advice,� I suggested.
 Kent was her manager; Frank, her publicist; and Saul, her agent. They all had a vested interest in making this work out. Plus, they understood the darker side of the business and how to navigate it.
 �I was just going to suggest that you kick his ass for me,� Halle said.
 That would have been my solution too, but I�d learned a thing or two over the last year.
 �That is an option, and I�d be more than happy to do it for you,� I said in all seriousness.
 �Too bad Cassidy isn�t with us,� Brook said.
 �That�s true. Not too many guys want to admit it when a girl kicks their butt,� I said.
 �Let me think about it. I also wanted to warn you that Zander will be at the party tonight,� Halle said.
 I said a little prayer that he would do something in front of me, then resumed sending out text messages.
 ◊◊◊
 USC knew what they were doing. My old teammate, Bill Callaway, was our chaperone, and everyone was happy to see him.
 �Nice. I see you got us invites to a Hollywood party,� Bill said.
 �Malibu, actually,� I corrected.
 �What�s that all about, anyway?� Wolf asked.
 �Zak was one of the actors in The Secret Circle with Halle and me. I guess he ran into Halle, and she told him I was in town this weekend. If I know Zak, he�s throwing the party to attract women.�
 �Why do you say that?� Brook asked.
 They all laughed at me. I took their good-natured ribbing in stride. The guys were all jealous when I told them about the porn-star party I�d been invited to and how he�d finagled an invite on my coattails. I also explained to Tim and Wolf how Zak was a player, not just a wannabe. He was always on the lookout for his next conquest.
 I then told them the not-so-funny story of how he�d worked another invite to go on a yacht with me. That was when they wanted me to sign early for the next two Star Academy movies. Zak�s wandering eye had almost gotten his butt beat when he let it slip that he�d slept with the girlfriend of one of my costars in Star Academy. They thought it was humorous that I�d invited said boyfriend, Ben Doman, to tonight�s party.
 �What would make it even better would be if you invited the girlfriend,� Tim said. �Then we could sit back and wait for the fight to break out.�
 �I�m not sure I have Isabel Alexandra�s phone number,� I admitted.
 �You�re talking about the babe from the Baywatch movie?� Bill asked, and I nodded. �Dude! You have to come to USC. I totally get why Zak wanted to have a party in your honor.�
 �She did look good in her bikini,� I admitted.
 That was when I was reminded that I already had a girlfriend. Going to USC might not be the best for my long-term relationship with Brook. I thought about it for a minute and decided she might as well get over it. She knew how I felt about her. That was why I sent a text to Saul. If anyone could get Isabel�s number for me, it was him.
 �And you�re fine if Ridge and I invite some of our teammates?� Bill asked.
 �Just don�t overdo it. We might want Zak to invite us to more parties in the future,� I suggested.
 My dad motioned for us to get back with the group. We were ready to see USC�s football facility, the John McKay Center.
 ◊◊◊
 It seemed that all the top football programs we had visited had new football facilities. Ohio State had spent $100 million on theirs. Clemson and USC had each managed to keep theirs to only $70 million. This one was 110,000 square feet of football heaven. There was no doubt that boosters were pouring money into these top programs, and a new football facility was part of the arms race to attract the top recruits.
 USC had taken a technology slant with their building. It seemed that everywhere you turned, there was a video screen that I wouldn�t mind playing some Xbox on. It didn�t stop in the public areas. In the locker room, each locker had its own video screen.
 While all that was nice, they�d done a great job of planning the building. The weight room was ginormous. Then there was the � wait for it � underground practice field. I mean, seriously. We were in frickin� Southern California. When would you ever want to be inside to play football? I guess it gets hot in the summer, but underground?
 By the time Bill had finished showing us the facilities, we could check that off our list as acceptable.
 Our next stop was to talk to financial aid advisors. I remembered that USC was a private school. They wanted us to know precisely what our scholarship would cover. Tuition was $51,442 plus a fee of $841. Room and board totaled an additional $14,348 per academic year. Students electing to live off campus elsewhere in Los Angeles were advised to budget at least that amount. The list continued on from there, with guesstimates for books and other living expenses. Bottom line, we could expect the bill to be $69,711 per year. By the time we would graduate, they figure it would be closer to $100,000.
 This was 92% more expensive than the national-average private nonprofit four-year college tuition. The scary part was that their acceptance rate was only 17%. I hated to imagine how much the average student would be in debt by the time they graduated. For $70,000 per year, I�d better learn something, or I would have to face my mom.
 Of course, USC was a top-notch university. Their strength was in business-related degrees, and they also were heavy in the arts. This was, of course, what you would expect from a school that was just miles from Hollywood.
 We then broke up our groups to talk to academic advisors one-on-one. Tim was a little overwhelmed when he discovered that their Bachelor of Architecture was a five-year degree. Wolf and I found that USC ranked in the top 10 in marketing, international business, accounting, entrepreneurship, and real estate. They had a dramatic arts program for acting and for everything technical surrounding that.
 Our parents were satisfied that we would be fine academically. Another box checked.
 ◊◊◊
 We�d split off from the other recruits so Bill could give a private tour of the campus. Since he was from our hometown, he knew what would interest us and was able to explain how he�d adjusted to the move to a big city.
 �At first, it was a little overwhelming. It�s much more diverse, and people don�t seem to have the same values that we�re used to. It�s much more a �me first� attitude. A good example is when someone breaks down on the highway. Everyone�ll slow down to see what�s going on, but they won�t stop to help. That is, unless they expect they�ll get something out of it.
 �The first month I was here, Ridge and I were headed somewhere and had to take the highway. I saw a woman who appeared to be about my mom�s age pulled over on the side. Ridge said I was crazy for wanting to stop. All I could think of was that back home, I wouldn�t think twice about it. Ridge was worried she would think we were trying to rob her or something.
 �One thing I like is that it�s much more diverse. I�m starting to have a thing for Asian girls,� he admitted.
 Several inappropriate comments were made in fun. My mom shut that down, but we all knew we shouldn�t have been making fun, anyway. We were in the land of the politically correct, plus we knew it was just wrong. I thought about it as we toured the campus. It wasn�t that I was thinking in racist terms, but I could understand how it could be hurtful if viewed from a different perspective. I vowed to do better.
 I�d never thought of people being different because of race. To my mind, people differed because of their personal experiences. Just like Wolf had felt the store clerk was profiling him, I reacted differently because of who I was. We each would bring our own life experience to the table, but the bottom line was that we shouldn�t judge someone solely on their ethnicity. I couldn�t lie, though: I thought Asian women were hot, too.
 USC is in the heart of LA and has two primary campuses situated on 249 acres. The second campus was just a couple of miles away. It was where they had their Health Sciences campus, home to the Keck School of Medicine of USC, the School of Pharmacy, and three major teaching hospitals. If you didn�t know you were in the middle of LA, you wouldn�t even sense it. It was like the other campuses I�d been on: large green areas and students either going about their business or goofing off.
 Bill said that some areas close to campus were a little sketchy, but if you paid attention and didn�t do anything stupid, you should be okay. He liked that you could find just about anything you wanted without having to travel for miles to get it.
 After the tour, he had to go get ready for the game. USC was playing Colorado today, a team they hadn�t lost to in the last ten years. Today might be a different story, though. Colorado came in ranked number 21, and USC was 2�3. The Trojans had started the year with a game against Alabama (number 1) and gotten the stuffing kicked out of them 52�6. They also lost to Stanford (number 7) and Utah (number 24). So, all three of their losses had been to ranked teams.
 Last week, they�d played Arizona State. In many ways, it had been Ridge�s coming-out party. He finally looked comfortable in the offense, and they had won a game most people hadn�t expected they would. They�d done so in convincing fashion on national TV, winning 41�20. Today�s game was big for them. A win would bring them to .500, and they needed a win against a ranked team.
 ◊◊◊
 The neighborhoods around the stadium were on the rougher side, so Fritz made a run for sandwiches while I took everyone to the Exposition Park Rose Gardens. It looked like a lot of people had the same idea, and for good reason. It was a beautiful afternoon, and I couldn�t think of anywhere else you could see so many varieties of roses. I�m not big on formal gardens, but this was nice. Fritz found us with the food, and we all took a break sitting around the humongous fountain in the center of the park.
 �What do you think so far?� Mom asked.
 �I�ve always thought that USC might be a good place to go, especially if I wanted to focus on acting. As far as football goes, there�s a clear path to playing time. Last year, Ridge played behind Cody Kessler, who was drafted in the third round. He�ll probably play this year and next and then enter the draft early. That would set things up for me playing right away.
 �USC is one of those schools that seem to get quarterbacks to the NFL. Their alumni include Carson Palmer, Matt Leinart, John Booty, Mark Sanchez, Aaron Corp, Matt Barkley, and finally, Cody Kessler,� I ticked off.
 �I believe that�s every quarterback that�s played in a game at USC, except a couple of spot starters, since you�ve been born,� Dad said, surprising me with his knowledge.
 You have to understand, my parents were never really sports nuts and hadn�t followed football until I began to play. Dad�s focus was more on golf. Yes, we followed the Cubs and Bears, but that was just a way of killing time, for them at least. Dad recognizing that almost every starting quarterback who�d played for USC had at least had a cup of coffee in the NFL showed that he had done his homework.
 None of the other schools I was looking at had USC�s track record in that regard.
 �Back to your mom�s question. What do you think?� Wolf asked.
 �I wanted you guys to see it for yourselves. I would be comfortable picking USC. But I would also be fine with Michigan. They�ve shown us a ton of love. Clemson surprised me. I like what they�re doing there, and I expect the small-town atmosphere would be comfortable for us. I�d hate to decide before we visit Alabama, though. You might recall I�ve been there. I think you�ll like it,� I said.
 �Yes, I remember that you�ve been to Alabama for camp,� Tim said. �If it were just up to you, where would you pick?�
 I pondered that question for a moment. Where I would probably go was Ohio State, but OSU didn�t want all of us. I had a feeling that would be the same at Alabama. For me, that really left USC and Michigan. While I would love to go to USC, Michigan was closer for my family to come for games, which was important to me.
 �Michigan,� I announced.
 Both Tim and Wolf seemed relieved. I would have to get them alone and talk with them about it. Stating my preference now, in early October, was no guarantee as to who I would pick come February, on signing day.
 ◊◊◊
 USC played their home games in The Grand Old Lady, otherwise known as the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, which could hold up to 93,000 fans. It was a gorgeous stadium built in the mid-1920s. The moms had decided we didn�t need to experience tailgating, aka the dads drinking beer, so we walked inside to watch the band�s pregame show. I was glad that we did because we were able to see the USC Trojan lead the marching band. This was one of the great traditions in college football. We watched him march out to the center of the field, kneel, and plunge his sword into the turf.
 As we watched the band, the stadium slowly began to fill. Other recruits joined us, along with people associated with the university. Wolf, Tim, and I tried to be sly while we glanced around because there were a bunch of Southern California babes seated just behind us. It was almost like Sports Illustrated had dropped off their swimsuit models for the game.
 �What are you doing?� my mom asked me.
 WTF! Did she just out me?
 �Taking in the scenery. This is one of the iconic football stadiums in the country,� I said piously.
 Both Tim and Wolf held back laughs when Brook gave me the �death stare.�
 �I love you,� I told her as I batted my eyes.
 �A boy can look,� Wolf offered.
 I was with him on that. That was until the girls in question recognized me and turned out to be fans! I had a public image to uphold, so I had to sign autographs � right? Anyway, that�s my story, and I was sticking to it. It didn�t help that the girls started to flirt with all the recruits when they found out we were here to check out the university. One buxom blonde decided it was her mission in life to lure me to USC. That was until Brook used a Cassidy move and jabbed me under my arm in one of my pressure points. Damn, that hurt.
 �Are you about done flirting?�
 �But they�re fans,� I tried.
 From the look I got, she didn�t buy it. I just gave her a mischievous grin and planted a big kiss on her. Even my personal recruiter got the message that I was taken. Apparently, my mom had rubbed off on Brook. She got the bright idea that the recruits and the girls should all have their picture taken together. I was the only one smart enough to decline. It took her all of two seconds to post it on her social media accounts. It took a full two minutes for Wolf and Tim�s phones to begin to ring. Dumbasses.
 ◊◊◊
 Something that really appealed to me about USC was they had a ton of talented pass-catchers either on the roster or coming via recruiting. What I didn�t like was they seemed to shoot themselves in the foot every chance they got. USC turned the football over four times in this game. After the game, if I�d just seen that stat alone, I would have said they lost the ball game by a wide margin.
 Early on, Ridge looked rusty. His sitting out most of last year, because they had a senior who played well enough to be taken in the third round of the NFL draft, had me nervous. If Ridge didn�t look good, what would I look like if I was busy making movies instead of learning the offense next season?
 USC took an early 14�0 lead into halftime. I�m sure everyone thought they had the game in hand. Certainly, I did, which was why I spent time checking out their cheerleaders. I�ve seen some nice-looking women at various campuses, but USC was in a league of their own. I�d heard somewhere that UNLV might be even better. If my decision was based on the college girls, I was all-in with USC.
 Colorado made halftime adjustments, and early in the fourth quarter had tied the game at 14�14. The USC fans started to get nervous. With about ten minutes left in the fourth quarter, USC put together a six-play seventy-yard drive that ended with a seven-yard touchdown pass to Bill. It was his second touchdown of the game. Our contingent was on our feet, cheering for our ex and possibly future teammate.
 Colorado took the ball and drove it down the field. When they were just outside the red zone, it looked like the game might go into overtime. With four minutes left, they ended up having to kick a field goal to bring them closer with a 21�17 score. That�s where it ended. USC had defeated Colorado eleven straight and was now a .500 team.
 On the way out of the stadium, I overheard fans joke that both Notre Dame and UCLA had lost close games today. The riddle was, �What is the perfect day?� Answer: �When USC wins, and both Notre Dame and UCLA lose.� I love football rivalries.
 That would make my uncle happy. For some reason, he despised Notre Dame. I suspect it was because many of the old guys in the coffee klatch were Notre Dame fans. They did talk some smack about how good the Golden Domers were. I was sure that he was down there each morning to remind them that the Irish had started to pile up the losses. After this game, they were only 2�4.
 ◊◊◊
 Fritz had arranged to pick us up a block from the stadium parking lots. As I was walking down the street, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a pretty girl approaching me.
 �You look lonely. Maybe you could use a little company?� she said and winked. �For the right price, you won�t be so alone, and I promise you a great evening.�
 I glanced over at Brook, who�d been talking to my mom as I led the way. I saw Tim roll his eyes as everyone stopped to watch this train wreck unfold.
 �Why do you do this?� I asked.
 She looked at me, and her eyes had a haunted look.
 �My parents say I�m wicked and that money doesn�t grow on trees. There are bills that have to be paid and mouths that have to be fed. Nothing in the world is free, so I do what I have to,� she admitted.
 That was when my mom stepped forward.
 �David, give the poor girl some money.�
 I was confused. My mom had just told me to pay for a hooker. Okay, I�m a �stupid boy.� She wanted me to give the girl money, even though the girl had said nothing was for free. The girl suddenly looked scared.
 �I didn�t realize you were with all of them,� she confessed.
 I reached into my pocket, peeled off a couple of large bills, and handed them to her. Her eyes got big, and she looked like she might cry. My mom pushed me out of the way and hugged the girl.
 �Have you eaten today?�
 She shook her head no. Mom made me give her more money and then sent her on her way. I�d been afraid that Mom might want to adopt her.
 �We might have just been scammed,� Dad said.
 �I don�t think so,� Mom said to end the conversation.
 I was glad to see Fritz pull up in a minibus.
 ◊◊◊
 We returned to the hotel to take a shower and change. I�d had Caryn make reservations for somewhere nice for dinner. I wanted to treat everyone and had conveniently built up a large balance on my debit card. Caryn had continued to give me my monthly allowance, and since I�d come home, I hadn�t been spending near as much as I�d had during the summer.
 Me. Frugal. Who�d a thunk it?
 Caryn had made reservations at BOA, where they had a business-casual dress code. I had to explain to Wolf and Tim that in LA, people dressed up more for parties than they did back home. I�d made sure their moms had made them pack some dress clothes.
 Fritz had traded out the minibus for two vans. It made sense because the parents planned to hit the town and go dancing while we drove to Zak�s for his party.
 BOA was one of the better steakhouses in LA. Everyone was shocked at the prices. I explained that we were in a big city, and it was to be expected. I got the 21-day aged bone-in ribeye that you could cut with a butter knife. Brook picked the Chilean sea bass. We traded bites, and I liked the simple preparation of her fish. It reminded us of our spring break trip to the islands.
 Next stop, Zak�s.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 20 � It�s Been Three Years �  Saturday October 8 
 When we arrived at the gated community, I could tell that Tim and Wolf were impressed.
 �You bought a house in here?� Tim asked.
 �Well, across the highway. Zak�s closer to the beach, I have a better view.�
 Apparently, it hadn�t sunk in that I had money. Yes, I had some fun toys like my Demon, but we lived in a reasonably normal house with a few upgrades. Malibu was where some of the most famous people in Hollywood lived. I think they wished they had one of those Hollywood Homes maps so they could figure out who lived in which house.
 We pulled into Zak�s estate, and Fritz let us out. He planned to park the van and then hang out with the other security that was gathered around and talking where the cars were parked. I had my belt camera, and he could watch the feed on his cell phone.
 We walked into what looked like a large hallway with a twenty-foot vaulted ceiling and a fireplace at the end. Zak�s helper took us to the right, and we found ourselves in a humongous kitchen with food on all the countertops. That led to a dining area and then out back to a large patio where everyone seemed to be. I pointed to a path that led to a pool and tennis court where another group would congregate. Tim and Wolf walked over to the bar to grab us drinks.
 Zak spotted me and broke away from the group he�d been talking to. He had a girl on his arm that I vaguely remembered. He put me in a bear hug.
 �Man, it�s good to see you,� he said, releasing me. �You remember Bec Carson?�
 �You were on Nickelodeon,� Brook stated. �Hi, I�m Brook Davis.�
 �That was years ago,� Bec confirmed, and then turned to me. �My cousin is here. She made me get her an invite when she heard you were going to attend.�
 It all came rushing back. Zak had taken me to a party, and Bec was there. He�d been chicken to talk to her because she was a little older than he was, and he�d had an enormous crush on her when they were kids. Bec�s cousin had shown up, and we�d hooked up. All I ever knew about her was her first name.
 �Brook and I are dating,� I announced, hoping to slow her cousin down.
 �She�ll be disappointed to hear that,� Bec said as Tim and Wolf returned.
 I introduced them to Zak and Bec. Brook said she needed to go to the little girls� room, and Bec joined her. Don�t ask. I have no idea what girls do when they go to the bathroom together.
 �Are you and �?� I asked Zak.
 He smiled.
 �Bec and I have been dating for five months. We were cast in an episode of Lucifer, and I asked her out. I bet you never thought I would settle down.�
 �Say it isn�t so. I planned to model my LA persona after your �bad boy� image,� I teased.
 �David would never be considered a �bad boy.� He�s too nice a guy,� Zak told Tim and Wolf. �All I had to do was tell a few people that he�d be here tonight, and we�ll have a packed house. By the way, if you need a room for a little fun, you can use the downstairs bedroom.�
 I ignored the last comment.
 �I did take advantage a little. That is, I invited a few people,� I said.
 �It�s all good. I�m just happy to see you,� Zak said, which surprised me.
 He and I had hung out, but it sounded like he thought we were closer friends than I realized. Not that I had a problem with that because I did like Zak. I guess I wasn�t sure what to think about that revelation. In LA, friendships felt more artificial. From what he just said, it seemed he thought it was real. I accepted it at face value.
 �Speaking of party crashers,� I said as Bill came out back with other USC football players and their dates.
 He spotted us and came over. Tim, Wolf, and I gave him hugs.
 �Great game! Two touchdowns isn�t so bad,� Wolf said.
 Brook and Bec came back as we began to talk football. They motioned for the girls to go with them, and they all walked over to grab drinks at the bar and go off to talk about us. I gave Ridge a hug and spotted Matt Long, the quarterback who�d been at the Michigan camp and planned to sign with USC. I think he was taken aback when he also got a hug.
 �Now I�m going to have to get more luggage so you both can carry it for me,� I announced.
 Ridge told everyone the story about when I beat him in a two-minute drill at USC�s football camp. The bet had been the loser had to carry the other�s gear.
 �David was really classy in his win. He did the whole soccer thing where he ran around like an idiot, tore his shirt off, and slid on his knees. I couldn�t resist beaning him with a ball,� Ridge shared.
 �I don�t think he�s outgrown that,� my ex-friend Wolf said.
 �Then we�re at the end of the day, and the coaches are telling us what we can do for the evening. In walks an honest-to-God model, looking for him,� Ridge said.
 �Speaking of which,� I said, pointing to Rose who came strolling in.
 �Damn!� Matt said.
 �Get used to it. Each one is better looking,� Ridge shared.
 Rose and my eyes locked, and she rushed over and planted a serious kiss on me. She and I�d done a shoot for Range Sports. Mr. Happy instantly remembered this Hispanic beauty and how much fun she was. Rose pulled away and got a playful look as she glanced down at my bulge.
 �I see you miss me,� she said, which caused me to groan. �I sure hope you�re single.�
 �He�s not,� Brook said, appearing out of nowhere.
 �We warned you about bringing your girlfriend on recruiting trips,� Tim said.
 We all laughed when Brook popped Tim in the nuts and immediately got a sweet look on her face. I was afraid she planned to make Rose a frenemy.
 �Be nice. I told you about Rose,� I reminded Brook.
 �Sorry, I didn�t know he wasn�t single. I just got out of a relationship and was hoping he was free,� Rose explained.
 �Any other time, I�d introduce you to my friends, but I think they�re all dating,� I said.
 �I�m single,� Matt blurted.
 Matt�s a good-looking guy at six-two, about 200 pounds, and athletic. He was Rose�s type. I saw her check him out, but Brook ruined Matt�s night when she invited Rose to meet the other girls. Personally, that wouldn�t have stopped me from joining the girls if I were Matt. It would have been better than listening to this bunch rag on him.
 I left the guys talking football when I spotted Halle, Trip, and Sandy Range coming out the back door. Sandy bounded up and jumped into my arms.
 �Hello, Stranger. I�ve missed you.�
 �Me, too. How�s college life treating you?� I asked.
 Sandy had enrolled at Berkeley, an almost seven-hour drive from here. I was impressed that she drove down.
 �I love it there, even though I get homesick. Sometimes I wish I�d gone to school closer to home so I could go home on weekends.�
 �How�s Devin doing?� I asked.
 Pam had told me that he and her sister were doing better now that Cora had figured out that if she divorced him, she wasn�t getting anything. They were rapidly approaching their first anniversary. I�d given them six months, tops.
 �He�s good. I told him I was driving down to see you, and he said to tell you that he has some new toys he wants you to kill yourself on. I told Devin you�re a daddy now and to forget about it,� Sandy said, ruining my night.
 �Devin has new toys,� I whined.
 �Get over it. I promised Pam I wouldn�t let Devin try to kill you again.�
 I huffed but knew she was right. Plus, Devin never seemed to test his toys thoroughly before I tried them. The memory of spinning on the last toy before plunging thousands of feet still made my stomach queasy. It was probably best that someone else be their crash-test dummy. I personally thought that Devin should step up and risk his own life. I cringed at the implications of what I�d just thought. Was I growing up? Probably not, I decided.
 Sandy and I found a quiet spot back by the pool and caught up.
 ◊◊◊
 When we came back, I saw that both my Star Academy and The Secret Circle castmates had arrived. I also noticed that Sage and Isabel Alexandra had come. I was happy to see that my attempt at mending fences hadn�t blown up in my face. Bill was by the bar talking to Sage, and Ben Doman and Isabel were kissing. Zak, the cause of Ben and Isabel�s breakup, had wisely found Bec and had her sitting on his lap.
 Halle was talking to The Secret Circle group: Leah Johansen, Tanya Hendricks, and Jessica Chase. I waved Brook over because I wanted her to meet my acting friends.
 �Did you hear the final tally on ticket sales?� Leah asked.
 �$77 million domestically and $255 million in international sales. We crushed the Far East when they changed the campaign to feature David. It seems he�s big over there,� Halle shared.
 �Word is you have another movie coming out,� Jessica said to me.
 �The Royal Palm was filmed in Cuba over the summer.�
 �How was that?� Jessica asked.
 �Cuba was a learning experience. You don�t realize how good we have it until you travel to somewhere like that. If you ever get the chance, I�d recommend it as a vacation destination. The people are friendly and are making the best of a bad situation. I�m glad I did it.�
 �I heard the director was a piece of work,� Tanya said.
 That brought back some unpleasant memories. I shook my head.
 �Honestly, he was a dick. I felt bad, though, when he had his accident.�
 I explained how he�d shot himself with a blank and died. We then turned to more pleasant topics. Brook shared with them our trip to Japan, where I shot the J-drama and some commercials. Halle filled them in on baseball. They caught me up on the projects they were working on or auditioning for.
 �There�s a rumor going around that there may be a sequel to The Secret Circle. Have you heard anything?� Leah asked Halle.
 There was a whole series of books, and only one had been covered in the first movie. I could tell by Halle�s body language that she knew something but didn�t want to say.
 �Leave the girl alone,� I said with a smile. �Rita will let us know when she has something firmed up.�
 �Then it�s true!� Leah said, getting excited.
 �I didn�t say that. I haven�t been told anything, and my agent hasn�t said a word. If it were out there, he would have been pushing for us to negotiate a contract.�
 They all knew that was true, but that didn�t keep them from getting a little excited. Halle, Brook, and I left them to gossip and strolled over to the Star Academy group, where Trip held court.
 �Were you scared?� Bree Steno, the actress that also starred in the vampire TV show, asked.
 �You have no idea. It�s not like in the movies. I thought he would never stop shooting,� Trip said.
 Halle tightened up as they talked about Trip being shot, and I was sure the next topic would be Craig�s death. It wasn�t something I wanted to talk about at a party.
 �Can we talk about literally anything else?� I begged.
 I could see both Trip and Halle relax.
 �Did you see Ben with Isabel?� I asked to help change the subject.
 That got the girls talking. Trip and I walked over to the bar to get them all drinks.
 �Thanks, man. I hate talking about that night,� he said, referring to the terrorist attack.
 �Do you know Doug at all?� I asked.
 Doug was Craig�s little brother and currently renting my house.
 �Why do you ask?�
 �I bought Craig�s house, and Doug is renting it. We�re about to renovate the place and, to be honest, if he�s anything like Craig, I�m not sure I want him living in it once it�s fixed up.�
 �As much as it pains me to admit you�re probably right about Craig, Doug is the complete opposite. I doubt you have anything to worry about. Doug hates the whole party scene. Watching Craig while he grew up might have cured him of all that.�
 I glanced over and didn�t see Halle or Brook.
 �Where�s your sister?� I asked.
 Trip looked around the party and didn�t see her either. I decided to err on the side of caution and pressed my phone�s panic button to bring both Flo and Fritz from outside. We hurried over to the Star Academy cast.
 �Where are Halle and Brook?� I asked.
 �Last I saw them, they were going inside with Zander Lewis. Why? Is something wrong?� Elizabeth Jenks asked.
 �I hope not,� I said and met our security as they came running out the back door.
 �Halle and Brook are missing. They were last seen with Zander Lewis,� I told Fritz.
 He got his phone out and used the �Find Me� function. We followed it to the downstairs bedroom that Zak had mentioned. There were two security guards at the door, and I could hear Halle and Brook�s voices through the closed door.
 �I said �no!�� Halle barked.
 �Calm down. I thought you wanted a threesome,� Zander said.
 �No, you and your goons dragged us in here,� Brook said.
 �Listen, bitc �� was all he got out before it sounded like he was choking.
 Fritz and Flo blocked me from going postal.
 �You can�t go in there,� one of the guards said.
 Fritz wasn�t playing around. He shoved the one on the right into the other one, and Flo drew her gun to cool their jets. The door was locked, and Fritz tried to kick it in. If it hadn�t been so serious, I would have laughed when he about broke his leg. A solid-core door wasn�t easy to break down. I stepped forward, felt above the door casing, and found the key. Fritz gave me a withering look and took it from me.
 We needn�t have worried about Brook and Halle. Zander was curled up in a ball as they took turns kicking him. I was glad to see that Brook had been listening to Cassidy when she said to take them down and keep them down. I scooped up both girls to keep them from killing him and almost became their new pi�ata. As soon as they figured out it was me, they both broke down, crying and clinging to me.
 �I knew you�d come save us,� Halle said.
 �I knew she shouldn�t be alone with him, but he said he wanted to clear the air,� Brook explained.
 Zander slowly got up. I could tell someone had connected with his family jewels by the way he kind of hunched over.
 �You�ll pay for this,� Zander hissed.
 �David, do you remember when you asked me what you should do if you had a dead hooker in your trunk?� Fritz asked me.
 �Does that apply to sleazy actors and their security guards?� I asked.
 �Just say the word,� Fritz said.
 The scary part was I thought Fritz was 98% serious. Zander must have been a believer because he stopped making comments and quickly left.
 I was not a happy boy when Fritz, Flo, and Trip left me to deal with two crying girls. I was never so happy in all my life as when Cindy opened the door and joined us. The Ohio State group must have just gotten here.
 �Looks like your usual charms have fled you,� Cindy observed.
 �You think?� I asked, which caused both Brook and Halle to giggle, even though they still had tears on their faces.
 �So, what did Boy Wonder do?� Cindy asked.
 �He saved us,� Halle said.
 �It looked like you two had things well in hand,� I observed.
 Brook told Cindy about Zander and his previous attempts at forcing himself on Halle. He�d come to the party and told Halle that he wanted to make amends. Brook had gone with her, and when the girls found he was taking them to the bedroom, they�d refused. That was when his security had pushed them into the room, and Zander had locked the door.
 Zander had visions of some kinky bondage-related threesome. Brook dissuaded him when she�d punched him in the throat. Halle followed through with a kick to the �nads that took him to the ground. They then tag-teamed him as they kicked the stuffing out of him.
 �It sounds like David saved the day,� Cindy said with a smirk. �Brook, do you think it would be okay to reward the boy?�
 �You were always the one who was going to ruin my reputation,� I said to Cindy.
 �I�m not sure,� Brook said.
 �David, go and do something manly while I talk to these two,� Cindy said.
 I was at the door when I looked back and saw Cindy kiss Brook. Mr. Happy almost seized control, but the big brain decided to let Cindy try to corrupt my girlfriend. With respect to Brook considering being with a girl, Halle had already cracked that door open. If anyone could slam that door open the rest of the way and convince Brook that a little girl-on-girl action was more than okay, it was Cindy. I was sure that I would be asked to tag in and participate in the fun at some point.
 I almost turned back in to save her until I heard the moan. That was Brook letting me know she was getting aroused. I decided to go grab another soda at the bar. I saw that Zak had brought the food out. My guys and the men from USC were in the process of laying waste to the spread.
 My phone buzzed, and I saw there were text and voicemail messages from basically everyone. I�d forgotten that when I sent an alert, it went to all the people who had the app on their phone. I quickly fired off a text to everyone, saying that I�d simply lost Brook and had now found her. Then I heard:
 �Check � check.�
 It was coming from the back area. It sounded like Jett from Birthrite. I hurried to the back, and sure enough, they were setting up to play. I made the rounds to say hello to Hana, Riley, and Amy. Jett wanted more than just a hug.
 �Guess who got a record deal,� Jett said.
 �Wow, really?! That�s great.�
 �We need to come up with a couple of more original songs, but we started recording a couple of weeks ago.�
 �Why are you playing this party if you�re big-time stars?� I teased.
 �We haven�t been paid yet. Plus, Zak called when he found out you�d be here. I wanted a chance to hang out with you,� Jett confessed.
 �I won�t have much time this weekend. But I�ll be back in December, and I�ll look you up then,� I promised.
 They had to get started, so I kicked back and listened to their first couple of songs. I got up and danced to their cover of the Violent Femmes Blister in the Sun. Jett always pointed to me when she sang about me being the one.
 ◊◊◊
 I was walking back to the main party when Lexi Andon about ran me over. She was the daughter of Paul Andon, the studio executive who signed me for the next two Star Academy movies. When I first met her, she had been a raving bitch who�d started a fight at a party I�d been at. The second time I�d met her had been on the yacht where there�d been party hos. I�d just had an argument with Sage, where she accused me of only wanting to get into her panties. I�d grabbed Lexi, pulled her into a bedroom, and acted like I thought she was part of the �talent.� Lexi made sure I knew she was Paul Andon�s daughter, but then she went along with it in a big way.
 �You okay?� I asked.
 �I didn�t see you,� she admitted and then realized it was me. �Oh, hi.�
 �I see you got my text. Where�s your posse?� I asked.
 At the last party, Lexi�d had a group of posers who bowed down to her every whim.
 �I don�t hang out with them anymore,� she said, and then scrunched her nose. �Why did you send me the invite? I was sure you didn�t like me.�
 �I debated whether to send you one or not, but decided that I wanted to see you,� I said.
 �Why didn�t you call me after � you know?�
 �Mostly because I was embarrassed. I�m not normally that aggressive. Afterward, I felt like I�d taken advantage of you. I�m sorry for all I did,� I said.
 I�d taken her around the world, and I suspected she�d been a virgin.
 �Well, I am a little mad at you,� she admitted. �After that performance, I haven�t been able to find anyone who measures up.�
 I barked out a laugh, not expecting that. Lexi gave me a sheepish smile.
 �David, I know you think I�m a bitch,� she began, and I just blinked. �Maria told me.�
 When they were in high school, Maria and Lexi had been classmates and rivals. Maria wanted to be a porn star and had asked for my help with that. If Lexi had asked her about me, I was sure Maria let her know how I felt.
 �You sort of were,� I said.
 �I know I was. I�ve had some things happen since that opened my eyes. In fact, I wanted to come see you because I want to ask a favor.�
 �What�s that?�
 �I want to work on Star Academy as your personal assistant. My dad said that you have the final say on who all you hire.�
 �Hang on. What do you mean by all?� I asked.
 �Have you read your contract?� Lexi asked and then smiled. �See, you need me already.�
 �Okay, I�ll bite. What does my contract say?� I asked.
 �You have a budget to hire people to assist you. For example, you can hire me as your assistant. You could also get a personal chef, people to help you with your lines, or whatever. If you don�t spend the money, it just goes back into the general fund, and the director or producer uses it.�
 Cool. This acting thing had perks I had no idea about. We talked until I received a text from Brook saying she needed me.
 �Gotta go. My girlfriend is summoning me. Why don�t we get together when I�m back in December, and we�ll talk about this?� I suggested.
 �Am I hired?� she asked.
 �Sure,� I said, making a snap decision.
 From the way her face lit up, I may have made her year. I would have to talk to Caryn about what I�d done. I wasn�t sure if I had the authority to just hire someone. And I imagined that Lexi would need a background check, at the very least. She took off before I could tell her all that.
 ◊◊◊
 I came back to the bedroom to find three very sweaty naked girls. It apparently hadn�t taken Cindy much effort to convince Halle and Brook that naked fun with a girl was okay. Then a random thought entered my head that put a hold on the fun I wanted to have.
 �We need to go back to the hotel to finish this,� I said.
 �Why? I need you now,� Brook complained.
 �Because Zak is videotaping everything in here,� I said.
 �What makes you think that?� Halle asked, suddenly worried.
 A sex tape with her in it would be worth its weight in gold. Of course, Zak might just want it for his personal collection.
 �Both times I�ve been here, Zak has offered me this bedroom.�
 �That doesn�t mean anything,� Cindy said.
 �Maybe not, but do you want to risk it?� I asked.
 That got the three of them moving. While the girls got dressed, I sent a text to Wolf and Tim to let them know we were leaving. Tim sent one back saying they would meet us out front. I then tracked down Fritz and told him my suspicions.
 �I�ll have Flo stay and check the room. If there are recording devices, I�ll have her collect the hard drives,� Fritz assured me.
 When Fritz pulled the van around, I called shotgun. Cindy, Brook, and Halle took the middle row, and Tim and Wolf grabbed the back. The girls were all giggles, which confused the boys. Fritz pulled out of the driveway, and we drove towards the front gate for the subdivision. We were almost there when I looked out my window and saw a Lincoln Navigator come barreling out of a side street.
 �Oh, shit!� I said to warn Fritz.
 He spotted them at the last second and tried to veer out of the way. When he swerved, it put my passenger door right in line with the near fender of the SUV as it crashed into our side. I heard the impact and screams from the back seat as everything suddenly went dark.
 ◊◊◊
 I could tell I was in a hospital by the smells. There was no mistaking it. I could hear a monitor beeping as I slowly opened my eyes.
 �He�s awake,� my dad said.
 �Go let the nurse know,� Mom said.
 �How long have I been unconscious?� I asked.
 �It�s been three years.�
 I felt my eyes roll back in my head as that bit of news returned me to unconsciousness.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 21 � I Thought the Worst  Sunday October 9 
 My mom�s attempt at humor last night had failed, in my estimation. I�d been completely freaked out until the doctor came in and explained my injuries. Any time you�re knocked unconscious, it�s cause for concern. That was why they�d kept me overnight. Other than the risk of brain injury, the doctor had said I would live. If the pain I felt this morning was any indication, I had my doubts.
 When I�d seen the SUV about to plow into us, I�d turned my body. There was a cut and a huge knot on the back of my head where it had struck the window. I had three cracked ribs, a bruised upper arm with a swollen elbow, and the outside of my right leg was banged up. What hurt the most was my hip.
 The doctor said I�d injured my iliac crest or hip bone. In layman�s terms, I�d received a hip pointer. The way the doctor described it, I�d had the soft tissue of my hip crushed against my hip bone. What made that injury so painful was that the cluneal nerve runs right along the iliac crest; a contusion (basically a bruise) to that nerve hurts�a lot. I could attest that the pain was intense when I tried to walk, laugh, cough, or even breathe deeply. The cracked ribs didn�t help with the last three, either.
 My parents walked into the room.
 �How do you feel?� Mom asked.
 �You know how we joked about turf toe and hip pointers?� I asked my dad, and he nodded. �Hip pointers are no joke. Between that and my ribs, I can barely move without it hurting.�
 �How long until you can play ball again?� Dad asked.
 �Three to six weeks. The best case would be to come back for the last game of the season, worst case would be for the State Championship Game,� I explained.
 When I first woke up, I thought the doctor was being overly cautious when he said I wouldn�t play for at least three weeks. Then my pain meds started to wear off. I�d come to dread the ten feet it took to walk to the bathroom, and I didn�t even want to think about running around on a football field.
 �How is everyone else?� I asked, fearing to hear the answer.
 �They�re all fine,� Mom assured me. �I sent them all to the hotel last night when they told us that only family could visit you. Brook sent me a text saying they�re coming over after breakfast.�
 �I want to get out of here. We have all those meetings scheduled for today, plus I need to talk to the USC coaches.�
 �Your dad and I had some time to talk last night. We think you�re right,� she said.
 I guess my look of confusion came through, at least when it came to my mom ever admitting I was right about something.
 �No smart comments,� she said with a warning glare, and then it softened. �Your dad pointed out that we hadn�t taken your desire to just be a kid seriously. We had some heated words when he pointed out I was the worst offender by having you take pictures for my listings.�
 �What your mom is trying to say is, let us worry about the meetings. If something big comes up, I�ll talk to you. Your mom was always going to remodel your house anyway, so why fight it?� Dad said and got a dirty look from her for his efforts.
 �Sounds good, but I�d like to sit in on today�s meetings,� I said.
 There was a knock on the door, and Fritz stuck his head in. I saw his wrist was wrapped.
 �What happened?� I asked.
 �Broke my wrist. I guess I had a good grip on the steering wheel when we were hit. They have to wait for the swelling to go down before they can put it in a cast.�
 He then told us about the accident. The driver of the SUV was one of the security people who worked for Zander Lewis. Several of the people in our car saw Zander and the other security guy bail and run off when they discovered I�d been hurt. The driver, probably from prior experience with Zander, quickly figured out Zander was going to cut him loose and hang him out to dry, so he�d told Fritz everything. Zander had wanted to send a forceful message to Halle, and things had gotten out of hand. When the police arrived, the driver repeated his story to them. Zander and the other security guard were now missing.
 �Dear Lord, the press must be going crazy,� I guessed.
 �It�s only a matter of time. At least we were inside the gates. Residents of Malibu Colony pay to keep the paparazzi out. The press will know soon, though. They have sources in the police departments, and you, Halle, and Zander being tied to a traffic accident involving some pretty severe injuries will garner considerable attention,� Fritz said.
 ◊◊◊
 My dad helped me to the bathroom so I could shower. I quickly figured out that I would need some help in the short term because I couldn�t even put my pants on or tie my shoes without almost crying. I think if I�d just had the hip pointer or cracked ribs, I might have been able to deal with the pain when I tried to walk or move. With both, it was like trying to juggle chainsaws while walking in six-inch high heels. Every move I made felt dangerous. If I did anything too quickly or did more than shuffle my feet, I was in tears.
 As a parting gift, my doctor gave me a couple of boxes of sample pills for pain. Those would hold me over until I got home and could go to the pharmacy. Mom had warned him what not to give me. It was probably best that I didn�t become chatty in the mood I was in. They put my arm in a sling and made me ride out in a wheelchair. I say �made,� but the truth was I would have never been able to walk out.
 �Well, shit,� Fritz said as we got close to the exit.
 For Fritz to cuss, you knew it had to be bad news. I could see the paparazzi were waiting outside. I think people could almost make a living tipping them off. One of the hospital staff was more than likely responsible.
 �Mom, you go get in the car first,� I suggested.
 �Why?� she snapped.
 How do you tell your mom that you don�t want her embarrassing you by going postal? I was sure that when the paparazzi went into a frenzy, she would have some choice things to say or might even pop a couple of them in the nose. Luckily, Dad figured it out and put his foot down. From the look she gave him, I was glad she wasn�t my wife.
 Mom slipped through the crowd and got into the SUV that Fritz had brought today. She pulled it around so that we didn�t have to navigate the parking lot with paparazzi hounding us.
 �Showtime!� I announced.
 Fritz led the way, and Dad pushed the wheelchair. Thankfully, there was only a handful of them. That didn�t stop them from being rude and trying to push Fritz out of the way. He quickly made them realize that that wasn�t a good idea.
 �David, why are you in LA? Are you and Halle James back together?� one of the paparazzi shouted.
 �The usual reasons: the weather, California girls, and Mexican food.�
 �Seriously?� another asked.
 This wasn�t good. Frank would have my ass for blurting out something that foolish. I slowly realized my pain meds had kicked in, and it felt like I was halfway in the tank, as if I�d just drunk a six-pack of beer. Suddenly, it seemed funny, and I laughed. I was so screwed.
 �No. I came on a recruiting trip to USC,� I explained, trying to get it back together.
 �Are you and Halle back together?� the first one repeated.
 �I�m actually dating someone else. Halle and I are close friends.�
 �Does your girlfriend know you�re cheating on her?�
 I made a brief scan of the area, as though looking for her.
 �I did not have sexual relations with that woman,� I said in my best Bill Clinton imitation.
 No one ever thought that was funny. Of course, the reference was from before I was born. Believe it or not, I�d met President Clinton when I was about six. He must have been campaigning for someone, and I�d been with my granddad. I�d liked him. The man knew how to make you feel special, and he�d taken a moment to talk to me. Later, my granddad had been joking around with his buddies, and someone had spoken the now-famous line. It had stuck in my head. It was a sad reminder that I would have to be careful about what I said around my boys. I didn�t want to repeat something inappropriate to the press.
 �Sorry,� I said. �They gave me some hefty pain meds, and I think they�re kicking in.�
 I made sure I looked appropriately sorry. I can be a better actor than I sometimes let on.
 �So, you did cheat on your girlfriend?�
 �My girlfriend was with me in the car. It�s hard to �cheat,�� I said, doing air quotes, �when she�s right there. I would never do that to her, anyway.�
 One of them made some rude remark, and that triggered my rant.
 �I sometimes wonder about y�all,� I said, pointing at the paparazzi as I drawled the �y�all.� �You�re a bunch of phonies, making up things just to make the news.�
 �You say people here are phonies,� the guy who�d made the rude remark retorted. �I say they come here to reinvent themselves. And I think that�s why you�re here. To reinvent yourself.�
 �For some, you may be right. Still, if this is the result of how some other people reinvent themselves, I�ll pass,� I said while gesturing toward my wheelchair.
 At that point, Dad decided he�d had enough. It was probably as good an exit as I could make under the circumstances. I might have pulled it off if I�d been able to get myself into the SUV. I had to have both Dad and Fritz help me climb into that monster.
 When everyone got in, Dad mumbled something about how we should have let my Mom loose on the paparazzi. It wouldn�t have been any worse than what I just did. Later, I would agree with him. Now, I got the giggles.
 ◊◊◊
 We�d stopped and rented a non-hospital wheelchair for the day. It caused quite a stir when I was rolled into the John McKay Center�s Parker Hughes atrium. The two-story video board showed highlights from yesterday�s game. Brook, Tim, and Wolf were already there with the other recruits. I was happy to see everyone was eating breakfast; I was starved. They�d saved seats for my parents and me.
 �How bad is it? Will you be able to play Friday?� Tim asked.
 The worry was plain on their faces. I would feel the same way if either of them was injured. They were key reasons we won football games. Not many teams had four legitimate division-one prospects starting. And at that, I was selling Roc and Yuri short because they could eventually make it too. It would depend on whether they continued to develop, which I hoped they would.
 �I�ll be out three to six weeks,� I announced.
 �Dammit. We could be toast by then,� Wolf said.
 �David will be on the field as soon as he can, and he knows what his being unable to play means,� Brook chastised Wolf.
 �Sorry, I just know you�re our leader, and � you know,� Wolf said.
 �It�s not like I won�t be around.�
 Their facial expressions said they weren�t sure they believed me. I wasn�t sure I believed me either. Finding myself in a wheelchair was more than a little unnerving. When I�d hurt my neck, and had the back spasms, it hadn�t hurt quite like this. With those injuries, I�d take some pain pills, stretch it out, and feel much better. This time, I was actually afraid to move too much, and every time I took a deep breath, I was reminded that something was wrong.
 ◊◊◊
 After breakfast, Fritz, Brook, my parents, and I went to Coach Clayton�s office to talk. He ushered us in and then sat behind his desk. I�d noticed that the coaches at each school handled this differently. At Oklahoma, they�d had us sit across from each other at a conference table. Clemson�s coaches didn�t put a table between us, and they�d come across as more personable. Coach Clayton sat in a big executive chair with his desk between us. Uncle John had told me that if you wanted to show you were in charge, you would either do this or sit at the head of a table. I wasn�t sure if Coach Clayton was insecure or if he wanted to let me know where I stood. In my opinion, it was the exact wrong way to recruit.
 �What happened last night?� he asked, getting right to the point. �Were you driving?�
 �What are you implying?� my mom asked in an icy tone.
 I think Coach Clayton realized he was about to blow his chances.
 �I�m sorry, that came out wrong. Seeing David in a wheelchair with his right arm in a sling caught me off guard. Let�s try this again,� he said, then took a deep breath. �Are you okay?�
 My mom eyed him but gave me a little nod.
 �I�ll be fine. On top of a few minor dings, I have a hip pointer and three cracked ribs. I hadn�t been drinking and had a driver take us to and from the party. At the party, I didn�t touch anything that would make you worry unless you have an aversion to Mountain Dew,� I said.
 I could see the worry drain from Coach Clayton. The last thing he needed was for his next quarterback to be either a head case or disruptive. I was sure he knew that several of his players had gone to the same party I was at, including his other quarterback recruit.
 After our rocky start, things smoothed over. Coach Clayton knew an awful lot about me and wanted clarifications about what he�d read. I explained that I would have to be in next year�s recruiting class because of my movie commitments. He told me in confidence that if I were available for the incoming class, he would possibly pass on Matt Long. I was shocked, and he saw it.
 �If we�re going to work together, I want to be straight with you. From what I understand, you�re a man of integrity. I hope you find that I am too. I know that you�ve probably heard the song and dance that you�ll be given a chance to compete while schools target other top prospects. That�s not the way I work. I�m not one to just get three or four guys together and then throw them into a dogfight. I want to know who my starter will be, and I�ll work to make sure he�s given every opportunity to prove me right or to prove me wrong. If you come to USC, the timing would be perfect for you to step in right away or sit a year if Ridge Townsend doesn�t go to the NFL early.
 �Matt is my insurance policy in case you either decide to go elsewhere or become injured. I usually try to spread out talents like the two of you have by a couple of years. The ideal situation would be you have a full year to learn under Ridge.
 �I�ve talked to Matt, and he knows that it�s his job as of now,� Coach Clayton said, leaving the part where if I came here unsaid.
 This was the closest to guaranteed playing time I�d been offered. I suspected that he knew I was leaning towards Michigan and had just pulled out all the stops. I looked at Dad and saw he�d picked up on it as well. Coach Clayton had just made USC tied with Michigan, in my mind. It would be interesting to see what Tim and Wolf thought.
 ◊◊◊
 Wolf and Tim both received offers. They planned to meet with the strength and conditioning people and then fly back. I skipped because I had my own workout routines, and we�d already seen this dog-and-pony-show several times. We would fly back tonight after all our meetings. First stop was my new house.
 We pulled up and found Jack Mass talking to Dean Lloyd, who was in charge of the College of Engineering. When they saw my dad bringing around the wheelchair, they both came over in concern.
 �What the hell happened to you?� Jack asked.
 �Car accident. Long story; I�ll tell you all about it later,� I assured him.
 Jack looked like he wanted to ask me more, but instead decided to give me the bad news.
 �Your home is set on a hill. We�ve checked the back portion of the lot, and there are signs of erosion. It looks like it isn�t isolated to just your property,� Jack said.
 �Why is that an issue? Can�t you just fill it in?� Dad asked.
 �In California, there are often concerns about flash floods and mudslides. While the hills here aren�t as pronounced as they are in some areas, those still can do quite a bit of damage. When you combine wildfires and then significant rains afterward, the ground no longer has vegetation and their roots to hold the dirt in place. With the subdivision�s development and all the modifications to the landscape that go with it, there has been a significant reduction of natural protection,� Dean Lloyd explained.
 �We planned to clear the back half of the lot and put in garages and parking areas out of view from the front of the house,� Jack said.
 �Wouldn�t that help to stabilize everything?� Dad asked.
 �Maybe for your property, but we have to worry about what�s up the hill. We need to figure out the best way to mitigate the possible danger,� Dean Lloyd said.
 �But there haven�t been any mudslides here,� I reasoned.
 �It only takes one,� Dean Lloyd said.
 I still wasn�t a believer until Jack told me to Google �mudslides.� That changed my mind. Everyone talked about how great it was to live in Southern California. Between earthquakes, wildfires, flash floods, and mudslides, it sure seemed like God had it in for them.
 ◊◊◊
 I left them to figure out the engineering issues and shuffled inside where Brook and Mom had gone to talk to Cindy and her group. Doug Wild let me in. It amazed me that he looked so much like his older brother.
 We did the whole �what happened to you� routine.
 �Thank you for letting us invade you this weekend.�
 �It�s your house now. I�m just glad you plan to fix it up. My brother wanted to do it but never got the chance. I gave these students the plans he�d had someone make for the house,� Doug shared.
 �Are you sure you want to live through the renovation?� I asked.
 �The rent�s right. I bet you have no idea how expensive it is to live in LA.�
 Kent had told me that he�d paid $5,000 per month for a two-bedroom apartment. Back home, that would go for $500. I was sure that Kent�s old place had more bells and whistles, but his LA rent was more than most people back home made a month.
 I heard everyone upstairs. It soon became apparent that going up those stairs was something I wouldn�t want to do again anytime soon. I had to use my left arm and leg to get me upstairs.
 I�d broken out in a cold sweat halfway up. By the time I made it to the dining room table, where everything was spread out, I was ready for another pain pill.
 Sitting with my mom, Cindy, and Brook were Professor Donaldson (Architecture), Professor Katz (Interior Design), and two other students who were earning internships with this project.
 �Is there anything special you wanted us to consider?� Professor Donaldson asked.
 �Could we do something with the rooftop?� I asked and then turned to my mom. �Something like Rita has at her oceanfront property?�
 �We stayed at a home down the coast that had an outdoor kitchen, entertainment area, and hot tub with ocean views,� Mom explained.
 �In my opinion, that was one of the best features of that home,� Brook agreed.
 This was a much more fun conversation than preventing natural disasters. I asked Doug to order in some food for everyone since he already knew what was around. Caryn was going to kill me when she saw what I spent this weekend feeding people. And I expected that I wasn�t done because I still had to meet with all my business people later this afternoon.
 Doug came back with a variety of dishes from pizza to subs to Chinese. He hadn�t been at all put out by the diversity of orders because LA has a company called Deliver It. They would stop by each place, pick up the food, and drop it at your front door. Now, that was something we didn�t have back home.
 ◊◊◊
 The dean and professors declared they�d gathered enough firsthand knowledge to go back to Ohio State. They could now start bringing all our ideas together into a coherent plan to remodel and add to my LA home. What surprised me was the number of bedrooms they thought we needed. When Mom started ticking off who all would need one, I finally realized that I might not have purchased a big-enough home. It was suggested that second stories be added to the planned garage and pool house. The area over the garages would be for two security apartments and a work area that would house all the monitors. The pool house already had a bedroom, but the plan was to add two more upstairs. That would give me a total of eleven bedrooms.
 When it came time to leave, I needed Dad and Fritz to help me get down the stairs. Mom volunteered a bunch of helpful advice. The result was the two men grabbed me by the belt on each side to help stabilize me as I hopped down the stairs. Each step felt like someone was sticking a knife in my ribs and hip.
 Once again, I thanked Doug for allowing us access. I�d watched him interact with everyone today, and Trip was right, he was nothing like his brother. I would even go so far as to say that Doug would fit in well with the people back home, if he ever made it there. After our visit, I felt a lot better about him renting the house.
 ◊◊◊
 Dawson Management had secured offices in the building housing its sister company, IDC � Public Relations, on Hollywood Boulevard. It was nestled between trendy little shops and restaurants, and was close to the Hollywood City Library. Since it was Sunday, Frank Ingram met us at the door to let us in.
 He gave a quick tour of the office space and then took us to a large conference room, where everyone was waiting for us. Frank remained my publicist and was one of the managing partners of IDC. We�d made a deal to buy into each other�s companies, along with Mass Investments. Part of the agreement had Frank named as president of Dawson Management. We�d wanted someone more experienced to oversee the operations. Kent Crain would be the senior talent manager, but he needed more experience before he could run the whole management business.
 He had worked with Craig Wild before Craig had died in the terrorist attack in Orlando. Kent had then worked for me in Illinois for a short time as my PA. He had suggested that he and Frank pool their experience, connections, and resources, along with a healthy infusion of (my) capital. That would provide for expansion of Frank�s activities and add a talent-management arm. I don�t think Kent appreciated the Midwestern lifestyle.
 Caryn Buckley, the COO of my parent company, had hired Kendal Miller, who�d been my first PA. Since Kendal had her law degree, she was placed in charge of contracts, and was also one of our managers. Kendal�s previous job was at a law firm where they�d created an Entertainment Division. One of its employees was Angelina �Angel� Hargrove, who had a background in music artist management. She was currently managing Birthrite, where my friend Jett was the lead singer. Jett and Birthrite had played at Zak�s party and announced their first record deal.
 Kent had said he needed more managers because business was growing. I�d suggested two people I knew, and he�d hired them. The first was Aubrey Dunham, a former model who, after she retired, had worked for Ford Models in their European Division. Aubrey and I had been, shall we say, close. Dad had warned me that, now that she worked for me, she was out of bounds.
 The second new hire was Clare Thomas. She�d been my first agent at Ford Models and had left to get her MBA. She was fresh out of school, and we hired her before her aunt, who was in charge of talent development at Ford Models, could hire her back.
 We were joined by Jack and Bev Mass. Bev had lost her bid to get reelected as state�s attorney for Cook County, and her term was almost up. She held a seat on my board of directors. Jack was my CFO and the managing partner of Mass Investments.
 The final person in the room was Megan Crowley, who held multiple roles for me. She kept track of the day-to-day financials, did all things technical, and was also very good at investigating stuff. If we planned to do something, she did much of the research.
 As anyone might have expected, seeing me rolled in in a wheelchair caused a stir, and we had the predictable conversation as to what happened. I offered Brook the choice of going shopping or staying for the meeting. To my utter surprise, she opted for the meeting. I�d seen her look of interest in the various shops as we�d driven up Hollywood Boulevard. Based on that, I would have bet a large sum that Brook would have picked shopping.
 ◊◊◊
 �I call this meeting to order,� my dad intoned.
 Uncle John and Ms. Dixon, with Shannon Goehl, our corporate counsel, had joined the meeting via conference call. With my mom in the room, we had all the board of directors accounted for.
 �This is not an official board meeting. With David�s trip to USC, we wanted a chance to meet everyone who�s based in LA and get updates about what they�ve been up to. For those of you on the call who might not be aware, David was in a car accident last night and was injured. While he may not be able to play football for three to six weeks, he�s okay,� Dad said.
 �I�ll talk later about how we plan to spin this and reassure key people that he�s fine,� Frank said.
 Frank was referring to my movie deals that were in place. Once word of my accident got out, people like Chubby Feldman, the director of my James Bond movie, would be worried I might not be able to perform. God forbid if my face had been scarred.
 I zoned out at that point as I watched each person in the meeting. Kent seemed excited to have the management business growing. Combining the services of our publicist and management partnership was appealing. He talked about each client they�d signed and the ones they were working on. Brook took copious notes. If you had just walked in and hadn�t known any better, you might have thought it was she who owned the business, not me.
 ◊◊◊
 When the meeting broke up, Dad pulled me aside.
 �I�m glad I came, but it�s obvious that they don�t need me. That is, unless you think otherwise,� I muttered.
 �No. It looks like Kent and Frank have things under control. Caryn keeps tabs and tells me if there�s anything that needs our attention.�
 I smiled because I�d apparently finally gotten through to him that I wasn�t needed. He�d been doing what he thought was right. It was my money, and he felt I should be involved.
 Maybe someday. It was enough for me to know that we had people in place who were both motivated and trustworthy. My grandma had been right when she told me I should build something with my money instead of merely investing it. The way the markets were going, so long as I wasn�t losing money, I was ahead.
 �Halle is coming in so we can talk about the car wreck. Fritz says they have more information, so we�ll be staying a little later than we�d planned,� Dad informed me.
 Kent, Frank, and Caryn stayed. I wasn�t really surprised when Saul showed up. Halle had an expected and an unexpected tagalong: Rita James and Lexi Andon. Fritz came in with Flo, Halle�s security person. She�d been left behind at Zak�s to see if the bedroom had been monitored.
 Halle rushed over to me when she came in, and there were tears in her eyes.
 �This was all my fault �� she said, and I cut her off.
 �Nonsense.�
 �If you hadn�t been with me, you never would have been hurt. When they took you away in the ambulance, I thought the worst. I�m so happy you�re going to be okay,� Halle said and planted a kiss on me.
 I glanced over at Brook and saw she surprisingly wore a contented smile on her face as she looked on.
 Everyone gathered around the conference table. Halle sat on my left-hand side, with Brook on my right; Halle grasped my uninjured hand for support. Caryn called Ms. Dixon and Uncle John to have them on the conference call.
 We did introductions around the table for the benefit of the two on the phone. When we got to Lexi, she introduced herself as my new personal assistant for Star Academy-related matters. Before we went further, Ms. Dixon piped up, asking for some background and the reason for Lexi�s presence at this strategy session. I felt a need to explain.
 �Lexi�s the daughter of Paul Andon, the studio exec who signed me for the two Star Academy movies. She told me last night that my contract with the studio allowed me to hire people. She wants to be my PA on their dime, so I agreed,� I said and turned to Caryn. �We need to look at that contract closer because Lexi says I can hire more people.�
 �That�s all well and good,� Ms. Dixon responded after a heartbeat. �But here�s something you have to consider. If Lexi�s paid by the studio, and her father�s an exec there, she�ll have an automatic conflict of interest any time David�s interests differ from those of the studio.�
 �It shouldn�t be a problem,� Kent offered. �That provision was in Craig�s contract, and he used it to hire Chaz and me.�
 �You mean his drug dealer was on the payroll?� I asked.
 �I would suggest that you go in a different direction with it, but yeah, he was,� Kent admitted. �Craig had the studio pay him, and then he paid us. Actually, the studio insisted on it when he hired Chaz.�
 �Good call,� Ms. Dixon said sarcastically.
 �I still have to do her background check and everything else before we can hire Lexi,� Caryn stated.
 �You might be a cat lover,� I told Lexi.
 �Hey, I thought you loved Bandit,� Halle complained.
 �No, I love you. Bandit�s just okay.�
 �Don�t believe him. He treated that cat better than he did his kids,� Mom observed.
 �I think my juvie record is sealed, so I should be good to go,� Lexi said, not missing a beat, then added, �And I like cats.�
 She then turned and looked directly at me, her face expressionless. I just gave her the Dawson stare back, but saw my mom�s amusement out of the corner of my eye. It was clear Lexi really wanted this job, and she seemed to be able to hold her own with this crowd.
 �I could probably use her now,� Kent said. �She could be David�s PA when he�s in LA for his J-drama, and then when he travels this summer and next fall. In the meantime, she has at least one connection we could use.�
 �My dad,� Lexi guessed.
 �Would you be uncomfortable if we asked you to get us meetings with him?� Kent asked.
 �As long as you don�t expect any special treatment because of me. Me being his daughter will only get you so far.�
 �Before we get too far into this, Lexi and I need to talk,� Caryn said.
 �I understand you wanting to be my PA; we talked about that at the party, and I agreed. Why are you here today?� I asked.
 �Halle invited me,� Lexi explained.
 �Lexi saw the accident, and we talked at the scene. She called me earlier with some additional information I think everyone needs to know,� Halle said.
 We took a break, and everyone got drinks from the sideboard to give Caryn and Brook a chance to have a serious discussion with Lexi. I wasn�t sure why Brook was involved, but I decided I would just let them work it out.
 When we started again, I looked over at Brook, and she gave me a simple, guileless nod.
 �Okay,� I said. �Let�s move on.�
 With that out of the way, Flo took the lead.
 �Last night, at a party, Halle and Brook were forced into a bedroom by Zander Lewis. For those of you who don�t know him, he was costarring in the film Love Letters with Halle James. He got his start in the TV series Gossip Girls.�
 I rolled my eyes because that meant about as much to me as telling me someone was in that vampire or werewolf show. Flo continued.
 �David hit his alarm when he noticed that the girls were missing.�
 �Good job on that,� Fritz interrupted.
 Halle squeezed my hand in agreement.
 �We located them and were able to secure their release,� Flo said.
 I could see my mom�s eyes narrow. The mother bear in her sensed that Flo hadn�t shared everything.
 �When we were ready to leave the party,� Flo continued, �David suggested that there might be video surveillance on the bedroom Zander had used. It turned out that there were cameras.�
 Jackpot!
 �I�ll need copies when you get a chance,� I said with a straight face.
 �Ow!�
 Brook had slugged my injured arm. Bitch! Note to self: It�s okay to think it. Never, ever, say it out loud.
 �What were you just thinking?� Mom asked.
 I�d forgotten that she had Tami�s ability to do that Jedi mind thing. She smirked when she read what I thought about her unhelpful question.
 �Portions of the video have been released to the police,� Flo said, with emphasis on �portions.�
 �Do we need to block them from wanting the entire video?� Ms. Dixon guessed.
 �There was more on it than what happened last night. If the contents got out, it would cause problems,� Flo said with certainty.
 Now I really wanted to see the video. Fritz gave me a look that said I had a snowball�s chance in hell of that happening. That meant I did have a chance, though, right?
 Flo turned the meeting over to Fritz to describe the accident.
 �We�d just left Zak Verwood�s home and were driving towards the main gate. From a side road to the right, a Lincoln Navigator attempted to hit us broadside in what I believe was an attempt to disable our car. At the last moment, I swerved, which, unfortunately, put the front passenger seat in a position where it took the brunt of the impact. David was rendered unconscious.
 �I was able to extract the other passengers from the vehicle, and they seemed to be uninjured. During that process, I instructed Wolf Tams to call 911 for David, as I assessed he was in no further immediate danger of attack. I then approached the SUV and found the front passenger door and one of the back doors open. In the driver�s seat, I found one of Zander Lewis�s security people who�d been with him at the party,� Fritz said.
 I frowned because it sounded like Fritz was testifying. I wondered if he and Flo had worked together to get their stories straight. Fritz had a background in this type of stuff. I guessed he had just reverted to what he�d done in the past.
 Fritz continued, �I was able to talk to the driver, and he admitted that Zander had ordered him to ram our car. His primary target was Halle James, who had upset him by thwarting the passes he�d been making at her. He thought it would be a bonus to catch Brook Davis, because Brook had disabled him during the confrontation at Zak Verwood�s house, and he wanted payback.�
 More like Halle and Brook had given him a major beatdown.
 �I�ve been in contact with the police since the accident,� Flo said.
 �Lexi, you said you witnessed some things. How do you fit into all this?� I asked, trying to solve further the mystery of why she was here.
 �I left the party shortly after you did, and saw the SUV hit your van, as well as Zander and his security running from the accident. Afterward, I talked to Halle, and she shared why she thought he did it. I also talked to my dad about Zander without mentioning David or Halle. Dad told me he knows of at least three prior cases of girls who have been with him against their will,� Lexi explained.
 I felt myself get mad. I wondered what it would take for the good-old-boys club of Hollywood to come tumbling down. Lexi�s dad was one of the most powerful men in Hollywood. How many of these types of incidents did he know about and not do anything? Was he directly involved in any of them?
 �If he had done something about it, my son might not have been almost killed,� Mom said as her eyes bored into Lexi.
 To Lexi�s credit, she didn�t even flinch.
 �He�s well aware of that, and some news has already gotten to him about the incident, but it didn�t come from me. He knows I�ve started working for David, and when I asked, he gave me the girls� names. I gave them to the police,� Lexi responded.
 My mom didn�t look away, but she gave Lexi a slight nod.
 �The police found cocaine in the back seat of the SUV. The driver told them that it was Zander�s,� Flo said.
 �Have they caught him?� Dad asked.
 �They found him and the other security person early this afternoon,� Fritz said.
 �We need to get busy,� Frank said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 22 � Seize the Day  Sunday October 9 
 We took a short break before the key players gathered back together. Kent scored big points in my book when he had food brought in. Brook made me a plate, and I caught my mom�s eye. Mom shook her head because I don�t think she thought of Brook as being so domestic, for lack of a better word. Brook had kept a close eye on me ever since I�d been hurt. It was a side of her I hadn�t seen before.
 �Thank you,� I said.
 �I hope you don�t expect this treatment all the time,� Brook teased.
 �Good Lord, no, we�ll have people for that,� I shot back.
 �While I�m sure we could, I hope not.�
 �I agree,� I said, getting serious. �I�m just happy you weren�t hurt.�
 �It scared me when they hauled you off in the ambulance. Don�t ever do that again.�
 �If you knew how much this hurt, you�d know that that will never be something I�ll try again if I can help it.�
 I considered asking her about her conversation with Lexi, but decided not to rock the boat. They seemed to be good with each other, and it might be better if I remained ignorant of the details right now.
 Our conversation ended when the meeting started up again. I shouldn�t have been surprised, but Bev Mass started things off.
 �You need to make a decision. You have a short time before the police knock on your door and lock down all your evidence. They�ll take the videos and want to keep them under wraps until the trial. They don�t want this tried in the court of public opinion, nor do they want the videos leaked to taint possible jurors. As an officer of the court, I would strongly recommend you let the police handle it.�
 Bev paused to let that sink in.
 �Let�s talk reality. If Zander�s smart, he�ll get a bulldog of an attorney who will do everything he or she can to make sure those videos never see the light of day. I can already hear him spouting off to a judge that the chain of custody was broken when Flo gathered the video evidence at Zak Verwood�s home. Then we have Halle and David�s security people handling dashcam, bodycam, and any other video evidence that was taken at the crash site. There is a strong possibility that, with the right judge, all that evidence will be tossed. Zander�s goal will be to turn this into a he said/she said argument.�
 Bev stopped and looked around the room. I didn�t want this idiot walking or getting off lightly. He�d threatened two women I cared deeply about, and I couldn�t even get myself to the bathroom without my dad�s help.
 �I�m going to remove myself from the room at this point,� Bev said. �I shouldn�t be in the room when you make your decision. No matter which way you�re leaning, I just wanted to point out that you have a short window in which to decide. I�m sure you all know what I would do.�
 I knew exactly what she would do. This was the woman who kept prodding me about how I�d obtained the police reports that ended up linking all the rapes to Brandon. She was very much by-the-book. I appreciated that she�d basically advised us that if we decided to take this into our hands and release it, we needed to do it quick! We watched her pack up her things and leave the conference room.
 �She�s right,� Frank said. �You need to decide if you want to get out in front of this thing or let the police handle it. There�s a risk that Halle and David could face some backlash. It could also spill over onto Rita. Hollywood doesn�t look kindly on people exposing the ugly side of the business. For example, I expect David dodged a bullet this past summer when Kimberly Fillmore didn�t come forward with her allegations against Laurent Vance.�
 The whole Cuban thing had been a mess. Laurent had sent Kimberly to my room to spend time with me. When I found out, it was too late; we�d already slept together. I�d encouraged her to come forward and even had Saul contact the studio about it. Kimberly had decided she didn�t want to risk never working again and had simply left the film. Laurent�s accident pretty much made the whole issue moot. In a way, that might have been a blessing in disguise for everybody, including Laurent.
 �Zander is well-connected,� Saul shared. �But I think there�s enough that�s happened that we don�t have to worry about studio executives working behind the scenes to either protect him or do you harm. My best guess is that he�s gone far enough off the reservation for them to shun him.�
 �What do you think?� I asked Brook and Halle.
 �If it were up to me, I�d go scorched-earth on his ass,� Lexi chimed in.
 Everyone seemed surprised by her response. She looked around the table, and I saw in her the same steel I�d seen when my mom confronted her.
 �I know how my dad�s brain works, and believe me, he thinks the same way most top execs do,� Lexi said. �Hollywood is all about doing favors or having leverage on your competition. Someday, you will need to call in your markers or use whatever dirt you may possess to get something done. Zander has something on someone if he has survived three sexual harassment situations and has come out on top,� she explained.
 �You�re saying they�ll defend him again?� Brook asked.
 �Only if you give them a choice. If you make him radioactive, they�ll run from him. Get as much information out there as you can and make it overwhelming,� Lexi suggested.
 �I agree with her,� Rita said. �I think the police side of this is secondary.�
 �What about my movie?� Halle asked.
 �The short answer is that at a minimum they�ll have to recast Zander�s role. I�ll make sure of that,� Saul said. �Worst-case scenario would be them shutting down production and the movie not get made.�
 I saw my friend absorb that possibility. It took her a moment to respond.
 �I say we take him down,� Halle finally said, and then turned to me. �You�re okay with that?�
 �Absolutely,� I agreed.
 �Then, we need to get working. I�m going to need you to stay for an extra day so we can hold a press conference,� Frank told me.
 �Whatever it takes,� I agreed.
 Then I couldn�t help getting an enormous grin on my face.
 �After all, for once, it�s not as if Coach Hope can have a cow about me missing practice, right?�
 Somehow, even with all the pain, I felt lighter.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook, my mom, and my dad were flying home tonight. Before they left, I wanted to talk to Brook about this weekend, both the sexy stuff and her interest in my business. While we did that, Mom and Dad stayed in the conference room to talk to Caryn, Kent, Frank, Saul, and Jack and Bev Mass.
 Halle and her mom left after saying goodbye. I would see Halle tomorrow at whatever Frank set up with the press. Lexi was excited about her new job. Caryn gave Lexi a job application and arranged to meet with her this week while Caryn was in town.
 �How are you feeling?� Brook asked when we were finally alone.
 �Like I was in a car accident. I actually understand what that means now,� I complained.
 �Poor baby. Want me to kiss your boo-boo and make it all better?�
 I had several inappropriate suggestions for my girlfriend, but decided I still wanted her to be my girlfriend.
 �Talk to me about what happened with you, Cindy, and Halle,� I said to keep myself out of trouble.
 Brook�s smile left her face. Apparently, she either heard something in my voice, or I gave something away with my face. While I wanted Brook to be happy, I had concerns that Cindy might have forced the issue as far as girl-on-girl action was concerned. There was a current pop song playing on the radio with a line that talked about wrecking the singer�s reputation. Cindy was the girl that would do that for you.
 It wasn�t that I was mad about what had happened. When I left the girls alone together, I had a good idea of what was about to occur. I just wanted to touch base with Brook and make sure she was okay with it. I knew that she and Halle had experimented with it when I was with them. At the time, Brook was tentative but seemed to have fun once things heated up.
 �Did you want details?� Brook ventured.
 �I�m sure I�ll see the video. Seriously, I wanted to touch base and make sure you�re okay. I know that Cindy can be persuasive and stretch boundaries.�
 �Yeah, I�m okay. At first, I wasn�t sure I wanted to do anything. You�re right, Cindy�s a bad influence. I finally decided �what the heck,� just seize the day and try something new. I guess I kissed a girl and liked it.�
 �Do you want to do it again?�
 �I don�t know. I guess if the situation is right and the mood takes me, I might be up for it,� Brook admitted.
 Apparently, I needed to work on my acting because Brook saw I was a happy boy.
 �You really are a slut. You�re imagining me with another girl and you joining in, aren�t you?� she accused.
 �Only if it�s the right situation and the mood takes you,� I shot back, using her own words.
 �I see. Do you have a list of girls you feel might fit this �right situation�?� she asked, doing the whole air quote act.
 �Halle and Cindy would both be a good start, if I haven�t missed my mark,� I contemplated.
 �I could stay over, and Halle and I could hook up again. I�m just afraid that you wouldn�t be able to participate, given how gimpy you are.�
 She was evil. Mr. Happy was willing, but the rest of the body was sure we�d die if things got too enthusiastic.
 �Maybe when we come back during Christmas break,� I suggested.
 �What would you say if I got a girlfriend?�
 �Probably the same thing you would say if I got one,� I said as I raised one eyebrow. �I suggest if we�re going to do this, we need to both be there when another girl�s involved.�
 �That�s probably a wise plan. I don�t need Cassidy deciding she can molest you when I�m not around.�
 �You got that right. I need you to protect me,� I admitted.
 �What happened to you just wanting to be with me?� Brook asked as she cocked her head to the side.
 �I�m 100% on board with that. I wanted to talk about what happened and see where that left us. Once, I had an experience where I had a threesome with a girlfriend and another girl. Everything was cool until the two of them hooked up without me. I admit I didn�t take it very well.�
 I remembered how hurt I felt when Kara and Tracy had spent time without me at my first real photo shoot. Everything had worked out, but a quick conversation beforehand would have done wonders for me. Of course, Tracy had dumped me, like the next day, to make me even more unhappy.
 �You�re worried I�ll find a girl and run off on you?� Brook teased.
 �You would never leave all this,� I said, which made her laugh.
 �What, you mean the dork sitting in a wheelchair? I get all hot and bothered just thinking about it.�
 I deserved that one.
 �What was up with you and Lexi?� I asked to change the subject.
 �Halle gave me the heads-up. Miss Lexi has the hots for you. I wanted to make sure that she knew that if she worked for you, there could be no sleeping with the boss.�
 My girlfriend could be such a buzzkill.
 �Fine,� I huffed. �Caryn has already talked to me about that. She might have to talk to Cassidy, too.�
 �Do you think for one minute that Cassidy cares about the rules when it comes to you? I know you both maintain this fiction about her dad forbidding you two being together. If she got even a hint that you wanted it to happen, there would be no stopping her. If you�re smart, you�ll think hard before you ever do anything with her again.�
 She was right. We�d spent time together over spring break while island-hopping. I knew that she was a lot like Tami in that regard. If we ever got serious, it would be for the long haul. I would never be able to have Cassidy as a casual girlfriend. If I ever broke her heart, I might have to join the witness protection program. I could only imagine what she would do to me. This car-wreck stuff would just be child�s play in comparison.
 �Getting back to threesomes. You know who we should ask? My brother�s girlfriend,� I said with sudden inspiration.
 �You mean Angie?�
 �No!� I scowled. �Numbnuts, my younger brother.�
 �You cradle-robber. Jill Lacier is too young for you.�
 She was right, but dang. Phil was a lucky boy.
 �I should tell your mom about that,� Brook threatened.
 �Go right ahead. Mom doesn�t claim that one. Now, my dad might have something to say about it.�
 �What about your bro-code?�
 I threw her a face. I needed a girlfriend who didn�t know me so well. My next one, I wouldn�t be friends with first. It would avoid all these little issues of her reminding you of what was right and wrong.
 �I saw you were taking a lot of notes in the meeting,� I said to try to change the subject again.
 �Not so fast. Is your brother aware you have an infatuation with his girlfriend?�
 �I guess I don�t get it. Jill could date anyone at Lincoln High. Why him?�
 �Do you think I could date anyone at Lincoln High?� Brook asked.
 �No, no way,� I said, shaking my head.
 From the look she gave me, I decided I better expand on that answer.
 �If we ever broke up, you would never date a high school boy. You�d find yourself a college guy to torment me with. I would have to kick his butt, just because,� I added.
 �You do know that Jill has the hots for you.�
 Even I had figured that out. Jill had had her eye on me ever since I took her older sister out. I�d predicted that when she came to Lincoln High, she would be trouble. In my opinion, the males at our school were lucky Jill had latched onto my brother. If she hadn�t, there would have been a bloodbath to see who would date her. If Jill ever decided she wanted to model, it would take Adrienne all of two seconds to find her work.
 �She�s aware that I think she�s too young, and that I would never hurt my brother. Jill knows the score,� I said, mostly to assure myself that it would never be possible.
 I didn�t get the sense that Brook believed me.
 �About those notes ��
 She gave me one more look before she let it go.
 �I found it fascinating to see how excited everyone was to build something. When I go to my grandmother�s board meetings, they�ve already made a name for themselves. It�s all about maintaining or growing market share. I liked the energy and how everyone felt free to contribute their ideas. I also think you have something here. In my opinion, you could expand this to go beyond the entertainment industry. I know a bunch of people who could use these kinds of services. This goes beyond wealth management,� Brook explained.
 �Sounds like you might have some ideas of your own.�
 �For starters, you could use someone to help with tax and estate planning. You probably also need a good lawyer to help.�
 �Tell you what, when Caryn gets back next week, make an appointment with her and share your ideas. Maybe we can put a new spin on what wealth management is all about,� I suggested.
 �I think I will. Now it�s my turn to talk about something else. How are you, really?�
 �To be honest, I�m okay with my hip and rib injuries. Yes, they�re painful, but I know that with rehab, I can get back to the way I was. What scares me a bit is the head injury. This is the second time I�ve been knocked unconscious. Football is a high-risk proposition, as far as long-term head trauma issues are concerned. It�s probably for the best that I don�t play football for at least three weeks. Tami has sent me studies that show the links between football head injuries and not allowing them to heal properly. It�s not like a bruise where the damage is visible and you can judge when it�s better.
 �My other concern is my arm. The doctor checked it out, but this is my livelihood. It�s my golden ticket to either the NFL or Major League Baseball. I�ve had swelling before on both my knees and my elbow. This is different,� I admitted.
 �Do you think there�s a problem?� Brook asked.
 �Probably not. I think it�s mostly in my head and me feeling sorry for myself. The next three weeks are going to be hard.�
 �You do remember they said it might take six.�
 �I can�t think that way,� I said.
 No athlete wanted to think the worst. I would work my butt off to get back to playing form.
 �Whatever you need, I�ll be there to help. Even if it�s just fetching things for you while you�re laid up.�
 �I suspect that I might be short with people at some point. I�ll bet that either the pain or frustration might cause me to be a jerk. Can you do me a favor, and if you see me acting up, call me on it? I might not act like I appreciate it at the time. Just remember that I get over things quickly and know you have my best interests at heart,� I said.
 �That�s what Cassidy�s for.�
 �Let�s hope it doesn�t come to that. Cassidy doesn�t have the social skills that you do.�
 My parents came out of the conference room.
 �You about ready to go?� Dad asked.
 We all rode to the airport where Brook and my parents were dropped off. Fritz was given detailed instructions about looking after me. I was sure we�d be fine.
 ◊◊◊   
    Monday October 10 
 Before I left the hospital, they�d given me instructions on how to rehab my hip pointer. They called the first few days the �acute phase.� I assumed that meant pain level because I agreed it was �acute.� The suggested treatment was to rest, ice it down, take the pain and anti-inflammatory meds, and to wrap it. They warned me not to try to do too much until the pain subsided some. My instinct was to stretch and exercise, but they�d warned that I had to let my injuries heal before I began to do that.
 I could have ditched the wheelchair and used crutches if my arm and ribs didn�t hurt. At least the swelling around my elbow had gone down. That was frankly my biggest concern. They�d thoroughly examined my elbow, and a sports medicine doctor, who was also an orthopedic specialist, had assured me that it was all soft-tissue injury, and nothing structurally was amiss. Besides the scare of possibly not being able to throw a ball, it frustrated me not to have the use of my right arm. Simple things you take for granted, like tying your shoes, are a major hassle when you essentially lose the use of your dominant arm.
 Something I discovered was that being in pain is exhausting. I�d managed to hobble around enough to take a shower and get dressed, but when I was done, I was ready for a nap. It was like I was ninety years old. I had to move slowly and worried that I might tip over at any moment when pain would radiate from my hip if I moved wrong.
 I ordered room service for breakfast and got the guy that delivered it to tie my shoes. When Fritz finally came to pick me up, I was ready to go.
 �I expected I would have to help you get ready.�
 �Yesterday, you would have had to. I hate feeling helpless,� I admitted.
 Fritz helped me ease into the wheelchair and grabbed my bags. It was a little awkward because his wrist was broken, but we somehow managed to get downstairs. I was glad that they had express checkout so I didn�t have to get in line to do that.
 Today, the plan was to go to IDC � Public Relations� offices and prep for our press conference. Frank pulled Fritz into a meeting for him to have his own prep. Rita and Halle hadn�t arrived yet.
 I found Caryn in the conference room where she�d set up shop for the week. We got all the �how are you feeling� stuff out of the way, and then she wanted to talk about Lexi.
 �I had Kendal reread your contract, and she confirmed there is a provision for you to hire what they term as �staff� for the �duration� of the movies. I�ve got a call into the studio to clarify what that means and what our budget is. It�s unclear whether the contract allows us to hire them or if the studio has to, so we have to get that resolved. Kent said Craig was able to hire people directly, but I want to make sure that applies to us as well.�
 �What does Kent plan to do with Lexi?� I asked.
 �We need to hire some support staff to assist the managers and help with the day-to-day operations. Until I meet with her, I won�t know where she�ll fit in. Kent is hopeful she might make it easier to open some doors for our clients. I also want to find out her long-term plans. She�s just out of high school, and I would guess that at some point, she plans to go to college. I�d hate to assume anything. If she�s only here for the short term, it will limit how much training we would invest in her.�
 I had no idea whether Lexi even wanted to go to college. I�d assumed that this would be her first �real� job. There was a soft knock on the door, and Caryn told the person to come in.
 �Speak of the Devil. I bet your ears were burning,� I said as Lexi came in.
 �I�m here for my interview, Ms. Buckley. If you need to finish up with Mr. Dawson, I can wait.�
 I suppressed the urge to laugh at Lexi being so formal. I had to remember this was a business situation and allow Caryn to handle it.
 �As a matter of fact, I was just leaving. Good luck, and if I don�t see you before I leave, it was good seeing you again,� I said.
 Lexi showed that she was nervous when she wiped her palms on her pants before she shook my hand. Caryn told her to get comfortable and then helped wheel me to where Frank was holding court.
 ◊◊◊
 On our way to the press conference, I had time to reflect on this budget/splurge dichotomy that had been used to torment me over the past year. During the prep meeting, Rita and I had disagreed on where to hold our meeting with the press. She wanted to do it at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, right in the heart of Beverly Hills� swanky area. I�d wanted something more economical. We were talking about the people who hounded us, not studio executives. Guess who won that argument. I should have just shut up because she�d been doing this kind of thing for years. Halle teased me and called me cheap, which irritated me and made me dig my heels in.
 I knew I wasn�t winning when Caryn joined us and agreed with Rita. Talk about killing my crusade. If anyone was cheap, it was Caryn.
 That was how I found myself on the Rodeo Terrace that overlooked the legendary Rodeo Drive. We�d originally planned to hold the press conference in the early afternoon so that the information would be released in time for the evening news on the East Coast. Bev Mass had been correct when she warned us about our time window because the police had requested an interview for just after lunch. Luckily, Frank and his team worked their magic, and we were ready at 11:00 a.m.
 I worried that we wouldn�t be able to get the press there in time, but underestimated the lure of a scandal. Frank led us out to a table with a lectern at the end. I was joined by Halle, Rita, Fritz, and Lexi, who�d volunteered to talk about what she�d seen. Frank stood at the lectern and got the press to quiet down.
 �Halle James will read a prepared statement, and then we will show you videos of what happened. We will have the other people you see up here make statements, and then we�ll open it up to questions,� Frank said and sat down.
 Halle�s statement outlined the different times that Zander had crossed the line, on and off the set. Bev Mass�s background as a district attorney had paid off when writing the statement. Words matter when describing what happened, especially the legal definitions. Bev assured us that with just the written statement, any rookie DA would be able to put together the case against Zander. Putting bad guys away was her passion. Once Bev knew we�d made the decision to go after him publicly, she wanted to make sure we didn�t mess up the case before it went to trial.
 Once she�d read her statement, Halle decided to go off-script.
 �I think about young girls today � I don�t want my future daughter,�your daughter,�or any person to be afraid that they will be punished if they speak out about being abused. Especially if their abuser is in a position of power. I was lucky in that I have a powerful mother who supports me, and that support negated much of the leverage my attacker had over me.
 �Even with that support, I was forced into a room, and I absolutely believe that if my friend hadn�t been with me, I would have been raped. When he was thwarted, he thought he could do even more damage, and attempted to kill me and the people I was with. Unfortunately, my close friend David A. Dawson was injured when our car was rammed by Zander Lewis�s bodyguard. The coward then fled the scene,� Halle said as she became overcome with emotion.
 If I could�ve gotten up without almost passing out from the pain, I would have gone to her. I was glad that her mother stepped up and give her a hug of comfort.
 �Mark my words. Zander was just doing what he assumed from prior experience he could get away with. In the coming days, others will come forward and share their experiences of this predator,� Halle concluded, then collapsed into her mom�s arms.
 I was impressed. I�d never seen this many people from the press sit that quietly before. Their usual MO would be to start shouting questions. Frank had one of his people begin showing the videos. He ran through them all before having the rest of us comment on them.
 I hadn�t seen the whole thing before.
Brook and Halle were pushed into the room by Zander�s security, and then Zander walked in and made a big show of locking the door. 
�Finally, we�re alone. Have you had time to figure out what�s best for you?� Zander asked. 
�I thought I made it clear. I�m not sleeping with you,� Halle said. 
 You could tell that Zander was losing his self-control. I had no idea why Halle seemed to be trying to reason with him.
�Look. I�ve been patient, but if you ever want to work in this industry again, you might want to reconsider. Plus, I will be the best you ever had,� he said with a leer. 
�I said, �No!�� Halle barked. 
�Calm down. I thought you wanted a threesome,� Zander said. 
�No, you and your goons dragged us in here,� Brook said. 
�Listen, bitc �� was all he got out as he grabbed Brook and Halle, and tried to throw both of them onto the bed.
 Halle looked completely shocked as she stumbled backward onto the bed from the force of Zander�s shove. Brook winced with pain and then gave Zander a glare of pure hatred.
 That was a look I never wanted to see on her face when she looked at me.
 Brook bounced up from where she�d been thrown, rubbing her arm, and punched him in the throat. He�d started to unbuckle his belt. Zander�s smirk instantly changed to an expression of disbelieving pain. Brook then kneed him where it counts, and he curled up in a ball.
 Halle scrambled up and watched as Zander uncurled and started to get up with a look of pure murder on his face. She kicked him in the side, he went back down, and she and then Brook kicked him a few more times.
 A couple of seconds later, Fritz and I burst in. I scooped them up to keep them from killing him and almost got my own beatdown. As soon as they figured out it was me, they both broke down crying and clung to me, visibly shaking. It was like all the adrenaline left them, and all that was left were two scared little girls.
 I was impressed by Brook�s handling of Zander. He was completely surprised when she didn�t just cower in fear. Cassidy would be proud of her. I cringed when I saw Halle and Brook start to kick him in the sack and the side. You would have guessed they thought he was a pi�ata full of chocolate. He was lucky when I rushed in and snatched both girls up before they could do any more damage.
 Then again, seeing how the girls broke down as soon as they realized they were safe made me realize just how traumatized they were by Zander�s actions. I looked around, and it seemed like most of the reporters were having the same thoughts as me.
 In the van, Fritz had set up two cameras, one pointing at all the passengers and one straight ahead. Everyone seemed to be in good spirits, and then suddenly, they were being tossed around like rag dolls. I said a silent prayer of thanks that they all had their seat belts on and wondered why the airbags didn�t go off. I guess we were hit at a weird angle when Fritz swerved. When I saw what happened to me, I had to close my eyes. From the way I hung in my seat belt, it was clear that I was out cold.
 They then showed the video from the forward-pointing camera. The SUV suddenly appeared at the edge of the screen on the passenger side and crashed into us. Shortly after, we came to a stop, the passenger doors of the SUV opened, and the video caught the other security guard and Zander running from the scene. If Zander had run back the way he came, he wouldn�t have been visible, but he hadn�t. He�d run in front of our van and turned to see what had happened. Frank froze the video so everyone could see for themselves that it was, in fact, Zander Lewis.
 The next-to-last video was of Fritz talking to the driver and him admitting that Zander had ordered him to ram our car. The last video almost made me sick. It showed the paramedics having to pull my apparently lifeless body from the van. They couldn�t open my door, so they�d taken the back off my seat in order to get a backboard under me and slide me out. I would have to seek them out and thank them for how professional they were and how much care they�d taken to make sure I wasn�t further injured.
 Fritz was up next and described what had happened. He also reported that the police had found cocaine in Zander�s SUV. Then he conveyed that the security wasn�t Zander�s, but that they worked for the studio. With that last little tidbit, I was confident that Halle wouldn�t be seeing any overt backlash from the studio�s executives. They would be far too worried about being sued by everyone involved to risk inviting further repercussions by harassing her.
 Ask any lawyer; they say you should sue everyone and see what money shakes out. The studio had much deeper pockets than Zander did. If Zander and the security people were convicted of anything, I would bet that civil suits would soon follow.
 Lexi talked next and described what she had seen. Then I spent a few minutes adding my perspective. Next, it was Rita�s turn. She went into full mama-bear mode and let the world know what she thought of what had happened. You had to remember that her son had survived a terrorist attack this last summer, and now her daughter could have died from an attack by her costar.
 When she was done, the press found its footing and was back to normal.
 �Halle! Did you ever report Zander�s misconduct to anyone associated with the film?�
 �I talked to both Susan Woodley, the director for Love Letters, and Charles Conte, our studio liaison. They brought me in to complain about my performance, and I explained what had happened in my trailer with Zander. I told them about him making unwanted advances and groping me. They said they understood, but I needed to be more professional and work through it.�
 �Do you know what the studio did with your complaint?�
 �You�ll have to ask them. I�m sure they will be open about what steps they�ve taken to protect me and other women from Zander on this and future films,� Halle said.
 I barked out a laugh, and Rita gave me a look. We all knew they had patted Halle on the head and told her to be a big girl and suck it up.
 �What do you plan to do when you go back on set?�
 �Nothing, because I am sure this will never happen again,� Halle said.
 There had been a heated discussion about how she should handle that question. Halle wanted to get on her soapbox and let her justified indignation fly. Rita had explained the facts of life to her. If she did, she would be labeled a problem child and would be quietly blacklisted. The good old boys were still in power, and if you threatened their world order, you would never work there again. She had come right up to the line when she said that Zander was only doing what prior experience had taught him he could get away with. The implication was clear, but she hadn�t said out loud that Zander wasn�t the only sexual predator in Hollywood.
 �You think he will ever see the light of day?�
 �This is LA. Who knows?� Halle said to lighten the mood.
 �Are you and David A. Dawson a couple again?�
 Halle looked over at me and smirked.
 �He wishes,� she said, and then got serious. �Actually, David has been a good friend to me and my family ever since I first met him on the set of Star Academy. He seems to turn up when I need him the most. David was there for us right after Trip was shot. He was there when I needed him this weekend. He is one of those special guys mothers hope their daughters will bring home. I would be happy to date him. The only problem is David already has a girlfriend who loves him, and she and I are close friends.
 �I was glad he was there the other night to keep Zander away from me. I�m devastated that because he defended me, he was literally blindsided by a predator who considers vehicular assault and attempted kidnapping perfectly acceptable ways to resolve issues. You have no idea how relieved I am to find out that the big goof is going to be okay.�
 �If his girlfriend dumps him �?�
 �I�ll be there to pick up the pieces. The only problem is that she knows what a great guy he is and is smart enough not to ever let that happen,� Halle said.
 Rita leaned over and whispered to me.
 �Brook was just put on notice.�
 ◊◊◊
 Ms. Dixon arranged to have a lawyer go with me when I was interviewed by the police.
 �We�re considering charging Halle James and Brook Davis with battery,� the detective said.
 �We�re done. Get me out of here,� I told my new lawyer.
 �You can�t do that. You�re a material witness,� the detective exclaimed.
 �Watch me. As soon as I hit the street, I will seek out every camera I can find and repeat what you just said.�
 What a rookie. My mom was much more intimidating. Right on cue, the door opened, and another detective came in. I looked him over and couldn�t decide if he was supposed to be playing the part of badder cop or good cop. His glare was better. You would think that living in LA, you could get some acting classes so you�d be believable. The new detective saw I wasn�t worried. I might have been, but I�d taken another pill just thirty minutes before, and it was kicking in.
 �Terry, go get me a coffee. You want anything, kid?� he asked.
 �I could go for a Coke.�
 It looked like I was now with the �good cop.�
 �Hey?� I asked.
 �What?�
 �Why do you guys think you have to intimidate everyone? If you want me to tell you what happened, just ask me,� I reasoned.
 �Terry�s going through a messy divorce. His old lady put a restraining order on him today so he can�t even see his kids.�
 I could see why she might do that.
 �I�m Detective Drum. Did Terry read you your rights?�
 I looked at my lawyer and then back to the detective. Then I looked around the interview room. Had I just been punked? They both started laughing. I began to wonder why I needed this lawyer. I planned to have a long talk with Ms. Dixon the next time I caught up with her.
 �Sorry about that. I just got done interviewing Rita and Halle James, and they said you could take a joke. Consider this as payback for making my job harder after that interview you all gave this morning. Now I�m going to have the press up my butt every step of the way. I understand Beverly Mass told you to let us handle things,� Detective Drum complained.
 �Give me a break. The media was always going to be all over you on this one, no matter what we did. That press conference was held because Halle needed to get the truth out before industry people could try to spin it or bury it. You and I both know that they�d try to get that driver to change his testimony if they could. And they�d likely have also threatened Halle with being blackballed if she didn�t downplay things. Now, that potential leverage is gone.�
 �No, I get that,� he said as Terry came back with the detective�s coffee and my Coke.
 Somehow, I got the impression that they�d be video-recording their interview with the driver if they hadn�t done so already.
 From there, things went much more smoothly. Terry turned out to be a funny guy. He really was going through a messy divorce, but he had a good attitude. It looked like my lawyer was killing it on Candy Crush. He was either doing that or texting the whole time I was interviewed. I sent a text to Ms. Dixon to inform her that we wouldn�t need him for anything else.
 ◊◊◊
 I hate going through security at airports. For some reason, I get pulled aside and patted down much more often than any of my travel companions. I have yet to see any of my security people get checked, which made no sense to me. What I discovered was that if you�re in a wheelchair, there�s an express lane. I didn�t even have to get in line with everyone else. It was VIP treatment all the way. It was almost like I was with either Rita James or Adrienne. I was simply flagged through.
 They even had me jump the first-class line when I boarded. I was thankful because it wasn�t easy to move from the regular wheelchair to the boarding wheelchair. That was a much smaller one that would fit to go down the aisle to my seat. Getting into my seat was no fun, either, because I�d stiffened up during the day. Fritz found my pain meds as soon as I was secure. I�d upgraded him to first class because I didn�t want to deal with anyone else. Once I�d had my pain pill and settled in, I put in my earbuds and found my music app. I think I was asleep by the time we were at altitude.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 23 � They�re All Sick!  Tuesday October 11 
 My hound figured out I was hurting and abandoned his duty of watching the little ones. I woke to him crawling onto my bed. He must have heard my breathing change when I woke up. I gave him the loving he desired. I swear he told me that no one else had ever rubbed his ears and chest.
 �Do you think I�ll cry if I go take a shower?�
 Duke�s tail just thumped against the bed. I took that as a good sign. Too bad Duke was such a liar. Holy crap, my side hurt. I hobbled into the bathroom and found my trusty hound at my side.
 �It�s okay, buddy, I�ve got this,� I announced and focused.
 My plan had been to try crutches today. Now it looked like I was destined to spend another day in the wheelchair. I was almost out of pain pills. Chuck would have to drive me to the pharmacy before school, or it would be an unbearable day.
 My dad had to help me tie my shoes and steady me as I navigated the stairs. I was relieved when I saw he�d brought the wheelchair my parents had rented to my apartment�s back door.
 �I feel helpless,� I complained.
 �Just remember what the doctor said. I don�t want to hear that you tried to stretch or exercise yet. If I have to, I�ll have your mom go explain things to everyone at school,� Dad warned.
 Talk about not playing fair. If I could have gotten out of my wheelchair on my own, I would�ve beaten him with my crutches. Duke was done with his business before we made it to the back door. Precious seemed irritated that her buddy ignored her and instead came with me into the house. Duke bolted upstairs to check on his charges and Peggy. I smiled when I saw Chuck had decided to brave breakfast with us so he could get a home-cooked meal.
 Little David needed some daddy time, so I held him in my lap and fed him. Peggy had mixed yogurt and apricots into his cereal. He seemed to like it, so I had her make me a bowl and found it was okay. It would do for a change of pace, but I didn�t want it every day.
 I caught up with Peggy. She said that she�d placed third in her race on Saturday, and her coach told her that she would receive a full scholarship in the spring.
 �Can you watch the boys tonight?� she asked.
 I almost just said I would and then saw my mom turn away so I couldn�t see the expression on her face. The other issue was, how exactly did she expect I could watch them in my condition?
 �I don�t know. What are you doing?� I asked.
 �I have a date,� Peggy said, daring me to act protectively.
 The Alpha Male in me was suddenly on full alert. I hadn�t realized that I thought of her as mine. I suspect I would have had the same reaction if Pam told me she was dating. If I could deal with Tami dating others, I could do the same for Peggy. I brought my Alpha Male response to heel.
 �Have you let Mom meet this guy?� I asked.
 Allowing her to date didn�t mean I couldn�t torment her about it. To her credit, she didn�t even flinch.
 �I�m sure your mom doesn�t care who I date,� Peggy scoffed.
 �Give Chuck his information,� I said.
 �Why?� Peggy said, starting to get irritated.
 �In case something comes up, and we can�t get hold of you,� Mom said to save me from having to explain that I planned to have this bozo checked out.
 If he was a dog-hater, I couldn�t risk him being around the house.
 I was surprised when Peggy gave Chuck her date�s info. Mom said that if Peggy put the boys to bed before she left, Mom would watch them. I gave my boys kisses, and Chuck and I left to pick up Brook. She�d warned her mom that we would be honking today since I couldn�t yet walk well. Chuck and I looked at each other when Ava came out the back door.
 �This is on Brook,� I said. �She was supposed to tell her.�
 �If she starts hitting you, I�ll break it up,� Chuck offered.
 At least today, he had remembered what his job was. Half the time, he was useless.
 Ava got in the back seat with me.
 �Are you okay?� she asked.
 I told her all that had happened and that I was okay. Brook came out, and Ava told me to get better and then walked back to the house.
 �What did my mom want?�
 �She was just checking on me. I think she�s starting to like me.�
 Chuck snorted at my bold statement; I chose to ignore him. I caught Brook up on the press conference and police interview. Evidently, she�d already talked to Halle and was just confirming things.
 We drove through at the pharmacy, picked up my prescription, and then made it to school in time for first period.
 ◊◊◊
 During PE, Mr. Hasting, our head trainer, made an appearance so that he could check on my condition. I told him what my doctors in LA said, and he agreed. He wanted me to have an ice bath during PE and then one during practice. The whole right side of my body was black and blue. The swelling in my elbow had continued to go down, much to my relief. That was the injury that still scared me.
 This time, I didn�t fall for giving up my pain meds. I think my exact words were: �You can have my pain pills when you can pry them from my cold, dead hands.� Jill poked me in the ribs, and my hand fell open.
 Wolf found me when I was finished with the trainers.
 �You missed it last night.�
 �Why, what happened?�
 �Coach Hope announced that you�d been hurt in a car accident and might not play the rest of the year. Poor Trent didn�t know if he should be happy or afraid. Then he decided that it was an elaborate joke. We had to show him the video of the car accident,� Wolf shared.
 �What did he do when you did that?�
 �It gets better. Coach Hope reminded him that we�re playing Beverly this week, probably the best defense we�ll face � and � it�s Homecoming. I think he had a nervous breakdown. It didn�t help when Coach Mason went old-school and called him a wuss.
 �Coach Hope had to take Trent to his office to calm him down. We are so screwed this week. Your brother might have to play quarterback if Trent can�t pull it together. During the summer, Trent was sure he would beat you out, and then reality set in. I think he figured out that he�ll probably throw ten interceptions this week,� Wolf said.
 �I doubt they�ll let him pass unless they have to,� I predicted.
 �If we�re going to have any chance, you need to talk to him and somehow get him fixed.�
 �Why me?� I asked.
 �Because you�re the one who broke him.�
 I said something inappropriate, but Wolf stuck to his guns.
 Wolf was a smart guy. The team needed me to help my backup get his act together.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare decided it was his job to push me around in my wheelchair. I was impressed when he stood up to Brook, who told him it was her prerogative as my girlfriend. He looked at his shoes the whole time, but he didn�t budge.
 �Dare�s my guy for this job,� I announced, and for once, he looked up and smiled.
 We were making progress. Next, he would be as bad as Cassidy and start to talk my ears off.
 ◊◊◊
 For football practice, I tottered straight to the training room to get my ice-bath treatment. I�ll be honest, I felt the old depression start to set in that I�d experienced both in middle school, and when I�d gone to my uncle�s farm for the summer. For someone who thought he was indestructible, this was an unwanted wake-up call. If my arm and elbow hadn�t hurt so much, I might have been okay. My mind kept going in circles, wondering if I would ever throw a football again, or even better, whether I would be able to use my arm to dress myself.
 I knew what the doctor had said, that it was just soft tissue that was injured, but having my arm in a sling scared me. It scared me enough that I�d resisted the urge to begin rehab like I was used to doing. I�d been told that I needed to let everything heal before I started to stretch and work out. If I doubted my doctor, all I had to do was move too quickly or breathe deeply.
 I stayed in the ice bath for as long as I could stand it. When I was done, I had to have Becky and Jill help me to get out. They wrapped my ribs and around my hips. I was a happy boy when they gave me a pain pill.
 �Tell me it gets better,� I almost begged.
 �Hip pointers aren�t anything to laugh about. That�s why they give you pads,� Jill explained.
 Football pants had pads on the sides and one in the back to protect the tailbone. I also wore lacrosse shorts to safeguard me further when I played. At some point, someone had gotten a hip pointer and invented football pants to protect against it. I understood completely and silently thanked whoever it was for his creation.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare had waited for me and wheeled me out to the practice field. Coach Mason was running passing drills, and my backup, Trent Buchannan, promptly overthrew Wolf. That was hard to do, so I wasn�t surprised when Coach Mason sent Trent to me to be coached-up. He�d done something similar at my Elite Quarterback camp in Houston. Coach Mason would continue to run the drill while the wayward player would go talk to another coach one-on-one.
 I took one look at Trent, and it was clear he was about to have a meltdown.
 �Dammit to Hell! I can�t seem to do anything right,� he complained.
 �I know exactly what you�re feeling.�
 �Bullshit!� he barked.
 �How do you think I became a starter?� I asked and waited for him to focus. �I was a freshman fullback. Our starter hurt his hand, and I had to step in and play. At least you have a full week to get ready. I came off the bench.�
 �You almost won that game. I was there, you know,� Trent huffed.
 �You don�t think I was feeling everything you are right now? I was scared I would let everyone down. It might have been better that I didn�t get a chance to think about it, but I was worried I would mess up and ruin the season,� I shared.
 Trent took a deep breath and held it. He let it out in one long hiss.
 �What do I need to do?� he asked.
 �I don�t know if you�re religious or not. That doesn�t really matter, but there is a little prayer that seems to help me. It�s called the Serenity Prayer. It starts with, �God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; the courage to change the things I can; and the wisdom to know the difference.�
 �Stop focusing on what you can�t control. Focus on throwing the ball,� I said.
 �Does that really work?� Trent asked.
 �You�re surrounded by players who have been winning games. Trust them to do their jobs, and you just focus on doing yours. If you can complete a few passes and not turn the ball over, we can beat Beverly,� I said, and then smiled. �That starts with you throwing the ball correctly. I know you can do it. I saw you when I came back this summer and in practice last year.�
 �What am I doing wrong?�
 I saw him relax.
 �You tell me,� I shot back.
 He gave me a pained expression. Uncle John was probably amused right now that I�d used one of his techniques on someone else.
 �What did you do on the last throw?� I prompted. �How did you stride? Where was your release point? And, by the way, how can you miss someone that big?� I asked with a grin.
 The last one was to lighten the mood, but Trent started to talk about how he�d released the ball too early and hadn�t done his full stride.
 �Get back in there and do it right,� I coached. �You�ve got this.�
 He trotted back to Coach Mason. I found my brother standing in front of me. He would be either next year�s quarterback or the year after if Trent got his act together. I guess Coach Mason planned to take full advantage of me. He wanted to get in as much work as possible while I was there to coach them up when they did something wrong.
 �What did you do?� I asked.
 I wasn�t trying to be smart, I�d been talking to Trent and hadn�t seen why Phil was standing in front of me. My brother gave me a look that didn�t make me happy. Then Dare tapped my shoulder and showed me his phone. He�d been videoing and caught it.
 �Go get a football,� I ordered.
 When Phil came back, I had him grip it. This was something that wasn�t taught enough. I was surprised I�d never picked up on how my brother held the football.
 �I�m about to help you become a much better passer. The grip isn�t normally something that�s taught, but it should be.� I was lucky that Bo Harrington had coached me during my freshman year. There are a lot of things that are taught wrong about how to hold the ball. You�ll see guys put their index finger on the tip of the ball or have the front tip pointed downward on the release.
 �The proper way is to have the front tip pointed slightly up,� I said, and had him toss me the ball so I could show him. �How do we do that?�
 I paused for his answer. Phil just looked at me, so I continued.
 �I want your ring finger�s first knuckle to be just in front of the second lace at the back of the ball. I want your index finger to rest under the laces, and your pinky to rest under the laces,� I said as I demonstrated.
 Phil paid attention, and I noticed that Dare had turned his phone on me while I coached the finer points of how to hold a football.
 �Now, you want to have your thumb wrap around the ball so that it�s about even with your index finger. You want to make sure that you don�t let your palm rest on the ball. There needs to be a small gap so that when you throw the football, it won�t stick to your hand, and you won�t get what looks like a wounded duck. Your pinky and ring finger come off the ball at the same time, leaving your first two fingers in contact as you flip your wrist. That causes the football to rotate in a tight spiral.�
 I had him throw the ball to a receiver a couple of times. He finally let one go that was perfect.
 �That just felt different. Thanks, David,� Phil said, and trotted back to get his turn.
 In practice, I tried to do what I saw Ridge Townsend, USC�s starting quarterback, did. He was focused on what he did each snap. Ridge said he�d gone to a camp where Tom Brady, the starting quarterback for the NFL�s Patriots, had been. Ridge said that Tom was 100% about the business at hand when he was on the football field. They�d seemed like two quarterbacks I should emulate.
 I found I enjoyed stepping back and helping coach. After all, I�d accumulated a lot of knowledge going to camps like Elite 11 and from the personal coaching I�d received from Coach Mason and Coach Harrington. This was an opportunity to pass it on.
 I found that Dare paid attention to what was happening around him. If I could ever get him to communicate, he would be a tremendous asset. I�d learned from my uncle that you couldn�t force someone to change. He�d helped me understand that I wanted to change. Once I knew I didn�t want to go through life like I had, it was easy for him to help me decide what I wanted my life to be like. A summer at my uncle�s would do Dare a world of good.
 When practice was done, Coach Mason took me aside.
 �Thanks. Sometimes they need to hear it from someone else.�
 He was right because I knew he�d talked about everything I�d worked on with all the quarterbacks today to make them better. He�d singled me out more than once to show them how to do it right and wrong.
 �Funny how that works,� I said.
 �I think Trent turned a corner today. He hasn�t looked this good since he realized that he wasn�t going to start in two-a-days. What did you tell him?�
 I told Coach Mason about the prayer.
 �I�ll hit him with my second favorite saying tomorrow. �If it is to be, it is up to me.� I find that if I focus on those two things, I can accomplish just about anything.�
 That got Coach Mason grinning.
 �If I heard that from just about anyone else, I would say they were being cocky.�
 �How are you feeling?� Jeff, my favorite reporter, asked, startling me.
 He and his camera crew were constantly around, and I�d begun to ignore them. Coach Mason rolled his eyes and headed off to the locker room, leaving me to face Jeff.
 I glossed over my injuries and admitted that I wouldn�t play this week, but left the door open for the following week. I said we would play it one week at a time and see whether or not I was ready to go. When they were done with the interview, Jeff sent his crew to the truck.
 �What�s the real word?� he asked.
 I told him three to six weeks and that I could barely get around.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday October 13 
 We were eating lunch when Dare jumped up and excitedly showed me his phone. It was an article about this week�s opponent, Beverly. I looked at him, and we both smiled.
 �This is never good,� Brook almost moaned.
 �Let me guess,� Wolf said. �Hannah Minacci is going to be David�s date to Homecoming.�
 �Have you asked anyone to go?� Cassidy asked me pointedly.
 I gave her a look. It was just assumed that if Brook was my girlfriend, she would go with me. Right?
 �Here I bought a dress and everything. I thought my boyfriend would ask, but he hasn�t. I guess I need to find a date,� Brook pouted.
 As I looked around the table, I saw that everyone had an amused look on their face. This smelled like a setup.
 �I�ll take you,� Dare blurted. I�d been looking at Cassidy, and the expression on her face was priceless. Everyone must have been in on it except for Dare. I turned to Brook and dared her to turn him down.
 She had this fish-out-of-water look.
 �I � uh � I � um � would love to go with you,� she said.
 Poor Dare realized what he�d done, and I was afraid he might start crying.
 �I guess I better see if I can find someone on short notice,� I said, then shrugged and started to surf the net with my phone.
 Dare just blinked when he discovered I wasn�t going to pummel him. I would make sure they had their pictures taken at the dance. An evil plan suddenly came to me, but that could wait.
 �I have some great news. They�re all sick!� I said.
 �What are you talking about?� Johan asked.
 �Beverly! They may forfeit the game,� I explained and held up Dare�s phone. �Their starting tackle got the flu and was hospitalized. On Monday, their whole team visited him there.�
 I looked at the phone and read the pertinent section.
 �Nineteen of the twenty-two starters and the entire coaching staff were not in school today. Over half the student body was out as well,� I said and looked up. �Their athletic director says they will probably forfeit. A decision will be made by the end of the day.�
 The table erupted in discussion after that.
 Right before the end of lunch, Brook had had enough football talk, and she and Cassidy left. I sent Dare to our lockers to get our books, then turned to the rest of the table.
 �I think we need to vote Dare and Brook as Homecoming King and Queen,� I said.
 �If you take me as your date, I�ll make sure it happens,� Tracy said.
 Pam and Gina each gave her a dirty look.
 �As long as you�re okay with me taking Pam and Gina as my dates as well,� I shot back.
 Tracy gave Pam a sheepish look and nodded, �yes.� Everyone else thought it was great payback for Cassidy and Brook, who�d planned today�s ambush. Don, Cassidy�s boyfriend, was worried about what she would do to him. I assured him that I would protect him. No one believed me since I was still being carted around. Gina got the honor of being the first of my dates to push me to class.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook was waiting for me when I left my class.
 �I hear that you have three dates to Homecoming.�
 �Freshman year, I had two. I figured if you weren�t available, I would try to break my record.�
 Tracy sauntered up and hip-checked Dare out from behind me.
 �Walk your date to class,� she teased him.
 �Come on, Dare. They�re just ragging on us,� Brook said.
 Brook finally coaxed the poor boy to class. Next period, I would have to let him know that all was well. He would survive my three dates taking over his duties. The plan was for me to try to use crutches tomorrow anyway, so hopefully, his days of wheelchair duty were coming to an end.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Hope sent everyone a text to meet in the gym before football practice. Mr. Hicks, our athletic director, was waiting for us.
 �I just got off the phone with my counterpart at Beverly High. It seems that the flu epidemic has taken them over, and they�re forfeiting their game with us on Friday. I�ve talked to the powers that be, and there is a real concern with this flu. I�ve asked Becky Grimes to talk to you about how to keep from getting it.�
 Before Becky could come up front, Wolf shouted to Trent.
 �Way to go! You�re undefeated as our starting quarterback.�
 That got some good-natured comments thrown around.
 �Okay, you knuckleheads, settle down,� Becky said and waited for everyone to calm down.
 �We�re in the middle of flu season. My roommate is an ER nurse, and she�s come home with stories of how bad it is this year. I asked her to give me some ideas on how you can keep from getting it. There are only three ways you can get the flu: through your eyes, your nose, or your mouth,� Becky said as she pointed at each so the freshmen would understand. �That means that if you touch something contaminated, then rub your eye � you could get the flu.�
 I made sure the underclassmen, and in particular, Yuri, were paying attention. My guess was that if anyone was going to infect the team, it was one of them.
 �If someone coughs near you, you can inhale it through your nose and � you could get the flu. If your girlfriend has snot running out of her nose and you kiss her � you could get the flu.�
 That brought some chuckles. One of the freshmen said he would risk it. Yep, the little dumbasses were going to get us sick. Becky waited for us to quit chuckling before she continued.
 �My roommate tells me that this year�s version is really nasty. It�s killed some people. It has put many people in the hospital, and it�s spreading like wildfire. She told me that one in every eight people coming through her emergency room is testing positive for the flu.
 �She shared some horror stories of what she�s seen and heard. Of course, you heard what happened at Beverly. The team visited someone who had it bad enough that he was hospitalized. Guess what. They had maybe fifty boys and coaches who were exposed and either got the flu or were carriers. They all went to school on Monday, and it seems they infected half the student body. Beverly has actually had to close their doors through next week until everyone gets through it.
 �Here�s some helpful advice. If you feel sick�stay home! If you�re around someone who�s sick, get yourself some hand sanitizer and � wait for it � use it!� Becky said.
 �How long is this flu lasting?� Coach Hope asked.
 �Seven to ten days. There isn�t really a cure for it. If you feel sick, you can ask your doctor to prescribe Tamiflu. You must take it within the first 48 hours for it to be effective. It won�t cure the flu, but it might shorten it to five to six days,� Becky answered.
 �What can we do at home?� Coach Hope said.
 I was sure they�d worked this out beforehand.
 �Here�s a tip. Wash your stinking hands,� Becky said, looking around and pointing at a few people in the room. �Treat your fever with Tylenol. If you�re a big dude, you can take six to eight pills at a time. For a normal-sized person, four will probably do you. Be aware of how much you take in a day; you shouldn�t take that high a dose more than once or twice.
 �Drink some Gatorade or some water; I don�t care. Get the fever down and hydrate. Last, cover your nose. You don�t need to share it with everyone else. What do you do if you sneeze on your hand?�
 �Wash your stinking hand,� Roc called out.
 Becky touched her nose and pointed at Roc.
 �We have a winner!� she exclaimed and turned the meeting back over to Coach Hope.
 It sounded like I needed to pull the little ones out of daycare for the next couple of weeks. I swear that every time I stopped by to pick them up, there was some new creeping crud being shared. This flu was especially hard on children and the elderly. Maybe my grandma would watch them. That way, they�d be protecting each other�or at least that was how my lazy-but-evil mind justified it.
 ◊◊◊
 I shambled into the training area and did my ice-bath therapy. The trainers told me I was progressing well. They said I could take the sling off and start using crutches, but warned me to take it easy. The hope was that by next week, they could start working on the next phase of my treatment. I�d made it clear that I was going to be ready to play in two weeks. I suspect they just agreed with me to appease me. But I was determined.
 I had dinner with my parents and Peggy, where I floated my idea of Grandma Dawson watching the boys.
 �No, I�m not risking your dad�s mom. I�ll take time off and watch them,� Mom volunteered. �I�ll call Angie and see if she wants to drop hers off too.�
 That was unexpected. I blinked at my mom and glanced over at Dad. I wasn�t sure I wanted to be anywhere near her after a day with all five of them.
 �Why don�t we see about getting you some help?� I suggested.
 I�d seen my two wear out both my mom and Peggy without even trying. As I envisioned the chaos, I gave my mom half a day before she hauled them all back to daycare and let the chips fall where they may. So what if we lost one or two? It was like culling the herd when the state said we had too many deer. Five children under the age of three was a lot more work than I wanted to admit.
 �Caryn called me,� Dad said to change the topic. �She talked to the PR team, and it sounds like the studio is shutting down Halle�s movie for now. She said that the insurance company wouldn�t continue to cover them until an internal investigation is done. It seems that the director, producer, and several studio execs have to answer for not acting on Halle�s complaint.�
 �What about Zander? Did he make bail?� I asked.
 �He was charged with a violent felony and denied bail for now.�
 That put a smile on my face.
 ◊◊◊
 Talking to Dad had made me realize that I should call Halle and see how she was doing. She answered on the first ring.
 �What did you do to Bandit?� she complained. I heard him meowing in the background.
 �What�s his problem?�
 �I have no idea. He goes to the sliding glass door and throws a fit. He never did that before.�
 �No wonder he was such a wimp when he moved in with me,� I said, realizing that he�d only been inside when he was with Halle. �I did you a favor and toughened him up. Bandit wants to go outside.�
 �He might get hurt or run away,� Halle worried.
 �Bandit�s not stupid. He knows where his food and ear-scratches come from.�
 I heard the door slide open.
 �He seems to like it. He stopped complaining. Oh, my God, he is such a boy!� she then exclaimed.
 �Why, what did he do?� I asked.
 �I need to go save him. He took off running and fell in the pool. I�ll call you later,� Halle said and hung up on me.
 I would have to talk to Fritz and see if he could get me the video footage of Bandit�s first adventure being free in Halle�s back yard.
 While I waited for Halle to call back, I called Zak.
 �If you didn�t call me today, Bec was going to make me call you tomorrow.�
 All I could do was laugh at him. I never expected I would ever see the day that Zak Verwood would have a steady girlfriend who bossed him around. I would have bet he was destined to be a Hollywood playboy for the rest of his life. It went to show what a good woman could do.
 �I wanted to thank you for throwing the party. Everyone said they had a good time.�
 He wanted an update on how I was feeling�another question from his girlfriend.
 �Is she there?� I asked.
 �Yes.�
 �Put her on. Believe me when I tell you that you won�t ask all the right questions or get enough information.�
 �I�m starting to figure that out. Let me put you on speakerphone so we won�t have to repeat anything,� Zak suggested.
 Bec had all kinds of questions about what happened. She said the Zander incident was the talk of the town. She wanted all the details, but I played it off as if I had no idea what was going on. To be honest, I didn�t know, but I got the sense that Bec might be a bit of a gossip.
 I was glad when Halle called back, and I was able to tell Zak and Bec that I had to take her call.
 �How�s Bandit?� I asked.
 �Wet and pissed-off. It looks like he�s had enough of the great outdoors for now. Last I saw him, he disappeared upstairs somewhere.�
 �How�ve you been?� I asked.
 �I�ve been hiding out at home. The paparazzi are camped out front as we speak. Frank suggested that we let things calm down some before I make my next appearance. He doesn�t want to compress the news cycle on this one. Frank says he wants this to play out over an extended period.�
 �Why?�
 I always felt if there were a scandal, you would want to get it over with as soon as possible. Then I stopped and thought about it for half a second. Halle�s movie still hung in the balance. She needed the leverage to keep them from sweeping everything under the rug and possibly pulling the plug on Love Letters.
 �Don�t answer that. I have a good idea as to why Frank would want that,� I said.
 �To hold him, the police had to charge Zander on Tuesday. They added to his charges today.�
 �What�s the list?�
 �They went nuts. There is a total of seventeen charges, ranging from assault and battery to attempted kidnapping to vehicular assault to drug charges. Bev Mass stopped by the house to talk to me and my mom. She said that the DA charged him with everything he could think of, on the theory that some of the charges would eventually be thrown out. The DA will also use all the charges in their negotiations with Zander�s lawyers. She said that when we started suing everyone in our civil suit, the criminal charges would help our case, even if they don�t stick.�
 �You�re thinking about suing?�
 �Yes, we are.�
 It didn�t go unnoticed that somehow, I was involved in suing.
 �Zander�s lawyers are pushing that Brook and I should be charged with battery for what we did at Zak�s. Bev said that we could be charged, but no jury would convict us.�
 �Then again, you are in LA,� I said without thinking.
 People from the Midwest, rightly or wrongly, viewed California as the bastion of the �Far Left� where violence was frowned upon, even if it was to protect yourself. I still remember the gun salesman saying that terrorists had rights too when I suggested that during a terrorist attack, it would be okay to shoot them.
 �Then again, I am Rita James�s daughter,� Halle shot back.
 �I keep forgetting that�s your get-out-of-jail-free card,� I teased.
 �You can be an ass sometimes,� Halle huffed.
 �Oh, really?� I asked.
 �Yeah, really. Every time you walked away from a conversation at the party, people were whispering, �What an ass,�� Halle shot back.
 �Oh, My Gawd! I suddenly know what it feels like to be sexually harassed!�
 �I don�t think that�s what they meant.�
 �But I�ve been working out. Do you think my butt is still too big?� I simpered.
 �Not that again. I�m trying to be serious here. Bev said it was a good thing that Brook left the state before the police saw the video. She really could have been charged.�
 I would have to warn her. Bev Mass was a state�s attorney first and tried to ferret out every possible crime. When I�d been in the middle of the Brandon stuff, she�d had a hard time not going after me over how I�d gotten police records. The only mitigating factor was that DAs care about conviction rates. That didn�t mean that Brook and Halle might not be charged, though. I just doubted that it would ever see a courtroom.
 �I�ll talk to her about it and make sure she takes the necessary precautions. More than anything, I think it�s just a way for them to try to intimidate you. Zander�s lawyers want you to back off and will do whatever they can to make that happen,� I warned.
 �That�s what my mom said.�
 �What about the movie? Are they going to recast it?� I asked.
 �No word yet. It looks like the studio is dragging its feet to see how this all shakes out. Saul is pushing to get the movie moved to another studio. He doesn�t think they�ll ever finish it. Kent talked to Lexi, and she�s arranged a meeting with Paul Andon to see if his studio has any interest.�
 �Sounds like they hired Lexi.�
 �Yeah. She seems like a nice girl. She�s excited about being your PA,� Halle shared.
 �When I first met her, I thought Lexi was a bully,� I admitted.
 �Rumor has it something happened to her, and she�s changed. She no longer hangs out with her old crew. From what I�ve seen, Lexi�s a mystery. One moment she�s confident, and you can see she�s a force to reckon with, the next she seems hesitant.�
 �Sounds like she�s just trying to find her way. I�m sure that working for the first time can be challenging,� I suggested.
 �Maybe. I think there�s more to it than that, though.�
 Halle was probably right.
 �My uncle told me of an old Polish proverb: �Not my circus, not my monkey.� I don�t think I want to dig into Lexi�s psyche for two reasons. First, it�s none of my business, and the second is I�m not sure I want to take that on,� I explained.
 �Refer to my previous comment about you being an ass sometimes,� Halle said.
 �That may be, but Lexi�s a big girl. She doesn�t need or want us digging up something painful. If she wanted us to do something, she would have said so,� I said.
 �Well, look who�s growing up. I would have guessed you would climb onto your charger and save the day,� she teased.
 I ignored the immediate thought of climbing into the Demon and seeing how fast I could drive it to California. It wasn�t a Dodge Charger, but it was still a Dodge muscle car, which was close enough.
 I still hurt too much to do it, though. Nevertheless �
 �For you, I would.�
 �Brook has no idea how lucky she is.�
 �Speaking of which, she�s going with someone else to Homecoming,� I complained.
 �I can be there in time for the dance,� Halle blurted.
 �No need. I have three dates. Gina, Tracy, and Pam all volunteered.�
 �Ass,� she hissed.
 �I know my butt�s nice, but wait until I get back to LA. Then you can see it every day.�
 �I miss you,� Halle said.
 �I miss you, too. If your movie gets suspended, come and visit,� I suggested.
 �I�d like that. Warn Brook that I�ll be staying with you.�
 �That might not be a good idea for my butt. She might take a chunk out of it,� I complained.
 �I�ll get Cassidy to protect you.�
 That made us both laugh. It was about even odds that Cassidy would help her best friend, and I would be in serious trouble.
 We talked for another forty-five minutes. It was nice to reconnect with my friend.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 24 � Does That Include Sex?  Friday October 14 
 I woke to my hound licking my face. It seemed someone had to go out � right now! I managed to put on a pair of shorts without passing out from the pain and hobbled down the stairs. Precious met the two of us at the back door. She was starting to really show. I did a little internal calculation and figured she should have her kittens in a couple of weeks. I groaned when the cat darted into my apartment as Duke went out. Especially in my current condition, I was in no mood to play �find the kitty.�
 When I made it back upstairs, Precious was on my bed. She�d taken over my pillow and, from the look she gave me, dared me to make her get off. I decided I would rather take a shower than get scratched. Once I was finally dressed, I told Brit�s cat to come with me. I was in shock when she jumped off the bed and waddled to the door. I would have to make a note of the miracle that had occurred.
 Duke had patrolled the backyard, so he was ready to go wake up my parents. I got busy and made my version of a French toast casserole. If I kept this up without getting some running in, I was going to start packing on the pounds.
 ◊◊◊
 �What did you and Cassidy do last night?� I asked when Brook got into the car.
 �Drove your Demon. Chuck had us drive through town and taught us what to watch for to be safe. He�s surprisingly a good teacher. I don�t know about Cassidy, but I learned a lot.�
 If they�d told me they had been out stress-testing my car, I would have been mad. One of Cassidy�s life goals was to learn the personal protection business. Fritz, or one of his guys, was good about taking time each week to teach her stuff. He reasoned that if she could get up to speed on driving, he could send Paul back to LA, where his company had picked up more clients.
 I decided I didn�t want to know if they�d had any fun and changed the topic.
 �What does Dare have planned for your date tonight?� I asked.
 �You�re going to make me go through with that, aren�t you?�
 �You were the one who wanted to play games. All you had to do was remind me to ask you, and I would have. Once Dare blurted it out, I wasn�t going to tell him to pound sand. I can only imagine what he went through to ask. The poor boy will hardly even look at me.�
 �Plus, you weaseled dates with three girls,� she said and gave me a half-smile.
 �Halle offered to fly in today, too,� I said to rub it in.
 �That little hussy�d better watch herself. I can kick her butt.�
 �Dial it back, Speed Racer. She knows full well that you�re my girlfriend, and I don�t plan to stray. I just wanted to remind you what a catch I am,� I said, and tried to flex.
 That didn�t come out too well because I winced from the pain.
 �You seem to have it backward,� she smirked. �I�m the catch in this relationship. And besides that, you�re a gimp and your butt�s too big.�
 Her smartassed comment was echoed by a similar smartassed comment from the front seat. Maybe it would be good to send Paul back to LA when Cassidy was qualified to drive me. It didn�t help that my �girlfriend��who had a date for Homecoming that wasn�t me�grinned in apparent agreement.
 �I bet Tracy, Pam, and Gina think that it�s a �real date.� With all the benefits,� Brook complained.
 I perked up. Which got me the �death stare.�
 �Think again. You�re my Big Daddy,� Brook reminded me.
 �Hotness, give Big Daddy a kiss,� I leered.
 �We�re here,� Paul announced.
 He was a little too chipper for my taste. He needed to be shipped off to the �land of make-believe.�
 �I�m about to get busy here. Drive around the block or something,� I ordered.
 �That�s about all the time it would take,� my soon-to-be-ex-girlfriend chirped, and then jumped out of the car.
 It was lucky for her that I was injured, or I would have caught her and turned her over my knee. It was also good that I loved her. She was right, I had it backward. She was the catch in this relationship. To Paul�s credit, he didn�t laugh out loud. I had a bad feeling that he planned to share her comment with everyone.
 Paul came around to help me out of the car. I twisted wrong and about blacked out from the pain.
 �Frick,� I hissed.
 �You sure you don�t want your wheelchair?� Paul asked.
 �No. I can do this,� I said, more for my benefit than his.
 Dare darted over and seemed disappointed when he saw the crutches. Paul showed him how to steady me if it looked like I might fall by grasping my belt. If I were to really go down, Dare would never be able to stop me. I probably outweighed him by a hundred pounds.
 When Paul was sure I wasn�t about to collapse, he left us at the curb.
 �What are your plans for your date tonight?� I asked.
 God love him. The little knucklehead had only gotten as far as asking Brook out. She would roast his nuts if she had a bad time. I decided to help him out as we made our way to the school.
 �This date is important because all the girls at Lincoln will be watching,� I told him, sharing the wisdom my older brother had given me.
 Not that I thought Dare would ever get up the guts to ask someone else, but I wanted to make sure he didn�t get ridiculed for a lousy date.
 �Dawson�s laying down dating advice,� Yuri announced.
 I hadn�t realized he was behind us. I turned and glared at Yuri, but he just ignored it as several guys suddenly gathered around, mainly younger boys. Instead of telling Yuri what I really thought about his pronouncement, I sucked it up and decided to be helpful to the male population of Lincoln High.
 �Dare has his first date tonight,� I said, and then turned to Dare. �It is your first date, right?�
 He nodded, �yes.�
 �With your girlfriend,� Yuri added.
 That got some chuckles.
 �You want to hear this or not?� I threatened.
 �I just wanted everyone on the same page. You�re giving dating advice to the guy that stole your girlfriend,� Yuri said to be helpful.
 I got out my cell phone and called Jan. She was standing about ten feet away.
 �Either come get your boyfriend before I have Cassidy kick his butt, or break up with him and start dating me,� I announced.
 Yuri wasn�t impressed when she had to think about it.
 �Dick.�
 �Whipped,� I shot back as she dragged him away.
 Dare tugged at my arm and showed me his phone. He wanted to remind me that the bell would ring soon.
 �Anyway, you need to have a plan for your date,� I began.
 I then explained how girls talked and how you had to make sure the girl had a good time even if you didn�t. Otherwise, you would never get another date. There were several questions. I made it a point to explain that there would be no grabbing of body parts or forcing your tongue into anyone�s mouth. Kids these days!
 ◊◊◊
 I blocked Dare from texting me. If I hadn�t, we would get in trouble for using our phones in class. The plan was to get him to use his voice. Instead, he would type what he wanted to say and show me his phone. That was almost worse because teachers enjoyed grabbing people�s phones and reading aloud to the class what they had typed.
 Ms. Lowden, our precalculus teacher and cheerleading coach, caught Dare in the act. I saw her coming and immediately got my phone out and typed a quick note. She grabbed mine first.
 �Ms. Lowden is looking fine today,� she read and then looked at me. �Why, thank you, David. Now you two stop passing notes.�
 �Brownnose,� someone whispered.
 I flipped the class off when Ms. Lowden had her back turned to us. Dare realized I�d saved his butt and was mortified to think that Ms. Lowden would read his note to the class. I doubt he�d ever gotten in trouble before. The episode traumatized Dare enough that he wouldn�t even glance my way. Right before lunch, I dragged him into an empty classroom so we could talk.
 �I take it you need some help?� I asked.
 He just nodded.
 �Do you have money to take her to dinner?� I asked.
 Dare started to get his phone out, but I stopped him.
 �Dude. I know this is hard for you, but you need to talk to me.�
 �My mom is giving me money. She�s a little overexcited that I have a date.�
 �Does she plan to drive you?� I asked.
 He glanced up at me, and I could see that she did. I knew that Brook wouldn�t like that. An overexcited mom who had a son like Dare could be embarrassing. I could see her walking them into the dance. Nope. Brook would bail on Dare in a heartbeat if that happened.
 �New plan. We�re double-dating. I�ll arrange for the ride and make the dinner reservations.�
 That seemed to relax the poor boy. Clearly, he was entirely out of his depth and wanted all the help I would give him.
 ◊◊◊
 Ms. Saunders was in front of the class and showing the vlogs that Marshal and Curtis helped Tracy and me make.
 �Were the desserts as good as they looked?� she asked.
 I took that as a good sign that we�d done our job.
 �They were even better than they looked. I expect David�s restaurants are going to get a lot of customers once these are seen,� Curtis said, giving his stamp of approval.
 Ms. Saunders then took the time to point out how we could do it better next time. I liked some of her advice but knew from experience that a couple of the ideas she suggested were unnecessary, based on the commercials I�d been in. Then she gave us our next assignment.
 �It�s political campaign season, and I�m sure you�ve started to get all the robocalls to remind you. I want you to do something related. It can either be using photography or video. You have until next Friday.�
 Of course, we wanted hints about what to do. Ms. Saunders� only suggestion was to �surprise� her, whatever the heck that meant. The only other stipulation was that we had to do the whole project ourselves. That meant I couldn�t get Curtis or Marshal to help me. Why did she always look at me when she said something like that?
 ◊◊◊
 Coach had given us the night off, but Mr. Hasting wanted to see me after my treatment. He had with him a short, balding man with a sober face.
 �David, I want to introduce my boss, Doc Grog. He�s in charge of the medical staff for State�s football team and oversees the trainers.�
 Mr. Hasting�s day job was working at State, where he both taught and worked with their athletes as a trainer.
 �Nice to meet you, sir,� I said as I shook his hand.
 �I understand that you�re in quite a bit of pain. Mr. Hasting asked that I examine you and see what the best course of action is to get you back onto the football field,� Doc Grog offered.
 �That would be great. The doctor I saw in LA said it would be three to six weeks before I could play again. Anything you can do to accelerate that would be very much appreciated.�
 Mr. Hasting explained that I was taking pain and anti-inflammation meds, using ice baths, wrapping my ribs and hip, and resting to recover from my injuries. Doc Grog checked my elbow and observed that the swelling had gone down. I no longer needed the sling and was able to use my crutches without too much trouble.
 �It looks like you were banged up pretty good. You should continue to take it easy until Monday, and then I�ll be back to reassess you. If you continue to progress, we�ll start you out walking and doing rehab next week. I want you to be patient, because this type of injury needs time to heal, especially when it�s combined with your broken ribs. I�m afraid playing next week is out of the question. Let�s see if we can get you there the following week.�
 �Can I start throwing?� I asked.
 �No. Even though the swelling has gone down and your arm�s feeling better, I need your ribs to have a chance to mend. Please resist the urge to do anything too physical until I tell you,� Doc Grog said.
 �Does that include sex?� I asked.
 The two men looked at each other and had a good chuckle.
 �Remember when you were his age?� Mr. Hasting asked.
 �I was such a nerd that the girls had no interest in me. Thankfully, I met my wife in college,� Doc Grog shared.
 �TMI!� I said, shaking my head.
 �Sorry. You caught me off guard,� Doc Grog said. �You can have sex as long as you don�t move your hips or twist your torso. Basically, just lay there.�
 �Sounds like my first wife,� Mr. Hasting said.
 �Again, TMI�waaaaaay Too Much Information,� I complained.
 �Son, when you reach our age, you�ll understand,� Doc Grog said, trying not to smile.
 �I hope not.�
 ◊◊◊
 While I�d been getting my treatment, I received several text messages from people in California to call them. I decided I�d better call Caryn first.
 �I take it something�s up by the number of text messages I just got.�
 �It�s about Zander Lewis. There was a press conference where four women came forward and said Zander either sexually assaulted or sexually harassed them. It played live on all the LA TV stations. What�s going to make news is the Q-and-A that followed. A reporter wanted to know what the big deal was because it was rumored that the four of them used their bodies to get ahead,� Caryn said.
 �Is the guy an idiot? They�ll be asking for his job by the end of the day.�
 �Let me send you a link to Phoebe Andrews� response.�
 My phone dinged, and I switched over to watch the video she�d linked.
 I recognized two of the women but had no clue who the other two were. They were all in their early to mid twenties. They wore conservative clothes, and all appeared to be taken aback by the reporter�s question. One of the women responded. She must have been Phoebe since she was one of the women I didn�t recognize.
 �We can�t all be sluts. We can�t all be asking for it. I felt this crushing sense of powerlessness when I found myself blackballed and no longer able to do what I�ve always wanted because I turned Zander Lewis down. It�s time I take my power back. Before I came here, I knew that there would be people like you who would try to silence us,� she said, pointing at the reporter. �I am prepared to fight this, now that I know I�m not alone. I came forward for all the women who have been silent on this matter. And for all the young actresses who�ve been blacklisted when they even thought of saying something,� Phoebe continued. Then she turned to the camera.
 You could see the pain and emotion in her eyes. This woman was barely holding it together.
 �It�s okay to stand up for yourself. People forget that there�s a human being who was involved in this without having any choice in that matter, and who was hurt�sometimes traumatized�and wronged. When it happened, I was honestly furious, but that was just the beginning of what happened to me. I learned the power of the system. They did everything they could to keep me from raising my concerns even further. It was like the fix was in. I was nineteen years old and working on my first movie. Zander laughed at me and told me I would never work in movies again. And, as it turns out, he was right.�
 I just stared at the phone for a minute.
 �At some point, this will have to change; it simply can�t continue like this,� I said.
 �I agree,� Caryn said. �I just don�t know what it�ll take. The press is spinning it that Zander was a lone wolf and should be punished. From the reporters� tone, it doesn�t sound like they plan to dig too deep on this. Frank said that they�re part of the problem. They feed off Hollywood and have no desire to get on the bad side of any of the studios.�
 �Can you call everyone and let them know you talked to me? I need to get home and get ready for Homecoming tonight. Let Rita and Halle know I will do whatever they want to support them,� I said.
 �I�ll take care of it. Megan and I are flying back tonight. I want to sit down with you on Sunday and share what we did while we were in LA.�
 �Sounds good. Talk to Dad and set it up,� I said and hung up.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, I stuck my head in the back door. Duke was there and insisted I let him out. I could understand why: there were crying babies. I debated whether to go to my apartment and bypass this mess or not. The debate stopped abruptly when my mom heard me.
 �David, get in here,� she called.
 Damn!
 I wanted to laugh when I saw her. Mom�s hair was going in twelve different directions, she had stains on her shirt, and she looked like she�d been crying. I resisted the urge to remind her that I had suggested we get some help for her. Her grandiose scheme to take the little ones out of daycare until this flu epidemic was over was well-intended but was simply too much for one person. I was sure that if I opened my mouth, she would throw back in my face that it was my idea to begin with.
 �I take it that I�m paying for you and Dad to go out tonight,� I suggested.
 �Just make them stop crying,� she said, pointing to the living room.
 I wobbled in on my crutches. Nate saw me first and held up his hands, the universal sign to �pick me up.� Mom must have decided her duties were over because she grabbed a bottle of wine and went upstairs. I was sure a long soak in the tub was on her agenda.
 I sat down on the floor, and Nate, Mac, and Kyle all ended up in my lap. The only happy baby was Coby, who was in his playpen, chewing on a squeaky toy. It looked suspiciously like one of Duke�s. Little David crawled over, and I picked him up. It was hard to believe he was almost one.
 Fifteen minutes later, Angie and Greg, with Duke on their heels, came strolling in and found me with babies napping on or beside me. Coby was still being a good baby and entertaining himself.
 �Why can�t you get them to take naps like that?� Angie teased Greg.
 He just ignored her and picked up Nate to go put him in his car seat. I was always amazed that little ones could sleep through almost anything once they were out. Nate didn�t even blink when his dad picked him up.
 Angie and I caught up with each other while Greg took care of his ankle-biters. Peggy arrived just as Greg and Angie left.
 �Were they any trouble?�
 �We need to figure out a way to get some help for Mom. She underestimated what it�s like to watch five of them. She�s abandoned me and gone to her room with a bottle of wine.�
 Peggy winced. She knew all too well what a handful they could be. She took Little David from me so I could get ready for the dance.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare lived in an apartment complex on the edge of town. He must have been watching out the window because as soon as we pulled up, he bounded out the front door and darted to the car. I smiled when I saw his mom follow him out. Dare ran around the front of the car and jumped in the back seat with me. I had a little too much of my mom in me not to want to see what his mom wanted, so I rolled down my window.
 �Hello, Dr. Rossetti. I think Darius is ready to go on his date,� I said, suppressing the urge to chuckle.
 �What can you tell me about his date? Is she someone who�s suitable for Darius?�
 I looked at her with my one eyebrow raised.
 �I guess I don�t know what you mean by �suitable,�� I responded.
 �Darius said she�s a senior. She�s not just putting him on and going to hurt his feelings, is she?�
 �Ah,� I said, suddenly understanding. �No. I assure you that Brook will be a proper young lady and wouldn�t do anything to hurt his feelings. She�s a good friend of mine, and she has gotten to know Darius. If Brook didn�t want to go with him, she would have said so up front.�
 �I wanted to thank you for all you�ve done for my son. He can�t stop talking about you and your friends,� Dr. Rossetti shared.
 �Can�t stop talking � hmmm,� I said and looked at Dare sideways.
 �Where are you kids going for dinner?� she asked.
 �I was thinking Chuck E. Cheese,� I said and saw Dare�s face go white.
 Dr. Rossetti smiled.
 �He likes the games there. Maybe I should give him some more money for tokens,� she said and turned to go back to the house.
 �That�s okay. If Darius needs more money, I�ll take care of it. You can just pay me later.�
 �You�re such a good boy.�
 �We need to get going,� I said, and then thought of something else to tease Dare about. �I almost forgot. Does Darius have a curfew?�
 �We�ve never really talked about it,� she said, concerned. �Darius has never been out late before.�
 My bet was he had never gone out, period.
 �I know that tonight�s a special night. I was thinking we would have him home by three.�
 Dr. Rossetti blinked at that. I had her on the ropes, so I plowed forward.
 �There�s the dance. Then we�ll go to the after-party. I think Brook wanted to have an after-after-party. If it�s anything like that last one, we might just want to say that I�ll have him home before daylight.�
 Dare tugged at my arm and wanted to show me his phone.
 �You have something to say, Mr. Talkative?� I asked.
 �If you watch out for him, I guess that would be okay,� Dr. Rossetti said, surprising us both.
 I saw the twinkle in her eye and knew she�d figured out I was teasing her son. I think she was just happy that he seemed to be making friends here.
 �Driver, let�s go before she changes her mind,� I told Chuck.
 �Yes, sir, Mr. Dawson.�
 I might have to send him to LA with Paul.
 ◊◊◊
 We picked up Brook first. I made Dare go to the door since she was his date. The look on Ava�s face was worth it when she opened the door, and he was there. My day got even better when Ian pulled him into the kitchen. I was sure he was laying down the law about dating his daughter. Dare would have to survive this if he ever planned to date in high school. Ian was a pushover, so I figured Dare was okay.
 �Why are you letting him take your girlfriend to Homecoming?� Chuck asked.
 �It�s her fault. She made a big deal that no one had asked her to go, and Dare suddenly was able to talk and asked her out.�
 �Did I hear correctly that you�re taking three girls?�
 �Yep. We�re going as friends. They didn�t have dates, and since my girlfriend decided to go rogue, I figured what the heck.�
 �And you don�t see any potential problems with all this?� Chuck asked.
 �Nope,� I said confidently.
 Brook and Dare came out of the house, and I almost decided to call off this farce. She was in a little black dress that reminded me why I loved Brook Davis. She�d pulled her hair up, so her neck was exposed. The little head had some ideas when she and Dare got into the back row.
 �Where are we going to dinner?� Brook asked.
 �Chuck E. Cheese,� Dare whispered.
 From the lasers I felt boring into the back of my skull, I decided I�d better quit teasing the boy.
 �That�s what I told his mom. We have reservations at the Covered Bridge.�
 �That�s where you took Zoe,� Brook said.
 They�d converted an old covered bridge into a restaurant that was open three nights a week and had a set menu. It was one of the most romantic places in our area to take a date. Tracy had somehow wrangled reservations for us.
 Our next stop was to pick up my dates at Tracy�s house. All three of them came out rocking little black dresses. When I saw they each had their hair up, I could tell the four girls had decided to match tonight. Gina and Pam got into the back with me, and Tracy sat up front with Chuck.
 �David told Dare we were going to Chuck E. Cheese,� Brook announced from the back seat.
 �We could drop you two off,� I suggested.
 �Be nice,� Tracy said.
 �Where are we going?� Gina asked.
 Tracy told everyone. Pam and Gina were excited. It turned out I was the only one who had been there before, which was understandable because you had to plan far ahead to be able to get in. They were usually booked a couple of months out. Most high school kids didn�t think that far into the future, so the Covered Bridge was never an option.
 The bridge the restaurant was in had once been on the main road out of town. The state had built a new bridge. A couple had bought the old one and converted it into a restaurant about ten years ago. They�d left the look rustic but brought in tables and chairs that reminded you of a high-end place in a big city. Each table had a view of the river. For us, they�d put a couple of tables together so all six of us could sit together.
 Our waitress came out.
 �Welcome to the Covered Bridge. Is this your first time dining with us?�
 �Yes,� Brook said.
 �Let me give you a little background. The owner and chef wanted to have a place where you could get fine dining without it turning into more than he could handle while holding down a full-time job. We are open Friday through Sunday nights and have a set menu. That means that you get what we�re serving,� she said with a smile.
 The waitress looked around the table and then continued.
 �I�ll start with drink orders. If you�re feeling adventurous, I would like to suggest you get tonight�s special. It�s a fizzy herbed pineapple limeade with basil and mint. The chef picked it to go with tonight�s menu. As a starter, he has prepared an antipasto that will be accompanied by French onion soup. For the main course, there is the blue-cheese-smothered filet mignon, prosciutto-wrapped asparagus, and maple-glazed sweet potatoes with bacon and caramelized onions. For dessert, we�re serving roasted pears on an espresso mascarpone cream that is to die for.�
 I�d coached Dare for his date. He liked the part where I told him that he should steer the conversation towards Brook so she would talk about herself. Girls�all people, actually�are happy to tell you what they�re interested in if you show genuine curiosity. The next part unnerved him. I gave him Greg�s advice about answering her questions � fully. He couldn�t look at his shoes and nod, or get his phone out and type his answer. During dinner, I watched Brook slowly get him to talk to her. I considered that a win for tonight.
 I wasn�t quite sure what Dare�s deal was. At first, I thought he had some sort of social phobia or anxiety disorder. What made me believe that wasn�t the case was that he hung around my friends and me. He didn�t avoid being around people, he just had problems talking to them or looking them in the eye. That made me think he was simply overly shy.
 What made me decide that was his mom�s comment about him talking to her. My guess was that because he was such a bright kid, he never fit in. Most likely, his teachers and other students had been mocking and critical to the extent that he was bullied. I hoped that once he trusted us more, he would open up and see that not everyone was �out to get him,� so to speak.
 Mr. Palm had done him a huge favor by pairing him with me. I hated to imagine how he would�ve been treated if not for my protection the first couple of weeks. Even with it, the bullies had targeted him. Once word got out about my declaration of the consequences for any bullies if anything happened to him, the bullying had calmed down some. The problem was, he wouldn�t always have me to protect him. I wanted to help him come out of his shell enough that he could at least get by.
 That was also why I hadn�t told him what he could do with his idea to take my girlfriend on a date. At first, Brook hadn�t been happy with me. She understood once I explained it to her. She was now totally on board with my plan to help him. I was glad because my friends all thought I was a dumbass.
 Gina reached over and touched my knee.
 �Whatcha thinking?�
 �Hmm?�
 �You looked lost in thought.�
 �Oh, sorry. I was just thinking I was lucky to have all of you as my friends. You look nice tonight,� I added, hoping to change the topic.
 �You can�t help yourself, can you?�
 �What?� I asked, confused.
 �He doesn�t realize he comes across as such a flirt. I�m a cautionary tale of his evil ways,� Pam said, and then giggled when I looked confused.
 �You can get those ideas out of your head,� I said, giving Gina and Pam meaningful looks.
 �Please. You�re still the biggest slut at Lincoln High, even if you are dating the head cheerleader. What a clich�,� Gina grumbled.
 �Bite me, Princess. You had your shot at dating me but decided you�d rather date Alan,� I teased.
 �You two can stop right now. I don�t want any bickering on my date,� Tracy said, stepping in as referee.
 Gina rolled her eyes, and I kept a straight face.
 When dinner was over, I decided that we could have gotten just as good a meal at Our House. I thought Tracy�s mom was an excellent chef. The only thing the Covered Bridge had that my restaurant didn�t was the view of the river. From everyone�s reaction, though, this particular outing had been a success.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 25 � Homecoming  Friday October 14 
 This year�s Homecoming theme was The Great Gatsby. Everything was done in black, white, and gold, with sparkling lights. I was impressed by the way they�d transformed our gym into a 1920s speakeasy.
 They�d hired a photographer, and I got pictures with my dates and Brook. Then I had the photographer take one with all six of us. Dare got one with Brook, who was still being a good sport about everything. The only downer for the night was that even with my pain pills, there was no way I could dance. I shook my head when Dare also refused to dance. I sent a text to my brother and told him to dance with Brook for me. Once Phil broke the ice, other guys came over to �help� me by dancing with my dates.
 �I heard you�d tried to kill yourself.�
 I turned around and found Jim Ball and Kim Sun were standing behind me. They were last year�s King and Queen. I was surprised Jim had come home from the University of Alabama for this. I pushed myself up and gave them both hugs.
 �It�s good to see you both. I had no idea you�d both be here.�
 �They decided to redshirt me, so I got permission to come back for tonight. I was instructed to make sure you knew that you were attending Alabama to play football,� Jim said.
 �We�re going there next week. Are you going to be around?�
 �I�m your chaperone for the weekend. They�re rolling out the red carpet for you three,� Jim shared.
 Word must have gotten around about the two of them because Jim and Kim were suddenly dragged off to see their friends. Not long after, the band took a break. When they came back, it was time to announce the Homecoming King and Queen. Everyone gave me a funny look when I made my way onto the stage.
 �The Homecoming Committee asked me to announce this year�s King and Queen. Before I do, I want to introduce last year�s winners, Jim Ball and Kim Sun.�
 They both came out on stage with me. I smiled benignly when I saw that Kim had her crown firmly on her head. There might be a catfight to get it from her before it was over. Jim grabbed the mic from me.
 �I just wanted to say a few words before David does his duty. Coming back tonight reminds me how much I miss you all. Some of my best memories are of playing ball here. I�m sure you�ll repeat and win state again,� he said.
 That got a positive reaction. Jim gave the mic back to me. It was now time for the big announcement.
 �Drum roll, please,� I said, and the band responded with the sound of the drum. �Lincoln High�s Homecoming Queen is � Brook Davis!�
 I shook my head when Brook acted like she was surprised. It was fortuitous that Kim decided to give her crown up. Brook took center stage, and someone on the committee ran out and handed her a dozen roses.
 �Okay, everyone. The moment we have been waiting for,� I said, and made a show of crossing my fingers and having trouble opening the envelope. �Our Homecoming King is ��
 I debated whether I should play it straight, but the actor in me couldn�t pass up my moment. I blinked and looked around, then mouthed �Is this right?� One of the Homecoming Committee members ran out and read it and nodded their head �yes.� I let my shoulders droop, causing everyone to laugh. Then I put my best smile on.
 �It couldn�t go to a better guy. Darius Rossetti!�
 I�d made sure that Wolf and Tim were behind him so Dare couldn�t bolt. They �escorted� him to the stage, where Jim shook his hand and put his crown on him. Brook whispered something in Dare�s ear, and he blushed. I was happy to see him smile and actually look up for the pictures.
 Then it was time for the dance. Everyone chuckled when Brook had to all but drag Dare to the dance floor. Brook had to show him where to put his hands, and they began the high school sway as the band played Coming Home by Leon Bridges.
 I made my way back to our table and found everyone was on the dance floor by the end of the song. They played three slow songs in a row for the lovebirds in the audience. I smiled when Kim came and sat next to me.
 �Hello, Stranger, how have you been?� I asked.
 �Good. I�m loving college, but I miss this too. We had some good times here.�
 �We did. I�m trying to make the most of it before I leave,� I admitted.
 �Once you graduate, I bet you never come back. I bet we�ll all be able to say we knew you when.�
 �Don�t put too much pressure on me,� I said and frowned. �Do you see any of the old gang?�
 �Not really. It�s like we all took off and started new lives. I mean, college does give you a chance to reinvent yourself.�
 �Who have you become?� I asked.
 Kim laughed.
 �I wish I knew. It�s like I know what I want to be when I grow up and then find a whole different path. I guess that�s what freshman year of college is all about. They make us take basic classes in the hopes that by our sophomore year, we can start working towards something.�
 �What do you want to be this week?� I asked.
 She shook her head and laughed again.
 �How are you liking having just one girlfriend?� Kim asked.
 �It feels � I don�t know � normal, I guess. It feels like what I should be doing.�
 �But �?�
 �No buts. I�m happy with how this is working out. It�s easy with Brook. I�m lucky to have her,� I admitted.
 �I�m happy for you,� Kim said, and then Jim walked up and asked her to dance.
 As the two of them walked away, I sat back and took the night in. I was happy. I was surrounded by friends and a woman who loved me. What more could I ask for?
 ◊◊◊
 Since no one was throwing an after-party, everyone decided to meet at the lake. I had mixed feelings because it was where the best and worst days of my life had occurred. My best friend drowned there, and my son was conceived there. I would prefer to have called it a night because my side was hurting me, but Brook wanted to go. What does a guy do when he wants one thing, and his girlfriend wants another? Need I spell it out?
 The party was BYOB, and since I had a security guy who was over 21, we went to the liquor store. The girls wanted wine coolers. Dare told Brook he wanted to try beer, so I had Chuck get him a 40-ouncer. To my mind, that was better than getting the boy a six-pack and me wanting to have a beer later. I bought a couple of cases of soda, two Styrofoam coolers, and a bag of ice.
 On the way to the park, Dare rode shotgun while Brook and I claimed the middle row. His date with my girlfriend was over once the dance ended. When we pulled in, we found we were the first ones there. Dare and I claimed a picnic table while the girls left to change their clothes. This might be an example of how they were smarter than the boys.
 �Did you have a good time?� I asked.
 �Yes, but you should have been Homecoming King.�
 OMG! Dare was talking to me. Of course, that didn�t mean there was anything near eye contact.
 �Sorry about that. You were the one who wanted to take the Homecoming Queen. It comes with the job.�
 I doubt he believed me, but that was all I was getting out of him. Brook was the first one back, and she sat next to me and gave me a kiss.
 �Dare said he had a good time,� I shared.
 Brook�s eyes got big, and she looked around me to see Dare.
 �I thought that was our secret,� she said to tease him.
 Yep. Dare was done talking. The poor boy turned about five shades of red before we both laughed. The other girls came back about the time everyone else began to arrive. Someone had an old-style boom box. Soon we had a real party going.
 It seemed the girls weren�t done dancing. I smiled when Tim asked Brook to dance, and Tami came and sat with me. I hadn�t gotten a chance to talk to her at Homecoming.
 �Tim tells me you had some trouble in LA.�
 I caught her up on everything that was going on. I realized that I hadn�t shared this with her, and the realization caused me to pause for a moment. It hadn�t struck me how much everything had changed between us until just then. Tami had always been the first person I wanted to talk to about the significant happenings in my life. In three short years, she had gone from my everything/best friend to � what?
 I looked out to where everyone was dancing, saw Brook doing a sexy shimmy, and smiled. Had I really moved on? The simple answer was yes, for now. I didn�t want to admit that Brook and I might not be forever, but I�d come to realize that so much would change once we graduated high school. What had brought that home to me was my talk with Kim earlier tonight. She missed high school but was now focused on her future.
 I looked up to the heavens, and it was a perfect night. The moon was reflecting off the lake, and all the stars twinkled through the trees. I was surrounded by friends who were having a good time. Why was I suddenly sad?
 �What are you thinking?� Tami asked as she snuggled up next to me, and I put my arm around her.
 �I�m just trying to take all this in. I have a funny feeling that somehow this is the beginning of the end.�
 �That�s a weird thing to say.�
 �Not really. Think about it. This time next year, I�ll be in New Zealand filming my Star Academy movies. You and everyone else will either be in college or working. Kim said she bets I�ll never come back once I leave. I guess I want to enjoy what�s left of high school.�
 �Deep thoughts. What brought this on?� Tami asked.
 I looked at her sideways, and our eyes locked.
 �Us,� I admitted.
 �I didn�t think you noticed,� she said with a hint of sadness in her voice.
 �You�re right, I hadn�t,� I admitted. �I�m not sure I like it.�
 �It�s okay � for now. You deserve a chance to be happy, and I think we need time apart. It won�t be forever. We both know that.�
 �Do we?� I asked.
 �We won�t let that happen. For right now, you have Brook, and you should enjoy being with her.�
 �You don�t think she and I will make it?�
 Tami laughed.
 �I wish I had a crystal ball and could tell you that she�ll be with you forever. A lot will depend on what you decide in the spring.�
 �What do you mean?�
 Tami took a deep breath before she continued.
 �You�ve been procrastinating on deciding what you�re going to do with your life.�
 I chuckled.
 �You mean, I need to figure out what I�ll be when I grow up. Kim said that you didn�t have to start figuring that out until college,� I deflected.
 �This spring, you have to start making decisions. I know you think you can do everything, but is that really true? Look at Tim Tebow. Once he didn�t make it in football, he got a minor league baseball contract. Do you honestly believe he�ll make it to the majors?�
 I hated it when Tami was right. I doubted Tebow would ever make it. He simply hadn�t played enough high-level baseball.
 �If your dream is to play in the major leagues,� Tami continued, �then you should probably sign a minor league contract right out of high school.�
 �But I have the movie commitments.�
 �And you should do what you agreed to. I�m just saying that college might not be the best route to the major leagues. I also know that from the time you were little, you�ve always wanted to play baseball. Can you honestly say that�s changed?� she asked.
 I looked over at the dancers and was shocked when I saw Dare dancing with Gina. Would miracles never cease? Before I could get sidetracked, I refocused on my conversation with Tami.
 �I don�t know. I�ve invested a lot of time and energy in football,� I hedged.
 �If I had a say in it, I would tell you to stop playing football for your long-term health. The more I read, the more I�m convinced that you�ll end up with some kind of debilitating issue like brain damage. Players talk about all the aches and pains. I don�t see why you need to subject yourself to that. It�s not like you�ll need the money.�
 If Tami had said that last week, I would have scoffed. What teenager doesn�t think they�re indestructible? After the accident, I had a whole new appreciation for what could happen to you. I�d been lucky my elbow hadn�t shattered, and my hip been worse. I�d been bruised and battered, but nothing permanent. How long would it be before I blew a knee out or was struck so hard in the head that I�d never be right again? Could I even come up with anyone in the NFL who hadn�t missed games because of injuries who wasn�t a backup?
 �I see your point, but I�m not ready to put football behind me. I love leading our team to victory.�
 �Baseball has a team,� Tami shot back.
 I knew she was trying to make the point that I shouldn�t forget my baseball dreams just because I�d been recognized for my football skills. Last summer had proven that I could compete in baseball with the best in my age group and be successful.
 �It�s not the same. Yes, you�re on a team in baseball. To be honest, though, baseball is a much more individual sport. Do you understand what I mean?�
 Yes, many parts of baseball take teamwork. A well-turned double play takes teamwork, for example. A bunt to move runners along the base path. Hitting your relay man to gun down a runner. You had to practice all those plays with others to be successful.
 In football, though, all eleven players on offense had to do their assigned job, or a play could fail. It�s hard for anyone to compare the two sports and make any sense of the teamwork involved unless they�ve played both.
 Tami just nodded.
 �Then again, I could try to do acting full-time,� I suggested.
 �Or you could focus on raising your family and getting a job,� Tami shot back.
 I thought about my parents, and if I were honest, I would much rather do my mom�s job. At least she had some freedom with her schedule. I couldn�t imagine having to work a set nine-to-five. I tipped my hat to everyone who did that.
 �How did we get off on such a deep subject as my future?� I asked.
 �You were worried our relationship had changed,� Tami reminded me.
 �Promise me that you�ll always be my friend.�
 �Just try to get rid of me,� she assured me.
 Tim came back and claimed his girlfriend. I saw Dare dancing with Brook. I would bet that drinking beer had lowered someone�s inhibitions.
 ◊◊◊
 Towards the end of the party, I needed to use the restroom, and there was a line. Sometimes, being a guy has its advantages. I hobbled into the woods to relieve myself. I�d just finished when I found Pete Yoder and his buddies, the three little bullies who had threatened Dare, blocking my way back to the clearing.
 �Looks like you�re not getting around so well. You don�t seem nearly as tough as you think you are.�
 It was plain that they�d been drinking and had gained some beer muscles. I had a bad feeling they might be able to take me. I needed to talk my way out of this.
 �At some point, I�ll be healthy again. When that happens, I will make it my mission in life to kick your ass each and every day until I graduate,� I threatened.
 �Big talk from a cripple,� Pete said as he stepped forward to menace me.
 Or not.
 I head-butted and stunned him. I followed that up with a bone strike with my left, uninjured, arm. As I twisted slightly to throw the blow, I almost went down when my whole right side felt like someone had used a blowtorch on me. The pain was nearly unbearable. Fortunately for me, the knucklehead was down for the count. I glared at the other two as I panted in pain.
 �Take him and get out of here,� I barked.
 Pete�s buddies didn�t hesitate as they grabbed their friend and dragged him away. One of them slowed and threw a �sorry� over his shoulder.
 Chuck must have seen them drag him out because he was suddenly at my side. He found me clinging to the tree I�d watered. I�d been tempted to just collapse, but the realization I�d be sitting in my urine stopped me from doing so.
 �Help me to the car. I need to get some pain meds in me pronto,� I told him.
 �Did they hurt you?�
 �No, I hurt myself,� I admitted.
 �Why didn�t you hit your panic button?� Chuck asked.
 �Can we debrief later? You can watch it all on my bodycam and then give me shit tomorrow,� I grumbled.
 �Sure.�
 ◊◊◊
 That ended the party for my crew. Dare had drunk about half his beer and was a little tipsy. He was more of a lightweight than I was. The good or bad news, depending on your point of view, was he could actually look at everyone. Maybe he and I needed to do a little self-medicating before school each day. I would take my pain meds, and he would drink a beer. Put that down as one of my top ten bad ideas.
 �You got into a fight?� Brook asked.
 This was new. She almost sounded like my mom.
 �It was nothing,� I tried.
 �It�s not nothing when one kid is knocked out, and you have to be almost carried to the car. How bad are you hurt?� Brook asked.
 �I�ll show you if you�ll kiss it and make it better.�
 Everyone but my girlfriend thought that was funny. I got a serious look on my face and looked her in the eyes.
 �I�m okay.�
 She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly.
 �I thought you learned your lesson about wandering off without your security,� Brook said, and then looked at the back of Chuck�s head and glared.
 �It�s not his fault,� I said in his defense.
 �I�m not sure your mom will agree with that,� Brook said.
 �No one is telling my mom,� I said with meaning.
 Brook looked at me with concern.
 �You�re such a �stupid boy� sometimes. You could have been hurt.�
 �I love you too,� I said.
 That took the wind out of her. She relaxed and then gave me a kiss.
 �Let�s not let those idiots ruin what�s been a spectacular night. I get to say I�m dating the Homecoming Queen.�
 �Technically, that was me,� Dare said from the backseat.
 �He has you there,� Brook said with a glint in her eye.
 �Let�s make a deal. The next time you want me to do something � just tell me. It will avoid Dare taking advantage of us,� I suggested.
 �I�m smarter than you think,� Dare chirped.
 �I�m finding that out. Tonight was your one free pass. Are we clear on that?� I asked.
 �Crystal. Thanks, Brook. I had a great time,� Dare said.
 �I think David needs to finish his date with us,� Tracy suggested.
 �Not happening,� Brook said. �He�s all mine.�
 �What if �?� Tracy began.
 �Nope,� I said, affirming my girlfriend�s opinion on what Tracy was suggesting.
 I doubt either of us was ready to expand our relationship that way. I suspected Cindy and Halle had been a onetime event. While I hoped not, I wasn�t about to confirm my �stupid boy� status any more than I already had done tonight.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 26 � If Dogs Ruled the World  Saturday October 15 
 I woke up and was surprised I didn�t hurt as much as expected after hitting Pete Yoder last night. Chuck had collected my bodycam footage before he�d gone home for the night, and I was sure I would hear from Fritz today. I shudder to imagine what would have happened if those guys had pounded on me. All I knew was that once I was well again, I would have made it my mission to do them some serious damage. This combination rib/hip injury was no joke.
 Duke did a little dance at the side of the bed.
 �Can�t you wait?� I asked.
 Apparently not, so I took my hound downstairs. Precious darted in as he went out, and when I made it back to my room, I found her camped out on my pillow once again. I ignored her as I got ready for the day. When I sat down on the edge of the bed to put my socks on, she came to me and wanted some loving. I wondered where the cat from hell had gone. Once I was dressed, I carefully walked downstairs, and was happy that she followed me. I didn�t mind our new routine if Precious behaved.
 Duke was waiting for her.
 �Gentle,� I warned him because she looked like she was ready to pop.
 He checked her out with a lot of sniffs that earned him a swat on the nose. I didn�t blame Precious. Getting sniffed all over wasn�t my favorite thing, either.
 I�d slept in, so Mom and Dad were already up, reading the paper.
 �You need to see this,� Dad said, handing me the front page.
 There was an article about our mayor getting caught with his hand in the cookie jar. The city council had removed him from office yesterday.
 �Who didn�t see that coming?�
 In our state, something like four out of the past seven or eight governors had gone to jail. Politics and corruption were nothing new. I know it used to make my grandfather crazy to have to watch some of the stupid stuff elected officials tried, thinking they were above the law. Now it seemed the group in Washington was following our lead.
 �Read the next page,� Dad prodded.
 That wasn�t good.
 �He�s not qualified to be elected dog catcher, let alone mayor,� I said.
 Thomas Fox had somehow gotten himself on the ballot as the sole opposition for our criminal mayor. At the time of his arrest, Mayor Doxsee was up by about seventy points. The article said his party was scrambling to find someone to oppose Mr. Fox. They had to get a candidate on the ballot by Wednesday, and the fear was they wouldn�t get the needed signatures. There was also the problem that Mayor Doxsee refused to pull his name from consideration.
 What was funny was that getting charged with multiple felonies wasn�t grounds to keep you from being mayor. The paper stated that the only qualification was that you had to live in our township. The reporter surmised that as soon as Mayor Doxsee was locked up for his crimes, they could get him out of office for good. Once he was in the state prison system, he would no longer live in town.
 �I bet Duke could beat him,� Mom said.
 �You know what, that would be funny. If Duke took Thomas Fox down, my dream might really come true, and I would see him flipping burgers for real.�
 I had an extraordinary level of hatred for Thomas Fox. He�d represented both Cal when he�d come after me about Pam and my child, and Brandon, Tami�s rapist. What a douche.
 �I�d like to see him taken down, but wouldn�t it be better to find a real candidate?� Dad asked.
 I looked at Mom, and she didn�t give me a funny look in return. Tami warned me that my first idea was probably wrong, so I tried to reason out why not, other than that Duke was a dog.
 �If a �real� candidate gets his paperwork in on time, we pull Duke�s. I just don�t want to go down without a fight,� I said, making the decision.
 �I�ll call some people and see what we need to do,� Dad said.
 That meant he would call my grandma, who�d helped my granddad get elected the whole time they were married. I was sure she would know what to needed to be done, or she�d know who to ask. The three of us had big grins on our faces.
 �This is going to be fun,� Mom said.
 Somewhere in the back of my mind came the thought that Mr. Fox should never have pissed off my mom.
 ◊◊◊
 When I walked out to the car, both Chuck and Cassidy were waiting for me.
 �She�s going to start driving you when we need her to, so Fritz asked me to take her on a shakedown drive,� Chuck explained.
 �Did you get a chance to watch the video from last night?� I asked.
 I didn�t want to make a big deal out of Cassidy�s promotion, so I ignored what Chuck told me.
 �Fritz said next time, let them hit you first. That way, they can�t say you were the aggressor.�
 �Dude. If you hurt like I do, you wouldn�t want them to touch you,� I complained.
 �I understand. That�s why we won�t be leaving your side today.�
 I had a feeling that that was necessary, but it wasn�t what I wanted to hear. There were times, even when you were supposedly in public, that you wanted to be alone. It was a shame that this was my new reality. All it took was a look at Cassidy to see how seriously she was taking my protection. I immediately dropped the idea of fighting them on this.
 I figured out how Tracy had gotten us reservations at the Covered Bridge: we were doing her vlog there today.
 �Hi! I wasn�t sure you�d make it,� Tracy said in greeting.
 �I was feeling a little fragile last night, but I�m better today,� I said as I hobbled into the restaurant.
 �Looks like it,� Tracy observed.
 Marshal and Curtis were inside setting up for the interior scenes. It looked like the owner had brought in some people to make it appear they were dining.
 �We�re doing this backward. We�ll shoot the customers trying the dessert and then have you in the kitchen,� Curtis told me.
 Tracy shot her scene. The dessert they picked was a pistachio cake with strawberries, white chocolate, and meringue. I decided right then that Tracy was an evil genius in that she figured out a way for me to get to eat fantastic desserts. The evil part was that I wanted to eat the whole cake. With my new sedentary lifestyle, I could see Halle making fun of my growing butt.
 Before I was up, I made my way to the men�s room.
 �What are you doing in here?� I asked Cassidy.
 �Wherever you go, I go.�
 This was just great. The only problem was I didn�t think I could throw her out. My bladder made my decision for me.
 �I can�t wait to tell Brook you showed me Mr. Happy,� Cassidy teased.
 �I�m making a list,� I warned her.
 �What list is that?�
 �Everyone whose butt I�m going to kick once I�m feeling better.�
 �Good luck with that,� she scoffed and then got an evil glint in her eye. �You could give me your list. You might have to prioritize it because I�m only allowed to hurt one boy a week.�
 �Yuri,� I blurted, and then thought more about it. �No, Phil.�
 �What about Dare? He stole your girlfriend.�
 �You�d hurt Dare?� I asked, shocked.
 That was like saying you would kick a puppy.
 �On your orders,� she said with a straight face.
 The scary part was, I believed her.
 �That�s okay. I�ll take care of my own list for now.�
 Cassidy looked disappointed. I was a little worried she might go rogue, though. Yuri had a habit of mouthing off to the wrong people. Cassidy would probably take him down on principle. I would bet Pam would pay to watch that. Maybe that would be my Christmas present to her.
 ◊◊◊
 We had finished, and Marshal and Curtis were packing up.
 �Hey, David,� Marshal said to stop me. �What are you planning on doing for your class project?�
 I grinned because I was excited about this one.
 �I�m going to shoot a campaign ad for my dog to run for mayor.�
 They both gave me a funny look, so I explained about the current mayor being arrested and my deep hatred of Thomas Fox.
 �What platform is Duke going to run on?� Marshal asked.
 �I haven�t really thought about it. I just know that he would make a better mayor than Thomas Fox.�
 �He doesn�t like squirrels,� Tracy suggested. �He could run on a platform of ridding the town of the vermin.�
 Duke thought the little bastards should all die. That started a brainstorming session. Cassidy pointed out that she�d seen a bumper sticker that said that their dog was smarter than your first grader. We thought Duke was probably smarter than Thomas Fox, if his grades at State were any indication. Then we came up with ten things that would change if dogs ruled the world.
Duke�s Possible Platform:
1) Protect those that you love. That is job one.
2) There would be specific times each day for ear, chest, and belly rubs.
3) Fetch would be designated the official national pastime.
4) There should be a push for equality. Cats are people too.
5) Their human would be referred to as �Dog�s Best Friend.�
6) Conflict would be decided by a game of tug-of-war.
7) Squirrels would be in a higher tax bracket. The additional funds would go towards figuring out, �What�s that noise?�
8) Doorbells would be outlawed. Same with the mail carrier.
9) A dog has more personality, integrity, empathy, and loyalty than any politician ever had.
10) You only wish you are as perfect as your dog thinks you are. 
 I wasn�t sure how to work that all into my ad, but it gave me a starting point. Marshal and Curtis loaded the equipment into my SUV so I could use it this weekend. I planned to get some shots of Duke in action so I could stitch it into my ad for my class project.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, Dad had already started Duke�s campaign.
 �The first thing we have to do is get him on the ballot. There�s a link on the town�s website with the instructions on how to get signatures and the form it has to be on,� Dad said as he handed me one. �We need to get 550 signatures and have them turned in by close of business on Wednesday.�
 �Why such a weird number?� I asked.
 �I talked to my mom, and she said that we should get at least ten percent extra in case any signatures get rejected.�
 That was welcome advice because if it were up to me, I would have gotten to 500 and stopped. I was sure Thomas Fox would be challenging the signatures. If it had been left to me, we would have had no margin for error.
 The form said that Duke was running as an independent. It asked for the person signing the petition to provide their printed name and address, and then they had to sign it. The form had room for three signatures per page. Dad told us that Grandma Dawson had pointed out that one of the most common disqualifiers of a signature was that people forgot to print their name on the form.
 �Your mom took Duke to the hospital with a stack of these. She�s getting started,� Dad said.
 �He should never have been a part of Cal threatening her grandbaby.�
 �Yep. I would bet between your mom and Duke, they get several signed today. We need to find other places where we can knock out a large group of signatures.�
 �How about church?� I suggested.
 �Call them and see.�
 I called Reverend Jackson and told him what I wanted to do.
 �Hmm, that might be possible,� he hedged. �Did you hear we�re raising funds for a new roof?�
 I just laughed.
 �I�m sure I need a tax write-off for something. Call Caryn Buckley on Monday and tell her what you need. We have a process for my charitable donations,� I said.
 �Smart man. Make sure I fulfill my end of the bargain first,� Reverend Jackson joked.
 �I�d like to address the congregation on Sunday, as well.�
 �If you somehow bring God into the conversation and mention the building fund, you have a deal.�
 �How long do I get?� I asked.
 �How big is your donation going to be?� the reverend countered.
 I wouldn�t commit to anything because Caryn had made it clear that I wasn�t allowed to agree to anything like that. We had set it up so that I could just say that. Once word got out, the direct requests for money had slowed way down. Most of the local charities now knew to bypass me and talk to Caryn.
 We finally agreed that the reverend would give me a minimum of five minutes and a maximum of ten. Reverend Jackson would also have tables set up in the lobby where we could have people sign Duke�s petition.
 I was discovering that politics was all about making deals.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook had called while I was on the phone, so I called her back.
 �What are you up to?� she asked.
 I told her about shooting another vlog with Tracy and that I was working on getting Duke elected mayor.
 �You�ve got to be kidding me. Why would you do that?� Brook asked.
 I explained how our current mayor had been arrested and that left only Thomas Fox standing in the coming election.
 �Isn�t he that idiot that made up all that stuff about you and Pam?� Brook asked.
 �Yep, and my mom seems to be looking at this as payback time. She�s out right now getting Duke�s petition signed so he can get on the ballot. I�ve been trying to come up with ways to get enough signatures. I called my church, and Reverend Jackson agreed to let me talk to the congregation and have a sign-up table.�
 �You really are a �stupid boy� sometimes. All you have to do is ask, and I bet we can find a hundred or more people to go door-to-door this afternoon.�
 �How are we going to do that?� I asked.
 �I have twenty-four cheerleaders, and you have probably a hundred guys playing football. We do a call tree and have them all meet us at the school. Give them all a goal of signing up ten people each by Monday. Easy-peasy, and you�re done.�
 Uncle John had always said I could get more done with the help of others. This sounded like a fun plan.
 �We could make it a competition. We could pit the freshmen, JV, and varsity against one another. Whoever gathers the most signatures gets a prize of some kind,� I said.
 �I know what the girls all want: a date with you,� Brook teased.
 �Didn�t we just have this discussion in reverse? You sure you want to do that?� I asked.
 �It�s just a date,� Brook retorted.
 Apparently, her mind was made up. It was for a good cause, so I didn�t fight it.
 ◊◊◊
 I don�t know why I was surprised when almost the whole football team and all the cheerleaders showed up to help out. My dad had come with me to help explain how the signatures had to be collected so they couldn�t be challenged. He predicted that Mr. Fox would do everything possible to keep Duke off the ballot. He�d called Ms. Dixon, and she agreed. She looked forward to facing our nemesis in court again. She seemed to dislike him almost as much as my mom did.
 Brook came home with me after we�d sent our minions off to do their work. She, Peggy, and the little ones helped me shoot footage of Duke doing different things for his campaign ad. I made sure I captured a lot of tail-wagging and wet doggy-kisses. The little ones and Duke must have been tired from being my actors because we found them all piled up in the living room, taking a nap. Of course, I added that to the footage.
 Mom and Dad were going out with Brook�s parents tonight. They planned to try the seafood restaurant in Washington that had fresh crab legs flown in each weekend. They asked if we wanted to join them, but Brook declined. I was a little disappointed because I love king crab legs. Rumor had it that they would have Dungeness crabs tonight instead of king crab legs, so I was a little mollified. Still, I extracted a promise from my dad to bring me some home if they had them.
 ◊◊◊
 �Where do you want to go for dinner?� I asked.
 Peggy had taken the little ones and Duke to Pam�s for dinner. The plan was for them to take Little David and Coby swimming. The added bonus was Lacy, Pam�s mom, got some much-needed grandma time.
 �I thought we would order in,� Brook replied with a sexy smile.
 I gave her a confused look, and then it dawned on me. We had the house to ourselves, and we�d not had any alone-time in almost two weeks. I really was a �stupid boy� sometimes. You would think the horny teenager in me would have come up with this plan on my own. Then again, I�d been hurting for a while, and the pain was still there, if diminished.
 I got with the program and ordered Chinese. I then set the table in the dining room with the good china and broke out the candles. While I did that, Brook disappeared. When she came back, I smiled. My girlfriend had put on makeup and her little black dress from last night. She was holding something behind her back; moments later, she pulled out her crown.
 I bowed.
 �My queen, may I assist you?� I asked.
 Her brown eyes sparkled with mischief. Brook�s tiny crooked smile promised so much that it made my chest ache. She handed me the crown, and I looked down at it. I noticed this wasn�t the one from last night. This one had aquamarine stones and looked like it had been made from gold and silver coral with a large clamshell design in the center. Brook�s smile got bigger when she saw I didn�t recognize it.
 �When I was younger, I wanted to be a princess. I loved Ariel from The Little Mermaid.�
 She got a hesitant look when she admitted that last part. I loved that about her. I brushed her hair back and put the crown on her head. Either the crown must have been big on her as a kid, or this was a more recent purchase. It wasn�t every day that Brook went all girly-girl, so this was fun to see.
 �You�re stunning,� I whispered.
 She blinked at me in an alluring way. If Brook weren�t careful, I would toss her on the table and have my way with her.
 �Would you do me a favor?�
 �Anything.�
 �Go put your tux on. I want to have a special dinner.�
 �Okay.�
 I thought about what I�d told Yuri. Now, who was whipped?
 ◊◊◊
 When I came back, Brook had turned out all the lights and put on mood music. The food had arrived, and I could smell the Chinese goodness. It always smelled so wonderful. It was a mix of steamed rice, high-temperature-fried meats, and the associated caramelized sugars and smoke, simmered broths, vinegar, and various fragrant spices. I detected garlic, ginger, soy, fish sauce, chili sauce, onion, and peppers.
 Brook looked at me, and I could tell she approved. She handed me my own crown to put on.
 �The only thing missing last night was you by my side during my special moment,� she explained.
 I put it on, and she took off and came back with her phone. She wanted a selfie of us in our getups. She took three pictures before she was satisfied. A couple of keystrokes and she�d sent it out to the world. That was the problem with technology. My grandma had pictures of her and my granddad in matching outfits. At least he hadn�t had to endure being made fun of when those goofy pictures were taken. Only the fact that it was for Brook kept me from complaining.
 I found that Brook had broken into my mom�s wine collection, which consisted of about three cases of wine she�d accumulated in the basement. Brook had selected a Pinot Noir we�d picked up in California last year. Mom said it had a dry/earthy flavor. I was by no means an expert, but I liked it. To be truthful, though, I would�ve rather had a beer.
 I went into complete gentleman mode, pulled out Brook�s chair for her, and poured her a glass of wine. I don�t remember what we ate. Brook flirted something terrible with me, and Mr. Happy had firm control over the body. He�s not a real thinker beyond the obvious. For that, he had all kinds of ideas.
 �Do you think you�re up for what�s next?� Brook asked.
 �It�ll probably go best if I lay flat on the floor, and you have your way with me. I�m afraid I can�t do anything too strenuous,� I admitted.
 Brook stood up, pulled the straps of her dress off her shoulders, and let her dress puddle around her feet. I sucked in my breath when I saw she was nude underneath. In my AP English Literature class, the female form was described in Gothic literature as focused on centrality and�vulnerability�the classic �damsel in distress.� There was none of that with Brook. She exuded a confident sexuality that I much preferred.
 �Let me undress you,� she offered.
 I chuckled because this was such a role reversal for me. Brook just shook her head at my silliness and began to untie my tie. It seemed her goal was to get my shirt open so she could kiss my neck and chest. I leaned my head back and let her do as she wanted. Brook ran her hands inside my shirt and pushed up towards my shoulders so that both my jacket and shirt came off at the same time.
 I looked Brook in the eyes and used my left arm and hand to cover my nipples.
 �Come on, Cutie. Show me what you�ve got,� Brook teased.
 I looked down, then back up, and batted my eyes. That was probably too much because Brook started to laugh.
 �You poor, shy, innocent thing,� she teased as she reached up and moved my arm so she could get the full effect.
 Brook used a feather-light touch to trace every muscular bulge and ripple. She leaned forward and sucked my nipple into her mouth while playing with the other one. Brook then switched sides. I wondered if she�d learned this from Cindy last weekend or was working from my playbook. Brook looked up and made sure our eyes were locked.
 �I�m going to rock your world,� she promised.
 I shuddered in anticipation as she began to go downward, all the while licking and kissing my stomach. When Brook reached my beltline, she looked up again as she undid my pants. She soon had them around my ankles. Brook gave me an evil grin when she saw that I was already aroused.
 She began to tease me with little tugs, running her fingernails down my length, sucks, licks, and kisses. Brook was about to drive me crazy with desire. In the back of my mind, I vowed that I would pay her back. It was all I could do not to beg her to help me with my release.
 Without warning, Brook took me into her mouth. My hips twitched, but the sudden pain kept me from becoming aggressive. I loved how Brook didn�t do the basic in-and-out. Right now, that would have been fine, given how ramped-up I was. Her tongue was alive, and she used varied cadence, depth, and pressure.
 It all became too much, and I had a tremendous release. For a teenage boy, going almost two weeks caused a bit of buildup. I think Brook thought my goal was to drown her. For me, it was one of the best orgasms of my life.
 We took a break, and I poured us some more wine. We talked about inconsequentialities to give Mr. Happy a chance to recover. I was impressed that she�d been able to bring him down like that. He seldom failed to be ready to go after my first orgasm. When he began to stir, Brook noticed.
 �My turn!� she announced.
 I lay down on the living room rug, and Brook crawled on top of me. As long as I was flat on my back, I was okay. I had an issue if I tried to twist or turn. I�m not sure what hurt more when I moved wrong, my hip or my cracked ribs.
 We made out until Brook�s desire got the better of her, and she decided I needed to return the favor. She planted herself on my face, and her thighs clamped down on my head to hold me in place. I grabbed her butt to help guide her as I orally pleasured her.
 I was doing a great job if I do say so myself because she was making her happy grunting noises. That was when I figured out I had a problem. There was the exquisite feel of someone mounting Mr. Happy. I froze. Brook didn�t like that at all. She thumped my forehead to let me know I needed to get back to work. With her thighs clamped on my head, I hadn�t heard whoever was using Mr. Happy for their pleasure come into the room.
 It was distracting, not knowing who the mystery girl was. I quickly ruled out several options, either because they had boyfriends, or because Brook would never allow them near me. It had to be someone she was comfortable with. In the back of my mind, I hoped that she felt a little attraction for them. Guys really are everything bad that women think of them. Our fantasies run straight to the gutter if given a chance. The scary part was that I suspected women were even worse.
 Then I eliminated anyone who didn�t know the code to get past the gate. Cassidy was the first name that popped into my head. Brook had already allowed her to have sex with me. I also knew that Brook wasn�t worried about her trying to steal me away. What Brook didn�t realize was that if Cassidy decided now was our time, I would be hard-pressed to turn her down. In the end, Brook would win out, but I would have to think about it.
 Maybe it was Peggy coming back with the little ones. She�d gone to Pam�s to take the boys swimming, but I thought she was going to her parents� house afterward. While Brook knew Peggy, I wasn�t sure she would feel comfortable getting naked with her.
 Pam was a possibility. Brook had bonded with her, Zoe, and Halle last year. I was still amazed they hadn�t had more issues than they had. Pam was also Coby�s mother. I remembered the first time for Pam and me. It had been very similar to this on our annual destination football game trip.
 I didn�t think it could be Zoe or Halle. Zoe and Johan seemed to be building something, and I didn�t expect she would just climb on to Mr. Happy. While Halle would, she was in LA.
 Then a tingle ran up my leg when I thought it might be Jill, Phil�s girlfriend. The only hole in my logic was that she didn�t know the code to get in, and I couldn�t see Brook allowing it.
 Then it struck me. It must be Tracy. She liked girls and wasn�t shy around me. If she walked in on us, she wouldn�t hesitate to join in.
 Brook finally had her orgasm and rolled off to my side. I looked down and saw it was Pam. My surfer-girl had lost all her baby weight and looked great. I wished I could be a more active participant, but it didn�t seem to matter to Pam.
 �Hurry up. I want a turn,� Brook scolded her.
 �Almost � almost � there,� Pam huffed.
 Pam got what she wanted and collapsed on me. I kissed her forehead and whispered in her ear.
 �You�re not right,� she said back, then made her decision. �I�ll be right back.�
 Pam got up and left us alone.
 �Come here, Hotness.�
 I didn�t have to tell her twice. Brook took advantage of the arousal Pam had caused, climbed aboard, and began to ride me. I wanted something more intimate and pulled her down to kiss her. Pam came bouncing back in with a strap-on dildo.
 �Oh, no, you don�t,� Brook said.
 �Haven�t you ever wondered what it would be like with two guys?� Pam asked.
 I had to laugh because she was waving it around like she was in bad porn.
 �No,� Brook said.
 �I thought you were the adventurous one,� I teased.
 �Shut up,� Brook said as she smacked my chest. �Do you think it would hurt?�
 �You�ll be fine,� Pam said confidently as she showed Brook my tube of lube.
 It took a while, but we finally figured things out. Pam needed to be reminded that you didn�t just push home and start pounding. Pam also found out that it wasn�t as easy as it looked. She had a new appreciation for how much work it is for a guy to do all the thrusting. The poor girl was winded by the time we finished.
 �So, what did you think?� I asked Brook.
 �I can say I did it. Not sure I want to do it again, though.�
 Then she leered up at Pam.
 �I think I should get to drive this time.�
 I was out. For a guy, the situation could go either of two ways, and one of them was not going to happen. Rather than take that chance, I grabbed my underwear and left to get something to drink, along with another pain pill. When I came back in, I found Pam and Brook kissing and in a missionary position, with Brook on top. I took a seat on the couch and gave Brook some pointers. I knew what Pam liked and tried to steer Brook towards that. Pam was satisfied with the job Brook did if the orgasm she had was any indication.
 �It�s kind of fun, having one of these things,� Brook announced as she played with her new toy.
 My parents chose that moment to pull into the driveway. We scrambled to get dressed. Brook and Pam bailed on me and ran upstairs to change. I was buttoning up my shirt when Brook�s and my parents came in the back door. Mom gave me a look.
 �How come you have a crown on?� Mom asked.
 I�d forgotten I was wearing that. Dad handed me a carryout bag.
 �They had the Dungeness crab. It�s better than the king crab legs.�
 Mom was even more confused when Pam and Brook came downstairs. Pam was terrible at this; she wouldn�t look my mom in the eye.
 I ignored them all and opened the to-go box to find everything was still warm. I took the back of a knife and cracked the shell to get to the meat.
 �What do you have?� Brook asked.
 �Mine,� I announced and tried to cover it up.
 �What are the rules about sharing?� Mom reminded me.
 I reluctantly shared. Dad was right, Dungeness crab was great. Both Brook and Pam helped me eat it. I think if you dip anything into clarified butter, it makes it taste better.
 Our parents saw we�d raided my mom�s wine cellar and decided they also wanted some. After we ate, they made me take the girls to my apartment. Good thing!
 I worried that if my mom got a couple of glasses into Brook, Brook and her mom would be discussing what happened before they got home. I didn�t want to get Brook grounded. Ava could probably handle it, but I wasn�t sure Ian would be as accepting of Brook�s and my sex life.
 I let the girls pick out something on my streaming video service, and we settled in to watch a movie. Brook made sure that she was between Pam and me. That was probably not a bad idea. It was one thing to have a little fun, and another to let our emotions get away from us.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 27 � Set a Better Example  Sunday October 16 
 I stood in front of the congregation with a bucket and Duke. I�d told him to sit, and he�d done so without my mom having to remind him he was working today. What was that saying about not working with animals or children? I counted that as a win.
 �God has blessed me with family, friends �� I said, sweeping my arm to include the whole congregation, �and a community that I love. I�ve traveled from LA to New York, from Canada to the Caribbean, and have even gone to the UK, Cuba, and Japan. I want to tell you that I can�t think of a better place to call home.
 �People here are always willing to open their hearts to others. Recently, I was talking to a friend in LA. He told me that he saw a woman his mom�s age whose car had broken down on the side of the road. He asked his friend to pull over to see if she needed help. His friend said it just wasn�t done that way there.
 �I want you all to cherish what we have here. I think a lot of it starts with our belief in God. He gives us a sounding board to help guide us through life. We know the difference between right and wrong, good and evil. We know how to do the right thing.
 �I talked to Reverend Jackson yesterday and asked him for permission to address the congregation. He said I could if I did two things first. One was to praise God, which is easy for me to do. I have a personal relationship with Him, and I hope it shows through my actions. The reverend�s second condition was that I talk about the building fund for the roof,� I said as I raised the bucket.
 �Folks, something I know about God is that he helps those who help themselves. He isn�t going to make it stop raining just because we pray for it. It would be silly of us to think we�re so special that he isn�t going to make us need a new roof for another year. We can either start putting out buckets for when the roof starts to leak, or we can fill these up with cash and help ourselves,� I said. Then I motioned for my assistants to start handing buckets down the rows.
 While they did that, I talked about Duke running for mayor. I pulled his tennis ball out of my pocket, and he forgot where he was and began to dance in anticipation of me throwing it. I think even Reverend Jackson was shocked when I tossed it down the center aisle. Duke bailed off the stage and made a mad dash to retrieve his prized possession. He bounded back, excited that church was more fun than he ever imagined.
 I tossed it two more times, and everyone was smiling at his antics.
 �Duke is all about a good time. But he can get serious if he needs to,� I said and gave him the hand command to sit.
 He plopped his butt down and looked at me.
 �I realize it sounds like a joke that we�re trying to get my dog elected mayor. What Duke represents is a placeholder until we can get someone qualified to run. Believe me, his opponent in this race doesn�t have half the heart that Duke has. We need someone who will put our community first. My mom said that Duke would represent us better than he who shall remain nameless. Do me a personal favor and stop on the way out and meet my buddy, and, if you�re feeling the love, sign his petition to get on the ballot.�
 ◊◊◊
 �How many signatures do we have?� Grandma Dawson asked.
 �Your mom got 38 from the hospital, and we collected another 89 from the church, for a total of 127. Only 423 to go,� Dad said.
 I handed out sheets to everyone in the room. I figured I�d met my quota when I had five, six when I filled one out. We now only had 417 to go.
 We�d met at our office above my mom�s real estate company. Caryn and Megan had returned from LA Saturday morning and joined us for the meeting. For Caryn, the trip had been a chance to spend some time with her family and interact with our other business partners.
 �Do you think it�s even possible to get that many signatures in the next three days?� Caryn asked.
 �Sure. I have the football team and cheerleaders collecting signatures today. They should have them for us tomorrow at school. If we don�t have enough, we�ll regroup and figure out what we need to do,� I said.
 �Let�s assume we get enough signatures,� Dad said. �What�s our next step?�
 �We need to get the word out because we only have a little over three weeks until the election,� Grandma Dawson reminded us.
 �Ideas?� Dad asked.
 �I�m making a video that we can post to social media. We can get it tweeted out and hope it goes viral,� I suggested.
 �Any other ideas?� Dad asked.
 I almost blurted out an inappropriate thought at my dad�s cavalier dismissal of my idea.
 �We need endorsements. I bet we can get the governor and Senator Dixon to help us,� Grandma Dawson suggested.
 �What if we get Duke to endorse them? We could see if they would tag it at the end of their ads,� Megan suggested.
 That made us laugh, but Dad wrote it down. I noticed he didn�t write down my social media ad going viral. We�d just have to see about that.
 �We need yard signs and posters. I know a sign company that will print them, put them out, and clean up after the election,� Mom said.
 �That means we need money. I assume you�re willing to support your candidate,� Caryn said with a smirk.
 Seemed someone wasn�t taking this very seriously.
 �We need to track campaign finances. We�ll want to set up a separate account just for this,� Grandma Dawson explained.
 �Can we do a GoFundMe page?� I asked.
 Dad actually wrote that down.
 �How much money do you think we need?� Mom asked.
 �Depends on whether or not we do TV. If it�s just grassroots and word of mouth, we can do it on the cheap. My fear is we won�t get enough exposure for people to vote for Duke if we go that route,� Grandma Dawson shared.
 I was happy to see Ian and Brook show up. We caught him up on what we�d done so far.
 �Nontraditional candidates have to be outsiders to win. In the case of running a dog for mayor, it absolutely must be fun and upbeat. People have to be in the mood to stick it to the man. With the current presidential election and the level of hostilities, this is the perfect time for something like this to possibly succeed,� Ian said.
 Ian taught political science at State. He�d helped with the governor�s campaign, and with other associated candidates, in the voter registration drive we�d done at the campuses in the spring. Ian had helped one of the presidential hopefuls with some strategic planning, but his candidate had lost. Brook had told me he was itching to get involved with something. I figured with my parents, grandma, and Ian that we had a good team running Duke�s election bid. If I were running for office, they would be the first people I would call.
 ◊◊◊
 After the election talk, everyone left except Dad, Caryn, and Megan.
 �We talked to Brook about her wealth management ideas,� Caryn said. �Brook talked to her grandmother to find out what services her current provider offers to her and other family members. She told Brook that the usual services included financial and investment advice, accounting and tax services, retirement planning, and legal or estate planning, all for one set fee. What we offer includes day-to-day management of people�s affairs and also the PR side.
 �One investing specialty that Mass Investments offers that most others don�t is REITs, or Real Estate Investment Trusts. These allow an individual to buy into a trust that invests in income-producing real estate properties. REIT investors avoid tax liabilities they would incur with other investments. That�s because the government put in place rules where REITs must pay out an amount equal to at least 90 percent of their taxable income in the form of dividends. Just like a mutual fund, you reduce your risk because the REIT holds multiple properties.
 �Jack Mass talked to Brook�s grandma to see what her interest level was in the types of financial services Mass Investments provides. When she said that we did pretty much the same thing, we took the next step.
 �Frank called her to explain that someone like Haley Durham would need 24/7 spin-control. Even though Grace isn�t Haley Durham, something like a simple DUI or other issue could be mitigated with the help of our PR expertise.
 �Kent was up next and explained the types of things a manager can do. In its most basic form, their sole function is to provide guidance. They don�t pick investments or negotiate contracts. They are there to point their client in the right direction. He explained that a lot of actors tended to spend their money when they first get it. His job was to help them make smart decisions that didn�t leave them broke. Brook�s grandmother was receptive to that idea because Brook and many of her cousins her age or younger and would be coming into their trusts soon.
 �Kent then explained the day-to-day tasks a good manager and his or her assistants could do to help someone keep organized, find information, and make things happen. He said to look at it this way: what was her time worth? Did she need to be setting up a meeting with her attorney when she could be doing more important tasks? It made sense to let her manager handle the little things that cluttered up her day.
 �Once she had the full picture, it was my turn to talk to her. All that we�re missing is estate planning and insurance. Jack Mass circled back and cleared up the estate planning. It turns out Mass Investments does that from the investment side. We called Ms. Dixon about setting up trusts and the like to help create the legal framework. Brook�s grandmother pointed us to her insurance company, which specializes in serving the wealthy. She was impressed and plans to move funds over and start using our other services,� Caryn explained.
 �Cool, what else did you do? How are your parents?� I asked.
 Caryn looked at my dad, and he just shook his head.
 �You realize that we might have opened up a whole new market segment for several of your companies, and it could make you a lot of money?� Caryn asked.
 �Actually, Brook did. We need to figure out some way she can benefit from this. I�ll leave the details to you,� I said. �How�s your mom and dad?�
 This was, in part, payback to my dad for being dismissive with me earlier and Caryn not taking Duke�s candidacy seriously. The other part was that this was precisely the type of thing I expected everyone to take care of. I didn�t want to get sucked back into the details of empire-building.
 �Good,� Caryn said, looking dejected.
 I realized she�s like the rest of us. An occasional �attagirl� sometimes goes a long way.
 �Caryn, don�t take my teasing too seriously; you did a fantastic job. I want you to know how much I trust you personally. I trust you to do what you think is best to make sure everyone else is doing what they need to do,� I said.
 �Thanks. I keep forgetting you told me that before,� Caryn said.
 I smiled back at her while making a note that I needed to do something soon to remind Caryn how much I appreciate her. That was something I should be doing more of.
 �I have something else you need to know about,� Megan said. �I think I messed up.�
 �Uncle John always says that everyone makes mistakes. The measure of a person is how they handle it. Admitting the mistake is the first step,� I said sagely.
 He said to watch people, and they would either own it or point fingers and try to deflect blame. Uncle John advised that the best way to handle it was to tackle the problem first. Then, after the dust settled, figure out how to prevent it from happening again. Doing it this way kept people from becoming defensive and sometimes afraid to share that a problem even existed. You had to take the negative emotions out of the situation so you could tackle what was important.
 �YouTube asked for our information because they said they needed to send us money based on the number of hits we�ve gotten from various video uploads.�
 �How much are we talking?� Dad asked.
 �Just over ten grand. That�s not the problem. Well, really, there are two problems. They�ve commingled the funds for your athletics channel and the one you do everything else with. I�ve explained that issue to them, and they�re going to straighten it out. The real issue is you�re making money with your live streaming videos that we�ve loaded onto YouTube. I tried to get YouTube to take the money back, but they refused,� Megan explained.
 Oh shit! The NCAA was going to have my nuts in a vise. The one big no-no was making money with football or baseball. I had no idea you could make money just by posting stuff on YouTube. In my ignorance, I might have just invalidated my amateur status. I so wanted to yell at Megan, but that would defeat everything Uncle John taught me. I took a deep breath.
 �What do we have to do to fix this?� I asked to get things moving.
 ◊◊◊
 Duane Morris�my sports attorney who knew all things about the NCAA�and Ms. Dixon were on a conference call with my dad, Caryn, Megan, and me.
 �Before we get started, Ms. Dixon, where did you find the idiot who was with me when the police interviewed me in LA? I think he was more interested in playing games on his phone than he was in looking out for my best interest. He didn�t even say anything when they wanted to read me my rights,� I complained.
 �Wait. Did you say �he�? I hired Sue Li to be there,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �Isn�t she the defense lawyer for the stars?� Mr. Morris asked.
 �My dad recommended her. He met her in LA at a fundraiser. She was on the team that got Michael Jackson off when he faced his difficulties,� Ms. Dixon said and then gathered herself. �She must have sent some flunky to represent you. I�m sorry, David. I asked for her specifically.�
 �It worked out all right. I just wanted to tell you that I don�t ever want that guy again.�
 �I�m charging you by the minute; why don�t we get started?� Mr. Morris teased.
 I had no doubt he was at least half-serious.
 �Megan, explain to them what has happened, please,� Dad said.
 �Before the call, I had time to clear some things up. I told David that YouTube paid us about $10,000 for views of his videos. I was mistaken. We were paid by AdSense,� Megan clarified.
 �What is AdSense?� Ms. Dixon asked.
 �They�re part of Google. It�s software that uses a complicated way of generating ads and paying publishers or content producers using what they call a CPM formula. It means that they pay us for every 1,000 YouTube ad impressions you get. If a CPM is one dollar, it means that they�re paying us a dollar for every 1,000 advertisement impressions a video generates.
 �Of course, that�s just an example. The CPM can vary based on how desirable the content is. The big ones for David have been the Star Wars Millennium Falcon videos and the streaming videos that we load after the football games,� Megan explained.
 �Before you yell at me, I had no idea we could make money by doing any of that.�
 �I don�t doubt that it was unintentional,� Mr. Morris said. �The key is that as soon as you found out, you let me know. We will self-report this to the NCAA. I suggest that you stop doing the streaming stuff for now. And I would also suggest that you donate the money to a worthy cause.�
 �I can give it to my mom�s cancer support charity,� I suggested.
 �Well, in fact, that would make it worse. It needs to be something your family isn�t involved with,� Mr. Morris said.
 �No, you can�t give it to Duke�s campaign,� Dad said, shooting down my next idea.
 �What are you talking about?� Mr. Morris asked.
 I told him about us putting my dog on the ballot to face Thomas Fox.
 �My dad loves it. I told him at lunch today,� Ms. Dixon said. �He said that he would fully endorse your solution to the party�s problem of not getting a candidate on the ballot. For my part personally, I can�t wait to get Mr. Fox in court again.�
 �Do you think we could get your dad to endorse Duke?� Dad asked.
 �I�m sure he would.�
 �How about if Duke endorsed him? Do you think your dad�s campaign could put a blurb about that out to the press? Just so you know, I plan to ask Governor Higgins for the same,� I explained.
 �I�ll ask him. I�ll sell it that it�ll make him look more in touch with his constituents. His handlers are always harping on that,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �Back on topic,� Mr. Morris said. �I don�t think this is a big deal, but we are dealing with the NCAA, so you never know. I�ll float it to one of my friends who still works there and see what she thinks. If it turns into a problem, I�ll let you know. For now, put the money into a separate account and hold it until we decide what to do with it.�
 �Megan, if you could get me all the details, I�ll use it as background for my discussions with the NCAA. Once we do decide, I�ll also need a copy of the check you cut to whatever charitable cause we donate the funds to.�
 �Hey, can it be my church?� I asked. �They need money for a new roof.�
 �Let me ask the NCAA. Unfortunately, some people have a problem with religion. If she thinks we need to go in a different direction, we�ll pick something like an animal shelter.�
 �Or a homeless group?� I asked.
 �That works too. Just nothing where your family is involved in the management,� Mr. Morris said.
 ◊◊◊
 �Before you go, we have the background check on Peggy�s guy,� Caryn said.
 Peggy had announced she was going on a date with someone none of us knew. I�d gotten his name so we could have him checked out. It must have turned up something because I would never have heard anything if it came back clean. Caryn handed it to me, and I read the one line and looked up, confused.
 �Fritz couldn�t even find this guy. Not a driver�s license, birth certificate, nothing. He said that the lack of a background worries him.�
 �What does he recommend?� I asked.
 �Starting tomorrow, Paul will drive Peggy to and from school and keep an eye on her. Fortunately, your mom is taking care of the boys, so there are no worries about daycare,� Dad said.
 �You�re worried about Coby and Little David?� I asked.
 �It�s probably nothing, but we pay Fritz for a reason. Chuck will be around the house to watch over your mom and the boys for now.�
 �I never thought we would find anything,� I admitted.
 Dad snorted.
 �We didn�t.�
 �I guess I would rather we be overly cautious,� I said, and suddenly realized something. �Who�s going to tell Peggy?�
 I would bet she wouldn�t be happy that we were checking up on her dates.
 �Your mom is taking care of it. Peggy will be fine,� Dad predicted.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday October 17 
 I was sitting in precalculus, taking a quiz, when my phone chirped to tell me I�d received a text. This was right after Ms. Lowden had given us a lecture about turning them off for the quiz. She glared in my direction. Apparently, this was the last time someone�s phone was going off during a quiz or test � or there would be �consequences.� I don�t know what came over me.
 �Dare! She said to turn your phone off.�
 Ms. Lowden made a big display of getting out of her chair and striding to Dare�s desk. He looked at me like I�d just told him there was no Santa Claus or Easter Bunny. I felt bad � really.
 �Did you leave your phone on, young man?�
 �Go ahead, tell her,� I said helpfully.
 Okay, I was probably going to Hell for that one, but I couldn�t help myself. I didn�t want to sit in detention after school today.
 The flaw in my plan was that I didn�t count on Ms. Lowden being a detective. I figured I was home free because Dare wasn�t able to talk in class, especially to teachers.
 �Give me your phone,� she ordered Dare.
 He handed it over, and she saw it was turned off. Ms. Lowden turned to me and gave me a stare that didn�t bode well for my chances of avoiding detention.
 �Now yours, Mr. Dawson.�
 ◊◊◊
 �Why that little �� I began as I watched Dare bolt from my side and make a beeline to Brook.
 Tim and Wolf were with me in line.
 �What�s going on?� Tim asked.
 �I got detention because Dare wouldn�t take one for the team. Now he�s telling Brook on me.�
 Usually, with guys, that would have been enough of an explanation. The problem was they didn�t buy that Dare would do anything to me that would get me in trouble. When they pulled the details out of me, they were equal parts impressed that I would try to blame Dare and mortified that he hadn�t stood up for me. Maybe I embellished a little or glossed over a few details. What mattered was that my friends backed me up.
 When we finally got our lunches and started towards the table, all the girls were giving us dirty looks. Tim and Wolf slowed down so that I somehow faced them by myself. I turned around, and the guys were busy tying their shoes. So much for having my back.
 �Did Dare tell you how he got me detention?� I asked.
 The girls all turned to him, and his head went down. I became a little worried when Cassidy stood up and gave me a look. Wolf and Tim decided to go eat at another table. Maybe they had a good plan.
 �Hi,� I said with a big smile.
 �Want to try again?� Cassidy asked.
 I made a big show of thinking it over, but when she took a step towards me, I caved.
 �I might have been partially responsible,� I admitted, and Cassidy took another step. �Okay, okay. I was a bully and tried to make it look like Dare did it.�
 Cassidy took my lunch and set it on the table. I�m such a �stupid boy�; I should have known what was coming next.
 �Cassidy, I swear, if you crack my ribs again �� I hissed as I dropped to my knees, �there isn�t much I can do about it.�
 She looked at Brook, who nodded. Cassidy turned back and helped me up.
 �You need to set a better example,� Brook announced.
 I grumbled something under my breath.
 �What did you say?� Cassidy asked.
 �Yes, ma�am?� I asked.
 �Good answer,� Cassidy said and kissed my cheek.
 Her boyfriend, Don, rolled his eyes. I mentally chastised him for not controlling his woman.
 �You owe Dare an apology. He�s been a wreck all morning because you blamed him for your own misdeed,� Gina announced.
 I saw a little smile touch Brook�s face. Someone had apparently taken lessons from my mom. I would bet next month�s allowance that she put Gina up to that because there was no way Dare had said anything to Gina about his state of mind. I gave Dare the stink eye and was surprised when he didn�t look away. What good was a socially awkward teen if he had started coming out of his shell when he was around my girlfriend?
 I figured my role in this drama needed to come to an end.
 �Dare, I really am sorry for this morning. I just knew that if Ms. Lowden caught you, she�d give you a pass, and I didn�t want to have to go to detention. I�ll never do something like that again,� I said sincerely.
 Then I turned to my girlfriend.
 �Just remember that I�m wise to your role in all this.�
 �I�ll make it up to you later,� she promised.
 I really did love that woman.
 ◊◊◊
 Before practice, Dad showed up with Duke so he could personally thank everyone for gathering signatures. Duke was more than happy to let everyone pet him and scratch his ears. Brook, Tim, and Wolf helped me collect and count the signatures. For football, the varsity had a disappointing 28, JV 57, and freshmen were in the lead with 68. Their total of 153 put us at 286 signatures. I�d hoped we would be much closer to the 550 we needed.
 Next, we counted the results of the cheerleaders� efforts. They�d gathered 189 signatures. We only had to collect 75 more over the next two days.
 �If each of us gets one more signature, we�ll reach our goal,� Dad announced.
 He then read off the football numbers.
 �It looks like the freshmen have this in the bag. I didn�t want to say anything, but I plan to close Our House and throw a party for the winners,� I announced.
 The varsity and JV glared at the younger guys. I bet they would get busy trying to catch them.
 �The cheerleaders collected more signatures than all the guys combined,� Dad announced.
 �It�s easier for girls,� Yuri complained.
 The dummy was standing next to his girlfriend when he said it. He would never learn.
 �We have three who did outstandingly. I want to recognize Destiny Crown, Zoe Pearson, and Jill Lacier. Only a couple of signatures separate the three of you. I�m told that David plans to take the winner out on a date as a thank-you for your efforts,� Dad said.
 I glanced over at Brook and watched as the whole unintended consequences thing sank in. Rather than remind her that I�d warned her this was a bad idea, I decided to take the high road. This trio had to be her worst nightmare. She and Destiny were committed frenemies. Destiny wanted Brook�s job as head cheerleader and had as much as said that she planned to steal me away from Brook. I wasn�t worried about that happening because Brook and I were doing just fine.
 Zoe and I had a past. She didn�t make it a secret that she wanted to be my girlfriend. I wondered how Johan would take it, now that they were going out. I hoped he realized I hadn�t done anything to encourage it. If she did win, I would make sure that he came on the date. I needed him to block for me during games.
 Of the three of them, Jill was the biggest issue for three reasons. One, she was my brother�s girlfriend. Jill and Phil seemed to be a good couple, even though she was hit on constantly. Two, in the past, Jill had let me know that when she was older, she would come after me. That had driven her sister April crazy when April and I were dating. Finally, I�d admitted to Brook that I thought Jill was someone I wouldn�t mind spending time with. I would bet that if she tried to get into any bar, they wouldn�t bat an eye. Jill didn�t look like a freshman. Besides being tall and having model looks, she might have the biggest, firmest breasts in school. She and Kate Upton were about the same size up top, and Jill was slimmer.
 I was afraid that if Jill and I went out, I might not be a good boy. That would just invite a shit-storm of trouble. I wouldn�t blame Phil if he never talked to me again, and Brook � I didn�t even want to go there. Besides Hannah Minacci coming and telling me she�d made a huge mistake with that baseball dork, Jill was the only girl I might be tempted to cheat on Brook with. From the look Brook gave me, she knew it too.
 �Well, this just sucks,� Brook said when we were finally alone.
 �Yeah,� I admitted. �I was hoping we were done with this part of it.�
 �Don�t play dumb. What are we going to do about Destiny, Zoe, and Jill?�
 I noticed she threw in the �we.�
 �We could help you get enough signatures to win,� I suggested.
 �I�ll never catch them. Besides, they�re out there right now working to get more,� Brook complained.
 �Well, you�ll never win with that attitude.�
 I sometimes forget that girls need to vent, and your only job was to listen, not poke holes in their logic.
 ◊◊◊
 I met Doc Grog before practice so that he could examine me.
 �Did you take it easy this weekend?�
 �Yes, sir.�
 �Today, I want you to take two laps around the track. Take it easy. I want you to walk,� Doc Grog said.
 �Just walk. Got it.�
 �Then come back in, and the trainers will stretch you, put you into an ice bath, and give you a massage.�
 ◊◊◊
 Dare was sent to watch me walk around the track. I made him walk with me.
 �I want you to know that I realize I was a jerk today.�
 �It�s okay. Brook explained it to me,� Dare said.
 �She did?� I asked.
 �She said that I should take it as a compliment. It meant you thought of me as one of the guys because you were willing to bust my chops. I guess I�m so used to people being mean that I took it wrong.�
 �You know I would never really be mean to you. I might goof around, but I like you,� I said.
 He stopped, and I turned around to see what was wrong.
 �Do you mean that? You�re not just being nice to me because I�m different?�
 �Let�s not go too far,� I teased, and then got serious. �Dare, if you�d just talk to people, your life would be so much better. They would get to know the real you.�
 �That�s what my mom and Brook say.�
 �Do you realize this is the longest conversation we�ve ever had?� I asked.
 He just nodded and became quiet. I counted this as a win and didn�t push it.
 After the first lap, I was about ready to drop. I kept going because I wanted to speed up the healing process, and this was the first activity I�d been allowed to do since the accident. When I finished the second lap, I�d sweat through my shirt and was breathing as hard as if I�d just completed my usual run. I had Dare run inside and get my crutches.
 Becky was totally evil. She refused to give me a pill before she stretched me out. Becky reasoned that she needed to gauge what caused pain and at what level. I told her everything caused pain and at level 11 on her ten-point scale. Becky offered to show me what would hurt more. I took her word for it.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice and my torture were done, Coach Mason wanted to meet with me.
 �You look like shit.�
 �Becky must hate men and decided to take it out on me today.�
 �If I were you, I would sit out the rest of the season and get ready for college,� Coach Mason said, stunning me.
 �But ��
 �Just hear me out,� he said, holding up a hand. �A hip pointer or cracked ribs by themselves can put you out of action. The combination is not something to joke about.�
 �Tell me about it,� I complained.
 �You�re destined for bigger things. I worry that you�ll come back too soon and end up doing some permanent damage. You could mess up everything you�ve worked for, for what will frankly be a footnote to your career. No one is going to care whether you won two or three state championships when you�re drafted in the NFL.�
 He had a point. The schools on my recruiting list already knew what I could do. If I stepped back from what was right in front of me, my high school teammates and the commitments I�d made, it made sense to take the long-range view. I would have to think about what Coach Mason had just said.
 Even some college players had started to skip meaningless bowl games to protect themselves from injuries. Notre Dame�s Jaylon Smith, a top-5 draft prospect, had tumbled to the second round after injuring his knee in the Fiesta Bowl. Instead of a contract in the $23-million range expected for a top-5 draftee, Smith received $4.4 million from the Dallas Cowboys. The worst part was that it took him more than a year to recover and make it onto the playing field.
 �I�m not sure I can just walk away, for a lot of reasons. The one that comes to mind is that my team and I have worked hard to win state again. But if I don�t get better soon, I can see your point,� I admitted.
 �Just think about it. I�m not advising you not to play again this year. I just want you to understand that it�s an option and that I would support you if you decided to take care of your health first. Believe me when I tell you that they will want you to play through it at the higher levels. I�ve seen too many young men�s dreams destroyed because the second injury was the career-ender,� Coach Mason said.
 �Do you think Trent can handle the job if I were to take a step back and didn�t play for the full six weeks?� I asked.
 �Anything�s possible,� he said as a joke. �Trent looked better today. We�ve had to make some changes because he doesn�t have your arm strength. I�m confident we can beat Riverside this week and have a good shot at beating St. Joe next week. Even with you back the week after that, though, I�m not sure we can beat Broadview Academy,� Coach Mason said. Those were the remaining games we would play before the state playoffs began.
 Broadview Academy was similar to IMG Academy out of Florida. It was a boarding school based in Texas whose sole purpose was to get high-level athletes to college. Our matchup with Broadview was this year�s annual road game. Last year, we played King High School at the Indianapolis Colts� stadium on ESPN. This year, we were traveling to St. Louis to play in The Dome, the former home of the St. Louis Rams, who�d left to play in LA. The game was being televised on ESPN again.
 Coach Mason was probably right. We�d shocked everyone when we beat King. Broadview Academy would be ready for us. It was another David vs. Goliath situation and people wanted to see if David would come out on top again. My competitive side wanted to play in that game.
 If we took care of Riverside this Friday, we could lose the last two games and still win our conference. We would be tied with Washington if they won out, but we held the head-to-head tiebreaker.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 28 � I Think They Are  Wednesday October 19 
 Before school, I was approached by a band member and reminded that this weekend was the annual Band Bachelor Auction. I explained I wouldn�t be able to attend, but they should contact Caryn about a donation. That seemed to get me off the hook.
 After school, everyone met before practice to hand in their signatures and find out who the winners were. It was funny to watch Brook get more and more agitated with each passing day. Cassidy told me that Destiny had been in Brook�s ear, telling her that she was going to win. Destiny had hinted at what she planned to do on our date. For once, it wasn�t me with the problem child. I hadn�t mentioned that Cassidy had kept me up to date on the ongoing feud.
 When I came into the field house, I saw my dad and grandma were already there to check the signatures. Brook found me and grabbed my hand. I tried to reassure her with a smile, but I think she simply needed to make it known that we were a couple. Zoe and Jill were well aware of my dating status. I wasn�t worried about them.
 Brook stiffened when Destiny came in. She had a stack of signature forms to hand in. Brook had gotten serious about �winning� the date and collected a lot in the past two days. Last night, I, her loyal boyfriend, had gone with her to the mall to get signatures. We were smart and brought Duke. At first, some of the mall people had hassled us, but I had Duke�s paperwork that showed he was trained as a therapy dog. It didn�t hurt that the mall security gal was a Lincoln High football fan.
 Brook was irritated that all I had to do was smile at people and they would stop to talk to me. I tried to explain that in a small town, you tended to know just about everyone. It didn�t seem right that she should be able to count all the ones I got signed, but it was explained to me that I was wrong. I tried to point out that I needed signatures to help the varsity catch the freshmen. Brook told me she would help pay for the party, and we would invite everyone who helped gather signatures. That ended my argument.
 Once my grandma and dad had finished checking the last of the signatures, Grandma left to file them with the election officials. Dad got everyone�s attention.
 �On behalf of our candidate, Duke, I want to thank you for your help. I know that David offered some incentives for those who collected the most signatures. If I remember correctly, the freshmen had the lead as of Monday. I know that the varsity and JV squads put up a valiant effort, but unfortunately weren�t able to catch them.�
 The freshmen made fools of themselves. I would need to sit them down and explain the proper decorum. Dad held up his hands to calm them down.
 �Brook Davis talked to David and suggested that since you all did such an outstanding job, she would kick in to take you all to dinner. And that includes your parents. The dinner will be held election night at Our House,� Dad announced.
 I noticed the cheerleaders weren�t looking happy. Dad saw it, too.
 �Sorry, that includes the cheerleaders.�
 Cute pouts turned into cuter happy smiles.
 Duke�s election bid was starting to get expensive. It was good that I got a discount since I was one of the owners.
 �When David was little, I dropped him on his head,� Dad publicized. �I guess that explains why even with a girlfriend, he offered to take the cheerleader who got the most signatures on a date. The winner is � Destiny Crown!�
 I suddenly worried Brook might break some of my fingers, she gripped my hand so hard.
 �Did we get enough signatures?� Tim asked.
 Dad looked embarrassed that he hadn�t led with that.
 �Yes. We have 687. More than enough.�
 Destiny must have had a death wish because she came bounding up to set our date. It was my turn to squeeze Brook�s hand. I wanted to make sure I had a good hold in case Brook decided she was willing to take a suspension for fighting. I had a bad feeling I would somehow end up in the middle of the whole mess and get suspended with her.
 Even though we were done with our little event, I noticed that no one had left to get ready for practice. Practically the whole school knew these two girls were frenemies, and I guess they were waiting for fireworks. I looked pointedly at everyone, and Tim and Wolf ushered them out. I glared at Dare, who had pulled out his phone to video all the action.
 �Congratulations, and thank you for all the work you put into gathering the signatures. Why don�t you think about what you want to do, and we can talk about it later?� I said. Then I cut off Destiny before she could say anything. �Let�s not ruin our date with any comments now.�
 She caught herself before she pissed me off by saying something to wind up my girlfriend. Destiny wasn�t stupid. She stood a little straighter to indicate she intended to take the high road and then nodded.
 �We�ll talk � when you�re alone,� Destiny offered.
 I decided not to tempt fate and pulled Brook with me as I hobbled to go get ready for my daily walk.
 �That went well,� I commented.
 Brook said something I�m not allowed to repeat.
 ◊◊◊
 Doc Grog was waiting for me when I came into the locker room.
 �How�re you feeling?�
 �It still hurts, but I can tell I�m getting better,� I qualified.
 �Okay, let�s check you out.�
 He poked and prodded me until I was almost in tears. I might have fibbed a little about how much better it felt. He gave me a wan smile.
 �I�m sorry, but it�ll take more time to heal. As much as I wish there was something I could do to speed it up, there simply isn�t. I�m afraid all I can do is help you with the pain, but right now, that would be a mistake. That pain is warning you that you need to take it easy. I think we need to stop your walking and stretching until next week. It looks like it may be slowing your recovery.�
 �I need to play the following week,� I reminded him.
 �You don�t need to do anything. You want to play, I understand that. I�m afraid you might need a full six weeks before you can get back onto the football field if you don�t want to risk permanent damage.�
 �You�re killing me, Doc.�
 �I�ll make you a deal. If you follow my treatment plan, I promise to get you on the field as soon as I judge you can safely do so. You might still be in pain, but I can help you with that if we have to. The main thing we need is to get your ribs healed. Right now, if you were hit just right, they could break again and do serious damage. The ribcage protects body parts that you actually need to live,� he said with a pointed and penetrating look.
 He held that look, and I knew it was in my best interest to cave�for now.
 �Okay, okay � I get it.�
 �I�ll see you again Monday,� he said and left me to contemplate my injuries.
 If he was serious about six weeks, then we were so dead. We would have to survive the first two games in the state playoffs without any contribution from me. If we got a bad draw, we could easily be done.
 The promise of Doc helping with the pain made me decide that I would follow his plan and take it easy until he saw me again on Monday.
 ◊◊◊
 If I wasn�t able to contribute on the field, I would have to find other ways to support my teammates. While they practiced, I spent time in the film room and broke down Riverside, this week�s opponent. Coach Hope had been smart and had trained Coaches Stevens and Stork on how to load film into our software. It had lessened the impact when Alan had left.
 Riverside had been an easy win the last two years. I remembered thinking last year that it felt like we were in a game with our JV team. I was sure our team was confident that we would win easily. That, in and of itself, had me worried, because Riverside was well aware of how we beat them. This year, they would be gunning for us because they could go after Trent, my replacement.
 I watched the film we had on Riverside�s individual plays on both offense and defense. I took notes on the keys I could identify that would help us know what they planned to do. One big tell for their offense was that their offensive linemen had different stances for the pass and run plays. For runs, they would square up their feet in anticipation of firing off the ball. When it was time to pass, they appeared to be back on their heels and dropped their outside foot to help them move back into pass protection faster. I was sure that Tim could use that information to help get our defense in the position to defend.
 I simply shook my head at Riverside�s offensive playbook. They�d run four running plays and two passing plays all year. I was sure our freshmen had three times that number of plays they could call. I could only come up with one reason for Riverside to limit themselves to such a small palette of plays. Their coach must have felt that if they ran them with precision, they would gain yardage.
 I decided that I wasn�t going to learn anything more by watching individual plays. Instead, I elected to go old-school and watch the games from beginning to end at high speed. After watching the third game, I noticed something interesting.
 By now, practice was over, and I spotted Dare and told him to get the coaches.
 �What did Doc Grog say?� Coach Hope asked when he came into the conference room.
 �He was all doom and gloom and wants me to get well before I play. I�ll see him again Monday, and I�m hoping he has better news.�
 �When can you play?� Coach Mason asked.
 �He hinted it might be the full six weeks.�
 The coaches all looked at each other, worried.
 �I�ll be back sooner, I promise.�
 That didn�t seem to help, so I changed the subject.
 �Did you know that Riverside runs the same ten plays to start each game?� I asked.
 �Surely not,� Coach Rector said skeptically.
 �Yep. Regardless of how successful they are with them, Riverside runs the same ten every game. I mean, I�ve only looked at the first three games, but I double-checked, and they�re scripting their plays regardless of down and distance.�
 They didn�t believe me, so I wrote the ten plays on the eraser board in order and then ran the game film for the first two games.
 �It�s the same for the third game, too,� I said.
 �I expect we can game-plan for this,� Coach Rector said with a devious grin.
 �Ya think?� Coach Hope asked.
 �I�ll watch the other games tomorrow to confirm it. I did find a couple of other reads that might help.�
 Then I showed them what I�d found. Coach Hope looked at Coaches Stevens and Stork. It was their job to scout the other teams. From his expression, they hadn�t done a very good job this week.
 Coach Mason and I usually spent time looking at the opponent�s defense. He was training me to be able to watch film and laying the groundwork for when I played at a higher level. A big part of what a quarterback did was to prepare by watching game films. There�s an art to doing it right, according to Coach Mason.
 �I�ll have our coaches check out the other games Riverside played this year. Now, I want you to check out St. Joe, next week�s opponent,� Coach Hope directed me.
 �I think we�ve been relying on the software too much. We need to look at the game as a whole,� I suggested.
 �There are no shortcuts,� Coach Hope said meaningfully.
 �And the buck stops here,� I said to smart off.
 �And you can rot on the bench.�
 Coach Hope had no sense of humor today.
 ◊◊◊
 I had Japanese class tonight. Both Brook and Cassidy enjoyed spending time with Hana Yamamura, Shiggy�s niece, who was also my interpreter/language instructor. We�d received the scripts for the J-drama I would be filming, starting in just nine weeks. Part of the deal I�d struck with Hana was that I would cook her dinner. Mom, Dad, and Peggy had discovered this arrangement, and it was now my responsibility to cook dinner on Wednesday nights by myself.
 I had outsmarted all of them because I utilized both our bread maker and slow cooker. We walked in the back door to the smell of my version of goat curry and an herb bread I�d made with basil, rosemary, and oregano. I must admit that I stole both recipes from Mary Dole. I knew they would be good if I simply followed her directions. All I had to do was make rice, and dinner would be ready.
 As soon as Hana saw me get the rice out, she had to step in.
 �Stop. You do it all wrong,� she declared.
 My dad came in with Duke and saw that Hana had taken the bag of rice away from me.
 �He won�t listen to me. Hopefully, you can teach him how to make rice correctly,� Dad teased.
 I gave everyone dirty looks because I�d made rice many times, and no one had ever complained before. I shrugged and bowed to Hana.
 �You have him well-trained,� Hana said to Brook.
 �I think his mother had something to do with it,� Cassidy shared.
 �Hey,� Brook and I said at the same time.
 Speak of the devil. Mom came in the back door with the boys. She�d gone to Greg and Angie�s place to watch all the little ones today. The preschool was slowly working through the flu issues and hoped that everyone could come back next week. It seemed we weren�t the only ones concerned with this round of flu. Chuck came in lugging diaper bags and groceries.
 �There�s more in the car,� he told me.
 From the look of him, I decided I would let that slide and walked out and got the rest of the groceries. It did take me longer because I could only carry one bag at a time. Mom had put him to work helping her with the ankle-biters, so he wasn�t a great deal better off than I was.
 Duke had gone with Dad and my grandma to be interviewed after she�d turned in the signatures and had them initially verified. I�d tipped off Jeff Delahey as to what we were up to, and he�d told his paper. They�d sent a photographer and a reporter to do a quick story. It wasn�t every day that a dog ran for office.
 �Isn�t it racist to suggest that she can cook rice better than I can?� I asked as I put the last of the groceries on the counter.
 When you try to be funny, not all your jokes work. Some unpleasant memories should never be thought of again. I pushed that one into a box and labeled it �Stupid Things to NEVER Say Again!�
 The unfortunate truth was she did cook rice better than I did.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday October 20 
 When we picked up Brook, she was in a good mood.
 ��Sup,� I said, trying to be gangster.
 �He�s your boyfriend,� Cassidy said from the front seat.
 �Guess what?� Brook said, ignoring me.
 �Riverside has the flu, and they have to forfeit?� I guessed.
 �It�s even better,� Brook said, then paused for dramatic effect. �Destiny went to State to a frat party.�
 Brook shoved her phone in my face, and I burst out laughing. There was a series of pictures of Destiny passed out. They�d gotten out the magic markers and had drawn all over her face. Across her forehead, it said, �Slut!� On her left cheek, someone had drawn a male member pointed at her mouth, and on the other cheek, it said, �I (heart sign) Dick!�
 �Who gave this to you?� I asked.
 I saw her glance towards the front seat, and I put two and two together. Don, Cassidy�s boyfriend and Destiny�s brother, must have taken the pictures and shared them with her.
 �You can�t show these to anyone,� I said, making a leap of logic.
 �Why not? The bitch deserves it,� Brook reasoned.
 �Because you�ll be starting World War III at the Crown household. If my brother shared pictures of me with his girlfriend, and she, in turn, shared them with my worst enemy? See where I�m going with this?� I asked.
 �But � this is just too good not to use,� Brook whined.
 �I didn�t say you couldn�t use it. I want you to think it through. Just be absolutely sure that you find a way to not lose us Don. She�ll kill him if she figures out that he gave those pictures to anyone,� I said to Brook, and then looked at Cassidy. �And you, Young Lady, know better.�
 If she planned to be in the personal protection business, her reputation had to be like that of a priest in a confessional. If she shared gossip, or in this case, embarrassing photos, she would be out of a job. I knew that was one of the first lessons Fritz had taught her.
 �But I didn�t find out about this while I was working!� Cassidy deflected.
 I looked at her sternly.
 �You can�t use them. You have to delete the pictures,� Cassidy told Brook.
 �No!�
 If she�d done the foot stomp just a little better, she would have nailed an impression of my three-year-old niece.
 ◊◊◊
 I sometimes wonder what drives the teenage girl�s mind. My girlfriend decided that if she couldn�t show anyone the pictures, she would let Destiny know that she�d seen the state Destiny was in last night. Destiny was obviously not feeling well from too much drink last night. That didn�t stop her from finding her brother and whaling on him. As you can imagine, he didn�t react well to that.
 For the rest of us, all that was missing was popcorn so we could munch on some snacks while we enjoyed the show. Brook stood with her mouth open as Mr. Palm came out and dragged our entertainment to the office.
 �Happy?� I asked her.
 To Brook�s credit, she shook her head �no� and rushed off to be alone. I probably should have chased after her, but I was decidedly not happy seeing one of our key receivers dragged off to be suspended for three days. There was no way he would be allowed to play this Friday.
 To compound the issue, he was also our backup tight end, and his size helped wherever he lined up. Much of this week�s game plan was to run the ball, and we needed his size for blocking. Many of my teammates came to the same realization.
 �Did that just happen?� Ty asked.
 He was the focus of this week�s running game, and losing Don wasn�t something he wanted to see.
 �Yep. I�m afraid your job just got harder,� I observed.
 �We�ll pick up the slack,� Johan assured Ty.
 The bell rang to break up our pity party.
 ◊◊◊
 Sometimes, Dare makes me want to hate him. I now understood why Alan, Jeff, Tami, and I used to irritate our classmates in grade and middle school. We got a pop quiz back, and he�d missed one of the questions. I thought he was going to cry. Of course, I reverted to ten-year-old David and showed him I�d gotten them all right.
 He showed me his paper, and instead of selecting one of the multiple-choice answers, he�d written in a number. I got my tablet out and used the calculator to figure it out. Sure enough, he was right. Ms. Lowden had rounded the solution.
 �You had to pick the best answer,� I tried.
 He pointed at the paper to indicate that his answer was the best solution.
 �You trying to get detention again?� Ms. Lowden asked from the front of the room.
 �Dare is just pointing out that you have the wrong answer on the quiz.�
 �Is he now?� she asked and then looked at Dare, who had tried to scrunch down in his seat far enough to disappear.
 I could tell Ms. Lowden was about to make him come up to the board and prove his answer. I got out of my seat and walked up front.
 �He showed me,� I explained.
 Thankfully, Ms. Lowden realized that it would be traumatic for Dare if she forced him to come up front. She mouthed �thank you� and allowed me to show the work.
 �I agree that Dare has the correct answer. The problem is that when it comes to testing, you need to select the best answer offered when you take a multiple-choice test. In the future, it�s okay to show your work and what you think the answer is,� said Ms. Lowden as a compromise.
 �Know,� I interrupted.
 Her expression told me I was close to getting my second detention.
 ��Know� what the answer is. But I want you to mark your answer sheet with the closest one. If you don�t, you won�t get credit,� she confirmed.
 Dare looked unhappy.
 �I�ll talk to him,� I offered, and Ms. Lowden nodded to send me back to my desk so she could teach.
 ◊◊◊
 Lunch was pleasant. Not.
 Dare was still pouting about missing a question, and Brook decided not to sit with me. I suspect she thought I would remind her that I told her so. The talk centered on what had set Destiny off and whether Don really couldn�t win in a fight against any girl. Cassidy was all smiles about the last one. I was sure that her boyfriend would be told in detail what a wimp we all thought he was.
 I�m not for punching a girl. Where I draw the line is when they come after you like Destiny had her brother. I would, at the very least, have tried to wrap her up to minimize the damage she was dealing out.
 �Where�s Brook?� Tracy asked. �Did she finally wise up and break up with you?�
 The peanut gallery thought that was funny. I thought I�d better find out how much trouble I was in. I pulled out my phone and used the �Find Me� app Fritz had installed on all our phones. With its help, I found Brook outside under my favorite thinking tree.
 �I thought you might be hungry,� I said, handing her one of the to-go lunch bags the lunch ladies made mostly for teachers.
 �Thanks.�
 �Mind if I join you?�
 She didn�t answer, so I sat down next to her.
 �I thought I�d feel better after I took her down,� Brook said. �Do you still plan to go out with her?�
 �We�ll see. I did make a promise, though,� I reminded her.
 �Maybe you could break a promise just once for me,� she tried.
 �I�ll talk to Destiny and see. Maybe I can pay for her and someone she likes to go out to dinner.�
 �But if she insists that it�s you?�
 �Then I�ll keep my word.�
 �Even if I ask you not to?�
 �Even if you ask me not to.�
 �I love that I know I can count on you. I just hate her,� Brook admitted.
 �Did you ever consider that she�s not worth it? I mean, this is all about Destiny being envious of you. It�s not like you�ll stop being head cheerleader or anything.�
 �I did work at it and deserve it.�
 �I know I wasn�t an easy catch,� I said with a grin.
 �Why does everything have to be about you?� Brook shot back.
 �It�s about us,� I replied, and leaned down and kissed her.
 �Maybe we can get Cassidy to drive us around the block.�
 �It would take longer than that,� I complained.
 �You�ll have to prove that someday,� Brook teased.
 �When I can do more than just lie there, I�ll show you,� I assured her.
 �I think you like just lying there, you lazy sack.�
 �Bite me, Princess.�
 Cassidy showed up.
 �I see you two are fine. Now fix Dare,� she said, pointing to him standing behind her.
 �Come here and tell me all about it,� Brook said to him.
 Dare told her his tale of woe. Brook babied him, and he seemed to be happy by the time lunch was finally over. I should have sent Dare to her in the first place. Then again, I think he likes my girlfriend. I might have to keep an eye on that.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday October 21 
 I�d grabbed Trent to show him my pregame ritual, now that he was the starting quarterback. We walked over to the boosters� building so we could eat. They were serving brats and hamburgers. I picked brats. When we sat down, it took a full minute for Jeff Delahey to join us.
 �Let me give you some tips on how to deal with Jeff,� I told Trent. �You can talk freely with him if you check to see if you�re �off the record.� Are we off the record?�
 �Yeah, I want to eat first,� Jeff said.
 I was impressed when his cameraman left and got food instead of lurking off to the side, videoing us. We�d all become somewhat accustomed to having a camera on us when we did anything football-related. The documentary was going well. Jeff said that he�d been told that Netflix was in negotiations to pick it up. They�d shown a couple of different sports-related documentaries.
 Last week�s episode had featured Cassidy. After watching it, you would have thought she was the key to our success. Jeff had skillfully portrayed what she did to get us in shape. It was shown how we were in better condition in the fourth quarter than our opposition. The other team always had their hands on their hips and were gassed. You could see we�d played hard to that point but were ready to perform because we were just set to start the next play.
 I was happy when they interviewed everyone who�d worked with her. Those people couldn�t say enough about my little ninja. Jeff had taken care to not just focus on the players and coaches. Last week was Cassidy, and this week the focus was on our training staff. I knew that the following week would have a segment on our tutors.
 While we ate, I told Trent to work on his clich�s. He had to learn to say, �We play them one game at a time� or �There�s not a quarterback controversy on this team� or �Dawson is a real gunslinger.�
 �Tell me about how good the other team is and how your success is all due to God,� Jeff helped.
 �Good points. You don�t want to give the other team poster-board material. Coach will have your butt for that,� I told Trent and then turned to Jeff. �God is in everything we do.�
 Okay, pointing to the sky might have been over the top, but I�d noticed that the cameraman had aimed his video camera at us when he sat down. I was sure this was all being filmed.
 When Trent did his interview, he did a good job. Jeff didn�t try to trap him with anything. Of course, he asked me what I thought the score would be. I predicted we would win by five touchdowns. Trent wasn�t sure what to make of that.
 ◊◊◊
 Not playing allowed me to go flirt with my girlfriend while our team warmed up. I�d been able to lose the crutches, but I wasn�t moving very fast. She seemed much more relaxed without having Destiny there to second-guess everything she did.
 �Want to get out of here?�
 �I�m kind of busy. Aren�t you supposed to be doing something?� Brook asked.
 �We could get busy together,� I suggested.
 She pushed up onto her tiptoes and pulled my head down for a kiss. Damn girl!
 �That will have to hold you.�
 �Mr. Happy has some other ideas,� I teased.
 I spotted Mr. Palm glaring at us from the stands. Public Displays of Affection (PDA) rules almost certainly applied to school events. I wanted to play next week and not have to deal with whatever the punishment was for PDAs, but Brook had me wound up.
 Dare seemed to have a sixth sense about when I want to get busy with Brook because he appeared out of nowhere and mumbled something.
 �What did you say?� Brook asked him.
 �We have to go into the locker room,� he said, clear as day.
 �Why can�t you talk to me like that?� I asked.
 He mumbled something else. I decided I didn�t need to know what it was.
 �I�ll see you later,� I said to Brook and waggled my eyebrows.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Hope sent me out alone for the coin toss, while Riverside sent five guys. The smack talk started right away.
 �I see you�re scared to play us,� one of their linemen said.
 �Nah, we decided to give you a chance tonight.�
 �You couldn�t beat us even if you played,� their quarterback predicted.
 �You�re probably right, as banged up as I am,� I admitted.
 �If you ladies are done, let�s do the coin flip,� the referee said to get us back on track.
 We won and deferred to the second half. Coach Rector wanted to get his defense on the field and find out if they planned to run the same ten plays to start the game. The first play on the list was dive left. Coach Rector had decided that our base defense would do and warned Tim not to cheat over to help Jake, who�d taken my place at middle linebacker.
 All the coaches had big smiles when Riverside ran the predicted play and only gained a yard. If they followed their pattern, their next would be a pitch to the right. We called a cornerback blitz to that side of the field. Right before the snap, Ed had begun to shuffle towards the end of the line. On the snap, he sprinted into the backfield untouched. Riverside�s quarterback faked the handoff up the middle and turned to toss the ball to their tailback. He saw Ed just as he began to pitch it and ended up short-arming it. If he hadn�t, Ed was in a position to either disrupt the play or intercept the lateral. The ball was on the ground, and Ed was right there to jump on it. The whole stadium erupted with cheers and the ringing of cowbells as he landed on it. It was now first and ten for the good guys on our opponent�s 18 yard line.
 Trent led our offense onto the field and handed the ball to Ty three times for the score.
 On the next series, we intercepted a pass. Coach Rector had pulled one of his sneaky moves where it looked like a receiver was open, but he�d snuck a linebacker underneath to try to pick it off. This time, Jake was in position to leap and tip the ball up, and it came back down into his arms. He showed both his speed and his moves as he weaved through their team for the score. In the first four minutes, we were already up 14�0.
 On the eighth play, Riverside was supposed to run a dive to the right between the center and guard. I spotted their tackles rock back and drop their outside foot, indicating a pass. We had an all-out blitz called that was precisely the wrong play if they ran play-action, where they would pull the ball from the runner and throw it. With all our players sucked in playing the run, it would be simple to toss it over their heads and count on your receiver slipping one tackle attempt to score.
 �Call time!� I yelled at Coach Hope.
 Thank goodness he didn�t stop to think about it. I looked across the field and saw their coach throw his clipboard on the ground. We were in his head, and he wasn�t sure how we knew what he planned to do.
 When the defense came over, Coaches Hope and Rector looked at me.
 �Their tackles indicated a pass. We were about to give up a big play,� I explained.
 �I didn�t see it,� Tim admitted.
 �Okay, going forward, I�ll have David clap if it�s a pass play,� Coach Rector suggested.
 I didn�t call him out on it, but I suspected he�d missed the linemen�s stance, too. As a quarterback, one of my main jobs was to read the defense. If you knew what to look for, teams gave off little tells showing what they planned to do. The good ones then used false tells to trap you. It was a game of cat and mouse, and you hoped you were the cat most of the time.
 By halftime, Riverside hadn�t crossed the 50 yard line, and we�d punched in two more scores to make it 28�0. Not only did we have the lead, we would get the ball to start the second half.
 Coach Hope split us up between offense and defense. I went over with the offense to hear what Coach Mason had to say.
 �We�re going to open it up in the second half and start to pass the ball. You think you�re up to that, Son?�
 �Yes, sir,� Trent said with confidence.
 The second week of preparation had been what he needed. He looked like the cocky leader I�d seen when I came back from playing baseball.
 In the second half, we steamrolled them. With the addition of the short passing game, Riverside could no longer just play the run. That opened up the field for Ty to do what he does best. He ended up scoring six touchdowns and rushing for 410 yards. The final score was 59�7.
 ◊◊◊
 There are no direct flights to Tuscaloosa, Alabama, unless you take a private charter. Because this was an official visit, we had to fly commercial. The closest airport we could get a flight to was Birmingham. From there, the University of Alabama had a bus take us from the airport to the hotel we were staying at. By the time we got there, we were all exhausted. With all the other recruits and their families arriving at the same time, check-in was total chaos.
 Some poor lady, who looked to be my mom�s age, had three babies to contend with. They were all crying, and nothing she tried worked. Mom looked like she was having flashbacks from her two weeks of watching all our little ones.
 �Go help her,� she ordered me.
 I walked over to her and smiled.
 �Mind if I help?� I asked the woman. �I seem to have a way with little ones.�
 That was when I got a close look at them. There were two little boys who had curly blond hair and blue eyes, and a little girl with black hair and brown eyes. If I didn�t know that Coby was at home, you could have convinced me that either of these boys was him. I blinked a few times and froze. Could it be?
 �Mom, Dad, get over here,� I called.
 I picked up the little girl.
 �Hello, Angel. What�s your name?� I asked.
 If I was right, she was just a few months older than Coby. She blinked at me and stopped crying. I handed her to Dad.
 �What�s going on?� Mom asked.
 �Look at her closely.�
 My parents gasped as I picked up the two boys. Most babies sort of look the same if you glance at them casually. When you have one of your own, though, you can pick your child out of a field of a hundred babies without even trying. The only difference between the two boys and Coby was that they had curls in their hair. The little girl had dark hair and brown eyes, but she looked just like my son in almost all her other features.
 �Hey!� I exclaimed to get their attention.
 My deep voice seemed to distract them, and the boys both looked at me with tears still in their eyes.
 �Are these �?� Dad asked.
 �I think they are,� I said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 29 � You�re Both 100% Sure?  Friday October 21 
 My mom was of two minds. The first had me going to the vet with Duke and us both getting fixed. I was sure Duke wasn�t on board with that idea. The second was reveling in the possibility that she had a little granddaughter in her arms. I figured the little girl couldn�t be mine. Dawsons only had boys. The only reason we had a little girl in the family was that Greg had adopted Mac.
 I spotted Ashley Kincaid and Scarlet White, the two girls I suspected were the mothers of these children. These two beautiful and elegantly dressed Southern belles, one blonde and one with silky black hair, were walking towards me with sober, expectant looks on their faces. I also felt Brook�s presence at my side as she somehow knew she needed to find me.
 Every teenaged male�s worst nightmare had tripled with the three little ones. Then I thought of Brook standing next to me. Make that quadrupled.
 Every guy on the face of this Earth probably has had two or three �oh, shit!� moments in his life where he can�t help but think, �What have I done?�
 I was having one of those moments.
 Both Ashley and Scarlet hesitated when they saw my mom holding the little girl and me holding the two boys. Two young men behind them bumped into them when they stopped. Another woman, whom from her looks I assumed was Ashley�s mom, managed to skirt the four without mishap.
 Scarlet�s nervousness was plain to see, but she gulped and came up to me with a look of determination.
 �I see you�ve met my little girl, Carol,� she said, finally looking at her child. Then she indicated the two boys. �Dawson and Allen are Ashley�s boys.�
 They were named after my mom and me. It was a shrewd move because something like that pulled at your heartstrings. My dad cast an obviously troubled look at Scarlet.
 �I hate to ask �� Dad started.
 �David is listed as the father on the birth certificates,� Scarlet answered.
 �And you are?� Mom asked, clearly not knowing what to think.
 �Scarlet White,� she replied and took the little girl from my mom.
 You could see by the little girl�s fine black hair that she was Scarlet�s daughter, just as you knew Ashley was the mother of the two blond-haired little boys.
 �Ashley Kincaid,� she answered as she took one of the little boys from me.
 My teammates, their families, Cassidy, and Fritz all stood behind my parents, obviously listening intently.
 I looked over at a small commotion to see two men my dad�s age slowly and deliberately step around the rest of their party. Each of them wore the �righteously pissed-off daddy� look as if it had been tailored for them.
 �Is this the boy who knocked up my little girl?� asked the dark-haired man I guessed was Scarlet�s dad.
 Ashley and her parents cringed at what looked to be heading toward a nasty public confrontation. Scarlet, however, took it in stride.
 �Yes, he is.�
 �We need to have a talk, boy.�
 I bristled at the �boy� reference. I only kept from snapping back because I was holding what I suspected were my sons.
 �Sir, right now, I need to sit down with your daughter and find out exactly what is going on. Once we�ve sorted that out, we�ll have all the parents involved. This is something I had no idea about.�
 One of the two younger guys tried to step between us.
 �Oh, I think we all need to be involved in this,� he said, trying to insert himself into the center ring of this circus.
 I took the measure of the guy who appeared to be Ashley�s boyfriend. He was a good-looking guy who looked to be a few years older than she was. Something about him put my teeth on edge, so I took a closer look. He seemed to be too well put-together. It was like he had donned a costume to go out and hook up with girls at a bar. I�d seen plenty of his type when I was in LA.
 Then it struck me: Ashley�s boyfriend was made up because he was nervous about meeting me. The Alpha Male in me took an interest in his obvious challenge.
 �That�s really interesting. Who the hell are you?� I asked to make sure I hadn�t assumed incorrectly.
 I could feel my mom�s eyes boring a hole in the back of my head because of my language, but my Alpha Male was marking his territory. Sometimes he was as bad as Mr. Happy at making me do stuff.
 �I�m Brett Lyons, Ashley�s fianc�.�
 Ashley rolled her eyes at this, and I wanted to ask more, but this wasn�t the time or place. My Alpha Male chuckled because he was satisfied that Brett was no real challenge if Ashley�s expression was any indication.
 �We obviously need a more private place to talk and sort this out, but I want to start by talking with just Ashley and Scarlet. At this point, I really don�t see you being a part of that conversation, Brett.�
 I could see Brett starting to puff up. The other young guy, who looked a bit like a good ol� boy dressed up to come to town, began to move up beside him. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Cassidy moving forward as well. It looked like she wasn�t sure whether she should pull out her cell phone to record this for posterity or kick Brett�s ass for me.
 I needed to nip this in the bud before my Alpha Male decided that he wanted to come out and play again. I knew I wasn�t quite ready for that, physically.
 �Everybody, stop!�
 My voice cracked like a whip, and I brought my hand up abruptly to reinforce my words. What good is reputation as a doer and a leader if you can�t use it to do and lead every so often? Surprisingly, everyone actually stopped. Now that I had that side of the room under control, I turned to my entourage.
 �I need to sort this out. For now, let�s keep this between us until I can confirm what�s what. That includes letting Tami know,� I said, directing the last part to Tim and my mom.
 I got a collective nod to confirm they wouldn�t send out any texts or make calls before I knew what was going on. I felt a sense of relief and happiness that I could count on my friends even when there was juicy gossip to share. The Tami comment was made to remind them that once it was out, we couldn�t count on anyone we shared this with not to repeat it. My being ambushed with three children certainly qualified as juicy gossip.
 Uncle John was right when he told me I needed to surround myself with people I could trust. They may not all be perfect, but they tried. I�d had to remind Cassidy not to share things she learned, even with her best friend, but she seemed to have taken that lesson to heart. I knew that if I asked, they would keep my trust.
 At that point, I turned back to the girls� families.
 �This will get sorted out, and I promise that you�ll be involved, but right now your daughters and I need to have a discussion before anything else can happen. In the meantime, I suspect that it would not be in your families� best interests to talk about this in the hallways of a hotel. In particular, one housing weekend football guests of the University of Alabama. Do you agree?� I asked.
 Remarkably, everybody seemed to settle down. I noticed that Ashley and Scarlet�s fathers looked at each other and nodded. I took that to mean they would let this play out, at least for now.
 We were able to commandeer a small conference room, and I showed Scarlet and Ashley into it. When my mom tried to enter, I gently held up my hand.
 �Please, Mom, I know you want to be in here. But the best way for me to get to the bottom of this is going to be to talk to the girls alone and without parental involvement. If you come in, all the other parents will insist on coming in, and it will turn into a zoo.
 �Believe me, you will be involved, probably more than you want to be, but not quite yet. I promise I�m not going to say or do anything to make this situation even more complicated than it already seems.�
 Mom looked at me. I wasn�t sure what was going through her mind, but she nodded her head in mute reply.
 I touched my chest and leaned in closer so only she could hear.
 �Don�t worry, I have my bodycam on me, and I�ll give it to Fritz as soon as I�m out,� I reassured her.
 Once I closed the door to give us some privacy, I turned and looked at the girls sitting at the conference table. Scarlet looked down at her hands. She began to shake, and the tears started. Ashley got up from her seat, got to her knees beside Scarlet, and pulled her into a hug. I was glad Ashley was here to comfort her friend.
 I took a deep breath and tried to decide how to begin. If I hadn�t suffered the nightmare with Cal and Pam, I would have been lost. I knew for a fact I didn�t want a repeat of that. My goal was to make this as painless as possible if these did, indeed, turn out to be my babies. From what I remembered, both girls had assured me they were on birth control when we�d gotten together. Somehow, I didn�t expect that starting our conversation by mentioning that would be very productive.
 I looked at the two girls. My instincts told me that I needed to get Scarlet talking, or she might pull back and let Ashley speak for both of them. I didn�t want that because I felt they each deserved a chance to tell me their story on their own.
 �Scarlet,� I said gently, �could you tell me what�s going on? What led to our meeting like this in a hotel lobby with your family all around you, with me not even knowing about your beautiful little girl until now? I can tell things have been difficult for you, and I don�t want to make it any more trying, but I�ve been blindsided by all this and need to understand.�
 Scarlet looked at her hands as Ashley took the seat beside her. From her continued tears, it didn�t look like she could talk just yet. I glanced at the clock on the wall; it helped me decide that I needed to sleep sometime tonight, so I switched gears.
 �Would it be better if Ashley tried to explain?�
 Scarlet nodded, so I looked at Ashley. Ashley took a moment to compose herself before beginning.
 Ashley talked for several minutes, and a coherent story began to emerge. It turned out to be a very long conversation. The gist of it was that what had started out as a lark for the two girls had wound up going south in a hurry.
 The two had met their freshman year at Alabama when they�d both pledged the same sorority. Each of them came from well-established, moneyed Alabama families.
 Ashley�s family was based in Mobile. There they had owned substantial dockside interests since before the Civil War. They�d somehow managed to retain them during Reconstruction. Later, they�d grown their holdings to the point where the family had its fingers in most of the transportation-related industries in Alabama.
 Scarlet�s family was based more in western and northern Alabama. Their interests were in real estate, and they were probably one of the largest private landowners in the state. The vast majority of the family�s real-estate interests had been held on her mother�s side of the family. Her father�s family had substantial holdings of its own, but her daddy was a good ol� boy at heart. He and his father had spent a lot of time and money creating a sportsman�s ranch. It included a huge lodge, a big lake for fishing, and about 10,000 acres of forested land used primarily for deer and turkey hunting.
 The girls had become instant friends, each recognizing a kindred spirit in the other. They had elected to room together off campus at their earliest opportunity. They�d stayed each summer and had taken classes during the first two. From what I�d seen, I didn�t imagine Scarlet had wanted to spend her summers cooped up living in a more or less rural setting without her college peers. My guess was that it probably would�ve been pretty lonely for her, even with family around.
 The girls� off-campus roommate arrangement had continued up to the time I�d met them, and after. They�d stayed on during the summer after their junior year. Ashley had taken a summer job with the university�s athletic department as a volunteer hostess for high school football recruits.
 Scarlet�s maternal grandfather had been the family patriarch. He had headed up the family until he passed on about five years before. He�d apparently ruled his family with a benign, but iron fist. Her grandfather had arranged Scarlet�s mother�s marriage to her father very shortly after her mother had graduated high school. Scarlet�s dad was similar to her grandfather in that he believed strongly that the father and the husband ruled the roost. The result was that both Scarlet and her mother had led mostly sheltered lives.
 Things had changed a bit for Scarlet, though. Her dad had agreed that she could go to the University of Alabama to land a rich husband and further increase the family�s fortunes. This reminded me of the plight of the Wesleyan daughters and how their mother had tried to set them up. Once she was out from under her parents� thumbs, however, she�d gone a bit wild.
 Ashley had been happy to help Scarlet act out her fantasies; apparently, one of them was for her to be tied up and have sex with a stranger. I�d been selected as the unknown stud because I was easy on the eyes, outgoing, and seemed to know what I was doing. But most importantly, I was from way out of town. It was okay to have a bit of fun with a good-looking boy. What they didn�t want was to have word get around that they�d had that kind of fun.
 With the amount of partying that Scarlet had been doing, she�d apparently woken up hungover several times. As a consequence, she hadn�t been taking her birth-control pills as regularly as she should have. She�d also insisted that any guy she went to bed with had to wear a condom. She admitted that that to protect herself from the risk of disease than anything else.
 On the night the three of us had gotten together, Scarlet figured that I was pretty safe on the STI front. Why she would assume that, I wasn�t sure. So, given her desire to have her bondage fantasy play out as realistically as possible, she�d told Ashley to forego her condom rule for the night.
 Ashley was a slightly different story. She wasn�t on the pill and hadn�t planned to have sex with me. But then Ashley had gotten into it while watching Scarlet and me. Since Ashley had just gotten over her period, she figured she was safe and had gone with the moment. I thought back to that night, and if I were in her shoes, I would have done the same. What Scarlet and I did with the light bondage was hot.
 The net result was that after the start of the fall semester, they�d both realized they were pregnant.
 Neither of the girls was a dummy. Thanks to the extra summer classes they�d taken, they were able to graduate early after finishing the fall semester. They�d only started to show just before Thanksgiving. With a lot of loose clothing and sweatshirts, and everybody worrying about finals and term papers, they�d managed to make it through the semester without starting any kind of scandal.
 Ashley and Scarlet had remained close and managed to hide their conditions from their respective parents until that became impossible. They made sure that by the time their parents found out, it was way too late for abortions. They�d been able to weather the inevitable family storms by supporting and being there for each other.
 The problem was that they were from old, moneyed, religious families; an unmarried daughter with a child was not something either of their daddies was willing to put up with. Both girls were being pressured to marry. The only reason they hadn�t been pushed to marry before the babies were born was that they were both visibly pregnant. Those kinds of wedding pictures in the society pages were not something their parents wanted.
 �Why didn�t you talk to me as soon as you knew?� I asked.
 Ashley�s gaze was steady as she looked me in the eye.
 �We were talking about it, and then you were in the news for raping a high school girl. That made us pause. We�d gotten up the nerve to call you when your movie came out. We were sure our families would think you were a playboy. And then there were those two women who tried to make you out to be bad news for any woman. Of course, we knew the women were just making trouble. That was quickly pretty clear.
 �We kept putting it off and putting it off, and wouldn�t tell our families who you really were. Even when we had the babies and put your name on the birth certificates, they never made the connection to David Dawson, the movie star, model, and athlete.
 �The final reason is you are so much younger than we are. Our dads want us each to marry someone who�s stable and ready to raise our children. To be honest, until last night, I was sure they weren�t going to let us come today and tell you,� Ashley said.
 That was quite a bit to absorb. Smearing someone in the media really did have an effect on people�s lives, it seemed. I absolutely could not fault the girls for their decisions. Yes, this made my life more complicated, but I was happy they�d decided to tell me. I guessed that there had to be some concern that tilted the decision to let me know.
 �So, what changed to make you finally decide to get in touch with me?�
 �Two guys named Brett and Clay, and our daddies,� Ashley replied with a bit of a sour expression.
 It turned out Brett was a rising star on the management team at one of Mr. Kincaid�s warehousing businesses. He�d shown his ambition, and everyone felt that someday he would work his way into upper management at the company headquarters. According to Ashley, he was a player as well. I�d sort of guessed the player aspect.
 �Brett sees me as his ticket to job security and advancement,� she said dryly. �He comes from a decent family. He�s about 25 years old now, but I doubt Brett ever did a lick of honest work in his life before he graduated from college. When my father started talking him up and began to make excuses to throw us together, I smelled a rat and checked Brett out. He�s living a bit higher than his paycheck would allow, so I figure he�s getting some money from his family.
 �The girlfriend and female-employee networks also don�t have very much positive to say about him. He cut himself a swath through the girls who work for the warehouse company. Some of the girls are pretty upset with the way he�d wine and dine them and then stop dating them as soon as he got what he wanted.�
 Ashley looked at me apologetically.
 �With you, we didn�t use a condom for all the reasons I told you, and because we figured you were safe as far as diseases go. With Brett, I�d make him use a condom even after we�re married.�
 That last comment was telling. Ashley knew that Brett would never be faithful.
 According to Ashley, her father was looking more at Brett�s family than he was looking at Brett. The family checked out, so Mr. Kincaid just figured everything would be great with Brett, and he�d been pushing Brett on her harder and harder.
 I�d noticed that Ashley didn�t wear an engagement ring, even though Brett�s announcement said otherwise. I doubted their nuptials were as much of a done deal as her dad and Brett thought they were.
 Scarlet�s situation was a lot worse than Ashley�s. She�d dated Clay while she was in high school. His family had a lot of land and were cotton farmers. Clay had been a safe date for her in high school because her father approved of him. At least it got her out of the house. Scarlet and Clay had been friends, but she�d never thought of him as more than that. She�d been a virgin when she went off to college.
 Scarlet�s parents, especially her father, were very religious Southern Baptists. Her actions and her pregnancy were troublesome to her dad in particular. His best solution was for her to get married as soon as possible and have the husband adopt her little girl. Her dad had focused on Clay as the most likely candidate.
 Now, he was pushing Clay on her, but with Scarlet�s dad, it was more of an ultimatum than a �wouldn�t it be nice� suggestion. He�d recently started talking about stopping all support for her unless she married, if not Clay, then someone else, and soon. The �Clay� arrangement was supposed to be for a quick, quiet wedding. Scarlet would live with Clay in a trailer on his parents� farm until a more permanent arrangement could be made.
 Scarlet�s maternal grandfather had set up a trust for her, and she thought it might be substantial. But she wouldn�t see any distributions from the trust until she was married or turned twenty-five. Until then, or until Scarlet got a job where she�d make enough to afford decent daycare for little Carol, she was pretty much dependent on her parents for financial support.
 I chuckled.
 �What�s so funny?� Ashley asked.
 �I had a random thought. Last spring, I talked to a psychic, and he told me that I had five kids. I thought he was full of it, but he insisted that I did. It seems his timing was off a bit, but he nailed it if you include my nanny�s son, Little David, whom I consider mine. I�ll have to call the guy and let him know.�
 The girls looked at me expectantly to see how I�d taken their stories.
 �I have to ask ��
 �They�re yours,� Ashley assured me.
 �And you�re both 100% sure they�re mine?� I asked.
 �We should probably get a DNA test to be sure,� Scarlet admitted. �But don�t tell my daddy or boyfriend. They think what happened was my first and only time.�
 �I�m sure,� Ashley said.
 At first, I thought she meant I should get the test, and then I realized she was sure that the boys were mine.
 �Are you going to be mad when I insist that we confirm paternity?� I asked Ashley.
 �No, I�m fine with that. We did ambush you with this,� Ashley said.
 I looked at Scarlet, and she nodded her assent to the test.
 �How do you think I can help?� I asked.
 The girls looked at each other, and I saw Scarlet get brave.
 �I need some money,� Scarlet came right out and said.
 �You, too?� I asked Ashley.
 �I�m living with my parents, and I can�t see how I can raise the boys and live on my own. Like Scarlet, I also have a trust that doesn�t kick in for a while. I need some way to keep going until that time,� Ashley confirmed.
 I nodded and then looked at my watch. It was almost three in the morning.
 �I need to get some sleep. I�ve got to meet with the Alabama people tomorrow, but I�ll figure out some way for us to sit down and talk about all this. Meanwhile, I want you both to think about what�s realistic and how you think I might be able to help. I know right now that I want to be a part of those little kids� lives if they�re mine. I�ve just been hit with this, and I�m not sure what the best way to handle it is.
 �What I am sure of is that this will work itself out. Even if they don�t turn out to be my children, I�ll make sure you get the help you need. I have a charity that helps unwed mothers. Normally, it�s for helping girls get an education, but I bet I can make sure you become two of the recipients,� I assured them.
 I decided to add something I felt deep down.
 �And I also want you to understand how I feel about your decisions after you found out you were pregnant.�
 I looked at the two of them, and they both looked down.
 �Eyes on me,� I said, and waited until they looked up. �You made some difficult decisions in trying times, and you decided to keep your babies. You kept it together and managed to graduate.�
 �I would rather you�d felt that you could come to me sooner and allowed me to be involved in your decisions, but I understand your reasons why you didn�t. I also want you to know that I think you made all the right decisions. They were good decisions.
 �There are a lot of questions that have to be answered and a lot that needs to be sorted out, but I�m glad I�m now part of that process. I�m sure you need to think about all this, and I will need to fill my family in,� I said. The girls were now nodding with me.
 I smiled.
 �This will all work out. Now, let�s all get some sleep so we can keep making good choices.�
 The girls were a bit teary-eyed. I stood, and they each give me a big hug.
 We agreed to meet tomorrow evening, but left it open as to where and how.
 ◊◊◊
 Bodycams are wonderful. Instead of having to explain everything to my mom and Brook, I had Fritz download the video so they could watch it. I left them watching and went to bed, still in some physical pain from my Hollywood accident, and now exhausted as well.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 30 � Can I Come Home with You?  Saturday October 22 
 I woke to find my mom sitting in my hotel room.
 I was still sore and moving a bit like an old man. But I definitely didn�t want a pain pill today because I needed my wits about me. Not that it would lighten my mood any.
 �Four children with three different mothers. All before you graduate high school. I don�t even know what to do with that.�
 �Where�s Dad?� I asked.
 �Your father made the wise decision to stay out of this conversation. I thought I�d raised you to have better morals than the rest of the Dawson clan.�
 �I don�t think this is helping the situation.�
 �You do realize that this probably ruined any chances you have of going into politics. It�s good that you have other skills, or your grandmother would be devastated,� Mom said to pile on the guilt.
 I knew my best course was to let her get it all out.
 �What were you thinking?� she continued. �Trusting two girls you didn�t even know to be responsible for birth control. I would have thought your brother was enough of an example for you.�
 What could I say to that? I knew where babies came from. And I knew that condoms weren�t just to prevent pregnancy. I could have picked up something that could have been passed on to others in the form of an STI. After listening to Scarlet last night, I was damn lucky I hadn�t. I�d let myself get caught up in the moment.
 I remembered telling them that if something happened, I would do the right thing. How hollow did that sound to two college juniors when it came from a high school kid?
 I understood from our talk last night why they didn�t want to tell me about it. As a young movie actor who�d also been accused of abusing Pam, it was almost inevitable they�d have second thoughts about me as a good father.
 When I�d met Ashley, I�d wondered if she knew who I was because she�d dressed up with her pearls to attract me. I�d ended up dismissing that at the time. Now I questioned whether Scarlet was the one who had targeted me as a possible way out of her family situation. Then again, it could have been exactly what they said it was, an accident.
 What most gave me pause was the fact that both of them became pregnant. What were the odds of that? I knew it was possible, but seriously? I decided to push that little line of thought away. It wasn�t like I could do anything about it now.
 I think my mom thought I�d just pulled a Dawson on her and gone quiet.
 �Sorry, my mind was off exploring possibilities. I�m not sure they�re after my money, at least not in the long run. I think they need to get out of bad situations with their families,� I said.
 My mom shook her head.
 �You really are a �stupid boy.� There�s a damn good chance they are, and this time, it could be expensive.�
 �Mom, you saw the bodycam video last night, didn�t you?�
 Of course she had.
 �There�s a decent chance Scarlet might only need financial help for two or three years. And knowing what I know of Ashley�s family now, she might be in the same situation. What we really need right now is more information.�
 I had another thought.
 �Do you think there�s a chance for custody?� I asked.
 �You try that, and I�ll kill you in your sleep. I�m too old to handle five kids under the age of two. I had an unmistakable reminder of that watching everyone for the past two weeks. Plus, in a few months, you�ll be off gallivanting all over the world, doing your movies. Peggy�s a saint, but even she would bail on us if we had three more to watch.�
 �What if we just got Carol, the little girl? I�m not sure I want Scarlet raising her,� I admitted.
 �Hell, I don�t want you raising Coby. You�ve proven you haven�t grown up enough to stop making babies. Why would I want you raising my grandchildren?�
 That one was almost over the line. I thought of several witty comebacks, but any of them would have only made the situation worse. Many had to do with my talks with Grandma Felton and her telling me how my mom had felt unprepared to raise Greg when he was born. Somehow, he�d survived.
 �I bet you never thought you would have too many grandbabies,� I said; that got me the death stare. �Too soon?�
 I saw her lips twitch.
 �Come on, Mom. They�re cute.�
 �Puppies are cute. That doesn�t mean I want another one,� she shot back.
 �I don�t think we have a choice in the matter. It�s not like we can put an ad on Craigslist. Even though I know you can sell anything on that site.�
 �So, what are you going to do?� Mom asked.
 �I agree that I don�t want three more babies running around the house, but that doesn�t mean that I don�t need to be in their lives. For now, I want to figure out how I can help the mothers while keeping control of what that help might involve. At least for now, that might mean I pony up and pay them.�
 �That�s what your dad said. I know it�s been a challenge for him to get involved in Phil�s life without me taking his head off. At least you found out now,� she quipped. �This will give Brook a chance to run before she gets in too deep.�
 I blinked a few times. Would Brook really bail on me? I knew she didn�t come to my room last night.
 �Do you know anything?� I asked.
 Mom rolled her eyes at me.
 �You�re just now worried about that? That tells me you aren�t really in love with her.�
 Did it? I could see her point. Brook should have been my first thought if I really did love her. I suddenly felt horrible.
 ◊◊◊
 �How many does that make, Mr. Walking Clich�?� Wolf teased.
 I turned to Wolf and Tim�s parents.
 �Count yourself lucky that these two are so inept at finding girls that I had to hook them up,� I explained.
 �Hey � uh � I guess you did,� Wolf admitted.
 Well, it wasn�t entirely true. It was true that I set him up with Sarah for Prom last year, but I hadn�t set up Tim and Tami; they managed that themselves. Though it was me who got them both to Chicago for the summer, so in a way �
 Brook came and sat down next to me.
 �You okay?� I asked.
 �I thought that was my line. While I already knew that dating you came with an instant family, I didn�t realize how big,� she gently teased.
 �I promise these are the last ones,� I assured her.
 �Your mom has gotten you an appointment at the vet when you get back. She�s going to make sure they are the last ones,� was Brook�s instant rejoinder.
 Even though I knew she was joking, it still made me shiver. It wasn�t too great a leap to imagine my mom doing just that.
 Mom and Dad joined the rest of us. Wolf�s dad told us bad jokes about the horrors of having kids. That was precisely what I needed this morning.
 ◊◊◊
 We were directed to The Hall of Champions on the second floor of the Mal M. Moore Athletic Facility. You couldn�t help but be impressed by the 10-foot crystal football replica walls that represented each of their national championships. Waiting for us were Bo Harrington and Jim Ball. Bo had been my personal quarterback coach until he got the job as Alabama quarterback coach, and Jim was my left tackle at Lincoln last year.
 �Welcome. I�m going to have Jim take a bunch of you on a tour while I talk to David and his family. I know he�s still a little gimpy, and I don�t want to strain him,� Bo said to everyone.
 Besides, I�d seen the facilities when I�d come to camp. One of the most impressive sights to see was the hall that featured the NFL jerseys of every Alabama player taken in the first round. All it took was seeing the 16 national championships and that hall to know that you were somewhere special, as far as college football was concerned.
 This was the school that everyone strove to catch up to. They were the reason everyone was building multimillion-dollar football buildings. They�d built theirs in 2013. When you saw the player�s lounge and locker room, you knew one of the reasons why they had a leg up on everyone else.
 Bo took us to his office. He had to get extra chairs for Fritz, Cassidy, and Brook.
 �I have a somewhat bigger entourage than since we were on the road together,� I explained.
 �Tell me where you�re at with your recruiting,� Bo said, getting down to business.
 �In the Big Ten, we�ve visited Wisconsin, Ohio State, and Michigan this year. I�ve also been to Michigan State and Northwestern. We�ve decided that Michigan is the finalist from the conference.�
 �What about Ohio State?� Bo asked.
 �They would be the front-runner if they were willing to offer Tim and Wolf,� I admitted.
 Bo made some notes.
 �In the Big 12, we had an official visit with Oklahoma. I was surprised by how much I liked them.�
 �If you end up there, you�ll put up some numbers. Their conference hasn�t been noted for defense in recent years. I�m afraid that if you want to win national championships, that�ll be a problem. They�re going to run into an Alabama, or another defensive-oriented team, and struggle,� Bo said to give his opinion.
 I�d come to have a similar view.
 �In the ACC, we decided to visit Clemson. I think they turned a corner and now have a hammerlock on that conference after beating both Florida State and Louisville. They look like they may be one of three teams that will consistently be in the National Championship series each year,� I predicted.
 �What three are those?� Brook asked.
 �Alabama, Ohio State, and Clemson. The fourth team would come from the Pac-12, Big 12, or an Independent like Notre Dame,� I said to explain my reasoning.
 �What did you think of Clemson?� Bo asked.
 �I really liked them. The football culture they�re building is great. I loved the school, and I know they would challenge me academically. It�s basically in a town that�s the same size as where I live now. They have a lot to offer.�
 �What about the Pac-12?�
 �I visited Oregon after the Elite 11 camp. That was a complete mess. They didn�t know who I was until my mom made them aware.�
 �They seemed nice after that,� Mom said.
 �But I�m not going there,� I said.
 �I agree. USC is a better fit,� Mom said.
 I looked at Dad. Where was Mom getting her football knowledge?
 �Yes. USC probably makes the most sense if I plan to keep doing movies. And the women �� I said with a big smile. �Where else could you walk out of a football game and have a hooker approach you?�
 �What?� Bo asked.
 �Yup, even with my parents there, and Brook, she tried to pick me up,� I said.
 �At least you didn�t get anyone pregnant there,� Mom said to ruin my fun.
 We got sidetracked, and I had to tell Bo about the two girls I�d spent time with at the Alabama camp and the resulting children I met last night.
 �Sucks to be you,� Bo observed.
 �Tell me about it,� I said and glanced over at my mom, who was scowling at me.
 �Back to USC,� Bo said before I got yelled at once again.
 �Did you know they have a practice field underground? Why would you ever want to practice indoors if you lived there?� I asked.
 No one had an answer for that, so I went on.
 �If it were just me, I might pick USC. I think that if I went there, they could get over the hump and win their conference.�
 �They have some stiff competition. You have to get past Stanford, Washington, Oregon, UCLA, and Arizona,� Bo ticked off.
 He�d left out Utah, Arizona State, and Washington State. All had solid programs.
 �Do I need to go through the SEC list?� I asked.
 Bo just smiled. The SEC was a meat grinder.
 �If you go to Alabama, it shouldn�t be a problem,� Dad said.
 �Check�s in the mail,� Bo joked. �That still leaves the SEC.�
 �I�ve visited Georgia, and they were honest and told me they had other quarterback priorities. It looks like they�re in the hunt for some good ones. Coach Mason sat me down, and based on the number of recruits in a state versus the number of Division I football programs, he concluded that Rutgers and Georgia were two schools that were underperforming.
 �I think Georgia may have figured it out and is starting to put together some special recruiting classes. They just got a new coach, and that may or may not have solved their problem. No one can know right now.
 �I�ve liked Kentucky from day one. If this were just about going to play and having fun, I would go there and never worry about it.
 �Finally, there�s Alabama,� I said.
 �I can go either of two directions with this,� Bo said. �I can stick to the script and tell you why you need to come to Alabama. Or, I can help you decide what�s in your best interest, which very well could be Alabama. Which do you want me to do?�
 �I�d rather you helped me pick a school. I keep flipping back and forth as to what to do. To be honest, I�ve considered making the decision based on what�s best for me.�
 �What about Tim and Wolf?� Brook asked.
 �That�s what has stopped me from going off on my own,� I admitted.
 �Let me tell you a few factors that you may want to consider if you come to Alabama,� Bo said. �Baseball is not going to be the priority, football is. I�m telling you that might not be so bad. I just don�t want you to think that we�re going to be as flexible as other schools may be in allowing you to play two sports.�
 �Does that mean David wouldn�t be able to play baseball?� Dad asked.
 �No, I didn�t say that. I am saying if there is ever a conflict, football will take priority. At some point, you will be asked to make a choice, and the answer will be football.�
 I let that sink in. I thought about the circles of trust my uncle had talked about. Bo Harrington was moving closer to the center group of people you wanted around you.
 �You said you wanted to play with your friends. I think Wolf has the ability to make it to the field and, under the right circumstances, could someday play in the NFL. I�m not sure Tim has the talent to be more than a backup or special-teams player for us.�
 �Ohio State basically said the same, except they refused to make him or Wolf offers. They had higher-rated recruits they liked better. The two of them were Plan B types if the higher recruits chose to go somewhere else,� I shared.
 I could see that Brook was shocked that we were talking so frankly about this. I�d never shared with her that Tim wasn�t a high-level Division I prospect after his knee injury. Personally, I thought they were being shortsighted because he had come back stronger and faster.
 �Is that why you said you might go it alone?� Brook asked.
 �Yes. If Ohio State had offered them, I would be done with all this.�
 Bo nodded his agreement.
 �In my mind, Michigan is the logical choice if you want to play in the Big Ten. The only thing they�re lacking is elite quarterback talent and an upgrade at offensive line. David solves their quarterback problem the minute he steps onto campus. With him there, they will also attract better recruits who will want to play with him, including linemen. His addition would, in my opinion, put Michigan on an equal footing with Ohio State.
 �I think that the same can be said for USC. You make them not only the conference favorite, but put them in the hunt for a national championship.
 �The other school you should consider is Oklahoma. In their offense, you would be a lock as a first-round draft pick. You might actually put up record-book type numbers. If I were you, those would be my top three,� Bo said.
 �Why not Alabama or Clemson?� Dad asked.
 �I�ll take Clemson,� I said before Bo could answer. �It�s the competition at quarterback. They will keep recruiting the top quarterbacks and then throw them together and see who comes out on top. I already have to gray-shirt due to my movies. That means I�ll miss a semester of practice, giving my competition a leg up. I know that I�ll eventually show that I�m the best, but if I ever get dinged up and have to sit out a game, I might never get back on the field.
 �I like USC�s approach better. They decide on who their man is and then focus on coaching him up. They seem good at spacing out when they bring in their next choice at my position. That way, there isn�t the constant hard-assed competition among quarterbacks each and every day. That stress is gone, and you can work to make the team better instead of fighting for your job. It seems to work for them because every starter has played in the NFL,� I said.
 �Now let me tell you why I don�t think Alabama is a fit for David,� Bo said. �We need our quarterback, more than anything else, to be a game manager. The first time you take off and do what makes you special, the coaching staff will crush you. They have enough talent that they don�t need to do anything risky. They will turn you into an Alabama quarterback. When was the last time you saw one have success in the NFL?�
 �Kenny Stabler and Joe Namath,� Fritz answered.
 Both played in the Stone Age.
 �My point exactly. Yes, AJ McCarron, Greg McElroy, and Brodie Croyle made it to the NFL. Only McCarron is still in the league and looks to be a career backup. If you came here, I would probably suggest that you switch to defense. You could make a lot of money as a lockdown corner or speed-rush defensive end,� Bo said.
 Dad saw the gleam in my eyes and shut that down.
 �No. You�ve worked too hard and spent too much time and money developing your quarterbacking skills.�
 �Because of the Alabama system for offense, you see a lot of turnover on the offensive side of the ball as far as coaches go. They stay around for a year or so to add Alabama to their r�sum�s and then move on to where they can be more creative,� Bo shared.
 �You�re thinking of leaving?� I asked.
 �I�m on my second offensive coordinator in as many years. It�s only a matter of time until they make another change, and the new coordinator wants their own guy, or I need to make a move for my own career advancement.�
 �Honestly, you were the main reason I wanted to come here. Well, that, and I planned to win four national championships,� I said with a straight face.
 ◊◊◊
 I was grateful that Bo had planned ahead and had us taken on our campus tour in six-person golf carts decked out in the Alabama colors and logo. Fritz had insisted that Cassidy drive ours. Brook and I kept our comments to ourselves as she learned how to drive it. She finally figured out that we didn�t need to be going full tilt on the sidewalks. I�m sure the coeds appreciated not having to dive out of the way when Cassidy tried to kill them.
 I tried to remember the history of the university I�d learned when I was here last. Alabama was one of the older universities in the United States. During the Civil War, it was nicknamed the �West Point of the Confederacy.� Just five days before General Lee surrendered at Appomattox, Brigadier General John T. Croxton crippled Tuscaloosa by destroying everything of value. That included this�academic institution turned makeshift�military academy.
 At the time, the tragedy could have been much worse. The 300 cadets at Alabama were severely outnumbered by the Union troops. Although the corps had field pieces, the Union troops captured them before they could be brought into play. Then the Union trained them on the bridge and its approaches to the city from the Northport side. The Union was armed with repeater rifles that outclassed the young cadets� one-shot models.
 University President Garland conferred with Alabama�s Commandant Murfee. Since the two of them were unwilling to commit the corps to a battle that would have amounted to a useless sacrifice, Murfee marched the boys back to the campus. In the middle of the night, they made their escape east along the Huntsville Road.
 Woods Hall was the first building built after the campus was destroyed. It was constructed with brick from the ruined structures.
 I thought the history of the place was fascinating. Now, though, I had to focus on recruiting.
 The Quad was packed with tailgaters. There was a sea of tents and canopies set up. We talked to some students, and they had started camping out on Friday so they could get the same spot each game day.
 Dad made the executive decision that we would skip meeting with the academic people and enjoy tailgating. I think both Mom and Dad needed a stiff drink. To be honest, after learning I was a father three more times, I could use one too.
 We found a tent where they were making flaming Dr Peppers.
 �I have to try that,� I announced.
 �Are you kidding me? It sounds dangerous,� Mom said.
 �It has Amaretto and rum in it,� our host said.
 That was enough to sell Mom. At home, she was already well into the process of demolishing all the rum I�d brought back from Cuba.
 These guys filled a shot glass with Amaretto and topped it with Bacardi 151. We were given a fire safety warning before they set the rum on fire and then dropped the shot glass into a half a glass of beer.
 I�m not sure why, but Mom made me drink the first one. Everyone looked at me when I took my first sip.
 �Uh, I�ll be damned. It really does taste like Dr Pepper.�
 Three of those and I felt great. I thought I could walk to the game, but Fritz put a stop to that. Cassidy was a sourpuss because Fritz wouldn�t let her have one. All I know is that my mom wasn�t giving me sideways looks or commenting about how irresponsible I was. She and Dad had enough in them by now that they both found just about everything funny.
 It could also have been the �moonshine� drink we tried called �apple pie moonshine.�
 After a couple of Dr Peppers, I was up for anything. Again, I was the crash-test dummy. This one had apple cider, apple juice, cinnamon sticks, sugar, and a terrifying amount of Everclear. I was sure that you could�ve lit it on fire too. The scary part was that after the first sip, which seemed only a touch strong, they went down easy. I�d had enough Everclear punch to know that was bad.
 We hooked back up with Wolf and Tim. They�d been responsible and had met the academic people, which meant they were in about the same mood as Cassidy.
 �Have you been drinking?� Wolf asked.
 �Just Dr Pepper,� I said and started to giggle.
 I was such a lightweight now. In the good old days of middle school, I could have handled way more than that. Brook had had four and was holding her liquor better than I was, even though she weighed at least a hundred pounds less. It could also be that I took a pain pill before I hit the quad.
 �It had Amaretto, rum, and beer in it,� Cassidy told them.
 �That sounds gross,� Tim said, throwing a face.
 �He also had �moonshine,�� Cassidy tattled.
 �Girly, you better stop telling everything you know,� I threatened and then doubled over laughing.
 She didn�t think I was as intimidating as I seemed to think.
 �What the hell? I think we need to catch up,� Mr. Tams declared.
 Mom and Dad absconded with our golf cart and took the other parents back to the tent we�d just left. I doubted we would see them during the game. Tim and Wolf decided that I sucked, and Cassidy agreed.
 ◊◊◊
 Number-1-ranked Alabama was playing number 6 Texas A&M. Alabama had won by 39 over Tennessee the week before. Texas A&M was smart in that they were coming off a bye week, giving them an extra week to prepare for this game. Even though it was a clash of top ten teams, Alabama was favored by 18 points, due to a combination of this being a home game and Alabama just looking that good.
 I was right. None of our parents were in their seats when the game started.
 Alabama got the ball first and ran all over the Aggie defense. I was surprised when Texas A&M stiffened at the 20 yard line to force a field goal. On the first series by the Aggies, they managed a first down but had to punt. Alabama used their physical superiority to run the ball right down the field. It looked to be a long day for their opponents until the Aggies stiffened and forced another field goal.
 On the third drive, Alabama took it to the house to put them up 13�0. I admit that at that point, I lost interest in the game and began to people-watch.
 That lasted all of a couple of minutes until my tummy said something was wrong. I jumped up and made my way to the nearest bathroom. Cassidy saw my dilemma and had trailed me. She pushed me into the girls� bathroom, where I found an empty stall. The good thing about a liquid lunch is that when it comes back up, it�s still liquid. I think the �moonshine� drink was a bridge too far. I�d had experience with Everclear punch and should have known better. Whenever you can taste the Everclear, it�s too strong. I think it had tried to burn a hole in my gut.
 When I came out, I found something interesting: women�s bathrooms are much nicer than the men�s. I think there�s some kind of discrimination going on. I made my way to the sink and rinsed my mouth out. Cassidy hustled me out when I spit in the basin and received angry glares. Maybe it was because of things like that that guys didn�t get nice bathrooms.
 �We better get you something to eat,� Cassidy suggested.
 I think Cassidy was hungry. We found Chick-fil-A, and I immediately ordered waffle fries. I needed something salty. Cassidy ordered food for everyone. She looked at me when the woman told her it was almost $200. I mean, seriously, I understand that stadium prices are going to be higher, but even I thought that was excessive.
 �Have you ever paid for anything?� I asked Cassidy.
 For my smart comment, I had to carry most of the food back to where we were sitting. I made the mistake of grabbing a spicy chicken sandwich. It must be a Southern custom to try to use enough cayenne pepper to make you sweat. The Alabama fans thought I was a wimp.
 By now, all the parents were back, and I was glad Cassidy had ordered so much food.
 The second half found the Crimson Tide down 14�13. I�d missed Texas A&M�s comeback. Alabama got their act together and came roaring back to win 33�14. I had to grin when a group of fans was sweating the margin of victory. They�d bet on their team and had to cover the 18-point spread.
 ◊◊◊
 After the game, I needed a nap. I�d been up half the night traveling or learning I had three more children.
 Fortunately, the effects of the alcohol I�d drunk before the game were gone. It was probably for the best that my stomach had revolted and gotten rid of most of it. To be honest, they�d warned me about the �moonshine� drink. I noticed most of the regulars had sipped theirs.
 Tim and Wolf had made plans to catch dinner with Jim. I told them to text me where the party was, and I would meet them there. Brook thought a �nap� sounded good. I let her have her way with me. For some reason, guys tend to go to sleep after a good orgasm.
 ◊◊◊
 Mom sent us a text to meet her and Dad in their room. When we got there, she was on the phone.
 �I think he needs to hear that from someone other than me. I agree completely,� Mom said, and then spotted me. �Speak of the devil. Here, talk to Ms. Dixon.�
 �What were you thinking?� Ms. Dixon began and then started to laugh. �You really should be a cautionary tale for all my celebrity clients. You just made a couple of stalkers a lot of money.�
 �I don�t think they slept with me just to make money,� I complained.
 �Hmm � let me ponder this. You expect me to believe that two college juniors played sex games with a high school kid?�
 �You seriously don�t think I could go out right now and find two college women to come back to my hotel room with me?� I asked incredulously.
 �You better not,� Brook warned.
 I just frowned and pointed at the phone. I heard Ms. Dixon sigh.
 �The sad part is I do think you could. Now we have to figure out what to do about it. Your parents have arranged dinner for everyone tonight to talk about this. I�ve had a chance to review the bodycam video Fritz sent me this morning. I just want to give you some advice before you talk to them.
 �First, and I�m telling you this first because it might help you have some peace of mind, their families� financial situations are encouraging. The key is whether their parents are like Cal and whether we can get past egos or religious issues. If those don�t get in the way, from what I heard, extended support issues may�and I really am emphasizing the word �may��not be insurmountable. I�ll need a lot more information before we know for sure.
 �Next, just because they put you down on the birth certificate as the father doesn�t make it so. I think you remember some of this from when you and Pam first discovered that you might be Coby�s father. We can take any of three paths. The first is you sign a document that establishes you as the father. Second is to let the courts decide. The third is to insist on a paternity test before getting into any serious discussions.
 �I don�t expect that we�ll know which the best route is until you meet with the parents and have gotten to know them. If they�re reasonable, I would try to stay out of court. Once they get lawyers involved, it�ll get expensive,� Ms. Dixon reminded me.
 �What am I looking at if we go to court?� I asked.
 �Child support is supposed to be based on the relative financial strength and stability of both parents. Last time, how much Pam made didn�t apply. This time, the existence of the trusts likely will be a significant factor,� she explained.
 With Pam, I was told that it would be based on my income. While I�d gotten a substantial advance on my two upcoming Star Academy movies, I was just now starting to receive the bulk of my earnings from The Secret Circle. Rita James had promised me that if it hit certain numbers�basically enough to pay off her investors�she would pay me a bonus. This wasn�t really talked about at the time I helped bail her out when her leading man had quit. At the time, she was scrambling to pull everything together.
The Royal Palm was being released this winter, and I was yet to film the J-drama and the James Bond movie. Ms. Dixon was right. A lawyer would see that potential income stream and go after as much of it as possible. Not that I didn�t want to support my children. I did, but I didn�t want to go broke doing it. The problem was, I might not have the same income moving forward. I�d read horror stories about people trying to reduce their support payments once their income streams dried up.
 Then I had the businesses. They were starting to show a profit. My local farm was projected to break even this year, even after all the money we spent to fix it up and clean up the fields and orchards. Uncle John�s farm�s income had jumped when he�d partnered with the neighboring farm. Mom�s real estate company was in the black, and the restaurants had been a hit. My partnerships with Jack Mass and Frank Ingram had dovetailed nicely with our management business, so much so that they�d had to hire additional managers. Frankly, in the long run, this would be how I made my living.
 The best outcome would be something based on the assets and incomes of all three families that was amicable and that encouraged everyone to remain friendly. I wanted to get to know my kids and not have them used as bargaining chips down the road.
 �I understand that you insisted on paternity tests,� Ms. Dixon continued. �From what your mom told me, they will probably come back that you are the father. I know you never had one done for Coby because you trusted Pam to tell you the truth. In this case, I assume you don�t have that same trust level.�
 �Correct. Plus, the girls encouraged me to do so, believe it or not. There shouldn�t be a problem with that.�
 �Good. I�ve overnighted test kits to the hotel. Tomorrow, we�ll have everyone do the test, and you can send it back. We should know by the middle of next week for certain.�
 �Like I said, I think they�re mine,� I admitted.
 Everyone was staring at me, so I put Ms. Dixon on speakerphone.
 �What do you want out of this?� she asked.
 �If we could do something like we did for Pam and me, that would be great,� I said with a straight face.
 Thankfully, Dad grabbed Mom before she could go medieval on me. Brook gave me a look that said if I was going to be that dumb, then I was on my own.
 �Strike that,� I continued. �I think my mom isn�t willing to step up like she did last time.�
 �Do you blame her?�
 �No. I�m rather surprised she�s still willing to take on Coby. His daycare had the flu go through it. We pulled Greg�s and my kids out, and Mom has watched them for the past two weeks. I think three more would kill her.�
 �You�d also better think of something nice for your mother as payment for her sacrifices,� Ms. Dixon said to offer even more unsolicited advice.
 �I thought all grandmothers wanted to spend more time with their grandchildren. Isn�t that payment enough?� I asked.
 Ms. Dixon snorted at that, and Dad laughed as well. They drew my mom�s ire. I had better come up with something good if I wanted to go home and remain alive after this weekend.
 �I saw the new Cadillacs are at Sullivans�,� Mom suggested.
 �You�ll get that the same time Tracy gets her Mustang,� I quipped.
 �I�ll let her know,� Mom said, and her expression dared me to tell her otherwise.
 �Back on topic,� Ms. Dixon said. �What�s the ideal outcome?�
 �I just don�t have enough information to know for now, but I do think they need some financial assistance, at least in the short term. Both girls just graduated from college and need to set up living arrangements and get jobs, which will mean daycare. I�ll want to make sure they have enough for raising the kids. I�ve discovered they aren�t as cheap as getting a dog.�
 �What about visitation?�
 �Good question. When am I going to have time? Don�t get me wrong, I don�t mean that in a negative way; I mean that literally. Somehow, I�ll have to make the time. I just don�t know.�
 �If you would get your pilot�s license �� Brook pointed out.
 She was right. I needed to knock that out. If I had it, I could fly in for a weekend or day and see them.
 I wrapped up the call because Dad pointed at his phone. It was time to go to dinner with my new baby mamas.
 ◊◊◊
 We met everyone in the lobby.
 �Where y�all want to eat?� Wyatt White asked. �I know of a good barbecue place that�s not too far from here.�
 �Daddy, David and his family might not want to go to one of your favorite restaurants,� Scarlet worried.
 Ashley and her group were apparently staying out of the decision.
 �I could eat some good barbecue,� Mom said. �I hope it�s nothing fancy.�
 �It ain�t fancy,� Clay, Scarlet�s supposed boyfriend, assured us.
 We ended up about fifteen minutes from Bryant-Denny Stadium. On the ride there, I received a text from Tim, wondering where I was. I checked the time, and it was nearly eight. I must have had a good nap.
 We arrived at Dreamland Bar-B-Que, and it looked just like an old-school barbecue place should. Everything was served on paper plates, and they gave you plastic silverware. I shook my head when Wyatt ordered a gallon of sweet tea and then slabs of pork ribs and sides. We decided to just keep it friendly during dinner and not talk about the babies.
 Wyatt and Diana White mentioned that they owned a farm near Maplesville, Alabama.
 �We have about 10,000 acres that we run a sportsman�s retreat on. We have a large lake for bass fishing, and some of the best deer and turkey hunting in the state,� Wyatt said. �Dove hunting, too.�
 He was obviously pretty proud of it.
 �I thought you lived on a farm?� I asked.
 �No, that�s Clay and his people. They have a cotton farm a few miles from our spread,� Diana said.
 �My folks are going to put a trailer back by the pond for me,� Clay shared.
 I noticed Scarlet shudder a little at that prospect.
 �What do you do?� I asked Mr. Kincaid, Ashley�s dad.
 �Our family is involved in the transportation industry, down near Mobile. Brett is in management at one of our warehouse operations,� Hiram shared.
 �Don�t get him started on work. He�ll talk your arm off,� Marianne Kincaid said.
 �They both sound quite interesting. I know that David has hunted on his uncle�s farm. He and all the older guys in the family went on a ten-day fishing trip to Canada over the summer. I�m sure he would love to check out your resort,� Mom said. �I don�t know anything about the transportation industry, but that sounds fascinating, too.�
 When they wanted to, my mom and dad were very good at making people feel at ease. Dad helped steer the conversation away from potential minefields, like �our son knocked up your daughters.�
 We decided that we would go back to the hotel and use a conference room to talk about the children. Dad suggested that we do it one family at a time. I figured that was probably the best idea because I could see that they might have different needs. That, and I was worried that Scarlet�s fears might rub off on Ashley.
 Before we left, I ordered a case of their barbecue sauce to be shipped home. It was the perfect blend of sweet and tangy. I wanted to have Mary try it and see if we could use it to make our barbecue at the restaurant. There had been a rumor that we might get a smoker, and I wanted to be ready. Wyatt had picked a winner in Dreamland, and Mom and Dad agreed. If I ended up at Alabama, I would come here again.
 ◊◊◊
 At the hotel, we had the Kincaids join us first. I wasn�t sure I wanted Ashley�s boyfriend in the room, but Brook had decided she wanted to sit in. My first thought had been this was family business. I�d used that argument to shut down Tami�s access to all things Dawson when we were at odds. Of course, my mom hadn�t played along, so back then, I�d decided to just let it go. I sighed and let it go this time, too, and started the ball rolling.
 �Ashley and I talked last night, and we�re going to move forward right now as if Dawson and Allen are mine ��
 �Is there any doubt?� Brett asked to make his presence known.
 �How would I know if there�s any doubt or not?� I shot back, which caused his face to go red.
 �I think you better watch what you say. You�ve done enough damage without questioning Ashley�s character.�
 �I did no such thing. All I�m saying is that we need to confirm paternity. This works in everyone�s favor when there�s no doubt that I�m the father.�
 �I�m going to kick your ass,� Brett said as he stood up.
 I looked him up and down and thought I could take him in my current physical state. The door opened, and Mom pointed at Brett.
 �Get him out of here,� she said to Fritz and Cassidy.
 I was glad that Mom had sent them a text before this came to blows. Brett tried to be tough and started to tell them what he thought when Fritz, of all people, took him to the floor. Brett was struggling to get loose when Cassidy found a pressure point. His voice then suddenly went up to dog-whistle range as he squealed like a little girl.
 I�d have found it amusing that none of the Kincaids tried to stop my security people, but these discussions needed all of my focus right now.
 �If he makes noise about calling the police, have him arrested for threatening physical harm to David,� Dad said.
 Fritz nodded and frog-marched him out.
 �Sorry about that,� Hiram said.
 �See what I mean?� Ashley asked me and then turned to her parents. �I�m not marrying Brett, and I�m not working for the warehouse company while he works there.�
 �We�ve talked about this. Brett�s a good employee,� Hiram said.
 �I didn�t tell you to fire him,� Ashley shot back.
 �And if you�re not going to work for me, you need to figure out what you�re going to do.�
 Ashley looked defeated. It was a perfect opportunity, so I ran with it.
 �You want to work for me? I have businesses with offices in LA, Chicago, and my hometown. I even have contacts in New York. One of them owns an adult film company.�
 �David Allen Dawson!� Mom barked.
 Ashley, to her credit, began to laugh uncontrollably. She kept pointing at the expression on her dad�s face and then would start to laugh again.
 �I�m sorry. That came out wrong. I�d never have even thought to bring it up, but last night Ashley said she wanted to explore all her options, and I was just trying to help. I didn�t mean it to say anything about her character,� I backpedaled.
 Now Ashley was howling with laughter, and it didn�t take long for everyone else to get the humor of it.
 �You don�t even know what my degree is in. How would you know if I would fit in?� Ashley asked when she finally could speak.
 �I do know that you were able to give tours to a bunch of cocky athletes. You have a sense of humor and can think on your feet,� I said.
 �What is your degree in?� Mom asked.
 �Art History.�
 �Can you say, �Would you like fries with that?�� I asked.
 This time, Hiram and Marianne laughed. They knew she�d never have to stoop to that, but an Art History major didn�t translate into a real-world job, either.
 �Hey, I figured I could land a job with the Mobile Museum of Art,� Ashley said to defend herself.
 �More like you were working on your MRS degree,� Marianne said.
 I knew right then that I would get along fine with the Kincaids. I also understood now why Ashley had said her situation wasn�t as bad as Scarlet�s. If it weren�t for the �you must get married� mentality of parents in the Deep South, Ashley would be okay. They weren�t going to throw her and her babies out into the street if she didn�t cooperate, and it was clear they wanted the best for her. They just had very conservative ideas of what the best for her was.
 Then Ashley got serious.
 �Is the job offer still available even if we find that Dawson and Allen aren�t yours?�
 �Have you ever thought about becoming a real estate agent?� Mom asked.
 I knew then that Mom liked Ashley.
 �I�m not sure if I want to go into sales.�
 �In real estate, if you�re selling, you�re doing something wrong. Your main job is to help people find what works for them. You don�t have to twist their arms if it�s the right choice,� Mom explained.
 �I like that,� Hiram said. �I can see where that would work for Ashley.�
 �Here�s what we�ll do,� Dad said. �I�ll have Caryn, our chief operating officer, call you on Monday and let you know what we have available.�
 Ashley asked her mom and dad to give us a moment alone. My parents also left. Ashley got up and hugged me and began to cry.
 �I�m sorry,� she managed to get out.
 �If I remember correctly, we were both there. I should have insisted on using condoms.�
 She then admitted that she was flat broke, didn�t want to hit her parents up for more cash because of the Brett situation, and needed stuff for the boys.
 �Brook, would you go with her and help her get what she needs?� I asked, and she nodded, so I turned back to Ashley. �Do you know what all is involved with your trust fund?�
 �Not really. I can see now that I need to investigate that for the boys� sake. I just don�t know where to start,� she admitted.
 �That�s another thing I can help you with. I have people who can figure it all out for you. You also have my mom in your corner now. With the help of your parents and mine, we�ll be okay. We just have to go through the steps to do this right. We want what�s best for those little boys.�
 ◊◊◊
 Next up was Scarlet. She�d told her family and boyfriend she wanted to handle this alone. Scarlet walked in and handed Carol to me. It hadn�t been missed that Scarlet had named her after my mother.
 �How did you know that Carol was my mom�s name?� I asked.
 �Google. You can figure out all kinds of stuff on the Internet.�
 �Don�t I feel stupid.�
 Mom and Dad smirked.
 Carol snuggled down into my arms and had a silly smile on her face.
 �Wow. I�ve never seen her take to anyone like that,� Scarlet admitted.
 �It�s his superhero ability, baby whisperering,� Dad said.
 I�d take that.
 �So, tell me what you want?� I asked.
 Scarlet got a determined expression on her face and launched right in.
 �I�m not living in a trailer on a farm, and I�m not picking cotton for the rest of my life. If I don�t find something soon, that�s exactly what I�ll be doing.�
 �Would you be interested in what David offered Ashley? Would you like to work for one of his companies? They�re located in LA, Chicago, and our hometown,� Dad said.
 �Please tell me you�re not an Art History major,� I said as I crossed my fingers.
 �I have my degree in management. I�d like to work somewhere where I could take night classes and get my MBA.�
 �We can work something out, I�m sure. You also said you need money, at least until you turn twenty-five,� I prodded.
 �Anything you could do would be a help. I�m not asking for a handout. If I could work for it, I�d be much happier,� Scarlet said, surprising me.
 Mom made both Dad and I pull out cash to give her.
 �I know it�s asking a lot, but could Carol and I come home with you?�
 My mom told Dad and me to take a walk. That last question made her want to talk to Scarlet alone.
 ◊◊◊
 When we came out, Fritz told us that Cassidy had taken Brook and Ashley to the store. Then he got a concerned look on his face.
 �I just got a call from Paul. There was an incident at your home. The police took Peggy�s date into custody.�
 I thought my mom had warned her about that guy. Fritz�s background check hadn�t turned up any information on him. That was why we�d upped our security. Chuck had drawn the short straw and watched Peggy and the little ones.
 �Is everyone okay?� I asked.
 �Yes. The boys and Duke were at Pam and Lacy�s place. Chuck was watching over them,� Fritz said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 31 � He Doesn�t Exist  Sunday October 23 
 While I got ready for the day, I reflected on last night. Fritz didn�t have much information on what happened with Peggy and Lucas Marks, her date. From what I gathered, they�d come back to the house so she could change. He�d accidentally spilled a drink on her, resulting in the need for a wardrobe change. While she was upstairs, he tried to hack into our home-office computer. What Lucas wasn�t aware of was that Fritz�s team had protected our computers with anti-tampering software that alerted his LA office if someone tried anything.
 They�d contacted Paul, who was outside. He came in and found Lucas with a thumb drive plugged into the back of the PC. Peggy was in shock when she came down and found Lucas face down on the office floor with his hands secured behind his back with zip ties. Paul called the police, and they took Lucas into custody. Fritz said that Lucas probably would have been let out of jail last night, but the police couldn�t identify him either. They fingerprinted him and planned to run his prints through the system to see if they could get a hit.
 Brook and I had gone to the party that Tim and Wolf were at with Jim and had a good time. When we left, Mom was still talking to Scarlet. I didn�t have a clue what that was all about.
 I�d just turned on the TV to watch a football wrap-up show when I heard my door chirp and open. Brook and Cassidy came in, pulling their bags.
 �You ready to go?� Brook asked.
 �Yeppers.�
 All the recruits and their families had been invited to Coach Wilson�s house for breakfast. Before we left, we took our bags to be checked. We would pick them up on the way to the airport. I needed to come back anyway to take the paternity test. We were the last ones to arrive downstairs, so the bus left as soon as we boarded.
 When we arrived at Coach Wilson�s home, we were greeted by his wife, Ms. Ruby. She was the daughter of a Pennsylvania coal miner, and it was clear that her down-home nickname undersold her savvy. Ms. Ruby stepped right up to my mom to introduce herself. She recognized that my mother was the one who eventually would need to be sold on wherever I went to play ball. She even called Brook by name. The woman had done her homework.
 Ms. Ruby was Alabama�s secret weapon when it came to recruiting. You would have never guessed from her humble beginnings that she would become such a poised, elegant, skilled conversationalist, actually recruiting you. She had such a deft touch that you felt like you�d known her forever and that you were one of her favorite grandkids. By the time she was done with us, we all wanted her to adopt us. Dad and I both took mental notes on how she worked the room. Someday, I wanted to be as effective as she was at gaining people�s trust. You could see people wanted to please her. She made it clear nothing would please her more than if each recruit became a part of her family.
 I was about to learn how much work Alabama had put to in my recruitment. Coach Wilson and his staff had done their homework. I would later find out that they�d talked to just about everyone around me, Wolf, and Tim. They wanted to ascertain our character, what motivated us, and whether we would be a good fit for Alabama football.
 ◊◊◊
 Our next stop was to meet Coach Wilson one-on-one in his corner office on the second floor of the Mal M. Moore Athletic Facility. I recognized the reason for the location of his office. You were forced to walk past the crystal walls showing all of Alabama�s national championships to get there. When we stepped into the room, he was seated behind a massive cherry desk. He smiled as he rose to greet us and pressed a button that shut the doors once we�d entered. I gave him a ten on style points for the door.
 He guided my family and me to an overstuffed couch. Brook had been told that he wanted to meet with just me and my parents. I looked around the room, taking in the wood panels, and noticed the shades were closed to soften the light. Sitting on the coffee table between us were three national championship rings. The light bounced off the diamonds, and all three of us were drawn to what they represented. If you came to Alabama, you would play in National Championship games. Coach Wilson took an overstuffed chair across from us.
 Each coach we had met had approached this meeting differently. We�d been in conference rooms and coaches� offices where the coach had either sat behind a desk or come around to talk to us. This was by far the most impactful approach. I got the impression that nothing had been left to chance, and I had to admit it was working.
 Everyone thinks of Coach Wilson as a robot. On the sideline, he�s focused on the game, and in public settings, he seems distant. Ms. Ruby had explained that he was probably thinking about football and was oblivious to what was going on around him. What we found today was a man who was focused on us. He was sitting on the edge of his seat and had a warm smile.
 �I�m glad I finally get to talk to you with your parents. I want you to know that we would love you to join us at the University of Alabama and become a part of something special. We will win championships here. You see these rings?� he asked as he pointed to them. �We will get more of these.�
 �I suspect you will,� I said.
 He leaned further forward and spoke with increased animation, like my dad did when he got into an in-depth discussion about the nuances of golf.
 �And we�ll help prepare you for the next level. We�ve had more NFL draft picks in the last five years than anyone. Anyone.�
 He had me starting to lean forward. This was what every recruit wanted to hear.
 �Recruiting is the lifeblood of our program. After we won in 2012, I told a friend I was upset because I�d missed a week of recruiting while playing in the championship game. I was confused as to why he made fun of me. Ms. Ruby explained that it was because we�d won that game. I, on the other hand, was focused on the process. Part of that process is recruiting the absolute best players we can find. They don�t care that I have to take time off to win championships,� he said, giving a glimpse into his psyche.
 I started to understand what Bo had told me. Coach Wilson had a way of doing things that worked. He had a plan which he called �the process,� and he followed that process, and pushed it hard. That would explain why Coach Wilson ran his offense a certain way. I was sure he did the same with his defense.
 �The best come to Alabama to become better. We have a process. We focus on what we�re doing right now, not what it will result in. We believe that if we work hard and are focused on the task at hand, the results will take care of themselves. I know that you work harder than anyone we�ve seen at the high school level. Here, you�ll work even harder. With your hard work, you�ll earn your way onto the field. I believe in the process to such an extent that I know that if you decided to go elsewhere, we will win without you. But I�d rather we did it together,� Coach Wilson said.
 I glanced over at Mom and saw her grinning. He�d just done the classic take-away with the �we can win without you� spiel. It was a tried-and-true sales technique that made people want it even more. I admit it worked on me, in this case. He was also selling the idea of joining something bigger than yourself, another hot button for me.
 �You say you know I work harder than anyone else.�
 He gave me a wan smile, like he�d revealed something he shouldn�t have. I could see him consider his answer, and then our eyes locked.
 �We create a detailed report on every recruit before we decide to pursue them. For each position, we�ve created what we believe is the ideal model. It first covers the physical attributes necessary to play the position; in your case, quarterback. For example, the recruit must be a certain height to see over the offensive line. No detail is too small. Physically, you are the prototypical quarterback, according to our analysis.
 �We then dig into the person. Will they fit into the team, are they a leader, what is their football IQ, and much more. We�ve talked to all your coaches, both football and baseball. Spoke with your vice principal and teachers to assess your study habits and social conduct. We also consider how you handle adversity. What happens when you get blindsided? Do you chew out your teammates? We�ve done our homework on you.
 �Based on all that, we regard you as the best quarterback prospect to walk through these doors since I�ve been here. Even with all that talent, I expect you will get better. I don�t think you have any idea what your ceiling can be. We can make you the best quarterback in the country when it�s time for the NFL draft. With our process, we have a plan to make that happen.�
 �I like what I�m hearing, but even you have to admit that you haven�t had much success at developing quarterbacks for the next level. I�ve been told that you�ll plug me into your system, and I�ll have to fit your mold. What makes me good is what I can do when plays break down,� I said, getting to the root of my concerns.
 He nodded and stood up as he became even more passionate.
 �Here�s what you�re missing. Part of our process is to put people into situations where they�re going to excel for a long time. I�m sure you�ve seen college quarterbacks do all sorts of crazy stuff and pull off spectacular plays. The problem with that is it doesn�t translate into long-term success in the NFL. A prime example is Robert Griffin III, who played ball at Baylor and won the Heisman. He was the second draft pick by the Washington Redskins the year he came out. In the same draft, they picked up Kirk Cousins from Michigan State.
 �Because Griffin had to rely on a style of play that put him in harm�s way, his career with the Redskins was cut short by a series of injuries. Cousins, on the other hand, is your prototypical drop-back passer. I expect you would agree that the Redskins were smart in selecting Kirk Cousins, now that we�ve seen what happened. He needed time to develop, while the Redskins needed someone to start day one. At the time, people scratched their heads as to why they took two quarterbacks in that draft when they had so many other needs. Now they look like geniuses. They knew that RG3 was most likely going to get injured.
 �I say this because I want you to understand that I take your health very seriously. Quarterback is the one position that can make or break your team. I�ll be frank. I�m not a fan of a quarterback having to scramble. When that happens, it tells me we did something wrong. On the other hand, we�ve never had someone like you.
 �I had a long talk with Bud Mason. Coach Mason thinks a lot like I do, but he is convinced that what makes you special is your ability to think on your feet. He says you turn into Captain Chaos and can devastate defenses. This made me go back and review your game film with what Coach Mason had said in mind. What I saw was someone who could be a difference-maker in a big game. Instead of taking a sack or throwing the ball away, you could make something positive happen. I�d like to explore that with you,� Coach Wilson said, rocking me back into my seat.
 We spent the next hour laying out his plan to use my talents to win games and to prepare me for the next level.
 I came away from the meeting knowing that I�d just met a unique individual. There was no secret about how it would go. There was one thing Coach Wilson believed in: hard work. I could see why this wouldn�t be for everybody. It was abundantly clear that I couldn�t bring my ego to the party. I wouldn�t be getting any special treatment just because I was a five-star recruit.
 Something else that was clear was that unlike the situation at Clemson, Coach Wilson wasn�t ever going to be my best friend. He was all business. My takeaway was that they had a process, but it wasn�t written in stone. He was smart enough to know that one size didn�t fit all. I also never once felt like Coach Wilson promised me anything or tried to oversell what I could expect. I felt like I could take him at his word. Honestly, that was a big deal. I had just one last question before I left.
 �Coach, when you win the next one, do you plan to stick around?� I asked.
 That was the question everyone at Alabama wondered.
 �Ms. Ruby likes it here.�
 Coach Wilson didn�t say he liked it here, or that it was his lifelong dream to coach Alabama football and he would never leave. He�d simply said his wife liked it here.
 Then I got it. Coach Wilson�s loyalty wasn�t to the University of Alabama as such. What made him tick was hard work in the form of the process he�d talked about. He could take that anywhere.
 When we left, I knew one thing for certain: Coach Wilson meant what he said. I discovered a focused man. He wasn�t complicated, and in that sense, I felt that I�d found a kindred spirit in him. His process was eerily similar to my life goals that I used to guide me, and I attributed much of my success to always staying conscious of my goals.
 I could see that once I bought into the process, it would drive my life at Alabama. It felt right, like it was something I could easily step into and be successful at. If Coach Harrington hadn�t talked to me yesterday, I would have accepted his offer to play here before I left.
 After we left Coach Wilson, we returned to the hotel to do the DNA testing. Scarlet had texted me that the testing packages had arrived at the hotel.
 ◊◊◊
 Tim, Wolf, and their parents came back to the hotel to pick up their bags. Tim didn�t look happy.
 �What�s wrong?� I asked.
 �They don�t have an architecture program,� Wolf said.
 �I thought you found that out yesterday when you talked to the academic people. What�s really going on?� I asked.
 Both my mom and Brook turned to me, impressed I�d figured out that wasn�t the real reason Tim was upset. I was learning.
 �My offer isn�t committable,� Tim explained. �They have other linebackers they�re recruiting, and I was told that if those fell through, that they would accept me.�
 The first I�d heard of this practice was when Florida State had made an offer to a kid a couple of years ago. It was discovered it wasn�t committable when the kid made a big public announcement that he was going there. What it amounted to was that they made the offer and told the recruit they were a Plan B or C option. In Florida State�s instance, they went ahead and made his offer committable in order to fight the PR shit-storm that followed. The kid got smart and bailed. He ended up at Clemson.
 �Oh, shit! I might�ve jumped the gun. We had a long talk with Coach Wilson about the future of Alabama and how they could prepare me for the NFL,� I said.
 Both Wolf and Tim froze. This was the first Brook was hearing this, and she didn�t look happy, either. I wondered how she determined she would get a vote on where I went. I would talk to her and was sure we would discuss it, but the decision was mine�or so I thought.
 �We got the same talk. We agreed to compare notes before we committed,� Wolf said.
 �Bullshit! You�re a terrible actor,� Cassidy announced as she pointed at me.
 �Hey, how do you know?� I asked.
 �You have so many tells it isn�t even funny,� Cassidy said. �I can easily see if you�re telling the truth or not.�
 �But I didn�t lie. I never said I committed,� I defended myself.
 �You�ve never been able to lie,� Mom assured me.
 �So, you didn�t accept?� Tim asked.
 �No, I was just busting your chops.�
 I could see Brook, Tim, and Wolf relax.
 �I really want to come here,� Tim admitted.
 �Even though they don�t have an architecture program?� I asked.
 �Even though.�
 �Wow. I take it you were impressed.�
 �Weren�t you?� Wolf asked.
 �Oh, yes. We would be wearing championship rings for sure. It would be all about football, though,� I said.
 �I know what you mean. Jim said he constantly works out or is doing something football-related. He told us that when you add in school, he has almost no time for a social life,� Tim shared.
 �Would that be so bad?� Mom asked.
 None of us were touching that after I�d just had to do a paternity test.
 ◊◊◊
 Before we left, I met with the girls and their parents. It gave me a chance to say goodbye to my children.
 �I understand that Scarlet�s going home with you,� Ashley said.
 I turned to my mom and then to Scarlet, and they both nodded.
 �It seems so,� I said, and then turned to her parents. �Are you okay with this?�
 Clay, Scarlet�s supposed boyfriend, walked away from the group. Scarlet handed me Carol and hurried after him.
 �Clay�s not taking it well. Frankly, none of us are, but this is what Scarlet wants. At first, I told her no, but have since been convinced otherwise,� Wyatt said.
 From the look his wife gave him, the subject was closed. I suspected that Wyatt usually got his way, but he was bending on this one for some reason. Mom and Dad took Scarlet�s parents aside to talk. It seemed a lot was going on that I wasn�t part of. I turned my attention to Ashley.
 �We�ll be in touch and get everything worked out. If you need anything, give us a call.�
 �I appreciate that. I feel much better about everything now,� she said.
 �If we�d let her, I expect she�d be on the plane with Scarlet. I�ve promised to back off on the matchmaking,� Hiram explained.
 �I noticed Brett wasn�t around,� I said with a half-smile.
 �Well, I�m just glad he showed his true colors in front of my parents,� Ashley admitted.
 �Maybe we can get you all to come up for Thanksgiving,� I suggested. �It would give you a chance to meet all of my family and take in my state championship game.�
 �He doesn�t lack for confidence, does he?� Hiram asked.
 �If he says something will happen, you can count on it,� Brook said.
 I was surprised she felt that way. I just hoped I wouldn�t let anyone down. We said our goodbyes. Even though this last stop on the recruiting trail had held personal surprises, I�d liked Alabama. Still, I was happy we were done. For now, I could focus on getting well, finishing up the semester, and preparing for LA. It was comforting to know what lay before me.
 ◊◊◊
 Mom had taken Scarlet and Carol under her protective wing. They would be okay with her watching over them. I didn�t want them to feel like they were an afterthought or anything and knew that my mom and dad wouldn�t let that happen. Though Mom might be the second-most excited about having a new granddaughter. I suspected a certain hound would be all wiggles when he met her.
 On the flight home, I was seated next to Brook in first class. Caryn had upgraded our seats; she must want a raise or something. I had my earbuds in and was zoning out as I listened to my tunes. Brook grabbed my hand. I turned to her and then sighed because she had that �we need to talk� expression.
 �You mentioned that you had been told you had five kids. Is there something you need to tell me?�
 Yep, we were having a talk. I guess I should have seen this coming. I�d told Brook about the psychic and his proclamation. At the time, I was sure he was crazy. Either that, or he was counting Greg�s kids in the mix, which was okay. I considered them part of my family, too.
 �Well, I was kinda hoping we might knock one out before graduation. I�ve always wanted my own basketball team. Of course, it would have to be a boy.�
 Humor wasn�t the right direction to take this conversation.
 �Sorry,� I mumbled. �As far as I�m aware, we�re done with surprises.�
 Brook didn�t seem reassured.
 �I knew that you had a son. I also knew that you considered Peggy�s little boy to be a part of the family. But I�m not sure what to think of three more.�
 �It�s not like I plan to have them all move in with me.�
 She got a determined look.
 �Remember last spring break? How much fun we had traveling?� she asked. �What are your plans this year? Do you plan to go to Alabama to see your boys? What about Christmas? What about birthdays?�
 �You said I needed to get my pilot�s license.�
 Brook closed her eyes and let out a long breath.
 �David, I�m not sure this is what I want. I realize you have no control over this, and it�s not your fault. And I can�t ask you to turn your back on them.�
 She paused and then collected her thoughts before I could say anything.
 �I knew when I agreed to date you what your life was like. I decided that if I wanted to spend time with you, I needed to go on these weekend trips. You�ve said yourself that your life needed to be simplified. I just see it getting worse.�
 �Hang on. We do something together almost every night. Even with my schedule, we do a lot together.�
 �That�s just it. We do things that you need to do. Am I supposed to plan my life around three more kids?� she asked.
 I sat in stunned silence. I had no idea Brook felt this way. My first instinct was to lash out and show her the door. I hated to admit it, but Tami might have this right. I shouldn�t go with my first instinct.
 �Brook, I love you. I realize that my life changed once again this weekend. At the same time, I can�t turn my back on them. I think we can work this out, if we want to,� I said.
 �David, I�m not sure I want to,� Brook said as she let go of my hand.
 �Are you breaking up with me?� I asked.
 �I�m not sure,� she said. She began to tear up. �I need to think about it.�
 Brook got up, and I let her go down the aisle to where Cassidy was sitting. Cassidy looked at her funny and then came and sat next to me. She took my hand and closed her eyes to take a nap.
 It was like I�d just been kicked in the gut. Mom had said that she didn�t think I really loved Brook because I hadn�t considered how it would affect us when I first found out about my kids. I�d told myself that it was because I was in shock. I wondered now if Mom hadn�t been afraid of precisely this result.
 It felt like everything came crashing down on me. If I�d been alone in my car, I might have cried.
 ◊◊◊
 �Give her time,� Cassidy said as we started our final descent into O�Hare Airport. �Finding out your boyfriend fathered three more children isn�t easy.�
 �Not much I can do to change it. I guess my date with Destiny will be much more interesting now that Brook dumped me.�
 �She didn�t dump you. She just needs time to think,� Cassidy said and then gave me the evil eye. �You better not do anything stupid.�
 �There�s a reason they call me a �stupid boy,�� I fired back.
 �I�ll take her side,� Cassidy warned.
 �Go ahead and do it. I�m done,� I said.
 �What? NO!�
 I stuck my earbuds back in and waited for us to land. When we pulled into the gate, I grabbed my bag and got off the plane. Cassidy had to wait to go back to get hers. If she�d been smart, she would have gotten Brook�s bag and not been delayed getting off the flight. We were all catching a connecting flight home. Instead, I sent a text to Fritz to meet me at the car-rental area. I followed that with a text to my mom and dad, telling them that I would have him drive me instead. I needed the time it took to drive home to think.
 ◊◊◊
 The highway billboard coming into town showed a picture of Duke, with the little ones and me piled around him, and the tagline, �Dog�s Best Friends.� The photo was from when we�d shot Coby�s picture for the magazine.
 As we drove into town, there were different signs with captions from our brainstorming session. I was a little embarrassed at all the different pictures they�d found of my hound. Someone must have raided my cloud photo storage. It put a grin on my face to think that our goofy idea was working out.
 I�d turned off my phone for the trip because I wanted to think, and without interruption. Mom had gotten smart and figured out that Fritz had his phone on him. She�d sent him a text to tell him that we should meet at the office in the strip mall.
 When we walked in, I saw that the campaign �brain trust,� which included Brook, was milling around. It appeared that Mary Dole had put together a deli tray, and everyone was eating sandwiches. Out of the back came my grandmother and dad with Ms. Dixon. Grandma Dawson got everyone�s attention.
 �As you may have noticed, we�ve blanketed the community with campaign signs. We�ve also posted David�s campaign ad online. For those of you that haven�t seen it, I�ll play it now.�
 They�d brought the TV from the conference room into the office area. The TV was linked to the Internet, so Grandma opened my David A. Dawson YouTube channel and selected the video. I�d decided to go the positive route in my one-minute ad. The opening scene was Duke farting around in the back yard with my voice-over.
�Would you feel safer with Duke on the job?� 
 You could hear Precious yowl, and Duke�s head snapped around, and the hair on his back rose.
�Protecting your loved ones is job one.� 
 The scene switched to him working at the hospital as he loved-up patients.
�Would you feel better with Duke on the job?� I asked.
 One little boy grabbed him around the neck and put him in a bear hug. Duke�s tail was going a hundred miles an hour.
�You only wish you were as perfect as your dog thinks you are.� 
 I showed him getting loved-up by Yuri�s and my grandmothers.
�Would you feel better with Duke on the job?� I repeated.
 He rolled onto his back and let them rub his tummy.
�Ear, chest, and belly rubs sure help.� 
 The last scene was with me talking into the camera with Duke sitting next to me, my arm around him.
�I know I would feel better with Duke as our mayor.� 
 Duke licked my face and then turned to the camera as my last voice-over played, telling everyone to vote for Duke. I�d gotten Dad to help me get Duke to look at the camera by him pulling out Duke�s favorite tennis ball. We had to do a few takes because Duke wanted to jump up and play ball. That was why I had my arm around him. He surprised me when he licked me. It was a good ending.
 When the video was over, Grandma Dawson stepped in front of the TV. She had Caryn and Megan hand out packets.
 �We�ve worked up press releases that will begin to go out tomorrow along with the ad. In the back are talking points in case you�re asked any questions. If they want to get more details, direct them to Ian or me.�
 Brook�s dad stood up and waved to everyone. Apparently, he forgot that we all knew who he was. Then Ms. Dixon came to the front of the room.
 �As we predicted, Mr. Fox has asked the court to strike Duke�s candidacy. He has asked for an emergency injunction to keep Duke off the ballot based on the incredible revelation that Duke is a dog,� she said as she rolled her eyes.
 Everyone chuckled when they heard that. From Ms. Dixon�s expression, it was apparent she wasn�t impressed with that approach.
 �He�s also challenging the signatures. We have enough that I�m not concerned about this tactic. Something interesting we discovered is that Mr. Fox may not have submitted the requisite number of signatures for him to get himself on the ballot. I guess he was a jerk with the Supervisor of Elections because she shared his screw-up with us. Under normal circumstances, they would give him some time to rectify the situation. I plan to ask the court to invalidate him as a candidate.
 �The best news is we drew the same judge who heard his claims against David when Cal and Mr. Fox went after him with trumped-up charges.
 �The last I saw of their interaction makes me hope that the judge has a long memory,� Ms. Dixon shared.
 We decided that we would hold off on releasing anything further to the press until tomorrow�s hearing. If the judge bought the �he can�t run because he�s a dog� argument, we didn�t want to waste anyone�s time. Frank was doing a release tonight to all the local news outlets, notifying them that Thomas Fox planned to challenge Duke�s right to be a candidate. The hope was that even if Mr. Fox won, he would look like the jerk we thought he was. Frank also thought that if we won in court, it would be a great way to launch Duke�s campaign.
 ◊◊◊
 Peggy came in with the boys, and they both wanted me to pick them up. Peggy shook her head at their antics to get my attention.
 �Before you got home, we met their sister, Carol. I guess we gave her too much attention, and the boys are feeling left out,� she shared.
 I didn�t buy it; they just wanted their daddy time. I didn�t think there would be any issues because they were used to Greg�s kids being around. I made a point to ensure all the little ones felt loved. Sometimes Nate, being Greg�s youngest, needed some alone time with his Unca David.
 Fritz motioned for us to go to the conference room to talk. My grandmother was huddled with Ian and Ms. Dixon, strategizing. I suspected Fritz wanted to talk about what happened yesterday. My suspicions were confirmed when Paul and Chuck came in, and Cassidy followed my parents into the room. Once everyone was seated, Fritz turned to Paul to fill us in.
 �The police have confirmed that Lucas Marks doesn�t exist. The working theory is that he was trying to hack the computer in the hopes of either gaining information he could use to steal your identity or access bank-account information.�
 �David, I had no idea,� Peggy said.
 My mom looked guilty. I knew she hadn�t warned Peggy like Dad had said she would. I could see that Fritz was about to question Peggy about not knowing, so I stopped it before she knew she�d been left out of the loop.
 �We had some suspicions, but nothing concrete. Next time, we�ll make sure you know,� I said.
 Fritz figured out what I�d done, but he wasn�t going to let it go.
 �David�s right. We dropped the ball and should have told you,� he said as he looked at my mom. �In the future, I�ll make sure that I brief you if we have any suspicions.�
 Peggy seemed confused.
 �Are you telling me that he didn�t pass your background check?�
 She was bright enough to figure out that we�d done just that.
 �Yes,� Fritz confirmed. �We couldn�t find anything on Lucas. It was like he just appeared. That raised some red flags, but we didn�t follow through and warn you.�
 �That was my fault,� Mom finally admitted. �I knew that you were just starting to get to know him and didn�t want to put any doubts in your mind if it was nothing. Fritz has had long talks with Rob and me about the sort of stuff we need to guard against with David�s celebrity. I didn�t want to believe that someone might try to go through you to get to him.�
 Peggy didn�t seem happy, and I didn�t blame her one bit. The reality of my life had hit a second girl I was close to this weekend. I remembered my talk with Teddy Wesleyan and how horrified I�d been that his first instinct was that people were after his family�s money. I remembered a good quote from a book we read in my English Literature class. The book was Catch 22, and the quote was, �Just because you�re paranoid doesn�t mean they aren�t after you.� At the time, I thought Teddy was crazy. Now I wondered if I didn�t owe him an apology.
 I sighed and looked Peggy in the eyes.
 �This part of my life sucks donkey dicks.�
 �David Allen Dawson!� Dad barked.
 Peggy cracked a smile.
 �I think you read my mind.�
 I suddenly had a headache coming on and rubbed my forehead above the bridge of my nose.
 �Peggy, I wouldn�t blame you if you decided to pack Little David up and run for the hills. There are some days I wish I would�ve listened to my uncle and not done my first movie. My life hasn�t been normal since.�
 �Does this mean that I�ll have to get a background check on every guy I want to go out with?� she asked.
 �If you plan to have him around the house or Coby,� Fritz said.
 Peggy looked at me, and I nodded. They�d browbeat me until I saw the logic in it. I paid Fritz and his team a bloody fortune, and it would be just stupid if I didn�t let them do their job.
 �Wouldn�t you rather know he�s a good guy before he meets your son?� Cassidy asked.
 I would have to kiss Cassidy later for that question. I should have remembered that argument because it worked on me. What it did was change the focus from a person thinking �I can figure this out for myself� to reminding that person that someone else relied on their decisions. I knew Peggy would do anything to protect her son, as would I.
 �Okay,� Peggy said and then pinched her lips. �I�m going on record that I don�t like this, but I see why we need to do it. If I get serious enough about a guy, I�ll make sure you check him out.�
 �What�s next with all this?� Dad asked to get us back on track.
 �A couple of things. First, the police need to figure out who Lucas really is. Second, we have to find out what he was trying to do. That means we�ll need to get you a new home-office computer while we examine your old one,� Paul said.
 �There is a gaming PC I have had my eye on,� I said helpfully.
 When I finally got back to having time to play my video games, I wanted a kick-butt system to give me an advantage.
 �I�ll talk to Caryn and have her look into it,� Dad said.
 That was code for I was screwed � unless � yes! I would talk to her directly before my dad could poison her mind, and we ended up with something that could only do Office and emails. I shudder to think about how bad the graphics and sound cards would be. Dad wouldn�t even know about solid-state drives and how much faster they were. I couldn�t allow him to mess up this opportunity for an upgrade.
 My only fear was that Caryn would pull the fiscal responsibility card on me. As much as I gamed right now, I couldn�t justify it, but that didn�t mean I didn�t want it. I�d been good until our trip to LA, where I�d treated my friends to a great dinner. Now I was spending money on Duke�s campaign. I was certain she didn�t consider that a necessary business expense. Then I was also sure that three extra little ones would need funds of some kind.
 Wait until Caryn saw what it cost when I actually started to fly. From what I�d heard from Brook, aviation fuel and plane rental weren�t cheap. My goal was to finish up the ground classes this week and start flying next.
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone left the conference room except Peggy and the boys. She stopped me before we walked out. I looked up when Brook stuck her head in, but I put up a finger to tell her I needed a moment to talk to Peggy.
 �What really happened? Why wasn�t I told about Lucas?� Peggy asked.
 I was rather disturbed that my mother had dropped the ball on this. Most likely every guy thinks his mom can do almost nothing wrong. Yes, I knew she wasn�t perfect, but I would never have guessed she would mess up this bad. I was torn between protecting my mom and knowing that I had to come clean if I wanted to keep Peggy in my life. I just wished my uncle was around so I could get a read on what was the best option.
 �Mom dropped the ball.�
 So much for protecting my mom.
 �What do you mean?�
 �Last Sunday, Fritz told us about the problem with not finding any background on Lucas. At first, I thought that meant everything was fine, but Fritz told us it was unusual to find absolutely nothing. For him, that was more disturbing than finding out Lucas had a juvie record. People normally have some sort of electronic trail. For example, I could Google you and find all your social media accounts. Even my grandmother has a Facebook account.�
 I could see the wheels turning, and it seemed Peggy got it.
 �What was the plan once you found that out?�
 �Fritz was going to keep digging. He has sources that you or I would never have. While he figured it out, I was told my mom would let you know. To be honest, I was chicken. I didn�t want to seem like an overprotective jerk.�
 �That would never happen,� Peggy said, setting off my sarcasm detector.
 �Well, I won�t be chicken in the future. I care too much for you to risk you getting taken advantage of.�
 �I can tell you�re not happy with your mom. Are you okay?� Peggy asked.
 �Honestly, I�m not okay. Between Mom potentially putting you and the boys in danger and Brook not being sure if she wants to date me anymore, I�ve had a bad day.�
 �I could make so much money right now,� Peggy said with an evil grin.
 �Financially, your best bet would be to call Halle. Then again, she might have the same issue Brook has when she hears about three more rug-rats,� I said, pulling out my phone. �They are cute.�
 I showed her the pictures.
 �I�m still not sure how you managed to knock up three girls in the span of a few months.�
 �Says the girl who got herself knocked up,� I mumbled.
 �Hey, be nice.�
 �There�s a saying about tossing rocks when you live in a glass house,� I shot back.
 �It is funny, though. If you were anyone else, I would want to watch you on Jerry Springer, explaining to each of the baby mamas what the deal was.�
 That made me chuckle. Jerry Springer was notorious for getting the worst sorts on and exposing them on national TV. It was entertaining to watch the poor knuckleheads make fools of themselves. If it wouldn�t be so emotionally draining, it might be fun to let the fur fly on this one. Brook could play the poor na�ve girlfriend who had no idea what a horndog I was. I suspected Frank would take a dim view of it, though. He was trying to figure out how to spin this so I didn�t look like a typical out-of-control celebrity. Not even Justin Bieber had four babies before he was twenty-one. I might want to stop making fun of him.
 Then again, maybe not. How can anyone not make fun of Justin Bieber, really?
 ◊◊◊
 We walked downstairs and had dinner at my restaurant. Scarlet and Carol joined us. Mom had called Greg, so he and his family showed up. Kyle and Mac wanted to see the baby, while Nate wanted to sit on his uncle�s lap. Scarlet fit in with everyone. She seemed happy to get out of Alabama before her pappy had a shotgun wedding for her.
 Mary Dole just sent out food on platters. She was trying to clean out the walk-in of everything that hadn�t sold over the weekend. I�m sure Greg and I each ate a whole chicken. Nate spilled about half his dinner on me. Next time, he was going to eat in his high chair.
 I never got a chance to speak with Brook. She and Ian left before I could get free. I guessed we would talk when we talked. I was just a little irritated about it all.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 32 � Tell Me a Secret  Monday October 24 
 I opened the back door and found Precious waiting for us. She seemed to glare at Duke, and he gave her a wide berth as he moved around her and then hurried off to do his business. She got up and pushed her way past me to go up the stairs to my apartment. For some reason, I decided that it wouldn�t be worth it to try to stop her. I didn�t feel like bleeding this morning.
 Doc Grog had told me I could start walking and working with the training staff this week to stretch and exercise. The plan was for me to get past the pain. Today, Duke and I were going for a walk. I showed Duke his leash, and he ran over and sat. He knew this meant he would get off the property, so he was on his best behavior. Apparently, my hound missed our morning runs.
 I brought my Bo staff, having had the bright idea I might use it to exercise. I quickly figured out that twisting it was not in the cards. By the time I�d gone a couple of blocks, I was glad I�d brought it, though, because it made an excellent walking stick. I had a bad feeling that if I didn�t get better quickly, I might not be ready for the game on Friday. That made me determined to keep going, even though I felt like hell.
 I thought about all that had happened over the weekend. Something Uncle John had taught me was that I was responsible for my own happiness. Some of the stuff he told me had a new-age feel to it that didn�t appeal to the teenager in me. He�d said that it was up to me to decide how something affected me. What bothered me most wasn�t the discovery that I had three more children by two different mothers, though that was a game-changer, without a doubt. What troubled me was how Brook had effectively bailed on me.
 I�d been thinking in terms of the two of us against the world. Brook and I were a good fit, and I cared about her more than I wanted to admit at this very moment. My first impulse was that I had to fix this. The problem was, there was nothing I could fix right now. I wasn�t even sure yet if the three new babies were mine. I wanted to come up with some brilliant plan that would put Brook�s mind at ease and make it okay for her to put up with my drama.
 Uncle John would have teased me because he�d taught me about people�s success strategies. People had different ways to get others to accept and like them. Some were the teacher�s pet, others the class clown, and so on. It was easy for guys to fall into the role of the one who figured out what was wrong and then solved it. We thought it made us indispensable.
 The flip side of being in charge of your own happiness was that you had to accept that you didn�t have control over anyone else�s. You can�t make someone love you. If Brook didn�t want to go out with me, there was nothing I could do about it. I realize that sounds like a defeatist approach, but my uncle tried to teach me that I was in control of my happiness. If that was the case, then I shouldn�t have to rely on Brook, and our relationship, to create my well-being. The pitfall of depending on Brook to make me happy was that if I tied my happiness to her actions, my emotions would be in constant flux. There was a saying that fit here: you had to like yourself before you could like others.
 When Uncle John had explained it to me, I thought he was crazy and told him so. I�ve always been a romantic at heart and felt that to be happy, I would need someone in my life. I pointed to how happy my parents were. He�s laughed at my idealism many times, and every time, he said that I would understand once I gained some life experience. I hated it when he did stuff like that. What he did, though, was give me the bread crumbs to follow, a path to figure it out when I needed to. It might not have made sense then, but I started to see what he had tried to tell me.
 Part of being in control of your happiness was deciding how to react to something when it happened. Uncle John had given me a real-life example. We�d gone to town and come back to find that the back window of his truck had been busted out. We found a rock in the passenger seat. I was pissed; I couldn�t believe anyone would do something like that. He didn�t seem fazed, so I asked him about it. He told me it was a waste of energy to go postal and discover the evildoer and exact justice. I hated it when he used my words against me. He said he had insurance and would get the window fixed. At the time, I couldn�t believe his attitude.
 This morning, I had a choice to make. I got to decide whether my life was going to be ruined by Brook�s declaration that she needed to think about continuing our relationship.
 Knowing that it was my choice was empowering. It removed that twisty sensation I�d had in my gut that made me feel like I wasn�t in control. Being who I was, that wasn�t good. For me, it was like Tami knowing I had a secret and wouldn�t tell her. I had a take-charge personality that would slowly self-destruct if I thought I wasn�t in charge.
 The other key teaching that Uncle John had imparted to me that applied to this situation was the concept of making people wrong. It was natural to want to be right. Anyone who disagrees with you is wrong. It would be too easy for me to start building the case that Brook was wrong in how she was handling this. Believe me, I�d railed against her on the car ride home last night. It was because of that I hadn�t gone to her and tried to work things out. In the light of day, that was probably for the best.
 My dad had taught me that you praise in public and chastise in private. He took it a step further and said that one of the hardest lessons he�d learned was that when something goes wrong, what mattered was how you handled it. He said you could go on the defensive and point out what everyone else had done for the problem to occur. Or, you could forget about all that for now and fix it.
 He had put what my uncle had told me into a business example. It was every bit as valid in my personal life. Was I going to point out how Brook was wrong and how we could make everything right if she would just work with me on this? That only reminded me of how quickly I could travel down that rabbit hole and spend days tearing myself up about what Brook had done wrong.
 I had to answer two questions honestly. The first was, was it worth all the energy? And the second was, how would Brook react to my approach? The second was probably the easier one to riddle out. No one, especially a teenage girl, ever wants to hear that they�re wrong. If anyone doesn�t believe that, all they have to do is tell a girl exactly that. I would bet that if I took that path, it was much more likely that she would dump me when I made a jerk of myself.
 The first question�s answer was equally easy. If my biggest problem was that I didn�t have enough time to do what Brook wanted to do, when would I find time to worry about this? Don�t get me wrong, Brook was worth whatever it took to keep her in my life. If I knew what she wanted, I would move heaven and earth to make it happen. What I didn�t need to do was obsess about the outcome right now. I had to dial it back and show her I would support whatever decision she made. In the grand scheme of things, this would be merely a blip in my life a couple of years from now. I would ultimately be okay, even if she decided to leave me. I�d been single before, and I would bet big money I would be single in the future.
 When Duke and I made it back to our block, I still hadn�t figured out what I was going to do. My only certainty was that, no matter what, I wanted her to be my friend. With that in mind, I started to formulate how I wanted this to work out in the end.
 I let Duke in the house to go get his morning loving. I found Precious sprawled out on my pillow, sound asleep. That poor cat was about to pop. My best guess was that we would be seeing a litter of kittens by this time next week.
 I took my shower and felt better than I had in the last couple of days. As for my other big issue, having three more children, I knew that nothing there would be resolved quickly. All I had to do was remember that whatever happened, the children were what mattered. If they were mine, I would do whatever was needed to help them. Even if they weren�t, I was sure I would get involved.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got out of the shower, I checked my phone and saw there was a text from Tami. She wanted to video chat before school. I sent her one back, and we were soon online.
 �I think we need to play �Tell Me A Secret,�� Tami said.
 Just what I needed�not! I rolled my eyes. We played this every once in a while if one of us needed a safe way to talk to the other. We�d first played this game when Tami found out her father had another family and didn�t want her in his life.
 �I suppose you want me to go first?�
 �Yes, please.�
 �I want to go to Ohio State for college even though they might not take both Tim and Wolf,� I admitted.
 Oh, my God! Tami Glade had been struck dumb. I wasn�t sure if she was okay until I saw her blink a couple of times.
 �You�d do that?� she asked in disbelief.
 �Would you come with me?� I asked.
 �Uh, I, ah, honestly don�t know,� she said and then gathered her wits. �I thought everyone was going to the same place.�
 �We are. They could walk on,� I said, and the corner of my mouth twitched.
 Tami caught it and then sighed.
 �We need to talk about this,� she said with serious worry in her voice. �I�m sure you�ll end up somewhere that the three of you can play ball together, but it might be time to think about what�s best for you.�
 �So, what�s your secret?� I asked.
 �I�m not done talking about yours,� Tami protested and then glared at me. �And the one you told me has nothing to do with what we really need to talk about.�
 I made my one-eyebrow move and pointed at the clock on my wall.
 �My driver will be here any minute, and I need to get going,� I protested.
 �Okay, okay. My dad wants to introduce me to his family,� she blurted.
 �Whoa, seriously?�
 �I know, right?�
 A car horn sounded outside.
 �I gotta go. I think we have plenty to talk about. How about we do that before we go to bed?� I suggested.
 �Yeah,� Tami agreed. �You�re telling me about your love children and Brook.�
 I disconnected and grabbed Precious. I didn�t need the cat in my apartment all day.
 ◊◊◊
 As I walked out, I set Precious down, and she darted back into my apartment. Fricking cat! I sent a text to Brit to tell her what had happened. I jumped in the back of the SUV and saw that Cassidy was my driver today.
 �Are we picking up Brook?� she asked.
 �I don�t see why not.�
 Cassidy quickly sent a text, and we drove to Brook�s house. I was surprised when Brook was waiting outside for us. She handed me a lunch bag when she got in.
 �Your mom called mine and told her you hadn�t eaten this morning. She said you were talking to Tami,� Brook said, obviously fishing for information.
 I didn�t even bother to worry about how my mom knew Tami would call me this morning. That ship had sailed, and I begrudgingly accepted that my mom liked Tami more than she should. I opened the bag, and inside was a ham, egg, and cheese sandwich on a croissant.
 �Dang, I need to skip breakfast more often,� I said and showed Cassidy.
 Brook pulled another one out of her backpack and handed it over the seat to her best friend. She was buttering her up in case Cassidy had to pick sides in the divorce. Feeding her food like this wasn�t fair.
 Brook looked at me, expecting me to talk. I took a big bite of the sandwich and raised my eyebrows.
 �You�re such a dick sometimes,� Brook said.
 �Be nice,� Cassidy warned.
 �We could take the long way to school today. I bet I can get us out of first period without a problem,� I suggested, waggling my eyebrows.
 I could tell Brook wanted to be mad at me but was losing that battle.
 �David!� Cassidy warned.
 �Let�s lose the peacemaker and have angry make-up sex,� I tried.
 �We might not make it to school before lunchtime,� Brook teased.
 �I have a quiz this morning,� Cassidy complained.
 Brook and I both laughed at that one. Cassidy wasn�t the most diligent of students; she got solid �B�s without even trying. Our little ninja couldn�t care less about missing a quiz.
 When we pulled up to school, Cassidy got out of the car to give us a moment.
 �I still haven�t decided what I want to do,� Brook said.
 �That�s fine. I�m not going to push you one way or the other. I�ll be here when you figure it out, and if you want to talk � well, we can do that too.�
 Brook jumped out of the car and ran inside. This choosing to not let this situation bother me wasn�t as easy as my uncle had made it sound.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare was at my side on our way to math class. It was clear he wanted to tell me something. I�d blocked him from texting me, so his only choices were either writing it down or actually talking to me. As we found our desks, I remembered I wanted to finish up the classroom training for flying. I got my phone out and sent a text to Caryn to get it set up. Dare�s eyes got big, and I looked up to see Ms. Lowden standing next to me. I glanced over at Dare and gave him the stink eye. The little shit might have warned me.
 �Morning,� I said and gave my teacher my best innocent look.
 �What did I say about phones in my class?�
 �That we had to turn them off for quizzes and tests,� I ventured.
 �Nice, try again.�
 �That I�m on the verge of getting detention again.�
 �Turn it off,� she ordered.
 As she made her way to the front of the room, I used my Jedi mind powers to tell Dare that he was dead to me. The expression on his face told me I had finally figured out how to do it. I would have to try it on my mom when I got home. Maybe I could finally get the motorcycle I knew I had to have.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, I was in line, waiting my turn for whatever the mystery meat was today, when Jill Lacier touched my arm.
 �I need to talk to you. Can you join me so we can talk alone?�
 �Yeah, sure. Let me get my lunch, and I�ll be over,� I said and then turned to the lunch lady. �I�m guessing Spam.�
 �Close. Spam is too expensive, but it is ham loaf,� she shared and then leaned forward. �I would get the sack lunch. It�s pastrami on rye.�
 She didn�t have to tell me twice. I grabbed two of them and soon found Jill at a table, all alone. I glanced around and saw Phil watching us with a strange expression. Apparently, his girlfriend hadn�t told him that she and I were having a talk. I almost walked over to my old table when Brook gave me a half-lidded look that didn�t bode well. I figured I�d better talk to Jill and then go make nice.
 �April told me that if I ever got the chance, I should date you.�
 Mr. Happy almost wrenched control of the body from the big brain. He reasoned that Brook and I were �on a break,� so it would be okay. While I formulated my response, Zoe sat down.
 �She would just use you and go back to your brother once she was done,� Zoe said to offer her opinion.
 �I was here first. Take a hike,� Jill said to Zoe.
 �You poor innocent thing. Do you know what a shit-storm you would cause if you went out with him? Scurry back to your boyfriend before he figures out what a little cheater you are.�
 Jill must have realized the giant hole in her plan because she did exactly that. I would have to talk to her later to make sure we had our stories straight. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Phil. In the long run, it might be better to let him know that his girlfriend wasn�t as faithful as he thought.
 �Thanks,� I said to Zoe once Jill had left.
 �Word on the street is that Brook kicked you to the curb.�
 �Where did you hear that?� I asked.
 �Halle.�
 Oh, shit! Peggy had called her. I glanced up, and Destiny was headed our way.
 �Oh, crud,� I said under my breath and held up my hand before Destiny could sit down. �I�ll pick you up Saturday night at six-thirty.�
 I saw Brook stand up, which brought an inner smile. She did still care. Destiny was smart enough to realize that she should make a strategic retreat after getting what she wanted.
 �Brook was nuts to offer you up as a prize,� Zoe said, shaking her head. Then she changed the subject. �Show me the pictures of your kids.�
 It turned out that talking to Zoe was precisely what I needed. She had always been able to put me at ease, and some inner calm started to seep into me. I spent the rest of lunch telling her about my discovery over the weekend. I was in such a good mood that I even let her have half of my second sandwich. Zoe was a good person, and I was glad that she was still a friend.
 ◊◊◊
 The rest of the day went well. In Photography, we worked on campaign posters for Duke. Ms. Saunders had been happy with me using his campaign as my class project and let the work continue, but now with the rest of the class involved. The other students weren�t the most creative bunch in terms of copy, but they could make everything look good. After class, it was finally time to meet with the training staff.
 I found Coaches Hope, Mason, and Rector talking to Mr. Hasting and Doc Grog. Becky and Jill came in when I arrived. Jeff Delahey and his camera crew slipped in. It was clear that Doc Grog wasn�t happy to see them.
 �Looks like everyone�s here,� I said and then addressed the elephant in the room. �I�m fine with Jeff and his crew filming this. If we need to take this offline, we can kick him out.�
 �We might not want to have them in here for this. I would never have allowed this when I was in the NFL. I don�t want to mess up your scholarships or give information to opponents. The last thing we need is them targeting you,� Coach Mason suggested.
 �How about this? You let us film David getting checked and the discussion as to if and when he�ll play. I will guarantee that anything about his specific injuries never makes the air,� Jeff suggested.
 �What do you think, Coach?� I asked Coach Mason.
 �Do you trust him?�
 I shrugged.
 �Jeff has never given me a reason not to take him at his word, but I�m not as sure about his network.�
 �Then I think any serious discussions will be held off-camera. Agreed?� Coach Hope interjected.
 Everyone agreed to the compromise. Jeff�s documentary was important to Lincoln because it was a welcome addition to the process of making us a magnet for the better players who might want to transfer. And that wasn�t only for football.
 The documentary also highlighted the coaches. I suspected everyone knew that Coach Rector would be on to bigger and better things next year. Coach Hope had said he planned to stay here because he didn�t want to coach college ball. Coach Mason was done after this season, so he didn�t care one way or the other, as far as his personal interest was concerned. He was one of my staunchest supporters, and I relied on him to give me advice.
 I looked at Coach Mason, and he nodded.
 Doc Grog had me strip down to my shorts. I was still bruised up and down my right side, and you could see some of the bruises had started to turn yellow as they healed. I should have earned an Academy Award when I didn�t flinch as Doc dug his fingers into my ribs and hip.
 �If he can�t practice, he can�t play,� Coach Hope proclaimed.
 �If you make sure he doesn�t get hit, I will clear him for non-contact practice, at least,� Doc Grog said.
 �You have what you need?� Coach Mason asked Jeff.
 �I�m good, thanks,� Jeff said and left.
 �How is he really?� Coach Hope asked.
 �He put on a good act, but he�s still hurting. I have some tricks up my sleeve that can get him on the field, but you can�t push him yet. He�s still healing. I would say you have him throw some today, and we see how he is tomorrow. Honestly, I doubt he�ll be ready for Friday, but in a pinch, he might be able to play a quarter,� Doc Grog declared.
 I knew that I wouldn�t be able to talk my way onto the field. Coach Mason would put his foot down if he thought I might risk further injury. As much as I wanted to play, I had to admit it was comforting to know that you had someone in your corner. Coach Mason had shown he was someone who�d stand up for me that way, even if I tried to talk him out of it.
 Once the coaches were satisfied, they left to get ready for today. The training staff closed all the doors and gathered around me.
 �We�re going to try a couple of approaches to help you manage the pain. Do you think the pills you�re taking will allow you to throw today?� Doc asked.
 �No. They do help me get through the day and sleep, but they don�t help if I move wrong or try to do anything too strenuous,� I admitted.
 �I�m not interested in upping the dosage right now. What I�d like to do is give you a local anesthetic. At State, we use novocaine to great success. It will numb you up but not mentally impair you,� he told me and then turned to Mr. Hasting. �If this works, I�ll leave you with a supply for the week. Keep me apprised of how he does. If you need me to come back, let me know. I�ll make sure I�m here on Friday and check him before we decide whether he can play or not.�
 He demonstrated how he wanted them to jab me with a needle. They had me wait for about ten minutes and then checked me. I wish they�d done this a couple of weeks ago. I felt great.
 ◊◊◊
 At practice, we did a quick film session and then walked out in shorts and t-shirts. It looked like everyone wanted to see me throw a football. It was like I�d never been hurt. Coach Mason didn�t allow me to rip it or throw deep, but I could make all the passes.
 Then we ran sprints for conditioning. It felt good just to run. I worked up a good sweat, and then they sent me to the showers.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice, Dare finally got brave enough to tell me what he wanted.
 �Can I tag along with you for a while? My mom has a department meeting tonight.�
 �I�m going to be in my flight-school class. I�m not doing anything exciting,� I warned him.
 He nodded that he would be okay. I had Cassidy take us to the little Mexican place that had burritos as big as your head. She and Dare decided they would split one. I bought an extra one for Roy Tyro, my flight instructor.
 Brook had decided to do her own thing tonight. I�d figured she�d want to get in some flight time, but apparently, I was mistaken. We�d talked about Cassidy learning to fly and paid for her time in the simulators to see if she liked it.
 �Do you want to take the class with me?� I asked her.
 �I talked to my dad, and I can�t afford it.�
 �That wasn�t my question. I didn�t ask if you could afford it, I asked if you wanted to take the class,� I said.
 �You and Brook can�t just pay for everything,� she complained.
 I barked out a laugh.
 �As if! When was the last time you ever paid for anything when I was around?� I teased her.
 I laughed when she threatened to stop the car. She sounded just like my mom. When she settled down, I called Fritz and told him it might be helpful if she knew how to fly. He agreed to do it through his company. Of course, that meant I would get the pass-through for the expense. In the end, it was a better idea, tax-wise.
 I introduced Roy to Dare and asked if Roy had anything for Dare to do while we were in class. Roy sent him off to do something, and we got started. The food was a hit with Roy. He said that if I kept it up, he wouldn�t charge me extra for the class time. He�d put this class together just for Cassidy and me.
 ◊◊◊
 Once class was over, Roy walked us out back where we found Dare and several of Roy�s employees flying drones. I about fell over when I realized Dare was animated and talking a mile a minute. We�d finally discovered something the kid loved. I was a little jealous that he�d been doing this while I was stuck listening to Roy jabber on. It appeared that Dare had had a much better time.
 �We�re getting prepared to teach a drone class. You have to have a license to fly them for commercial purposes, so we purchased a couple of different models to see what would work best. They�ve been testing them out tonight,� Roy explained.
 Dare guided a drone with four props toward us.
 �David, you should buy this one.�
 Suddenly, I knew what my parents felt like when Greg or I would find something we had to have that made no sense. I decided to use an oldie but goodie.
 �I need to think about it.�
 �We can probably make you a deal on one of them,� Roy said, playing dumb.
 Dare tried to play it cool, but he was literally quivering, he was so excited.
 �We�ll talk about it later,� I proclaimed, officially becoming my parents.
 �Brook would buy it for him,� Cassidy offered.
 She giggled when I gave her �the look.�
 �Go put it up. We need to go.�
 Did I really say that? Even Roy gave me a funny look at that one. Everyone knew that if there was fun to be had, I was usually the first one in. Tonight, though, I had about fifty things I needed to do before bedtime. I sent Cassidy with Dare to land the drone and take care of it while I asked Roy how much they were. Let�s just say that they didn�t plan to give them away.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare sulked for all of about two minutes before he couldn�t hold it in any longer and told us all about flying the drones. He�d tried them all and decided the last one was superior. Cassidy and I sat quietly as we listened to him say more words than all he�d ever spoken combined since I met him. When we got to his house, we let him out of the car and turned him loose on his mom. It was like I�d just filled him up on cookies and Kool-Aid to give him a sugar buzz. I was sure she wouldn�t want to dump him on me the next time she needed someone to watch him.
 We had several cars parked at our house, forcing us to park on the street. I walked in, and Kyle and Mac ran to me. Each of them wrapped a leg and sat on my shoe. I�d made the mistake of walking like Frankenstein�s monster and letting them catch a ride. Now I was forever stuck with it, not that I minded. Nate reached up, so I bent down to pick him up.
 �Baby crying,� Mac told me.
 Grandma Dawson handed me Carol, who didn�t want anything to do with me. I knew that girls were trouble.
 �Hey,� I barked and blew in her face.
 She stiffened up, and I thought for sure we were in for major hysterics. She blinked three times and then laid her head on my chest.
 �He fix,� Kyle said and then began to giggle when I walked them into the kitchen.
 I saw Ms. Dixon and Tom Dole at the kitchen table with my grandma, dad, and Ian. They were drinking coffee, and it appeared that they�d all had cherry cheesecake. Angie and Scarlet came in and took Nate and Carol from me.
 �You two leave your uncle alone,� Angie scolded Mac and Kyle. �Go play with your dad.�
 �Have a seat. We have news,� Dad told me.
 Cassidy had followed me in, so she stepped into the living room and grabbed a couple of the kitchen chairs that had been stolen for people to sit on there. She came back with Brook, Caryn, and my mom. Brook sat on my leg like old times.
 �We were able to get in front of the judge this afternoon. I wish they would have let us videotape it because it would have been a keeper,� Ms. Dixon said.
 I could tell that I was about to hear some good news.
 �Mr. Fox made his case that Duke wasn�t qualified to run for mayor. I expect he wanted to change the focus from the signatures when he saw we planned to challenge his. Granted, the judge saw the common sense in his argument, but observed that the only qualification to run is that you live within the city limits. I think he might have ruled in favor of Mr. Fox if the idiot hadn�t made an ass out of himself. He basically called the judge stupid if he didn�t deny Duke�s candidacy.
 �Up to that point, the judge was prepared to consider the matter overnight and come back tomorrow. You could see he wasn�t happy with Mr. Fox and decided to go ahead and rule in favor of Duke,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �He�s on the ballot?� I asked.
 Everyone was nodding and had a big grin. It felt like we�d pulled a huge prank.
 �Yep, and then it got better. We challenged Mr. Fox�s signatures. As I told you, it was rumored that he didn�t officially have enough. The judge asked the Supervisor of Elections what her findings were. She confirmed that Mr. Fox was short signatures and recommended that he be removed from the ballot,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �And �?� I asked impatiently.
 �Duke is running essentially unopposed,� Grandma Dawson revealed, ignoring our felonious incumbent. �You missed the congratulatory call from Governor Higgins only a minute ago. He asked if Duke would endorse him. I told him we would have to get back to him.�
 I gave her a confused look.
 �You can�t just say �yes.� We need to get something out of this,� Ian explained.
 I would never understand politics. Then I smiled.
 �The Cubs just made the World Series. Their first game is tomorrow in Cleveland. Do you think we can get tickets like last year?� I asked.
 �It looks like he�s starting to figure it out,� Grandma Dawson said.
 �Wait, I know one of the owners,� I remembered. �I need to find his info and give him a call.�
 Bill Carl and I had met in Chicago at the fundraising dinner in the spring for Governor Higgins, Senator Dixon, and Bev Mass. I�d enjoyed talking to him and his wife. I would have to look him up and see if we might finagle some VIP access. Maybe I could get Duke to throw out the first pitch � with my help, of course.
 Greg stuck his head in from the living room.
 �I want to go,� he said, making his claim to any extra tickets I could snag.
 �We could make it a guys� outing,� Dad suggested.
 �I�m a guy,� Ian chimed in.
 �I�m your girlfriend,� Brook announced.
 When I heard that, I blinked a couple of times, and then the light bulb lit. She�d just told me her decision. I wrapped my arms around her and gave her an inappropriate kiss. Both Ian and Dad cleared their throats to remind us where we were.
 �It�s a school night, and we should get going,� Ian announced, ruining my plans.
 I thought the best part was supposed to be the make-up sex. It sounded like that was off the table. I explained to Brook that I needed to finish the conversation with Tami that she and I had started this morning. That meant that Brook and I would talk tomorrow. I doubt either one of us was thrilled, but she understood.
 Fritz came in as they left. He took Cassidy, Dad, Peggy, and me to the office. I was surprised when Scarlet joined us.
 �She has a suggestion,� Dad said to head me off.
 �I talked to the police, and they still don�t know who Lucas is,� Fritz said, referring to Peggy�s date. �They�ve asked the FBI to get involved because the Feds have more resources, and they believe he�s a foreign national.�
 �What makes them think that?� Peggy asked.
 �He has a tattoo that�s written in Ukrainian,� Fritz said, and then paused to let that sink in before he continued. �I copied the information from the thumb drive to another one. Luckily, I used an old laptop to be safe. Whatever was on the thumb drive trashed it and tried to hijack the laptop�s Wi-Fi connection to link to the Internet. If it�s okay with you, I would like to send it to my friends to examine. When I explained what it did, they were very interested.�
 Dad pointed at Scarlet to join the conversation.
 �I think you need to be mindful that you might have something valuable here and make sure you have an ownership interest in the software. I wouldn�t just give it to anyone. We don�t have the expertise to figure out what�s on that thumb drive. If it�s even half as good as I suspect, you need to protect your interest. If you don�t have some kind of deal in place, they might simply take it from you.�
 �She has a point,� Fritz said.
 �I�ll let you all figure that out. Ms. Dixon needs to get involved because I doubt any of us would know how to protect ourselves in a transaction like this,� Dad said.
 �I agree,� Fritz added.
 I was proud of Scarlet for jumping right in like that. From the way Dad acted, he was impressed with her. I hoped that was an indicator that she would be an asset.
 ◊◊◊
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 The meeting wrapped up, and I asked Scarlet to stay so we could talk.
 �How�s everything going?� I asked.
 �It�s a lot better than living in a trailer.�
 �We talked about pulling in one of those little travel trailers on my grandma�s farm. My mom had other ideas,� I teased.
 �Your mom has been great. She took me to your daycare, and we signed up Carol. She was fascinated with all the other kids running around. I doubt she took her nap. That was why she was so cranky when you came home,� Scarlet explained.
 �I thought I�d lost my touch for a moment.�
 �She knows who her daddy is.�
 I let that one slide. I still wasn�t convinced that a Dawson could produce a girl.
 �What else did you do today?� I asked.
 �Mostly, I met with Caryn and Megan and filled out paperwork. I didn�t realize you had your fingers in so many pies. Caryn assured me that they had plenty for me to do. I think I�m going to like working with them.�
 �They�re both great. Is that where you heard about what Fritz is up to?�
 �Your dad stopped by at lunch and met with everybody. My granddad was the one who really expanded my family�s wealth. He taught me to seek an ownership interest whenever possible. Caryn told me about the wealth-management portion of your business. I pointed out that instead of giving clients to the insurance broker and earning a referral fee, you should have a stake in the company. You already have it with the other lines of business,� Scarlet said as she warmed up to the conversation.
 �I bet Caryn is going to love you working there if you keep coming up with ideas like that.�
 �It�s only common sense.�
 I nodded agreement. That type of common sense would make us money in the long run.
 �What are you doing about living arrangements?� I asked.
 �Your mom found me a rental condo in the same building that Coby�s mother and grandmother live in. Mrs. Bell showed me all the amenities and the security the building provides. I told Ashley that when she moves here, she needs to get one in that building too.�
 �I invited her and her family up for Thanksgiving,� I replied.
 �She told me that. It�s really not a surprise; I�m sure Ashley�s parents want to see where she�ll be living before they give their final blessing.�
 �You know your parents are welcome anytime,� I assured her.
 �Your mom already talked to them, and they plan to come up for Thanksgiving too. It sounds like she plans to have your whole family come so they can watch you win your third state championship.�
 �No pressure there. I just started throwing again.�
 �I might have let the cat out of the bag on that one. Act surprised when they tell you,� Scarlet said.
 �It�s good that you did. I don�t handle surprises very well,� I admitted.
 �I talked to Ms. Dixon today. She�s going to go over my trust documents to see if I can get funds out of it early based on my situation. Your mom took me to the bank and set up an account for me to help pay my expenses for now. I personally want to thank you for that. We haven�t officially gotten the results back on whether you�re Carol�s daddy, and you didn�t have to do all this for me.
 �I don�t know if you realize how much this means to me. Thank you,� Scarlet said as the tears started.
 �My only problem is that Carol�s a girl,� I teased. �Dawsons don�t have girls!�
 �That fact hasn�t been lost on anyone. I suspect everyone you know can�t wait for it to be confirmed that the mighty David Dawson has indeed fathered a little girl.�
 Me and my big mouth. I probably deserved the grief I was about to receive. I prayed that Carol didn�t take too much advantage of being Daddy�s little girl. If I were lucky, she�d be a tomboy and fit in with her brothers. The way karma worked, though, she would be a total girly-girl.
 �I�m sure I can take the abuse.�
 �I�d bet it�s just in good fun.�
 �Probably,� I said. �Do you need anything right now? Are you and Carol good?�
 �I could use a hug.�
 We stood up, and I pulled her into my arms. Scarlet just needed to be assured that everything would be okay. She�d just taken a dramatic, frightening step to ensure her and Carol�s future. I was thankful my mom had stepped up and helped me with this. I shuddered to think how different it would be if I were an average teen. If I were, I might have to drop out of school and get a couple of jobs to support everyone. I said a little prayer to thank God I was in a position to handle all this with my parents� help.
 Mom was probably right. I was giving her gray hair.
 ◊◊◊
 We came out of the office to find my uncle smiling at me.
 �Afraid I�m having a meltdown?� I asked.
 �Your dad suggested it might be time for you and me to touch base. I figured we needed to do this in person.�
 I wasn�t surprised when my mom and dad joined us in the office. We each grabbed a seat.
 �How do you want to do this?� I asked.
 �I suggest we do it in order. Let�s talk about what happened in California.�
 �My friend Halle was being sexually harassed by her costar in her movie. He showed up at a party and forced her and Brook into a room. I doubt he expected Brook could protect herself. Our security and I busted in to rescue Brook and Halle, but in the end, only saved the idiot from any permanent damage.
 �I have no idea what he imagined he would accomplish by ramming our car,� I admitted.
 �Ms. Dixon got a call with more information today,� Dad said. �The police have confirmed that the studio did receive a complaint from Halle about Zander and sat on it. The security Zander had with him was employed by the studio. Ms. Dixon says that regardless of the outcome of the criminal charges, you have strong grounds for a civil suit. She says you could be looking at a big payday based on your injuries. In a way, it was almost like she wished you�d been maimed in some way so we could all get rich,� he added.
 �Yeah, me too,� I deadpanned. �Like walking around like a cripple hasn�t been bad enough.�
 �Don�t get started. We�ve heard all about it over the past few weeks,� Mom teased.
 �I never whine!� I said as whiningly as I could.
 At that moment, I wasn�t in a mood to argue with my mom, so I let it go at Mom�s amused snort. I could see my dad visibly relax when I laughed away her bait.
 �How do you feel about all that?� Uncle John asked.
 I turned to my parents and rolled my eyes. Uncle John had just gone into therapist mode, and they both caught it. He wasn�t amused when we all laughed at him.
 �I can leave,� he threatened.
 �Settle down, John. Even you have to admit that was funny,� Dad chided his brother.
 �Fine. But it�s a legitimate question. What do you want out of all this?�
 �I want Halle to be safe. Thankfully, I expect that with the bad press the studio and Zander have gotten, the studio can�t possibly bring him back. There has been a parade of women who�ve come forward to decry how he treated them.
 �So, I don�t feel I need to do anything else, and I�m not sure I�d want to, as long as Halle�s going to come out of it safe and okay.
 �More generally, I�m sure he�s not the only one in Hollywood, and elsewhere. I�m not prepared to take this on as a cause or anything, though. That being said, I�m not opposed to helping out if someone wanted to take it on.�
 �Would it change your mind if the studio decided to pull the plug on Halle�s film because of all this?� Dad asked.
 �Why, have you heard something?� I asked.
 �I talked to Rita, and she said it was a possibility. Would you forgo your civil suit if the studio sold you and Halle the rights to the movie? Rita�s had a talk with Paul Andon, and his studio is eager to take the project on. They could recast Zander�s role. The hard part is already done. They�ve got the story written, it�s been cast, and a production crew is in place. If they move quickly, they could get it back up and running with minimal disruption.
 �Rita said the current studio would be willing to eat their costs to this point if everyone agreed to settle the civil side of the matter,� Dad said.
 �I bet Saul already has someone for Zander�s role,� I guessed.
 �Halle asked them to talk to Ben Doman.�
 I liked Ben and thought they would make a cute couple for the movie.
 �Do they need me to call Ben to help convince him?� I asked.
 �No. I�m sure Saul has it under control,� Dad said.
 �What do you want to do?� Mom asked.
 �As far as I�m concerned, this solves a lot of problems. I honestly didn�t look forward to being involved in a civil lawsuit. Thinking on it a bit more, if the movie does even moderately well, Halle and I could make out like bandits if we own the rights. That is, if Paul Andon�s studio isn�t too greedy.�
 �I�ll pass the word on to Rita,� Dad said.
 �How do you feel about being a father again?� Uncle John asked.
 Okay, he can�t help himself sometimes.
 �Scared,� I admitted. �I�ve been trying to work on the �not making people wrong� thing you taught me.�
 �How�s that going?� Uncle John asked.
 �It�s harder than I imagined it would be. To be honest, though, it has helped.�
 �How so?�
 �My instinct was to put all the blame on the two girls. I reasoned they were older and had said they were safe. I�d been told that Scarlet was a freaky girl, and what we did pushed the envelope for me,� I admitted.
 �What did you do?� Uncle John asked.
 I glanced over at my parents and decided to come clean. I gave Uncle John a general outline of what had occurred without being too graphic. He got a faraway expression on his face for a moment and then refocused.
 �I don�t know for sure, and I won�t unless I have a chance to talk with Scarlet alone for a while. But I have an idea of how this came about,� he said, turning to focus on me.
 �I got the impression from you or your mom that her dad ruled the family with an iron fist. He kept her pretty close to home and under the parental thumb. Is that right?� Uncle John asked.
 Mom and I looked at each other and then turned back to Uncle John, both nodding.
 �When someone is brought up in that kind of environment, they don�t even realize there�s any other way to live. That�s especially so if they�re immersed in it. The situation also makes them dependent on whoever�s in the driver�s seat, like her dad, or whoever�s supporting it, like her mom. All of their needs for human interaction and intimacy are of necessity met by their dad and mom, in this case. In a very real way, the rigidity and the dependency become comfortable to them. The structure serves as their source of security.
 �But at the same time, such rigidity and dependency can be stifling. The person can feel like they don�t have any identity of their own. That affects them if they suddenly are thrust into an environment where they realize there are other ways relationships can be. They discover that there are new and different experiences to be explored, and they�re like a kid in a candy store where the shopkeeper�s left them completely unsupervised.
 �They want desperately to spread their wings and try new things, but they�re also scared to do so because of their rigid upbringing.
 �It�s like the jokes about preacher�s kids. They always seem to go a little wild.
 �I expect Scarlet probably went a little crazy experimenting within a few months after she first got to college, but at the same time, it might have freaked her out. Eventually, she found a solution in the form of someone who was at least a little kinky and adventurous, and who was willing to help her in a caring way. From what you told me, that�s probably Ashley. Was Ashley the one who set up your playdate?� Uncle John asked.
 �Yes, she did. Scarlet had gone out with one of the other guys I was at camp with the night before and scared him with whatever she suggested they do together,� I explained.
 �You found her tied up?�
 �Yes. It was intentional,� I said.
 �How so?�
 �The best way to describe it was they were in costume. The way Scarlet had been tied up and how her clothes were arranged told me it all had been planned out,� I explained.
 �I�m going to venture off into conjecture now, so don�t take this as gospel until I�ve had a chance to talk to her. I do think I might be more right than wrong, though,� Uncle John said, and waited for me to nod back my understanding.
 �Scarlet probably enjoys the role-playing side of it. Ashley helps her try things she actually wants to experiment with but is too afraid or inhibited to attempt on her own. She may not know it, but something else Ashley helped with is she allowed Scarlet to spread her wings intellectually and develop her own personality. And Scarlet is quite intelligent, from what I�ve heard. If Scarlet is in the right environment, she can become a force to be reckoned with. She�s already shown that with her comments on how to handle Lucas� hacking tools.
 �Now, there are a few possible developments to watch out for. First, in Scarlet�s desire for experimentation isn�t going to go away simply because she�s physically moved far away from her parents and the university. In fact, once she�s alone for a bit, it may surface even more strongly. Scarlet will subconsciously be on the prowl for someone to �play� with. But, if she were to hook up with the wrong person, it might be disastrous for everyone involved.
 �Second, we have no way of knowing whether the relationship between Scarlet and Ashley is going to continue as it is or change. Ashley may not be comfortable in continuing to help her, for example. If she isn�t, eventually she might come to resent any dependency Scarlet shows on her. On the other side of the coin, Scarlet may ultimately resent the fact that Ashley, as the person who was supposed to watch out for her, �let� her get pregnant.� Uncle John paused for a moment and let that sink in.
 It sounded like the two friends might be at odds if we didn�t handle this correctly.
 �So, here are a few suggestions. First, Scarlet needs a support structure around her.� He pointed at me. �You may provide some of that, but it�s the women here who will provide most of it, and they won�t have to do much to provide it.�
 That sounded good to me.
 �Working with Caryn, your mom, and the other women in your business and home life will provide a lot of that. A few of them will need to be aware of what to look for to ensure Scarlet doesn�t step outside of the family if she starts to crave more experimentation. Your mom and Caryn come to mind.
 �Second, I suggest it would be a good idea for Scarlet, and Ashley if she moves here, to have some counseling sessions with me.
 �And third, Scarlet should be encouraged to continue to grow and mature in an intellectual, business, and professional sense.� At this, he smiled. �As I said, you�ve already benefitted from that.�
 Uncle John had admitted he could be wrong about this. I guess we would wait to see what he learned when he talked to her.
 Mom cleared her throat, saving me from more introspection.
 �Thanks for your insight. It explains some things about Scarlet that had been puzzling me,� Mom said.
 �Like what?� Dad asked.
 �The way she described her home life in such a matter-of-fact way was appalling, and it was hard for me to hide my reaction from her. It was like her rebellion to move here was a desperate attempt to escape a bad situation. It confused me as to why it was such a big deal for her, though. I would have just packed up and left,� Mom explained.
 �To go against her father�s wishes is probably hard for Scarlet, especially when he was actively pushing them on her. As I said, it would be a good idea for me to sit down with her and talk about it to see if I can help,� Uncle John suggested. Then he turned and looked at me again, grinning.
 �Now, let�s get back to not making those girls wrong.�
 �It�s been hard not to do it, but at least with respect to Scarlet and Ashley, it�ll be easier to avoid after this talk.
 �With Brook, it�s a bit different, because I keep feeling like she wants to walk away without thinking everything through. Luckily, I managed to not just blurt that out to her, and I didn�t argue with her about it, even though I wanted to.
 �Keeping the focus on winning the argument and not on the outcome I want is a habit I have to break. I honestly expect that if I hadn�t stopped myself from trying to win, Brook would have left me over all this. It took me some time to remember what you taught me. I want to thank you for that,� I said.
 �If I remember correctly, you didn�t believe me at the time,� Uncle John teased.
 �I think I�ve progressed a bit since that summer,� I retorted.
 �We all agree that you�ve come a long way,� Dad assured me.
 �How do you think this helped you save your relationship with Brook?� Uncle John asked.
 I gave a heavy sigh. Was he really going to ask me to bare my soul like this?
 �It allowed me to push away most of the negative thoughts. In the past, I would have run through everything I imagined Brook had done wrong to me, or where she�d not seen my side of what I�d faced. On my trip from Chicago, I allowed myself to go there and wasn�t happy with how Brook had reacted. This morning, I remembered what you taught me. It helped me take a step back and consider the big picture and what I wanted the outcome to be.
 �When I viewed it from that angle, I didn�t see where being right and proving her wrong would solve anything. I might feel vindicated, but Brook would have dumped me,� I shared.
 Uncle John was nodding his approval.
 �How did that make you feel?�
 Damn him and that stupid phrase.
 �You know what it felt like,� I accused him, and he smiled. �I didn�t feel like I was going to knot up inside. The stress was much less. I still worried that Brook wouldn�t be in my life, but I knew if she wasn�t, it was okay. It was weird how much better I felt about it. I really don�t know how to explain it.�
 �You did just fine. What you�ll find is that if you have to be right and make the other person wrong, there�s no room for compromise. It almost guarantees you�ll fail unless the other person surrenders. You take that out of the equation, and it removes the need to protect your ego. It allows you to work toward a solution without emotions stopping you,� Uncle John explained.
 �I�m not there yet. It was far too easy to fall back into that trap.�
 �I�m proud of you. Do you realize that you take my coaching far better than most people do?� Uncle John asked.
 �I guess I wanted to change. Now that I look back, I realize I wasn�t happy with the way my life was going at the time.�
 �I know. I want you to think for a moment about all your friends and your brother. We worked to set goals and figure out what would make them happy. Do you see them executing their plans? I would bet that most of their success could be tied to you paving the way for them. In the long run, do you think that�s doing them any favors?� Uncle John asked.
 �You realize that�s not going to stop me from helping them,� I said.
 �I�m sure it�s not. I just wanted to tell you that I�m proud of you. No matter how it goes, I don�t want you to get frustrated with people when you show them the way, and they don�t follow. They have to want it for themselves.�
 �We never talked about three more babies in my life.�
 Uncle John laughed.
 �What does Tami call you? �Stupid boy�? There�s no putting the genie back in the bottle on that one. As far as I can tell, you�re handling it as best you can. Find out for sure if they�re yours, and if they are, man up.�
 �I still say we should get him fixed,� Mom shared.
 �He would just get fat and lie around the house all day,� Dad predicted.
 I gave them my best put-out teenager expression and stomped out for good measure. I�m sure I made my mom�s day.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got up to my apartment, I jumped onto video chat with Tami and gave her my best winning smile.
 �Brook came to her senses,� I announced.
 �Thank God! I was afraid she was going to get back together with you.�
 I gave her my blank look and blinked a couple of times. Then I saw the smirk sneak onto her face.
 �I don�t know why I put up with you. I have friends who are nice to me,� I complained.
 �You�re such a baby sometimes. Admit it, if you could have pulled that on me, you would�ve done it in a heartbeat.�
 Tami was right. It was a pretty good prank.
 �You�re not going to bring me down. So, what did you want to talk about?� I asked.
 �I talked to Tim and Wolf, and they don�t want to hold you back if you really want to go to Ohio State.�
 This time I really was in shock. When we played the �secret� game, it was supposed to be confidential.
 �I knew you would never talk to them, so I did you a favor,� Tami said helpfully.
 Oh! My! God! Tami Glade had gotten me twice.
 �You are so dead to me,� I threatened to her peals of laughter. �Why do I even bother having a serious conversation with you?�
 �Because you love me.�
 �I�m starting to rethink that.�
 �Do you really want to go to Ohio State?�
 �Kind of,� I admitted. �I have to admit that Alabama was great, too.�
 �Tim did say that he wished they�d offered all of you. He told me you worried they wouldn�t use your full talent if you went there.�
 �Their coach said he would, but I have my doubts. Most likely, I would spend the majority of my time handing the ball off and making safe passes. I can�t blame them, though. They have crazy-good talent. Their ideal quarterback is like an old-school point guard who distributes the ball. They aren�t looking for someone to create on their own and score,� I explained.
 �If you had to pick right now, who would it be?�
 �It would come down to Oklahoma, USC, and Michigan. Ask me next week, and I�m sure it�ll change.�
 �You do realize Oklahoma isn�t in the same league as the other two, academically.�
 �I�ll admit I forgot about that. It�s too easy to get caught up in football. Thank you for reminding me; I�ll have to keep that in mind.�
 �Tell me about Babygate.�
 I caught her up with everything. Of course, I was sure my mom had filled her in, but Tami wanted to hear it from me. I�d noticed that lately, she would listen but not offer her advice. So, when I finished, I asked her about it.
 �I�m sure you�ve thought it out, and if you needed my advice, you�d ask for it.�
 �Are you teasing me?� I asked.
 �No, I�m serious. I talked to my mom about it. She pointed out that you�d started to grow up, and if I ever wanted you to be the kind of man I wanted, I had to let you become that. That doesn�t mean I don�t keep tabs; I do. I realize you�re not going off and doing things just to do them. For the important decisions, you bounce them off people you trust. In the end, you still decide on your own, which is what I�ve always wanted for you, even if I didn�t always show it,� Tami shared.
 Tami and I had drifted apart over the last couple of years. I had a list of grievances that led me to question where we were even as friends. Those included her and Tim trashing my apartment, and her being upset when I went to Brook for advice instead of her. Her comment about me finally growing up brought up some of the same issues that had caused me to pull back.
 I had to ask myself, what did I really want from Tami? Over the past couple of years, I�d allowed her to get away with a lot of stuff that I wouldn�t put up with from anyone else. I realize that from the outside, it probably looked like I was a complete idiot. I�m sure that if I had seen how things had gone for the two of us in another set of friends, I would�ve advised the guy to walk. The logical side of me said I should cut my losses and move on.
 The problem was that Tami was more than just a childhood friend. Of all my friends, only Tracy could drive me as crazy as Tami could. The reason those two could get under my skin so much was that I cared. Tami and I had a history. When I was growing up, I was closer to her than anyone else, and that included my family. That was why I�d almost lost my mind when she told me about her and other guys. As hard as it was to admit, even I realized that wasn�t healthy on my part. That was why it was such a big deal that I finally had gotten to a place where I could think of her with Tim and not worry about it.
 As much as I cared for Tracy, she and I would never ever get back together. Did I want the same with Tami?
 I expect this contemplation had come from my uncertainty earlier this week when Brook wasn�t sure about our relationship. The thought of losing her made me face some hard truths. I might not be with Brook for the long haul. I knew for a fact that we would most likely not go to the same college. She was considering schools like the University of Chicago, and Penn and the other Ivy League schools, none of which had a football program worth a damn. We both recognized that once high school was done, we would part ways.
 Almost losing Brook made me realize that I couldn�t take Tami for granted. With that in mind, I asked her a question I never imagined I would, at least not now.
 �You ready for us to go out?�
 Tami took a moment to answer. I expect she was doing the relationship calculus like I�d just done.
 �At this point, I think I�m the one who needs to grow up. Dating Tim has been good for me. I�m starting to see how truly terrible I was to you. It was all about me and controlling you. Tim doesn�t put up with my crap. He�s been good for me.�
 �You always told me that you needed to go out and date. It�s been hard for me to accept that. I agree, Tim�s a great guy, and I�m glad you two are together. I guess I was gauging where you thought we were. Do you think we will ever have our �someday�?� I asked.
 �I honestly do, but that isn�t today. You care too much about Brook to ever hurt her, and I couldn�t do that to Tim. I doubt that either one of them is our soul mate. But I think they�re perfect for our right now.�
 �I like that. You should know that this time last year, I would have said �hell, no.� Today, I think there might be a chance.�
 In my mind, that helped clear things up a little. I knew that we probably would never get back together as more than close friends. I guess I simply needed to be reassured that Tami and I were okay that way. For me, saying we might have a chance, even if it�s only to remain long-term friends, was a big step. The pragmatist in me knew that a �someday� for us as anything other than friends was a vanishingly small possibility. Just knowing we were on the same page for a change was a relief.
 �Before we get too deep into this, I need to tell you about my dad,� she said to change the topic.
 �What�s that all about? I thought he didn�t want to have anything to do with you.�
 When she browbeat her mom into getting them in contact with one another, he�d told her exactly that.
 �His boys got curious, and they want to meet me.�
 �Then, this isn�t about your dad wanting to get to know you?�
 �That�s a good question. I don�t know.�
 �Do you think it�s time to let him into your life?�
 �I don�t know. There�s still a lot of anger inside me over how he handled it when I was younger. I�m not sure I want to open those old wounds,� Tami admitted.
 �What about your brothers? Don�t you want to meet them?� I asked.
 �Remember how you reacted when you found out about Phil?�
 �He turned out to be okay. I�m glad I know him, now that I�ve given him a chance.�
 �Maybe I could meet them. The more I think about it, the more I realize I don�t want my dad in my life now. He�s had all my life to reach out and hasn�t.�
 �Why don�t you take them to dinner? Just the three of you,� I suggested.
 �Do you really think I should?�
 �It�s not their fault they never met their sister.�
 She got a faraway look.
 �Hey, if I got Cubs tickets for a World Series game, would you want to go?�
 �I would have your love child and break up with Tim if you took me,� she said way too seriously.
 �You better not let my mom hear you say that. I got threatened with getting snipped again tonight.�
 �Okay, let�s just say I would owe you big time,� Tami offered.
 Wow. How the tables had turned in our relationship.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 34 � Nagging About Grandkids  Tuesday October 25 
 I�d been afraid I would wake up and hurt from yesterday�s activity. While I could tell I�d pushed my limits some, it was more a good hurt, the kind you get from working out and not the sort from being injured. Today, for the first time, I felt like I would eventually be okay.
 Duke heard me awaken and jumped on my bed for me to love him up. I must have found the right spot because he stretched out his neck, and his back leg began to jerk back and forth like he was scratching himself. I�d wanted a similar experience with Brook last night, but her dad made her go home. He just didn�t understand young love. Or maybe he understood too well �
 It�s incredible the difference a day made. Now all that was left to deal with was Babygate, as Tami called it. Ashley and Scarlet were significantly different from Pam in that they were older and able to stand on their own, or so I hoped. I made a mental note to carve out some time for Pam. I didn�t want her to think I�d forgotten about her.
 Duke and I got ready for our walk. When we arrived downstairs, Brit and Precious met us by the door, and Precious pushed by us and ran up the stairs.
 �Good morning,� I said.
 �David, I need your help. I think Precious wants to have her kittens here.�
 I started to shake my head, but Brit stopped me.
 �Just listen to me. My idiot brothers tormented Precious when she was a kitten, and consequently, I don�t believe she feels safe having hers around them. I found her in Duke�s crate, rearranging it. I suspect she�s starting to nest to get ready.�
 Duke wouldn�t be happy about that. I�d gotten him a dog bed and blanket that he�d worked to get exactly right for him to sleep. Little David had made the mistake of crawling into the crate once, and Duke had come and tattled on him. It was almost as bad as when the boys would get into his toys. Duke had a big heart, but he had issues with sharing.
 �I�m not sure I want Precious taking over my apartment.�
 �If it weren�t for you, she wouldn�t be pregnant,� Brit accused.
 �How is it my fault?� I asked.
 �You let Halle�s cat get at her. You could have stopped this.�
 Welp, the cat was out of the bag, so to speak. I�d not shared the fact that Bandit was the father. I guess it wasn�t that hard to figure out.
 �Hang on. You seriously expected me to reach down and break that up? The best-case scenario would have been me losing a couple of fingers, if not my hand.�
 Sometimes, I earn my moniker. Brit had been fishing to see if I would fess up. Now she had me and knew it.
 �Just consider her another mother who needs your help with her babies.�
 �That was low,� I said, shaking my head. �If she has her kittens in my apartment, you have to take care of them.�
 �I wouldn�t have it any other way. Don�t worry, I�ll bring over everything she�ll need.�
 I gathered my hound, and we left for our walk.
 ◊◊◊
 Mom informed me that I would not skip breakfast and make Brook�s mom feed me. Chuck drove today, so I had to explain what he missed yesterday. There weren�t any croissants at the Dawson household, but we did have a breakfast casserole that everyone liked. I�d survived this long without fancy breakfast sandwiches, and so was content with eating at home.
 Brook had waited for us. I don�t think she thought her mom was ready to face me yet, now that we were back together. I suspected her mom secretly had the hots for me, but I�ve been wrong about that sort of thing in the past.
 �You were too busy to even call me last night?� Brook teased when she got into the car.
 Maybe I should check out her mom. I didn�t need this to start my day.
 �Silly girl,� I said, then moved into her personal space.
 �Just kiss me and make it all better,� she whispered.
 I�m sure we each wanted to remind the other what we had together. It seemed like only a moment later when Chuck pulled to a stop in front of the school. I wanted to have him drive around the block a few times, but Brook found the door handle and about fell out of the car.
 �Dork,� I observed as she clutched me to keep from sprawling on the pavement.
 �Come on. I need to parade you past a few people so they understand who you belong to.�
 �You need to tell Halle. I think she plans to fly in today.�
 �Taken care of,� Brook said.
 She pulled me out of the car and latched onto my arm. Then Dare ruined her plans as he bounded up.
 �David took me to the airport and let me fly drones yesterday.�
 Brook didn�t have the heart to tell him to get lost so she could re-stake her claim. We�d both tried to bring Dare out of his shell; she wasn�t about to shut him down. The two of them walked in front of me as he talked on and on about how I should buy one for him to thoroughly test out its capabilities.
 Dare had done his homework and said that it had a lot of different applications. He explained how my mom�s real estate business might make videos of properties and suggested that it would be useful for my security. Truthfully, he impressed me with the way he was building his arguments. He unknowingly constructed a case I could present to Caryn so she wouldn�t take my head off if I bought one. Dare said he would volunteer to take the class and then would fly it for me.
 I guess Dare assumed Brook was in charge in our relationship and that if he convinced her, I would fall into line. I hated to tell him that only worked for married couples. Most single guys hadn�t been fully trained yet.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare and I arrived late for Chemistry because Zoe stopped me in the hall between classes and seemed upset.
 �I�m afraid I might have to go back to being homeschooled. Mr. Dutton embarrassed me when he handed back our pop quizzes from yesterday.�
 I gave her a curious look, and she handed me the quiz. The test had twenty multiple-choice questions with A/B/C/D options. After that, it had five slots where you wrote in your answer. At the top, I saw that she�d only scored ten out of twenty-five.
 �He embarrassed you because you hadn�t studied?� I asked.
 She blushed and pointed at the bottom.
 �I didn�t know the answers,� she explained.
 In slots twenty-one through twenty-five, she�d written �Jesus,� and to the side, it said, �Jesus is always the answer.� That made me smirk. Underneath it, Mr. Dutton wrote, �Jesus didn�t save you this time.� Zoe did not find my reaction to his response amusing.
 �It�s not funny. What am I going to do?�
 It took me a few minutes to talk her down, but once she realized he hadn�t singled her out, she relaxed a bit. I told her what he�d done when Alan skipped his class. It even shocked me when Alan hadn�t been there. Alan had forgotten to tell us that he had a doctor�s appointment. The next day, we walked in, and on the whiteboard was a missing person poster with Alan�s picture on it. I reassured her that he just had a warped sense of humor.
 �Darius; David,� Mr. Dutton intoned as we made our way to our desks.
 �We had to deal with a crisis. Everything is okay now,� I assured him.
 �Do you have any cash on you?� he asked me.
 I pulled out my money clip and showed him. I kept my larger bills on the outside and the smaller ones in the middle. Mr. Dutton took my cash, extracted a hundred-dollar bill, and handed the rest back.
 �Thanks, I need this for demonstration purposes,� he explained and then turned to the class as he held up the bill. �Today, we are going to be doing an experiment. When enough heat is applied, this will burn. Who can tell me what happens, chemically?�
 I had an uneasy suspicion that Mr. Dutton might actually set my money on fire. The rest of the class seemed to suspect that as well, but didn�t appear as concerned as I was. He pointed at me to answer.
 �Burning is a chemical process by which two atoms or molecules combine with each other. This combining releases energy in the form of heat. One of the two molecules is usually oxygen or something chemically similar called an oxidizer,� I answered, quoting from our textbook.
 Learning my lines for movies had taught me that I could also memorize textbook sections if I applied myself.
 �Very good. Money is composed of 25 percent linen and 75 percent cotton. If I put a flame to it, we would expect that it would catch fire. What if I got it wet? Do you think it would burn, then?� Mr. Dutton asked.
 The class seemed divided. We watched as he dunked my hundred-dollar bill into a bowl of liquid and then pulled it out wet. I rose halfway out of my chair when Mr. Dutton pulled a lighter out of his pocket and put the flame under my money. When the bill literally burst into flames, the class erupted. I couldn�t believe that he�d torched a hundred dollars. Had I known what he would do, I would have given him a one.
 Then, as if by magic, the flames vanished, and my money appeared unscathed. We all looked on in stunned silence.
 �I want you all to take the next fifteen minutes to try to figure out what just happened. Write it down, and we will count this as a quiz.�
 We all sat there in shock, and slowly our brains tried to wrap themselves around what we�d witnessed. I glanced over at Dare, and he�d already written his answer down. The little shit covered it up as if I would steal it from him.
 Once Mr. Dutton had collected the papers, he read a few aloud. Half the class claimed to be convinced he was some kind of magician or warlock and just outed himself. The other half guessed he�d used some type of accelerant that didn�t burn hot enough to catch the money on fire. Mr. Dutton clued us in that he�d soaked the bill in ethanol. I loved it when teachers got creative. It made learning fun.
 ◊◊◊
 At football practice, I split time with Trent at quarterback. Coach Mason was happy with how I threw the ball, so he sent me in early. He planned to start Trent and only use me as an emergency backup. His goal today was simply to confirm that yesterday wasn�t a fluke and that I could still make the plays.
 The plan for after-school fun was to go to the airport again. Tomorrow, I had my Japanese tutoring. Brook came along because she needed more flight time. It wasn�t a shock when Dare met us in the parking lot.
 �I called my mom, and she said I could go with you tonight.�
 �I bet she did,� I said under my breath so that only Brook heard as we walked up to the SUV.
 Cassidy came out of the Lincoln Field House freshly showered. She�d run the football team through an abbreviated version of sixty minutes of hell.
 �Where were you?� she asked.
 �The training staff wanted to check me over.�
 She mumbled something about me being a wimp and then smiled at Brook.
 �Glad to see you two back together.�
 �He couldn�t live without me,� Brook shared.
 I got into the back row of the SUV and frowned when Dare joined me. Brook and Cassidy found that amusing. I instructed Chuck to swing by my restaurant. Mary Dole had made a to-go food order for us to take to class. It took both Chuck and Cassidy to haul it all out. As soon as they put it in the back, my mouth watered from the smell of the fried chicken.
 Mary had made enough for a small army, so I had Roy invite his whole staff to eat. I figured it was a partial payment for him allowing Dare to fly his drones. They�d invited some people out who were interested in the drone class so they could get an opportunity to fly a drone before they signed up. More than anything, I expect it was a marketing strategy to sell them a drone. I imagined Roy expected I would end up buying one, so I didn�t feel too bad about letting Dare loose on his staff.
 Today, in flight school, we learned about planning and navigation. The flight planning process was detailed and required plotting our expected course on a chart. Roy then had us calculate airspeed and magnetic heading for each leg of the trip. This led to computing estimated fuel usage and flight time. We had to learn to do it by hand so that we understood the math behind it all. Once we had the concepts down, he directed us to download an app to our phones and tablets. I expected that today, and maybe on the test, would be the last time I planned a flight by hand.
 After class, Cassidy ran off to find Brook. Brook had sent us a text saying that she had just landed and was helping to tie down the plane they�d used. Roy and I grabbed some leftover chicken and then walked over to one of the hangars where Roy�s staff demonstrated the drones. We found Dare in an animated conversation with an older gentleman who looked like a model. He appeared to be in his fifties and my height, with blond hair and blue eyes.
 �As I said, there are technologies currently available that can easily be used to improve on this model. For example, cars have collision-avoidance sensors and software. If you took that a step further, you might program a drone to either make a stable platform for video or detect sniper fire and avoid it.�
 �Why are the propellers in a fixed position?� Dare asked. �Wouldn�t it make more sense to allow them to tilt and work independently?�
 The man saw me come up, and he smiled.
 �I know who you are. I�m a big fan,� he said, shaking my hand. �Pleased to meet you. I�m Hunter.�
 �Do you plan to take the class?� I asked.
 �Possibly, but I�m not sure. I happened to be in the area and stopped by to check it out and met Darius. From what I can see, I think he has a real future in this. You should encourage him and buy him a drone.�
 I looked over at Dare, who was busy landing the drone to put it up for the night.
 �It has gotten him out of his shell. Usually, he�s shy.�
 �Well, I did what I wanted tonight. I�m sure we�ll meet again,� Hunter told me, shook my hand, and then turned to say goodbye to Dare.
 Roy edged up.
 �You ready to buy one?�
 �Yeah. I�m sure Dare knows which one I need.�
 Brook and Cassidy found us. I told Brook I�d agreed to buy a drone and let her break it to Dare. I now knew how the Grinch felt at the end of How the Grinch Stole Christmas when his heart grew three sizes. Making someone that happy makes you feel good about life. I even let him take it home so he could show it to his mom. I would bet that he wouldn�t sleep tonight.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday October 26 
 Tonight, I had my Japanese language class with Hana Yamamura. She�d helped me learn my lines and acted as our interpreter when we traveled to Japan over the summer. Last spring, she�d made us traditional Japanese dishes before our sessions to prepare us for the cuisine. I�d made her a deal that I would cook this time so we could have the training at my place.
 Both Cassidy and Brook joined me most times. Last spring, it was because they�d both planned to travel with me to Japan. For Cassidy, it was more of a refresher course because she�d lived there while her dad was stationed at Iwakuni, Japan. Cassidy had asked that we visit the Marine air base while we were there. It turned out to be one of the highlights of our trip.
 While we were on set, Hana had fallen for one of the other actors, Jiro Yamashita. She�d decided to stay in Japan over the summer to get to know him better, then come back to finish her college education. Hana had agreed to fill the same role for me this time, in part because Jiro had a role in the J-drama I was shooting over Christmas.
 I was busy making dinner�spaghetti and meatballs, salad, and garlic bread�when the back door opened and Mac and Kyle tried to come in, pushing a stroller. I hurried over to help them get it through the door.
 �Mama Peggy said to help,� Mac said seriously.
 I saw she had Angie�s van, and it was packed with car seats. The poor girl had picked up ours and Greg�s horde. What would she do if Ashley moved here with Dawson and Allen? We might have to get a school bus.
 I scooped Coby out of his stroller and told him hello. I found a high chair, strapped him in, and then trotted out to help Peggy. Kyle and Mac had released Duke, and they were all romping in the backyard. Nate was throwing a fit because he remained imprisoned in his car seat while Peggy was tied up tending to Little David and Carol.
 �Can you get him?�
 �Hello, Big Boy. How�s my favorite nephew?� I asked Nate.
 He held up his arms, and I began to free him. Someone needed a nap. Peggy handed me Little David, and I took the two of them into the house. Coby, the little monkey, had started to climb out of his high chair.
 �Hang on!� I yelled before he flipped over the top and landed on his head.
 I blocked Coby from crawling out and was glad Peggy had a free hand when she came in.
 �That�s his new trick. He can also climb out of his bed and playpen. I dread to see what trouble he gets into when he can walk.�
 Visions of him scaling the baby gate at the top of my stairs raced through my brain.
 �How did you get stuck picking them all up?� I asked.
 �Angie and Greg have tests this week, so I said I�d watch them,� she explained.
 Then Peggy told me about Lucas, the guy who tried to break into our home-office computer.
 �Fritz called me and told me they�ve identified Lucas. He�s a Ukrainian citizen whose real name is Mark Lukashenko. He�s here illegally, and Interpol has an active warrant out for him. Lukashenko is a suspect in several cases of confidence schemes and identity theft. Fritz said that they plan to deport him.�
 I hadn�t expected that. My dad and uncle sometimes debated the issue of illegals, and at times their discussion got heated. I didn�t have a dog in the fight, so I left them to it. If pushed, it�s my opinion that if Mark was a criminal with warrants out in other countries, we should cooperate and send him to face justice. Other than that, no way would I touch the issue.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook and Cassidy came in the back door to the chaos of all the little ones gone wild. I didn�t blame Brook when she stiffened at the sight. Mac and Kyle were chasing Duke, while Nate had a handful of Duke�s dog food (which I suspected would be in his mouth next). Little David was testing out his walking abilities, and Coby was in the process of climbing out of his high chair again. Meanwhile, Carol had decided she wasn�t happy and wanted to test out her lung capacity. Dear God! What had I gotten myself into?
 �I totally understand if you want out of all this. Right this minute, I want out, too,� I said to Brook to address her concerns.
 She took a deep breath, then walked over to Nate and fought him to have him give up his dog food. Cassidy bent down, and Little David came to her. His last few steps suddenly sped up, and he stumbled. Thankfully, she caught him. Peggy put Cheerios on Coby�s tray to distract him, and I picked up Carol. Tonight, my superhero ability didn�t seem to be working.
 I was never so happy to see my mom walk through the back door. She had Scarlet with her, and I handed Carol off to her mom. Dad and Uncle John came in next, followed shortly after by Hana. Now that we had the little monsters outnumbered, we were at last able to get them settled down.
 Dad motioned for me to follow him to the office. I knew something was up when he closed the door.
 �The test results are back,� he said as he handed me an envelope.
 The DNA test results had finally arrived. I didn�t stop to consider what it meant, I simply opened it. The letter said that, in fact, I was the father of all three of Ashley and Scarlet�s munchkins.
 �Ms. Dixon talked to her family law specialist,� Dad continued. �He said that you should voluntarily set up an informal monthly payment system to support your children. In the future, it can be used as a pattern and sign of good faith if either girl decides to take you to court for child support.�
 �How much should I pay them?� I asked.
 �Ms. Dixon told me that the national average, according to the Census Bureau, was $430 per month.�
 �That doesn�t sound like it�s nearly enough,� I pondered.
 �I agree. Ms. Dixon�s firm has a calculator, and based on your monthly income ��
 �Hang on. I have a monthly income?� I asked.
 �What do you think Caryn has been depositing into your bank account each month?� Dad asked.
 �My allowance?�
 �For tax purposes, it�s your income,� Dad explained.
 �So, she can�t complain about how I spend it?� I asked for clarification.
 �Would you rather I have your mom monitor your spending?�
 �I guess we got off track,� I said and quickly diverted the conversation back to how much child support I should be paying.
 �Ms. Dixon said you would be expected to pay $884 per month for an individual child. The calculation is less per child if you do it based on three, but she said that we should start here. Ms. Dixon said that in your case, she would recommend you give them each a lump sum payment equal to eight and nine months of missed support payments to date. Then pay $1,000 per month to Scarlet and $1,500 to Ashley,� Dad explained.
 The twins had been born early, in February. Carol was a March baby.
 �What do you recommend I should do?� I asked.
 �I would give them a larger upfront payment, then pay them what Ms. Dixon suggested monthly, and hope for the best.�
 �Sounds good. I bet Mom will stop nagging me about providing her with grandkids now.�
 Dad got serious.
 �I wouldn�t bring that up if I were you.�
 Sometimes it was better to listen to your elders.
 ◊◊◊
 I came out, found Scarlet and Carol, and brought them into the office.
 �Hang on while I get Ashley on the phone. I got back the DNA results,� I said.
 While we waited for Ashley to pick up, I handed Scarlet the envelope because she clearly didn�t want to wait to know.
 �I thought you�d forgotten about me,� Ashley complained by way of answering the phone.
 �I have you on speakerphone with Scarlet,� I warned her.
 �Yes!� Scarlet exclaimed when she read the letter. �David just got the DNA results back, and he is the father of all our children.�
 �Was there ever any doubt?� Ashley asked.
 �I was pretty sure,� Scarlet answered.
 �Slut,� Ashley called her friend.
 �Okay, before this gets interesting, let�s talk about it. Now that we know for sure the kids are mine, we can move forward with confidence,� I said.
 I told them what I planned to do as far as child support.
 �Now I wish I�d told you sooner. I could have moved out,� Ashley shared.
 �I hope you realize this is only temporary. Once I get my trust, I won�t need this,� Scarlet told me.
 �For now, I can afford it. Once I�m a poor college kid, we can renegotiate the payments,� I said half-seriously.
 �All I know is, I appreciate the help. I�m tired of going hat in hand to beg money from my dad just so I can buy diapers,� Ashley said.
 �Do you want me to wire you funds?� I asked, worried her parents weren�t supporting her.
 �No. My dad just likes lording it over me. If it weren�t for the boys, I would have moved out long ago.�
 �You need to get your butt up here. I miss you,� Scarlet said.
 �I�ll be up in a month.�
 �Do you want to be roommates? There�s a four-bedroom unit in the building I�m in. David�s mom said that she can get my lease switched to that unit since I haven�t moved in yet.�
 �It would be like old times in the sorority,� Ashley said.
 �Should I switch units?�
 �Yeah, let�s do it. I�d be more at ease, knowing you were there for me.�
 I told them both I looked forward to them being near so I could get to know them and the kids. With that settled, I left them to plan how they wanted to decorate the condo, now that they had money.
 ◊◊◊
 �We have to make this short,� I told Hana. �I recorded the Cubs game. They moved it up because of weather concerns, and I want to watch it before someone tells me who won.�
 Last night, they�d lost to the Cleveland Indians 6�0, so they wanted to win tonight. That way, when they came back to Chicago for the next three games, the Cubs would have a chance to win the series at home if they swept.
 Hana had broken my script down into sections and had written my lines phonetically to help me learn them. I surprised her when I recited them almost correctly on the first try. The lure of watching the Beloved Cubs play ball provided ample motivation for me.
 �I think I�ll give you a pass and let you watch the game,� Hana suggested, becoming my best tutor ever.
 I didn�t wait to hear the final verdict as I grabbed the remote and turned the game on. It seemed I had some issue recording because the Cubs already had a 1�0 lead with their ace, Jake Arrieta, on the mound. We settled in and enjoyed the game. I was happy when the Cubbies won 5�1 and tied the series.
 I�d approached both the governor and Bill Carl about getting a block of tickets for Sunday�s game at Wrigley Field in Chicago. Mr. Carl was one of the Cubs owners whom I had previously met at a political fundraiser. Both Tami and Greg had been harassing me about a status update. Even Uncle John had caught wind of a possible guys� outing.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 35 � Vitamin T  Friday October 28 
 I�d recorded the latest episode of the documentary and gotten a chance to watch it before going to bed last night. This one focused on how we handled academics. Ms. Jaroslav talked about how the school made tutors available for football players and how we�d organized study groups for classes that both athletes and ordinary students alike participated in. I�d heard that last semester, it had been reported the athletes� grades had improved on average. What I didn�t know was that all the participants� grades were better.
 She�d also disclosed that the standardized test scores had improved as well. Most people considered that an important indicator, one that reflected well on the school as a whole, not solely on athletes. My mom had mentioned that she used stats like that to help people decide to move here.
 The documentary also showed that Ms. Jaroslav checked each athlete�s progress to make sure that if they wanted to, they would qualify for college. With the new NCAA rules, it was harder to get in than it had been in the past. My friend Damion had needed something like this earlier in his high school career. If a student began to fall behind, their parents were brought in, and a plan was worked out. Involving the parents was usually sufficient to get most of the faltering students straightened out.
 Another segment highlighted the work that Ms. Jaroslav had put into finding scholarships and grants to help pay for college or trade schools. There was a lot of money available that went unused each year. I can only imagine Ms. Jaroslav thought she would receive a commission, given how hard she worked to identify and then match up the funds with worthy students.
 ◊◊◊
 I was waiting in the car to pick up Brook for school when my phone rang. It was Caryn.
 �Bill Carl�s people just called. They have a suite available for Sunday�s game if we want it.�
 �We want it,� I blurted.
 �Don�t you want the details?� she asked.
 I might have to fire her.
 �Sure, but call them back first and take it.�
 �I already paid for it.�
 I let out a long sigh. Then I did a fist pump. We were going to a Cubs� World Series game!
 �So, do you want to know the details now?� Caryn asked.
 �Yes, please,� I said in my best little boy voice.
 �The suite holds fifteen people. I�m sure you�ll want Megan and me to go since we arrange awesome things like this for you,� Caryn said, making her pitch for two seats.
 �Fine.�
 �Do you know who you want to add to the list?�
 �My parents, Greg and I guess Angie, my uncle �� I said and paused as I thought.
 �What about Brook?�
 �Yep. I should also invite her parents since they took me to a Cardinals game.�
 �What about Phil?�
 �Yeah, and I better invite Peggy, and I almost forgot about Tami.�
 �That�s thirteen. Who are the last two?�
 �Did you forget me? I count fourteen,� I said.
 �You won�t be in the suite because Mr. Carl has arranged for you to be a batboy for the game.�
 This is how Dare felt when he was told I would buy a drone. I�m sure I made Caryn�s day with my antics.
 �I would suggest you take your grandma,� Caryn suggested, and I agreed. �That leaves one slot.�
 I thought about Tim and Wolf, but if I took one, I would have to take the other, and I only had one slot. Then I ran through all my friends and stopped at Pam.
 �Let�s ask Pam.�
 �You got it, Boss. I�ll make all the arrangements.�
 When we pulled up to Brook�s, Chuck was already on his phone to Fritz, volunteering to work security for Sunday. I sent Caryn a text to tell her that we needed two more tickets for drivers/security.
 ◊◊◊
 Our last conference game was against St. Joe. They were the largest school in our conference, and they�d been both good and bad this year. I surmised they might be a major challenge for us if they decided to have one of their better games. It was Senior Night for them, so I expected a good game.
 On the bus ride to St. Joe, Tim and Wolf cornered me.
 �What are you doing Sunday? Want to come over and watch the game?� Tim asked.
 �Bite me. Tami told you, didn�t she?�
 �You can�t invite your two best friends to a World Series game?� Wolf teased.
 �Okay, you can go,� I said, pointing to Tim. �If you get your girlfriend to give up her ticket.�
 �Dick,� Tim grumbled.
 Tami would break up with him before she gave him her ticket.
 �What about me?� Wolf asked.
 �Same deal, but you have to get Phil to give his up.�
 �No problem,� Wolf said as he left us to track down my brother.
 �That was mean. Your brother might not make it off the bus alive,� Tim predicted.
 Phil, being one of the younger guys, had to sit close to the coaches. I grinned when Coach Hope sent Wolf back to sit with us.
 �I�ll talk to him later,� Wolf assured me.
 �All I ask is that he be able to play tonight,� I told Wolf, laying out the ground rules.
 �There is the bus ride home,� Tim said helpfully.
 I was torn between letting Wolf torment Phil and protecting him. I might have to make sure Phil sat with the coaches on the way home.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at the school, Coach Mason was waiting for me to get off the bus.
 �Come on, we have to talk,� he said, not looking happy.
 I wasn�t sure what I�d done, so I followed him in silence. He led me to the coaches� office, where we found them all along with Jeff and his crew. Coach Mason leaned close so only I could hear.
 �This wasn�t my idea.�
 WTF!
 Once we were in the cramped quarters, Coach Mason closed the door.
 �I talked to Doc Grog,� Coach Hope began, and it felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room.
 I closed my eyes to keep from screaming.
 �Just tell me,� I said.
 �You�re not dressing tonight. I want you to go up into the booth to allow the team to focus and not wonder if you�ll play or not.�
 I looked Coach Hope in the eyes, and he didn�t blink. If I were being honest with myself, I would have to agree that I wasn�t ready. That didn�t mean I didn�t want to be on the sideline rooting them on. I guess I could see the logic of keeping me in the booth. From there, I could see the whole field and help Coaches Mason and Rector spot things.
 �Is it okay if I take a walk?� I asked.
 �Yeah,� Coach Hope said, sounding defeated. �Just be in the booth for the kickoff.�
 �Yes, sir,� I said and walked out of the locker room.
 My teammates� faces showed their confusion as I left. I would leave it to the coaches to explain to the team.
 My unhappiness was almost palpable when Jeff followed me out into the hall, and his cohort stuck a camera in my face. I glanced over at my favorite reporter, and he gave me a pleading look. I realized that this was documentary gold for him. When I signed up for this, I was smart enough to know that not all of it would show me in the best light. I stopped and began to talk.
 �Obviously, I�m disappointed. What�s killing me is this wasn�t even a football injury, and it�s keeping me off the field my senior year. This was supposed to be the run-up to our next state championship,� I said and sighed.
 I took a deep breath before I began to wallow in self-pity. The scary aspect was that part of me wanted a drink. That single thought made me pause. The last thing I needed was to go back to the dark place I�d been right before Mom sent me to my uncle�s for the summer. I was surprised at how easy it would be to fall into that frame of mind.
 �But I can�t think that way,� I said, looking straight into the camera. �I need to focus on getting well so I can get back on the field. I have every confidence that my teammates can win without me if I don�t make it back, but that doesn�t mean I�ll give up. Mark my words, I will be back for the Broadview game.�
 �What about all the recruiters that showed up tonight?� Jeff asked.
 There�d been an announcement that I might play tonight. I�d been told that Alabama, Clemson, Ohio State, Michigan, Oklahoma, USC, and a host of other schools would be here. They all wanted to see me in live action, to see if the injuries had done anything they needed to worry about.
 �I know a few of them might have shown up to see me, but I never told them that I would play. The best I could�ve expected was that I�d be on the field as an emergency backup. The way I look at it, this gives my teammates and the players from St. Joe exposure. Maybe one of them catches the eye of a school, and they get offered.�
 Jeff signaled that the cameraman should stop filming.
 �Thanks. I know that wasn�t easy.�
 �You�re right, but I might as well get used to it now. I�m sure that as I move up the levels, I�ll have to face worse than that. I�m glad it was you rather than someone wanting to make me look like a jerk and trying to provoke me.�
 �If you�re amenable, I want to set up a camera in the booth and have it trained on you tonight. Are you okay with that?� Jeff asked.
 �Anything you need,� I said with a half-smile.
 �Somehow, I have this sense that I�m going to owe you.�
 �I�m sure we can figure something out. Let me go get my head on straight,� I said and walked away.
 ◊◊◊
 I didn�t do my online streaming video before the game, and that turned out to be the first clue to the fans that something was wrong. I hadn�t realized that so many people watched it until the calls and texts started coming in from people trying to find out what the deal was. The messages began to pile up, so I turned my phone off.
 I found an empty classroom to hide in. I didn�t want to deal with anyone right now. It honestly scared me that I�d gone to that dark place so easily. Once again, I mentally thanked my uncle. He�d given me the tools to deal with the onset of depression and how to recognize the signs. Frankly, I think he was surprised I hadn�t gone there yet. His visit earlier in the week was to make sure I was coping.
 I checked my watch; almost game time. I made my way to the press box.
 ◊◊◊
 I was out of breath when I finally made it up the stairs. It wasn�t that I was out of shape, it was that I�d not taken my pain meds before I left school. The plan had been to numb me up with novocaine when the training staff taped me. At that very moment, I would have killed Zander if he were anywhere near me. Even though I�d said I wouldn�t go after the studio with a civil lawsuit, that didn�t mean I wouldn�t go after that piece of excrement. I made myself a vow to do so.
 Moose and Coach Stephens were already in the booth, and the St. Joe coaches sat on the other side of a partition. I made a point to shake their hands and wish them luck. When I sat down, there was a video camera pointed at me. I smiled because if I decided to say anything inappropriate, I could simply reach over and turn it off before I did.
 I arrived in time to see the St. Joe seniors get introduced to their home crowd with their parents. They�d put together a nice ceremony.
 From up in the booth, you were able to see a lot more. The entire St. Joe team seemed to be fired-up, while we looked like we were going through the motions. We�d clinched the conference title, but that didn�t mean we should just phone it in. My blood began to boil because I feared we were about to get our butts handed to us.
 We won the coin flip and deferred to the second half, meaning St. Joe got the football to start the game.
 During their first series of plays, I started to gain confidence. Tim and the defense had come to play and forced St. Joe to punt. Ty drifted back as their punter boomed a long kick. When he made the first defender miss, I jumped to my feet. Ty was the most electrifying runner in the open field I�d seen in high school ball. That was the main reason Michigan had offered him a scholarship.
 I think our crowd sensed that something special was about to happen because they all jumped up and began to ring their cowbells.
 Ty began to thread his way to the right side of the field and waited for his blocking to get set. When the team was ready, he planted his outside foot and cut upfield. He was simply faster than everyone else. St. Joe�s punter was the last man Ty had to beat, and somehow the punter tackled him. Ty looked to be as shocked as everyone else that the kid had pulled it off.
 The football rested on St. Joe�s 30 yard line. Trent led the team out, and they huddled up. When they lined up, I saw that St. Joe had slipped a safety up to prevent the run. I was glad to see that Trent spotted it and audibled to a pass play. On the snap, St. Joe blitzed with almost everyone they had. Ty had gone to the flat as the safety valve. Trent had a linebacker in his face, so he spun and threw the ball to Ty.
 This was a pass we practiced daily, and I knew that if you got it to Ty, he could get positive yardage. Trent short-armed the ball, and it looked like it would end up at Ty�s feet. The safety that had snuck up stepped in front of Ty and grabbed the ball. Ty gathered himself and chased the St. Joe defender down the field. It was now their fans� turn to get on their feet and cheer. Ty caught him on our 15 yard line to prevent the touchdown.
 Three plays later, we were down 7�0.
 From that point forward, you could see that Trent had lost his confidence. It was either that, or he suddenly became color-blind and threw the ball to the wrong team. By halftime, we trailed 28�3, and Trent had more interceptions than completions.
 I got up to go to the locker room when Moose stopped me.
 �Coach Hope doesn�t want you to be a distraction.�
 Coach Mason called me to get my take on what I�d seen and then handed the phone to Coach Rector. I shared what I knew and then kicked back to wait for the second half.
 ◊◊◊
 Midway through the third quarter, we were behind 31�3, and I�d seen enough. I sent a text to Doc Grog to meet me in the locker room. I got up, and Moose stopped me.
 �Where are you going?�
 �To fix this,� I said and left the press box.
 I met Doc on the way to the locker room.
 �What�s it going to take for you to help me get on the field?� I asked. �I think this counts as an emergency. We�re way behind, and I can�t see Trent bringing us back.�
 He took me in and had me go into the training room in shorts and a t-shirt.
 �I�m going to give you Toradol. It�s the same class of drug as Advil. We use it at State for game days. I think you�ll like the results,� Doc Grog told me, and then gave me a shot. 
 While it took effect, he taped my ankles, taped additional padding to my ribs, and then sent me to go get dressed. When I had my gear on, he found me before I left the locker room.
 �How do you feel?� Doc Grog asked.
 �Like frickin� Superman. Everything is numb. This is great!� I shared.
 �Be careful out there. The euphoria is temporary. You�re not 100% yet, even though you might feel like you are,� he warned.
 I moved around and twisted my torso. It felt like I�d never been hurt. They should have given me Toradol weeks ago. I grabbed my helmet and jogged out of the locker room.
 The clock for the third quarter was winding down, so I waited until it expired. As the teams changed end zones, I strolled out onto the field to get to our side. I had walked perhaps five yards past the sideline when our fans figured out it was me. The place erupted. I jogged up to Coaches Hope and Mason.
 �What are you doing?� Coach Hope asked.
 �Doc Grog gave me Toradol. I�m ready to go,� I explained.
 �In the NFL, we call it �Vitamin T.� He should be fine,� Coach Mason said.
 I could have kissed him on the lips for saying that. Coach Hope looked back at our fans and shook his head. If he left me on the bench, he would be looking for a new job come tomorrow.
 �This is against my better judgment �� was all he got out before I ran onto the field.
 Trent saw me coming, and relief showed on his face.
 �Sorry, I think I put us into a hole,� he said as he jogged past me.
 I got in the huddle and cut the chatter before it got started.
 �Huddle up. We�re down by four touchdowns with only a quarter to play. I need you to hustle every chance you get. If you can get out of bounds, do. Be mindful of the clock.�
 We lined up and snapped the ball. St. Joe decided to test me right off the bat. They sent a linebacker and their safety to blitz me like they had Trent on his first play. But there was a difference. Like Trent, I recognized what they were doing. Unlike Trent, I was experienced and had elite athletic ability. I waited for the linebacker to clear our blockers and then darted through the hole he�d made. I felt great as I was suddenly five yards down the field. Me tucking the ball and running was apparently the last thing St. Joe expected.
 I picked up fifteen yards, bounced up, and hurried our team to the line to run the next play. We walked the ball down the field, and the pace looked to be too much for the St. Joe defenders. On the seventh play, Ty was stopped at the one-foot line. I lined us up, and we snapped the ball on first sound, before St. Joe was fully set. I took the snap under center and ran a quarterback sneak for our first touchdown. We only needed three more.
 I have no idea what St. Joe might have been thinking on their next possession. If I were them, I would have simply run the ball and tried to eat up the clock. I can only guess they thought they might get a quick score by running a screen pass. Tim read it and ripped the ball out of their running back�s hands, using what Cassidy had taught us about pressure points. He covered the twenty yards for another score. We now trailed 31�17 with eight minutes left.
 St. Joe got smart and began to run the ball and use all the clock for each play. Our defense was ready and forced them to punt. Ty got it to midfield for us. On the next play, I spotted Roc one-on-one with his defender. I dropped back and uncorked a long one that was a fifty-fifty ball. This time it didn�t go our way, and they intercepted it. That one was on me because I�d gotten greedy.
 St. Joe picked that moment to get a couple of first downs. It was agonizing to stand on the sidelines and watch the clock start to wind down. Coach Hope was forced to use a time-out, and I finally got the ball on our 28 yard line with only three minutes left. It wasn�t looking good.
 Before the offense ran out, Coach Mason wanted to talk to us.
 �You don�t need to get it all at once. Whatever you do, either get a first down or get out of bounds. If you have to, line up and down the ball to get the clock stopped.�
 This was where the summer work paid off. I�d practiced throwing fade routes with Phil and Roc. I sent them both streaking up the sidelines, and the defenders had to turn to run with them. Then I would throw the ball behind them and to the outside. They would turn and grab the pass before their defender could react. When we were seventeen yards out, I found Wolf down the middle for the score.
 We now trailed 31�24 with two minutes remaining. It was up to the defense to hold them. On the first play, St. Joe broke an eleven-yard run for a first down. It made me sick to my stomach when they began to celebrate. Coach Hope used our remaining two time-outs and forced them to punt with eighteen seconds left on the game clock. I would probably have one, possibly two plays to try to tie it up.
 St. Joe�s punter was apparently overeager because he boomed it. I saw Ty begin to drift back and started to get excited. They call it �outkicking your coverage.� Kick-return defenses are designed for kicks of thirty to forty yards. Defenders are trained to stay in their lanes and converge on the kick returner. That means they are spaced out so the runner doesn�t have anywhere to go. When you outkick your coverage, the defenders all bunch up as they sprint to make the tackle.
 Ty did something brilliant. He stopped and let them come to him while he made a couple of tentative steps upfield as though trying to figure out where to go. St. Joe came at him at a dead sprint to make the tackle and end the game. Ty suddenly juked left and then ran right. I began to bounce up and down as I realized he might have a chance.
 Ty did his thing and weaved through their defenders and ran up the sideline. I held my breath as I saw their punter had a shot at him. Then, out of nowhere, Phil blasted the kid off his feet. Our fans couldn�t believe we�d pulled off the comeback.
 �Do we kick the extra point and play overtime, or go for two and win this game?� I asked Coach Hope.
 �You think you can win this?� Coach Mason asked.
 �Yes, sir,� I said.
 Coach Mason gathered the offense around once Coach Hope gave his approval.
 �Let�s roll David out and give him the option to run or pass the ball,� he said and then called the play.
 I took a moment to take it all in. I played football for moments like this. We were in their house on Senior Night and had a chance to win the game after a furious comeback. I looked up into the stands and saw all our fans on their feet. On the other side, St. Joe�s faithful cheered their defense. I spotted several recruiters and smiled. Even they were up and enjoying the drama.
 This was it. We lined up in a five-receiver set. My brother Phil, Wolf, and Roc were on my right side. I had Cassidy�s boyfriend, Don Crown, and Jake on the left. On the snap, I sprinted to the right. The St. Joe defense flowed with me, so I pump-faked the ball to get them to freeze for a moment. They realized their mistake and quickly recovered as they ran to cut me off.
 Roc was in front of his cornerback, and I thought he could step around his defender and dive for the pylon at the front corner of the end zone. Roc nodded to me, and I didn�t hesitate. I tossed the ball up as he released the corner and stepped behind him. Roc gathered it in for the score.
 �Yes!� I yelled and pumped my fist.
 Our team rushed the field to celebrate. I looked up at the scoreboard, and the clock showed zero. We�d officially won.
 The St. Joe players and fans were in shock. I would be too. We finally calmed down enough to shake hands. If I were St. Joe, I might have just left the field. It was classy of them to wait for us. The St. Joe head coach stopped me in line.
 �I want to wish you luck in the playoffs. You are the best high school player I�ve ever had the pleasure to coach against. I can hardly wait for you to graduate.�
 I just thanked him and moved on.
 ◊◊◊
 On the bus ride home, we were in high spirits. Everyone was either talking at once or singing songs. When we were only a few minutes out, Coach Hope stood up and got us settled down.
 �I know that you�re going to celebrate tonight. No alcohol,� he said, and we all moaned. �Look out for each other and be ready come Monday. Otherwise, have fun.�
 That we could do.
 When we pulled into the school parking lot, we found our fans had beaten us home. Word got around that Destiny had decided to throw a party. It was too late to go to Monical�s, so most everyone decided to go to Destiny�s bash. I looked over at Don, her brother, and he didn�t look happy. It seemed she was still trying to take Brook�s place and imagined this would make her popular. I was afraid of what would happen to their house.
 Brook found me, and I picked her up and kissed her.
 �You must be feeling better.�
 �I think we need to take advantage of this,� I told her and waggled my eyebrows.
 We decided to skip the party and go to Brook�s cottage. Let�s just say I took full advantage of my Vitamin T shot.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 36 � Date with Destiny  Saturday October 29 
 My eyes blinked open, and I moaned. And not the good type of moan like I made last night, but the moan an old man must utter when every part of him aches. My Vitamin T had worn off, and I hadn�t taken a pain pill before going to bed last night. I decided to get up and cringed when my whole right side decided it might cramp up.
 Duke lay at the side of the bed, where he�d slept last night. He gave me a look that said it was too early.
 �Hey, Buddy. Go get me a pain pill, and I�ll buy you a bag of tennis balls.�
 Duke only sighed as he flopped his head back onto the floor. Perhaps Brook and I shouldn�t have been quite so energetic last night. A tiny smile crept onto my face as I remembered her cries of passion. I�d been on my game last night, and Brook hadn�t been too bad herself.
 This morning was an unhappy reminder of what Zander had done to me. Would I ever frickin� get better?
 I managed to get upright and tottered towards the bathroom, using the wall to steady myself. Duke decided he�d better move in case I fell on him. I found my pills on the bathroom vanity and struggled to get the top off. Whoever invented childproof caps should be shot. The sad part was that if I gave the pill bottle to Coby, he would probably have it chewed open by now. I finally got the bottle opened and swallowed a pill.
 After my pill, I staggered into my shower and turned the water on as hot as I could stand. The hot water worked its magic on my aching side.
 I was surprised at how much I really wanted another shot of Vitamin T. It wasn�t solely for the pain relief; I liked how Toradol made me feel invincible, like a better version of myself. Now that I�d experienced what it could do for me, I had no worries about the rest of the games this year.
 Doc Grog had assured me that Toradol wasn�t addictive. It came from the same family of drugs as over-the-counter Advil, but was more powerful. I�d asked Doc about its addictiveness because I tended to overdo things. Part of why I ran was because I got a �runner�s high.� That refers to the rush of endorphins that running can trigger in the brain, giving the person a sense of euphoria. While I expected the benefits of running far outweighed my addiction to it, I suspected that might not be true of Vitamin T. I realized that if I�d had access to it this morning, I wouldn�t have hesitated to use it.
 ◊◊◊
 I told my security I wouldn�t leave the house until tonight�s date with Destiny. That allowed me to slip out in my Demon. I planned to pick up Dare and test out my new drone with him. When I arrived at Dare�s, his mom answered the door and gave me an unreadable look.
 �You�d better come in. He�s in his room,� she said and pointed to where I needed to go.
 The door hung partially open, so I poked my head in.
 �Hey �� I said and then froze.
 On the floor, in a million pieces, was my drone. Dare�s head snapped up, and his ears flushed.
 �I � uhm � I ��
 �Weren�t we going to fly this today?� I asked to remind him of why I�d come.
 �Yes, we were. But I sort of couldn�t get what Mr. Jacobs said about improving it out of my head, so I had to take it apart.�
 �I sure hope you know how to put it all back together.�
 �Uhrm � I think I can,� he said, and then my new Jedi mind trick seemed to work. �I know I can. If I have to, I�ll get the design layout from the manufacturer.�
 Somehow, that didn�t reassure me. I seriously doubted that they would hand over their design documentation just because Dare took it all apart. I also suspected that he might�ve voided the warranty I�d paid extra for.
 �What exactly did you think you would accomplish?� I asked.
 �I wanted to add small cameras at each corner so I could make it safe for even you to fly.�
 The �even you� comment caused the hairs on the back of my neck to go up.
 �You mean, you wanted to idiot-proof it?� I asked.
 �No, I didn�t say that.�
 I rolled my eyes. That was precisely what he�d said.
 �I need to buy some stuff,� Dare blurted as he grabbed a piece of paper and shoved it at me.
 I took it and read the list.
 �What�s a stick PC?� I asked.
 �It looks like a thumb drive that you plug into the HDMI or USB connection on the side of a TV or monitor. It�s like a portable PC.�
 I�d been thinking about buying a Roku, or something similar, to stream television shows and movies to my TV. I�d seen our latest cable bill, and it was ridiculous when you considered I only watched TV occasionally. One problem with the different non-cable options was they were subscription services and forced you to go through them for most of your programming. That meant that if you wanted to watch a show that wasn�t part of your service, you were out of luck. Another problem was they had figured out they had a captive audience and had started raising their prices to almost equal our cable bill.
 I imagined the stick PC might solve most of my issues because I could watch most everything on my PC right now without a problem. The one drawback was how to watch live sports. I would have to go home and research this.
 �What do you need it for?� I asked.
 �I have to have more computing power,� Dare said as if that would make perfect sense to me.
 �What about this solar panel?�
 �Mr. Jacobs suggested that if I installed one, the drone would fly longer on a single charge.�
 Mr. Jacobs had just become a pain in my butt.
 Using Dare�s laptop, I bought all the gadgets he wanted to trick out my drone. To be honest, I feared I would run it into something, so idiot-proofing it was fine with me. But I didn�t need him knowing that. After I�d spent more money, Dare focused on the drone and ignored me. The kid had a one-track mind.
 I came out of his bedroom and found Dr. Rossetti grading papers.
 �When Darius was ten, I came home and found our TV in pieces. I wanted to be mad, but he explained he wanted to understand how it worked,� she said.
 �Did he get it back together?� I asked, hopefully.
 She laughed.
 �Nope, I had to buy a new one. I finally tossed all the parts from his failed experiment when we moved here.�
 I might have to take something for the migraine I had coming on. Drones weren�t cheap, and I wasn�t about to buy Dare another one.
 �Don�t worry, Darius has gotten better at putting things back together. If I were you, I would make him show you whether he ends up with any spare parts when he�s done. I almost burned the house down when I used the microwave one day,� she shared.
 �Okay, I can see the wisdom in that. I wouldn�t be happy if the drone burst into flames.�
 �Like I said. Make Dare show you, because he just assumes it�s okay if he has extras when he�s done.�
 ◊◊◊
 Since I now had time on my hands, I sent a text to my girlfriend. She suggested that I take her to lunch. That seemed like a great idea because it gave me a couple of hours to stress-test my car. I would recommend to any teenager who has a lot of cash to buy a muscle car to play with. My Dodge Challenger SRT Demon was a beast. I�d read an article that said that it was faster than the Bugatti Veyron in the quarter mile�the same Bugatti Veyron that sold for $1.6 million.
 Mr. Sullivan had told me they only planned to make 3,000 Demons this year. He recommended that once I put about thirty thousand miles on it, I put it in storage and treat it as an investment. I would have to start looking for a new car about the time I came back from New Zealand next fall.
 After I�d had my fun, I picked up Brook. She wanted to go to the Chinese place that overlooked the park. She clearly had something on her mind, and after we ordered, she finally blurted it out.
 �I think you should cancel your date with Destiny tonight.�
 I tilted my head to see if Brook was serious or just jerking my chain. Lately, it seemed to be �punk David� season, and I wanted to make sure she wasn�t just giving me a hard time.
 �You know how I am about giving my word,� I reminded her.
 I wanted to throw back in her face that it had been she who�d arranged this whole fiasco. But I was working on not making anyone wrong, especially my girlfriend. She�d already threatened to dump me once this week; no need to try for a second go-around.
 �I�m of two minds on this. I talked to Tracy, and she said the best revenge would be to have you have sex with Destiny to show her what she�s missing.�
 My friend Tracy needed to keep her big mouth shut. No way would I sleep with Destiny. That had disaster written all over it.
 �I hope your second idea is better.�
 �That was my second idea. My first one was that you stand her up.�
 I almost laughed, but I used every ounce of acting talent to keep a straight face.
 �How about I take her on a date, fulfill my obligation, and call it a night?� I suggested.
 �I don�t trust her,� Brook said, ignoring my reasonable suggestion. �Destiny keeps telling me how she plans to steal you from me.�
 �We both know after last night that nothing like that is ever happening,� I said.
 �I did have fun,� Brook admitted as she blushed.
 �If you�re going to have me show Destiny what she can�t have, I have a list.�
 �What do you mean?� Brook asked.
 �A list of girls who need to be reminded how good you have it.�
 In my defense, Mr. Happy came up with that idea. I hate to admit it, but if push came to shove, every guy could produce a list of ten or twenty women he would like to spend time with. I�m lucky that Brook just ignored me.
 �What are you doing on your date?� Brook asked.
 �No idea. I told Destiny I would pick her up at five, and she had to plan what we did.�
 Destiny had sent me a text to move the start time from six-thirty to five.
 �Seriously? When did you last let me plan a date?�
 �Hang on. You planned some awesome dates. I think my all-time favorite was when we did motocross.�
 I still found it hard to believe that Mom hadn�t grounded me for life when she found out about that one.
 �If you stand up Destiny, I�ll make sure you get to do it again.�
 �You better tell my mom up front. If I sneak off and do anything like that again, we�ll end up babysitting every Friday and Saturday night until we graduate,� I warned her.
 She knew I was right, so she let it go. When our food came, Brook kept silent as she plotted her next move in this little war. It impressed me that Destiny had worked her into this corner. If Destiny could see how stressed my girlfriend was, she would have declared victory.
 �Okay, new plan,� Brook said, startling me. �You will flirt with Destiny and lead her on all night, and when she thinks she�s about to lure you to her bed, you shut her down. And I want you to video it so I can see the tears in her eyes.�
 I blinked a few times.
 �When did you get so mean?� I blurted.
 So much for not making her wrong.
 �What�s that supposed to mean?�
 Time for damage control.
 �This isn�t you. I�ve never seen you get this mad at someone before. Destiny is no threat to you. She�ll never take over as cheer captain, and I will never go out with her. She already knows that I�ll never sleep with her. Why make it worse?� I asked.
 �You don�t understand. No, I take that back, you do understand. Tell me what you would want to have happen if Mike asked me out on a date.�
 �I would hope you would never go out with him.�
 �What if you made the mistake of offering me up as a prize for something?�
 I bit my tongue to keep from saying that it would never happen.
 �I would hope to be the bigger man �� I began.
 �You are so full of it, sometimes.�
 �I would want to kick his butt,� I admitted, and that seemed to calm her down some. �At the same time, I would trust you would never let anything happen. I�m starting to wonder if you think I can�t control myself.�
 That earned me the death stare. Then Brook rocked back into her seat and slumped.
 �Something I love about you is that I know you would never lose control with someone like Destiny. Now if it were that Victoria�s Secret model or Hannah Minacci, I might worry.�
 �I�ve been thinking. Remember what you did with Cindy and Halle and forgot to invite me?�
 �Would you really want to do something like that?�
 Did bears shit in the woods? Was the Pope Catholic? Of course I did. This called for a little finesse.
 �Only if you wanted to,� I said solemnly.
 �You know, you�re not as good an actor as you think you are,� Brook teased.
 I did a little bunny hop in my seat to tease her back. Adding the Duke quiver, when he thought he was about to pounce on Precious, was admittedly a little over the top.
 �I take it back, you can act,� she said and stared at me. �If you�re good on your date with Destiny, I�ll think about it.�
 And that is how karma works. She breaks up with you and then promises you a foursome. I loved Brook Davis.
 ◊◊◊
 I called my brother and invited him to bring his kids and meet me with mine so we could buy them all Halloween costumes. He thought I was insane until I told him my plan. He�d assumed we were going to be in charge of six little ones by ourselves. Paul would be with me, but he�d proven himself next to worthless when it came to watching them. But rather than take that on ourselves, I�d invited all the grandmas to come help. I�d told Pam, Peggy, Scarlet, and Angie that they had the afternoon off. I wanted the grandmas to have a chance to spend time with the kids doing something fun.
 The only awkward moment occurred when Mitch�s mom showed up to help with Little David. Peggy�s mom wasn�t happy about that. But my mom reminded her that even though Mitch was out of Little David�s life, it didn�t mean that his grandma shouldn�t get to know him.
 With all the extra help, it gave me a chance to take a ton of pictures. I wanted to remember this day because you could see how happy it made all the grandmas. The kids seemed to pick up on the vibe because we didn�t have a single meltdown, which I considered a miracle.
 We planned that Monday night Greg and I would take the rug-rats trick-or-treating with the moms. That meant I would need a costume. I didn�t want anything skimpy because the forecast said the temperature would only be in the low fifties on Halloween. The shop owner suggested that I go as Jon Snow from the HBO show Game of Thrones. She�d had someone order the costume and then disappear. The suit came complete with the leather armor, fur cape, and replica sword. I tried it on, and it fit okay. Whoever had ordered it must have been bigger around the waist and shorter in the legs and arms. She assured me they would fix it by tomorrow. I only lacked the long hair and beard. I decided to just slick my hair back and go as-is instead of trying to duplicate Jon Snow�s look.
 Greg wanted to go as a vampire. Mac ran behind me when she saw her dad�s teeth.
 �Unca David. Daddy said he eat me.�
 I picked her up.
 �Can I tell you a secret?�
 She nodded.
 �We came to a decision, and we decided that we would eat all the little girls since we only want little boys,� I said. Then I put my lips over my teeth and play-bit Mac all over.
 She squawked and then giggled as her uncle acted silly. Then she showed me the costume my grandma had helped her pick out. Mac would be going as a fairy princess. I wondered how long the wings would last around all these rowdy boys.
 As we got ready to leave, my Grandma Dawson stopped me.
 �This was a good idea. It gave us a chance to fuss over them and be a part of it. You�re a good kid, sometimes.�
 �Sometimes he�s okay,� Greg offered.
 As much as I hate to admit it, my brother�s approval meant a lot to me.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook�s next ploy was to try to get Cassidy to drive me tonight. Fortunately, Cassidy was the one who put her foot down because she had a date planned for tonight. I didn�t need Brook�s best friend sending her text messages all night to keep her informed as to what Destiny and I were doing.
 Finally, I ended up calling Tracy to have her include Brook in whatever she and Pam had planned so as to help keep my girlfriend occupied tonight. I worried a little that Brook might actually crash my date if she knew where we were. Tracy assured me that they would find something to do to distract her.
 The way she said it made me wonder if they intended to have a threesome without me. Well, that was Mr. Happy again. He had been disappointed with the rest of my body since the accident, and almost everything sounded sexy to him.
 Chuck drew the short straw tonight. I talked my mom into letting me use her Cadillac. Even though I wasn�t supposed to have fun tonight, I did appreciate that Destiny worked so hard to help Duke get signatures for his campaign. I planned to have a good time, just not too good.
 We pulled up at five on the dot, and I walked to the door. Brook had suggested I just honk, but I think she was trying to sabotage our date. Destiny might have been worried I might not show because she met me at the door. I was glad that she�d sent me a text to wear jeans tonight. Seeing how tight hers were, I had to wonder if Destiny had borrowed a pair from Tracy.
 Destiny was an attractive girl, as you would expect of a high school cheerleader. If I�d met her last year, I might have dated her. Who am I kidding? I would have dated her.
 �Grab the cooler,� she told me as she strode over to the car and talked to Chuck.
 I dragged the cooler to the trunk; fortunately, it was one of those with wheels. I rolled my eyes when Chuck only pushed the key fob to pop the lid. I should have just set the cooler down and let him get it, but decided to play nice, even though my right side complained when I picked it up.
 �Thanks for your help,� Destiny told Chuck, and then she allowed him to get the door and let her into the back seat.
 On our ride to our mystery destination, we did the typical first-date routine and told each other about ourselves. It was good to hear that Destiny�s brother Don was happy they�d moved here for football. He�d started to get recruiting letters from schools like Northern Illinois and Western Kentucky. Both were excellent football destinations if you weren�t headed to a Power 5 school.
 We pulled into the marina at a local lake.
 �I rented a pontoon boat. There�s an island where we can have a fire and cook dinner,� Destiny told me.
 What a perfect first date.
 Chuck drove the boat as Destiny and I sat in the bow and enjoyed the ride. I hadn�t realized how much tension I felt about tonight. I began to relax and enjoy our evening. The island must not have been a big secret because there were other couples there. They�d built a bonfire, and we joined them. Most were in their twenties, with a few older couples mixed in.
 Destiny had brought hot dogs, and I found some small branches for us to stick them on so we could heat them up over the fire. After we ate, I suggested we take a walk to enjoy the sunset.
 �This is fun. I�m glad you thought of this. It�s a great idea for a date.�
 �I�m not the monster that Brook thinks I am,� Destiny said.
 �I suppose not. It�s too bad you two don�t get along.�
 �We just got off on the wrong foot. Sometimes I wish we had a way we could reset everything. We�ve both said and done stuff that I wish we hadn�t,� Destiny admitted.
 �So, you don�t actually have plans to seduce me tonight?�
 �Only if you want me to,� she shot back. �No? I didn�t think so. I would like it if we were friends, though I understand if we can�t be because of how Brook feels.�
 �That�s probably true. Why don�t we agree to enjoy tonight, though?� I offered.
 �I talked to Tracy to get her advice. She suggested that you might put the word out that I�m not completely terrible. I really would like to enjoy my senior year. I think Brook and I can keep from coming to blows from here on out.�
 �That would be key to something like that working. If you mean it, I can say something.�
 �Thank you.�
 We got quiet and watched as the sun began to set. Destiny told me we had to get going so we could enjoy our second part of the date.
 ◊◊◊
 �My cousin Jocelyn is in a sorority at State. She told me that the two of you actually met last spring before one of your baseball games, and she invited you to a party. When she heard we were going on a date tonight, she insisted that I invite you. I hope that�s okay.�
 �It�s better than the time I had to dress up as a cowboy and go to a young girl�s birthday party,� I said.
 �I think this group will be more age-appropriate. I bet they would rather see you dress up as an underwear model,� Destiny suggested.
 �You really are trying to cause problems for me, aren�t you?�
 �I never said I wasn�t interested,� she fired back.
 �No, no, you didn�t, but I want to be clear that nothing like that is happening tonight.�
 �Fair enough. I had to take my shot, though, or I would�ve regretted it.�
 On the ride to State, we settled into discussions about what we planned for Christmas break. Destiny and her brother were going to go visit their grandparents in Florida. I told her about my trip to LA.
 Our state university has a long history of fraternities and sororities. Over the years, their alumni had funneled money to build large houses that seemed to be all bunched together on what they called Greek Row. It was easy to spot the one hosting tonight�s party by the stream of people heading toward it. Destiny directed us to park at a different house, a block away.
 When we had parked, Destiny sent her cousin a text. Jocelyn responded by coming out of the back door with five other girls. Destiny walked up and gave a hug to a girl who I remembered as the ringleader of the girls wanting us to go to a party last year.
 �You do know that I saw him first,� Jocelyn said to torment her cousin.
 �From what I�ve heard, he turned you down. At least I got him to go out with me,� Destiny countered.
 �The night is still young.�
 �He has a girlfriend, so good luck with that.�
 Chuck and I stood back and took in them going back and forth. I figured it was harmless fun if they were talking about me with me within hearing distance. I smiled when the other girls checked out Chuck. Maybe I�d have to protect him before the night was over.
 The two cousins put me in between them, and we began our trek to the party. It amused me when they each grabbed a hand. Jocelyn looked down and then up at me.
 �How big are your hands?� she asked.
 �Ten inches,� I said.
 At one of the football camps, they did measure our hands. I couldn�t figure out why they needed that information, so I�d asked. It seems that quarterbacks with bigger hands can grip the ball better.
 �Is it true what they say about big hands and feet?� one girl asked.
 It took me a moment, but it finally came to me what she�d asked. My face got warm.
 �I don�t really know,� I admitted.
 �They say that you take your middle finger and touch your palm,� Jocelyn said, demonstrating by bending hers until it touched her hand. �Then measure from that point to the tip of your middle finger, and that�s how long a guy is.�
 I bent my finger to find the start of the measurement and then extended it. The girls� eyes got big. I gave them a confused look.
 �I�ve never measured myself. Do you do it from the top or underneath?� I asked.
 �We�ve debated that,� one of the other girls said. �The consensus is that you do it from the top.�
 �Oh,� I said and continued to walk to the party.
 �So, is it?� Jocelyn asked.
 �I�ll leave it to your imagination,� I said over my shoulder.
 I was sure that before the night ended, Destiny would tell her.
 At that point, the conversation turned to which was the cattiest sorority. Happily, I was no longer under the microscope. Not that they would need one, mind you.
 ◊◊◊
 The party was just about what you would expect. The fraternity seemed loaded with a bunch of self-important pricks who thought they had to prove their value in some way. I didn�t blame the girls for getting drunk. That was the only way these guys would seem attractive.
 As the night wore on and the partygoers got more drunk, I quickly realized that being sober might not be a good idea. Jocelyn and her friends were fun to dance with at first, but the last few dances I�d had to fend them off. A couple of them appeared determined to find out if my hand size did, in fact, correlate to the size of Mr. Happy. But with my sobriety, there was no chance of him taking over the body. The big brain remembered that we had a girlfriend.
 I found Destiny talking to a couple of frat boys.
 �I want to get going,� I said.
 �Don�t worry about her. We�ll take care of her,� the one nearest me said.
 Even Destiny caught the hidden meaning in that statement.
 �You can�t be serious,� Destiny said as she turned on the guy.
 He realized his misstep and beat a hasty retreat. His buddy left with him.
 �I�m going to spend the night with Jocelyn.�
 �You sure? I have a strong suspicion these guys are going to get more brazen as the night goes on,� I warned her.
 �Don�t worry, Jocelyn will keep an eye on me. Go home. I had a good time tonight,� she told me.
 There wasn�t much I could say to that. I simply shrugged and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
 �I had a good time, too,� I said and left.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 37 � Phil�s Safe Today  Sunday October 30 
 About halfway to Chicago, I regretted inviting my little brother to the Cubs game.
 �You�re all over the Internet this morning. I bet Coach Hope benches you,� Phil announced.
 �What are you talking about? I didn�t do anything to cause a stir last night.�
 Brook was next to me. She got her phone out and did a search on me. Well, it sucks to be me! Sometimes I forgot that as a celebrity, I should expect to be either photographed or filmed every time I appeared in public. When I hung out with my friends, it wasn�t an issue.
 �I looked good in that one,� I said as I pointed at Brook�s phone.
 Brook gave me a sideways look, which caused me to keep the rest of my comments to myself. The party pictures showed plenty of drinking, including photos of Destiny doing shots and drinking beer. Those brought a smile to Brook�s face because the cheerleaders had the same rules we did. If her coach saw these, Destiny wouldn�t be on the sidelines when we had our trip to St. Louis.
 It irritated me a bit when Brook sent them to her coach.
 �That wasn�t nice,� I said and shook my head. �What if she tells Coach Hope I was drinking, too?�
 �You can talk your way out of it.�
 Good to see she was looking out for my best interests.
 �Oh, you�re in trouble. Here�s one of David kissing Destiny,� Phil said, turning the phone so Brook could see.
 �If she breaks up with me because of your smart comments, I�m going after your girlfriend and dating her,� I warned the little knucklehead.
 �I say you do it anyway,� Greg said, adding his two cents worth.
 Phil looked at both of us and decided to shut up. I expected he was smart enough to recognize that Jill had a thing for me, or at least enough of a curiosity that she might stray. As much as I hated to tell him, I had little confidence that Jill hadn�t already slept around on him. I�d started believing that when Zoe called her a cheater. Zoe wouldn�t say that unless there was something more there than just flirting with me. She wasn�t one to start rumors or repeat stuff she wasn�t sure of.
 I looked at Brook.
 �Are you breaking up with me?� I asked as I did a little hop in my seat.
 This time I left out the �Duke quiver,� as I called it. The judges gave my �excited boy� routine a nine out of ten.
 �Did you kiss her?� Brook asked.
 �I gave her one on the cheek to say goodbye. She hadn�t crossed any lines, so it was a reward for a pleasant evening,� I explained.
 �Phil�s safe today,� Brook pronounced.
 The little shit stuck his tongue out at me. I gave him the look my mom gave me when she�d �about had enough.� Even Greg flinched at that one. It had been ingrained into us to realize that when we got that look, we better stop whatever we were doing and become little angels.
 �I do have some questions about these.� Brook pointed at a series of pictures later in the night.
 �They�d had too much to drink and began to let their hands wander. That�s when I decided I needed to go home,� I explained.
 �David was good the whole night,� Chuck said from the front seat.
 Chuck just made up for the few times he wasn�t the perfect security. He�d made me face danger on more than one occasion. I still got nervous whenever I saw Brook�s mom with a wooden spoon. Maybe that was Paul.
 �What are all these comments about your hands?� Phil asked.
 This time I was happy to answer.
 �They�re making the correlation between having big hands and being big down there,� I said, pointing to my crotch.
 �I call BS. My hands may be smaller than yours, but I�m just as big,� Greg boasted.
 I rolled my eyes because we both knew he was full of it. Fortunately, I kept my comments to myself because Greg had caught my mom�s attention.
 �Maybe you should prove it,� she chirped.
 Leave it to my mom to end that conversation. Greg didn�t appreciate that both Angie and I about fell out of our seats from laughing so hard. All I needed now was for the ghost of my first girlfriend to appear and announce that I was hung. Some things you never live down. I can still remember my mom�s comment on the way home: �At least they aren�t calling you �pencil dick.��
 If my mom did force us to prove it, I worried that Greg might win. Mr. Happy would be horrified and try to crawl into my stomach to hide.
 ◊◊◊
 We got off at the Addison exit on Interstate 94/90, and from there, we had to make about a three-mile trek to Wrigley Field. Even though we were two-and-a-half hours early, the area was swarming with fans.
 �Did you see how much it is to park?� Greg asked as we passed a lot.
 �I hate to even imagine how much all this is costing,� Phil said.
 �My grandmother has a saying for situations like this. �If you have to ask, you can�t afford it,�� Brook shared.
 �If I forget to say it, thanks, man,� Phil said.
 �What?� I asked, acting confused. �Didn�t Caryn send you all bills for your portions?�
 �She normally sends them out after the event,� Dad said to help me tease my little brother.
 �I have plenty he can do to work off his debt,� Mom chimed in.
 I figured someone would let him off the hook. Surprisingly, even Angie didn�t rat us out. But Phil obviously didn�t care. He was going to a Cubs World Series game. I wouldn�t have either if I were in his shoes.
 VIP parking was a godsend. They weren�t thrilled with the large travel vans we�d rented to get everyone to the game, but we weren�t the only ones. Dad tipped them up front to make sure they didn�t bang them up. I would have done it after the game if it were me.
 My group all left to go into the stadium and find the suite. Mr. Carl�s instructions directed me to find the players� entrance and tell them I was there to meet Dan Palmer, the Home Clubhouse Manager. There was a crowd waiting to see players as they arrived and get their autographs.
 �I need to see your ID,� one of the security guards informed me.
 He gave me a double-take and smiled.
 �Apparently, you�re a VIP, and I�m supposed to escort you,� he said good-naturedly after he confirmed my name on the list.
 I shrugged and fell into step beside him.
 �What makes you a VIP?� the security guard asked.
 How should I answer that? If I said I was a movie star, it wouldn�t sound right. I guess the best answer was the truth.
 �I know Bill and Elinor Carl. They arranged for me to do this.�
 I then had to explain what �this� was. The security guard seemed impressed that I would get to be a batboy.
 I briefly met Mr. Palmer, then he sent me to talk to the equipment manager about getting a uniform. Once I got dressed, I quickly took a selfie in my Cubs gear and posted it on social media. You�d be surprised how many haters there are out there. I came up with a few witty comebacks, but Frank had threatened that if I did something like that, I would lose my access to my own social accounts. I left my phone in my locker so I�d be able to concentrate on having fun.
 Mr. Palmer sent me to meet with the girl in charge of us today. Immediately, I was in lust. Not with the bossy one who let her power go straight to her head, but with the other VIP who was going to be a batgirl, Heather Carl. She was Bill and Elinor�s grandniece and a sophomore at Harvard. I learned this when we had to introduce ourselves.
 She was the epitome of what you fantasize a tomboy will grow up to look like. Heather was tall, athletic, and had her shoulder-length brown hair up in a ponytail and sticking out of the back of her cap. I loved that she hadn�t worn any makeup, unlike Bossy Pants, who had overdone it a touch.
 When it came to my turn to introduce myself, Bossy Pants cut me off.
 �This is David Dawson, who was a part of the USA Under-18 baseball team this year. I�ll show you two what I want you to do.�
 Heather and I looked at each other and didn�t have anything to say because we didn�t want to piss off the little general. I wanted to be able to watch the game. I was a bit disappointed when we didn�t get to go on the field yet. Instead, Bossy Pants took us to the umpires� locker room.
 �These two are your helpers today,� Bossy Pants said to the home plate umpire, and then left.
 �Come on in. I�m Kurt,� he said as he shook our hands.
 We introduced ourselves, and he did a double-take.
 �You�re the actor?�
 �Yes, sir. For today, I will be playing your assistant.�
 �Good. You two will be in charge of baseballs. We need to prepare them for the game.�
 Kurt explained that for Major League games, they rubbed a special mud on the balls. The baseballs were also different from the ones they sold that claimed to be �official� balls. Same balls, but a different color. He took us into the home clubhouse, and we checked out two cartons of baseballs. Each carton contained six boxes; each box held a dozen balls.
 �Why do we need to rub mud on them?� Heather asked.
 �When they�re new, we call them �pearls� because they�re too shiny and slick to use. The special mud takes the gloss off the ball so it�s easier to grip,� he explained. �We need to get busy.�
 Kurt turned out to be a great guy. He watched us like a hawk because he was responsible for the balls. He had a cup of warm water and a container of the mud. Kurt showed us how to hold the ball in our left hand while leaving room in our palms to create a �mud circle.�
 �You can�t get them too dark, or it will give the pitcher an advantage. When I started, I tried using spit instead of water to mix with the mud. I realized that I would run out of spit pretty quickly. I even tried coffee at one point. But the baseballs ended up being too dark. I was drinking too much coffee, regardless. I�ve found that warm water works best,� Kurt explained.
 He first demonstrated on a couple of balls before he let us try it. The trick was to get the water-to-mud ratio correct and put it in your palm. You then rotated the ball until it was covered. The goal was to get a thin layer of mud so the baseball turned from bright white to a slightly darker color. Kurt warned us not to put too much water in our mix, or it would take too long to dry.
 While we got them ready, he told us stories of funny things that happened at games he�d umpired. Kurt also said what an honor it was for him to get to call balls and strikes for today�s game.
 Once we had that batch done, he sent me to get another two cartons of balls. When we finished, Kurt had us put them in groups of five dozen into black bags, and then we locked them in a locker. He said that we would go get another bag when he told us to during the game.
 ◊◊◊
 We took a bag of balls onto the field. We had nearly an hour before the game began and there seemed to be reporters everywhere trying to generate a storyline for tonight�s game. The Cubs had faltered in the last two games and had to win out to win the series. It all started with this one.
 Between the dugout and the backstop, there was a little niche where two stools were set up.
 �This is where you�ll be for the game. David, why don�t you borrow a glove just in case a foul ball gets away,� Kurt suggested.
 I wondered where I would get one when I spotted Juan Revilla, my batting coach in LA last winter.
 �Hey, Coach.�
 He did a double-take and then smiled.
 �I hear you took full advantage of your opportunity on the USA Under-18 team. Congratulations on being named the MVP,� he said and then flagged down some of the players.
 �I want you all to meet someone,� Coach Revilla said.
 Next thing I knew, I was meeting all the players. Some seemed tense and only nodded and then went about their business. Others welcomed the break from all the distractions going on around us. I joked that I was an emergency call-up and needed to borrow a glove. Marcus Watt, one of their backup infielders, let me borrow his extra one.
 He insisted that I try it out, so that�s how I found myself playing catch with an actual major leaguer right before a World Series game. Even Bossy Pants couldn�t dampen my fun as she got on me for leaving Heather.
 �Which one is she?� Marcus asked.
 I pointed out Heather, and he made some inappropriate comments, which all guys seemed to do when they spot a good-looking girl like her. I motioned her over and introduced her to Marcus. Soon we had several players stop by. I thought it was to meet me, but I may have been wrong. Well, okay, I knew I was wrong. They all seemed to straighten up when they learned of Heather�s relationship to one of the owners.
 Bossy Pants looked about to have a fit, so we took up our station for the game. It gave us a chance to check out the crowd. The seats behind home plate were the best in the house. Heather pointed out John Cusack, and I spotted Bill Murray. That was when it hit me: I had to be the luckiest guy on the planet. I was actually on the field to watch a World Series game.
 It also gave Heather and me a chance to talk. She surprised me with how much she knew about baseball and particularly the Cubs. The only way it would have been better was if Tami were seated next to me. We�d grown up together, and she�d tolerated my love of the Cubs. Tami even conceded that when we made the pros, she would play on their team. This was coming from a Cincinnati Reds fan. How she�d ever picked them, I had no idea. Where we grew up, you were either a Cubs or a Cardinals fan.
 At the top of the hour, they began the pregame festivities where they introduced all the players and coaches. Then we had the national anthem. I watched Jon Lester warm up. From where I sat, I could see I had a long way to go before I�d be able to hit his stuff. It wasn�t just his power, he also had pinpoint accuracy and incredible movement on his pitches. You didn�t see that from pitchers my age.
 When the game finally started, I sat in awe, watching Lester mow down the side as they all swung and missed. The crowd stood up and cheered him. They all recognized what was on the line for this game. In the bottom of the inning, the Cubbies didn�t manage to do anything.
 The first interesting play occurred with one out in the second. There was nobody on, and the batter had one strike on him when he hit a pop-up down the first base line. The Cubs� catcher and first baseman sprinted to the edge of the field to see if they could track it down. There was a camera set up in the Indians� dugout to catch the action at home. The ball looked like it might hit it. The Cubs� catcher was busy trying to feel for the dugout entrance and still track the ball. In high school ball, it wasn�t quite the same adventure because the dugout was on the same level as the field of play. At Wrigley, there were several steps down into the dugout, so you could potentially kill yourself.
 The catcher reached over the camera to make the catch. I expect he worried that he would end up going headfirst into the dugout, which caused him to barely clip the ball with his glove. The ball popped up, and the first baseman made a valiant stab at it. Luckily, the ball bounced up, and the first baseman snagged it before it hit the ground.
 The next batter hit a no-doubter to left field to give the Indians a 1�0 lead. I had to laugh when the fan that caught the ball threw it back. Tradition held that if an opponent hit a home run at Wrigley Field, it wasn�t worth keeping. Even so, I might have had second thoughts because it was a World Series game.
 The next batter up hit one down the first base line, and the right fielder sprinted to the wall as the ball curved to land in the stands. I remembered Moose preaching that you let those go unless it was a World Series game. Sure enough, the right fielder climbed the wall to try to catch the ball. In fact, he made it a much harder play because the ball stayed in the field of play. It sure looked spectacular as he used the wall to vault up to get it, only to have to twist to make the catch. Even the batter had a goofy grin on his face as he appreciated the effort to get him out.
 At the top of the fourth, it was still 1�0 when the count became full. Everyone had gotten on their feet to root for another strikeout when the batter popped up down the first base line. The catcher and first baseman didn�t have to contend with the dugout on this one. I about had a heart attack when, just as the catcher gathered it in, the first baseman ran him over. You practice that play again and again, but with the crowd noise, they couldn�t hear each other call for the ball. Both players were focused upwards, so they didn�t see one another. They were lucky no one got hurt as the inning ended.
 In the bottom of the fourth, the Cubs� third baseman was up first. He was in contention for the league�s MVP award for his play all year. In big moments, big plays are made. The sound of the bat was all I needed to know that he�d hit a monster shot. Seeing it in person made me realize how fast it got out of the park to tie the game.
 Up second was the Cubs� other MVP candidate, their big first baseman. For a moment, I thought he�d hit it out of the park too; he sent a long drive to right field. If it hadn�t been hit to where the wall had been set back right by the Budweiser deck, it would have been a home run. The right fielder figured out he wouldn�t be able to catch it and sort of ducked when the ball hit the wall. With the ivy, it was even odds that it would either bounce funny or disappear into the vines. The ball bounced over his head, but he quickly gathered it in and fired to second. If it had been on the line, the runner would have been out.
 The third batter in the inning swung at a three-oh pitch and put it into shallow right field. The outfielder charged it and held the runner at second to just one base. Now the Cubbies had runners at first and third. The fourth batter topped the ball, and it dribbled down the third base line. The runner at third was safe at home, so the only throw the third baseman had was to first, which got there too late. There were two runs in, and the Cubs had runners at first and second with no outs.
 The next man up shocked everyone as he laid a bunt down the third base line. The third baseman missed it, and everyone was safe. It looked like the Cubs had something going with bases loaded, no outs, and up a run.
 With one out, the Cubs� sixth batter of the inning hit a fly ball to left field. The Indians� player gathered it in and conceded the run to hold the runner at second. The Cubs weren�t able to get any more runs, but now led 3�1.
 Lester seemed to settle in, and I watched him paint the corners. My newest best buddy Kurt helped by calling them strikes. Now, instead of the Indians swinging and missing, they watched as pitches were called strikes. You could see them get frustrated. From where I sat, they looked like good pitches, but I might be biased.
 With two outs, the Indians got a runner to second. The next batter hit a ball to left-center field. I think I might have gotten to it, but unfortunately, the Cubs� center fielder made a dive and came up short. Luckily, he blocked it, so it didn�t get to the wall. The Indians now only trailed 3�2.
 Lester had one weakness as a pitcher: he didn�t even try to hold runners at first base. I guess he just figured he would strike out the batter, and it wouldn�t matter what the runner did. The Indians did what they should in that situation: they sent a runner to try to steal second. In a one-run game, you need to move your runner into scoring position. The Cubs� catcher came up throwing and gunned him down to end the inning.
 At the top of the eighth, the Cubs pulled their starter. The place was about to come down around us as the fans stood and screamed while the reliever struck out the side. I did get to witness what a 102-mile-per-hour fastball looked like. It wasn�t like cranking up the pitching machine. The advantage of the machine was that it would consistently throw strikes. With live pitching, that wasn�t always a given. If you thought the ball might come inside, your body would react to protect itself. That didn�t mean I didn�t want to get up there and take my chances, though.
 In the top of the ninth, with two outs, the Cubs still led 3�2. The pitcher threw two strikes against the Indians� third baseman. I grinned as the catcher stood up and looked around the stadium to take it all in. The Cubs hadn�t won a World Series game at Wrigley since game six in 1945. Heather shared that little factoid with me, and it helped put everything into perspective. The place went nuts when the Cubs� reliever struck him out. The Cubs remained alive. It impressed me when the players acted like it was just like any other win.
 For the fans, it was a different story. If the Cubbies found a way to somehow win the next two, they would finally fulfill the dream none of the fans had ever witnessed.
 ◊◊◊
 Inside the clubhouse, the players showed more emotion. When Bossy Pants said we had to leave, Heather and I ignored her. We watched as the press descended. You could see the players turn it off and become professionals as they answered the reporter�s questions.
 Juan found us and offered to get our jerseys signed by the team. He then told us to get changed and that they had a buffet that featured Italian beef. Of course, I could eat. I would�ve been happy to stay all night, but my mom sent me a text to tell me to get my butt to the van. Heather followed me out.
 �If you see Bill before I get a chance to call him, thank him for probably one of the best days of my life. It was pretty cool that we got to see the first Series win at Wrigley Field in over 70 years.�
 �I�ll let him know,� she said, then cocked her head. �Aren�t you going to at least ask me for my number?�
 �Yeah, I would like for us to be friends.�
 Even I realized that sounded lame. Luckily for me, Heather was a good sport.
 ◊◊◊
 Somehow, all the guys ended up in one van. The girls had had enough of baseball talk and knew that would be all we�d be talking about on the way home.
 They�d had a great time in the suite. It seemed Phil was most excited about the food. He told me all about the dessert cart that showed up and let you pick what you wanted. I needed to expose the poor boy to the finer things in life. I joke because I knew exactly how he felt. If I hadn�t modeled, I would never have known something like that existed. I had Adrienne to thank for that.
 They also loved that the suite was heated. Late October in Chicago was a little cold for a baseball game.
 ◊◊◊
 When we finally got out of Chicago, we stopped for gas. By then, the guys had settled down, so Brook decided she would risk the ride home with me. We climbed into the back, and she snuggled under my arm.
 �What did your parents think?� I asked.
 �Even though it was the Cubs, they had a good time. Our dads seem to be seriously bonding. The two of them talked about us all going on spring break again.�
 �I sure hope our moms didn�t hear that,� I worried.
 �Oh, yeah. We might have to run away to get out of it.�
 I just sighed. It wouldn�t be the worst that could happen. After all, our last trip had been great. This time, I would prefer we stayed in hotels. The boat had been fun, but I would rather not have to spend 24/7 on top of everyone. The only place you could go to be alone was your cabin.
 �Speaking of vacations � why don�t you come to LA over Christmas? Caryn�s talking about renting me a house while I�m out there,� I explained.
 �Would it just be us, or did you want to invite others?� Brook asked.
 �I dunno. What did you have in mind?�
 �We could invite everyone out for a week. They could come out for the week after New Year�s,� she said, then remembered something. �You have to come home for New Year�s Eve. We�re having a big party, and I�m expected to be there. I need my boyfriend at my side.�
 �As arm candy,� Greg mumbled, obviously eavesdropping.
 �Listen, Tiny Hands �� Brook shot back.
 I heard Angie snort; my brother had stepped in it today. It was good that it wasn�t me this time.
 �Now, now. Greg only wishes he were arm candy,� I said, giving my brother a superior look.
 �I can still kick your butt,� he warned me.
 �I know for a fact that�s not true. You should see David and Cassidy go at it,� Phil said. �Can Jill and I go to the New Year�s party?�
 �You need to find a ride. Maybe your mom would drop you off,� Greg said to annoy Phil.
 The three of us shot back and forth with rude comments and zingers the rest of the way home. I was glad that Phil had started to come out of his shell and could give it back to Greg and me. It felt like he was finally a part of the family. We no longer worried about hurting each other�s feelings because we recognized that in the end, we were brothers.
 Brook, being an only child, was somewhat shocked at our antics. That didn�t mean she was timid about weighing in. The problem was that it also emboldened Angie to throw out a comment now and again. What was it with girls sticking together?
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 38 � Halloween Kittens  Monday October 31 
 As Duke and I were going out to jog, we found Precious waiting for us by the door. I knew something was up when Duke gave her a complete puppy-scan (sniffed her all over), and she didn�t bloody his nose.
 �You not feeling well?� I asked her as I squatted down to check what might be wrong.
 Yep, we were having kittens today. Gently picking Precious up, I took her to Duke�s crate. Brit had brought over her blanket, which I assumed was washable, and put it in his kennel. Duke had told me in puppy-speak that he would rather sleep next to my bed than sleep on her blanket.
 I set Precious down, and she waddled right into the crate, lay down, and began to pant. All signs indicated she was about to have them. I sent Brit a text to tell her that she�d better get over here if she wanted to witness this. Duke and I wanted to witness this � not so much. Duke seemed to feel the stress radiating off Precious, so he decided we should go outside. I agreed with my buddy, and the two of us left for our jog.
 Mischief sometimes arises out of the most innocent of circumstances. Duke and I had gone for an actual jog. Doc Grog had provided me with a mask that made it harder to breathe, which helped raise my heart rate so I could have a shortened workout. The mask made me look like Bane from Batman. When I put it on, Duke wasn�t sure who I was. It was like the first time I wore a baseball cap around him. Once he heard me talk, he was all wiggles and embarrassed.
 It was a glorious fall day, which just happens to be my favorite time of year. The cool air was crisp, and there was a hint of smoke from neighbors burning leaves. As we jogged, I could tell I wasn�t one-hundred percent yet, but I was able to move without wanting to cry. Believe me, that was a significant improvement. If I were fortunate, I might be ready for the playoffs without needing drugs to get me on the field.
 Jeff Delahey had an article in the Sunday newspaper that made me sound like the second coming. He�d claimed he had never seen a comeback that dramatic. Jeff urged everyone to come out and see us live because they were in for a treat. What I focused on was the one interception. The messages I received from recruiters told me they, too, were impressed. Bo Harrington, from Alabama, had hinted that he might be able to get Tim a committable offer after what they�d seen. In essence, they would use two scholarships to get me to commit. If they did that, it would be hard to turn them down.
 When we got back, I let Duke in the house and ran upstairs to shower and get ready for school. I could tell Brit was there because Precious was being vocal, obviously trying to let her mom know what was wrong. Typically, her complaint was about me. When I got upstairs, Brit seemed to be nervous.
 �What should I do?� she asked.
 �Believe it or not, Precious knows what to do.�
 Somehow, that didn�t reassure her, so Brit got her phone out and called her mom. I just shook my head and went to take my shower. When I got out and was in my bedroom, I could hear her mom in my living room, saying, �Cats have been having babies forever. Precious will be fine.�
 I believe that was what I said.
 When I came out to gather my stuff, Brit was still worried.
 �Do you think we should call the vet?�
 I snorted. Brit gave me a look that said she didn�t appreciate me thinking this was funny. Her brothers probably got this same look all the time. I decided that my contribution�the use of my apartment�was all that was needed, so I left to get breakfast.
 ◊◊◊

 When I arrived at school, all seemed right with the world. Dare stopped me to tell me about what he�d done over the weekend. Brook decided she would rather talk to the other cheerleaders than hear about Dare�s adventures with the drone.
 Don, Destiny�s brother, interrupted Dare.
 �She shouldn�t have done it,� he said cryptically. �My sister extended an olive branch on your date.�
 I must have looked confused as Don grabbed Dare�s arm and dragged him away. I turned around to see what they were looking at as they beat their hasty retreat. My girlfriend had transformed into Satan�s spawn; all that was missing was fire shooting out of her nostrils.
 �You son of a bitch! I trusted you!�
 Shocked, I sort of froze. That was until Brook tried to kick me in the nuts. Out of instinct, I gave her a palm strike to the chest to back her off. Holy crap, that was a mistake! Cassidy came flying at me, and this was no joke. She intended to put me down.
 Cassidy was as quick as a viper and would be twice as deadly if she got inside my defenses. I had the advantage over her in strength and reach, and in a real fight, Cassidy wouldn�t have a chance. I hit Cassidy with a palm strike as well, and she fell back into Brook. They both collapsed in a heap.
 �What is the matter with you two?!� I demanded.
 �Destiny told Lisa that after her date with you Saturday night, she had to get the morning-after pill,� Brook seethed.
 �For shit�s sake! Instead of just asking me, you assumed I was the cause of her getting treated?� I asked. �Did it ever occur to you that ratting her out might have had something to do with your hearing about this?�
 Brook suddenly realized what she�d done. I was in no mood to listen to an apology, so I turned my anger on Cassidy.
 �You�re fired,� I said and stormed into the school.
 I�d almost reached my locker when I encountered Destiny with a smirk on her face.
 �Screw you, too!� I yelled at her, to her utter surprise.
 Waiting for me by my locker was Coach Hope.
 �What�s wrong with you?� he asked.
 �Nothing. What can I do for you?�
 �I need to talk to you.�
 �Of course you do.�
 �I don�t need any attitude from you,� he warned.
 My first instinct was to tell him to stuff it; I all but blurted that out. Instead, I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. By now, both Brook and Cassidy had cleared the front door. At that moment, I would rather talk to Coach than those two, so I let him lead me to his office. He pointed to a chair for me to sit in.
 �I received a call from Pam Lowden. She shared that you and Destiny Crown went to a party Saturday night and that she�d seen evidence that Destiny had been drinking. Coach Lowden has suspended Destiny for Thursday�s game.�
 �Let me guess. Destiny threw me under the bus and said I�d also been drinking.�
 �No. In fact, she said you hadn�t been drinking.�
 I blinked a few times as I let that sink in.
 �Then why am I in here?� I asked.
 �I wanted to hear it from you because I know you�ll tell me the truth. Did you drink Saturday night?� Coach asked.
 �No, sir.�
 �What has you so riled up this morning?�
 I told him about Brook being the one to turn in Destiny and how his daughter had retaliated. He was about as impressed as I was with how both Brook and his daughter reacted.
 �I understand you wanting to fire Cassidy. Would you give me a chance to talk to her before you make it official?�
 �What about Brook?� I asked.
 He laughed and shook his head.
 �Let me tell you about my wife and me. She and I had a serious falling out shortly after Brad was born. It doesn�t really matter what it was about. Suffice it to say, she was ready to use a rusty spoon on the family jewels. We both said things in the heat of the moment that could never be unsaid.
 �Unfortunately, I was in the process of being deployed to Germany. I flew out the next day,� he explained.
 �I guess everything worked out since you had Cassidy,� I ventured.
 �It did, but it was touch-and-go there for a while. For almost a month, my wife wouldn�t even take my calls. The bad part was I couldn�t tell my commander that I needed to take some personal time to save my marriage. That�s not how the Marines work, for the most part.�
 �So, what happened?� I asked.
 �Brad got sick, he developed pneumonia, and they hospitalized him. It made us realize how silly our argument was when compared to seeing our son in the ICU. I�d be disappointed if you broke up with Brook over a misunderstanding. You wouldn�t want Destiny to win.�
 �No, I get that. What I have a problem with is that Brook didn�t even ask me if I did it.�
 �Let it go. In the heat of the moment, I�ve seen people commit all sorts of stupidity. I�ve heard you say it�s not the mistake that matters, but how you handle it. Give her a chance to handle it,� he suggested.
 By now, I�d started to calm down. Coach was as bad as my uncle, using my own words against me. I simply nodded, and he gave me a pass to go to class late.
 Was this one of those times I was trying to make her wrong because she hadn�t handled the situation the way I wanted her to? Or was I justified in how I�d reacted? I could hear my uncle tell me that my feelings were valid. That was code for �suck it up and get over yourself.�
 ◊◊◊
 I was at my locker when my phone rang. The caller ID said it was my mom.
 �This is David. How may I be of assistance?� I asked cheerily.
 �When did you think it would be appropriate to tell me you lent Brit your apartment so that cat from hell could have her kittens there?�
 My first thought was it was my apartment and � well, then my brain kicked in. Technically, it was my parents� apartment, and if I weren�t careful, I would learn that the hard way.
 Explaining Bandit�s involvement and how Brit considered that made me responsible made me even later for first period. Mom made it clear that the conversation wasn�t over, but she let me go to class. I probably should have mentioned what had been planned. My explanation got me off the hook � for now.
 ◊◊◊
 Between classes, Dare touched my arm to get my attention. Someday, he might actually be able to say something to get me to notice him. It was hit-or-miss with him right now, as far as him talking. I gave him the one raised eyebrow to get him to spit it out.
 �We need another drone,� he mumbled.
 I had to count to ten because drones weren�t cheap.
 �You might want to explain why,� I suggested before I blew up.
 He blushed because he realized I assumed he�d broken the other one.
 �Your drone is fine. I want a smaller one for security.�
 Dare quickly explained a couple of different ideas he had that showed me how smart he really was. He�d observed how my drivers would get out of the car and check around it before they would let me out. He suggested that they release a drone and have it check for them. That way, they were still in the car and could drive away if there was trouble.
 Another idea was to link a drone to my phone�s Bluetooth and have it follow me. That would serve as a replacement for my bodycam. He said it could act as a live feed to my security team and be monitored remotely in case something serious happened.
 Both ideas sounded like fun to me, but I knew that I would have to explain it to Caryn. That was when I had a brilliant idea.
 �Sounds fine to me, but you�ll have to present it to my business manager. She�s in charge of the funds.�
 I used that one for anyone who came to me and wanted money. Some random person would approach me with the next big idea or charity that needed backing. If it were left to me, I would be adopting kids in desperate need all over the world, or even better, sick puppies. I was a sucker for that type of appeal. Sending them to Caryn saved me a ton of money.
 Dare was a man on a mission. Thinking of my business manager, I shook my head. Caryn had no idea how persistent a teen could be if they really wanted something.
 ◊◊◊

 By lunchtime, I�d come to a decision as far as Brook and Destiny were concerned. I sent them each a text saying I wanted to eat lunch with them�alone. I skipped out of class five minutes early so I could be seated at a table before they arrived.
 The table I picked was in the corner and was usually occupied by a girl who sat by herself. It surprised me a little when the girl came and sat down. She ignored me as she opened her sack lunch and pulled out a California sushi roll, wasabi, soy sauce, and a salad. I looked at my meal and then back at hers.
 �Want to trade?�
 �I�ve never had a school lunch. Are they as bad as they look?�
 �You�re in for a treat. Today is mac and cheese,� I said to try to sell it.
 �I�ve never had mac and cheese.�
 �What? Then you have to trade. It would be irresponsible of me to deprive you of the wonders of boiled noodles in a sauce made from processed cheese powder.�
 Her hesitance told me I might have provided too much information, so I made her a counteroffer.
 �Try it first. If you don�t like it, I�ll let you off the hook for the trade.�
 I was worried when she took a forkful and sniffed it before she put it into her mouth. When she smiled, I was in.
 Destiny was the first to arrive and saw what I had.
 �You are so sharing that,� she informed me.
 I hunched over and put my arms over my new lunch. Girls had tricked me before.
 �Mine,� I said with a growl in my voice.
 Brook came up and appeared unhappy when she saw Destiny. Then she spotted my sushi roll.
 �Remember what your mom said: you have to share,� she reminded me and then turned to Destiny. �Bitch.�
 �Skank.�
 I turned to the girl I�d just met.
 �You might want to eat lunch somewhere else. This is about to get ugly,� I warned her.
 �Are you kidding me? This is the first time anyone has eaten lunch with me. I�m not going anywhere.�
 I just shrugged as Destiny and Brook ignored us and began arguing. They vented their grievances while I ate my California sushi roll. I figured they would forget about it if they were busy fighting. When I got down to the last two pieces, they both stopped and glared at me. I rolled my eyes and gave them each one. While their mouths were full, I weighed in.
 �You,� I said, pointing at my girlfriend, �shot yourself in the foot when you gave me away as a date. If you�d thought about it for even a second, you would have figured out who might be motivated to go out with me. None of those girls would have made you happy. It just so happens that Destiny has a unique talent for making you crazy.
 �This morning, you let her win when you reacted to a rumor she started,� I said, looking her in the eyes.
 I then turned my displeasure on Destiny.
 �I�ve stayed out of your little drama until you sucked me into the middle of it this morning. When I left you Saturday night, you had it under control. You chased off that frat guy without a problem. That leads me to conclude that you made up the morning-after pill rumor you started. Am I right?�
 She looked away, and both Brook and I saw the truth in what happened. Destiny got a determined expression on her face and turned on me.
 �She told on me.�
 I blinked a couple of times to keep from laughing. Destiny sounded exactly like my niece would in a couple of years. Unfortunately, my daughter would probably follow suit.
 �You need to own that. You�ve been hanging out with your cousin and getting drunk. That night wasn�t the first time because I saw the pictures of them drawing on you after you�d passed out. Either you need to straighten up until the season�s over, or I�ll go to your coach and fill her in on what you�ve been up to. I�d bet you�d be off the squad for more than just this week�s game.�
 Then I turned back to Brook.
 �If you�d sent the pictures to your coach because you�re cheer captain, I would understand. But you did it because you dislike Destiny. I�ve played ball with some players that I couldn�t stand, but I�ve never turned them in unless they�d harmed someone. The most recent instance of that was dealing with Mike for what he did to Mona,� I said to give her an example.
 I turned again to face Destiny.
 �Did you mean what you said on the date? Or were you just telling me what I wanted to hear?� I asked.
 �Yes, I meant it until I got suspended.�
 �As I said, get over it. You gave her the opportunity to do the wrong thing,� I said, then turned to Brook. �Can we do a reset? You two have been fighting about nothing. You are the captain, and Destiny�s never going to take that from you unless you let her. I will never be more than friends with her. You even got to kick her butt.�
 That brought a smile to her face.
 �I�m willing to end this if she is,� Brook said.
 I looked at Destiny.
 �Yeah. I want to enjoy the rest of the year and not have it dominated by fighting with your girlfriend.�
 �Good. You two work out the truce while I get to know my new friend. I�m sorry, I don�t even know your name,� I said.
 �Shouldn�t you introduce yourself?� she teased.
 Both Brook and Destiny laughed at me when I blushed. I�d gone and assumed and made an ass out of myself.
 �I�m David A. Dawson. Actor, model, and future Bond. You can either call me David or Bond, Ian Bond,� I said dramatically.
 �I�m Chrissy. We moved here a few weeks ago. My dad worked for the government, and we were posted in Korea until he got a job at State as a teacher.�
 We decided to go to my usual table while the two rivals worked out their differences.
 ◊◊◊
 Brit had skipped school to be with Precious when she had her kittens. She sent me pictures of mama and her five babies, which I forwarded to Halle and copied her mom. She needed to tell me which one she wanted since the stud fee was usually the pick of the litter or the price of a kitten. Personally, I was worried Halle might owe money if the kittens were anything like Precious. I won�t repeat what Rita wrote back. She was adamant that one pet was all Halle would get as long as she lived under Rita�s roof. The name-calling was unnecessary. Wasn�t there an unwritten rule about not shooting the messenger?
 Halle texted back that since I allowed it to happen, I had to take her kitten. Of course, I forwarded that to my parents. Dad wanted to know when I planned to move out. My mom was mysteriously silent on the matter, which scared me a little.
 When Chrissy and I joined our table, everyone seemed to be divided. Those who�d met the �cat from hell� recommended not to get a kitten. That was except for Wolf, who thought he needed a guard cat. To me, that was a great idea since Precious would freeze any would-be intruder when she yowled at them. For the uninitiated among my peers, I volunteered to make introductions to Precious. If you hadn�t experienced her displeasure, it was a little hard to describe.
 Cassidy suggested that we needed to go to the dojo for the offer of the proposed introductions to Precious. I suspected she was upset I�d ruined her perfect record of taking down guys at our school�a fact I was freely sharing with anyone who would listen. With the dojo comment, I quickly reassessed my earlier comments concerning my little ninja�s takedown ability. I knew she could cause me way more pain than Precious ever could. Maybe I should reassess why I hung out with girls who caused me pain.
 I still wasn�t happy with Cassidy and decided I would wait for her dad to talk to her before I agreed to hang out with her.
 ◊◊◊
 At football practice, we did something new. On Mondays, we usually watched game film to do the postmortem of the previous game and then watched video of our upcoming opponent. Today, Coach Stevens, our special teams coach, ran the meeting.
 �Part of my job is to do research on kickoffs. Kick it through the end zone or kick it short. The risk of a long kickoff is that they may pick up more yardage with a return. I was leaning towards the short kick because the New England Patriots started kicking the ball short so they could pin their opponents further back. I mean, seriously. If they�re doing it, there has to be a good reason for it.
 �Then I ran across something interesting that changed my thinking completely. I�d been focused on the wrong thing. The Patriots were the key to my discovery. They brought in a high school coach from Arkansas whose team has won seven state championships in the past fifteen years, including the last four. He basically says that risk-averse football is all wrong, and he has the stats to back it up.
 �His premise is that turnovers, not field position, win games,� Coach Stevens said.
 I looked over at Coach Hope to see his reaction. His whole coaching philosophy when he came here was one of good defense and field position. I expected to see him shut this down. What I saw instead from his body language was that he was on board with what Coach Stevens proposed.
 �When I first talked to the coaches about this fundamental change of philosophy, they were skeptical, so I proved it to them. Our football software makes it easy to research trends. While they were on board with the idea that turnovers win games, they were hesitant about the field-position argument. What we confirmed was that the reward of a turnover outweighed the risk of giving up field position.
 �In my opinion, Coach Mason put it best: he said that they keep the turnover stat for a reason. I called Bo Harrington at Alabama and asked him if he had any stats on how turnovers correlate to wins. Bo pulled four years of college football data from across the country. Apparently, they have staff that can do that for them. Anyway, what they found supported what this Arkansas coach was saying. There is a direct correlation between turnover margin and wins. In a twelve-game season, if you can maintain a plus-1 margin, you will win eight to nine of your games. If you push it to plus 2, you�ll win all of your games.
 �I want to remind everyone that while turnovers are important, they don�t guarantee victory. You still have to play football,� Coach Stevens warned.
 He let what he�d told us settle in. I wondered what he planned.
 �Based on what I�ve found, the coaching staff has decided to make some changes. First, we will start onside-kicking for every kickoff. This is something that most teams never practice for. If they see they have to defend for it in the playoffs, it�ll take away part of their practice time to game-plan,� he said.
 Holy cow, was he serious? I looked around to see if we were being punked. Jeff Delahey and his camera crew were filming as usual, but he didn�t look like he was in on a prank.
 �Second, we will seldom punt on fourth down because the chance to run four downs worth of plays is more valuable than field position. Third, with plays�where at least three players touch the ball, the chance for an explosive play of 20 yards or more actually doubles. Bo�s research also revealed that if you can account for more explosive plays of 20 yards or more than your opponent, you win 81% of the time.�
 That caught my full attention. Suddenly a smile appeared on my face. I hated it when we had to punt. I always felt that I could get us the yardage if given another chance. And I liked the idea of more players touching the ball.
 �Finally, we will blitz more often because sacks change the game more than allowing first downs,� Coach Stevens concluded.
 I glanced over at Tim and Yuri, and they both had big grins on their faces. Coach Hope took the floor.
 �Coach Stevens did a good job of laying out the facts for the coaching staff. I debated whether we would try this or not this year. Coach Stevens convinced me that we would need to prepare for it, and we�d see how it worked next year. Then I saw this,� he said and started the video of our next opponent, Broadview Academy.
 The first video he pulled up was a local newscast showing what they�d said about the upcoming game in St. Louis. Their star defensive end, Percy Wilkes, was interviewed.
 �I think we can run the table. We view the game in St. Louis as a warm-up for the playoffs.�
 �What do you think of Lincoln High? Doesn�t their offense worry you?� the off-camera reporter asked.
 �Everyone knows that Texas football is better than anywhere else; it�s just a fact. Lincoln High would have a hard time beating anyone in our league. It�s a whole different class of football. It�s a shame, really. They�ll try to ride our coattails to relevance. It�s a shame that ESPN didn�t feature two Texas teams in this game. If we played Trinity, Lake Travis, or Allen � now that would be a game worth watching. Compared to them, Lincoln High is irrelevant.�
 Irrelevant? That made the Alpha Male in me take notice. It seemed to have a similar effect on my teammates. This was precisely why I was careful to say only good things about an opponent. You didn�t need to give them further motivation to kick your butt. Coach Hope smiled at our collective reaction.
 �I thought that might get you riled up. Now I want to show you what will happen if we don�t execute.�
 He turned on the video of Broadview on defense. On the snap, the opposing quarterback dropped back to pass. We watched in horror as Broadview�s defensive end, who I assumed was Percy Wilkes, simply tossed their offensive tackle to the ground and sprinted full speed to tackle the quarterback. Most times, you will see the defender wrap a player around the waist and bring them down. But in this case, Broadview�s defensive end dwarfed the opponent�s quarterback. It looked like an adult playing against a middle-schooler. I would later find out that Percy was six-seven and 270 pounds. The best way to describe what happened was Percy engulfed the quarterback, who disappeared from view and then suddenly was slammed to the turf.
 Oh, my God! Coach Hope had three other clips with similar endings. I glanced over at Trent, who looked like he�d eaten something nasty.
 �You know, I�m still hurt,� I teased him.
 I think he threw up in his mouth on that one. His reaction made everyone laugh nervously.
 �We�ve seen enough video,� Coach Hope said because he knew he had our full attention.
 I now understood Percy�s swagger. You could get away with providing your opponent poster-board material if you could back it up like that. I also realized why Coach Hope decided to change things up. We would need turnovers if we expected to beat Broadview Academy.
 We ran out onto the field in shorts and t-shirts. Coach Mason had a new play drawn up, a pass play that featured Trent and my brother Phil. They both had practiced at quarterback and were skilled at running the option. The whole concept was taken from rugby. Instead of our receivers rushing to block someone after a catch, they would work to find an open spot in the defense where they could accept a pitch.
 We now had a set play where either Trent or Phil would catch the ball and immediately pitch it to the other because they were the best ball-handlers. From there, they might lateral it again if needed. The other play we were given was sort of a free-for-all. It was based on the last-minute desperation plays you see a couple of times a year as a highlight. We quickly discovered that if we moved our running backs to receiver for these plays, our success rate rose way up. They were used to catching pitches, and when you gave someone like Ty space to run, it was over.
 This whole new concept fit my Captain Chaos persona to a T.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 39 � Mr. In Charge  Monday October 31 
 It seems to be an unwritten rule that little kids trick-or-treat earlier, and the older ones go later. If you�re not careful, you run out of candy before the older deviants appear. If that happens, prepare to be tricked. With that in mind, you could imagine the expressions on people�s faces when we all showed up�six kids, four moms, and two dads.
 I smiled when our neighbor answered the door a little dismayed.
 �I�m not sure we have enough candy for this horde.�
 �Beware, winter is coming,� I warned.
 �Funny,� she said and then looked at Kyle and Mac, the two little ones old enough to understand what was going on. �Don�t you two look cute.�
 She held out a bowl of gum. She was just asking for trouble later.
 �One each,� Greg reminded them as Mac came out with a handful.
 We�d been at this for half an hour, and Mac and Kyle�s bags were almost full. Scarlet leaned in so only I could hear her.
 �Don�t know about you, but I could use a drink.�
 To be honest, I was with her. How much noise could two almost-three-year-olds make? They hadn�t even eaten any candy yet, and they were already bouncing off the walls. Nate had insisted his dad carry him, and mine were just enjoying the walk and being fussed over.
 Angie had overheard Scarlet.
 �I agree. I vote we let Greg take these two and keep going. That is until either they fill up two more bags of candy or he wears them out enough that they fall asleep as soon as they get home.�
 Greg gave us all dirty looks when we agreed to Angie�s plan. My little glimpse into the future showed me what I�d really gotten myself into. I�d overheard my grandmother tease my mom about her choice to help me out. Grandma had explained that when Mom was young, she didn�t know any better and was able to keep up. Mom said that after the hell Greg and I had put her through, she should have learned her lesson.
 I almost felt bad about running off to do movies and then go to college. I imagine that was why they�d capped at 22 the age at which I had to take Coby full time. He would be a couple of years older than Kyle and Mac were right now and probably a total wild man if his current antics were any indication.
 Yesterday, daycare had called, worried that they�d killed him. He�d been in a playpen, and the lady that was supposed to watch him was busy with another child. Coby had somehow pulled himself up to get free. She�d watched in horror as he teetered on the rail and then landed on the floor. Mom had gone in to find that he hadn�t even cried. I swear that babies are made of rubber.
 We�d had problems with him trying to escape his high chair. It amazed me that as young as he was, he had turned into our own little Houdini. One could only imagine what he would be like when he was five. He�d be scaling six-foot fences without a problem.
 When we got back, the moms went into the kitchen and sorted out the candy. My mom put Duke and me in charge of greeting the trick-or-treaters.
 Duke was better this year. Last Halloween had been a shock to his system when kids showed up in masks. He wasn�t sure what they were and got a little protective of his home. Being around all the little ones and working at the hospital had taught him more patience. Some days, I was amazed he didn�t bite someone for hanging on his ears or sitting on his head.
 That didn�t mean that he put up with everything. I�d accidentally stepped on his tail, and it must have hurt because he decided to take me on. It all ended quickly when I snatched him up and planted him on his back on my bed. He changed from big and tough to �I think I made a mistake� in the blink of an eye. It was a good reminder that even the best-tempered dogs had their limits. We made it a point to save him whenever we heard him give a little warning growl.
 Greg came back with two more bags full of candy, so it was time to wrap it up. I noticed that one of Mac�s wings was missing.
 �What happened to you?� I asked her.
 �I falled down. It okay, though. Daddy kissed it and made it better,� she said, showing me her scraped-up hand.
 Kyle handed me a pack of gum.
 �Daddy said I had to share,� he explained.
 He was smarter than he looked. I�d give up the gum over chocolate any day.
 �Thank you,� I said.
 They ran in to show their mom what they�d gotten. Greg looked worn to a frazzle.
 �You okay?�
 �I can�t believe everyone bailed on me. Now I understand why some moms at daycare put their kids on leashes.�
 We�d chuckled about that in that past because we�d seen them at Walmart. I�d suggested that we tie the kids to Duke and let him take them for walks. I could only imagine the chaos if he decided he had to off a squirrel.
 �You better get in there, or the moms will have stolen all the good candy. If you see a Snickers, Butterfinger, or a Heath Bar, snag it for me.�
 �What? You don�t like your gum?� Greg asked as he stepped inside.
 Just then, another batch of trick-or-treaters showed up.
 �Trick-or-treat!�
 �Who knows the first lesson?� I asked.
 �Stick �em with the pointy end,� a little monster told me.
 �Good. You�ve passed the test. You may select something from the magical jack-o�-lantern.�
 Four young kids stuck their hands into the plastic bowl all at once.
 �What do you say?� their mom asked.
 �Thank you!�
 I reached in and tossed her a Hershey�s Kiss.
 �What do you think, Buddy? Should we go see kittens?� I asked Duke when they�d left.
 He happily followed me into the house.
 ◊◊◊
 When I opened the door to my abode, Precious darted out. She must have needed a break. Pam had wanted to see the kittens, so she�d come with me. Duke was mysteriously missing in action. He realized his frenemy had taken over our apartment. Duke had slept in the boys� room when I�d traveled. I figured he could sleep there tonight.
 We checked the crate, and the kittens were sound asleep in a collective ball. I�d done a quick Internet search and discovered that they were blind and deaf at this age.
 Pam sat down on the couch and patted the seat next to hers. She wanted to talk.
 �David,� she said as I joined her.
 It seemed like we had fallen right back into our old pattern.
 �Yes?�
 �Do you love Coby?�
 �Yes.�
 �Do you love me?�
 �Yes.�
 �Do you love Little David?�
 �Yes.�
 �Do you love Peggy?�
 I took a moment to think about it.
 �Yes.�
 �Do you love Carol?�
 �Yes,� I said without having to consider it.
 �Do you love Scarlet?�
 That was a good question. I didn�t know Scarlet other than when I�d met her in Alabama and since she�d moved here last week.
 �Not yet.�
 �Is it the same with the boys and Ashley?�
 �I think so. I know Ashley only a little better than Scarlet. Them moving here will help me get to know them better,� I explained.
 �Do you love me the best?�
 I chuckled.
 �Of course I do,� I said as I put my arm around her.
 We heard the door open, and Precious ran in and checked on her babies. Then she came to me and hopped up on my lap. Peggy walked up the stairs and checked out the kittens. She turned and gave Pam a measured look.
 �David told me he loves me the best,� Pam said to tease Peggy.
 �I don�t know about that. When he makes love to me, he does a pretty good job,� Peggy shot back and then turned to me. �You willing to show her how good you can be?�
 Mr. Happy almost knocked Precious off my lap. I felt her claws in my thigh, so I had to pick her up and put her on the floor before she did some real damage. Precious saved me from doing something I probably would regret. It allowed the big brain to put the brakes on before clothes started to come off.
 �Tracy said the next time you fell off the wagon, she had to be involved. Should I give her a call?� Pam asked.
 Peggy giggled when she saw the expression that came over my face.
 �He acts big and tough, but we all know who�s in charge of his relationship � Brook. She has this �stupid boy� wrapped around her little finger,� Peggy observed.
 My first thought was �I�m in charge,� but couldn�t deny that I loved Brook. I was currently unhappy with the whole trying to kick me in the balls episode and how easily Destiny had gotten her to believe I�d strayed. She hadn�t come trick-or-treating with us because she and Destiny went to dinner to talk things out. I did appreciate that Brook was trying. She and I still needed to talk, though. If she didn�t trust me, we had bigger issues than I�d realized. I didn�t want to be in a relationship where I constantly had to prove myself. It would be better to part as friends.
 Mr. Happy voted for that. He had a valid point since I was about to pass up a foursome with three of my favorite girls.
 �She�s in charge as much as I allow her to be,� I said to defend myself.
 The laughter from both girls was uncalled for. Pam got out her phone.
 �Should I make the call, Mr. In Charge?�
 Peggy sat down on my other side and put her finger under my chin to force me to look at her.
 �If you love us, shouldn�t you at least kiss us?� she asked reasonably.
 Mr. Happy was being sly and had no comment. The big brain was occupied trying to figure that out when Peggy kissed me. It was a tender kiss that promised so much more. When our lips parted, two hands twisted my head so I would kiss Pam. Her kiss about curled my toes.
 Thank God I heard someone open my door. My girlfriend came in, giving the other two girls a look. She quickly figured out what they were up to.
 �With him as virile as he is, I would think you would have learned your lessons.�
 �That was mean,� Pam complained.
 �Can you say you didn�t plan to gang up on him and lure him to bed?� Brook asked.
 �He can do what he wants,� Peggy shot back.
Now she thought I was in charge? Girls confuse me.
 They all looked at me. How did I get in the middle of all this?
 �Why do I have to choose?� I whined like my niece.
 They all rolled their eyes at my antics. At least they weren�t about to yell at each other now.
 �Get out,� Brook ordered. �I have to make up with my boyfriend.�
 �We could do a fivesome,� Peggy suggested.
 Brook appeared confused.
 �Tracy offered to come over,� I explained.
 �Of course she did,� Brook said and shook her head. �I�ll be watching you two.�
 Peggy and Pam saw that they weren�t going to have any fun, so they left. I doubted my girlfriend scared them, though.
 �Halle was right,� Brook said once we were alone, and she�d joined me on the couch.
 �How�s that?�
 �If I broke up with you, I would be the stupid one in this relationship. You would have me replaced as soon as the door hit my butt,� Brook complained.
 �Like you couldn�t do the same?� I asked.
 �Probably not. I don�t have a list of ex-lovers that I would want to spend time with,� she admitted.
 �How did dinner go?� I asked to change the subject.
 Brook gave me a half frown.
 �I still don�t trust her, but we did have a nice dinner. We didn�t exactly agree to be friends; I can�t imagine that�ll ever happen. But I do think that we can work together now. I�ve been resistant to most of Destiny�s ideas because of my feelings towards her. But going forward, I agreed to at least listen. In turn, she said that she�ll quit making my life miserable.�
 I just nodded. It was between Brook and Destiny, and the less I said about it, the better.
 �How was your night?�
 �Yo, you missed trick-or-treating, that shit was litty!�
 �You�re a rich white boy. You sound ridiculous when you say stuff like that.�
 �I�m down with it,� I said confidently.
 �Did you watch some �90s rap video?�
 She just didn�t appreciate how gangsta I was.
 �We need to talk,� I said.
 The smile left her face.
 �I owe you an apology,� she said. �What I did should never have happened. Please don�t hold it against Cassidy. If we break up, I�ll understand. She�s a mess, believing she may have damaged her friendship with you.�
 �I�m sure she�s just upset that I got the better of her.�
 �I would probably not repeat that anymore. Cassidy might decide to hell with friendship and kick your butt,� Brook warned.
 �Did her dad talk to her?�
 �Yeah. Cassidy plans to apologize to you tomorrow. She was going to today, but I asked her to wait until I worked everything out with you and Destiny,� Brook reasoned.
 �I have to wonder why you would assume I slept with Destiny. I don�t think I�ve given you any reason to doubt my commitment to you,� I said to get to the heart of the matter.
 �It wasn�t you; it was me,� she began.
 �This sounds like a breakup.�
 �No. At least, I hope not. I�m not trying to be clich� or anything. You have to admit that finding out you�d fathered three more children was a shock.�
 �Tell me about it. That didn�t change anything for us, though.�
 �No. It made me nervous that we would change, and I�m sure that we will because of it. You have responsibilities that you didn�t have before this all came to light. I guess when I heard that Destiny had needed the morning-after pill, I reacted before I thought about it. Unfortunately, all the drama from Alabama came rushing back.
 �Before you react, let me explain,� Brook continued. �I�d spent almost a year sharing you. I knew where we stood and agreed I wasn�t ready for more than we had. Of all of us, I think Zoe was the one who was most bothered by it. She associates sex with marriage. Not that I don�t agree with that a bit.�
 �Are you saying we should get married?� I asked.
 �God, no! I want to graduate from college before that happens.�
 �Just checking,� I said, and let a little smile touch my lips. �I agree with you on that.�
 �Good. I don�t even know how I started talking about Zoe to begin with.�
 �You were talking about how things were before we became a couple.�
 �Oh, right,� Brook said, then collected her thoughts. �I had this whole speech planned out in my head as I came over here. Let�s boil it down to what it is. I�ve had some insecurities about dating you. Apparently, Destiny picked up on them and used them against me. She figured I would lose my cool when she spread the rumor and that I would jump to the wrong conclusion. Destiny was careful not to say you were the cause of her needing the pill. If I�d thought about it, it would have made more sense that some college guy slept with her.�
 Brook reached over and grabbed my hand.
 �I love you, David Dawson. With all my heart. It would kill me if you didn�t feel the same way,� she shared as tears formed in her eyes.
 �I love you too. Just promise me that next time you get mad at me that you don�t try to take it out on the family jewels.�
 �I noticed that you�ll actually hit a girl if she tries that.�
 �It wasn�t that bad. I�ve seen you get hit harder than that at the dojo.�
 �I know,� she said and wiped a tear from her cheek.
 �Can you kiss me like you did Pam and Peggy?� she asked.
 �How did you know I kissed them?� I asked in shock.
 �You have lip gloss on your lips.�
 �Oh.�
 �How about we have that make-up sex you wanted the last time we fought?� Brook suggested.
 I was down with that. �Rich white boy,� my ass.
 We held each other as we walked into my bedroom and found Precious sound asleep on my pillow. I scooped the cat up, put her in Duke�s crate, and locked her in. The look she gave me promised pain. Probably best that I call Brit and have her let Precious out when I wasn�t around.
 When I came back into the bedroom, I found Brook in a frilly, sexy bra-and-panty set she�d bought from Victoria�s Secret. I made a wolfish growl and began to stalk her.
 �I could eat you for hours,� I threatened.
 �Yeah, right. I bet you can�t even last an hour.�
 I cocked my head to the side and slowly let a grin light up my face.
 �Oh, crap,� Brook moaned.
 I scooped her up and deposited her onto her back on the bed. I grabbed her hips so I could adjust her to where I could best get to my goal from the side of the bed. Then I lifted and spread her legs to give myself better access. I simply pulled her panties to the side and lowered my head to the promised land.
 I took the flat of my tongue and bathed her sex to get it wet. Brook laid back and let me have my way with her. I would forever be grateful to Cindy and Suzanne for teaching me how to pleasure a woman with my mouth. I was sure that I still had plenty to learn, but like when I received a blow job, enthusiasm counted. Doing this with Brook was something I very much enjoyed.
 It was different when you have sex with someone you love. I loved a no-holds-barred romp in the sack where the goal is just to have the best time imaginable; I�d always thought that was the best possible sex. But I�d been wrong.
 As much as I hated to admit it, my uncle might be right about a few things. Until I knew something, I wouldn�t know it. He would tell me that when I experienced it, I would understand. Someday, way in the future, I would share with him how right he was about the many lessons he�d taught me.
 Brook started to get aroused as I used my tongue to bring her pleasure. When I was sure of her arousal, I pulled out one of my old tricks: I attacked her button with the tip of my tongue like a metronome. One, two, three, pause; and repeat, again and again and again.
 �Oh, my � oh, my � oh, my � don�t stop!�
 So I did. Brook looked down in shock. I loved watching her chest heave up and down as she breathed hard. I returned to my task at hand. One, two, three, pause. Back and forth, up and down, and every other direction. Sometimes I would miss her nubbin, barely brush it, or make direct contact. The result was that I was about to drive Brook crazy. I knew I�d found a winner when she began to chant my name.
 My grin about split my face when she shuddered and pushed her hand against my forehead as she came. There was still a lot of time left on the clock. I waited for her to come to her senses.
 �You ready for round two?� I asked.
 �Stand up and just do me,� she ordered.
 She rolled over and got on her knees to present me with her backside. I decided I should get naked and disrobed. When I was ready, I fisted Mr. Happy and guided him so he pushed her panties out of the way. Brook gasped as I penetrated her. It was sexy as hell to see her in her panty set as we made love.
 She reacted like I was Ryan Gosling. No, wait, that was Halle�s fantasy man. I�d never asked Brook who hers was. Whoever it was, she quickly had a monster orgasm.
 �Stop!� she ordered.
 I couldn�t figure out what was wrong. Usually, when I give a girl two orgasms in quick succession, they don�t beg me to stop. Then Brook took her panties off.
 �They were rubbing against my nubbin, and it became too much,� she explained.
 �That�s a bad thing?� I asked.
 �If I plan to walk tomorrow, it is.�
 I would bet I wouldn�t want Mr. Happy rubbed raw either. From there, it was game on. Make-up sex was as good as advertised. After my second orgasm, Brook had to coax Mr. Happy back to life. I think she wanted to prove that she had oral skills as good as mine. She wasn�t the best I�d ever had, but when I saw how much she wanted to please me, I wouldn�t trade the experience for anything.
 I let Brook take charge at that point and rolled over onto my back. When she had me back up, she took full advantage. Brook gave a satisfied grunt as she took all of me. I enjoyed her effort as she bounced up and down on my member. Once Brook found her release, I rolled her over on her back and had my way with her. When I finally came, we were both exhausted, and the room reeked with the smell of sex.
 I rolled off Brook and wrapped her in my arms.
 �I can�t promise you that we�ll never fight, but if we resolve it like this, I�ll be fine,� I predicted.
 �Ya think?�
 �Yep.�
 �You do realize that you didn�t complain about your side or hip the whole time,� she pointed out.
 I sat up and pumped my hand in the air.
 �Yes!� I exclaimed. �I mean, now that you mention it, I am sore. But it�s not even close to as bad as it was.�
 �You were pretty useless in the sack while you were hurt.�
 I just let her barb roll off me. I might actually be getting better. Thank God!
 �Maybe we should do that again, just to make sure,� I suggested.
 �You�re such a guy. I bet you�d have sex 24/7 if we could.�
 �You saying you don�t want to?� I asked.
 �Yes, David, I want to. That doesn�t mean I have to be easy about it, though.�
 �It�s okay to be easy when you�re with me. You have my permission.�
 �Oh, really?�
 �Yep, really.�
 �Then get busy, Mister.�
 I loved Brook Davis.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 40 � I Agree to be Videoed  Wednesday November 2 
 I had my bags packed and was ready to go to St. Louis. The schedule called for us to go to morning classes and then leave at noon. The game was to be shown on ESPN, and the network wanted to do their prep this afternoon. Coach Hope had shared that we were one of only a handful of high school teams that had had their games televised on ESPN in back-to-back years.
 Until this week, I�d ignored this game for several reasons. Honestly, my focus had been on two things: recruiting and my injury. I�d not thought about Broadview Academy because this was one game our athletic director was crazy to schedule.
 Last year, we�d played King High and probably should have lost to them. I think if they hadn�t tried to hurt me and had it backfire, injuring their star linebacker, we wouldn�t have won. Broadview Academy was a college prep school for athletes. It was one of a handful of schools around the country that focused on helping kids get to the next level. Here, the target was high-level football players who wanted to play for the best college programs and eventually make it to the NFL.
 Unlike King High, who drew their players from only their school district, Broadview Academy enrolled players from all over the country. Percy Wilkes was right; we shouldn�t play them. On paper, they were probably better than we were at almost every position.
 I should�ve been nervous. I should�ve been wringing my hands, worried that we would get killed in this game. The game film showed them dismantling every opponent they�d played. So why wasn�t I worried? It was because we�d prepared for a game like this for the last four years � as a team. We�d been given every advantage. Our booster club had made sure we had the facilities we needed and provided specialized training. We�d attacked off-season workouts and gotten bigger, stronger, and faster. We had some of the best coaching I�d seen at the high school level.
 The key factor for me was that we were a team, not a group of individuals who�d come together to showcase their talent. I was confident because I knew that with teamwork, we could beat superior individual ability.
 ◊◊◊
 I met Brit as I stepped out of my apartment.
 �How�s it going with Precious?� Brit asked.
 �Since she got me to understand she could do whatever she wanted, we�ve been getting along fine.�
 �What do you mean?� she asked.
 �She�s allowed to sleep on my pillow on my bed when she wants to get away from her kittens. I�m also not allowed to lock the crate, or there are consequences,� I said, showing her my arm.
 �Thanks. I don�t know anyone else who would have let Precious have her kittens at their place.�
 �You need to thank my mom. She was ready to evict her and her kittens when she found out. Precious has terrorized her and my dad more than once.�
 Precious had snuck in with Duke on a couple of occasions when he�d wanted his morning loving. For some reason, it was always my fault that Brit�s cat was so antisocial.
 �I�ll be sure to thank her too,� Brit assured me, then went up to check on her cat and the litter.
 Duke met me at the back door of the house, so I let him out. I walked in to find Scarlet and Peggy having coffee. Coby saw me and grunted as he reached his arms up for me to pick him up.
 �Morning, ladies.�
 �I have some good news for you,� Scarlet announced.
 �What�s that?�
 �They finalized the deal on Halle�s movie. They fired the director and producer because they both knew about Halle�s complaint against Zander and did nothing about it. I heard that filming will begin again on Monday, and you know the director they hired: Kitty Ellis.�
 �Who�s that?� Peggy asked.
 �She was one of the directors on The Royal Palm. She�ll do a great job for Halle,� I said. �Did they hire Ben Doman as her leading man?�
 �They did. Caryn told me that Halle says she owes you,� Scarlet shared.
 �I didn�t do anything.�
 �You agreed to take a piece of the movie instead of suing her old studio. Caryn said she talked to Saul, and if this movie hadn�t been put back into production, they might have blackballed Halle. I guess they�ve done that to other actresses. Halle needs this picture to be a success.�
 It sounded like Caryn was plugged-in and on top of everything. I was happy Halle would be back to work on Monday.
 Then Scarlet chuckled.
 �What?� I asked self-consciously.
 �Did you know that there�s an express line for TSA?�
 I hated airport security. They had groped me one too many times. I�m sure Scarlet could tell from the face I made.
 �Caryn didn�t, either. If my parents didn�t travel to Alabama away games, I wouldn�t have known. It costs like $85, and you don�t have to get in line with everyone else. The even better part is the pass is good for five years. When you go through security, you don�t have to take off your shoes or do any other dumb stuff. I think the most we waited was five minutes,� Scarlet explained.
 �Who do I have to kill for that?�
 �Caryn filled out applications online and paid for you, your parents, and Brook. All you have to do is go see them in person when you get to St. Louis. It�s like a ten-minute meeting, and they fingerprint you.�
 �You keep being useful, and we might have to promote you,� I teased.
 �Does that come with a raise, corner office, and car?� Scarlet asked, acting excited.
 �I�m pretty sure it�s a title, and you�re put on salary. That means we can work you sixty hours a week and you won�t get any overtime. I bet all your friends will be envious when you�re a vice president of something.�
 �At least I get a car,� Peggy teased, and then looked at me more seriously. �Speaking of which, I�ll need something bigger than the Jeep if I ever have to pick up all the little ones, once Ashley gets here with her two.�
 �We will probably need to hire you help,� I admitted.
 I could barely keep up with Coby and Little David. Add in Dawson, Allen, and Carol, and I couldn�t make Peggy do it alone.
 �Your mom has already talked to Caryn about it. I think her week with them out of daycare was more than enough for her,� Peggy said.
 I still don�t know how she handled Greg�s three and mine. His oldest two were almost three and got into everything. Nate wasn�t far behind them because he wanted to do everything his older siblings did.
 Paul came in the back door, and I remembered that I hadn�t eaten yet and we had to go.
 �We have to drive through today,� I told him.
 He was a guy, so he was okay with that. He grabbed my suitcase, and I followed him out to the car. I had to go back when I realized I still had Coby in my arms and let Duke in while I was at it. I forget, is it your mind or knees that go first?
 ◊◊◊
 The school was abuzz with excitement when Brook and I arrived. The cheerleaders had decorated each player�s locker with their name, number, and our bulldog logo. They�d also hung banners that predicted a win over the Broadview Academy Vaqueros. �Vaquero� is a Spanish word for cowboy; that�s what they were called in that region.
 For us, this was the start of a tough stretch of games. All would be the best of the best. It was my opinion that Broadview might be the hardest one for us to win. After them, the state playoffs began. This year, there was no drama around whether we were in.
 I was glad when our teachers all seemed to realize that our minds weren�t on school today and took it easy on us. We went to lunch, and the guys all seemed in high spirits. I should have known it was all going too well.
 �David?� Tracy asked.
 �Yes.�
 �Are you getting a suite and throwing an orgy this year?� she asked innocently.
 All conversation at the table suddenly came to a halt. I scowled at Tracy.
 �Didn�t you graduate already?�
 �I just wondered where and when we should all show up.�
 I turned to Brook, who had a neutral expression on her face.
 �In my youth, I was a bit � adventurous,� I explained.
 �We miss fun David,� Pam shared.
 I gave her my half-hooded-eyes look. To this day, I was shocked that Pam, the shy one, had climbed on me while I was occupied giving Tracy oral pleasure. Not that I complained at the time. I could honestly say I had no regrets, as far as Pam was concerned.
 That included us having Coby. The timing wasn�t ideal for his arrival into our world, but I wouldn�t give him up for anything. As a bonus, it meant his mom Pam would also be a part of my life.
 �I call David as my roommate!� Wolf shouted, putting a quick end to that train of thought.
 That made the whole lunchroom look our way. He glanced around and ducked his head.
 �I�m just saying that if you don�t already have one,� he mumbled.
 �Your girlfriend is a model,� I pondered.
 Wolf dated Sarah, who was, in fact, a model, as well as Tami�s schoolmate. A little smile touched my eyes as I remembered past times with Sarah�before she dated Wolf�and how much fun she was. We�d spent an especially good day when she helped me after my breakup with Harper.
 �Mine is your best friend,� Tim pitched his relationship with Tami.
 �Blood is thicker than water,� Phil said, to make his entry in the sweepstakes to room with me.
 �Would I be having sex with just you, or would there be other guys?� Jill asked.
 �I�d be willing to be a part of this,� Yuri said as he looked at Jill.
 The dumbass was sitting next to his girlfriend when he said it. He really was a work in progress, and Jan had her work cut out for herself with him. In his defense, Jill was H.O.T. hot.
 That was when my girlfriend touched my hand. I looked at her and tried to read her mind. Mr. Happy thought it would be a good idea to throw this live grenade in her lap and make her the bad guy by turning everyone down. Curse Tami and her common-sense advice to ignore my first reaction.
 �Guys, we�re going to St. Louis to play football,� I said and meant it.
 None of them believed me. Mr. Happy wondered where �fun David� had gone, too.
 ◊◊◊
 The Booster Club had sprung for charter buses for our trip. They�d gotten six buses that seated 56 people each. The coaches had decided to bring all the football players and cheerleaders, regardless of class. They had also invited the marching band. Then there were the chaperones and support staff. When I was in middle school, I�d gone to football games at State where the opposing team had had nowhere near that many buses for a college game.
 I would have to make sure everyone let the Booster Club know how much we appreciated their support.
 I settled in towards the back of the first bus with the usual suspects. Brook had to sit with the cheerleaders, who were on the fourth bus. I�d just gotten comfortable when Coach Hope made his way down the aisle.
 �You need to come up front,� he said.
 When I was halfway to the front, I saw Fritz, Paul, and Cassidy climb on board. Something was up. When we got seated, the buses all pulled out.
 �The Marriott called me,� Fritz said. �I�ve been working with them to set up security.�
 When we had traveled this past summer, one of Fritz�s crew had rented the room next to mine and had put video surveillance inside my room. We hadn�t kept that same level of security when I�d gone on recruiting trips. Something must have triggered this response.
 �ESPN Radio has been hyping the game for the last couple of weeks. This week, all the local TV, radio, and print media have picked it up. Of course, you�ve been a focus of their reporting. St. Louis doesn�t have a local football team that everyone supports. They�ve sold a lot of tickets in the last three days,� Fritz explained.
 �That�s good, right?� I asked.
 �The Marriott isn�t so happy about it right now. It seems news trucks showed up this morning. That has attracted a crowd, once word got out that you�re on your way.�
 �We�ve dealt with this before,� I said.
 �Think the Washington fundraiser,� Fritz said.
 That made me flinch. Well over twenty thousand people had shown up for a fundraising event that was planned for a couple thousand attendees. We were lucky that there was plenty of room and that Governor Higgins had made sure the state police were there to help manage the crowd.
 �You can�t be serious. How would that many people get into downtown St. Louis?� I asked.
 Okay, I�m a �stupid boy� sometimes.
 ◊◊◊
 Before we reached East St. Louis, we pulled into a rest stop. I got off the bus with my security team, and we found a limo waiting for us. The plan was for the buses to unload in the back of the Marriott, and we would pull into the front. I was glad when Coach Hope and Coach Mason joined me.
 We led everyone through East St. Louis and over the bridge that spanned the Mississippi River. The view showed barges making their way down the river, and on the other side was the Gateway Arch National Park. It was a memorial to Thomas Jefferson�s role in the expansion to the west. It was near the actual start of Lewis and Clark�s historic journey. We got off I-55 and drove right by the Arch. The Marriott was close to The Dome at America�s Center, where we would play our game.
 A couple of blocks before we reached our destination, the Missouri State Highway Patrol was waiting for us. We pulled over, and the buses continued on. It felt like I was with the governor when we were in the middle of four patrol cars with their lights flashing.
 �I think we should have stayed with the team,� Coach Mason said, sharing his opinion of this convoy.
 I found myself agreeing with him when we turned onto the street where the Marriott was located. Local police had blocked it off to through traffic. From all the hand-wringing, I�d expected we would have an out-of-control madhouse. What I found was more of a block party of my peeps. I shook my head when I saw a bunch of fanboys and girls. Some of them had dressed up as characters from various sci-fi or fantasy shows. Some restaurants on the street had taken advantage and set up tables and were serving food and adult beverages.
 �Turn your jersey inside out,� Fritz advised.
 I almost forgot the NCAA. If I was going to talk about movies, I needed not to be sporting my football gear.
 �He could just take it off,� Cassidy suggested.
 I thought I�d fired her.
 When we pulled up, the press tried to rush the limo. We waited until the police pushed them back. Fritz and his team made me sit in the car until they were satisfied that I wouldn�t get crushed by the press. I mean seriously, I was no big deal.
 The police had the limo moved so everyone could see me as I had my picture taken and answered questions about my movies. Frank had prepared me for ESPN. But he neglected to give me talking points about Star Academy, TheSecret Circle, or The Royal Palm, which would come out between Thanksgiving and Christmas. I�d done this a time or two, so I muddled through.
 Finally, I�d had enough of answering questions. Fritz and the state troopers about had a meltdown when I walked right through the press and hopped over the barrier to talk to my fans. It really wasn�t risky because I knew that fanboys and girls were harmless. They might act goofy and talk my arm off, but I wasn�t worried they would rush me. I knew my assessment was correct when they seemed to take a collective step back. They all took a deep breath when I smiled at them.
 ESPN, several paparazzi, and other TV crews tried to follow me. But I pointed at ESPN and Jeff�s team to indicate only they could go into the crowd with me. Some of them weren�t happy when they were stopped. If anyone would end up causing problems, it was them.
 What you must realize about most people who come to these types of events is that they are shy and, dare I say it, nerds at heart. The prospect of a horde of press would terrify them. I quickly discovered, however, that several office workers had taken advantage and skipped work. Some of these women weren�t as tentative about wanting to get to know me. I put Cassidy in charge of collecting phone numbers so I could spend my limited time taking pictures and signing autographs with fans.
 After about twenty minutes, Fritz had reached his limit. He grabbed me by the back of my belt and began to walk me backward to the hotel. After I finished with the group I�d been signing autographs for, I turned, and we walked into the hotel.
 ◊◊◊
 Phil ended up being my roommate again this year. He�d traveled with me this summer and knew the rules about the video surveillance. I saw he�d grabbed my bag and brought it up to the room.
 �Jill and Brook are roommates,� Phil told me.
 I just nodded; I didn�t want to talk about his girlfriend or the chance she might think Tracy was serious at lunch. Instead, I quickly unpacked and then turned my jersey right side out. We had to get back on the bus and go to the football stadium to do our interviews with ESPN. It would also give us a chance to get out on the field.
 ◊◊◊
 The Dome at America�s Center had been home to the NFL�s Rams when they were in St. Louis. Designed as a multipurpose stadium, it was attached to a convention center. I figured out why so many people had a spontaneous block party: the convention center was hosting a Comic-Con-style event.
 I firmly believed that the Washington fundraiser had attracted so many people because of the Star Wars tie-in. My dad and I�d shot a series of videos that showed us stealing the Millennium Falcon, Han Solo�s starship. At the time, I�d just auditioned to play the young Han Solo in an upcoming movie. I�d later turned it down because it would have been a full-time commitment.
 Saul, my agent, had shared with Caryn that it looked like I�d made the right decision. The movie would be a standalone, meaning there were no sequels planned. Rumors had also been circulating in Hollywood that the film wasn�t very good. It was hard to imagine that anything related to the Star Wars franchise would be a flop. Competition for the lead role had been fierce. I suspected that some of the rumors were just sour grapes.
 When the buses pulled up to the stadium, we could see that ESPN had a film crew set up. Stacy Clute, from my art class last year, had made us a sign to hang in the locker room. It said �Irrelevant!� to remind us of what Percy Wilkes had said in his interview. The poster was sitting at the front of the bus, so I picked it up to take inside.
 The driver opened the bus�s under-coach storage bays so we could grab our gear. I walked into the stadium carrying the sign and my bag.
 �What�s the sign say?� asked the cameraman.
 I looked down and saw it was facing me, so I turned it around for him to see and continued to the locker room.
 ESPN had decided we would be the visiting team, so that meant we would wear our blue jerseys with orange numbers trimmed in white. For their team introduction sequence, they had us dressed in our football pants and jerseys with no shoulder pads.
 When it would air on TV, it would show a graphic of who each player was and what position he played. They wanted us to move to show it was video and not just a still picture. All the guys had watched games where this was done and had plans for what they wanted to do. Typically, you would show your game face and maybe flex. Some chose only to smile. Others did something goofy, like try to dance.
 I was hanging with Tim and Wolf as the line moved forward. I cringed when Phil tried to dance. Sometimes I wondered if we really were related.
 �What do you plan to do?� I asked them.
 Tim clenched his fists and did his imitation of The Incredible Hulk. At least he didn�t try to dance. Wolf�s was better. He simply took a football and tucked it like he was going to run.
 �What�s your plan?� Wolf asked.
 �That�s a tough one. Maybe I�ll strike the Heisman,� I said as I demonstrated what the Heisman Trophy pose looked like. �Or I could always point at the sky and give the �glory to God� move.�
 They both rolled their eyes at that one. I was almost convinced that was what I would do regardless of what my friends thought because it fit the all-American boy image.
 �Why don�t you go get the �Irrelevant!� sign?� Tim asked.
 �Dude, you have to do it,� Wolf urged.
 �Why don�t one of you do it?� I asked.
 �Because Coach would kill us. You can get away with it,� Tim explained.
 That was why I wanted one of them to do it. I didn�t need Coach Hope up my butt for doing something in retaliation for what Broadview had said. Then I used my get-out-of-jail-free card. My first instinct was not to do it. Since my first reaction was always wrong �
 I jogged to the locker room and grabbed the sign. When Wolf and Tim saw I had it, they made an executive decision that I should jump the line before one of the coaches spotted me. It was Ty�s turn, and when he saw what I planned to do, he let me go next.
 I kept the sign behind my back, and as they started to film, I pulled it out and held it over my head. Out of nowhere, Coach Hope appeared.
 �Nope, not happening. Give me that and do it again,� he ordered.
 What a fun-sucker. I asked Wolf to lob me his football and smiled when the video started as I tossed the ball up and caught it. Then I reached down, lifted my jersey to show off my abs, and then pointed the football at my stomach as I stuck my tongue out. The cameraman got a smirk on his face, so I�d gotten a reaction.
 �What happened to the glory to God?� Wolf asked.
 �The Spirit came over me.�
 Let them laugh at me. I believed in the Old Testament, vengeful God!
 ◊◊◊
 They asked a handful of us to do sit-down interviews with ESPN that they would use as filler during the game. I was sent to where they�d set up in the end zone, and there I found a familiar face.
 �We meet again,� Margaret Chin, ESPN�s sideline reporter, said laconically.
 �What do you plan to ask me?� I asked to get an idea before the actual interview started.
 �We want to build on the rivalry that�s developing between your two schools to help sell the game.�
 �But we�ve never played each other,� I complained.
 �And yet you have a sign calling out what Percy Wilkes said about your team.�
 �Coach Hope is so going to kill me. Can�t I give you five minutes of me just being lucky to play such a fine team as Broadview Academy?� I asked, hopefully.
 �We�re ready,� her director told her.
 �Tomorrow night, two titans of the high school football scene will clash here on ESPN. From Texas, we have Broadview Academy, who has won 17 straight games and is the defending state champion. They are loaded with division-one talent, and the current number-one recruit in defensive end Percy Wilkes. They will face off with the pride of Illinois, Lincoln High, a two-time defending state champion. According to recruiting services, Lincoln also has several top-level prospects on their team, not the least of which is defending Gatorade Player of the Year, David Dawson.
 �David was injured in a horrific vehicle collision earlier this year. Concern about the effects of those injuries has dropped him in the national recruiting rankings. This will be David�s first serious competition since the collision,� she said, and then turned to me.
 �How are you feeling?� she asked.
 She forgot to tell me about this part of the interview.
 �To be honest, our coaches talked about me not playing in tomorrow night�s game because I�m still healing,� I shared.
 That conversation had happened a few weeks ago � but she was the one who wanted to generate a story. I already knew that Percy and his gang would be after me tomorrow night. If they believed I was still injured, it would be like blood in the water for a pack of sharks. I figured I could handle myself. Plus, if I never played another down of football, I would be okay. For someone like Wolf, football would change his life, even if he never made it to the pros. At the very least, he would get a college education out of it. The last thing I wanted was for someone else on my team to get hurt.
 �You might not play?� Margaret asked.
 �I�ll get checked out tomorrow, and it will be a game-time decision.�
 I�d hoped that the news of my injury might derail her from asking about the brewing rivalry.
 �Percy Wilkes said some things on local TV that I see you picked up on. Do you think Lincoln really is irrelevant?�
 Talk about a loaded question.
 �That�s why we play these games. I�m sure we�ll find out tomorrow. What I do know is that we�ve worked hard to get to where we are, and we will give it our all. Percy may be right. From looking at their game film, they are everything he has said they are. Texas high school ball is serious business. We would be crazy to discount that.
 �I�m just hoping our fans come out in force to support us tomorrow night. We�ll need them to even have a chance. I also hope that people in the St. Louis area will come to the game and support an underdog. Heck, even Navy beats Notre Dame every once in a while. If they�re lucky, they�ll see us do the same.�
 �Cut,� the director said.
 �I can�t wait to see you stagger onto the field and take them apart,� Margaret said.
 �That�s the plan.�
 ◊◊◊
 My parents had arrived, so we all loaded up to go to the TSA office to get our PreCheck passes taken care of. When we got into the limo, Fritz turned to me.
 �We can�t have you wading into a crowd like you did earlier.�
 I was instantly mad. My dad was right when he said you praised in public and chastised in private. Fritz had just called me out in front of my whole security team, parents, and girlfriend.
 �Okay,� was my one-word answer.
 �We have no idea what the risk could have been �� he began but stopped when I held up my hand.
 �I said, okay.�
 I think he could feel the white-hot rage building inside of me. My mom looked at me curiously. Even she could tell I wasn�t happy.
 �In the future, come to me if you have an issue,� Dad said to Fritz to put everything back on a business level.
 Fritz and I had become friends, and I think he realized his misstep. I really didn�t want to be a jerk, but I didn�t need him to challenge me like that. It would have been fine if it had just been him or maybe one or two other people.
 �So, how are the kittens?� Brook asked.
 My brain had to reset. I turned to her and smiled. I expect I caught everyone by surprise when I kissed her. She�d just saved me from myself. I guess that�s what girlfriends are for.
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone was now signed up for the PreCheck line through TSA at the airport. When we got back to the hotel, the street party had broken up. It looked like people needed to get home on a Wednesday evening.
 �Hey, Cassidy,� I called, �do you have the phone numbers all those girls gave you today?�
 �She gave them to me,� Brook said as she patted my hand.
 �Good. I was afraid we would lose them.�
 �Tell me what happened this afternoon,� Mom ordered, now that I wasn�t ready to kill anyone.
 As we walked into the lobby, I shared all that had happened. I even admitted it was probably not a good idea to jump a police barrier to go talk to my fans. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Fritz relax. I didn�t want this to be an issue between us because I hadn�t handled it well and hoped my admission would get us past it.
 Dad received a text and looked at us.
 �Coach Hope says you�re going to dinner in an hour. I want to go take a shower and change.�
 That sounded like a plan. I lured my girlfriend back to my room, intending to reward her for her save earlier. I didn�t even think to knock when we used the keycard to enter the room.
 �Oh, shit!� Phil exclaimed when we caught him and Jill making out.
 I suspect if we had come in ten minutes later, they might have been getting busy. Ignoring the evil eye my brother gave me, I went to the dresser to see if Jill had signed the notice about being video-recorded. Nope.
 �You need to read this and sign it,� I said as I pushed the clipboard towards her.
 She read the big letters��I Agree To Be Videoed��stopped, and gave my brother a death stare.
 �Was it your plan to make a sex tape and tell me about it ten years from now?� she asked with a little heat in her voice.
 �I � uh � I � uh ��
 �That was what I thought,� she said as she got off his bed.
 �Can you two clear out? Brook and I want to make our own video,� I said.
 My brother and Jill both gave me a stupid look. Come on, it wasn�t rocket science. Then I remembered the form.
 �I really need you to sign this,� I told Jill.
 Fritz had been clear that we couldn�t let anyone in the room without a signature. I couldn�t believe they hadn�t noticed the sign as they walked in.
 �Oh, for later,� Jill said and quickly signed it.
 Now it was Brook and Phil�s turn to give Jill a confused look. I swear that only children�i.e., ones without siblings�are clueless sometimes. Jill was jerking his chain, or so I chose to believe.
 �Oh, hell, no,� Phil said.
 Jill burst out laughing.
 �Come on. Let�s leave the old folks alone.�
 Good plan. After they left, Brook gave me a sweet kiss.
 �You do realize that she�ll be all over you if she gets a chance,� Brook warned.
 My brain froze for an instant while I blinked at her.
 �I have no idea what you�re talking about. I only want you,� I said, closing the gap between us.
 That must have been the right answer.
 ◊◊◊
 Phil and Jill came back and tried to duplicate Brook�s and my move of just walking in on us. Except I was smart enough to have engaged the security lock, so the door only opened about an inch. They wouldn�t have caught us anyway, but it was fun to see the looks of disappointment on their faces.
 �Everyone�s meeting downstairs,� Phil told us.
 When we got to the lobby, it seemed it was everyone, including the marching band. We all loaded onto the waiting buses, and they took us the few blocks to the convention center. The Booster Club had reserved a ballroom and was catering tonight�s dinner. When we walked in, all the seniors found their parents waiting for them. I couldn�t believe that they�d pulled off the surprise with so many people involved.
 What caught our eyes were the jerseys our parents were wearing. The body was orange with a blue one-inch stripe that ran down each side from the armpit to the hem. �Bulldogs� was written on the front, with our number displayed underneath, both in blue. The shoulders and arms were blue with the outline of our state on top of each shoulder with the words �State Champion,� and the years we�d won.
 I teared up when I saw Jeff�s number in the center under the collar, in small script, where it also said, �In Memory.� I about lost it when I spotted his mom and dad. All my feelings about losing my best friend came rushing back. I surged ahead of the group and engulfed his parents in a hug. I admit my allergies acted up. It seemed I wasn�t the only one. It was a classy move to bring them to tonight�s event and include them in Senior Night tomorrow. Jeff would have also been a senior and part of the team.
 I was a little disappointed in myself because last season, he�d been on my mind before each game. This season I�d only given him a passing thought now and then. I vowed that I would dedicate the rest of this season to my friend�s memory.
 When I turned around, I about lost it. Jeff�s cameraman was in my face. I made myself a promise that if I ever did something like this documentary again, I would be in control of when and where they could film me.
 That was soon forgotten when Tami rushed up and hugged me. She was as big a mess as I was. I momentarily thought of Alan, the other missing member of our childhood group. The four of us had been best friends since first grade. It turned out that losing Jeff had been the beginning of the end. At the time, I hadn�t realized he was the glue that held us all together. It made me sad to realize how bad Alan�s and my relationship had gotten. I honestly didn�t care if I never saw him again.
 Before dinner, they had an area with a bar and appetizers so everyone could mingle. Tami put her arm around my waist, and I started to make the rounds to talk to everyone, especially the parents. I wanted them to know how proud we all were of their sons and what a wonderful job they�d done so far. When we finally got a break, Tami wanted to talk.
 �You continue to surprise me,� she said.
 �How�s that?�
 �Since I�ve been at Wesleyan, I�ve been invited to similar events for either awards or fundraisers. There are a lot of impressive people who attend. I can�t identify one of them who could have done a better job working the room than you just did. You made each player feel special, and more importantly, you made their parents proud of their sons.�
 I looked at her sideways. It wasn�t a matter of working the room; I�d just wanted to let them all know how I felt. More than anything, it was because I wished I could have had a final chance to tell Jeff how much he meant to me.
 Someone had said they missed �fun David.� I had to get out of this melancholy that remembering Jeff had brought on. I gave Tami a sideways grin.
 �Want to go with me while I tell all the cheerleaders how important they are?�
 �Oh, this won�t be creepy at all. I better go along in case one of the dads decides he has to punch you, and you need first aid.�
 I missed her not being around all the time.
 ◊◊◊
 Our meal was about what you would expect of a large catered hotel event. I was just happy that it was warm. At the end of dinner, Coach Hope got up to talk. He thanked each of us who were graduating and declared we were the best team he�d ever coached. I suspected he would tell that to every group of seniors.
 Then I was in for another surprise. Kitty Ellis, the assistant director who�d taken over for Laurent Vance during the filming of The Royal Palm, walked out and took center stage.
 �Some of you might know that David does more than play football. This summer, he filmed a movie called The Royal Palm. Since you all have him busy with football, there wasn�t a suitable occasion to show him the film. With your permission, I would like to do that tonight,� she said as she looked out over the crowd.
 �Hell, yes!� Tami called out.
 Kitty gave everyone background on the film. It was set during the time right after Cuba�s revolution and before the Cuban Missile Crisis. The movie had a mix of Mafia intrigue and spy elements. The Mafia was being forced out of the casinos, and both MI6 and the CIA were trying to figure out what the Russians were doing in Cuba. My character was loosely based on the famous Sir Richard Jackson, who�d helped MI6 realize that Russia had missile personnel in Cuba during one of his summer adventures.
 When the movie started, I found I could enjoy it. When they�d previewed Star Academy, it had been in front of studio execs, and they had told me in advance what was on the line. It was better to have it sprung on me. That, and being able to watch it with my friends, made it much easier to relax.
 Cassidy�s cameo got a loud cheer. We hadn�t told anyone that she�d found her way into the movie. It was the first time I�d seen the footage of me flying off the mast and into the bay. All I can say is that the fear looked real. I attributed that to my superior acting skills.
 I cringed when the scene of me singing came on. As I looked around, no one seemed to be laughing, so I figured I would take that. Everyone did laugh when Kimberly Fillmore, my love interest in the movie, tried to climb onto my head. They gasped when the film showed one of the Cuban crocodiles jump out of the water. I glanced over at my mom, and she about stared holes in my head because I�d forgotten to share with her the danger I�d been in. The crocs may have come up in conversation, but just in passing.
 I found myself engrossed in the story when my final scene came on the screen. My character was in the open-air market at the Plaza de la Catedral. The plaza was in front of the famous church Catedral de San Cristobal de la Habana and was full of people. I was trying to lose myself in the crowd to hide from both the Russian KGB and Cuban authorities. I�d stolen documents that proved the Russians were bringing in missiles and was trying to give them to MI6 and the CIA. The tension in the room was almost palpable as the ominous music began to rise in the background.
 I handed off the documents, intending to head to the port to finish my summer travels. Everyone was glued to the screen as my pursuers spotted me. I used the crowd to try to lose them. Once I thought I was safe, I made a run for it, only to find that a Russian had blocked my escape. My character, Rick, was shot. This gave the good guys their chance to leave the plaza with the stolen documents.
 Even I, knowing what was coming, cringed when the shot rang out. It looked all too real. I doubt anyone expected they would kill my character. It reminded me of when Game of Thrones had killed off one of their main characters at a dinner with someone he thought was an ally. Seeing everyone�s reaction made me realize that we might have something with this movie.
 They�d drawn out the scene as the crane lifted to show my body from above while blood pooled beneath me, while the dramatic music came to a crescendo.
 I was sure we had a hit when the movie ended, and everyone stood and applauded. You can tell when it�s genuine or just polite. This was genuine. They liked it, and it seemed they all wanted to talk about the movie. If Coach Hope�s goal was to get them to forget about our big game tomorrow, mission accomplished.
 Kitty was able to work her way through the crowd so she could talk to me.
 �This was a pleasant surprise,� I said as I kissed her cheek. �I want you to meet some people.�
 I introduced her to my family, Brook, and a few of my friends.
 �It�s been testing well. The studio has upped their ad buys because they think it�ll be a success.�
 �I�m not a huge fan of the space or magic stuff, even though David was great in those,� Mom said. �This, I would pay money to go see.�
 �Nice save, Mom.�
 �I said you did well in the other movies, I just wouldn�t go to one of those if I had options.�
 �I don�t think teenage boys are the target demographic for this movie. We believe this will appeal to a wider audience. The problem is that teenage boys will spend money to go see a movie, while adults wait for it to come out on DVD or streaming video,� Kitty explained.
 �I could see going to it,� Tim said. �Sure, I�m a guy, but it had enough action in it to keep me entertained. I still can�t believe you killed David, though.�
 �News on the street is that you got a new gig. You will love working with Halle,� I said.
 �Thank you for that. I hear you were instrumental in getting the movie moved and suggested me for the director. If you ever need anything ��
 �I would love a cameo,� I teased.
 �You and every actor in Hollywood. We�re looking for someone to play her annoying wimpy ex.�
 �That�s right in David�s wheelhouse,� Mom said.
 Mom was batting a thousand tonight. I thanked Kitty and said goodbye. We had to head back to the hotel. I shook my head at Coach Hope because it was only like three blocks to the hotel. I was confident that with all my security here, I could walk back. If push came to shove, we could get a taxi. Brook and I decided we�d better be good and led Tim and Wolf to the bus so we didn�t hold everyone up.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back to the hotel, my friends cornered me in the lobby.
 �Whose room are we doing this in?� Tami asked.
 �Doing what?� I asked.
 The looks I received told me clearly what was on their minds. I looked at Brook, and she was of no help. They expected I would be the ringleader in another �get-together� that would include playing with other girls.
 �I can�t,� I said.
 �What happened to �fun David�?� Tami asked.
 I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Tracy had better hide, or I might string her up when I saw her next.
 �I�ve come to realize that a trip like this is a business trip, and a lot rides on the outcome of this game. We�re on the cusp of doing something special. I don�t want to ruin that by goofing off tonight. There�s still more game film I need to watch, and it wouldn�t hurt to get in a workout tonight.�
 It was obvious they doubted me.
 �Think of it this way,� I continued. �We�re putting the building blocks in place to make Lincoln High a powerhouse for years to come. We�re the leaders of this team. How would it look if word got out?�
 �No one�s going to talk,� Wolf said.
 �I thought so last time, too. My best friend let it slip, and it was all over school that something happened. I ended up taking the blame for that one,� I reminded them.
 �It�ll be different this time,� Tami assured me.
 �Yes, it will be, because we�ll focus on why we�re here, not the fun we can get up to. I bet you that Broadview isn�t focused tonight. They aren�t a team. They�re a bunch of individuals who bailed on their hometowns to look out for their own best interests. Our town believes in us. All you have to do is look at today to realize that. Our booster club laid out a lot of money to pay for hotels, buses, and dinner tonight for you and your families.
 �Then there are the coaches. They�ve busted their butts to get us here. Do you really want to lose their trust over some fun? If that doesn�t convince you, consider the long-term. What college coach wants someone who�s going to be doing stuff like that in high school? It will only get worse, as far as they�re concerned. I would like to go to a top school and not have to pick Plan B, C, or D,� I said, to state the obvious.
 �Finally, I�ll not blindside Brook and put her in a position where she has to be the bad guy and say �no.��
 Tami looked at Brook.
 �So, if we can get Brook to agree, you might decide to take a break later?� Tami asked.
 We all laughed at that. I could tell that Tami was serious, but chose to treat it as her giving me a hard time.
 �You know what would be funny?� Wolf asked. �If Broadview got drunk tonight and was hungover tomorrow.�
 Brook suddenly looked intrigued.
 �I think I could make that happen,� she said. �Do you know where they�re staying?�
 �Next door,� I said.
 �You go do your football stuff. All I need is to borrow Paul and have you inform him he has to do whatever I ask.�
 Without Destiny to occupy her dark side, I figured it was better to let her work on Broadview. I almost put a stop to it but reminded myself that my first reaction was probably wrong. I should trust my girlfriend to not get into too much trouble. It was handy having Tami�s rule for situations like this.
 ◊◊◊
 Our documentary played in the background as I watched game film on my tablet. This episode featured our facilities. When you compared how it had been with what we had now, it truly was amazing what our booster club had pulled off. Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan gave Jeff a tour. I was glad he had singled them out.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 41 � Away Game  Thursday November 3 
 At breakfast, Brook found me alone. I liked to visualize plays on game day; it seemed to help me. I almost told her I needed to be alone, but something told me I�d better talk to her.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �Before each game, the cheer captains call each other to plan out who does what and when during a game. You don�t want both cheer squads on the field during a break in the action,� she explained.
 �Okay.�
 �I called my counterpart last night and invited myself and some of our cheerleaders over so we could meet,� Brook said.
 I waited for her to continue.
 �Well � uhm � we took a welcome gift,� she said, and then paused.
 �And �� I encouraged.
 �It was three five-gallon water coolers full of that moonshine drink you tried at Alabama.�
 �Oh, dear God, tell me you didn�t,� I worried.
 That was about enough to kill a small army. It was little more than flavored Everclear.
 �I warned them to go easy on it. I told my girls how drunk you got after just a couple of glasses to convince them not to join in.�
 �You told them I got drunk?� I worried.
 Brook gave me a look that said I had nothing to worry about.
 �So, what happened?� I asked.
 �That�s the thing. I tried calling my counterpart this morning to get a report, and she didn�t answer. I even tried calling a few of the rooms I knew they were staying in. Same deal.�
 I felt a flutter in my stomach as I remembered Lily and how she�d almost died before my freshman year. What kept me from going into full panic mode was that Lily had been drugged. It was the combined effect of the date-rape drug and alcohol that caused her problems.
 I didn�t have time to worry about it. We had to go to the stadium to practice.
 ◊◊◊
 We arrived at the tail end of Broadview Academy�s practice. They were running wind sprints on one half of the field, so we took the other half and started to stretch. I put Ed and Don in charge of our workout. I liked to change it up. For each workout�s leaders, I tried to pair a senior with either a junior or sophomore who I thought showed some leadership skills. This way, they got the experience of leading the team.
 My right side, where I�d been injured, decided that it didn�t want to cooperate this morning, and I moaned.
 �You okay?� Tim asked.
 �Just feeling it this morning.�
 Wolf began to chuckle, so I glared at him. He pointed across the field. Broadview�s coach was about to have an aneurysm, he was so mad. We saw about half of their team bent over. Some collapsed. I figured out their problem when one guy leaned over and barfed all over the field. I felt sorry for him when he began to dry-heave. Some of his teammates must have been sympathetic pukers or at the end of their rope. At first, I was a little worried that they would work this hard before a big game. That was until Tim enlightened me.
 �They had to have been drinking last night,� Tim reasoned.
 It looked like my girlfriend�s evil plan had worked, and Broadview�s coach was punishing them for their indiscretion. I would bet they�d feel better by game time, but dang, it was fun to watch. Thank goodness it wasn�t us.
 ◊◊◊
 Thank you, Sweet Baby Jesus! Doc Grog showed up and gave me my Vitamin T shot. He�d been held up at State and had run a little late. I was ready to call Governor Higgins to see if we could borrow a state police chopper. I closed my eyes as the analgesic flowed through my system. Now I was ready.
 Sandy Range was responsible for the jerseys our parents had worn last night. We found similar jerseys in our lockers for tonight�s game. On the back, instead of our name, was the word �Team.� Coach Hope had told her we were breaking that out for this game and the playoffs.
 When we walked out to warm up, I stopped at the end of the tunnel and looked at our side of the field. It was almost full. There had to be nearly thirty thousand people. On the Broadview side, there might have been a couple hundred.
 The guys bunched up as I pushed them back before they could see the crowd.
 �Hold up!� I barked.
 Wolf whistled to get their attention and to shut them up.
 �When you see our fans, you�ll know how much they support us. Let�s show them that support means something,� I said, then led them out.
 When they spotted us, our side of the field rose as one, and you could hear the clang of those damned cowbells. I led the team in warm-ups. We then did our pregame drills. After that was done, we stayed on the field, and the seniors were all introduced.
 I scanned the stands and saw sections with groups in the same football jerseys. It looked like all the teams in our conference had come to the game. I would find out later that our local TV had run my interview. Caryn had made calls to all the local high schools and arranged for buses to bring them to the game.
 I smiled when I saw a large contingent of my movie fans from the convention. There were also a lot of college recruiters in the stands. It was telling that they decided to share our side of the field. I spotted a few coaches and waved. I wanted them to know I appreciated them showing up.
 When Broadview ran out onto the field, our fans let them know that we had the home-field advantage. You could see them hesitate when the wall of boos came down on them.
 The referee called us out to the center of the field for the coin toss. Coach Hope sent all the seniors. I took the lead, and they marched out behind me. We won the toss and deferred to the second half.
 One change we�d made on kickoffs was to put our best �hands� people on the field. That meant that I was right in the middle. Derek Hofmann, our kicker, stepped off his run-up, and we were ready. The referee blew the whistle and wound the clock to signal the officials were ready. Derek ran up as if he was going to boom a long kick. He was one of the better high school kickers, so Broadview�s front line took off to get back to set up their blocks.
 Derek topped the ball, and it dribbled forward right in front of me. The Broadview players realized what we were up to, and they tried to stop to come back to cover the ball. The rule is that no player on the kicking team can touch the football until it has gone ten yards down the field. Coach Stevens had drilled us on that over the past couple of days. It took everything I had not to grab it early. When the ball had finally traveled ten yards, I scooped it up and began to run up the field.
 Their kickoff-return team reacted, and all seemed to converge on me. I fought free of the first tackle attempt and saw I was about to be buried. Ed was set up near our sideline, five yards behind me, so I pivoted and fired a pass to him. He gathered it in and ran straight up the field. Just like that, we were up 6�0.
 Our offense ran onto the field and lined up like we planned to kick the extra point. I was the holder, and Ty was our kicker. Broadview got down to attempt to block the kick. When everyone was set, I jumped up.
 �Shift! Shift!�
 Broadview stood up, confused when we scrambled into position to run a play.
 �Blue!�
 Roc was standing all alone in the end zone. I zipped it to him before a defender could get out to cover him. We were now leading 8�0.
 Coach Stevens had said we would run the same onside kick until they stopped it. His goal was that we would recover one in ten.
 Broadview lined up, and, on the run-up, they sprinted back again. They must have thought we wouldn�t do it again. This time, though, they came back quickly, so when I recovered the ball, that was all I could do.
 We didn�t huddle up. Our goal was to run them off the field. Coach Mason had a special play planned because Percy Wilkes was sure to make his presence known on the first snap. I looked across the line and shivered. He was a monster. Percy was three inches taller than me and outweighed me by at least fifty pounds. I didn�t look forward to tangling with him. But that was precisely what I was supposed to do on this play.
 Milo Bauer was our left tackle, and it was his job to slow Percy down. Coach Mason lined up Wolf Tams and Don Crown, our biggest receivers, just outside to help Milo block their star defensive end. On the snap, we ran the option with the plan that I would cut inside Percy. I watched in horror as he took one hand and pushed Milo into the turf and then discarded both Wolf and Don. Percy gathered himself and zeroed in on me. My life flashed before my eyes as I was about to die.
 Then my angel appeared in the form of Johan Bauer. Coach Mason had him pull to trap-block Percy. One-on-one, Percy would normally be able to handle Johan. The difference was that Johan had room to get up to full speed, and he buried his pads in the defender�s side. Johan had always been strong, but with the help of our training staff, he�d become a beast in his own right. Johan drove Percy to the artificial grass.
 I stepped into the hole that Percy left and darted upfield. Their linebacker had tracked me, and right before I was tackled, I tossed the ball to Ty. He made it up the field another ten yards. Just before he would have been tackled, he turned and pitched the ball back to Jake. Jake outran them for our second score.
 This time, we didn�t bother with the fake extra point. I noticed that Percy wasn�t on the field. I would want to take a few plays off if Johan had buried me like he�d just done to my nemesis. Don and Wolf lined up to help block if needed. Without Percy on the field, Wolf ran four yards downfield and turned towards me. I threw the ball at eye level for him to gather it in for the score. We were up 16�0.
 On our next kick, their front line got into position to cover the onside kick. Derek topped the ball, and one of their linemen rushed forward to recover it. As soon as Broadview touched the football, it was live, regardless of how far down the field it had gone. I hit their upman to push him away, and Ty scooped it up. We couldn�t lateral the ball, but we had it on their side of the fifty.
 Coach Mason called a long pass to break their backs. It was the old Oakland Raiders mentality in him. The long pass was the great equalizer because even superior defenses typically had to guard this play one-on-one. I would take my chances with Roc catching the ball against almost anyone.
 Percy was back in the game, so we did the same thing with Wolf and Don to help Milo. I�d never seen where we�d needed three to block one, but it took all of them to handle him. I had to scramble because the rest of their defensive linemen were better than most we�d faced. Roc got a little separation as he sprinted upfield, and I let the ball fly. When the ball went into the air, the Broadview players all turned around to watch it rocket down the field. Roc reached up and gathered it in without breaking stride.
 I worried their safety might get him, but he used his long stride to eat up yardage as he scored. On the two-point conversion, their linebacker was all but hanging on Wolf. Don had flared out, and I hit him for the score. We were now up 24�0.
 On the next kickoff, they brought in their �hands� guys. They finally recovered one. I couldn�t ever remember seeing a game where one team was up 24�0 before their opponents even got their offense on the field.
 On their first play, they tried to get it all back. Coach Rector sent Tim and me to blitz. Their quarterback looked shocked to see us both in his face. He did the smart thing and took the sack for a seven-yard loss. We were able to force them to punt, as our defense held on for the next two plays.
 At that point, their defense stiffened, and we found ourselves in our first fourth-down situation. We needed four yards for a first down. Their defense began to run off, and their punt return team started to run onto the field. As soon as the ball was set, I had Johan snap it. Their punt return team was taking their time getting on the field, so I looped out towards our sideline to make it nearly impossible for them to catch me.
 Our fans were going crazy. I doubt anyone ever expected we would be up 32�0 at the end of the first quarter.
 The second quarter turned into a slugfest. I don�t expect Broadview Academy had ever had a team go toe-to-toe with them. It was also bound to happen that Percy would slip through and put me on my ass. He did it three times, and it was as horrific as it had looked on film. Without my protective gear, my training with Cassidy on how to fall, and my Vitamin T shot, I would have been out of the game.
 The first half ended with us up 40�14.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got into the locker room, Doc Grog pulled me into the training room and instructed me to strip down to my shorts.
 �With your painkiller, I need to make sure you haven�t injured yourself and not realized it,� he explained.
 My back and uninjured side showed signs of fresh bruises. The coaching staff crowded into the room.
 �How is he?� Coach Hope asked.
 �He�ll be stiff tomorrow, but he�s good to go,� Doc said.
 �We�ll need him for the playoffs,� Coach Mason reminded Coach Hope.
 �I agree. David, I�m only going to let you play a couple more series at the most. This game is in hand right now, and I want to make sure we break them before I take you out.�
 �My guess is they�ll be hurting by the fourth quarter,� I said.
 The coaches hadn�t really paid attention to the Broadview players this morning. I was betting our opponents would start feeling the effects of our hurry-up offense, and their drinking from last night would catch up to them late in the game.
 We went out for the first series, and you could tell that Broadview planned to stop us at all costs to turn this game back in their favor. This time, when Percy got free, I saw him coming. It looked like he thought I would try to dodge him because he dropped down and squared up to give himself the best chance to go either direction. Squared up like that, Percy had rocked back on his heels. I tucked the ball and exploded into him. You could hear the crack of my pads as I drove through him. One moment Percy was standing, and the next, he was flat on his back, gasping for breath.
 I staggered, then gathered myself and sprinted upfield, only to be brought down hard by their linebacker after a short gain. We called the same play, and I planted Percy once again. This time, he took me down with him for no gain.
 Percy got up and began to strut around like a pissed-off bull. There was no way I was going to do that again. We called the same play yet again, and I could see he hadn�t dropped down in his stance to prevent me from cutting. Instead, he ran straight at me, so I cut around him, making him grasp at air. Their linebacker was in position, and I let him get close before tossing the ball to Ty. He had a defensive back in his face. Then Ty did what Ty does. He smashed all the control buttons on his Xbox at the same time and did this spin, jig, stutter, sprint move. Ty had the poor kid trying to figure out why his jock was around his ankles.
 I untangled myself from their linebacker and sprinted upfield. I was rewarded when Ty was about tackled by their safety. He tossed the ball back to me, and I was gone.
 The third quarter was probably the most physical quarter of football I�d ever been involved in. I was relieved when Coach Hope pulled me at the start of the fourth quarter. We were up 56�21.
 As I predicted, Broadview Academy ran out of gas in the fourth quarter. Coach Hope called off the dogs, and the final score was 56�28.
 At the end of the game, Percy sought me out.
 �Was it something I said?� he asked.
 �You did motivate us a little when you said we were �irrelevant.��
 �Where do you plan to go to college?� he asked.
 �I have it down to Michigan, Alabama, Oklahoma, and USC. What about you?� I asked.
 �Texas, Texas Tech, and USC. If we both go to USC, we might get them to a National Championship.�
 �I�m going to gray-shirt, so I won�t end up in this class. I have some movie commitments,� I explained.
 �All I know is, I want to play with you. Good luck the rest of the season,� Percy said, then gave me a fist bump and jogged off the field.
 I made my way to our side of the stadium and waved at everyone, including waves specifically to the other teams from our conference who�d shown up. My teammates joined me so we could show our appreciation to them for traveling to this game. Ty waved down his former teammates from Washington, and they jumped over the wall to join us on the field. I signaled for the other teams to do the same. Soon all our squads were mixed together, talking football.
 I was shaking hands and slapping shoulders with as many of them as I could. Conference play was over, and I suddenly realized that except for a handful, I�d probably never see them again. I would miss this camaraderie among opponents.
 It was startling to me. Who�d have thought I�d be getting even a bit nostalgic at eighteen?
 Margaret Chin pulled Coach Hope and me off to the side so we could do a quick on-field interview as part of the broadcast wrap-up.
 �I don�t think I�ve ever seen anything quite like what you did tonight. Did you do it because you were worried about Broadview Academy?� she asked Coach Hope.
 �We�d planned to use it at some point. I thought they might be the right team for us to try something new.�
 �Do you plan to onside-kick and lateral the ball the rest of the season?�
 �I doubt it,� Coach Hope said and didn�t elaborate.
 I kept a straight face because I knew he planned to use it for the rest of the year. We just didn�t need to telegraph it to our next opponent.
 �I saw you and Percy Wilkes talking after the game. What did you say?� she asked me.
 �We wished each other luck the rest of the year. I predict they�ll repeat as state champions in Texas. Percy and I also talked about playing college ball together. We discovered we have a team in common on our final lists,� I shared.
 �Did you just confirm that you both plan to go to USC?� she asked.
 She�d obviously done her homework and knew our final school lists. I smiled and just shook my head in response. They cut away before she could follow up.
 �Great game. When you decide where you plan to go, let me know so I can interview you,� Margaret said.
 �Will do. It was good to see you again,� I said and returned to the celebration.
 I spotted Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan, jumped over the wall and hugged them both. Without them and the boosters, today wouldn�t have happened.
 The bus ride home was a lot of fun as we sang the whole way. Coach Hope was the fun-sucker as we pulled into the school parking lot when he reminded us we had school tomorrow.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday November 4 
 It felt good to not have a game this weekend. We�d played Thursday night to give us an extra day off before the state playoffs, which would begin on Wednesday. The other important upcoming event was the election on Tuesday.
 Grandma Dawson had met with the city council because they�d had concerns about how having a dog as mayor would work. She assured them she would have Duke�s power of attorney.
 She explained two terms I�d heard before, de facto and de jure. De facto was Latin for �in fact,� while de jure meant �in the eyes of the law.� Grandma would wind up being the de facto mayor, while Duke would be the de jure mayor.
 The whole council understood the difference, and with most of them being from the area, they were well aware of her political credentials. The council came out in favor of Duke�s candidacy after they learned who they would really be working with. After all, their alternative was to have to deal with Thomas Fox, who had mounted a write-in campaign. Or our former mayor, but no one expected him to be around for long.
 Grandma told us the rumor around city hall was that Mr. Fox needed the income he would earn as mayor, or he might have to close his practice. I was eagerly awaiting the day he would be taking my order at the drive-through and asking if I want fries with that.
 My grandma was as happy as I�d ever seen her. For a minute or two, I thought it was because she�d finally be out in front and not just supporting my grandpa Davey. The little discussion we had showed me I�d misjudged her, though.
 �David, my favorite definition of politics is �the pursuit or exercise of power with respect to matters of governance.� The problem is that most politicians spend all their time, energy, and money pursuing power. They give little thought to the actual exercise of it. As soon as they�re elected, they start preparing for the next election. This leads to skewed and shortsighted decision-making.
 �A statesman focuses on the proper exercise of political power for the long-term benefit of his people. Right now, what we�re doing is a lark, but everyone knows it won�t happen again, and that I won�t be seeking reelection. That means I have the freedom to be a statesman, and I can make decisions based on the right criteria. The council members know that too, and it makes them happy because we might actually do something worthwhile.
 �Davey�s statesmanship was why he never sought higher office and why he always was so well respected. This reminds me so much of those days, and of him,� she explained.
 People looked up to my grandfather, and he had mentored several politicians in our state. It was too bad they weren�t more like him. He wouldn�t have put up with the partisanship that was prevalent today. Grandpa Davey had been the one who got things done because he wasn�t afraid to reach across the aisle and talk to the other side. He could never be the �face� of the party and get out in front to spout the party line. Instead, he was the one behind the scenes who could make deals.
 ◊◊◊
 During first period, Jill and Becky checked all my injuries. That was not a pleasant experience.
 �If you�re going to jab me, at least give me a Vitamin T shot,� I complained.
 �Go get in the ice bath, and then we�ll give you a massage,� Jill promised.
 �Will you use the stuff that deadens the pain?�
 �Yes. Now go soak.�
 No matter how many times I�d used an ice bath to help reduce swelling and bruising, it was hard to force myself to get in. I knew intellectually that when they were done, I would heal faster. But I�d had an aversion to cold ever since being buried alive in a mountain of snow. If I just got in and didn�t mess around, that was best. The slow approach made me more likely to crawl out.
 I also had to make sure to take deep breaths when I first got in. If I didn�t, it seemed like my body would forget to breathe.
 I�d checked out my injuries this morning after I got out of the shower. I�d protected my injured right side, and it seemed my left had taken the brunt of the beating last night. Percy was a big boy, and when he�d hit me from my blind side, I�d felt it.
 Wolf joined me in the next tub.
 �What�re you in for?� I asked.
 �Took a helmet to the thigh in the third quarter. I�m glad we don�t have to play them again.�
 �What did you think of the new plays?�
 �I can�t believe Coach Hope is letting us toss the ball around so much. When he first came here, did you ever think he would even let you pass?� Wolf asked.
 �Heck, he thought Brad was a better option at quarterback. I think he was afraid we might score too much.�
 Brad was Coach Hope�s son and had been anointed the starter as soon as he hit campus. His biggest problem was he couldn�t throw an accurate pass past ten or fifteen yards. I chuckled.
 �Remember when he wanted to trade seven-on-seven players?� I asked.
 �He wasn�t the brightest guy,� Wolf admitted.
 The best thing Brad did for us was to talk all his ass-hat buddies into using steroids. That allowed the rest of us a chance to play our sophomore year. I think that additional experience gave Coach Hope the confidence to let us get creative. I doubted he would give Trent the same freedom next year.
 When Jill came and got me for my massage, I saw that Tim was next in line for the ice bath. It looked like most of us were dinged-up after our game against Broadview Academy.
 ◊◊◊
 �What are we doing this weekend?� Brook asked me at lunch.
 �Cassidy and I have our written test for flying tonight. Why don�t you log some flight time while we do that, and then we can go out afterward?�
 �He finally has a Friday night free, and he wants to take a test?� Tracy asked.
 �We could have taken it Saturday afternoon, but Dare told him he�d fixed his drone, and they plan to go fly it then,� Cassidy shared.
 Why was it my new Jedi mind powers only worked on my little brother and Dare? Both Cassidy and Tracy should be clutching their throats as I snuffed the life out of them.
 �There�s no football game, so if Brook is up for it �� Wolf suggested.
 What were the rules about hitting people? Girls, only if they tried to kick you in the �nads. And guys were fair game. I slugged Wolf in the shoulder.
 �Oww � what was that for?� Wolf complained and then smirked. �We all worry that �fun David� may have gone the way of the dinosaurs.�
 I must not have hit him hard enough.
 �You�re never around. You should come out and play with us,� Pam said to flirt with me.
 �Sounds like we need a party,� Tim said. �Who can have it?�
 �I can,� Dare volunteered.
 Brook and I looked at each other and silently agreed that that wasn�t a promising idea. If anything happened, I would feel horrible.
 �We could have it at the lake house,� Tracy offered. �That way, we wouldn�t bother the neighbors if the music gets loud.�
 I would have to thank her for the save for Dare�s sake. He lived in an apartment building, which would almost guarantee calls to the police.
 �How about we do it Saturday? David needs to take his test, and I want to log some flight time,� Brook suggested, agreeing with my original plan.
 �Dare could bring your drone, and we would make a day of it,� Tracy said.
 The girls ignored the rest of us as they planned the party. It sounded like we would cook out and relax. It was too cold to do much outdoors, but I was sure we would have a fun time flying the drone. If my friends flew it, it would stress-test Dare�s effort to make it idiot-proof.
 ◊◊◊
 For practice tonight, Coach Hope had recorded our game on ESPN. It was fun to listen to their take on our first three onside kicks.
 �I�m not sure what to make of Lincoln�s game plan. Is it genius or just a gimmick?�
 �I�ve never seen anything like it. Lincoln came into this game a decided underdog, and now they�re up 16 to nothing. If Broadview doesn�t figure out the onside kick, they may never get the ball. My feeling is this won�t last, though. Lincoln better get all the points they can now because I predict it�ll be a long night for them.�
 �The talk before the game was how David Dawson would respond tonight. From what I heard, it was a game-time decision as to whether he would play. Dawson was involved in a serious hit-and-run collision when he was on a recruiting trip to USC. Initial reports were that he would need upwards of eight weeks to be on the field,� the color announcer shared.
 �Dawson takes the snap from the shotgun. They�ve triple-teamed Wilkes, leaving just two receivers to go downfield. Dawson�s been flushed from the pocket and throws a long pass � and it�s complete to Pearson. It looks like they might catch him � no � Touchdown!� the play-by-play guy announced.
 �That�s just it. Dawson has all the talent in the world. What you worry about is whether he�s another Johnny Manziel. You saw him walking in with the sign that said �Irrelevant!� Then he lifts his shirt and points to his crotch. I�d be worried about what you�re getting with someone like him.�
 �Bullshit!� I barked.
 I was embarrassed I�d said that out loud. And I was even more embarrassed when I saw Jeff�s cameraman pointing the lens at me.
 Thankfully, Coach Hope just let the recording run so I could get a chance to gather my emotions. All it took was one talking head to question your attitude, and suddenly it would be a problem. I sent Frank a text to see what I should do. He sent me one back, admitting he hadn�t seen it yet, and that he would call me when he had something for me.
 I was mad because of the comparison to Johnny Manziel. His problems seemed to be that he partied too much and then did stupid things.
 Frank sent me a text back to call him when I had a chance. I stepped out of the team meeting to talk to him.
 �Ideas?� I asked.
 �Here�s my advice: ignore it. The people who count know your character and work ethic. If you make a big deal about this, you�ll only draw more attention to it.�
 �The documentary crew caught me reacting to what he said,� I worried.
 �Good. It was an honest reaction. I would bet they want to talk to you later. Explain to them that you were shocked that that was how what you did was perceived. Tell them what really happened and then don�t talk about it again.�
 I thanked him for his advice and returned to the room to watch the remainder of the first half. When the half was over, Coach Hope turned it off.
 �I wanted to give you a chance to savor the win. That was a big one, and I want to give credit where it�s due. Coach Stevens did a heck of a job.�
 Coach Stevens took a bow as we golf-clapped for him. He was confused until he saw Coach Rector smiling. Coach Rector had set it up so we could have some fun at Coach Stevens� expense.
 �By Monday, we�ll know who we�re playing on Wednesday. Word from the High School Athletic Association is that we�ll be on the road for the first game and then play at home for the rest. All-Conference selections will be announced on Monday, too.
 �Have a good weekend, but not too good. I want you all ready to practice come Monday. If you need treatment, we�ll have the doors open both Saturday and Sunday morning,� Coach Hope said, and let us go home.
 On the way out, Jeff stopped me, and I sat down and explained how ESPN people were the ones who asked me to display the sign. I was just carrying it to the locker room where we planned to post it. He asked me about the crotch bit. I just laughed and asked him how he�d seen it.
 �I thought you were having fun and pointed at your stomach. At no point did I think you�d pointed further south,� Jeff said.
 �I would never do something crude on television. If it had looked questionable, ESPN would have made me redo the intro video.�
 �Our network would have. I can�t imagine ESPN allowing something they considered inappropriate to be shown during prime time,� Jeff shared and then wrapped up the interview.
 �You�re never going to get everyone to love you,� Jeff reasoned. �There will always be someone trying to invent a story. Don�t let this bother you. It will get worse the higher up you go in competition.�
 That was good advice.
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy and I took our test and aced it. Brook was landing as we finished.
 �Do you and Don want to go to dinner with us?� I asked as we waited.
 �You had better spend some alone-time with Brook. Especially if you�re planning to be naughty tomorrow.�
 �At no point did I say I was going to do anything like that. People just assume that I�m the same in and out of a committed relationship. I would never intentionally do anything to hurt Brook.�
 �What if she wanted to play tomorrow?� Cassidy asked.
 �No. I would be the one making assumptions, and it would be that you all forced her to agree to it,� I said as my girlfriend joined us.
 �You look serious,� Brook said and then kissed me.
 �Cassidy was saying that people expect we�ll join in something wild tomorrow. I was explaining that I wouldn�t even if you told me you wanted to.�
 �Not that I want to, but why would you say that?� Brook asked.
 �I might be half-serious when I say I would love to have people join us. We both enjoyed our time with Pam, didn�t we?�
 �Yes, we did,� Brook confirmed.
 �If it happens and we�re in the mood, I�m game. What I don�t want is feeling like we�re being forced into it. I know that if I feel that way, you�re getting it even worse. I absolutely will not be a party to something where I feel you�ve been coerced in any way.�
 �What if we�re in LA, and Halle wants to join us?�
 �That would be fine.�
 �Why�s that different?� Brook asked.
 �Because no guys would be involved,� Cassidy offered.
 �Didn�t you say you had a date to get to?� I asked.
 �Is she right? If Halle brought a guy, and we decided to all have fun, would you be okay with that?� Brook asked.
 �I�m not going to lie to you, I would have a problem. Doesn�t mean I wouldn�t go along with it if you could make me comfortable with what we were doing.�
 �Is that why you don�t want to have fun Saturday? You�re afraid I�ll end up with Tim or Wolf?� Brook asked.
 I considered that for a moment.
 �You know what? I would probably be okay with them. Tim and I have shared girls in the past, and it worked out fine. Wolf is a good friend. I would trust them to treat you right and you not to fall in love with one of them and run off. Who I would have a problem with is Dare,� I stated emphatically.
 That surprised both Cassidy and Brook.
 �Again, not that it�ll ever happen, but why would you not want me to have sex with Dare? He�s such a little boy,� Brook said.
 I laughed.
 �You think Dare is harmless?�
 Both Brook and Cassidy nodded. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
 �Dare is a guy, if you hadn�t noticed. He�s a guy who�s secretly in love with you. If he had a shot, he would take it without thinking, consequences be damned.�
 �No way,� Brook objected.
 Cassidy thought about it for a moment.
 �I�m with David on this one. It�s the quiet ones you have to worry about,� she predicted.
 �You�re both crazy.�
 I�m a guy. I knew exactly what kind of deviant Dare was.
 ◊◊◊
 After we dropped off Cassidy, we picked up Chuck and drove to Washington for crab. The waiter suggested that one Dungeness crab was probably enough for two people, so we ordered three because Chuck had to eat with us. The place was packed, and my celebrity only went so far. We were lucky they even seated us.
 The crab came out with a wooden mallet, nutcracker, and a small fork. I picked up the mallet to whack the crab.
 �Oh, please, no. Let me show you how to do it right,� Chuck said.
 He turned his crab upside down.
 �You want to remove the shell, clean out the organs, break the legs away from the body, and then break it in half,� he said as he demonstrated.
 Once he had it apart, Brook slid her plate over to him and traded. I guess that�s a girl�s birthright. Chuck wasn�t upset at all as he pointed out what she needed to do.
 �In the body, you�ll see tiny cavities where the best-tasting meat is. See the liquid inside the shell? That�s crab butter. It has a funky texture, but try it,� Chuck suggested.
 To me, it looked like something gross, but Chuck was right, it tasted good. Chuck�s method was much better than using the mallet. It really irritated me when I would get some shell in the meat. This way that never happened. Chuck explained that we could tell these were never frozen because the meat in the legs came out in one piece.
 I liked eating crab because you had to work at it to get all the claw and leg meat. It was like an adventure with a yummy reward at the end.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 42 � Most Likely To  Saturday November 5 
 After breakfast, I took advantage of Coach Hope�s announcement that treatment would be available this morning. My ribs were on the mend, and I no longer felt the pain from my hip pointer. I�d turned a corner in my recovery and would be fine in a couple of weeks.
 Several other players showed up. It was a testament to how hard we�d had to fight to win the game. When it was my turn in the ice bath, Ty was in the other one.
 �I talked to the coaches at Michigan last night. They asked about you, and I told them you, Wolf, and Tim were all interested in joining me there.�
 I smiled at him.
 �Do you get brownie points for helping recruit?� I asked.
 �I�m sure it�s something like getting first shot at dorm rooms and comes with a bevy of babes.�
 �A whole bevy?� I asked.
 �Sure, why not? I mean, if Louisville can afford strippers and prostitutes, I�m sure Michigan can pony up a whole bevy.�
 �What else did Michigan offer you? Better yet, what�s in it for me?� I asked.
 Ty rolled his eyes at me.
 �They did say that word on the street is you regained your number-one ranking with the recruiting services. They asked whether your throw to Roc was a fluke or if you were back, health-wise. I told them I�d seen you make that throw in practice on a regular basis.�
 We both knew Ty was stretching the truth on that. I put it down to the miracle called Vitamin T. If it weren�t for the pain relief, I would have short-armed that pass.
 ◊◊◊
 Duke said in puppy-speak that he would like to go for a car ride with me, so Paul drove both of us to pick up Brook. Duke had been stuck in the big house while Precious held court in my apartment. I brought his tennis ball, knowing his buddy Wolf would throw it for him.
 After we picked up Brook, we drove to Dare�s apartment building. I walked up to get him and had to help him break the drone down so it would fit into its carrying case. I wasn�t exactly pleased with Dare�s craftsmanship. It looked like he�d put it back together with a hot glue gun and duct tape. I wasn�t sure it was safe to fly. Then I remembered what his mom told me.
 �Do you have any extra parts?� I asked.
 Dare reached into his front pocket and pulled out a baggy that had something in it.
 �What�s that?�
 �I�m not sure,� he admitted.
 �I guess we�ll find out when this thing goes up in a ball of flames,� I predicted.
 �That only happened once.�
 Like that reassured me.
 While I put the drone�s case into the back of the SUV, Dare claimed the seat next to Brook. I gave her a knowing look as I climbed all the way into the back. I about laughed when Duke bailed on riding shotgun and bounded over the seats so he could sit next to me. At least I knew he loved me. Duke received a chest and ear rub for being such a good boy.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at Tracy�s lake house, it looked like we were the only ones around. It made sense, given that most people only used their cabins as weekend getaways, and early November meant it had started to cool off. While Dare, Brook, and Paul stepped inside, Duke and I decided to take a walk. He needed to burn off some energy, and I wanted to enjoy nature.
 While Duke and I were on our walk, other people began to arrive. Besides Tracy, the rest of the gang showed up: Cassidy and Don, Tim and Tami, Wolf and Sarah, Phil and Jill, Yuri and Jan, with Pam rounding out our group. The guys must have seen Duke and me return because they all came outside. I tossed Duke�s ball to Wolf so he could throw it for my hound.
 What had the guys� interest was Dare had brought out the drone�s case. It was a hard-shell carrier that the drone sat in to protect it when traveling. Dare took the drone out and then had to attach the propellers, camera, and batteries to the frame.
 �You ready to show us what it can do?� I asked Dare.
 He set it on the ground and flipped a couple of switches to power up the computer he�d installed; that computer linked to the sensors he�d added. The model I�d purchased had a range of over four miles, according to the manual.
 Paul had a tablet that was linked to the camera. I�d upgraded the camera, my justification being that it would be used for my mom�s real estate business. The picture was crisp and clear. The drone looked like it would work for her needs.
 Dare had a controller with two joysticks that handled altitude and direction, with a video screen so you could see where you were flying. When Dare was satisfied that everything was ready, he started the four props, and it lifted off the ground. The smile on his face told you all you needed to know. He was happy as it lifted ten feet into the air and then shot out over the lake.
 When Dare brought it back, he flew it right at a big tree. My breath caught as I had visions of it exploding into a bazillion pieces. I had a big grin on my face when it stopped on its own. He�d explained that it had sensors to keep it from running into stuff, but he�d upgraded it so it was safe for me to fly.
 �You think it�s safe for me now?� I asked.
 Dare nodded.
 I noticed he hadn�t attached the solar panels, so I asked him about those.
 �I wanted to test it first. With the upgrades, it has a flight time of a little over thirty minutes. With the solar panels, I�m hoping to extend that quite a bit,� Dare explained.
 He finally let me fly it, and I put it through its paces. I had a bad feeling that once my mom figured out how much fun it was to fly, I would never see it again. Mom had signed up for the classes with Dare so she could get her license to use the drone for commercial pursuits. From what I saw of the video feed, it would give her a decided advantage in winning listings. She could create aerial videos to help sell homes and tour subdivisions.
 Tracy stuck her head out the back door to tell us lunch was ready.
 ◊◊◊
 During lunch, I sat down with Sarah so we could get caught up with each other since I didn�t see her very often.
 �How about here after lunch?� she asked.
 I about choked on my drink. When we were at model camp, I had told the models all they had to do was say when and where, and I would spend personal time with them. She decided to let me off the hook.
 �It�s good to know you still consider me attractive.�
 �Please. You�re just as bad as Adrienne. She�s always fishing for compliments.�
 �She says you�re a big slacker since you became a movie star. I�m supposed to talk you into doing a photo shoot with me over Christmas.�
 �I�m in LA then. Talk to Caryn and see if I have any free time when we could do it, and I would be glad to do a shoot with you. I bet we could get Range Sports to pony up some money and make it happen,� I suggested.
 �I�ll go make the calls,� Sarah said and abandoned me.
 What was it with girls? Once they got what they wanted, it was, �so long, David.� I looked across the room and saw Dare had Brook cornered, showing her video of his drone flight. She glanced over at me, and I made a kissy face. I didn�t think it was right for your girlfriend to flip you off.
 Tracy and Pam sat on either side of me.
 �Pam says you love her best,� Tracy complained.
 Pam was milking my comment for all it was worth. I decided to help her out.
 �Was there ever any doubt?� I asked Tracy.
 �Puh-lease,� Tracy said, exasperated.
 I put my hand under my chin and tapped my index finger under my bottom lip, acting as though I were thinking about it.
 �Nope,� I concluded. �She�s the one I love the most. I�ve asked her to marry me at least two, if not three times.�
 Pam stuck her tongue out at her best friend. Tracy knew this was all in good fun, but that didn�t mean she was going to let Pam off easy.
 �She�s also the only one who�s turned you down that many times.�
 Pam�s eyes got big.
 �Bitch,� she said as Tracy scrambled to get away.
 I grabbed Pam around the waist and pulled her into my lap.
 �Want to marry me?� I asked.
 She melted into my arms and put her head on my chest.
 �I do love you,� I whispered. �If you ever change your mind, let me know.�
 We both knew I meant it. We also both knew that neither of us was anywhere close to being ready for that kind of commitment. Pam liked being a part-time mom and a full-time teenager. She wanted to go to college without being tied down by Coby�or me, for that matter.
 Tracy got everyone�s attention.
 �Since David doesn�t want to play sexy games or drink ��
 That got me a round of good-natured boos.
 �� I thought we could play a game called �Most Likely To.� It�s based on the �Most Likely To Succeed� designation you see in yearbooks. I will ask the first question, and then all of us will hold up a card with a name on it. The person most named will then ask the next question,� she explained as she handed out index cards with everyone�s names printed on them.
 �I�ll start,� Tracy said. �Who�s the most likely to take the longest to get ready?�
 My brother held up my name. I glared at him while I thought about the question. Cassidy might be a candidate because she usually had to go back and get her makeup redone. I quickly rejected Tracy and Sarah. Then I smiled and held up my card: Jill. Everyone else seemed to agree with me and held up her name.
 �Why me?� she complained.
 �To look that good, you have to work at it,� Wolf teased.
 Jill wasn�t sure if she was offended or not. Luckily, she decided not. She smiled when she came up with a question.
 �Most likely to say something they�ll eventually regret ��
 This was a good one. My first reaction was Brook, but then I remembered I was dating her. Tracy was the easy target, but inspiration struck: Tami. As I held up her name card, I glanced around, and my friends were all looking at me. None of them had a card up. I glanced over at Tami and � well � crud.
 �Why do you think that, David?� Tami asked.
 I shuffled through the cards and pulled out my name.
 �Happy?� I asked, and she smiled.
 �I guess it�s my turn,� I said. �Most likely to be a spymaster ��
 This time everyone held up Tami�s name.
 �Most likely to laugh at a serious situation ��
 I rolled my eyes because they picked me. I did have a habit of laughing when I got nervous.
 �Most likely to survive a zombie apocalypse ��
 Cassidy smiled when everyone picked her.
 �Most likely to be the first one to die in a zombie apocalypse ��
 I picked Don. Everyone else picked Sarah.
 �This I have to hear. Why would you expect I would die first?� Don asked.
 �Because if Cassidy thought the zombies might outrun her, she would knock you down. The same goes for bears, wolves, or vampires,� I predicted.
 �Unless they were cute vampires,� Brook said.
 We all agreed that Cassidy might make the sacrifice for cute vampires. Sarah was up.
 �Most likely to say something douchey ��
 This was a close call. Yuri was a male chauvinist when I met him, and my brother Phil was a dork. I picked Phil. The vote was split almost down the middle until the two girlfriends voted. Both Jan and Jill picked my brother.
 �You both suck,� he said, confirming the group�s opinion. �Most likely to become president ��
 I thought I had that one in the bag. Nope, they all picked my girlfriend.
 �Why Brook?� I asked. �Not that I think she wouldn�t make a great president.�
 She rolled her eyes at me.
 �I hate to tell you this,� Tami started and then did just that. �Having four children by three different women; your run-in with the feminazis, even though it wasn�t your fault; the blow-up around Pam�s pregnancy and the rape accusations � do I need to go on? All that would be used against you in a campaign.�
 �Dude, you might want to stick to sports or movies,� Tim said.
 �Yeah, it�s sort of expected for those kinds of careers,� Wolf added.
 Sometimes, the truth hurts. If my closest friends thought that, what would someone who didn�t know me think? In the current political environment, I was sure I would be an easy target. I was glad when Duke came up to me and nudged my arm to tell me he wanted to go outside.
 �Most likely to have a secret identity �� Brook asked as I walked out the door.
 ◊◊◊
 Duke loved the woods around Tracy�s place. He took me for a walk while I ruminated on what my friends had said. I felt bad for ruining my grandma�s plans for me. Not that I wanted to run for president someday; it just felt like I�d let people down. I pushed those feelings aside and just enjoyed being outdoors with my trusty hound.
 It was a beautiful fall day. All the trees were in full color. For me, the most enjoyable part was watching Duke bound through the woods and then come running back to check on me. The entertainment he provided put a smile on my face. Everyone has heard the saying that dogs are �man�s best friend.� I think what makes him special is the unconditional love Duke provides. He doesn�t care if I�ve had a bad day or done something wrong. He�s always happy to see me. I felt better when Duke was around.
 When we came back to the house, Tracy came outside.
 �You okay?� she asked.
 I gave her a curious look.
 �Why do you ask?�
 �I could tell that what they said hurt your feelings. It was kind of a cheap shot.�
 I just shrugged.
 �Sometimes, you need people to be honest with you, even when it�s something you don�t want to hear. I�m glad they feel comfortable enough to say stuff like that.�
 Tracy gave me a sideways look.
 �I can tell you�re trying to put a positive spin on it. It was a surprise to me when they took events that had been out of your control and used them like that.�
 I gave her a hug. Tracy really was my best friend. It seemed improbable that we would be such good friends after the stuff she put me through. There had always been a connection, and once we figured out we were better as friends than more, it all seemed to work out. Tracy was the one person who never wanted any more from me than friendship. With my crazy life, that was more important than I had realized. I never had to be anything but myself when I was with her.
 I sighed.
 �It did bother me a little. But it isn�t anything I haven�t been saying to myself, though. I can�t fault them for being honest.�
 �I know. Anyway, I�d vote for you,� Tracy said, and her face lit up. �Come in and cook for us. I understand that you�ve planned something special.�
 �Your mom isn�t very good at keeping secrets.�
 �No, she is, but she told me you needed time to prepare everything.�
 I looked at my watch. Tracy was right, it would take me a few hours to pull it all off. Mary, Tracy�s mom, was one of my partners in the restaurants and in charge of cooking. Her father was a chef and restaurant owner. Mary had taken the time to teach me to cook.
 She�d wanted to bring sous vide cooking to the restaurant. It was one of her father�s cooking techniques. Sous vide (pronounced sue-veed) means �under vacuum� in French. It refers to the process of vacuum-sealing food in a bag, then cooking it to an exact temperature in a water bath. The precise temperature control delivered consistent, high-quality results when cooking steaks.
 Mary had shown me videos of how it was done and the results. Two things about it impressed me. The first was that it cooked a steak evenly. Instead of the meat being charred on the outside and pink in the center, it was pink all the way through. The second was that a traditionally cooked steak can lose up to forty percent of its volume during the cooking process. That didn�t happen when it was prepared this way.
 I�d gone online and purchased a home version of a sous vide cooker. The gadget simply clamped to the side of a large pot that you fill with water. I seasoned rib eye steaks with salt and pepper, put them into Ziploc bags, and then clipped them to the pot. The recipe said it would take two hours to cook the meat.
 Once I completed that, I prepared baked potatoes by cleaning them, coating them with oil and then sea salt, and putting them in the oven to bake. I planned to make twice-baked potatoes, so I needed to get them cooked for the first step in the process.
 When I had the potatoes in the oven, Brook came into the kitchen and wrapped her arms around me from behind.
 �How was your walk?�
 �Good. I love this time of year. Did you have a good afternoon?�
 �Yeah. I liked that game. It helped me get to know people better. And I think you�re right, I believe Dare has a crush on me.�
 �I would be surprised if he didn�t. You took the time to get to know him, and you�re cute, in the right light,� I said, turning around to face Brook and putting my arms around her.
 �What kind of light would that be?�
 �Any,� I said as I leaned down and kissed her.
 �What should I do about Dare?� Brook asked me.
 �Nothing. Dare�s a bright boy. He knows you�re my girlfriend, and he can only worship you from afar. Plus, if you confronted him about it, it would devastate him. Just let the boy have his fantasy. It�ll work itself out on its own,� I predicted.
 �You sound like you have experience.�
 �I do. I�ve always had a crush on Adrienne, and she turned out to like girls.�
 �Rumor has it you scored with your crush.�
 �I know nothing,� I said, holding up my fingers for Scout�s honor.
 �I guess that�s the difference between you and Dare,� Brook said.
 �All I remember is there was a lot of wine involved. You should probably be careful about getting drunk around the little horndog.�
 �David! That�s not nice. Dare isn�t a little horndog,� Brook complained.
 �Keep telling yourself that. All guys are little horndogs. Some are bigger than others,� I said, waggling my eyebrows.
 She just kissed me. Guys have fragile egos, and my girlfriend decided not to deflate mine.
 ◊◊◊
 We had an enjoyable afternoon with lively conversation as a group, and then seemed to split up into smaller ones. Brook and I found ourselves talking to Tim, Tami, Wolf, and Sarah.
 �We wanted to know if you�d come out to LA after New Year�s for a week. Caryn has rented a house for me while I�m filming the J-drama,� I explained.
 �I�m not sure it�s in my budget,� Wolf said.
 �We�re considering getting a chartered flight New Year�s Day. It wouldn�t cost you anything to join us,� Brook said.
 I hadn�t heard that piece of news, but it would solve part of their cost.
 �All you�d have to spend money on was your flight home,� I said.
 Brook and I planned to be in LA during Christmas break and fly back home for her family�s New Year�s Eve party. We would return to LA the next day.
 �I�ll book our flights back. It�ll be my Christmas present to you,� Sarah told Wolf.
 �I guess I can�t say no, then,� Wolf said.
 �We�re in,� Tim said as Tami nodded her agreement.
 �Who else will be there?� Tami asked.
 �Cassidy will be working security,� I said.
 �I�ve also invited Pam and Tracy,� Brook said, which was news to me.
 It made sense, though, because Caryn said that the house had six bedrooms. She�d decided not to rent Rita�s beach house because the show would be filmed at Pepperdine University. I�d seen pictures, and the home looked like something you would see in Italy. It was in the hills, and you could see the Pacific Ocean from the grounds. I knew it had to be good because both Halle and Brook agreed they�d be willing to live in it.
 ◊◊◊
 I left them to go finish dinner.
 �Can I help?�
 Jill had come into the kitchen. I was hesitant at first but figured what the heck. Time I got to know my brother�s girlfriend. I put her to work making the twice-baked potatoes while I worked on the other side dishes.
 �Why don�t you spend more time with your brother?� she asked.
 I looked up from cleaning spinach and tried to figure out what Jill was getting at.
 �I see and talk to him every day,� I said. �You might have seen us talk at lunch.�
 �That�s not what I meant. Why don�t you spend time with Phil other than at school?�
 �Did I not just take him to a baseball game?� I asked. �I also took him with me to Mexico and Canada over the summer.�
 That was the start of the Cubs comeback. They�d ended up winning the World Series. My dream of leading them to that victory had been dashed.
 �But you don�t hang out with him,� she complained.
 Then I got it: I didn�t hang out with Jill.
 �Did you want Brook and me to take you and Phil out to dinner some night?� I asked.
 �That might be fun,� she agreed.
 �Talk to Brook. She knows our schedule better than I do,� I said.
 Jill kissed my cheek and left me to finish dinner. I shook my head as I realized that her help was only dependent on getting something from me. My brother had no idea what he was in for with her, and I wasn�t about to clue him in. Some things you just needed to find out on your own.
 Tracy and Tami came in and offered to help me. When the steaks were done being sous-vided, I pulled them out of the water bath to let them rest, still sealed in the bags in their own juices. I called in Tim and Wolf and had them fire-up the grill. They would throw them on for a minute on each side to give the meat grill marks.
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone raved about the steaks. Mary wanted to purchase a commercial sous vide cooker for the restaurant, and we all approved. The steaks were fork-tender and cooked perfectly, and they tasted amazing. I�d also made twice-baked potatoes, asparagus in lemon butter, roasted Brussels sprouts with bacon and olives, creamed spinach, and a warm corn salad.
 �Someday, you�ll make someone a fine wife,� Yuri teased me.
 �Both my parents worked while I was growing up. Some nights, Greg and I had to fend for ourselves. My dad decided that we needed to become self-sufficient and taught us to cook. I was okay with the everyday stuff, but Tracy�s mom helped me learn to cook like this. All these dishes are from her recipe book.�
 �Your mom could make a fortune if she ever sold a cookbook,� Pam said to Tracy.
 �That�s the problem, though. Mom won�t share her recipes with anyone but David,� Tracy complained.
 �If you showed an interest �� I prodded.
 �Bite me. What did you make me for dessert?� Tracy asked.
 I made Yuri and Phil help me clear the dinner plates. Then they helped bring out bowls with shortcake in the bottom, and I fetched a bowl of cut-up strawberries, blueberries, and grapes from the refrigerator. I�d soaked them in a simple syrup I�d made with vanilla caviar to flavor it.
 When I brought it out, they eyed me suspiciously.
 �You�re not trying to go healthy on us and make us eat fruit?� Wolf asked.
 �Just shut up and try it.�
 Cassidy didn�t need to be convinced. Everyone watched as she put the fruit over the shortbread and took a big bite. When it didn�t kill her, the others followed suit. They were pulling my leg. It was confirmed when they wanted seconds.
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone pitched in to clean up after dinner. They kicked me out, so I strolled into the living room, and Duke and I started a fire. Tracy came out of the kitchen and sat down next to me. I put my arm around her and pulled her close.
 �They kicked you out?� I asked.
 �They said that because I was the hostess and you�d cooked, they would clean up.�
 �Sounds fair.�
 �Have you decided where you�re going to college?�
 Tracy wanted to go to the same college I did, and I needed to tell her soon. She planned to go to State and take classes that would transfer.
 �It�s looking like it might be Michigan,� I said.
 Tracy wrinkled her nose.
 �Would you be upset if I followed Pam to California?�
 �In fact, it would make me feel better knowing you were there with her.�
 �She wants to go to Pepperdine, and I think I might attend USC. I�ve sent in my application to USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism. They have a couple of minors in Sports Media.�
 �Who knows, I might end up at USC myself.�
 I was glad that Tracy and Pam had decided not to wait for my decision as to where to go to school. Brook was probably headed off to an Ivy League school or somewhere like the University of Chicago. She wanted to get her political science and eventually her law degree, and I wouldn�t be surprised if she ran for president someday.
 It made me a little sad to realize everyone might split up. My mom had warned me that while high school was great, it was just a launching point for the rest of your life. Coach Haskins had told me something similar when he described how he�d gone off to play minor-league baseball.
 Pam had been the first crack in my plan when she told me she wanted to go back to California. She�d only moved to this town because her dad had taken a job here. Now that he wasn�t in the picture, she could go back to what she considered home. I didn�t want to believe that once high school was over, I would make all new friends when I went to college. And then do it again if and when I got a job.
 �Promise me we will always be friends,� I almost begged.
 Our eyes locked, and Tracy slowly smiled at me.
 ��Stupid boy,� it will take more than me moving halfway across the country for me not to be your friend. Think about you and Tami. I know her going to Wesleyan was hard for you and that the two of you have had some bumps in the road. What I know for a fact is that you two will always be friends. It�ll be the same for us,� she assured me.
 �I guess it�s not like you�re moving far away next semester. I�m sure we�ll see each other,� I predicted.
 Tracy was moving into the dorms at State. They encouraged all freshmen to do just that. I�d talked to my uncle about it, and he told me I should live in a dorm. His reasons made me wonder about him. Uncle John said I would make friends there, it was closer to classes, and would help me transition out of living at home. I hated to break it to him, but I was about to spend half a year on my own, making the Bond movie and the two Star Academy sequels. Not only would I be on my own, but I would be traveling all over Europe and then New Zealand and Australia. I wasn�t worried about a transition. Besides, I already had friends.
 Brook came out, and Tracy left us alone to go check on the cleanup progress.
 �The dinner you made was delicious. You outdid yourself tonight,� Brook said.
 �Thanks. I wanted to do something special for everyone. You all have helped and supported me. I�m just glad the steaks turned out. I was afraid they wouldn�t taste right.�
 �You�ll make some woman a good wife,� Brook teased.
 �I can�t believe you would say something so sexist. In today�s day and age, I thought roles were supposed to be gender-neutral.�
 She looked at me for a second to see if I was serious. I was, to an extent, but I wasn�t in the mood to wind her up, so I smiled.
 �You�re probably right,� Brook admitted. �I�m taking something Yuri said and applying it to you, after all.�
 I nodded because Yuri was a little male chauvinist at times. His redeeming quality was that he was trainable and a good guy.
 �I�m all for being a kept man, if you were wondering.�
 �I could see you sitting around all day as the nanny watched the kids, and the cook made dinner. We would have to get someone to pick up my dry cleaning,� Brook pondered.
 �I would blow my brains out,� I predicted.
 Brook got quiet and stared at the fire.
 �What are you thinking?� I asked.
 She came back from wherever her brain had taken her and focused on me.
 �Today was a good day. Take me home and let�s make it perfect,� she suggested.
 Sometimes she had great ideas. I arranged for Wolf to take Dare home, and Paul drove us back to my apartment. First, we made an appearance at the house, and I told my mom what a success dinner was. Brook shared that we had a good time, and I�d flown the drone. I told her I would have Dare come over, and he could demonstrate it for her. Mom was eager to use it for filming homes she had for sale.
 We let Precious out. She seemed to prefer to go outside rather than use a litter box. I was all for that because cleaning that box was my least favorite part of having Bandit stay with me. When I was done with that, I went to find my girlfriend.
 I had to agree. Brook Davis could make it a perfect day.
 ◊◊◊



 Chapter 43 � Flying High  Sunday November 6 
 After brunch with my family, I drove to the airport to take my first flying lesson. On Friday, I�d passed my written exam. All I had to do now was pass the practical portion of the training to get my license. I was excited to get started.
 When I entered the flight school, it was empty, it being a Sunday afternoon. I found Roy Tyro, the owner, in his office drinking coffee and doing something on his computer.
 �You ready to get started?�
 �Yes, sir.�
 He grabbed a clipboard, and we stepped through the preflight checklist. I think Roy saw I was nervous.
 �Let me tell you a secret. Flying is quite easy if you learn two things: mechanical skills and procedures. For every situation, there�s a procedure. If you learn the procedures and learn them right, you�ll do just fine.�
 Today�s flight was more of a watch-and-learn experience as Roy took us up and reviewed once again what all the instruments did. I was glad I�d spent time in the flight simulator because they matched up precisely with what I was seeing in the cockpit. When we reached altitude, Roy turned the airplane over to me.
 �I want you to just focus on flying straight and at a constant altitude.�
 Easy, right? Not so much. I would find that the plane would either float higher or lower on me due to a variety of factors. I took us on more than one roller-coaster ride as I got used to the controls. The whole time, Roy never once raised his voice. He was steady, and his voice calm, which made it all bearable.
 �I think you�re ready to turn the plane. Make an easy bank right and watch your altitude,� Roy advised.
 �Frick! It�s much easier in the simulator,� I complained.
 Roy just smiled at me and shook his head.
 �No simulator is like the real thing.�
 I started to get frustrated, but Roy kept talking me through it.
 �You�re doing fine. You can ease your grip on the stick,� he suggested.
 I looked down and saw how tightly I was holding it. I took a deep breath and let it out to help calm myself. Then I heard Roy chuckle.
 �You�re like an old man driving a car. You point the plane wherever you look.�
 I snapped my eyes up and found I was slowly losing altitude. That was when the humor of it all hit me.
 �I need to quit overthinking this,� I said.
 From that point on, it was better. I wasn�t perfect by any stretch, but I didn�t do anything horrifyingly wrong, either. It seemed like we�d only been in the air for minutes when Roy pointed me back toward the airport. He took over and landed the plane, all the while explaining what he was doing and why.
 Once we were on the ground, he let me taxi the plane to its parking spot, and I helped him tie it down. Then we talked about the flight, and Roy gave me advice. I confirmed that I wanted lessons the next two days after football practice. I couldn�t wait to get my license so I could fly on my own.
 ◊◊◊
 When I arrived home, Dad found me.
 �Do you have time to meet?�
 �Meet who?� I asked.
 �Caryn and the gang. We need to update you on a couple of things.�
 �Sure,� I said and looked around. I didn�t see my hound. �Where�s Duke?�
 �Your grandmother picked him up. He�s doing a campaign event with Governor Higgins.�
 It seemed my Lab was a mover and shaker in the political world. I�d almost forgotten that the elections were this week. This would be the first time I could vote, and if it hadn�t been for Duke and the governor and senate races, I probably would have skipped it.
 Dad drove me to our office in the strip mall. We were the first to arrive, so Dad unlocked it and turned on the lights. I put on coffee. It was chilly out, and I needed something to warm me up. Caryn, Megan, and Scarlet showed up with little Carol. I took my daughter so that Scarlet could get organized for the meeting.
 �What�s up, Princess?� I asked.
 What was up was she needed her diaper changed. I manned up and took care of that. When everything was copacetic, we came back to the meeting. Carol wanted down, so I gave her my car keys to keep her occupied. They went straight into her mouth because she was teething. I�d seen babies put way worse in there, so I didn�t even flinch. What mattered was she was occupied and seemed happy for the moment. I was sure I wouldn�t win Father of the Year anytime soon.
 �First, I wanted to tell you that Zander has accepted a deal from the DA. He�ll plead guilty to a misdemeanor charge of assault; agree to a restraining order regarding you, Halle, Brook, and Rita; do 100 hours of community service; and serve two years of probation. The restraining order will prevent Zander or his agents from harming you. It also prevents him and his agents from coming within 100 yards of any of you. And that�s even if you show up for an event, like the Oscars, after he�s already there. Zander can�t drink or do drugs while on probation and must submit to random drug and alcohol testing. The agreement includes stipulations that he can�t leave the state without court permission, and must report to his probation officer twice a month,� Caryn shared.
 �You�ve got to be kidding me,� I complained. �A misdemeanor?�
 �In fact, Ms. Dixon is happy that he pled guilty. She said that it helps with the civil suit she wants to file tomorrow,� Dad explained.
 �Tell her to go ahead. I�m generally not one who wants to fight it out in court. But after what I�ve gone through over the last several weeks, I want him to suffer a consequence, something more than a misdemeanor charge with no time served. Just please, at least, make sure the restraining order is permanent and that his record won�t be wiped clean if he makes it through probation.�
 �Ms. Dixon wanted to float something to get your take on it,� Scarlet said. �Tom Dole suggested that Cal Bell take the lead on a civil suit against Zander. He has a California license, and frankly, the last group of California attorneys we used on this was anything but stellar. Cal is also someone who isn�t afraid to get his hands dirty and go for the jugular, from what I�ve heard.�
 I think my dad and Caryn had called �not it� on that one; they each kept their face neutral. Megan gave me a half-smile. I wanted to instantly reject their idea out of hand. Cal was one of my least favorite people�who just happened to be Pam�s dad and Coby�s granddad.
 �Will I have to deal with him?� I asked.
 �We�ll try to keep it to a minimum,� Dad assured me.
 That meant �yes.�
 �I want to say �no,� but you wouldn�t have asked me if you didn�t think this had merit. If you�re all on board, then I�ll go along with it, but I�m more than a little reluctant to do this. Just be warned that I reserve the right to cause Cal pain if he is rude or smarts off about Pam or Coby. I also want Ms. Dixon to watch over him and what he�s doing like a hawk.�
 �You might have to wait for your mother to finish with him if he does anything to hurt any of us,� Dad warned me.
 He was right. Mom had wanted to pound both him and Mr. Fox during the whole fiasco around Pam�s pregnancy and the rape charges. Cal�s threat to ship her grandson off for adoption was more than Mom could handle. I just prayed that his evil side would serve us well when he took on Zander. I hoped I�d also communicated that I would not forget who�d recommended this if it went south.
 �Moving on,� Caryn said to change the subject. �The German government has offered to buy the software we got from the Ukrainian con artist, as long as they get exclusive rights to it.�
 �That�s the stuff on the thumb drive?� I asked.
 Peggy had been conned by a man who�d tried to break into my parents� home-office computer. Fritz had �confiscated� the software and shared it with people he used to work with to determine what we had.
 Caryn pushed a sheet of paper over to me, and I wasn�t sure if I should be happy or not. It seemed like a lot of money. Then I had another thought.
 �Why are they paying us this much?�
 �They don�t want us to sell it to others,� Caryn said.
 �This is sort of �found� money. What did you propose to do with it?� I asked.
 Scarlet lit up.
 �My father always says you don�t get paid what you�re worth, you get paid what you negotiate. I have some ideas.�
 �Do they include me buying a company plane?� I asked.
 I thought I was the owner of this company. How could everyone ignore my perfectly reasonable request?
 �I think you need to set up trusts for all your kids,� Scarlet suggested. �They could use it for their college funds or something else later.�
 I could tell I wasn�t going to get a plane when Megan handed out a sheet that showed how it would all work. To be fair, I�d told them to run with it. I might have to clarify that in the future, all windfalls of cash should be run by me.
 �Before you get started on that, what happened to the Ukrainian guy?� I asked.
 �Immigration and Customs Enforcement came and took him. They�re deporting him and have contacted the appropriate authorities overseas. He was here using a forged passport. Since he didn�t manage to drain your bank accounts, they didn�t have much to hold him on, according to the local police,� Dad told us.
 While they worked out the details, Carol found her way between my feet and was in the process of untying and gnawing on my shoelaces. I wondered where my keys had gone. I sure hoped she hadn�t swallowed them. If it had been Coby, I could imagine him figuring out how to get them off the keyring and doing just that.
 Carol was a good baby. She mostly entertained herself, which was a blessing. That didn�t mean she wasn�t my little princess. The more I thought about it, the more I realized it was a good idea to set up trusts for the kids. My parents always teased Greg and me that they planned to spend it all before we ever saw an inheritance.
 I didn�t want to worry about them and hoped that my success would give them a leg up. What I didn�t want to happen was to have my little ones turn into trust-fund kids like some Wesleyan students seemed to be. I said as much to the assembled group.
 All the details started to give me a headache. I was sure this was something they didn�t need me for. I picked up Carol and found my keys.
 �We�re going to go get something to eat,� I announced.
 Dad nodded, and I left them to it.
 ◊◊◊
 Granny�s West was packed when we walked in. Someone had gotten smart and advertised that the week�s leftovers would be sold at a reduced price. We usually had a busy breakfast and lunch crowd, but things tapered off for dinner on Sundays. They�d solved that problem.
 I spotted Mary talking to some customers. She waved me over, and I said hello to the couple. They were part of the Booster Club, which made them VIPs, as far as I was concerned. When we were done, Mary led me to the kitchen.
 �I�m putting you upstairs tonight. We�ve decided to open Our House for the overflow,� she explained.
 �Thanks for the recipes for last night. Everyone loved the steaks. I vote you get the equipment that�ll let us add sous vide as a featured item.�
 �Already in the works. Dad�s steakhouse uses them, and they were consistently voted the best steaks in Indianapolis. What I like about it is that you can train anyone to make a perfect steak every time.�
 Carol and I rode up the back elevator and found the staff had pulled tables together, which told me my whole family was coming to dinner. Given how busy it was downstairs, it made sense to seat us all upstairs. It didn�t take long for everyone to show up. I noticed that they were also seating other customers there. I realized Sunday night might turn out to be one of our busiest as the upstairs restaurant began to fill up.
 My grandma and Duke came in. At first, I wasn�t sure if it was a good idea to have a dog in the restaurant. But I soon figured out that Grandma Dawson was taking him around to each table for the campaign. One of Duke�s favorite tricks was �shake.� We had him sit and then ask him to shake, and he would lift his paw up to shake hands.
 Duke proved what a pro he was at campaigning when he got to our table, stood up on Carol�s high chair, and licked her face. All politicians needed to kiss babies. It might be better with a little less tongue.
 �How did he do on the campaign trail?� I asked.
 �Kurt decided he didn�t ever want to run against Duke. Everyone wanted to meet the dog running for mayor, and the governor was an afterthought. Kurt said that Duke is his Beyonc�.�
 �That would make you Jay Z,� I speculated.
 �Whoever that is,� Grandma Dawson said. �How did flying go?�
 Grandmas know how to make their grandchildren happy. I spent the next twenty minutes telling her all about my adventure today.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday November 8 
 Today was the big day. Brook and I found ourselves outside the VFW hall, where our voter registration cards said we were to vote.
 I�d decided to skip the national election for president because it had ventured into the realm of the ridiculous. No one could be as bad as they tried to make each other out to be. One side went so far as to say the other candidate was mentally ill while the other said their opponent was a crook. I could understand the crook angle, being from Illinois. Our governors seemed to spend a lot of time in the big house. Plus, Chicago was known for corruption. Their motto was vote early and vote often, or so the rumor had it. And then, of course, there was our recently removed mayor.
 The whole atmosphere of the national election had turned me off. People were absolutely losing their minds over it. Tami was right: if I ever ran for federal office, I would be vilified. What amazed me was some of the crap the press was spouting was said with a straight face. Dad told me that when he was younger, reporting was more balanced. Nowadays, it seemed they all had an agenda to push.
 I shook my head as I decided that thinking about it was a waste of energy. Rather than dwell on it, I walked in and cast my votes for local offices, and then for the governor and Senator Dixon. I smiled when I saw Duke as the lone non-felonious candidate for mayor. I knew he would at least get one vote.
 Outside waiting for us were Jeff and his cameraman.
 �How does it feel to vote for the first time?� he asked.
 �Great. I would encourage everyone to get out and do just that.�
 �How do you think Duke will do today?�
 �Fingers crossed,� I said as I held up my hand with my fingers crossed. �I think he�s exactly what we need in a mayor. At least you know he won�t be causing any harm to us while he�s in office.�
 �No. I can�t imagine him embezzling funds. I�ll get suspicious if I see him with a backyard full of tennis balls,� Jeff joked.
 �No worries there. Duke has a favorite tennis ball and could never be bribed to play with any other. He�s a one-tennis-ball kind of guy,� I assured him.
 �I think we better end it there. Thanks for sharing with us,� Jeff said, and they stopped filming.
 �You�re gold, as always. I need to get this in so we can get it on the air. See you at practice and then at Our House tonight,� Jeff said, and then hurried off.
 We�d promised to take everyone out to dinner who had helped gather signatures for Duke�s petition to be on the ballot. We�d also decided to combine that with an election party at Our House. Mom said it would be free advertising for the restaurant. Personally, I wondered how we would get everyone in there before the fire marshal shut us down. I figured that if Duke was mayor, he might be able to pull a few strings.
 ◊◊◊
 We�d learned yesterday that our first playoff game was against Waterloo, located about two hours southwest of us. They were the school that had eliminated us at Sectionals in baseball last year. For the first state playoff game, they usually tried to ensure the teams didn�t have far to travel since it was a school night. It seemed we�d drawn the short straw and were forced to make the long drive tomorrow.
 The people in charge promised us we would be at home for the remainder of the playoffs after tomorrow�s game, assuming we continued. It seemed a fair compromise for forcing us to travel so far for our first game.
 Coach Hope had decided that we would use the same logistics we�d employed for the Broadview Academy game and leave right after lunch. This time, the band wasn�t going, but the Booster Club had put together a tour package for our fans. The deal got you tickets to the game, dinner, and the bus ride to and from the game, all for a nominal price. Those buses would leave a couple of hours after us.
 The playoff field was mostly made up of the usual suspects. That included teams we�d played last year, such as Beverly, Central, and Unity, who we�d beaten in the championship game. There was one newcomer I wanted to play with a white-hot passion: Wesleyan.
 Teddy Wesleyan had been true to his word in finding Coach Ryan players. Mike and Damion had become a lethal combination as the season wore on. They�d lost two games early but had run the table once they figured things out. Basically, you threw the football to Damion�a lot. And why wouldn�t you? Damion was six-six, ran like the wind, and had learned to catch the ball. If he were on my team, I would just tell him to go deep and let him use his size against smaller defenders. That was precisely what Wesleyan had done, to great success.
 What irritated me, besides not having Damion on my team, was that it made Mike look like he was one of the best quarterbacks in the state. Michigan had offered him, and he�d verbally accepted. That was the one factor that made me hesitate about going there. His older brother was a dick, but Mike was far worse.
 Mike was a good-looking guy and could date anyone he wanted, but Mike only seemed interested in going after women who were dating someone else. That predilection had led to his transferring last year. It was that, or Jim would have killed him. I might have held Mike down, but Jim was the one who wanted payback. When a guy Jim�s size decides to kill you, it�s time to go.
 Tami admitted that Mike had hit on her after he started at Wesleyan. When she didn�t fall for his charms, he�d set his sights on Harper, my ex-girlfriend. I was sure he did it as a way of saying �f you� to me. I almost felt sorry for Harper, but felt confident that Tami had warned her. The other girls I knew at Wesleyan had heeded Tami�s warning.
 The one whom I was surprised had followed Tami�s advice was Jenny Wesleyan. She�d confirmed my belief that she had terrible taste in men when she�d dated my nemesis, Mark from Eastside.
 From all reports, Harper was happy. I knew that it was only a matter of time before Mike broke her heart by cheating on her. I didn�t think Mike could help himself. Someday he would do that, and someone would seriously hurt him.
 The other person who had gone to Wesleyan was Alan. He�d talked his way into helping the coaching staff. Now there was someone I wanted to get payback on. With him and Mike on the team, I said a little prayer that we meet in the playoffs. For that to happen, it would have to be in the championship game since they were on the other side of the bracket. Maybe the football gods owed us for having to travel to Waterloo and would grant me my wish.
 ◊◊◊
 During football practice, we took time to practice onside kicks.
 �Last week, we used what�s called the drag-and-dribble technique to success because they weren�t expecting it. Once Broadview knew we were going to onside-kick and got the right players on the field, we didn�t recover any others,� Coach Stevens reminded us.
 �To be honest, that form of the onside kick has the lowest recovery percentage because it requires a gentle touch and a lot of luck,� he continued.
 �I liked our luck then,� Ed said.
 We all agreed.
 �This week, I want to try a new kick,� Coach Stevens said. �It�s called the pop-up kick. This is the one you�ll see being done at higher levels of football almost exclusively. Derek will sweep his foot through the very top of the ball, making contact right around the stripe. This causes the top point to smack the ground, causing the ball to pop up.
 �The receiving team is taught to focus on the ball and ignore the defenders to make the recovery. Derek, I want you to kick the ball right at the outside upman if you can. His teammates will naturally try not to rush him so he can focus on recovering the ball.�
 That made sense, because like in baseball, you wanted one person to call the ball to catch it. What was terrible was when two players ran into each other, and neither caught it. I assumed the same applied to onside kicks.
 �We�ll line up seven players on the side we plan to kick to. Five of you will be designated to block their upmen; two will go after the ball,� Coach Stevens told us as he drew up the play.
 Our goal was to outnumber our opponents; if they were tied up with a block, it left us free to recover the ball. Coach positioned me next to the kicker, and I was assigned to chase after the football. He placed Ed so he was lined up directly across from the upman we would kick toward. Coach utilized Wolf and Don as blockers because of their size and speed as receivers. He also pressed Tim, Yuri, and Jake into duty because they were our best linebackers and able to deliver some punishment.
 What I liked about his plan was that it put a lot of pressure on the upman the ball was being kicked toward. He had every advantage because he was able to charge the ball inside the ten yards. We had to wait until he either touched it or the ball traveled the requisite distance.
 �One other point,� Coach Stevens said. �When you recover the football, always hand it to the referee. With the mass of bodies, they may not see who recovered the ball if you just drop it after the play.�
 When we began to practice the play, I quickly saw how Coach planned to negate the upman�s advantage. The ball popped high in the air, which caused the upman to have to jump to catch the ball. Once his feet were off the ground, it made the catch much harder, especially if he had someone hitting him after they�d had ten yards to gather their speed.
 �Why doesn�t he just fair-catch it?� I asked.
 Punt returners did that to prevent injury if the kicking team had them surrounded.
 �The ball has already hit the ground. Once it touches the ground, you can�t call a fair catch,� Coach Stevens explained.
 I couldn�t wait until Wednesday, because this was going to be fun.
 ◊◊◊
 Right after practice, we rushed off to get our flying in. My company was picking up the cost of Cassidy�s flying lessons, so she was with Brook and me. I think we made the flight school�s month when the three of us wanted to get in as much flying as possible. I wanted to have my license by the time I left for LA. To accomplish that, I had to complete forty hours of flight time, with an instructor along for thirty of them. The other ten hours would be solo flights. Brook had been taking things slower and was about to wrap up her required training. Today, she would put in an hour of solo flying.
 We walked into the training facility to find our instructors waiting. Roy had insisted that he train me personally. I wasn�t sure if he thought I was the problem child or if he wanted to draw on my celebrity. Either way, I was learning from the owner of the flight school. I figured that had to count for something.
 �You ready?� Roy asked.
 �Yes, sir.�
 That seemed to be our usual greeting.
 �What are we doing today?� I asked.
 �We�re going to turn the plane around a point of reference. This will be one of the things you�ll be asked to execute during your test. The point you fly around needs to be easily viewable from the air, and there must be a place nearby to land in case of trouble. We�re lucky that farms aren�t too far from here. We can use the intersection of two county roads as a practice point.�
 �What will they be testing me on?� I asked.
 �You�ll maneuver the airplane while compensating for drift during turns while you orient the flight path with the ground as a reference. They�ll want to see you divide your attention, so you�ll monitor both the inside and the outside of the airplane. You�ll make sure you don�t bank the plane over forty-five degrees while you turn. We want to keep the altitude within a hundred-foot range and airspeed within ten knots.�
 �What would cause me to fail?� I asked.
 �Failure to pick a suitably clear area; picking a reference point that�s hard to see; problems with banking the plane; forgetting to recognize wind drift; and a variety of other things. I�ll point out failure points when we�re in the air,� Roy assured me.
 When we got into the air, we found a county road intersection that didn�t have any trees or power lines nearby. Roy had me run through the procedure checklist. I was at an altitude of a thousand feet and approached the intersection downwind.
 One fun thing was when you turned from downwind to crosswind. I learned that it could cause the plane to skid, much like I�d put a car into a power slide. Who knew that flying in circles could be such an adventure?
 �Keep your procedures in mind,� Roy said. �Let�s try it again.�
 We spent a full hour just on that. By the end of the hour, I had gotten the hang of it. I also had a fuller appreciation of the procedures Roy kept hammering into me. They provided guidelines that, if followed, made flying easier. I still needed to use good judgment, but this system gave me a foundation to execute the turns.
 The only time Roy let his calm slip was when a wind gust caused me to overcompensate, and suddenly we were at an almost ninety-degree angle. He grabbed his stick and corrected us before I put us into a barrel roll. Most days, I would have been all for that, but today it scared the shit out of me. I was glad he was in the cockpit with me.
 That brought back memories of my wingboard adventure. I still had nightmares of spinning out of control on Devin Range�s deathtrap when he conned me into testing it for him. I honestly didn�t want to repeat that today.
 When we were done, I met Cassidy and Brook in the lobby. Cassidy looked shaken-up.
 �What happened?� I asked.
 �I about died,� she shared. Brook and I stared at her until she gave us details. After all, turnabout was fair play. �The first time I executed the turn, I put us into a death spiral.�
 I could envision that if you took too tight of a turn and lost altitude, it could be scary.
 �Cool. I almost put us into a barrel roll,� I said to share my misadventure.
 �Yeah, I did that when I started,� Brook admitted.
 �You mean I wasn�t the only one to put my instructor in danger?� Cassidy asked.
 �Wait until you learn to land. That can be exciting,� Brook assured Cassidy.
 �Come on, let�s go eat,� I suggested.
 My stomach growled its agreement.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul dropped us off at Our House for the election-night party. The place was already packed. Most of the tables had been pulled out, and they had put in a standup bar where one of the cooks would make you a sandwich. Then there was a small buffet that had side dishes and garnishes.
 My family had claimed a couple of tables on the upper level. Brook and I worked our way through the crowd, thanking them for their help as we did so. Cassidy waved at us to signal that she�d gotten us plates of food. I guess I would let Fritz�s decision not to fire her stand. He�d told her she should have protected me from Brook�s attempt on my family jewels. I wasn�t sure whether she would go against Brook if it ever happened again. I decided not to test my theory by pissing off my girlfriend enough that she felt it necessary.
 We made our way over to our table so we could eat; I planned to work the crowd again after I had food in me. Little David wanted to be held, so I took him as I sat down to have my sandwich. He was eating solid food and was interested in my dinner.
 �It looks good,� I told him, giving him a piece of the meat.
 Cassidy had gotten me an Italian sub with different meats on it. I figured ham was safe. Everything was okay until Little David got a taste of the spicy mustard. He gave me a look like, �Dad, what are you doing to me, Man?�
 �Sorry, Buddy. Let me get you another piece.�
 I didn�t blame him when he was cautious with it. Once he was sure it was good, he was back to wolfing it down.
 Grandma Dawson came in with Duke when I was about done eating. He was happy to see everyone. That was until Little David gave him the ham with spicy mustard on it. You could see Duke didn�t like it, but that didn�t stop him from eating it. Oh, the joys of having children and pets. All I could really say was that neither had killed the other so far.
 �The polls close in a few minutes,� Grandma Dawson reminded us.
 �Any idea how we�re doing?� Dad asked.
 �I�m not sure. Ian will be here shortly. He�s been working on exit polling for the area and should be able to tell us.�
 Ian, Brook�s dad, had helped with Duke�s election. He�d said that Duke was the best candidate he�d ever worked with. I wasn�t sure what that said about the other politicians he�d helped.
 Right on cue, Ava and Ian came in and made their way to our table. I looked around for Duke and found him curled up on the floor under the table on a blanket with Coby and Carol. It seemed it was nap time. It amazed me they could sleep with everything going on.
 Brook was such a good daughter. She got food for her parents. She even brought me another sandwich; this time, it was roast beef. A guy needs variety. Little David agreed.
 Finally, the polls closed, and I saw Ian with his phone to his ear. He got out a notepad and furiously wrote things down. When he got off the phone, Dad asked him if he knew the results.
 �The exit polling says that Duke won in a landslide, and that Senator Dixon should have an easy win. It might come down to the wire for Governor Higgins, but that was to be expected,� Ian shared.
 In the last election, Governor Higgins had squeaked out the win. He was running against a woman who had ties to the Chicago Machine. When people joke about corrupt politics, they need look no further than Chicago. Way back in the day, they�d allowed organized crime to get a foothold. It was typical for the police to make more from the crime bosses than they did doing their day job.
 Over the years, the Chicago Machine had risen to power. They had unwritten rules about recruiting new members and controlling existing ones. Those rules were very similar to those of organized crime families and street gangs. The Machine doesn�t kill people, but everyone who lived in Chicago knew why you �don�t fight City Hall.� If you did, the Machine would apply its unlimited city resources to make you pay.
 That power had created an environment where a large voting bloc cast their ballots according to how the Chicago Machine wanted. Governor Higgins wasn�t their chosen candidate. They looked at him as an outsider because he was from downstate. For him to win again, he had to sway suburban and downstate voters to his cause. Not an easy task.
 �When do you think we should declare victory?� Grandma Dawson asked.
 �The majority of the people here are teenagers,� I pointed out. �They�ll get bored if you draw this out. I would do it now.�
 �I agree,� Ian said.
 Somehow, they talked me into going on stage with Duke, Grandma Dawson, and Ian. Duke wasn�t sure he wanted to get up from his nap, but I showed him some leftover roast beef, and he was right there to help out. A boy after my own heart. Then, wait for it � they handed me the mic.
 �Before we get to the fun stuff, is everyone having a good time?!�
 Give a gang of teenagers free food and an opportunity to talk, and you�ve got a winning combination. I smiled out across the crowd. I wanted to soak in Duke�s success since it looked like I might never get the same opportunity, according to Tami � and my mom.
 �A set of extraordinary circumstances made us decide that Duke should run for mayor.�
 To be honest, it was originally done to tweak the opposing candidate who was unworthy of the office. He showed how incompetent he was when he decided to try to get the court to reject Duke as a candidate. But that wasn�t a thought to voice right now.
 �Be that as it may, there�s an old saying about not throwing stones if you live in a glass house, and we don�t need to do that here. We are here today because the good people of this county put the most qualified candidate on the ballot,� I said.
 �We support you, Duke!� someone called out, which got the crowd rocking again.
 �Everyone who helped get signatures, please raise your hands.�
 There was a nice round of applause.
 �Without your help, we would never have gotten enough signatures in such a short amount of time. I want to single out one person: Destiny Crown,� I said and saw my girlfriend�s eyes narrow. �Destiny, come up on stage.�
 She hesitated, but everyone encouraged her. When she was beside me, I continued.
 �Destiny went out and got the most signatures ��
 One at a time, I invited up each person who had helped in some way. That included my parents, Brook, my photography class, and many more. I figured if you made the mistake of making me get in front of a room and wanted to hide, too bad.
 I explained to everyone that my grandmother would do all the heavy lifting for my boy as mayor. He gave her a big kiss when she leaned down to pet him. She was lucky he didn�t nail her in the mouth. Yuck!
 �Before we came up here, we received some great news. Based on the exit polling, Duke has won in a landslide!�
 I began to dance around, and Duke acted like he did when we were alone in my apartment and did the Dukey-Doo. It�s a dance move that involves a lot of tail-wagging, hand-clapping, and bouncing around. Music came on, and I showed everyone how to do it. For some reason, the old folks bailed on us at that point.
 Video of our dance led the late news. It was what was needed to break the tense feeling as the election returns continued late into the night. Someday, I would learn.
 The crowd cleared out shortly after, as I�d thought they would.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 44 � Panic! At the Flight School  Wednesday November 9 
 Precious and I had settled in as roommates. Brit had kept her word and was taking care of her cat and the kittens. When I came out from my shower, I found Precious on my pillow.
 �Morning,� I said formally.
 My only complaint was that there was cat hair everywhere. I planned to call Caryn today and have her get us a housekeeper. Peggy hadn�t been cleaning my apartment since the summer began and I�d gone to Cuba. Not that I was complaining, but I could see that dealing with all the little ones was more than my mom and Peggy could handle and worry about the house. It was time we got someone.
 Caryn had also been interviewing people to help with childcare. She did the initial interviews, and then they had to face the gauntlet of Peggy, Pam, and my mom. I suspected Scarlet would weigh in at some point. If the candidate passed all that, I was sure they could handle the job.
 I wasn�t running today, so I got dressed and packed my bag for the football game. I grabbed my letterman�s jacket.
 �You ready?� I asked.
 Precious hopped off the bed and beat me to the back door. I let her out and then entered the house to let Duke out. He seemed to know when to be downstairs. The two buddies left to explore the backyard.
 I found my mom and dad drinking coffee and reading the paper.
 �Did you hear? Governor Higgins won his race,� Dad announced.
 �That�s great. What happened in the presidential race?� I asked.
 �It wasn�t called until the middle of the night. It was a big upset,� Mom told me.
 �How could that happen? Every news story I saw predicted he was going to lose by double digits,� I wondered.
 No one had any answers as to how they�d gotten it so wrong. What they needed to do was put Duke in charge of the country. I was sure he could even convert cat lovers to his side.
 �What�s Duke doing today?� I asked.
 �This morning he gets sworn in, and then he�ll spend the day at your grandmother�s farm while we come up for your game,� Mom said.
 Duke and Precious came bounding into the kitchen, followed by Chuck.
 �Sorry, she got past me,� he said to explain why the cat from hell was in my mom�s kitchen.
 Everyone was in shock when she jumped into my lap, and I wasn�t clawed.
 �Want to hold her?� I asked my dad.
 You would�ve thought I�d pointed a gun at him. I took Precious to my apartment before we were both evicted.
 ◊◊◊
 Waterloo is a historic town that dates back to the 18th century when the French settled there. The location was desirable because of its elevation and proximity to the Mississippi River Valley. It was ceded to the British in 1763. In the 1840s, German immigrants arrived as they escaped from political unrest in their homeland. It wasn�t a surprise when we drove through a historic district on the way to the high school.
 The high school was a different story. It looked to be brand new and was outside of town with the campus parked square in the middle of a bunch of farm fields. We pulled in behind a convoy of school buses ready to pick their students up after school. Coach Hope had called ahead, and their football coach was there to meet us and guide us to the girls locker room, which they used for visitors.
 We were told to get in shorts and t-shirts so we could stretch and do a little running to fight the effects of traveling. During the brief warm-up, I felt good. I wondered if I would need my Vitamin T shot or not. My hip felt fine, but my ribs still ached as they mended. I would talk to Doc Grog when he arrived.
 �Where do you think their fans are supposed to sit?� Wolf asked me.
 I chuckled because it didn�t look like Waterloo was prepared for a fan base the size of ours. If our crowd got there early, which they would, they would take over the Waterloo side of the field. The stands on the home side of the stadium might hold most of our supporters. On the visitors side, the tiny bleachers could seat hardly any fans. The football stadium also had an oval running track that ran between the field and the stands. Most schools had this configuration to save space. We had raised our bleachers so people seated in the bottom rows didn�t have their view of the football field blocked by the players and coaches on the sideline. I envisioned this field being circled with a standing-room-only crowd.
 After our warm-up, we strolled to the cafeteria to grab an early dinner. Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan were there with a couple of the other boosters. They�d set out several sandwich trays with a variety of subs. They also had big bowls of salad, chips, and cookies. The perfect meal for teen boys, I thought as I rubbed my hands together.
 I took the meat out of a couple of the sandwiches, cut it up, and made myself a big salad. I found I did better if I didn�t load up on carbs before I played. One of the side benefits was I didn�t throw up before games anymore. I wasn�t sure if it was because of what I ate or that I was now better able to control my nerves.
 When I was about done eating, Coach Mason joined me. Everyone else left me alone so I could focus on getting ready.
 �You ready?� he asked me.
 �I think so. I�m starting to feel almost human again, enough that I was contemplating not getting my Vitamin T shot.�
 �Let�s be sure. Take some guys out and throw the ball. I want you to try all your passes and decide if you can handle the pain or not. I don�t want to have to pull you for a series while you go get your shot.�
 That made sense, so I took Roc, Phil, Wolf, and Don out, and we ran pass plays. Coach Hope and Coach Mason came out when we were wrapping things up.
 �What�s the verdict?� Coach Hope asked.
 �I think I�ll get one tonight with the plan to be good to go on Saturday. I still get a twinge when I do the down-and-outs,� I explained.
 �Sounds good,� Coach Hope said. �Jeff wants to interview you. Go do that and be sure to drink plenty of fluids.�
 ◊◊◊
 Jeff had brought a couple of chairs into the gym for our interview.
 �How are you feeling?� Jeff asked to kick off the interview.
 I hated the �how are you feeling� questions.
 �Confused,� I said as I wrinkled my forehead.
 �What about?�
 �Women.�
 �You having women problems?� Jeff asked as he tried to hide a smile.
 �Oh, no, women love me,� I said and then got serious. �You�re married. What do you know about them?�
 I almost laughed out loud when the cameraman whipped the camera around to face Jeff as he blinked at me. Now he was confused. I was glad to know I wasn�t the only one. He quickly recovered.
 �Let�s focus on football �� he said, and we got to the meat of the interview.
 At the end, he asked his usual question.
 �Any predictions?�
 �I think this will be closer than it should be. We just won a huge game against Broadview Academy and did it convincingly. Waterloo has nowhere near the level of talent Broadview does, but they play as a team. I�m afraid we�ll underestimate them and get into trouble if we aren�t careful.�
 �How much do you win by?�
 �Two touchdowns,� I predicted.
 ◊◊◊
 When we came out for warm-ups, we saw that Wolf had called it. There were twelve buses in the parking lot, and the rest of the lot was filled with cars. As we expected, our fans had caravanned over early and taken over all the bleachers.
 It looked like parking was becoming an issue. Someone decided to direct cars to park on the three practice fields north of the stadium. It was that, or people would have to park on the side of the road and walk in.
 The Waterloo players wore shocked expressions when they saw our fans had taken all the prime seats. I blamed the school administration for not being ready for a playoff game against a team that traveled well.
 Aside from the chaos that was happening as people tried to get into the stadium, everything else, including the weather, was perfect. It was in the mid-50s, and the sky was clear. I was glad we didn�t have any wind because there was nothing to break it since there was a farm to the west of the football field. That meant no trees to slow it down.
 Jake and Phil were in charge of stretching us out tonight. My little brother did a good job of leading us. I could tell he would be ready to step up and help guide the team over the next two years.
 ◊◊◊
 The coaches had us properly motivated as we took the field. I led us out to the home team�s side to acknowledge our fans and then across to �our� side. Waterloo followed us out. They were also the Bulldogs, and they had an actual dog that was all white except for half his head, which was brown. Their mascot seemed to enjoy the excitement as he barked his approval when the home team entered the field.
 I walked out to the center of the field for the coin toss. Waterloo had five players there to face me. Their captain for the game was a defensive lineman listed at five-nine and 230 pounds. He resembled a mini-me version of Johan. The kid looked like he could cause us some trouble.
 �Ready to lose today?� he asked.
 I loved the idiotic banter before the kickoff.
 I thought about saying something about him being vertically challenged, but curse Tami and her advice.
 �We should be okay. Best of luck to you.�
 I think even the ref was shocked at that one.
 �Well, okay, then. Let�s do the coin flip.�
 We lost, but they wanted the ball.
 �Best of luck to you,� I repeated as they looked at me suspiciously.
 �Uh, yeah. You too.�
 When I got to the sideline, Coach Hope nabbed me before I could go out for the kickoff.
 �What did you say to them?�
 I did have a history of smarting off and having to be pulled off the field when I felt challenged.
 �I wished them luck.�
 �And �?�
 �Nothing else.�
 He just looked confused as I trotted out onto the field.
 �Let�s get this one!� I yelled to my teammates.
 You could feel the nervous energy on both sides. This was what we worked for all year: playoff football. It was simple. You won, and you played again. Lose, and you had ten months to stew about it before you played another game. For the seniors, they may never play another down of football. In many communities, winning a playoff game would make you a legend for years to come. Many of the players had a lot riding on the outcome. As for a few of my teammates and me, I knew I would play beyond high school. That was unless I decided to go into acting full time or entered the Major League Baseball draft.
 We lined up to do our onside kick. Waterloo was ready for us and bunched three receivers in the center of the field as upmen to recover the kick. The referee blew his whistle and wound his arm to indicate the clock would start on contact with the ball. Derek was set and dropped his hand to let everyone know he was about to start his run-up.
 Waterloo was excited and jumped offsides before Derek kicked the ball. It bounced over their three receivers� heads and dropped behind their outside upman. As he scrambled to get the ball, Yuri took him down. Tim dove for the ball, and suddenly there was a big pile of players. Everyone held their collective breath as the referee sorted through the piled bodies. I smiled when a pissed-off Tim jumped up with the ball in his hands. There must have been some serious attempts to part him from his prize.
 We didn�t huddle up. Coach Mason had called the first play in the locker room. Waterloo hurried to get their defense on the field.
 �Blue!�
 Johan snapped me the ball, and Ty and I did our two-man game as we read the defensive end. He moved wide to take Ty, which made me step up into the hole he left me. A linebacker had scraped off the butt of the defensive tackle, so I lowered my shoulder to absorb the blow, and we both started to go down. I looked for Ty and saw that a cornerback had slipped in and was prepared to capture my toss. I was tackled with only a yard gain.
 �Huddle up!� I called.
 My teammates were confused because we were supposed to run the hurry-up.
 �What�s up, Boss?� Johan asked.
 �Pay attention!� I snapped. �They�re trying to intercept our laterals. I want you to be sure before you toss the ball around. If you�re not sure, just go down.�
 I looked them all in the eyes to make sure they understood. When they nodded back, I called the next play. Coach Mason was big on having me react to what I saw on the field. Most high school quarterbacks would have been given a progression, and that would have been it. He was teaching me how to read defenses and use what they were doing against them. Our receivers understood that they better not fall asleep on any play because you never knew when the ball might be coming to you.
 If you watch a lot of football, you will see times when you scratch your head as to why a quarterback misses an obviously open receiver. Coach Mason showed me how to scan the field quickly without losing focus. What I�d seen was the cornerback that defended Roc cheated over when we ran the option. We, of course, had a pass play we could run off the same look. We hadn�t used it yet this year, so I figured we would dust that one off.
 �Option right, pass on two.�
 Roc was smiling as he trotted out to his position.
 �Blue! Set! Hut, Hut!� I barked.
 The play unfolded the same as before. This time, when I stepped up to run inside, I glanced over, and Waterloo�s cornerback was running to where I would pitch to Ty. I side-armed the ball to Roc so it would go around the cornerback. He had one of those �ruh-roh, Scooby-Doo� moments.
 The linebacker who was supposed to stop me did his job: he followed the play and took off in pursuit. What he didn�t realize was I was right behind him. The safety had a good angle and was about to take Roc down when Roc twisted and tossed the ball over the linebacker�s head. He about snapped his spine as he tried to arch his back to get the football. He looked like Duke when we played keep-away. I gathered it in and ran for daylight.
 I was sure I was gone, but their other safety dove and grabbed my foot to trip me up at the 5 yard line. That made me mad at myself that I hadn�t run harder. I felt like no one should ever catch me from behind.
 We ran Ty up the middle on them three times before he was able to punch it in. I think Waterloo thought we would pass for two. Instead, we gave it to Ty again, and he didn�t make it. Coach Stevens said if we scored on at least half of them, it was worth trying for two. I knew we wouldn�t get all of them, so we were happy to have a 6�0 lead.
 On the next series, Waterloo recovered the onside kick, drove down and scored to make it 7�6. That was the risk we took when we gave them a shorter field. Coach Stevens seemed to be the ultimate optimist. He told us that if they scored, it just meant we got the ball back. He was confident they couldn�t keep pace with us.
 Our possession tested Coach Hope�s resolve to go on fourth down. Waterloo had kicked the ball through the end zone to give it to us on our twenty. On the first play, we�d run a play-action pass where I faked the handoff to Ty as he ran up the middle again. My back was to the line, and I didn�t know that their defensive end had beaten his block and was right on me. When I turned around, all I could do was cover up as he sacked me.
 On the next two plays, we didn�t gain any yardage as both Phil and Wolf dropped passes. That was something I hadn�t seen happen back-to-back since our first game this year. It was now fourth and seventeen on our 13 yard line. If ever Coach Hope planned to punt, it was now. I looked over, and he indicated I should run the play.
 Waterloo wasn�t sure what to do at first. It was in moments of indecision that Coach Mason wanted us to strike. We had a four-receiver set in to spread them out. My key was the outside linebacker. The play called for Wolf to drag over the middle while Phil ran a post to clear out behind him.
 If the linebacker covered Wolf, then I would throw over the top to Phil. If not, I would wait until Wolf ran behind the other linebackers and toss him the ball. It took a bit longer to come open, but we would have them outnumbered on that side of the field where Ed and Roc were supposed to run deep.
 The Waterloo linebacker stepped back to help with Phil, so I pumped the ball as if I planned to force it into coverage. The corner, safety, and linebacker bit hard. I pulled the ball back and saw my blocking was about to fail. I waited as long as I could and lofted the ball to Wolf so only he could get it. He turned upfield and gained enough for the first down.
 That was the turning point in the game. Our superior talent, size, and strength began to show. Waterloo had no quit in them and gave us a game. If they�d had just a bit more depth, they might have gotten us. The final score was 31�17.
 It felt good to get that one out of the way.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday November 10 
 I woke up in a contemplative mood. The expressions on the Waterloo players� faces as the clock ticked down must have gotten to me. I had at most three more games of high school football. It was hard to imagine that it might finally be over.
 Of course, I had a lot to look forward to. College and the rest of my life were yet to come. The Waterloo game made me understand that I wanted to play at higher levels of competition. What we�d created with this team was about as good as it would get at the high school level. I relished the opportunity to challenge myself against much better players. I finally felt like I should take that next step.
 As much as I looked forward to moving on, I also wanted to savor what we had left and finish what we�d started. I almost regretted signing on to do the Japanese TV miniseries, for lack of a better way to describe what J-dramas are. While I looked forward to seeing my friends in LA, it seemed that, in a way, this was a precursor to finally leaving my hometown.
 In moments like this, it was only natural to reflect on how I�d gotten here. Dear Lord! All the drama. I had started to agree with my uncle�s comments about �someday I would understand.� Tami was a good example. Now that I�d had a chance to step back, and wasn�t in the middle of it all, I could see what a bad situation that was for me. The sad part was that our drama had almost torn us and our families apart.
 Hindsight being 20/20, I would have done a million things differently. Then again, if I had, I wouldn�t be who I was today. I couldn�t live my life in regret. If I hadn�t experienced all the hurts, and the perceived and far too real betrayals, I might have been happier. The only problem was that I would still be the little boy who needed Tami to hold my hand every time I had to make a decision.
 What it had done was force me to grow up. I knew I had a long way to go in that regard. I had a lot to learn about love and what it meant to be in a committed relationship. My first three years of high school, I�d sort of run wild, especially when I was in LA. As far as I was concerned, Vegas needed to give up its �Sin City� nickname to LA. The thought of going back there, with all the temptations, had me worried.
 Then I relaxed as I thought about Brook. We both knew that we were probably not a forever couple. Not many high school relationships were. That didn�t mean that we weren�t a good fit or didn�t care about each other. I honestly thought I loved her.
 Falling in love was one of the most exciting, rewarding, and scariest experiences I�d ever had. The frightening part was putting yourself out there. I�d decided that I�d just had a bad run of luck in that department. It was either that, or I couldn�t understand why anyone would risk it. I ticked off all the women who had hurt me: Tracy, twice; Eve Holliday; Harper; and finally, Tami, who�d done a number on me too many times to count.
 Tami was the big one, though. I had always assumed that she was the one for me and tried everything I knew to win her over. The last time she�d rejected me, my ego had taken a big hit. How could Tami say no to me? In my mind, we were a team where it was us against the world, and we planned to conquer it. What I found was she said she loved me � but not right now. It would be some fantasy �someday� scenario.
 Then Brandon had staged it to appear that she and Alan slept together. As horrible as that turned out to be when we discovered he�d raped her, it probably saved me. The sight of the two of them naked in bed and the used condom had finally changed my expectations. It put me in the frame of mind that maybe Tami wasn�t who I would end up with. To be honest, I still didn�t know who that ultimately would be.
 It had taken me almost a year to get over her. I know it sounds crazy that even after all the anguish, I would still have deep feelings for Tami. But she�d always been �the one� in my mind, the girl I just knew I would grow old with. I still had knee-jerk reactions when I was around her. As much as I might want to, I doubt I would get entirely past that anytime soon.
 I�m sure that an uninterested bystander would think I was crazy to have had the kind of feelings I had for Tami. That�s just it, though: love isn�t logical. That was why it was dangerous to tell someone that their boyfriend or girlfriend wasn�t right for them. When it�s you, you don�t see it. Even worse, you don�t appreciate being told that.
 When I finally opened up, and Brook and I got together, I discovered I had never experienced true love. Once you�re in love with someone, it was hard to remember how you lived without them. I honestly wondered how I�d managed to elude love for the entirety of my life before Brook. I�m sure everyone experiences love differently, and at different times in their lives. Even the meaning of love is extremely subjective, but I say with confidence that anyone who�s experienced it knows it�s the best feeling ever. Yes, even better than sex.
 I found I might have a permanent smile on my face. I even kept it when Precious decided that my chest was warm and wanted to lie on it.
 �Good morning, Precious. How�s your day going?� I asked as I rubbed her chest, and she began to purr.
 Bandit was the purring king, but Precious was pretty good herself. The difference was she could go from a loving cat to shredding you in the blink of an eye. She was like the temperamental pit bull of the cat world. I knew many pit bulls were good dogs, but it only took once for one to eat your face off.
 That was probably why our local shelter�s website showed more pit bulls or pit-bull mixes than any other breed. They must have shown their ugly side, and their former owners decided their health and safety were important enough to surrender their dogs to be adopted by someone else. It was either that, or they were trying to rent a place and quickly found out that landlords wouldn�t rent to them. That was usually because their insurance wouldn�t allow that breed in the house. Of course, pit bulls weren�t the only breed on the �bad dog� list. I�d learned that little factoid listening to my mom complain about other canine reasons that forced her to turn down renters.
 My solution to the �bad dog� dilemma was to get myself a Lab. They weren�t voted the most popular dog year after year without good reason. I knew that Mayor Duke (I was sure this moniker would soon be forgotten) was the best dog I could ever hope for.
 I looked at the clock and saw that I�d gotten so distracted by my thoughts that there was no longer time for me to run. What brought all that on? I had no idea. Then I remembered I would see Brook in a little while and smiled. I really did love her.
 ◊◊◊
 �You play Beverly again,� Dad told me as I came into the kitchen.
 We�d managed to face Beverly in the playoffs for the last three years. Then this year, they�d had to forfeit our regular-season matchup because of the flu epidemic. Their coach was defense-minded. It would be interesting to see what he planned for Saturday�s game. Our only saving grace was that he didn�t have a full week to prepare for our change in play style. When I thought about it, Waterloo had come into the game with a good plan to try to steal an errant lateral. Coach Hope had us watch some rugby games, and it happened more often than I wanted to think. It wasn�t if it would happen, but when.
 �I didn�t want to play Beverly. They beat us once, and we�ve won the last two. They know us about as well as any of our conference rivals. I would much rather we were playing someone we�ve never faced before,� I reasoned.
 �I�m sure you�ll do fine.�
 It seemed Dad was more confident than I was. The playoffs were a big deal, but for Beverly, it would be more personal. They would try to make the most of their shot at redemption for the last two times we beat them.
 ◊◊◊
 I worried about the game until we picked up Brook. Seeing her smiling face reminded me that she just made my day better.
 �You look happy,� she said as Paul held the door for her.
 When Brook was seated, I leaned over and kissed her. She smelled of mint from her shampoo, and her lips tasted like cherries. She must have put on a flavored lip gloss.
 I pulled away and looked deep into her sexy eyes.
 �I�m happy because I am so lucky to have you in my life.�
 Brook sucked in her breath and bit her lower lip. It was cute to see her suddenly look shy.
 �Damn it. You say something like that, and I�ll want Paul to take the long way to school. We�ll surely be late.�
 Paul had heard the last part when he got in the front seat.
 �You don�t pay me enough to captain the love boat.�
 We both giggled. If I were Paul, I wouldn�t want to witness that either. Then again, he might learn something.
 �I vote we either go to your cabin or turn back to my place,� I suggested.
 �I vote I take you two to school so I don�t have to explain this to your moms,� Paul said.
 At the ripe old age of 23, he�d officially become a curmudgeon.
 We both rolled our eyes at him as he took us to school. That didn�t mean we couldn�t make him uncomfortable by making out in the back seat. I wondered why I hadn�t thought of this a long time ago. Making out with Brook before school was a great idea.
 When we pulled into the school�s drop-off zone, Brook pointed out the downside of this activity.
 �Uhm, David,� she said and pointed. �Boner alert.�
 Or should I say upside? Mr. Happy was convinced that Brook was about to be nice to him and he�d taken notice. Paul thought my predicament was hilarious. I started mumbling something about karma being a bitch. Maybe we needed Cassidy to drive us in the morning. She at least wouldn�t have a problem watching.
 �Dead kittens, kissing Yuri�s grandma �� I mumbled under my breath to deflate the issue.
 Nope. Nothing. I looked at Brook and smiled.
 �What the hell, Brook?� I complained as she bailed out of the car.
 She should at least help fix it if she caused it, right? Damn Tami!
 High school boys had popped woodies since there was high school. I did what they all did: I pulled my shirt out of my jeans and used my book bag to disguise the problem. No one would notice, I was sure.
 ◊◊◊
 When I went to first-period gym, Wolf was at his locker, which was right next to mine. He glanced over and began to chuckle.
 �I can�t help it,� I tried to explain. �Brook and I sort of made out before school.�
 �You need to go get into the ice bath. That�ll fix it.�
 Now that was a true friend. Ice-cold water caused everything to shrink. I hurried up and got ready for PE, grabbing a towel to drape over my arm to help cover myself. Both Jill and Becky were busy preparing to treat other players.
 �David pulled something in his groin area,� Wolf announced behind me.
 I couldn�t be too mad; I would have said the same if it�d been him. There would be payback, though, as both trainers turned to see what the problem was. I flipped them all off and dropped the towel. I figured they�d seen it before, so I dropped my shorts, took off my shirt, and climbed into the ice bath.
 �Jesus, Dawson. Have you no shame?� Wolf asked.
 �Don�t make me come out of here,� I warned him.
 Both Jill and Becky barked �no� at the same time. That got both of us chuckling, and the trainers joined in. It didn�t take long for the ice water to have the desired effect, both on my obvious problem and my bumps and bruises.
 ◊◊◊
 Last period, the coaches pulled the skill players out of class and took us to the film room. When we were all seated, they showed us some plays from the Waterloo game.
 �We�re sure that Beverly is watching the same film you are right now,� Coach Hope said.
 Coach Mason was running the machine and had his laser pointer out.
 �This is the first play. See how the cornerback snuck over to intercept the toss to Ty?� he asked.
 He then showed a series of plays where they had done something similar.
 �I want you all to switch gears and think defense. How would you defend us?� Coach Mason asked.
 Coach Rector, our defensive coordinator, weighed in. It was evident he and Coach Hope had talked about this from the way they looked at each other.
 �I�d try a variety of different maneuvers to trip you up. I might drop some linemen back and also spread out our linebackers.�
 They had gathered film of us doing some of those things to our opponents. They showed some Beverly film, and we saw them laying traps on pass plays. When I�d gone to football camp at Kentucky, we�d talked in depth about how to not necessarily trust something if it seemed too open.
 �Can you bring up a couple of plays from the rugby game you showed us?� I asked.
 When we watched it before, I�d only looked at it from the offense�s point of view. I began to shake my head.
 �I don�t believe they�re going to trap as much as you think,� I said.
 �What do you mean?� Coach Hope asked.
 �The rugby guys expect the ball to be tossed around. If you watch how they defend it, you�ll see they use a zone approach and keep it in front of them. They don�t care how many times you toss it back and forth because they have you hemmed in.
 �If I were Beverly, I would do two things. I would focus on not giving up big plays, and I would force the ball out of my hands. As a defender, I would hope that the opposition would get a penalty by forward-lateraling the ball. Or that they toss to someone with the wrong jersey to turn it over,� I explained.
 �That makes sense,� Coach Rector said. �The rest of our players aren�t used to handling the ball. They�re much more likely to make a mistake.�
 �I don�t want anyone to think that this will replace our offense completely. It�s simply adding a wrinkle that keeps them guessing,� Coach Hope reminded everyone. �In any case, if we know they�ll zone up on defense, then I can game-plan accordingly.�
 �I might have some wrinkles that�ll work,� Coach Mason said.
 We knew he would.
 ◊◊◊
 While we were flying, Roy scolded me: �You�re losing altitude. Check your trim. You�ve been slacking off on your instrument scan while you�ve been sightseeing.� I hadn�t changed the trim, and the position of the horizon as I saw it out the windscreen hadn�t changed, which I told Roy. As for the �sightseeing,� that sort of went with the �see and avoid� requirement of Visual Flight Rules. But he was right that I hadn�t kept up with the engine instruments.
 �Hmm. The IVSI (Instantaneous Vertical Speed Indicator) shows that we�re bleeding off altitude slowly. Manifold pressure is down slightly. Remember how I told you that you control speed with pitch (nose down or nose up) and altitude with power? What does that tell you?�
 �We�ve lost a little power? Do you think the throttle is just creeping on its own?�
 �Push it in a bit, and let�s find out. Initiate a climb of 500 feet per minute until I tell you to level out.� I did as instructed while keeping the nose of the aircraft at the chosen speed.
 �Now that we�re paying attention, does the engine seem a little rougher than usual? And does the tachometer needle appear to be oscillating slightly?
 I swear I was only inattentive for a minute. We both looked up to see the barn roof was too close for comfort. I pulled back the yoke, and we slowed as we quickly climbed back to altitude.
 �That was unexpected,� Roy said.
 �What? That I didn�t pay attention and almost killed us?�
 �No, that we lost altitude like that. We need to head back.�
 The engine sputtered, and the plane started to vibrate. That didn�t feel right. I started to tense up and white-knuckle the yoke.
 �That�s not good,� Roy, now officially renamed Captain Obvious, said.
 �Should I go faster to get us back sooner?� I asked.
 �No. Keep climbing like I told you. The more altitude we have, the longer and farther we can glide, and time will be our friend if we lose the engine and need to glide in,� Roy said.
 Now that he said it, I could see his logic. More time and more altitude increased our options, the same as in football.
 �Hey, Roy, should there be mist coming out from under the instrument panel?
 �Crap! We�re getting either smoke or fuel vapor through the firewall. I have the controls,� Roy said as he put his hands on his yoke to fly the airplane.
 �You have the controls!�
 He banked the aircraft into a turn.
 �It smells like gas, not exhaust,� I said.
 �What does that tell us?�
 �I�d say we have a fuel leak, but we still have power. So long as the engine�s running, we want to use it, right?� I asked.
 �Fuel leaks don�t necessarily mean fires. Here, it�s a judgment call. The engine�s running, and this mist is not indicative of a fire, so my professional judgment is that we keep using it.�
 �If we had a fire, we�d have to shut down the engine, wouldn�t we?�
 �Yes, that�s right. At least you�ve been reading the emergency procedures,� Roy said.
 We continued to climb, but suddenly, the engine sputtered and died, and there was a puff of smoke.
 �Okay, now we have a fire, or something close to it. When that happens, we pull the throttle knob all the way out and move the mixture lever to the shutoff position. That�ll stop the fuel flow and put out the fire if there is one. I�ll call air traffic control and report an emergency.�
 He got onto the radio, and when he said, �declaring an emergency,� it suddenly became real. The only reason I wasn�t wondering if there were parachutes was he had said it as if he were discussing the box scores for a ball game. He was one cool customer.
 I was confused when Roy began to lose altitude and turned us away from the airport. �I�m going to attempt to land on that road,� Roy told me. �Radio it in, so they know where we are. We can�t reach the airport in a glide from this point, so I�m looking for the safest alternative.�
 I called air traffic control to tell them that we had lost power and planned to land on a county road. I wasn�t quite as calm as Roy had been.
 Roy made it all look easy as he landed us. When we came to a stop, the front of the airplane billowed smoke. Roy and I hurried to unbuckle ourselves and get out of the aircraft as fast as possible. There was a small fire extinguisher under the seat that Roy grabbed as he jumped out. Then he popped the access panel in the engine cowling. There weren�t any flames. It looked like a fuel line had come loose, and there was smoke rising from a puddle of aviation gas on top of the engine.
 �I�ll kill him,� Roy said, showing emotion for the first time.
 �Who?� I asked.
 �I hired my wife�s brother as a mechanic. He was supposed to check all the planes yesterday.�
 That would do it.
 ◊◊◊
 Unbeknownst to us, there was panic at the flight school. Cassidy and Brook had beaten us back to the airport from their lessons, and Roy�s wife had run out to tell them we�d declared an emergency. They�d gathered in the office so they could listen to air traffic control. When I said we were going to try to land the plane, Cassidy hit her emergency button on her phone because they could hear the fear in my voice. That sent an alert to almost everyone I knew.
 Fritz confirmed it was a real emergency and notified my parents. My mom was in the middle of showing a farm down the road. Guess who was surprised when their mother showed up with a carload of clients at our smoking plane parked in the middle of the country? That would be me.
 In the background, you could hear sirens as they rushed to where they expected we�d crashed. Mom all but put the car into a power slide as she slammed on the brakes to stop. Her clients would remember to wear their seat belts after that display of driving. I vowed not to take her to any more driving classes if that was the result.
 �I�d go hide, if I were you,� I told Roy, and hurried to my mom�s car to open her door.
 �Oh, thank God!� she said as she got out and about choked the life out of me with the bear hug she put me in.
 �I�m fine,� I said, and then jumped right into damage control. �Roy was with me the whole time and knew exactly what to do. The airplane just had a mechanical failure, and we had to land it. No big deal.�
 Welp, I was wrong about it not being a big deal. We soon had local, county, and state police, and fire and rescue all on the scene. Based on experience, this would quickly turn into a circus when the press got wind of the errant landing. I�m not proud of what I did next.
 �I would love to see the next farm you�re showing your clients,� I told my mom.
 She got the right idea, and I slid into the back seat with the husband.
 �Hi. I�m David,� I said as an introduction.
 ◊◊◊
 While Mom showed them the next farm, I turned my phone back on. I made it a habit to turn it off when I flew so as to avoid any distractions. I had a slew of voicemails and text messages. Of course, I called my girlfriend first.
 �Thank God!� Brook said when she answered. �I thought you might be hurt.�
 God seemed to get a lot of credit today.
 �Roy took over when we had to land ��
 I had to relate the story three times. Once for Brook, then Cassidy, who conferenced in Fritz, and finally Roy�s wife.
 ◊◊◊
 I was talking to the wife in the kitchen while my mom showed the husband the barn.
 �I�m not sure I want an electric stove.�
 �There�s always propane,� I suggested.
 �I don�t want to have the view out my kitchen window marred by one of those ugly tanks,� she objected.
 �They can bury one for you. When my mom gets back in, she can explain how that works.�
 That seemed to satisfy her. She smiled brightly at me and walked back into the living room. The wife clearly had advanced to the point where she was trying to figure out where to put her furniture. I hated to be the one to tell her husband, but they�d bought a house. He just didn�t know it yet.
 The back door banged open, startling me. Brook ran in and launched herself at me. I about fell down but managed to keep my feet as she wrapped my neck tightly and began to cry. Cassidy wasn�t far behind and made it a group hug.
 My mom and the husband came in, and I pointed to the living room. Mom rolled her eyes and shook her head. From her expression, I dreaded the talk we would have later when she didn�t have clients around. I just prayed that my flying days weren�t over.
 �I was afraid I�d lost you,� Brook finally got out.
 �Oh, Baby. I was with Roy. He has to be the calmest person I know. If he hadn�t been there, I might have panicked when the engine died. With him in the cockpit, I never felt we were in danger,� I said to try to reassure her.
 �The way his wife acted, we were sure you�d crashed,� Brook said to explain her reaction.
 I was able to get loose of her and led Brook and Cassidy outside so we wouldn�t mess up my mom�s potential sale.
 When we got outside, Brook wrapped her arms around me again and looked me in the eyes.
 �I love you, David Dawson. I think I�ve taken you for granted the last few weeks. The thought of losing you told me that I need to mend my ways. I just couldn�t imagine our story ending this way.�
 �Everything works out in the end,� I told her.
 �That sounds too much like a fairy tale. What if it doesn�t?� Brook asked.
 �Then it isn�t the end.�
 She blinked at me.
 �You really believe that?�
 I gave her a kiss and smiled.
 �Of course I do, because I love you too, Brook Davis.�
 Cassidy had a big smile on her face and tears in her eyes. The last person I expected would get emotional was her. She was my tough little ninja. Ninjas didn�t have girl feelings. Brook, on the other hand, was all girl.
 �Take us home, Cassidy. I bet he�s hungry, and I need to get my emotions under control, or he�ll never get a chance to eat,� Brook said.
 That was a tough call. In the end, my stomach won out.
 ◊◊◊
 When I arrived home, I watched the latest episode of our documentary with Brook and Cassidy while we ate. DVRs were a gift. I could zip through the commercials and watch what I wanted when I wanted. Now, if they would do that automatically, they would have something.
 I smirked when Jeff caught Brook and Destiny�s fight.
 �It must be ratings week,� I said.
 �Why would you say that? That was terrible,� Brook complained.
 �I think it�s also shark week. You might be right,� Cassidy said.
 Jeff also showed Alan and his misdeeds, along with comments from several of my teammates. Jeff had bunched all the bad actions into one episode. Brook was upset. Channeling my PR agent, I told her to just be glad they got her name right. I think my earned karma from almost dying had balanced out in Brook�s eyes. I contended that everyone told me to man-up when this kind of stuff happened to me.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 45 � Score!  Friday November 11 
 For my photography class, we�d been assigned a new project. We were to create a photo album that had a theme but also showed different photographic techniques. When Brook spotted the photo album I was creating, she wanted to see it.
 ��A Moment in Time�?� she asked.
 �Too corny?� I asked, and she rolled her eyes. �I thought it was clever. What�s a photograph if it isn�t a split second of frozen time that I capture through the lens of my camera?�
 She ignored my questions and turned to the first two pictures; they were side by side. Both were pictures of the walnut trees on my farm, the river, and the bluff I someday wanted to build a house on. I�d set up the camera on the other side of the river, facing back towards where the farmhouse was.
 She looked up at me in confusion.
 �These are exactly the same.�
 I could see why she might think that.
 �No. They�re completely different.�
 �I hate to disagree, but they are the exact same picture.�
 �Look closer,� I urged. �They were taken five seconds apart. Focus on a small section of the picture and compare it to the other one.�
 She leaned closer and inspected both pictures, then looked up suddenly and smiled.
 �The leaves moved. They are different.�
 I just grinned at her and could see the understanding come into her eyes.
 �I get it. A moment in time is frozen in the picture. I bet you could take hundreds, if not thousands, and never get the same exact one.�
 �Exactly,� I said, smiling that my girlfriend recognized what I�d done.
 Next was a series of pictures of the farmhouse and barn that showed the moon above it. I�d taken a photo every fifteen minutes throughout the night. Well, I hadn�t, really; I�d set up a tripod and programmed the camera to take the pictures. I valued my sleep too much to sit up all night. It had taken almost a week to find a night when the clouds cooperated and stayed away so they didn�t ruin the shot.
 The last picture was the net result of what I wanted to accomplish. Brook looked up when she flipped to that page and smiled.
 �I want a copy of this one. It�s so clever,� she said to approve.
 I�d stitched six of the pictures together to make it appear like there were six moons equally spaced over the house. It was a fun way to show what you could accomplish with time-lapse and the software we�d been given. I hoped it showed that I understood what I�d been taught so I could get an �A� for my project.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, all seemed right with the world.
 �Where are we going tonight?� Jill, my brother�s girlfriend, asked.
 I looked at Cassidy and Don because they normally double-dated with Jill and Phil. Brook stuck her elbow into my ribs, and I showed my irritation.
 �You promised to take them to dinner,� she reminded me.
 �Oh, I thought we were staying in and working on that video project I�ve wanted to complete.�
 I�d teased Brook that if Fritz and his crew had a video of us having naked fun, we should make our own. That conversation had gotten me nowhere � so far.
 �Where are we going to dinner?� Brook asked to get me to focus.
 �What�s going on? I thought we had plans for tonight,� Cassidy complained.
 �David said he would take Phil and me out tonight,� Jill said.
 �That means we can�t go out,� Cassidy pouted.
 I glanced over at Brook, who was mysteriously quiet. This felt like a setup. I looked down at the table, and Tracy and Pam were giggling. I tried anyway.
 �Wolf, could you and Sarah take Don and Cassidy with you guys tonight?�
 �I�d love to, but we already have plans.�
 �And those plans are?� I asked.
 �Going to the T-Bird with everyone,� he explained to let me off the hook.
 The Thunderbird was a campus restaurant-bar that let you stay to enjoy the band free of charge if you had dinner there early. There might even be dancing if I played my cards right.
 ◊◊◊
 It had been a busy week with the game on Wednesday and then the excitement of the airplane having mechanical difficulties. It wasn�t too much of a surprise when before football practice, I found Roy, looking nervous, waiting for me outside the training room.
 �I thought I had to come to you for flight lessons,� I said as we shook hands.
 �They asked me to come here for the press conference.�
 I pulled my phone out and found that somehow the ringer had been turned off. There were six messages from Frank and Caryn, followed by several text messages.
 �Hang on, I need to call a couple of people before we meet the press,� I told Roy and then called Caryn. �What�s up?�
 �Finally!� she huffed. �Frank needs you to call him as soon as possible. He set up a press conference so you wouldn�t be hounded about the plane going down.�
 �Message received,� I said and received an inappropriate comment in return.
 �One more call,� I promised Roy.
 �I have some talking points for you,� Frank said without preamble.
 He proceeded to give me an outline of what I should say.
 �Mr. Tyro is here with me. Do you want to talk to him too?� I asked.
 Frank thought it might be a good idea to have us on the same page, so I handed the phone to Roy.
 ◊◊◊
 They�d set up the press in the place where we usually held after-game press conferences. It looked to be the usual suspects, with Jeff as their ringleader. He, of course, ambushed me as soon as I walked into the room. Roy was still talking to Frank, while I�d gone to Coach Hope�s office to grab our talking points that Frank had emailed me. I�d used Coach�s printer.
 �Those your talking points?� Jeff asked.
 I�d made a copy for him, following the practice we�d developed during the steroid scandal in my sophomore year. He would use the notes later to write his article. He skimmed through them.
 �I would skip this one,� he said, pointing to the page.
 It was the one that mentioned Roy�s brother-in-law as the errant mechanic. Jeff was right, it wasn�t my place to point fingers at anyone. Plus, I didn�t have any direct knowledge of what the man had or hadn�t done.
 Roy joined us, looking better.
 �Jeff, this is Mr. Tyro, my flight instructor,� I said by way of an introduction.
 �Nice to meet you. From what I�ve heard, you did a good job keeping our Golden Boy safe,� Jeff said.
 �Thank you.�
 Jeff told us we should get started because someone needed to go to football practice. I think he didn�t consider this exercise in press relations necessary, but I kept my opinion to myself. Jeff was not above getting a scoop on his competition. I figured he�d rather be the only one to have the �full� story.
 I walked up and kicked the press conference off by introducing myself and Roy. Then I read the brief statement Frank had prepared. Next, I opened it up for questions. Of course, Jeff asked how I was holding up, knowing I hated the �how are you feeling� type of questions.
 After thanking him for his question, I started into a description of what had happened and how calm Roy had been. I think I might have called him a hero, to his horror.
 I did learn that Roy had been in the Air Force and had flown the A-10 Thunderbolt, better known as the Warthog. It�s a close-support flying gun that specializes in busting up tanks. He�d flown missions during the first Gulf War and in Kosovo, where he�d earned the Distinguished Flying Cross for his heroism and extraordinary achievement during combat. That might explain why landing an airplane that was smoking hadn�t fazed him.
 It did make me feel lucky that he was my instructor. I was sure there wasn�t much he hadn�t experienced in the cockpit. I could only hope that the next time there was trouble, I would be half as calm as he�d been.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook had instructed me that I was to dress in nice clothes for date night. She specifically said, �no jeans.� Brook knew if she didn�t, I would show up in my vintage jeans with rips in them. They were designer ones, but she wasn�t having it.
 Our destination tonight was the Thunderbird, aka T-Bird, a campus bar, so I didn�t plan to dress too formal. I smiled when I rooted in my closet and pulled out the sport coat I�d gotten in Japan with the graphic. I also wore an Abercrombie light gray button-up shirt under the jacket and charcoal-colored slacks with my oxblood-red leather tennis shoes. To finish it off, I wore my Japanese designer sunglasses. I wasn�t sure if State was ready for my fashion sense, but I liked the way I looked.
 Paul sent me a text that he�d just arrived, so I ran downstairs. He was sitting behind the wheel of a Cadillac Escalade. I wondered where Paul had gotten it. I jumped in the front seat, and he drove us to pick up my brother Phil.
 �What�s this?� I asked.
 �You told Peggy to get something bigger for all the little ones. Caryn and your mom went with her to pick it out. They said Mr. Sullivan had gotten this back on a lease and gave them a deal.�
 The odometer showed it had nearly fifty thousand miles on it. I would feel better about everyone�s safety in this beast as compared to the Jeep. My mom loved her Cadillac, and so did I. I was sure she had some input on the final decision to lease it.
 I sent Phil a text to have his butt outside when we arrived. When we pulled up, I got out to get in the back, took one look at Phil, and shook my head. He had on his football jersey and the jeans he�d worn to school today. I stopped him before he got into the SUV.
 �Go change,� I ordered.
 He looked at me and shook his head.
 �I�m fine. You, on the other hand, look like some Hollywood wannabe.�
 �If you don�t change into something nicer, you can call Jill and explain why I left you here at the curb,� I said, raising one eyebrow.
 �You wouldn�t dare,� he hissed.
 I love Paul. He put the car into gear, and it began to inch forward.
 �Stop! I�ll go change.�
 �While you do that, I�ll go pick up Jill,� I told him.
 Jill lived only a few blocks away. I knew that because I�d dated her sister, April. When we pulled up, she darted out of the house and was in the car in a flash. I looked at her and sighed. I knew exactly why she�d run out like her pants were on fire. When Carol got older, I could hear myself saying what was about to come out of my mouth.
 �You�re not going out in public like that.�
 Jill looked at my getup and raised her eyebrows. Teenage girls who try to look like they�re 21 should not dress like they think a 21-year-old would because they always overdo it. It was just asking for trouble, especially if you were as good-looking as Jill was. I would bet a beach house that she�d snuck out before her mom or dad saw her. Her skirt was so short you could see her frilly panties. While I�m a fan of a girl not wearing a bra, her silk blouse shouldn�t advertise that she may have the biggest nipples most guys had ever seen.
 �Why not? You got dressed up,� Jill complained.
 �I understand, but you�re going to get Phil killed before the night is out with the way you look,� I said. She started to get mad, so I held up my hands. �I personally appreciate the display, but I don�t want to have to go save my brother when you receive the wrong kind of attention. Believe me, if I saw you in a club looking like that, I wouldn�t care if you were dating my brother. It will end up ruining our night.�
 Jill scooted closer to me and almost purred.
 �You�re saying I�m too hot?�
 Oh, dear God! I was fine until she ran her hand up the inside of my thigh, and Mr. Happy seized control of the body. I almost made the biggest mistake of my life, but Paul saved me.
 �Incoming,� he announced.
 Yep. Here came Mr. Lacier, and he didn�t appear at all pleased. I could see Jill deflate, and she opened the door and got out.
 �Before you lecture me, David said I had to go change,� she said, then walked past him and back into the house.
 Her dad slid into the back seat with me and looked a little confused.
 �Did you really?� he asked.
 My face split into a grin.
 �Hard to believe, right?�
 He just blinked.
 �You have your hands full with that one. Jill�s trying to grow up too fast. I didn�t feel like saving my brother�s butt when she got hit on, and he took exception,� I explained.
 �If only she were more like her sister,� Mr. Lacier almost moaned.
 I kept my mouth shut because I�d dated his older daughter. April had been the tallest girl in our class during freshman year, and she�d also developed early. The combination of being tall and having big boobs had made her self-conscious. So, she�d worn tops that were too big, so as to hide her assets, and she tended to walk around hunched over to conceal her height. Jill clearly suffered no such anxieties, as her attire tonight showed.
 �Thanks for not just driving off,� Mr. Lacier said. �If my son hadn�t ratted her out, she would have gone out looking like that.�
 Jill came back out in a sweater and skin-tight jeans. Mr. Lacier looked unhappy because it still showed off her body. For me, it was much more appealing because it left a little mystery.
 �You�ll keep an eye on her?� her dad asked.
 I laughed at him when he realized that he�d just told the fox to watch the chickens.
 �I�ll make sure she stays out of trouble,� I assured him.
 Her dad got out and kissed Jill�s cheek. When she was settled, she turned to me.
 �Better?�
 �You�ll only cause a small riot,� I assured her.
 Paul drove us back to Phil�s. Phil had put on a polo shirt and skinny-leg jeans and looked much better. I made the two lovebirds sit in the back row. They were all whispers and giggles, and I felt old when I wanted to roll my eyes at them.
 When we arrived at Brook�s house, I jumped out and rang the doorbell. Ian invited me in.
 �How�s our new mayor doing?�
 I pulled out my phone and showed him the picture I�d snapped before I left. Duke was in a pile of sleeping babies. They�d eaten and needed after-dinner naps.
 �Looks like he�s serving his constituency well,� Ian remarked.
 All conversation stopped when Brook came into the foyer with Ava in tow. Brook had on a lightweight black turtleneck with long sleeves. Her skirt was pink and came to mid-thigh. She wore black stockings and high-heeled boots that came up to her calf. Brook caught me checking her out and smiled when she saw my approval.
 �Uhm, we have to go,� I announced.
 �What time will you have her home by?� Ian asked.
 �Sometime next week,� I said without thinking.
 Ava pushed us out the door before it got too interesting.
 �What took you so long?� Brook asked as we walked to the car.
 �I had to make both Phil and Jill change clothes,� I said, and she gave me a questioning look. �Don�t ask. Just be thankful I did.�
 Paul opened the door, and Brook slid over so I could get in.
 ◊◊◊
 Dinner was nice. It gave me a chance to get to know Jill better. I�d kept my distance out of respect for my brother and because I found her too attractive. Why tempt fate? With Brook holding my interest, it allowed me to see past Jill�s exterior and actually talk to her. She was funny and an even bigger flirt than I suspected. I was happy that she seemed to really care for my little brother. The flirtatiousness was simply part of her personality, and once I recognized that, I took her come-ons in stride.
 Several other couples showed up at the T-Bird. Tim and Tami ended up helping Cassidy and Don double-date so Cassidy�s dad would allow her out of the house. Wolf showed up with Sarah and two girls I didn�t expect to see, Missy and Harper.
 When the music started, Brook lured me to the dance floor.
 �Still want to jump her?� Brook teased.
 I groaned.
 �No. Jill does like him, doesn�t she?� I asked.
 �Yeah. She has it bad for Phil. I think people assume that she might stray, either because they�re jealous he�s dating her or they believe she�d follow through on her flirting.�
 �You should have seen what she was wearing when she came out to the car,� I began and discovered I had some �splaining to do.
 �Touching is not allowed,� Brook said as she gave Jill a dirty look from the dance floor.
 Jill blanched when she saw us and figured out what we were talking about.
 �I think she and I might need to go the ladies� room to have a heart-to-heart discussion,� Brook said as the song ended.
 On the way back to the table, Harper cut us off.
 �Care if I dance with the big guy?� she asked Brook.
 �No inappropriate touching,� was all Brook said as she stalked off to track down my brother�s girlfriend.
 �What was that about?� Harper asked.
 �I told her about how easy you were. I mean, c�mon. Why would you date Mike?� I asked half-seriously.
 �What is it with you two? He can�t stand you. I was given strict orders not to even talk to you tonight.�
 I grinned, pulled out my phone, and took our picture.
 �You post that, and I�ll kill you,� Harper threatened.
 �Uh-huh,� was my witty comeback.
 �You didn�t answer my question,� she prodded.
 Bad-mouthing Mike wasn�t going to win me any points with Harper, so I changed the subject.
 �Let�s not ruin the night and just agree that Mike and I don�t get along. How have you been otherwise?� I asked.
 �Do you ever regret what happened between us?�
 �No. I got lucky with Brook. She was worth the wait.�
 �That�s what Tami says. She told me that you two had a solid relationship. I know that was what you always wanted, and I�m happy for you.�
 I almost believed her. Who knew? If she hadn�t been infatuated with her childhood crush, I could have ended up with her. There was a lot to like about Harper, but once the trust was gone, it was game over, as far as I was concerned. That didn�t mean that I didn�t consider her a friend, even though she had terrible taste in men�other than me.
 We caught up as best we could in the six minutes it took for two songs. That was when Missy cut in.
 �Hello, gorgeous,� I said as I hugged her.
 I danced with her, and we chatted like old friends. I noticed that Wolf had asked Brook to dance while Sarah and Harper talked. It seemed my girlfriend didn�t plan to wait for me if I was dancing with other girls. I ended up dancing with several others, including Jill, who supposedly had been appropriately chastised. There was still an evil glint in her eyes that told me that inappropriate touching might yet be in my future. Oh, my.
 I was brought to heel when I noticed Brook dancing with a college guy. It was time I reclaimed my girlfriend. When the song ended, I went to get her. Brook had mischief in mind. Her new dance partner had put his arm around her and tried to guide her back to his friends� table. I stepped in front of him.
 �Trey, this is my boyfriend, David. David, Trey,� Brook said, and then caused my Alpha Male to take notice. �Trey invited us back to his place to party.�
 Her innocent expression told me she was giving me a hard time. Two could play that game.
 �It�s not going to be one of those times I have to just watch, is it?� I asked, looking equally casual. �Or is it one of those times where I have to hold him down while you use a strap-on on him?�
 Trey had a leer on his face up to my last comment. Brook turned to him and broke out in a big grin.
 �Now that sounds like fun.�
 He let his arm drop from around her waist and looked at us warily.
 �You�re both crazy. I think I�ll be going,� Trey said and hustled off.
 �Was it something I said?� I asked.
 She came into my arms and rewarded me with a kiss. I knew that Brook could handle herself and that she loved me. She grabbed my hand and forced me to dance with her for the rest of the night. I didn�t even miss dancing with anyone else.
 ◊◊◊  
    Saturday November 12 
 Our game with Beverly was at one, so I was at the high school by eleven-thirty to score some food from the Booster Club. I found they were doing a fundraiser with a chili cook-off. For five dollars, you could eat all the hot dogs you wanted and sample the different chilies people made.
 Mr. Sullivan was working the door.
 �How do you like the new car?�
 �I love it. I expect it�ll work out well for what we need,� I said as I peeled off a couple of large bills. �If anyone forgot to bring money, use this to let them in. Keep track if more show up than this�ll cover, and I�ll take care of it.�
 High school kids didn�t always have cash on them, and since this was a fundraiser, I was sure Caryn wouldn�t get on me for spending money. Plus, what she didn�t know wouldn�t hurt me.
 Mr. Sullivan handed me a card that listed all the people who had entered chili into the contest. He explained that only a handful of people would be secret judges, and they would all vote by the end of the night. I suspected that if you donated more than five dollars to get in, you became a �secret judge.�
 I quickly found out that what people called �chili� was vastly different from one to the next. There was one group that swore that chili should have lots of beef, peppers, and spice, and not much else. I found these to be excellent for topping hot dogs. The fire department had what they called a New Mexican version. It included chunks of pork simmered in green chili peppers. I gave them props for something I�d never had before.
 A local sporting-goods store had a white chili. It was made with pale cannellini beans and shredded chicken, but still managed to fry my tongue with its hot peppers and spice. Then there was the group that seemed to throw the kitchen sink into the pot. I�d never had corn in chili, and it was surprisingly good. I also liked a black bean vegan version.
 For me, the winner was the fire department�s New Mexican chili. I asked one of the firefighters how they made it. He suggested that I cheat and cook the pork in a Crock-Pot using store-bought salsa verde as a cooking liquid. Once it was done, he cut up the pork and added roasted green chili peppers. It was on my list of dishes I wanted to try to make. He said that at the firehouse, they served it with tortillas and ate it like a wet taco with refried beans and cheese.
 ◊◊◊
 I was in getting my ankles taped when Doc Grog came in.
 �You still want to try to play without the Vitamin T?�
 �If I can.�
 �Let�s check you out before we decide,� he suggested.
 He had me twist, turn, and stretch. Then he prodded my hip and ribs. My ribs gave a twinge, so he gave me a local anesthetic to numb it. He then instructed the trainers to tape extra padding over my ribs before I put my gear on.
 I got dressed and Coach sent us out to warm up. The stands were filling up as Milo and Bryan led the team in warm-ups. You could feel the buzz from the crowd because we were on a quest to do something extraordinary: win three straight state championships. It was amazing what winning could do to energize a fan base. Freshman year, we might have had three to four hundred people at a game. Tonight, I wouldn�t be surprised if seventy-five hundred to ten thousand of our fans showed up. Some smaller colleges would kill for that many butts in the seats. It looked like Beverly had close to a thousand people on their side.
 Beverly came out, and they were fired up. I looked at my guys, and they were just going about their business. I stopped stretching and had the team gather around.
 �Who are we?!� I shouted.
 �Bulldogs!� the team yelled back.
 �Where are we?�
 �Our House!�
 I repeated the chant several times until the cheerleaders got the crowd involved. The Beverly contingent looked around and didn�t seem to be as sure of themselves as they had been when they left the locker room. When you have that many people shouting, it can be unnerving. It had the desired effect. My teammates began to bounce around and had come to life. Now, we were ready to play.
 ◊◊◊
 Beverly won the toss and elected to receive. We�d changed up our onside kick. Instead of lining up with the majority of players on the side the ball was going, Coach Stephens wanted to make them react to us. Instead, we all bunched up behind the kicker, and then right before he ran up to the football, we shifted to the side the kick was going.
 Beverly saw what we were doing and quickly rushed to the left side of the field where all but Wolf, Tim, and I had shifted. Coach had told Derek that if we had equal or greater numbers to a side, to kick it that way. With the rush to compensate, they�d left the right side of the field with only one upman. Derek kicked it to the right side, where Wolf, Tim, and I were.
 The ball bounced off the ground and popped over the Beverly upman�s head. Tim�s job was to keep him occupied while Wolf and I tracked down the ball. When it hit the ground, it bounced straight back to their upman and hit him in the helmet. I about broke my ankle as I had to dive back for the ball. Next thing I knew, it felt like both teams had jumped on top of me.
 I wasn�t a happy camper when I came out from almost being crushed. When we huddled up, Wolf noticed.
 �Oh, boy. They pissed him off.�
 That fired my guys up because they knew I was about to light the other team up. Frickin� jerks.
 �Okay, settle down,� I said to get their attention. �We�re going to run the quick pass to Wolf to see what their defense does. Wolf, you�re to catch it and not try anything fancy. Remember that the coaching staff needs to see what adjustments they�ve made.�
 We�d talked about this on Friday and before the game, but sometimes these knuckleheads had short attention spans.
 Before the snap, Beverly was in their base defense. When we snapped the ball, their linebackers dropped deeper than usual, and their corners did the same. They wanted to keep the play in front of them. This was what we expected. The only problem was that we could pick up short gains of three to five yards at will. Coach Mason wanted us to take what they gave us early before we added any wrinkles.
 I utilized our short passing game and moved us right down the field. When we got close to the goal line, they became more aggressive. On third and five at the 8 yard line, they decided to blitz me. In the past, I would have done my Captain Chaos routine and made something happen. I didn�t, because I respected Beverly�s defense too much. They would be expecting that and send a linebacker to cut me off and force me into an uncomfortable situation. They hoped I would make a mistake.
 Instead, I found Ty, my hot receiver, and hit him with an easy pass as he flared out. He found a little running room and pushed his way over the goal line for our first score. I hit Don on a short down-and-in to take an 8�0 lead.
 By halftime, we were up 31�17. We hadn�t tossed the ball around because we didn�t need to. Coach Hope had us gather around.
 �We get the ball first in the second half. I want to take them out of the game so that by the fourth quarter, there�s no doubt who�ll win. I want to run our trick play right out of the gate.�
 We all smiled at that. Beverly was about to get run off the field.
 They kicked the kickoff through the end zone, so we began on our 20 yard line.
 �Okay, let�s do this,� I told my guys in the huddle.
 �Down! Set! Hut, Hut!�
 On the snap, I ran the option left, with Ty spaced out for the toss if they closed on me. Beverly had been mixing it up in terms of whether or not they�d try to force the football out of my hands on a given play. Ty was one of the most dangerous runners in high school, which was why they didn�t try that every time. This time, the defensive end closed to force me to pitch it to Ty. Instead, I jumped up and sent a floater to Wolf, who gathered it in.
 Wolf is a big boy, and if you got him into the secondary, it was a mismatch. He was also faster than he looked, so he was a nightmare for linebackers to cover. Beverly wanted to gang-tackle him if they could. He took two steps upfield and drew the defense to him, and then he turned and tossed the ball back to me.
 This was what they�d been expecting all game, and they had it well defended. That was when I lateraled the ball to Bryan Callahan, our offensive guard. It was one thing to keep track of all the skill players and defend them, but completely different when you added linemen to the mix. Bryan hadn�t been accounted for, and he sprinted up the field. As you would guess, they ran him down, but only after we�d gained twenty-three yards.
 Up to this point, we�d taken our time as we methodically took them apart. Now, we sprinted to the ball and lined up. The first half was like a boxing match where you pound the body in the early rounds; now it was time to go for the knockout when your opponent was tired. Unless you regularly played at the pace we were about to, you would tire out quickly.
 We picked up another twenty-eight yards over the next six plays. Beverly�s linemen looked like they�d been running wind sprints; they were bent over or had their hands were on their hips. I would have to thank Cassidy later for the help she�d been to get us in shape to dole out this kind of punishment.
 It was time to end this.
 I pumped my fist in the air three times to call the play. I was sending Roc and Phil on fly patterns on the outside while Wolf and Don would cross over the middle. Johan snapped me the ball, and the pocket held up. It appeared that Beverly wouldn�t be able to mount much of a pass rush with their linemen winded. I waited for something to open, but their secondary had my guys covered well. I knew I didn�t have forever, so I rolled out to the right.
 Beverly must have been worried that I would run because they hesitated a moment. It was all Phil needed to get a little separation. I launched one of those pretty, high-arcing teardrop passes. It was good I had because the safety quickly recovered and double-teamed Phil. The ball dropped right in front of him, and he was able to gather it in as he stumbled into the end zone. Score!
 By the end of the third quarter, we�d scored three more times to put the game out of reach at 55�17. Coach Hope pulled most of the starters at that point to give the younger guys some playoff experience. Beverly followed suit, and that was how the game ended.
 After the game, I was pulled in to talk to the press. Jeff about ruined my day when he reminded me that I only had potentially two more high school football games left in my career at Lincoln High.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 46 � Your Dad Runs a Golf Course  Sunday November 13 
 I woke to the sound of kittens mewing. I rolled over and saw Precious was awake but ignoring them. All moms did that, I was sure. I got up and put on my running clothes. On the way out, Precious and I both checked, and the kittens seemed to be okay.
 They were growing like weeds. I�d dropped not-so-subtle hints that we should keep one, but my parents outvoted me two to one. It made no sense to press the issue because I would be off to make my movies and then on to college in a few months. We all knew who would have to take care of the kitten when I was gone.
 Brit and I had been talking to everyone about finding homes for them. So far, there were no takers. It seems Precious�s reputation had preceded her, and no one wanted the �cat from hell� version 2.0. Even the more domesticated version of Precious had me sporting scratches when I didn�t follow her rules. That was after we�d had a �come to Jesus� meeting when I found she�d shredded my favorite pillow. I might have been wrong in my assumption that she�d been a bad kitty.
 In a weird reversal, Duke met us at the back door, and he was too full of energy. He got down in front of Precious with his butt in the air to get her to play with him. She made a halfhearted swat at him, and they bounded off into the backyard to chase each other.
 Peggy came out the back door with Coby and Little David, which explained Duke being loose this morning. She wore her running gear. I took Little David and opened the garage to get their running strollers out. They�d outgrown their tandem one, and I saw that we now had two one-child strollers. The boys seemed to love their morning ride, Coby especially.
 We let Precious back into my apartment, and Duke came and sat so he could get his leash put on him.
 �Let�s run in the park,� Peggy suggested.
 I took it easy on her and set a pace I knew she�d be comfortable with.
 �We think we found someone to help me with the little ones,� Peggy told me. �I�m just not sure if you�ll be comfortable with them.�
 She had a glint of mischief in her eye. I decided to play her game.
 �I�m sure whatever you decide will be fine.�
 �Pam and your mom said I had to get your approval before I had Caryn hire them.�
 I rolled my eyes. If they�d gotten past my mom and Pam, I was sure they were okay.
 �What�s the catch?� I asked.
 �What would you think if we got a manny instead of a nanny?�
 I know that I shouldn�t discriminate in this day and age, but I�d never considered a man for the job. Then I picked up on a vibe that Peggy might �like� this guy. Believe me, I�m usually the last to catch on to anything like this. I was proud of myself for the discovery.
 �You know you can�t sleep with the help,� I teased.
 �That�s never stopped you,� she shot back.
 Curse her and her female logic. Didn�t she realize the rules didn�t apply to me?
 �Yeah, whatever,� I dismissed her.
 �Aaron has his teaching degree with a minor in early childhood development,� Peggy began her sales pitch.
 �I take it he�s attractive,� I teased.
 �Your mom thinks so,� she shot back.
 I about fell down when I tripped over an invisible crack in the pavement at that one. Maybe Dad needed to get involved in this hiring decision.
 �Looks aside, is he the best candidate for the position?� I asked.
 �Yes.�
 �What does Scarlet think?� I asked.
 �She said he was the best one we interviewed.�
 �If you�re all happy, then hire him.�
 �Thanks. Between hiring Aaron and the new car, it�ll make my life a lot easier.�
 �Speaking of easier, tell Caryn to find someone to clean the house and do the laundry. It seems our old housekeeper quit,� I said, knowing full well that our original housekeeper had been Peggy.
 �I could still do that,� she said, blushing.
 �No. You have school and need to watch the kids. Maybe they could cook too,� I said, expanding the new hire�s responsibilities as they occurred to me. �And help out where needed.�
 I had visions of after Thanksgiving when Ashley moved here, and all the little ones were running around. There would be a constant need to clean up and do laundry. If they would also get dinner started, it would be a bonus. I had a feeling that my mom would soon feel overwhelmed. If that happened, she might go back on our agreement for her and Dad to be in charge of Coby until after I finished college.
 ◊◊◊
 We came home to find Wolf with Phil, Roc, and Yuri raking the yard. Dad was busy on a ladder, taking off the screens. It looked like Dad was getting the house ready for winter. I helped Peggy get the boys inside for their breakfast.
 I left Duke outside to supervise and went to my apartment to get ready for church. When I came back, I found that my mom had gone to Granny�s West and picked up cinnamon rolls. She�d gotten enough to feed me and the crew working outside.
 �Go tell them breakfast is ready,� she ordered.
 I was impressed when they just dropped their rakes and came into the house. Nice.
 �Hey, David, did you hear who we�re playing?� Roc asked.
 �I didn�t look,� I admitted.
 �McHenry. They�ve won their last six games by margins of at least three touchdowns. In the paper, they said that this is probably the game that will determine the next state champion.�
 �Wesleyan also won in a shootout, 37�33,� Wolf shared.
 I�d made it known I wanted a shot at them. Wolf and I got big smiles on our faces. Then he decided to end our friendship.
 �I hear that you and Brook are evil,� he threw out.
 I blinked at him and took a big bite of cinnamon roll.
 My mom cocked her head, and her eyes narrowed. All I could figure was that Brook had talked to Tami, who in turn spoke to Sarah about what we said to the guy who�d hit on my girlfriend.
 �What are you talking about?� Phil asked.
 It was evident that the guys all knew and were tormenting me. It wouldn�t be near as much fun for them when I got my revenge.
 �What is he talking about?� Mom asked.
 I gave the guys a withering glare and then turned to my mom and smiled. She raised her eyebrows to let me know that I�d better come clean.
 �We stayed after dinner at the T-Bird to listen to the band and dance. I took time away from Brook to give the other girls the thrill of dancing with me,� I said with a straight face.
 �I think I�d better turn my sarcasm dial to stun,� Yuri said.
 Ignoring his rude comment, I continued.
 �Brook did the same and danced with some of these lowlifes.�
 �Hey,� Phil complained.
 �I had to save her when a college guy decided to take advantage of her good nature,� I said with my best angelic face.
 �You thought Brook needed saving?� Peggy asked.
 Obviously, she didn�t think so.
 �She would do the same for me,� I reasoned.
 �Doubtful,� Phil said, earning him a beatdown later today.
 �So, why are you evil?� Mom asked. �That doesn�t sound like a big deal.�
 �It�s what David said to him that made him comment that both Brook and David are crazy,� Wolf said.
 Maybe there would be two beatdowns. I�d all but talked my way out of this mess before he threw me to the wolves � again. I decided to come clean. It was either that, or Tami would tell my mom, and then there�d be hell to pay.
 �He�d put his arm around her and was guiding her back to his table, so I stopped them. Brook told me that he�d invited us back to his place for a party. I don�t think he meant us, but it made him pause when she included me. I asked her if it would be one of those times when I would have to sit and watch ��
 �You guys do that kind of thing?� Phil interrupted me.
 �� or if I had to hold him down while she used a strap-on on him.�
 Both Peggy and Dad choked on something, while Mom was expressionless.
 �You have a strap-on?� Mom asked.
 There was stunned silence for all of two seconds, and then the table burst out laughing.
 �I�d be willing to loan it out to your girlfriends and hold you down,� I said to the guys.
 �Lighten up,� Dad ordered. �That was funny. I take it he didn�t accept your offer.�
 �No. He called us crazy and scurried off before we could have any more fun at his expense.�
 ◊◊◊
 When Mom and I returned from church, we found Scarlet and Carol there.
 �Can you come over and help me today?� Scarlet asked. �Ashley ordered furniture, and it came Saturday. I need help to put it together and move it where it belongs.�
 �Just be back for dinner. Your brother and his family are coming over,� Mom told me.
 On my way out, I grabbed Wolf in case we had to move anything heavy. He was confident the other three could help my dad finish up the yard and install the storm windows.
 I hadn�t been to Scarlet�s condo yet. It was on the floor immediately above Pam�s place and was situated at the front of the building. You walked into a nice-sized living room with the kitchen and master bedroom to the right. The other three bedrooms were off to the left.
 �How are you doing this?� I asked.
 �Ashley and I will share the master. Allen and Dawson will share a room, and Carol will have her own. We plan to use the last bedroom as a playroom. That way, we don�t have toys spread out all over the house,� Scarlet explained.
 I wished her luck with that plan.
 In the middle of the living room were boxes and furniture. Scarlet soon had us busy putting everything where it belonged. I was glad I�d brought Wolf because he would actually read the instructions on the furniture we had to assemble. I, on the other hand, would study it and try to figure it out. He saved us from having to redo a project a couple of times.
 While we did that, Scarlet was hanging pictures and working on other decorating projects. By the end of the afternoon, we�d cleared out the living room and hauled all the packing materials to the trash. I walked into the kitchen to grab a glass of water. I opened all the cabinets and found she only had plastic cups, and I noticed the fridge was almost empty.
 �What�s the deal?� I asked Scarlet. �I thought I gave you money for this kind of stuff.�
 �Uh, well, uhm,� she began.
 �We�re making a Walmart run to get you what you need,� I announced.
 I�d forgotten that Wolf was banned from Walmart. He was put in charge of Carol and sent to my house to let my mom know that we would be another hour or so. I told him to invite Tim over for dinner because I knew we would have more than enough if Mom planned for Greg to come over.
 After Scarlet and I loaded up a cart in the kitchen and cleaning supply aisles, we got another cart for groceries. We filled that one with all the basics that you just assume you have on hand like spices, condiments, and flour. We also added about a week�s worth of perishables.
 I think Scarlet was in sticker shock when the final bill came. I paid for it, and we drove back to her place to unload everything. The doorman produced two carts that looked similar to what you see at a hotel to help carry luggage to your room. It was much better than having to make a dozen trips. We loaded the refrigerator and freezer and left the rest for her to take care of later because I was starved.
 ◊◊◊
 We had our house full when I got home. I looked around and smiled. It felt right to have friends and family gathered on a Sunday evening. The only fly in the ointment was when Mac asked why I was crazy. It was a good reminder to watch what you said around little ones with big ears.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday November 16 
 �Where are Brook and Cassidy?� Hana, my Japanese tutor, asked.
 �They�re at the target range,� I said as I threw a face.
 I discovered that my girlfriend had fun without me. She and Cassidy had been taking lessons from a retired Marine, Gunnery Sergeant Hartman. Gunny, as Cassidy called him, had been a drill instructor for fifteen years, and was now a professor at State. It seemed that whenever I did something like help Scarlet set up her condo, the two of them would call Gunnery Sergeant Hartman and go to the range. They paid him in ammo, so he could shoot, too.
 I had a funny feeling that Cassidy had Paul or Chuck buy the ammo and passed it through as an expense. I figured I would rather have them shooting than getting up to other mischief.
 Hana took it in stride.
 �They sent me some rewrites for some scenes. They�ve made a change, and you are all on the golf team.�
 �Hold on, I have to play golf?� I asked.
 �Why? Is that a problem? I mean, your dad runs a golf course.�
 That made sense logically, but I didn�t play. In the past, I�d found it was too slow to hold my interest. I know that sounds dumb because I loved baseball and fishing. Somehow, I never caught the bug. My brother Greg, on the other hand, had taken my dad up on his offer to play golf when Dad had gotten the job at the country club.
 Greg explained that it gave him a chance to get away for a few hours and decompress. I personally thought golf was stressful and couldn�t figure out why Greg said it helped him relax. I would bet it was merely an excuse to get out of the house.
 ◊◊◊
 After our lesson, I went in search of my dad.
 �Hey,� I said when I found him in the office, paying bills.
 �What�s up?�
 �I need your help. My role in the J-drama has changed. I have to play golf.�
 �And?�
 �And I need you to help me not look like a fool.�
 Parents are evil, sometimes. And they wonder where we get it.
 �Don�t you start shooting in like three weeks?� he asked.
 I just nodded. Dad and I talked about it and decided the problem was identifying when we would have time. He didn�t want to do it after work. The only time I could think of was when I ran in the morning, but even that wouldn�t be enough time. It seemed like the best solution would be for me to skip first-period PE and switch weightlifting to the afternoon, right before football practice.
 ◊◊◊
 Tonight�s documentary episode was focused on the coaches. Coach Hope did a good job of highlighting how good both Coach Rector and Coach Mason were. Of course, Coach Mason didn�t need his praise. His r�sum� was more than enough.
 Coach Mason talked about why he�d come out of retirement to coach one last season: it was to coach me. He used the term �rare talent� in describing my ability. Coach Mason told Jeff that it wasn�t only talent, that I worked my butt off both physically and watching film. He said I was a true student of the game.
 Coach Rector was asked if he planned to move on after this year. He admitted that he was in talks for a couple of jobs, but it was too early. Jeff asked him about me. Coach Rector said I might be a better defensive player than quarterback. He said he could make a case for me to being a stand-up defensive end, linebacker, or safety in college.
 I knew going in that I would be featured. I just wish they had highlighted more of my teammates.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday November 18 
 Caryn had called Saul, who, in turn, called the people in charge of the J-drama. Saul had gotten a list of the types of golf shots they wanted me to do. He apologized because he�d assumed I played at least some golf. Saul reasoned that because I was an athlete, I could pretty much do anything. While I applauded his confidence, I asked that he run it by me next time.
 Mom had called the school and explained my need to skip first period. When they found out it was for a TV series, they were accommodating.
 Dad and I drove in early to the country club. Because of my height, Dad thought I needed to get my own clubs. He had Eric, his golf pro, there to take the measurements. Eric first measured my height and then handed me a five iron.
 �Grab it by its head and hold it upside down as if it were a walking cane. If the end of the club doesn�t touch the floor, it�s too short,� he explained.
 He didn�t have any that were long enough, so he had to get out a ruler and measure the difference.
 We then walked out to the driving range. Eric had me swing the club a few times and winced. Dad tried not to laugh. It probably isn�t typical to get custom-fitted clubs if you�re as bad as I was. Then we tried different grips. Again, we discovered I had bigger than average hands.
 Eric returned to his shop and got his largest driver with the biggest grip for me to hit some balls.
 �Don�t worry about hitting the ball, just rip it,� Dad coached. �He wants to get an idea of the speed of your swing. People who swing faster want a stiffer shaft.�
 I smirked at the �shaft� comment, being a teenager. Dad gave me a withering glare, so I kept my smart remarks to myself. I didn�t think about what I was doing with my golf swing and just hit the ball. Both Dad and Eric whipped their heads around when I hit it solidly. I figured it was dumb luck, but that didn�t stop me from taking full credit.
 �How come your ball never goes that far?� I asked my dad.
 Eric almost got himself fired when he laughed at his boss.
 �Let�s see you do that twice,� Dad challenged.
 Welp, that didn�t quite work out. I topped it and watched it dribble barely past where the ladies� tee would be. Now it was my turn to glare at Eric.
 When we were done, I was told they would have my clubs tomorrow. I guess being a VIP who would use the clubs in a TV series had its perks. I didn�t want to know what else they had to promise to get me clubs that fast.
 ◊◊◊
 �Da-vid,� Tracy said with a singsong voice.
 We were at lunch, so that got everyone�s attention.
 �Tra-cy,� I sang back.
 �We need to make another Dessert First video. I�ve gotten requests from several restaurants that want us to feature them.�
 �I�m not sure when I�d have time,� I said, trying to beg off.
 �Mom said that when the spots ran for Granny�s West and Our House, they were packed for the next few days.�
 �Why are you doing them for free, then?� I asked.
 �What do you mean?� Brook asked.
 �If it brings people in to try your restaurant, it�s better than any coupon you might run in the paper. I know that we would pay to get that kind of result,� I explained.
 �So, if I can get us paid?� Tracy asked.
 �I�m not sure it�s a good idea for me to do it if you�re paid. I have a feeling the NCAA would take a dim view of that.�
 She didn�t look happy.
 �Brook, would you do the segments with her?� I asked.
 Tracy looked at my girlfriend hopefully. I think she just didn�t want to do them alone.
 �Why not? I do get to eat free dessert, don�t I?�
 I laughed at her. Of course you did. That had been the only reason I�d done it in the first place. Well, that, and I wanted to help Tracy. I would stick with that story.
 �Where are we going out tonight?� Jill asked me.
 �Did you invite Jill to go out with us tonight?� I asked Brook.
 She pondered that for all of two seconds.
 �Nope.�
 �Why don�t we all go to Monical�s tonight?� Pam suggested.
 Brook looked at me, and I gave her my drowned puppy expression. Who could resist that?
 �Okay, but after we eat, we�re doing something on our own. I want some alone time with my boyfriend,� Brook said.
 �Could you give Pam and me a ride?� Tracy asked innocently.
 I did a little bunny hop in my seat that made everyone laugh.
 �Only if you plan to hold him down for me.�
 Brook could be a total fun-sucker sometimes. I vowed to hide the �toys� in my bedroom if they all showed up together.
 �You ladies are on your own,� I pronounced.
 Pam and Tracy tried to mimic my drowned-puppy face. They needed to work on it because even I wasn�t swayed, and I was a sucker for distressed pups.
 ◊◊◊
 �Your next assignment will be individual,� Ms. Saunders, our photography teacher, announced as she handed out our projects.
 I read mine, and it said, �macro photography.� A quick Google search on my phone confirmed it was what I thought it was: extreme close-ups of small objects. Ms. Saunders talked to us individually about our projects.
 �The strict definition of macro photography is to take pictures where your subject is the same size as your camera sensor or smaller, and it fills the frame. Your camera sensor is about one inch wide, so you will be photographing something one inch or smaller.
 �Something you have to understand is magnification and how it relates to �life-size.� If your magnification ratio is 1:1, your subject is said to be at �life-size.� Half-life-size is 1:2 magnification. Good macro lenses let you shoot at 1:1. Personally, I use a lens that can go to at least 1:2, and ideally 1:1, to give me as much flexibility as possible. For this project, I�ll let you use my camera and lens,� she said.
 �Thanks.�
 �Let�s talk about working distance.�
 That was how far you were from the subject when you snapped the picture.
 �You don�t want to get too close because you can block the light, or if it�s a small animal or insect, you might scare it off. I try to get within six inches of the subject if I can.�
 �Okay,� I said, sounding unsure of myself.
 �Just give it a try. You might surprise yourself,� Ms. Saunders said with a smile.
 What I was unsure about was when I might have the time to do this project. I�d hoped that the workload would taper off before I had to leave at the end of the month.
 ◊◊◊
 Since we had a game tomorrow, I got out of lifting before practice. I spent my time productively by shooting the shit with the guys. They were amused that I was in a whiny mood about all the stuff I had to do before leaving for LA.
 �I�ve got all my finals next Friday, and I�m trying to get all my flight time in so I can take my test to become a pilot. My movie role changed, and I now have to learn to play golf. Thanksgiving is next week, and I have family coming in. Then today, I received another project I have to do in photography class.�
 �What�s your project?� Wolf asked, obviously playing the straight man for now.
 I could tell they were stringing me along.
 �I have to take macro photographs.�
 �What�s that?� Tim asked.
 �It�s where you get up close to something small and take its picture. The subject must be an inch or smaller. It�s kind of cool because it makes it look huge,� I explained.
 �You could take a picture of Phil�s dick,� Wolf suggested.
 My brother said some inappropriate things that I refuse to repeat. We all ignored him because it was funny.
 �Ooo, I know. Take pictures of girls� nipples,� Tim offered.
 �Jill�s would never work, they�re too big,� Phil said as he shared too much information.
 They gave him another ration of shit. My brother was not the sharpest spoon in the drawer sometimes. I remembered when I�d been young and stupid. He would eventually learn.
 �Wolf and I could be your helpers and screen the applicants,� Tim suggested.
 I planned to text Tami later. We�d see if he got to be a �helper� or not. I know that was mean, but I was sure he deserved payback for some other transgression he�d done to me in the past. What were friends for?
 The guys offered me a list of people they thought I should get to volunteer. When they started to list a few supermodels and other celebrities, I slowly began to come around to their way of thinking. Then I took a step back and decided it might be too much work in the short time I had. Perhaps this would become a long-term project I�d do on my own. I could see it becoming a book that you would display on your coffee table. I would much rather look through that than some landscapes.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice, we were all sweaty, and when Wolf pulled off his pads and jersey, I had my inspiration for the photography project. I could do a series of belly buttons.
 �Freeze,� I ordered, and dug into my locker to get Ms. Saunders� camera.
 �What do you think you�re doing?�
 �Relax, I just want to take a picture of your belly button.�
 I got close and snapped the shot. I showed Wolf what it looked like. His dark skin and the glistening sweat reflected by the harsh lights of the locker room turned out okay.
 Then I took Tim�s picture. His belly button was an unusual shape. It looked like a snail shell as it wrapped in on itself into the center. He also had hair that trailed down from the bottom that added to the shot.
 I had several guys volunteer. I hadn�t really thought about how different each one was before. They all seemed unique, like you would expect a fingerprint to be.
 My brother disappeared. I think he was afraid I would take one further south of his navel. It really would make him look huge. I didn�t see a downside to it for him; well, other than I would share it with all my friends. Then again, I would probably be guilty of breaking some law or another and go to jail. Tami was right; I shouldn�t go with my first idea.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at Monical�s, I was shocked that it wasn�t bustling. After all, it was Friday night. We commandeered several tables and pulled them together. Greg�s stalker, I mean Monical�s assistant manager, came out of the back with some appetizers.
 �Where is everyone? Aren�t you usually packed on a Friday night?� Tracy asked.
 �Our business has steadily dwindled since his restaurants opened,� she said, nodding towards me.
 Granny�s West was every bit as good as Granny�s original restaurant, except it wasn�t quite the drive for locals. It was somewhere you could get a meal that felt home-cooked. Our House was a touch more upscale. Over the past year, Mary Dole had tweaked the menu. One item she added was pizza.
 She�d done it right and gotten a brick oven to cook the pizzas. Monical�s used a conveyor-style oven that was very good at creating a consistent pizza. You simply put the raw pizza on the conveyor, the belt would pull the pizza into the oven, and the pizza would come out the other end baked. We�d talked about getting one, but Mary said she wanted the flavor a brick oven added. The crust picked up a smoky, grilled-like taste.
 The downside of a brick oven was twofold. First, it took almost an hour to get it to heat up. The cook also had to have more skill to cook in a brick oven because you had to watch it. The upside was that it baked a pizza in about half the time, and I felt it produced a superior pizza. Now, I would be the first to tell you that I absolutely love Monical�s pizza. It�s what I grew up on because you got a lot of pizza at a reasonable price, two things a growing boy can appreciate. Our pizza ran more to the higher end because Mary was a stickler about what ingredients she put on them.
 With that said, Monical�s was never going to go out of business. It was better than most other pizza places. And it was family oriented with their Family Pleaser special. That meant another generation of Monical�s fans were growing up on their pizza. At some point, they would have their own families, and the cycle would continue.
 �You see that we came here tonight,� I pointed out.
 �No, I�m thankful you�re here. I was wondering if you were hiring?� she asked.
 �I�ll give you Caryn�s number,� Brook said. �She does all the hiring. Just tell her David sent you.�
 �What she said,� I assured her as she looked back and forth between Brook and me.
 �Thanks, I�ll do that,� she said and left us to have a good time.
 Tami and Sarah showed up. They�d come down from Wesleyan for the weekend. Tami walked up to Tim, kissed him, and then gave him the stink eye.
 �What�s this I hear that you plan to help David take pictures of naked girls?�
 I played it cool so that Tim wouldn�t know it was me who had sent her a text. That�s when my little plan fell apart.
 �What�s she talking about?� Brook asked.
 �I, uhm. Well, uhm,� I stammered.
 �David has a photography project. It�s supposed to be close-ups of nipples,� Phil said, and then looked nervous. �He made a bunch of the team take their shirts off. I�m a little worried about him.�
 I have to give my brother high marks on that one. As guilty as Tim and I acted, I could see Tami and Brook give us both the stink eye.
 �Glass houses, dumbass,� I hissed.
 Phil stiffened and gave Jill a sheepish look. As I said, he�s a work in progress.
 I had to explain what my project was and my brilliant solution. I was happy I�d finished it already.
 �What about us?� Jill asked.
 �What do you mean?� I asked.
 �How come you didn�t ask us to be models?�
 I blinked a couple of times before I figured out that Jill was teasing me.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 47 � Stroke  Saturday November 19 
 Temperatures had plummeted last night, and I woke to dark, angry skies. It was cold enough that there was frost on the grass when I let Duke and Precious out. My pup thought it was the greatest thing. Precious, not so much. After she did her business, she ran to the apartment door and started to meow. I let her in and got Duke�s tennis ball to throw for him.
 We played ball until he finally had had enough. By the time we were done, it felt colder out, and it started to snow lightly. It would really suck to play football if it was freezing out.
 Everyone must have decided to sleep in because it was just Duke and me in the kitchen this morning. I felt like something hot for breakfast, so I decided to make grits. Mary had suggested that I make them with chicken broth instead of water to give them more flavor. I added heavy cream and shredded cheddar cheese towards the end. The restaurant made a breakfast grit dish topped with crumbled bacon, over-easy eggs, and chopped-up parsley for color. I was about to start the eggs when everyone came downstairs. I think they smelled the coffee and bacon.
 Mom got everyone else coffee and me tea. The front gate buzzed, and Dad went to see who it was. He came in with two people I didn�t recognize, but Mom and Peggy smiled when they saw them.
 �This is Aaron and Melanie. I believe you�ve met everyone but David,� Dad said.
 They must be the help we�d hired. Aaron seemed shy and hesitant; he looked pretty average and must have been right out of college. Melanie was slightly overweight but appeared to be a bundle of energy. She was in her late twenties or early thirties. She walked up to me and smiled.
 �Want me to finish that?�
 �No, thanks. Grab a cup of coffee and relax. Let me feed you today,� I offered.
 Coby began to fuss, and I watched as Aaron got up, stepped over to the pantry, and came back with a box of Cheerios. He put a handful on both Coby�s and Little David�s high-chair trays. Aaron even knew to give one to Duke. He rose up a couple of notches in my book.
 �Where will we practice golf if this weather continues?� I asked Dad as I served everyone.
 �State has an indoor driving facility. They even have an indoor putting green. It�s not ideal, but at least we can get you some practice,� Dad explained. �Are they getting you a golf instructor for when you�re in LA?�
 �I don�t know. Can you have Caryn find out?�
 I then turned to my mom.
 �When does everyone start to show up?� I asked.
 Her eyes shot up, and I grinned at her.
 �That was supposed to be a surprise,� she complained.
 �Don�t blame Dad,� I said, shaking my head.
 �Nice try,� Dad said, and Mom patted his hand to let him know she didn�t believe me for a minute.
 �Who told you?� Mom asked.
 �I just assumed, since we hired help,� I teased.
 �Just ignore him,� Peggy told Aaron and Melanie.
 �Ashley and her family will be here Monday. Everyone else will show up after that,� Mom told me.
 �You should call Ava and see if some of them can stay in their guesthouses. I�d rather not be kicked out of my apartment,� I said, hopefully. �Better yet, I could go stay with Brook.�
 My mom just laughed at me.
 ◊◊◊
 The weather had turned downright nasty. It looked like we were in for an ice storm as the temperature hovered around freezing. One minute it was raining, and the next it was snowing. It made for miserable conditions to play football in.
 McHenry was from the northern part of the state and had decided to come down last night for the game. I would hate to be driving the interstate today. It was perfect weather for black ice to form, which could cause an accident. I was glad that our fans didn�t have to travel far in this.
 I was slightly irritated that Caryn had traded in my Jeep for the new SUV that Peggy was driving. The Jeep was perfect for days like this. Dad drove me to the high school in the Escalade. He told me that they might just watch the game on TV because it had been selected as the high school game of the week for our area. I was afraid that would be the case for many of our fans, and I couldn�t blame them.
 I walked into the hospitality building and was impressed that it was toasty-warm in there. Today�s menu was soup and salad with a potato bar. I decided on the hearty stew option and found a seat.
 The number of recruiters had tapered off when we began having games on Saturday for the state playoffs. They had their own games to worry about. I was soon joined by Jeff and his cameraman. He�d decided to go with the black bean soup. He�d just gotten situated when a mass of football players came in. Our booster club routinely reached out to our opponents to let them know that they were welcome to come and eat. All the food was donated, and they only asked for a contribution from patrons who could afford one. It was something you would probably only see in a small town like ours.
 I smiled when some of the McHenry football players recognized me.
 �Mind if we join you?� one of them asked.
 �Fair warning: Jeff�s a reporter,� I said, nodding towards him.
 The players all introduced themselves. They wanted to talk about what I knew about Star Wars and Hollywood. After we�d eaten, Jeff did his reporter bit and interviewed them. He then turned to me and asked a few questions. He ended with his usual what I thought the outcome would be today.
 �I don�t really know,� I admitted, and then clarified. �With the weather the way it is, I expect both our offenses will struggle. From what I saw on my weather app, it�s only going to get worse for the game. We may end up having an old-school Big Ten game with the �three yards and a cloud of dust� style of football. If that happens, neither team might score.�
 �You can�t be serious,� Jeff said. �McHenry and Lincoln have the two best offenses in the state.�
 I just shrugged. As I walked out of the tent to go to the locker room, I almost fell on my ass. There was a layer of ice on the ground that made me think my prediction might not be too far off. The temperature had dropped, and it was snowing with a purpose now. I decided to embrace the challenge. This should be fun.
 ◊◊◊
 Doc Grog was waiting for me when I came in.
 �Think you�re ready to go without any help today?�
 �I hope so. Do your worst,� I told him.
 Doc Grog did the usual of making me stretch, twist, and then he prodded me. I could tell I was still healing, but thought I would be okay.
 Coaches Hope, Mason, and Rector came in to check on me. Coach Mason stumbled and looked confused.
 �Are you okay?� I asked.
 �Mraw wa,� he said, and we all looked at him.
 �I think he may be having a stroke,� Doc Grog said and kicked us all out of the training room.
 Someone must have alerted Mr. Hasting because he ran through the locker room and straight to the training room. Becky ran out to the locker-room door to meet the paramedics.
 While they dealt with that, Coach Hope had me take the team out to warm up. We stepped outside, and I changed our plans. We were in the middle of a snowstorm. There was already an inch on the ground, which was rare for this early in the year.
 �Go put your tennis shoes on, and we�ll stretch in the gym.�
 I didn�t want to get cold and wet before the game even started.
 �Good call,� Coach Rector said.
 I decided to lead the stretching because I needed to focus on football. I could see that word about Coach Mason had gone through the team, and we were distracted with worry. Once we were done, I called everyone to get close so I didn�t have to yell to be heard.
 �I know that you�ve all heard that something has happened to Coach Mason. Trust in Doc Grog and the training staff to make sure he�s okay. We need to put that drama out of our minds because we�re about to play a game that will send the winner to play for the State Championship.
 �If we�re fortunate, we get to play Mike and Alan. I�d like to get a little payback,� I said with a grin.
 �Damn right!� Yuri barked.
 There was general agreement. I hadn�t realized how much Alan had pissed people off. They�d all backed off because he and I were friends. When Alan turned on me, his protection had disappeared. He made the wise choice of transferring.
 �To get there, we have to beat McHenry. I�m not going to say something clich� like Coach Mason would want us to win, even though he does. We have too much on our plates with the weather, and we�re facing an excellent opponent. If it were a regular fall day, I would say we would beat them easily. We�re in for a hard-fought game, and we need to get ready to play.�
 �Who are we?� Wolf shouted.
 �BULLDOGS!� the team shouted back.
 �Where are we?�
 �OUR HOUSE!�
 �It�s time to become football gods!� Phil yelled.
 We all groaned at his theft of a football movie line. Next, he would tell me I was the �wind beneath his wings� or some such drivel.
 We split up offense and defense to get our final instructions. Coach Hope came over and looked at me.
 �Do you have this?� he asked.
 �Yes, sir,� I said, so he ran off to check on Coach Mason.
 �We�re going to come out in our power set with both Don and Wolf at tight end. I�ll start out under center, and we�ll be in the �I� formation with Jake at fullback and Ty at tailback. Roc will be our lone outside receiver.
 �We�re going to pound them up the middle, so that means you linemen will have your work cut out for you. Remember that in this weather, it will only take a crack in their defense for Ty to pop through for a long gain. I want you to get mean, get off the ball, and put your defender on his backside.
 �I also want you to hustle every chance you get. Let�s see how well they�re conditioned,� I said.
 I�d just changed our offense to what it had been my freshman year. I was confident the seniors knew what to do and would lead by example. It was time to go out onto the field.
 ◊◊◊
 We walked outside, and the first thing we all noticed was the wind had picked up, and the snow was coming down almost horizontally. It was more than nasty out. I also saw that our fans were smart enough to have stayed home. There were actually more McHenry fans than our own. They hadn�t realized how bad it would get before they left for the game this morning. I would bet that the area motels would be packed tonight. I sure wouldn�t want to drive back in this.
 We lost the coin toss, and McHenry deferred to the second half. We took the ball. On the kickoff, the wind caught the football and blew it out of bounds. That gave us the ball on the 35-yard line. I had the offense huddle up.
 �Line up in our normal spread and then shift to goal-line on �set.� Dive right on two,� I said and broke the huddle.
 �Down! Set! Hut, HUT!�
 On the snap, I pivoted to hand the ball to Ty and about fell on my butt. Johan had fallen flat on his face, and the defensive tackle filled the hole. Jake made a valiant effort to block him, but he was no match and was tossed aside. I apologized in my head for handing the ball to Ty. There was a tremendous crack of pads, and Ty was taken down.
 I decided to huddle up.
 �That sucked,� Ty offered.
 �I�m sorry �� Johan started, but I cut him off.
 �Shut it!� I barked to take control of the huddle. �Same play, on two. Roc, stay awake.�
 The reason I�d had us start in the spread and then shifted was I wanted to see what defense McHenry was in. If they shifted with us, they were in a man-to-man set. That was what they�d done the first play.
 �Down! Set! Hut, HUT!�
 This time, we all kept our feet, and Jake was able to get through the hole and engage a linebacker, someone more his size. Ty stuck his nose in and bulled his way to a 5-yard gain. On third down, he picked up two more. We quickly lined up for fourth down and ran the same play, but we came up a half-yard short. We�d turned the ball over on downs inside our 45 yard line.
 McHenry attempted to run their regular offense. The first play was a short pass over the middle. Instead of ripping it, like I would have, their quarterback tried to use a little touch on his pass. The ball got caught in the wind and hit Tim in the numbers. I smirked when he was able to awkwardly gather it in and promptly fell on his face.
 I was curious when Trent, our backup quarterback, came in for Jake.
 �Coach says to run the offense but move to fullback,� Trent explained.
 �Okay,� I said and paused to give myself a moment to think about it. Suddenly, I had an idea. �I�ll start in the shotgun at quarterback. On the shift, you get under center, and I�ll step up and play fullback. If I call �orange,� I want you to play fullback.�
 Trent nodded his understanding, and we ran the play.
 �Down! Set!� I barked.
 We made the shift, and their middle linebacker saw I hadn�t gone under center.
 �Trick Play! Trick Play!� he yelled.
 McHenry didn�t crowd the ball, thinking we had something planned and wanting to cover the whole field. This gave us a numbers advantage in the center of the field. On the snap, I exploded out of my stance, and Johan had just engaged his man when I pushed through and found their middle linebacker. He got a gleam in his eyes, and we met barely past the line of scrimmage. There was a resounding crack of pads, and he found himself on his butt.
 I was still on my feet and felt Ty put his hand in the middle of my back to let me know he was right on my butt. Next up was their strong safety. He did his job by slowing us down enough that one of the outside linebackers could wrap Ty up for an eight-yard gain.
 After we�d ripped off a couple of decent runs and gotten some first downs, McHenry figured out why I was moved to fullback. It was because I was a load when I blocked for Ty. If they remained spread out, it would only be a couple more runs before he broke one. He almost got away on the last carry, but their relentless pursuit had caught him.
 �Down! Set! � Orange!� I barked.
 McHenry had pulled all but one defender inside to stop us as we crossed the middle of the field. When I saw that, I had barked �orange� and moved under center. On the snap, I faked the ball to Ty and ran a naked bootleg to Roc�s side of the field. The cornerback had to decide if he would stay with Roc or come up and stop me. He made the right choice and stayed with Roc.
 It was a footrace to the sideline. I was able to cut upfield and gain twelve yards before I was pushed out of bounds.
 I would keep that play in mind for later in the day. Coach Mason always preached �RSP,� Repeat Successful Plays.
 We continued to pound the ball up the middle, and Ty finally broke one. We failed on the two-point conversion and were now up 6�0.
 ◊◊◊
 At halftime, we were up 14�6. McHenry�s extra point kick had been caught in the wind and looked like my golf shot as it hooked wide right. We�d scored on our second two-point conversion attempt.
 When we got into the locker room, the equipment managers had dry jerseys, socks, and pants for the starters. Coach Hope sent us to the showers to thaw out. We had just enough time to get dressed and for him to have a quick word with the team.
 �I wanted to give you an update on Coach Mason. He did have a stroke, and they got him to the hospital in time. Doc Grog told me that they have a medication called tPA that, if they can get it in his system within an hour, has a high level of success. They�re hopeful he�ll be okay.�
 We walked out to play the second half, and it looked like the fans and cheerleaders had bailed on us. I would find out later that the schools had decided that it wasn�t safe for everyone to be out in this weather. They�d set up a big screen and had the game piped into the Field House. It was strange not having anyone watch us �live.�
 To start the second half, we onside-kicked the ball. Though I imagine it changed hands more than once, McHenry recovered it. They�d abandoned their passing game as we had, so we�d gone into more of a goal-line defense formation with most of our defenders bunched inside. Our defensive linemen were doing a good job of engaging their offensive counterparts. Tim, Yuri, Ray Quinn, and I were flying around and stopping McHenry for only short gains.
 On fourth down, they had to punt. I was confused when Coach Stephens had Ty back left and Ed to the right. McHenry�s punter had been doing well at kicking into the wind, which would allow it to be pushed back into the middle of the field.
 On the punt, Ty ran forward. I hadn�t watched the ball and assumed that it was short. McHenry must have thought the same because they closed in to cover the kick. Then I caught sight of the ball: it was hooking right towards Ed. The punting unit discovered their mistake and tried to recover. Then two things happened at once. First, they were on sketchy footing, and several of them slipped and fell when they tried to cut back. Second, our defenders had set up to return the ball to Ed�s side of the field. When the McHenry players turned around, they were cut down.
 Ed only had to evade the kicker, who�d known where the ball was going, and he did that with ease. We added the two-point conversion and were now up 22�6.
 On the ensuing onside kick, we recovered it. I huddled the troops up.
 �We�re going to end this,� I said and paused to make sure everyone was paying attention. �I�m going to run the naked bootleg again, but this time, Roc, you get open.�
 �Down! Set! Hut, HUT!�
 I faked the ball to Ty and ran towards Roc. This time, the defensive back covering him decided to force me inside so his defense could catch me for only a short gain. Apparently, at halftime, they�d concluded that no one could throw in this wind. That might be true if you didn�t have my arm strength. I ripped a rifle shot to Roc and watched as it only moved a little off-center. Roc looked the ball into his hands and turned upfield. Just like that, we were up 30�6.
 At that point, McHenry conceded and agreed to allow the ref to just run the clock. We both put in our backups and let them play out the rest of the game. About ten minutes into that, I thought I might freeze body parts off. When you quit running around, you discovered how cold it really was.
 I don�t think Coach Hope appreciated us filling up a water cooler with snow and dumping it on him when we won. But that didn�t matter, I was ready to get to the State Championship game.
 ◊◊◊   
    Sunday November 20 
 I was awakened when my bed moved. It was Tracy crawling into bed with me. I glanced over at my clock and saw it was two in the morning.
 �Just hold me,� she ordered.
 I rolled over on my side and took her into my arms. She didn�t say anything else, so I just went back to sleep.
 ◊◊◊
 I woke and found Tracy smiling at me. She�d used one of my t-shirts as a nightshirt. I mentally shook my head, knowing I would never see it again. It was one of my favorites, one I�d gotten on my trip to Japan. I wondered if I might trick her into taking a different one.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �I�m feeling a little unsteady. You leave at the end of the week, and I�m off to college at the first of the year. I guess I�m worried that I won�t see my friends enough. I�m sorry if this is a problem,� she said as she teared up.
 Wrapping my arms around her, I pulled her into a hug, and that caused the waterworks to start. I just held her as she let it all out. There were times when I forgot how vulnerable she was. Tracy seemed to be so in control most of the time. I hated what Bill Rogers had done to her and how it changed the confident woman she should be.
 Part of the problem seemed to be that she didn�t think we would still spend time with each other. I�d recently turned her down when she asked me to help her with her food video blogs reviewing desserts at local restaurants. Uncle John had taught me that I needed to be able to say �no.� I wondered if I should change my mind. My volunteering my girlfriend might not have been the right thing to do.
 �We will always be friends,� I assured her.
 �It�s just � I don�t know,� Tracy said as she realized she was about to say something I would make fun of her about. She looked me in the eyes. �I don�t even know where you plan to go to college.�
 Tracy had been after me to decide so she could figure out where she would go to school. I�d thought she was going to USC, with Pam just down the road at Pepperdine.
 �I�ll make you a promise. If you go to USC, I promise it�ll be in my top two. Besides, I have a house there, and I�m sure I�ll be out west for movies and other stuff.�
 She laid her head on my shoulder.
 �Thank you, I appreciate that. I want you to go to the school that�s best for you, not where I plan to go. I won�t hold you to that promise. If USC isn�t a fit, don�t go there.�
 We fell silent, and then Tracy giggled. I looked down, and she was looking at the tent Mr. Happy had made with the covers.
 �I should really take advantage of that,� she suggested.
 My first thought was, �Yes, you should.� Instead, I rolled out of bed and gave her a little show as I swaggered to the bathroom to take my shower. When I came out, Tracy was gone�along with my t-shirt.
 I called Brook to let her know what had happened last night. She was surprisingly okay with it. I guess she�d finally come around to the fact that I loved her and wouldn�t stray. The Destiny incident, where Brook had assumed I�d slept with her, had made Brook realize I would never hurt her that way. If she knew what my mom had gone through, and the promise I�d made to her, she would never have had to worry.
 ◊◊◊
 I met Brit coming in the door of my apartment. Precious wanted to stay with her, but I made the cat go out. When I let Duke out of the house, he got the vibe that the cat from hell was back and gave her a wide berth. She ran to the door and started to meow. I was wise to her and made sure I was out of reach when I opened the door to let her in. She did try to take a swipe at me.
 Duke was acting like a total goof because there was about four inches of snow on the ground. I contemplated getting the snow shovel out to clear the sidewalks and driveway when I saw Wolf pull up with Yuri. Duke decided he should help supervise as I walked into the house.
 I found Melanie puttering around in the kitchen. She looked up when she heard me.
 �Your mom tells me you eat a special diet. After I check to see what all you have, I plan to go to the grocery store later this morning.�
 �I try to eat high protein with low carbs when I can, as well as a lot of vegetables and fruit. I�m not as strict about it as I should be, so don�t worry if you don�t do it all the time. Plus, I sometimes just poach some chicken and eat salads if Mom and Dad are eating something I really shouldn�t have.�
 Mom and Dad came downstairs.
 �Go get the boys,� Mom told me.
 I ran upstairs and found Peggy dressing Coby. Little David was standing up in the playpen and reached up to be picked up.
 �You�re getting too big for this,� I told him.
 �I agree. I think he needs to get a job while he�s at it,� Peggy said.
 Coby reached for me too.
 �You little traitor,� Peggy teased my son as she handed him to me.
 I spun in a circle, ran out into the hall, and bounded down the stairs. The boys loved it when I did that and were all giggles when I came into the kitchen.
 �You better not get them too wound up because they�re going to church with us today,� Mom warned me.
 Like being fussed over by every woman at church wouldn�t do exactly that.
 Mom talked to Melanie about who all would be coming this week. I was surprised to find out it wouldn�t be just family. It was almost everyone I knew who would be in town for Thanksgiving and/or our championship game. We�d found out last night we would play Wesleyan. Somehow, I couldn�t think of a more fitting opponent.
 I figured out that Wolf and Yuri had planned it so they would get fed. I didn�t blame them; we�d discovered that Melanie was a good cook. Then again, it was hard to mess up ham and eggs. She cut slices of tomato and put cottage cheese on top for me instead of hash browns. Someone had actually listened to me.
 ◊◊◊

 The boys did well at church. I suspected that Mom brought them to get some women who�d been requesting to see the babies off her back. Most everyone wanted to talk about football and the upcoming game. The whole town was buzzing about it, so I should have expected it at church. It was kept to a minimum because my mom was with me and wouldn�t put up with too much foolishness.
 When we got home, Scarlet texted me that Ashley and her boys were almost here. Scarlet asked if I would come over and help them unload her car. Mom and Dad accompanied me so they could see their grandkids.
 We only had to wait a few minutes for Ashley to call Scarlet to let us know they were downstairs. Dad and I went down to help her move her stuff in.
 �I almost killed us,� Ashley announced. �I didn�t expect there to be snow this early.�
 After giving her a hug, I helped her get Dawson and Allen out of the car. They were happy to be set free. I took Ashley upstairs so the girls could get reacquainted, then returned to help Dad get everything upstairs. With the carts and elevator, it didn�t take long.
 �They haven�t eaten,� Mom announced when we were done.
 �And I need to pick up a few things,� Ashley said.
 �Call in an order for food, and I�ll take Ashley shopping,� I said.
 I think it was actually a ploy for Ashley to talk to me alone. When we got into her car, she turned to me. Before I could say anything, she leaned over and pulled me into a bear hug.
 �You have no idea what you�ve done for both Scarlet and me. Neither of our parents wanted us under their roof while we raised a family. Your mom has been great. I wish she were mine.�
 �Careful what you wish for.�
 �No, seriously. You do know how lucky you are, don�t you?� Ashley asked.
 �I do,� I admitted.
 Both of my parents had been pretty great about all this.
 There was a knock on the window; it was Pam. She jumped into the back seat.
 �Ashley, this is Pam, Coby�s mother.�
 �Peggy�s coming over with the boys,� Pam said.
 �Is Peggy�s son yours as well?� Ashley asked.
 �No,� Pam answered for me. �But he treats Little David like he is. You�ll find that Big David is good with all the little ones.�
 At that point, I was left out of the conversation. I had nightmare visions of all of them getting together and comparing notes. I guess it wouldn�t be any worse than last year when I was going out with four different girls.
 We stopped at the Quickie Mart to get what Ashley needed and then moved on to Granny�s West for the food. I ended up in the back seat on the way home as Pam and Ashley bonded.
 When we got back, we found Peggy had arrived with Coby and Little David. Lacy, Pam�s mom, had come from downstairs. I think Dad was happy to see me since he was significantly outnumbered, and the conversation was focused on decorating the apartment. He and I spent time with the little ones while the women plotted. His words, not mine.
 I was surprised when Coby got a little clingy. Both Dawson and Allen had been shy around me, and I�d tried to draw them out. Coby didn�t like that one bit. Part of it was that they�d all eaten, and it was time for naps, so I think he was tired. Dad and I got them all down, and he suggested we leave. Sometimes, it�s good to listen to your elders.
 ◊◊◊
 I talked Dad into going with me to see Coach Mason at the hospital. We came in to find him waiting to be released.
 �Don�t you have insurance?� I asked.
 �David!� Dad scolded and smacked me in the back of the head.
 He was big on respecting your elders.
 �I wish they would let me do that to him,� Coach Mason said.
 He seemed to be able to throw his clipboard pretty accurately. I didn�t need him smacking me in the back of the head, too.
 �No, seriously. Why are you going home so soon? I thought you had a stroke,� I worried.
 �They got me to the hospital in time and treated me. It wasn�t as bad as it looked,� he assured me.
 �Then you�ll be back to coaching on Monday?� I asked, hopefully.
 �No, I�m done coaching. They want me to take it easy for a while, and then I�ll be headed back to LA. I understand that you took over the offense and threw everything we�d worked on out the window. What�s this I hear that you switched to fullback for part of the game?�
 �Sorry,� I mumbled.
 �No, I�m not upset. It took a lot of guts and smarts to look at the situation and make the changes necessary to win,� he assured me, and then floored me. �Coach Hope was just in here, and I convinced him to let you come up with the offensive game plan for the State Championship game.�
 �How did you do that?� Dad asked.
 �David has more coaching and training on offense than most high school coaches. I�ve worked with him all year on how to watch film and prepare for a game. I view it as though he�s finally graduated and can take the reins of this team. Frankly, he�s already been doing it all year with very little help from me.�
 I actually blushed, and if I were being honest, I would�ve admitted to being a little choked up. Coach Mason was a legend, and I�d learned so much from him. I would never take anything away from Bo Harrington, but Coach Mason had lived football for the past fifty years or more. Along with the football lessons he�d taught me, I�d learned that he didn�t hand out false praise. Coach Mason wasn�t from the �everyone gets a blue ribbon for participating� school of thought. He was more of a �rub dirt on it and get back in there� kind of guy.
 �Thank you, Coach. That means a lot. I hope you�re able to at least come to the awards banquet and our game.�
 �If I�m able, I wouldn�t miss it.�
 The doctor came in and kicked us out. Coach Rector was there to take Coach Mason home. I might have mentioned to them that I thought I should never leave the field for the final game. Dad smacked me in the back of the head again! What was the man�s deal?
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 48 � What Would You Even Do with Three?  Monday November 21 
 The school was in full championship-week mode. We had banners everywhere, and each player�s locker had a poster with our picture on it. I hadn�t seen Brook all day yesterday because she and the rest of the cheerleaders had been decorating. She�d even abandoned me this morning to get in early to finish up.
 Fortunately, the weather had changed and melted off all the snow. It really was too early for that kind of nonsense.
 I found Dare waiting for me outside. He seemed excited about something.
 ��Sup?� I asked.
 Dare blinked at my attempt to be cool. Okay, �sup� might not be cool anymore. Then again, it might never have been cool.
 �Give me your phone and unlock it for me.�
 I looked at him with one eyebrow raised but handed it over. I trusted him not to destroy my phone. If he opened the back of it, I would get worried. Dare downloaded something and then opened his backpack. Inside was the tiny drone I�d ordered for him. He turned it on, and it floated up about ten feet and began to circle us.
 �Move around,� Dare told me as he handed me back my phone.
 The drone followed me wherever I moved.
 �Wow, that�s � well, I don�t know what to call it,� I said.
 �Give me your tablet.�
 This time, I didn�t hesitate. Dare downloaded an app, and suddenly, my tablet showed the video of what the drone was seeing via a Wi-Fi connection.
 �Can my security team see this?� I asked.
 �Not yet, but I should have that figured out by this weekend.�
 �What will it do when we go indoors?� I asked.
 �Walk in, and I�ll show you,� Dare said, with a touch too much excitement.
 I opened the school door and began to walk in. Doors are ordinarily six-eight in height. I�m six-four. The drone zipped in over my head, and I felt the downdraft from the propellers. Dare looked at me with a sheepish expression.
 �You�re taller than I am,� he explained.
 He then showed me how it worked. The drone only had a limited flight time before it had to be recharged. Dare suggested that I plug it in while I was in class. One cool feature it had was that even while charging, the camera and microphone would work. That meant I could set it on my desk, and it would record everything that happened around me, so long as I sat near a wall outlet. I envisioned a day when I didn�t have to wear any kind of bodycam, but instead would just have the drone do the job.
 He had me go into a classroom and sit down. Dare showed me that the drone was programmed to go to a corner once I stopped moving and hover where it would get the best coverage of the whole room.
 He about made my heart stop when he picked up a blackboard eraser and whipped it at it. The drone made a slight move to avoid being hit.
 �It has trouble if you throw two or more objects at it at once, but I�m confident I can fix that.�
 I had no doubt he could. Dare turned it over to me for the day to try out. I had to promise to give it back tonight so he could do whatever the boy genius did. Of course, I agreed instantly.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Hope had us all together to watch game film.
 �I�m so happy that David decided that my style of offense was the way to go. I�ve been trying for three years to get him to play fullback.�
 He showed a few plays of me crushing linebackers, defensive tackles, and defensive backs. I did miss that part of football.
 �It made my life easier,� Ty agreed.
 �Okay, settle down,� Coach Hope said because we were in high spirits. �Sadly, we will be going back to the old-style offense Coach Mason put in.�
 Coach can be funny sometimes. He then filled everyone in on Coach Mason�s condition and that he wouldn�t be back. He then announced that I would run the offense this week with the help of the staff.
 We then watched film of Wesleyan. Coach Hope showed all their scores over the last five games. Ninety percent of them were passes to Damion. The kid was a one-man wrecking crew. Coach Rector had his work cut out to try to stop him. The reports said he still was working on his hands, but when he did catch the ball, he was a man among boys. He�d have six to eight inches on all our defensive backs who would be covering him.
 When it came time to practice, we focused on how to stop Damion. I played with the second-team offense, and they had me play his position. I was the closest match for Damion we had in terms of size and speed. Nick Rake and Wayne Turk were juniors and our starting cornerbacks. I was having my way with them.
 �You have to pop him to slow him down, or he�ll run past you,� Coach Rector repeated for the fifth time.
 I�d learned a lot from defending both Roc and Bill before he left for USC. The game film I�d watched on Sunday evening helped me copy some of the moves Damion had. I think what this proved was what Coach Rector suspected: there was no way we could defend him one-on-one.
 Coach Rector decided to put Tim on me with either Nick or Wayne five yards back. Tim was a division-one talent at linebacker. When it came to physical play, he was better than anyone I�d faced. Our battle was ferocious, which stopped practice as everyone wanted to watch. I was still making plays, but it was ten times harder. The problem was that I would use Tim and either Nick or Wayne�s inexperience in working as a double team against them. The hope was that by the time we played Wesleyan Saturday, our defense would figure it out. From looking at game film, Damion had never faced someone like Tim.
 ◊◊◊
 After flight school, Brook and I drove to Ashley and Scarlet�s apartment to have dinner. Ashley�s parents, Hiram and Marianne, had flown in, and the girls wanted to try out their cooking skills.
 Over dinner, the girls shared their day. Ashley had taken an online course to get her real estate license and had taken her test today. She�d passed, which meant she could now officially work for my mom. Mom had been on me to take the course so I could get my license. I�d begged off for now.
 Scarlet had taken Hiram and Marianne around town, to the daycare center, and to our offices. They wanted to see what their daughter was getting herself into. I got the impression they�d set a pretty low bar for rejecting her stay here. While they loved their daughter, the tension that her pregnancy had caused in their household was ever present. I was happy to see that they didn�t ever intend to turn their backs on her or our boys.
 Carol came right to me, and I was happy when both Dawson and Allen wanted my attention. I guess I was okay now. I noticed that Marianne watched me like a hawk. When it was time to eat, I glanced up at her, and she smiled. I must have passed her test.
 Brook had met everyone when we were at Alabama. She hit it off with the girls, and they were laughing in the kitchen when Hiram came over to talk to me.
 �If Ashley or the boys need anything, please let me know. My daughter is too proud to ask sometimes,� he shared.
 I bit my tongue. The reason his daughter didn�t ask for anything was he�d made it so that she felt like she couldn�t ask him without a battle. I understood that her getting pregnant wasn�t ideal. Believe me, that little fact wasn�t lost on me. It was like my dad always said: problems will happen. What matters is how you handle them.
 Ashley knew she was in deep doo-doo when she found out she was pregnant. Most girls would rather wait until they were married to have children. Unfortunately, God sometimes has other plans for us. I hoped that by giving both her and Scarlet some stability in their lives, they could still achieve their dreams and not have them sidetracked by raising kids. Of course, if they decided they just wanted to focus on raising babies, I was more than happy to help with that. More than anything, I wanted to give them options.
 Dinner was, well, interesting. No one got food poisoning. Brook teased me about how little I ate. Sometimes, having a girlfriend with a sense of humor can be a pain. She didn�t complain when we drove back to my place and ate leftovers from what Melanie had made.
 ◊◊◊   
    Wednesday November 23  
 It was the day before Thanksgiving. In the past, I�d gone on a date with Beth as a sort of affirmation that we might someday bind our families. Today, that tradition would end. Mrs. A had told my mom that Beth had found some college boy. I�d predicted that might happen with our dear girl. Her mom told my mom he was some fast-talker who had somehow deceived Beth into falling for him. My mom and Mrs. A took the news badly. I couldn�t be happier for my friend.
 The family had started to arrive. My uncle from Florida and his crew were staying in one of the cabins at Brook�s. When I�d suggested it, my mom latched onto the idea. Dad was happy when he learned that Uncle Jim and Aunt Tanya wouldn�t be under our roof for their stay. Uncle Jim had worn out his welcome more than once.
 Grandma Felton had been invited to the farm. Brook was also housing Uncle John and Aunt Bonnie. In their last cabin, Adrienne and Tyler had come to visit. I�d received a text that Kara Tasman was also home for Thanksgiving.
 It had started to set in. I was about to embark on my last high school football game, and we were about to play for what every high school player dreams of: a state championship. If we won this one, we would establish ourselves as one of the best high school teams our state had ever produced. There were only a handful that could ever compare to what we planned to accomplish.
 Seeing so many people coming to support me made me nervous. Caryn had made arrangements for all our staff to fly in on Friday and attend the game on Saturday. I was sure there would be some other surprises. Everyone was being close-lipped about it, even Tami. She�d told me that paybacks were hell, reminding me about the Dawson cone of silence I�d implemented when we were fighting.
 The upside was we�d only had a half-day of school today and then a quick practice. I�d fought hard with Tim and the defensive backs to help them prepare for Damion. When they were able to stop me three times in a row, Coach Hope called the practice.
 That left me home alone with my girlfriend � unsupervised. Oh, my! What should we do?
 ◊◊◊
 Melanie about had a heart attack when Brook and I burst into my apartment. I�d forgotten that someone might be in the house. Thank goodness she was done cleaning my place.
 �Do you think she suspected anything?� Brook asked.
 I burst out laughing. Our new help might be older, but I suspected she wasn�t dead. It would be interesting to see if my mom became privy to what was about to happen. That was when there was a knock at the door. I suspected that Melanie had forgotten something. I opened it and found Cindy there.
 �Well, hello, Sexy,� she purred.
 Standing beside her was Suzanne. I didn�t know what to say because my brain had locked up. Cindy simply pushed past me and went upstairs. I heard her say the same to Brook.
 �You might want to get up there,� Suzanne said with a crooked smile.
 Freshman year, these two girls had taught me how to please a woman. We�d become friends, Suzanne more so than Cindy. Cindy was sort of a wild child. Whenever I thought of her, I thought of the song that had a line about ruining your reputation.
 �I imagine Brook can take care of herself,� I said as I hugged Suzanne. �How have you been?�
 �Good. We thought we would take a chance and see if you were home,� she said with a smile.
 The way she said it got my motor running. The only problem was, I had a girlfriend. If I hadn�t, I would have raced Suzanne up the stairs.
 �Uhm,� I began.
 �I think you�d better go upstairs before you say anything,� Suzanne suggested.
 Her statement confused me, but I decided to take her advice.
 I found Brook and Cindy deep in a whispered conversation. When we came upstairs, they both stopped, and Brook gave me a small smile.
 �What�s going on?� I asked.
 �Can you give us a minute?� Brook asked Cindy and Suzanne.
 Cindy and Suzanne went into my bedroom and shut the door. I heard them giggling, so I didn�t worry � too much.
 �What�s this all about?� I asked.
 �Well, remember what happened in LA with Cindy and Halle?�
 Mr. Happy sure did. He also remembered that we hadn�t gotten to participate.
 �Yes,� I said and leered at my girlfriend.
 �Well, I figured that since we wouldn�t see these two very often, they might be some girls we could play with.�
 In a lot of ways, that made sense. The idea of having sexy fun with people you might see every day had its drawbacks. These two were off to college.
 �Why Cindy and Suzanne?� I asked.
 �I�ve had fun with Cindy, and she suggested that you have a history with Suzanne. She thought would be more likely to say yes if you trusted the people we did something with.�
 Again, logical.
 �Okay,� I said, and Brook squealed and jumped into my arms. �But we need to talk about this before we go in there.�
 �Somehow, I knew you�d say that. Let me put your mind at ease. Today, we have no rules except one: at the end of the day, we�re exclusive until we agree to something else.�
 �Tell me the truth,� I said, getting serious. �Do you really want to do this? Cindy has a way of talking people into stuff.�
 �I bet she does,� Brook said with a smirk and then got serious. �I�ve thought about this a lot more than you know. After all, I remember how you were before we got together as a couple, and I see how you�ve changed. Before, I always said �no� because I was worried you�d revert to your old ways, and I�d only be left with part of you.�
 �I�ve never asked you to do anything like this,� I said worriedly.
 �No, not you. That doesn�t mean others haven�t asked. They all seem to know that you would refuse unless I agreed, so they didn�t come to you.�
 �I�m so sorry. I�ll put a stop to that,� I assured her.
 �No, you don�t need to. I�m a big girl, and they know I won�t budge. Besides, it isn�t that bad. I would actually prefer they came to me than put you in a tough spot. I know you want to be their white knight.�
 �Fine,� I huffed.
 My acting must really suck today because Brook didn�t buy my sulk. I was put-out.
 �Come on, Big Guy. Let�s go have some fun.�
 Forget the sulk. It looked like we were doing this!
 ◊◊◊
 I don�t know how they�d done it, but my room was lit softly with scented candles. I couldn�t identify the scent, but it was subtle and smelled vaguely floral. In addition to filling the room with their scent, the candles also put off a soft, relaxing glow. I put my arm around Brook as she stood, taking in the ambiance.
 Cindy took the lead and ordered the girls to strip down to just their panties. She made me go sit in the corner with the promise that I would know when to join in.
 Brook looked startled when the older girls were suddenly on both sides of her. Brook shivered as Cindy raked her manicured nails down her chest to her navel.
 �We�re going to play a little game of finding all your pleasure zones,� Cindy said and then directed Brook to lie down on the bed and get comfortable. Then she turned to me. �Remember when we trained you?�
 I nodded.
 �What was the rule with Suzanne?�
 �If Suzanne said stop, I ignored her,� I said with a glint in my eyes.
 Brook�s eyes got big. Before she had a chance to object, I jumped in.
 �Hotness, you wanted this,� I reminded her. �If you want to stop, now�s the time to chicken out.�
 I bit my lower lip to keep from laughing when Brook got a determined look on her face. I nodded to Cindy and Suzanne to begin to torment my girlfriend.
 Cindy controlled the action, and that girl knew how to heat things up. I took a moment to take in my former lovers. Suzanne had small apple-sized breasts with long, thick nipples. Her butt was firm, and all I wanted to do was grab it. Cindy was taller and more athletic than the �Ice Princess.� I contend that she might actually have one of the top five butts I�ve ever seen. What I noticed was that both had matured from exceptional girls into women.
 As they began to explore Brook�s body, I noticed that they were much gentler than I usually was. At first, Brook seemed a little irritated that they weren�t giving her enough stimulation. Then she began to moan. The cumulative effect of their light caresses, feather kisses, and teasing scratches had slowly brought my girlfriend to the boiling point.
 Finally, she�d had enough.
 �The teasing is killing me,� Brook complained.
 It was almost the exact same thing Suzanne had said when she volunteered to by my crash-test dummy for my sexual education. Cindy had shown me how to build my partner�s pleasure, to make them squirm and whimper in anticipation. The sexual beast wanted to leap onto the bed and take Brook right then. Cindy gave me a little head shake to hold me off.
 I think Cindy realized that I was about to say to hell with it and do as I please. It was like Duke sometimes when I put a treat on his nose and made him wait. I completely understood my hound�s frustration when I saw Brook right there in front of me with her need so clearly etched on her face.
 �Suzanne, distract our boy,� Cindy ordered.
 Suzanne climbed off the bed and turned around so she too could watch Cindy pleasure Brook. I gently urged Suzanne to rise up and then settled her back down to impale her on my aching rod. Suzanne�s sex was like a molten vise as she sank down on me, and I don�t think was possible for me to be harder. I took her breasts in my hands and squeezed gently. Her nipples seemed to be a close second to my member on the diamond-hardness scale.
 Cindy was an evil little minx. She kept teasing Brook right to the brink, and then would stop just as she was about to reach her release. Meanwhile, Suzanne had achieved two orgasms while riding my member.
 Finally, Brook had had enough.
 �David!� she barked.
 Suzanne chuckled as she got off of me to allow me to satisfy my girlfriend�s cry of need. With no preliminaries, I went straight to pound town. That seemed to be exactly what we both needed.
 From that point, all I remembered was a kaleidoscope of images. I particularly loved to watch Brook and Cindy sixty-nining while I softly stroked Suzanne, who was looking on enviously. That morphed into Suzanne suckling me while being pleasured by Cindy. Suzanne would occasionally pull her mouth off Mr. Happy to babble out her obsessive need to cum, only to be thwarted by Cindy.
 After Cindy deemed that her friend was sufficiently warmed up, she let me loose on her. I don�t think I would ever forget taking Suzanne every possible way.
 When Suzanne�s orgasmic convulsions finally ceased, she collapsed. She was drained of energy, spent probably for the next couple of days. Brook wasn�t in much better shape. She looked dazed, but couldn�t keep a delighted, idiotic grin off her face. Finally, it was time to spend time with Cindy.
 �Thank you for today,� I said.
 �You know me, I love this. I shared with Brook some of the stuff that the three of us used to get up to, and she decided she wanted to play,� Cindy revealed.
 I chuckled because Brook had told me that she was a big girl and could handle the pressure from my friends. It seemed Cindy had tried a different approach and breached her barriers. Not that I was complaining.
 She grasped my now limp member.
 �Do you think you can go again?� Cindy asked.
 Heck, yes, I could. Teenage boys were remarkable in that regard. It didn�t take long for us to get reacquainted.
 ◊◊◊
 Eventually, everyone woke up, and we got ourselves presentable. Brook, Cindy, and Suzanne had to go home and do family stuff. Brook and her family were coming to Thanksgiving with us, so I would see her tomorrow.
 I was a bit worried about whether Suzanne would be able to get it together before seeing her parents. She and I had gone at it pretty hard.
 Cindy pulled me aside.
 �What happened today was good for you and Brook. She needed to be convinced that the two of you could have fun and be fine afterward. I predict that this isn�t the last sexy group thing the two of you do now.�
 With that reassurance, I stepped back inside and let them go on their way.
 Before Mom and Dad got home, I received a text from Tami requesting I jump onto video chat.
 �I need to add two more to the guest list for tomorrow,� she said before I even had a chance to say hello.
 �Let me guess. You�re replacing Tim with two random guys you met this afternoon.�
 �No. I�ve invited my brothers.�
 �Oh,� I said, a little stunned.
 I felt horrible because I hadn�t followed up when she told me she planned to meet them. It sounded like their meeting had gone well if she was having Thanksgiving with them.
 �So, is it okay?� she asked.
 �Of course it is. What about their mom and your dad? Do they want to come too?� I asked.
 �No. I think this is about all my mom is willing to handle.�
 I could see that.
 �Fair warning,� Tami said. �My brothers are huge Stryker fans. They told me you made the right call on not taking the Star Wars role. They think the movie will suck.�
 �Good to know I have fans. They all seem to be people into cosplay or between ten and twelve years old. I�m starting to think I should have done that movie with Halle so I would at least have women want me,� I said, going off on a random rant.
 �You�re such a dork. I�ll see you tomorrow,� she said and then logged off on me.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked downstairs and in through the back door of the house. Beth and Kara were sitting at my kitchen table. I gave Melanie a hard look.
 �I see you let just anyone in,� I grumbled.
 �If you want me to kick out pretty girls, I can do that,� she shot back.
 I started to like her.
 I greeted them each with a hug and kiss. Then Beth looked at me sadly.
 �I heard Cindy and Suzanne came over this afternoon. Why wasn�t I invited?�
 �I just put clean sheets on your bed,� Melanie mumbled.
 Oops. The �clean� ones she was referring to were pretty much wrecked. I�d have to wash those myself. That was something I would have to remember, now that we had a cleaning lady. There are some things a teenage boy doesn�t want to publicize.
 �Are you saying what I think you�re saying?� Kara asked, and Beth nodded. �And why wasn�t I invited too?�
 Well, our cook hadn�t quit yet. If she survived these two, she would be okay.
 �It was bad enough with three. I would never have survived five,� I teased.
 That caused Melanie to stop cooking and turn her full attention to our conversation.
 �What would you even do with three girls?� she asked.
 Both Beth and Kara burst out laughing. My mom was so going to hear all about this. Speak of the devil.
 �What�s everyone laughing at?� she asked as she walked into the kitchen.
 �Melanie asked me what I would do if I were ever with three women at once. Are you sure you did a background check on her?� I asked.
 �Okay, I don�t want to know,� Mom decided.
 Crisis averted! Telling the truth seemed to work on people my mom�s age when they thought I was giving them a hard time. Melanie gave me a look I was familiar with. She would get back at me at some point. She returned to her work.
 The back door opened.
 �Unca David! Unca David!� Mac and Kyle shouted as they ran in, and I swept them up into my arms.
 �Mama Peggy said you had to come help,� Mac told me.
 Somehow, I had a bad feeling that all the little ones were with Peggy. I stuck my head out the back door, and sure enough, the SUV was full. I called out to the women in the kitchen.
 �We need all hands on deck. Peggy has all of them,� I said and ran out to start freeing little ones from car seats.
 I understood now why there was bench seating for the back two rows. That was the only way possible to cram that many car seats in.
 �Where�s Aaron?� I asked Peggy.
 �We gave him the day off because he�s watching them all tomorrow. You get to watch them tonight,� she informed me.
 That�s the thing with having kids. Sometimes you were simply it, and your plans be damned. Peggy had been such a big help to me that I didn�t even complain. By the end of the night, I wished I had. Somehow, everyone abandoned me.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday November 24 
 We really didn�t have room for the crowd that was coming for Thanksgiving dinner, so Mom had decided to hold it at the restaurant. Dad, Uncle John, and Greg said that football-watching was a requirement. Caryn had a TV installed at the bar to keep them from whining.
 I was awakened by someone pounding on my downstairs apartment door. I looked at the clock, and it was almost ten. Watching all the little rug-rats last night had been a nightmare. After dinner, everyone bailed on me. Even my girlfriend couldn�t be lured back to the house. I grabbed a robe and ran downstairs. Precious pushed out the door and hissed at Paul, who about fell on his ass to get out of her reach.
 �Jesus!� he exclaimed.
 �I know, I know. My mom sent you to fetch me. I need a shower. Can you make some of that Cuban coffee? I think I need it.�
 I climbed back upstairs and noticed it was too quiet. The kittens had all escaped their crate. Where could they all be, I wondered? I frantically looked under the furniture and then entered the bedroom to check under the bed. Just what I didn�t need was to play �find the kitty.� I might have to get Duke to help me with that. Then again, I think he felt it was just an excuse for us to hang out and for him to get excited. When Precious got serious about hiding, Duke was never able to find her.
 Then I heard a meow come from my closet. I opened the door and found the little darlings all looking up at me. I almost got them all back into the crate unscathed. There was a small golden boy who was the second coming of the cat from hell. The little beast bit me. He was lucky I didn�t do what came to mind and bounce him off a wall. That would have been wrong. I might not have felt bad about it, though.
 I took my shower and rushed downstairs. Precious was waiting by the door, so I let her back in. I followed her back up the stairs to stuff her into the crate with her kittens. I sent Brit a text to warn her that her cat was in a mood.
 Paul was drinking a cup of the magic elixir we�d discovered in Cuba. It was the equivalent of espresso, with a sugar foam to make it palatable. It had enough caffeine to wake the dead, so it woke me up just fine. There were cinnamon rolls on the counter, so Paul and I had to finish them off.
 It was now time to go face the horde that had descended on us for the holiday.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked into Our House and witnessed the chaos. The football games hadn�t started yet, so the guys were off in a corner. I suspected from their laughter they might be imbibing.
 �David!� I heard a squeal and turned in time to catch my cousin Elizabeth, or �El� as she preferred to be called, as she launched herself at me.
 She was followed by two boys I hadn�t met before. One appeared to be her age and the other a little older. With one glance, it was clear that they were Tami�s brothers.
 �Who might you two be?� I asked.
 The elder was a serious young man.
 �I�m Jason Spalding the Third, and this is my brother, Braden. Tami�s our sister.�
 �When you were on the ice planet, was it really cold?� Braden asked.
 I felt a slight headache coming on. I put a smile on, and the three of us found a table so I could be grilled about Star Academy. The older boy was also a football fan. I smirked when I saw Tami searching for them. When she saw they�d cornered me, she gave me a sheepish look and came over. She only let them grill me for another half hour before suggesting that they get washed up for lunch.
 Mom had made the call to do the lunch version of Thanksgiving in case others had to be somewhere for the late afternoon meal.
 El decided that she would hang out with me, so the two of us roamed the restaurant to find my girlfriend. Brook was talking to her grandmother.
 �Hello, David,� Brook�s grandma, Grace, said.
 Brook was surprised we knew each other. I reminded her that we�d met at her grandmother�s birthday party at her house. We�d talked for a while, and I�d found her to have a great sense of humor. El got bored and went to find Tami�s brothers. I saw that the buffet was open, and Tami was helping her siblings not to be pigs.
 I took Brook around, and we tried to talk to everyone. We ended up being the last ones to eat. We filled our plates and sat with Ian and Ava, her parents.
 �I figured you�d be watching football,� I said to Ian.
 �Not really a fan,� he admitted.
 �We should do this every year. This is much better than having to get up and cook all morning,� Ava said.
 �I�m sure that�s what my mom thinks.�
 �I�m looking forward to coming out to LA over Christmas,� Ian said.
 Brook winced. Someone had forgotten to tell her boyfriend that parental units were coming with her.
 �You do have enough bedrooms for us?� Ava asked.
 �I believe there are six. If it gets too crowded, I can always bunk with Brook.�
 Ian closed his eyes to try to not think about what I�d said. I was sure they knew that Brook and I planned to be together. Brook jabbed me in the ribs to show her displeasure.
 �I�m sure it won�t come to that,� Ava said, not missing a beat.
 �She�s not too old to have a tracker implanted, is she?� Ian asked.
 The expression on Brook�s face was priceless. For some reason, I got jabbed again for her dad�s remarks.
 �Have you ever been surfing?� I asked to change the topic.
 �No. Your dad told me that you�re teaching him. I might want to try that out,� Ian said.
 �His dad is teaching David to play golf,� Brook innocently offered.
 The look of delight on Ian�s face made me cringe. It was bad enough I had to act like I could play golf for my J-drama. Then I had an idea. I would have to get Caryn to schedule tee times and pay for my dad and Ian to play golf the whole time. That would keep the dads busy. Yes, I assumed my parents would also be there. It would be best that I confirm that at some point.
 I�d intentionally had Caryn rent a bigger house so we�d have space for people to come to visit. I would bet she told my parents, and they planned to take full advantage. To be honest, if it were me, I wouldn�t let my son and his girlfriend have free rein of a house for Christmas break, either. Their presence would also prevent us from throwing any wild parties.
 �We�ll have to play a few rounds when we go to California.�
 �I�m sure David would love to,� my now-dead-to-me girlfriend said.
 �It�ll depend on my schedule. I�m there to work, after all.�
 �Maybe David doesn�t want to play golf,� Ava tried.
 �Oh, look. I need to go to talk to someone,� I said, and left the three of them amused.
 I found Mac pouting. Against my better judgment, I decided to find out what the problem was.
 �What�s wrong, Princess?� I asked.
 �Mom and Dad said no horse. Ms. Zoe has to sell Bolt. Mom and Dad said, �no,�� she repeated.
 I knew better than to try to fix this.
 �Sometimes, things don�t go our way,� I tried.
 �You fix it,� Mac implored.
 I was so screwed. Her Unca David would fix everything, right? Those sad eyes made me want to just buy the damn horse for my niece. What was I to do with all the little rug-rats when they gave me that look? I needed to suck it up. If I couldn�t say no to my three-year-old niece, I was done. I looked around and spotted my mom, the queen of dream-crushers. She would tell Mac �no� for me. I waved her over.
 �What�s up?� she asked.
 �Ms. Zoe has to sell Bolt, and Mom and Dad said, �no,�� Mac said, and then she turned to me. �Unca David fix.�
 My mom looked at me and burst out laughing. Mac was confused and began to cry. Mom bent down and hugged her.
 �Honey, it�s okay. I was laughing at your uncle. Something you need to learn is men are worthless. You need to stick with us girls.�
 I shook my head. Wow. I never realized that girl power was taught at such a young age. I left my mom to fill my niece�s head with nonsense. Okay, I was a coward and ran off to find my brother to find out what was really going on.
 ◊◊◊
 I tracked my brother down.
 �Congratulations,� Greg said as I sat down next to him.
 �Huh?�
 �You were named Player of the Year, again.�
 �Oh. I�d forgotten the All-State Team would be announced today. Who else made it?�
 �At Lincoln, Ty, Wolf, and Tim were all on the first team. Johan was on the third, and Yuri and Roc received honorable mentions. They said you were the first two-time winner. And this was the first time a high school has had three straight winners, with Bill winning before you,� Greg said to fill me in.
 �I honestly didn�t even think about it. I�d assumed that with my injury, I wouldn�t have a shot at it and put it out of my mind.�
 �Wesleyan had a couple of players make the list. Damion Roth was named to the first team, and Mike made the second. His numbers were better than yours,� Greg said to earn a light punch on his arm.
 �Dick.�
 �Hey, I�m just telling you what I read.�
 �Damion�s numbers must be sick for a receiver. He�s at least half of their offense,� I said.
 �Try sixty-four percent. I hope you can figure out how to stop him. He also has the most twenty-plus-yard plays of any receiver this year.�
 �We�ll stop him. We have to, or it�ll be a long day,� I admitted.
 Tami had told me that Damion would have to go to a junior college. Even with Wesleyan�s help, he had too much ground to make up grades-wise. That made me a little sad because if he did qualify, he would be rated a five-star recruit. When you considered that there were currently only thirty-five in our class nationwide, having two from our state would have been a huge deal. Over the last five years, our state had only produced three five-star recruits. Being a five-star put you in the top 0.1% of all recruits.
 Four-star comprised the next four hundred; that was only 1.3%. Wolf and Ty fit that category. Three-star were the next fourteen hundred or 4.7% of all recruits. This was where Tim landed in the pecking order. It was also where Mike was listed on the recruiting sites, despite his inflated numbers because of Damion. No, I wasn�t bitter. I would have to check to see if it were possible to catch him in passing yardage during the State Championship game.
 The subject changed from football to Mac�s horse.
 �The little devil. She thought her Unca David would fix it, did she?� Greg asked with a hint of irritation in his voice.
 �I didn�t say I would do anything,� I assured him. �If it�s money ��
 �No. Zoe�s parents don�t want to have the horses if she�s not around. They have enough on their hands with the farm. Roc will be leaving in a couple of years as well. They decided they should start looking for new homes for the horses. A neighbor knows Bolt and has offered to buy him at a fair price. Zoe clearly didn�t want to sell him, but she knows them, and they would take good care of Bolt. I couldn�t blame her.�
 �And you don�t want to buy him because of the upkeep,� I finished.
 �That, and I would have no idea what to do. It�s not like we could just take Bolt to Grandma�s farm and have her take care of the horse. It wouldn�t be fair to her.�
 I just nodded my agreement. Greg could tell it bothered me that Mac wouldn�t get to ride anymore. I knew that she and Greg had used riding as daddy-daughter time.
 �What you could do is give her riding lessons for a Christmas gift,� Greg suggested.
 �Isn�t she too young?� I asked.
 �Zoe knows someone local who teaches young children to ride on ponies. She�s probably too young, but Zoe said she would talk to them and see if they would make an exception. I guess it�s mainly her riding the pony while they lead it around. She�d love to be able to ride alone.�
 �I�ll talk to Zoe and get the information. If you have any other ideas for Christmas gifts, let me know. Just remember, I want to be the cool unca.�
 �No worries. My kids think Phil�s a goof. He�ll never be the cool uncle,� Greg said.
 I smiled.
 �We should break him in on watching the little ones,� I suggested.
 �Who would watch him?�
 �Good point,� I admitted.
 When Kyle was little, I watched him while his parents were on their honeymoon. There was always an adult around to back me up.
 �Maybe Dad would do it,� Greg suggested.
 We both laughed at that. Dad was from the old school where an eye-for-an-eye would hold sway. There would be payback when Phil destroyed the house or lost one of them. Dad also didn�t appreciate my dark humor when I suggested that it would just be thinning the herd. There were days, though, that any child would test your patience.
 Coby, our escape artist, had somehow ended up on the second floor, where Mom and Dad�s room was. He�d gotten past a baby gate on the third floor and scooted his butt down a flight of stairs. Peggy was in a panic when he�d disappeared. We later saw it all unfold on one of the security cameras. The little monster had wiggled under the gate. Peggy had raised it because if he the top was within reach, he could pull himself over.
 Duke ended up being the hero. When Coby began to wiggle under, he�d jumped the gate and put his body between Coby and the bottom. That prevented him from tumbling down the stairs. The two of them worked as a team to get my son to the bottom. I guess it tuckered them out because they were found at the foot of my parents� bed, taking a nap.
 Mom took it in stride and told Peggy I�d done similar things when I was Coby�s age.
 ◊◊◊
 I finally got a chance to watch this week�s segment of the documentary. Most of it was focused on recruiting. Ty, Wolf, and Tim were interviewed, and they explained the methods employed and how they planned to decide. Jeff talked to our coaches as they shared how they helped facilitate the process. They had our websites, shared game film, allowed access to watch practices and the like, and finally, made sure our grades were released.
 Coach Hope talked about the various approaches that different colleges took in their recruiting. On the one hand, there were schools like Alabama that investigated everything about each prospective recruit. And on the other hand, there were those schools that just wanted to confirm our eligibility, and nothing more.
 It then switched to talk to some college recruiters. Of course, they couldn�t talk about any individual players. It was against NCAA rules to comment about an athlete until they were signed.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 49 � Season Ends  Friday November 25 
 Today, I had my finals to take. This year they�d gotten smart, and Coach Stevens was the only one who had to come in to proctor them. I was supposed to be given an hour for each test, but I convinced him that when I finished one test, I could start the next.
 The only teacher who wanted to be present for their test was my photography teacher, Ms. Saunders. I had to turn in my macro photography project, and her test turned out to be verbal and hands-on. She had me demonstrate different photography and video skills and then use the software.
 �I like your pictures of navels. It�s not something I would ever have thought of,� Ms. Saunders admitted.
 �The football team did help me some,� I confessed.
 I didn�t share what they wanted me to take pictures of.
 �Good job. You get an �A.� Do you plan to take more art classes next semester?� she asked.
 �I�m not sure. I�d hoped to take it easy for my last semester, so I�m hoping so.�
 �Are you saying I�m easy?� Ms. Saunders teased and then blushed when she realized the double meaning.
 �No, I just enjoy your classes. My worry is my mom will get hold of my schedule and make sure I enroll in the classes she thinks I should be taking. She would rather my schedule be all AP-level classes to get me ready for college,� I explained.
 �If you decide not to take any more art classes, don�t be a stranger. You have an eye for photography, and I�d be willing to give you little projects to help you learn more.�
 �I just might do that,� I said, and Ms. Saunders left me to finish up.
 When I was finally done, Coach Stevens graded my tests. I�d gotten a solid �A� on every one of them. That would give me straight �A�s again.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d sent a text to Brook to let her know I was done early and asked if she wanted to go to lunch. She called me a �stupid boy� and reminded me that it was Black Friday. She had shopping to do. Brook might also have mentioned she could use a pack mule to carry stuff. I somehow deleted that message.
 I was more the �have Caryn buy stuff or buy it online� kind of guy. The upside to Caryn doing it was that the presents came wrapped.
 I received a text from my mom telling me to come to her real estate office when I was done. That sounded like a great idea since Granny�s West was right next door. I called in a to-go order and told them to ask my mom if anyone in her office wanted anything for lunch. I would just pick it up with mine.
 When I walked into Granny�s West, I got a big smile. Geri, the former assistant manager at Monical�s, was talking to Jan at the hostess stand. I couldn�t wait until my brother found out. Maybe I should mention that his massage business was in the strip mall. I would make sure to buy her a free massage for Christmas. Come to think of it, that would be a great gift to give all our employees, and give Greg a chance to earn some cash for the holidays.
 �Hello, Mr. Dawson,� Jan said formally.
 I noticed she rolled her eyes at the new girl and kept a straight face.
 �Your order is almost ready,� Jan continued.
 �We�ll help you carry it over,� Geri said.
 I thought they were just being polite until the food started to come out in sacks. Jan handed me the bill, and I figured Mom must have decided to feed every realtor in the county. The three of us carried nine bags of food next door.
 When we walked in, I figured it out. Cindy and her Ohio State contingent were here. I was told they wanted to get confirmation on their design direction. They had made a model of the proposed changes, and pictures were taped to the wall in the conference room.
 Dean Lloyd and Cindy each grabbed a plate of food and joined me to look at what was planned.
 �We�ve been showing your mom what everyone came up with. Once we get her okay, we can finish our projects for the semester,� Cindy said.
 This was one of those moments when I had to bite my tongue. I�d told my mom to take care of the details. It would have been nice to at least be given a chance to see the final plans before everything was decided. I took a deep breath and realized that was precisely what they were doing. Dean Lloyd began to walk me through the proposed changes.
 The interior of the house was going to be completely updated. Downstairs, there were five bedrooms, and each one would have a bathroom with a shower. They would close off the garage and turn it into a man cave-slash-playroom. The second floor would have the master suite with huge walk-in closets and a bathroom that would rival a five-star resort.
 Kitchen upgrades included a set of commercial appliances. Cooking for a family my size needed something bigger than a standard kitchen offered. I know that at our house, there were times when a second oven would have been handy. The rest of the upstairs was an open concept that combined the dining and living spaces. There were floor-to-ceiling windows on the two sides that had the best views of the ocean. The windows were movable walls that would open the home to the outdoors and to the balcony that wrapped around.
 There were three different designs of the overall look and feel. One was modern and mainly white. The second was a Spanish style with large red tile on the floor and hand-painted tiles as accents. The final version was labeled �Italian.� It featured more earth tones and used stone for things like outside wall accents and the island front in the kitchen.
 �Which one did my mom like?�
 �She�s leaning towards the Italian design,� Cindy shared.
 It was my choice too.
 From the balcony, there was a staircase to the roof. It was designed for more outdoor living with a kitchen, bar area, fireplace, and hot tub. I could see whiling away an afternoon, spending time with friends and family, and enjoying the ocean views.
 The current pool house was going to have a second story added, which would add three bedrooms. There was already one bedroom on the ground floor, along with a sizeable family-room-like area with a small kitchen. There were also two dressing rooms for the pool and an outside shower.
 In the back of the property, there would be a new two-story building that would double as a garage and security office and have four additional apartments. The garage was double depth and had garage doors on both the front and back.
 �That looks huge,� I said as I pointed at the garage.
 �Its ground floor is four thousand square feet. That makes the apartments a thousand square feet each,� Dean Lloyd explained.
 When we�d kicked ideas around, I guess it hadn�t seemed real. Now, I started to worry that this might all be too much. Only the fact that my mom and dad had been involved with this from the beginning stopped me from panicking.
 I�d also expanded my family since the initial discussions. I could envision the kids downstairs and Peggy, Pam, Ashley, and Scarlet in the pool house. The new garage would allow us to have a driver, housekeeper-slash-cook, nanny, and security living on the premises.
 �The only thing missing is a tennis court,� I joked.
 I saw Cindy write that down.
 I left the conference room to grab my lunch. My mom took me back to her office.
 �What do you think?� she asked.
 I could see she was happy.
 �I think you�ve done a great job. Are you sure I can afford it?� I asked.
 �You sound like your father.�
 �It�s a valid question. I mean, wow! It doesn�t seem like they had a budget in mind when they suggested all the changes.�
 �Jack Mass talked to several realtors who handle that area and shared what we planned to do. They told him that an estate like Cindy and the team propose would be easy to sell. Some of the numbers that were suggested would make you a handsome profit if you decided to flip it instead of move in.
 �I told them I wanted this to be designed to be your forever home, so not to hold back,� she said.
 �I�m good, then. Are you okay with continuing with all the details?� I asked.
 Her face broke out into a huge smile.
 �I�ve had a lot of fun doing this. Cindy hasn�t been shy about asking for help with ideas from Jack Mass and Abigail Wesleyan. Now, that woman has exquisite taste. I think Jack has decided that she�ll help design and decorate his model homes.�
 ◊◊◊
 Tonight was our awards banquet. Brook would meet me there since her parents and grandmother were coming to see her get her cheerleading letter. Everyone planned to wear their letterman�s jackets and football jerseys. It was a stark difference from what had happened my freshman year when hardly anyone even owned a jacket.
 We�d changed the culture over the last four years to where players were proud to represent our high school. It was a long-held tradition to wear your school�s letter as a high school athlete. It singled you out as someone worthy of receiving the award for contributing to your team. Tonight, Ed, Wolf, and I would each receive our fourth letter for football as we�d all played varsity ball even in our freshman year.
 The banquet was being held at my dad�s country club. The Booster Club was putting it on again this year, so it was free for the athletes and their families. I�d made enough donations that Mrs. Sullivan said I could bring a few extras. Besides my parents, my brother and his wife were coming. Also attending were my aunts, uncles, cousins, grandmothers, and baby mamas and their parents. I�d also invited Peggy and her parents to come. Okay, maybe more than a few extras.
 Jeff was given free rein to cover the event with his camera crew. I was happy that they would be out of our hair after the game tomorrow. The documentary had shined a light on Lincoln athletics. I�d heard through the grapevine that several athletes� families might move to our district so they could play ball here. There weren�t many places that had the coaching and facilities Lincoln had. If someone�s son had aspirations toward playing college ball, we had the best opportunity for them to achieve that. Our goal had been to leave a lasting legacy. With the upcoming seniors and the influx of talent, I was sure Coach Hope would have another successful year next year.
 It turned out to be a fun night. They kept the presentations to a minimum, and I spent the evening going around and talking to everyone. I had a good time talking to my guys� parents and clueing them in that their boys really were okay. I think parents think the worst of us sometimes. Then the music started, I found my girlfriend, and we danced.
 I did dance with other women � like my mom, grandmas, and Brook�s mom. Finally, Brook asserted herself and told her grandmother that she would have to wait for their New Year�s party to dance with me. Knowing how to actually do old-school dances, instead of just shaking my booty, made me popular with the geriatric crowd.
 Then, at the end of the night�ten o�clock, because we had a game tomorrow�I was asked to come up on stage. Coach Hope and Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan joined me.
 �We didn�t want to leave tonight without recognizing David and what he�s meant to Lincoln High football the last four years. David, we have something for you,� Mrs. Sullivan said.
 There was an easel with what looked like an oversized picture frame under an orange sheet. She pulled it away and uncovered a shadow-box frame that had a picture of me taken at our away game in St. Louis. I was on the sideline, looking out onto the field with my helmet clutched in my hand. It looked like I was about to enter the game. Around the picture was a list of all my awards and the records I�d set at Lincoln, for the school, conference, state, and nationally.
 �This will be hung in the Field House next to the trophy case,� Mr. Sullivan told everyone.
 �We�ve also decided to retire David�s number 11. We�ll place his State Championship jersey in a similar frame to be displayed,� Coach Hope said.
 I looked at them and was at a loss for words � for all of five seconds. Then I grabbed the microphone and turned to the audience.
 �Some of you have heard me say that individual awards and recognition were silly in a sport like football. For me to be successful, I need my teammates to be there for me. I must say that each and every one of you has worked your butt off to make it possible for these things to have happened.
 �I will say, though, that if by retiring my number, it can motivate future Bulldogs, I�ll know it was all worth it. If it encourages a future Bulldog to work a little harder or dig a little deeper when things go against them, it was all worthwhile. The mornings I didn�t want to get out of bed to go run. Times I traveled to football camps to improve my skills. Hours I spent with you all at practice and in the weight room. Let�s not forget Cassidy and her personal goal to see me keel over from a killer workout. If my doing all that inspires you all to strive to be better � it was all worth it.
 �I want to thank my parents and family for all their support, as well as our coaches, our fans, and especially the Booster Club. Without your guidance and support, none of what we�ve achieved to date would have been possible,� I said and then paused.
 �Take the mic away from him,� Wolf called out.
 That got a laugh.
 �Tomorrow�s a big day for us. It will be the last football game some of us will ever play. For the seniors, it will be the last time we have the privilege of putting on our Lincoln football gear and taking the field of battle. For all of you, I want to say up front that I thank you for everything you�ve done. We have one last chance to make our mark. I plan on going out a champion,� I said and then handed the mic back to Mrs. Sullivan.
 ◊◊◊   
    Saturday November 26 
 It was hard to believe that a week ago, we had four inches of snow on the ground. The high today would be in the mid-50s.
 I opened the downstairs door, and Precious darted out with a kitten in her mouth. It was the evil golden one. He was the dominant kitten and kept his brothers and sisters in line. He must have been getting the majority of the food because he was bigger than the rest. For some reason, Precious favored him.
 I let Duke out, and he ran straight to the kitten. I had visions of Precious ending his life, but she just went about her business. The kitten wasn�t happy when he received a puppy-scan. When the golden boy took a swipe at Duke, Duke got down and wanted to play. That was when Precious sprang her surprise attack. Duke shook her off and then chased mama around the backyard.
 I sat down next to the kitten as Precious and Duke played. I was surprised when he came to me and crawled onto my lap. We must be making progress if his first instinct wasn�t to make me bleed.
 Brit had assured me that Precious and her kittens would be moved out by the time I came home from LA. I gathered up the kitten and Precious, took them upstairs, and put them into the crate. In a little while, Brit would be over to take care of them. Duke and I went back downstairs and into the house.
 Mom had given our new cook the day off. We were meeting everyone at Granny�s West for breakfast. Then I would go to the high school where we would take a bus to State for our game. Dad was drinking coffee as he read the paper.
 �Mike smarted off,� he said, nodding to the paper.
 �Is he stupid or something?�
 �He said that going to Wesleyan was the best thing he ever did. I guess they have much better facilities, better coaching, and the topper is you aren�t there.�
 �I�m sure Mike was tired of riding the bench.�
 �He said that Wesleyan was more of a team instead of you leading and everyone else having to follow. I read it to mean that Wesleyan doesn�t have any leadership,� Dad said to make my day.
 �I�ll be sure to tell Jeff you said that.�
 Dad didn�t care.
 �I�ll be going with you to LA. Your mom will join us a few days later and stay until right before Christmas. We�ll fly back to have Christmas here.�
 �Are you going to be my golf coach?� I asked.
 �Yeah. I also get to teach the other actors to hit balls. Saul arranged for me to get paid.�
 �Look at you. You have your own agent,� I teased.
 �I might need my own entourage. Maybe Ian would be willing to tag along if I promised him we would play golf.�
 �Talk to Caryn. Have her set up tee times for you and Ian. I�m sure you both have a list of courses you want to play,� I suggested.
 �You buying?� Dad asked.
 �Hell, no. I got you a job. You don�t need handouts.�
 Dad seemed to get serious suddenly. I hadn�t meant to hurt his feelings.
 �I told you how much your mom and I appreciated everything you did when she had her cancer. We were close to being homeless or having to ask for loans from your uncle or grandmother. Your mom prayed that a solution would show itself. I�m not really all that religious, but our prayers were answered when you started to make money modeling.
 �I told your mom that I was impressed when you and Greg wanted to step up and help out. We thought you might get a job at a grocery store as a stock boy or something similar. I�m glad I never shared our expectations with you, or it might have derailed your success. Your uncle had a long talk with us about that, using the �crabs in a bucket� story. He reminded us that you don�t have to put a lid on a crab bucket because if one tries to climb out, the others will pull them back down. He warned us not to try to hold you back,� Dad said.
 �Did you not want me to model?� I asked.
 Dad shook his head.
 �Your mom and I thought you might be wasting your time. It�s a parent�s job to protect their children. We had to agree to allow you to do it since you were a minor and couldn�t sign contracts. John basically said that you�d surprise us if we gave you a chance. He pointed out that we never thought you�d be much of a football player and that you�d proven us wrong with that,� Dad revealed.
 �So, you didn�t believe I could do it?� I asked.
 �David, you have to understand that we�d seen you all your life. While you were a smart, funny kid with the gift for gab, focus and ambition weren�t two qualities I would have associated with you. We weren�t there when your uncle worked with you that summer. We didn�t fully understand the changes you�d made.
 �Yes, John told us that he�d given you life goals and the tools to succeed. We even had eyes enough to tell that you�d transformed your body. What we saw, though, was the kid that had gone away for the summer. We saw what we expected,� Dad explained.
 �What changed your mind?� I asked.
 �I think it started when Bo Harrington began to coach you. Everyone was saying how much potential you had, but sadly, we only heard that you had potential. The part about how hard you were working didn�t register. Then you got the modeling jobs, and finally, you got straight �A�s your first semester. That was when we had to look harder at you and quit thinking of you as the boy we�d always known.
 �I want you to know that your mom and I couldn�t be happier with how you�ve turned out. We can see the man you�ll be someday, and we feel lucky that we helped shape you. Every parent dreams of raising a child who will do better than they did. I think that both you and Greg will do just that,� Dad said.
 He almost brought me to tears. It�s a powerful thing when your parents believe in and support you. I was lucky to have them.
 �What about Phil?� I asked to lighten the mood.
 �There�s no hope for him.�
 �He�s growing up,� I assured Dad.
 He rolled his eyes.
 �If you say so.�
 Mom came downstairs with Coby. He reached for me, so she handed him off. Peggy had Little David.
 �You ready?� she asked us.
 We got up and walked out to the car where we found Fritz waiting for us. It was good to see him. The plan was that he would review our security procedures here and fly to LA with me. He�d been setting up security for when I got there.
 ◊◊◊
 Granny�s West was nuts. Everyone was there eating breakfast, from Adrienne and Little Tony from New York, to Rita, Frank, Saul, and all our LA employees. Halle couldn�t make it because of the compressed shoot schedule she was under. Rita said the dailies were looking very good and was sure that they would have what they needed to finish her movie.
 There were two families there I hadn�t expected to come and wish me luck. The first was John Phillips� parents and his sister, Alice. And then there was the whole Wesleyan clan. Teddy admitted he would sit on the other side of the field, but wanted to wish me well.
 Dad had to make me sit down and eat so he could take me to the school to catch the bus. He wished me luck. I was the last one to get on. Wolf had saved me a seat, and they pulled out as I found it.
 �Trent was starting to get worried,� Wolf said, referring to my backup.
 �Like I would miss this.�
 Wolf had all-new comedy material to try out on us, most of it gleaned from his extended family coming to his house for Thanksgiving. I think it was geared towards ten-year-olds. His best two were: �Why do golfers bring two pairs of pants? In case they get a hole in one� (add snare drum). �Everyone knows that Wesleyan is supposed to be a place of higher learning. During the last game, one of their players was hit hard and went down and wasn�t moving. The coach rushed over and grabbed his hand. He said, �Son, if you can hear me, squeeze once. If you can�t, squeeze twice.��
 They may not have been funny, but just groaning at them got our minds off the game on the ride there.
 ◊◊◊
 Doc Grog checked me out and declared me fit. I agreed; this was the best I�d felt since the accident. Becky taped me up and sent me to get dressed.
 Once I was ready, Coach Hope came and found me. He took me aside, and we found Coach Mason. The grumpy old man didn�t appreciate the hug I pulled him into.
 �Give me your quick take on how to beat Wesleyan,� Coach Mason said.
 �Score more points than they do,� I said with a straight face.
 My eyes got big when he cuffed me in the back of the head.
 �I�m no longer a coach, so I�m allowed,� Coach Mason told Coach Hope.
 �In that case, do one for me,� Coach Hope said.
 I danced back to avoid the second attempt. I was glad the two of them thought it was funny. Well, I guess it was.
 �Their defensive backs have had to practice against Damion all year, and it�s become one of their defensive strengths. I think Roc might be a little faster than he is, so I thought I would try sending him long,� I said, and Coach Mason nodded agreement with my assessment.
 �Where they�re weak defensively is at linebacker. We can gain yardage by using Wolf at tight end. I also changed Ty�s hot route so that instead of flaring out, he slips between the linemen and takes up station in the short middle. He�s another one who I think will catch them by surprise with his speed. Add his skill in the open field, and we can do some damage.�
 �What�s your plan to start the game?� he asked.
 �Run the ball with the option to pass. If Wolf or Don can act like they�re blocking, they might be able to slip their linebacker when they come up for run support.�
 �Keep an eye out for their safety,� Coach Mason advised. �Are you going to run any of the laterals?�
 �I hadn�t planned on it,� I admitted.
 �Good. You don�t need it,� he said and then turned to Coach Hope. �He has this. I would just turn him loose out there and enjoy the game.�
 �I might keep an eye on him.�
 He was the coach, after all. I wasn�t about to argue with him when he�d let me do the game plan for this one.
 Coach Mason waved at a man I hadn�t noticed. He pushed a wheelchair over and took Coach Mason from the area we were using as a locker room.
 �Is he okay?� I asked.
 �Yeah. He�s just weak, and they don�t want him walking up and down stairs or anything. I arranged for him to be in the press box to watch the game. Coach Mason wants to be involved but not involved, if that makes sense.�
 It did, actually. I hoped I�d do him proud today.
 ◊◊◊
 We walked out to warm up as the crowd from the previous game began to filter out, and the fans for this game took their place. All the State Championship games were televised across the state, but it looked like all the local fans had decided to come out to watch us in person.
 The High School Athletic Association classified schools by size. We were in the next-to-largest size classification and were on the cusp of moving down a level. Wesleyan would have been considered a class lower, except they were a private school. To make things fair, they applied a multiplier to private schools. This was done because they didn�t have attendance boundaries and could attract students from anywhere.
 Wesleyan had taken full advantage and had obtained several transfers. The two kids that had been recruited by Washington and later told they couldn�t play had gone there, along with Mike and Damion. Teddy Wesleyan had wanted to build the football program and hired Coach Ryan. When I considered moving from Lincoln, Teddy assured me they would upgrade the talent. It seemed he was determined because they were playing for their first State Championship. In fact, it was the first time they�d made the playoffs.
 Looking over at their sidelines, I spotted my ex-best friend, Alan Douglas. He saw me and flipped me off. He shouldn�t have done that. Alan knew how I got when I got mad. At the moment, I wanted to do nasty things to him. I would just have to do them on the football field. I stopped and took a couple of deep breaths.
 The other person I owed payback to was Mike Herndon. Were it not for me, he would have been the boy who was top dog in our class at Lincoln High. Mike had been just that all through grade and middle school. Freshman year, I�d blossomed, and as far as he was concerned, I�d taken his spot. Mike had hidden his feelings until last year when he�d gone after the girl I was dating and took advantage of her at a party. Personally, I considered what he�d done to her to be rape, pure and simple. The girl hadn�t wanted to pursue it, though, so there were no negative repercussions for Mike, other than unmasking himself to me and making me an enemy.
 Then he went after Jim�s girlfriend. That had ended with Mike being kicked off the team and me getting a concussion when one of our coaches had stopped me from beating the stuffing out of Mike. One of the things I loved about football was you were able to get a little rough, as long as you did it within the rules. I planned to give Mike a touch of something extra to express my displeasure with him. Jim had sent me a text and asked that I also give Mike a hit from him. What are friends for?
 ◊◊◊
 Before we left the locker room, Coach Hope had a few words for us.
 �What does �team� mean? It�s not the guy who has the most sacks. Nor is it the guy with the most rushing yardage or receiving yardage. It�s not about stats. Winners are the TEAMS that are the smartest, toughest, best conditioned, that execute each and every play.
 �If you look back to the games we played, whatever adversity we faced, we won because we as a TEAM faced it together. We, as a TEAM, executed the plays that put us on top. I want you to just stay in the moment and do your job. If you don�t get distracted by everything that�s going on around you, we will win.
 �Before we go out there, I want to tell you that, regardless of the outcome, I have never had a finer group of young men play for me. Each of you is a credit to Lincoln football and our community. Your legacy won�t be determined by the results of this one game. You�ve proven that you are winners,� Coach Hope concluded.
 �Who are we?� I barked.
 �Bulldogs!�
 �Where are we?�
 �Our House!�
 �That�s right. This is our house. When we go out there, it�ll be just like a home game. Now, let�s go out there and win this one,� Coach Hope said and sent us out of the locker room.
 When we exited the tunnel to go onto the field, our band started to play the school song, and our fans rang their cowbells. I paused for a minute to take it all in. Some things you just need to savor. The seniors would never again have our hometown stand and cheer like that for our team. We ran to our side of the field, and the guys bunched together and jumped up and down. I didn�t have to worry whether they were ready.
 It was time for the coin toss.
 Coach Hope sent Wolf, Ty, Tim, and me to handle the duties. I led them out and met Mike, Damion, and three other Wesleyan players in the center of the field.
 �Hey, Damion. How�s it going, man?� I asked and clasped his hand and pulled him in for a bro hug.
 �You ready to lose today?� he asked.
 �We�ll be fine.�
 I shook everyone else�s hand, except Mike�s. I would have, except he opened his mouth.
 �Harper is something special in the sack. I can�t believe you let her go.�
 What a dumbass. The State TV crew was in the middle of the field to capture the coin toss, and his comment had just been broadcast to everyone watching. If it hadn�t been drilled into me what to do when something like that happens, I would have leveled him right there. I did have to hold Tim and Wolf back from getting a piece of him. That was when the referee sent everyone but Damion and me back to the sidelines.
 Damion lost the toss, and we deferred to the second half, giving the ball to Wesleyan to start the game. Both sidelines were warned that there better not be any funny stuff, or people would be kicked out of the game.
 We tried the onside kick, but Wesleyan recovered it on their 43 yard line. On the first play, Mike dropped back to pass. Tim had shifted out of the middle and run over to line up in front of Damion. Mike looked the field over, and a confused expression came over his face. I would agree that sending a linebacker to cover Damion made no sense. The ball was snapped, and it was a pass play, so I dropped back to cover the center of the field. Wesleyan�s pocket began to collapse as our defensive line did their job. Mike had looked Damion�s way the whole time but ended up having to dump the ball off to his running back. Yuri sprinted up and put him down for a slight gain.
 On second down, Mike decided to force the ball to Damion. I saw the ball leave his hands and cut towards where Damion was. He�d run a slant route inside. We were both going full speed when we came together. The crash of our pads cut through the crowd noise, and Damion dropped the ball. I thought it was a fumble, but the back judge ruled it incomplete.
 On third down, Mike threw a pass over the middle that I knocked down. Mike had also had Bryan Callahan put him on his butt. I shook my head when Mike complained that it was a late hit and wanted a penalty. The referee told him to shut it and get out of his face. I guess Mike said something that didn�t sit well with the official, because he gave Mike a fifteen-yard unsportsmanlike-conduct penalty. It was after the play, so they moved the ball back, and Wesleyan had to punt.
 Ty got us a nice return, and we started on our 38. Wesleyan spouted a bunch of crap to try to get under our skin, but I tuned them out. I saw they were in their base defense as Johan hiked the ball. We ran the option, and my read was the defensive end. He crashed down, so I tossed the ball to Ty. I wasn�t happy when the guy dove for my legs after I released the ball. I had a feeling that they would try to hurt me, so I was ready and shoved him into the turf as I hopped over him.
 For the next three plays, we repeated what we did on the first one. Each time, Ty picked up good yardage, and each time, I had to fend off one of their players going for my legs. I was surprised when the referee stopped the game to talk to Wesleyan�s side of the field. Coach Ryan called his defense over and chewed them out. Then he walked across to our bench and spoke with Coach Hope, who then waved us over.
 �The referee is worried things are going to get out of hand. He warned Wesleyan that if they continue to go after David�s legs after he releases the ball, the officials won�t hesitate to toss someone. All I�m going to say is protect yourselves out there. Watch each other�s back.�
 On the next play, I threw the ball over the middle to Don, who gathered it in and picked up good yardage. It was good that I listened to Coach because one of their linebackers suddenly broke through the pocket and ran straight for me. This was after the pass had been completed. He didn�t even try to slow down, so I used a move Cassidy had taught me and pushed him around me. The referee had run up to protect me, and the linebacker rolled the ref�s legs. I could tell by the sound that his knee was trashed.
 The game had to be stopped as both our and Wesleyan�s trainers rushed out onto the field. Soon, paramedics had joined them. State had a modified golf cart that was made for moving injured players. As they worked on him, I gathered my teammates together on the sideline.
 �Look, I know you want payback for the cheap shots. It�s normally the guy who retaliates that gets into trouble. I want you to play like you�ve been taught and not lower yourselves to their level.�
 When we finally got back onto the field, they had replaced the referee. With three games being played today, they had plenty of officials. Coach Ryan did the right thing and sent their linebacker to the locker room.
 On the snap for the next play, I dropped back, intending to throw long down the sideline to Roc. He got tangled up, so I looked to my second and third reads, with no success. The clock in my head told me I had to get rid of the ball. So, I dumped it to Ty, who had snuck past the line and was five yards deep. I was hit as I released the ball and popped back up in time to see Ty do what Ty does. He made this shake-and-bake move that had their backup linebacker tripping over his own feet. It really wasn�t fair to put the kid up against someone with Ty�s talent in the open field. Ty squirted through, and no one was going to catch him. We scored on the two-point conversion to go up 8�0.
 On the next series, Damion got loose, and Mike hit him for a fifty-yard touchdown. They kicked their PAT and trailed 8�7.
 Both teams scored on the next three possessions. Damion was literally keeping them in this game. Their defense couldn�t stop us, and what we were doing with Tim wasn�t working. Damion was just too good. When the first half ended, we were up 32�28.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got to the locker room, I told the offense to get a drink and relax. Meanwhile, I found Coaches Hope, Rector, and Moose discussing what to do about Damion.
 �Put me on him,� I said. �Let me play him one-on-one and move Yuri into the middle with Tim. Mike is the weak link, and if we pressure him, he�ll make a mistake. Blitz him and force the ball out of his hands. With my size and speed, I can keep Damion occupied. Just don�t make me cover him all day.�
 �What do you think?� Coach Reactor asked.
 �If anyone can cover him, it�s David. He has enough size to negate Damion�s advantage over Tim and the cornerbacks,� Moose said.
 �Do it,� Coach Hope said, and Coach Rector nodded.
 They knew how competitive I was. This was about to get interesting.
 ◊◊◊
 On the opening kickoff, I had to hand it to Wesleyan. They onside-kicked to give us a taste of our own medicine. We were ready for it, though, as we practiced it regularly, and our upmen did their job and recovered it. Unfortunately, five plays into the drive, I had a ball tipped, and they intercepted it.
 I saw the swagger Mike had as he came out to take over their offense. I really hated him.
 �Please make his life miserable,� I said to Tim.
 �If you handle Damion, I�ll take care of Mike. We got this,� he assured me.
 I knew they would. I think Yuri was the most eager to take Mike down. Our big bad Russian hated him almost as much as I did. Yuri did have a bit of a temper and was protective of me. Heck, he�d gone after Pam when her father had put the restraining order on me, and I couldn�t go to school. Pam hadn�t taken much grief from him, though. Instead, she�d chased him down the hall with her Taser. What I did know was that between him and Tim, they would at least chase Mike around.
 When they lined up for their first play, Damion looked up and saw me.
 �Oh, crap! This is going to get interesting,� he said.
 �You better believe it. Let�s have some fun,� I challenged.
 He shook his head and raised his arm to tell Mike he thought he could take me. It was game on.
 On the snap, I surprised Damion when I didn�t try to jam him. He about fell on his face, expecting the contact. When he stumbled, I gave him a nudge, and he did fall on his face. By now, Mike was running for his life.
 �I�m open!� I screamed.
 Mike whipped around and almost threw me the ball. Wouldn�t that have been sweet? It gave both Yuri and Tim enough time to put him down.
 �That was dirty,� Damion said and chuckled.
 �Which part? The one where I got you to fall down, or the one where I got Mike sacked?�
 He just shook his head as he trotted back to the huddle. I was all smiles when Mike lost it and yelled at everyone for the sack. I hated quarterbacks who couldn�t just suck it up and move on to the next play. Getting sacked was part of the game.
 The next play, Damion got the better of me and caught a ten-yard pass. It was now third and five. He and I battled on the next down, and Mike had to throw the ball away, or he would have been sacked again.
 I then did something I hadn�t done in a long time when we got the ball back: I threw a second interception. This time it was a pick-six, and with the extra point, Wesleyan took the lead at 35�32.
 Our plan to hold Damion had worked. I made some plays that I didn�t know I could make. I actually outjumped him when they drove down to the end zone. He wasn�t very gentle when he pushed me out of bounds.
 �You suck, Dawson,� he said as he stormed off the field.
 He�d never had someone play him who was almost his height, who could run with him, and who was stronger than he was. I hoped all the coaches watched the game film and would consider allowing me to go both ways in college.
 We took the ball and drove down the field. When they stopped us in the red zone, Coach Hope decided to kick the field goal to tie the game at 35.
 On the next series for Wesleyan, my prayers were finally answered. I could tell that something was up by how Damion lined up. He�d squared up, and I could tell he planned to block me. That wasn�t that bad of an idea because Damion was a big kid. On the snap, Mike rolled out towards us and their sideline. Damion started to block me, and I grasped his shoulder pads so I could control him. I wanted Mike to keep coming. When he tried to run outside of Damion, I tossed Damion aside like a rag doll.
 Mike took one look at me and decided his best option was to get out of bounds. It was a footrace, and he almost made it. I hit him a yard in bounds to avoid a penalty and walloped Mike with everything I had. My hit lifted him off the ground and launched him like a missile into their sideline. I resisted dancing when I saw Mike had knocked the heck out of my old buddy Alan. The dazed look on Alan�s face made my year.
 The game became a battle at that point. Both defenses played like men possessed. Wesleyan had the ball late in the fourth quarter, and as the clock ran down, you could tell they were playing to go into overtime. With fifty seconds left, we finally got them stopped and used our last time-out to stop the clock. Their punter made a rugby-style kick that didn�t get more than ten feet off the ground. It hit the ground in front of Ty and bounced over his head. He tracked it down, but they cornered him deep in our end. We had the ball on our 12 yard line with only thirty-five seconds to go.
 Coach Hope pulled the other coaches and me together.
 �We should just kneel down and run the clock out,� Coach Rector suggested. �We�ve played defense well enough to win this in overtime.�
 �I agree,� Moose said.
 Coach Hope shook his head.
 �You know what? I don�t want to risk it. Put the ball in David�s hands, and let�s see if we can win this right now.�
 �There�s no way he can go almost ninety yards with no time-outs with the time left,� Coach Rector pointed out.
 �Maybe not, but I say we give him a chance,� Coach Hope said and then turned to me. �You know what to do. The game is in your hands.�
 I smiled and trotted out to the huddle. Everyone was on their feet. The last game of the day�s fans had started to arrive, and the lower part of the stadium was almost full. This was probably the most people we�d ever played in front of. I smiled as they roared when I pumped my fist in the air. I looked over at Wesleyan�s sideline, and both Mike and Alan looked sick. Damion pointed at me and smiled. I was in my element.
 �Okay, this is it. If you don�t get out of bounds, get to the line of scrimmage so I can spike the ball. Isn�t this great?!�
 My teammates looked at me and smiled. They knew I loved this, and they wanted to go out winners.
 �Down! Set! Hut, HUT!� I barked.
 Wesleyan was smart and had only two guys rushing and nine back to protect against the pass. I didn�t hesitate when I saw that. I took the snap and ran right up the middle. They had dropped back, so there wasn�t really anyone for me to contend with for the first ten yards. I wasn�t going to be taken down easily. I picked up nearly thirty yards before I was tackled, and we now had the ball on the 40 yard line. My team sprinted to the ball, and I was able to spike it. We had twenty-eight seconds left.
 �Huddle up,� I called.
 �Okay. Here�s what I want to do ��
 On the next play, I did basically the same thing and picked up twenty-three yards. We were on their 37. We quickly ran to the ball to spike it. I took the snap, my arm dropped, and everyone stood up like I�d spiked it. I saw the Wesleyan defense relax. Roc had snuck up the sideline at a jog and acted like he was turning back to huddle up. Then he cut upfield, and his long legs began to eat up real estate.
 I�d kept the ball on my hip to hide it. The Wesleyan defense suddenly realized that I had the ball. The crowd figured it out about the same time and roared. I threw one of the prettiest passes I�d ever thrown. The ball was in a tight spiral, and you could see the laces as they spun around. Roc about gave me a heart attack when he stumbled, but he righted himself and gathered it in as he crossed the goal line.
 When we scored, there were eight seconds left. We received a fifteen-yard penalty for excessive celebration. I doubted Coach Hope cared. On the two-point conversion, I took a knee so we wouldn�t rub it in. We onside-kicked one last time, and the clock ran out. At that point, our fans rushed the field.
 Damion sought me out during the chaos.
 �We have to play together. I need to take care of some things to get my grades for college, but I want to play with you.�
 �I�d love that,� I said and then wished him the best.
 Mike and Alan wanted to act like asses.
 �Slow your roll, knuckleheads. I know the Michigan coaching staff, and they won�t put up with the bullshit the two of you put out. If you want to keep that scholarship, don�t piss me off or I�ll make a phone call,� I said as a camera crew rushed up.
 They both saw it and scurried off like cockroaches when the lights come on. That was the only problem if I decided to go to Michigan: I would have to put up with those two.
 �How do you feel?� Jeff asked.
 �Seriously? That�s what you want to know? Fantastic. I might even have to go to Disney World,� I teased him with the response most NFL quarterbacks gave.
 Everyone knew they were getting paid to say it. I made a mental note to call Ms. Dixon and make sure the NCAA wouldn�t have a problem with that.
 ◊◊◊
 It was announced that we were going back to Lincoln High, and there would be a chance for fans to show their appreciation at the Lincoln Field House. We didn�t hang around after they handed us the trophy. We quickly changed and got on the bus to go home.
 When we arrived at the field house, it was packed with our fans, and the music was blaring. I about fell down when I saw Mac go up on stage, in front of the trophies, and start twerking to the music. She had on a cheerleader uniform, and it was the cutest thing. I was just glad Mac wasn�t my daughter. I caught it all on video so I could show it to her when she was sixteen.
 A red-faced father�Greg�rushed up and picked her up. He gave me an evil look. I would share it with him later, and we would laugh about it. He would remind me that I was the one who taught her that dance move.
 I was sort of zoned out when Brook found me. She pulled my head down so she could give me a sizzling kiss.
 �You did good.�
 �Thanks. It�s probably good that I�m off to LA tomorrow. I won�t know what to do with myself without any more football,� I said.
 �I�ll be out as soon as school�s out,� she said and gave me a shy look.
 �That�s right,� I said in mock horror. �I�ll be without adult supervision and my girlfriend for a couple of weeks. Do you think Halle will take advantage of that?�
 �She better not.�
 �You have nothing to worry about,� I said and kissed her again. �I love you, Brook Davis.�
 �I love you, too.�
 ◊◊◊
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 Interlude  Grandma Dawson 
 I miss Davey, my late husband. He departed this world too early, leaving many of our plans incomplete. We had the good fortune to raise two lovely boys, Rob and John, but we were disappointed when Rob married Carol. Well, �disappointed� might be too strong a term. We�d been grooming Rob to step into my husband�s shoes, but Carol convinced him to �follow his bliss,� as she called it.
 In retrospect, it was probably for the best. Carol turned out to be both difficult and loving. She loved my Rob fiercely and staved off both my husband�s and my attempts to put him onto what we considered the right path. What no one could argue with was she made him happy, which was all a mother could really ask for.
 Carol finally won us over when she gave birth to our first grandson, Greg. Davey took one look at the baby and told me he would support Rob and Carol in whatever they wanted to do.
 I was disappointed at first because I saw Rob�s potential. He was someone people felt at ease with, and they would open up to him, whereas Davey�s influence came more from a position of power. Davey wasn�t an imposing figure, but there was something about him that attracted others. His confident approach made people want to trust him. Rob�s approach was more nurturing. It was slower to take root but built more loyalty, if I can be candid. I still think if Rob wanted to, he would be wildly successful in the political realm.
 An excellent example of what Rob was capable of was when the field house at Lincoln High was built. Our middle grandson, David, had hatched a plan to copy what he�d seen at Wesleyan Academy. They had lovely facilities. Few people recognize what a herculean effort it had been to get Lincoln�s new facility built in the timeframe in which Rob pulled it off. Typically, something like that would have taken years. And it would have bloated into something unrecognizable when completed.
 Rob realized that it had to be done quickly, or our David would never reap the benefits from it. With that in mind, my son helped organize a group of like-minded people to complete the process in record time. Personally, I was astonished that he�d managed it, and even more astonished that he�d done it almost invisibly.
 What made me think he might still follow in my husband�s footsteps was that most people had no idea of just how instrumental Rob was in seeing that through. He deftly directed everyone without them realizing he was doing it. That was the sign of a deal-maker, which my Davey was known as.
 My younger son, John, was a different story. While he possessed the necessary people skills, he was too much of a skirt-chaser. My first grandson reminded me so much of John. They each cut a broad swath through the high school girl population. While Rob was no saint and went through his share of girls in high school, John was our Casanova. John got that from Davey.
 The difference was Davey was much more discreet about his affairs than John ever was. Davey would never embarrass our family or me, and he knew how to keep them secret even years later. John got caught with his pants down a few too many times. In today�s politics, that would be his undoing. He simply had too many skeletons in his closet.
 The difference between the boys and my husband was my sons seemed to take their marriage vows more seriously. When Rob found out he�d fathered Phil, he took it hard. Davey had no such qualms. I put on a brave face for the boys, but his infidelity tore me up inside. My hope was that after seeing how it devastated Carol, my grandsons learned to be faithful.
 Professionally, Davey had started out as a local lawyer and earned a reputation for getting things done. If you had a project that hit a snag, you called my Davey. Word soon got out, and he had opportunities to join prestigious law firms in DC, New York, and Chicago. We had several discussions about it but liked living in a small Midwestern community.
 We grew up in a town where everyone knew everyone else. Our boys soon learned that if they got up to mischief, word of it would beat them home. On the other side of the coin, you never worried because those same people looked out for each other.
 You used to hear it said that �a man�s word was his bond.� For many people, that way of thinking got pushed aside in the �80s when it became �what�s in it for me?� Davey was the epitome of a man whose word was his bond. With him, you knew if he shook hands on it, you could count on him. Davey was afraid that if we moved to one of those big cities, he would lose sight of his values.
 Then the community drafted him to fill the local house seat in our state government. As I look back, I still can�t believe he was elected because we knew next to nothing about running a political campaign. Davey just did what Davey did best: he talked to people. He listened to what they had to say and learned what they wanted.
 I think the qualities people wanted in their leaders then are much the same as they want today. People want someone who stands for something and won�t compromise their values just to make short-term political gains. Many of the people Davey talked with didn�t agree with everything he believed in, but he was open to them and would discuss their opposing views. What he showed them was he was willing to work with them, not dictate his world view.
 Once Davey gained office, he quickly proved his ability to make things happen. During that time, there was a great divide between Chicago and the rest of the state. Davey helped find common ground and soon became one of the real power brokers in our state. He was so effective that he was approached twice about possibly running for higher office.
 At the time, we had a long talk and weighed the pros and cons. For Davey, it came down to the fact that we had the boys and wanted them to grow up in our community. After a few years, Davey came to realize he could get more done from where he was than he could in higher office, so we put those plans on hold.
 Before his death, my husband had come to two conclusions. The first was that he was ready to move up and had started an exploratory committee to run for governor. The other was that he�d found a kindred spirit in our second grandson, David.
 Davey saw through the dorky kid and predicted a great future for him. He excelled at spotting talent. Over the years, he�d mentored several politicians and helped them along the way. Two recent examples were Governor Higgins and Senator Dixon. They both owed my husband a tremendous debt. Davey used to tell me to watch David, that he would surprise people. I admit my husband recognized something I didn�t. All I saw was a goofy kid whom I loved to death.
 I just wish Davey had lived to see how right he was. I now think David can accomplish anything he puts his mind to. People are attracted to my grandson and go out of their way to help him. He has that �it� factor that�s so elusive, and he has learned to reach out and ask for help. It�s an unstoppable combination.
 The one matter giving me pause is that he�s managed to father four children from three different mothers before graduating from high school. And he�s taken on responsibility for a fifth as his as well, the last being the child of an unwed friend. On paper, and possibly in reality, the children may be a deal-breaker as far as any political aspirations go. I�ve talked to some people in the know, and they�ve told me he has probably ruined his chances � but.
 The �but� is that he is David. He has never shied away from his responsibilities. Only time will tell, but like Rob is fond of saying, �There are going to be problems. The measure of a person is how they handle those problems.�
 Fortunately for David�s political career, his indiscretions happened while he�s so young. If he ever is to have a glimmer of hope of someday entering politics, it will all rest on how he handles himself moving forward. If he goes out and spreads his seed to four more women in college, game over. He�ll be labeled a womanizer.
 If David can juggle four mothers and five kids and keep everyone happy, then he�ll have a shot. But I admit, it may just be me projecting my desire for someone in the family to follow in my late husband�s footsteps.
 What I do admit to myself�and this is a secret I will take with me to my grave�is that David is my favorite. Regardless of whether he goes into politics, I have complete confidence he�ll be a success, and I want to be there to watch it. I have a feeling David isn�t done surprising us.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 1 � La La Land  Sunday November 27 
 We had breakfast at Granny�s West. It gave me a chance to say goodbye to all my family and friends who had come to support me at the State Championship game. When I came in, the first person I saw was Tami, who�d been my best friend since childhood. Recently, we�d distanced ourselves from each other. She was with her mom and Tim, her boyfriend and one of my best guy friends, and his family. She got up and hugged me.
 �I have to say I�m torn. My classmates thought they would win yesterday, but I�m happy you won. I might be one of the few people who can say that I saw your first and last game at Lincoln.�
 In our freshman year, Tami had had the opportunity to transfer to Wesleyan. It was a college preparatory boarding school that catered to the well-to-do. Tami had been awarded a scholarship to attend there. They were the team we played yesterday for the State Championship in football.
 �It seems like that was forever ago, doesn�t it?� I asked, referring to my first game.
 �It does. There�s something I want to say that I should have said a while ago: I�m proud of you. Sometimes I forget that you�re not the same boy who invited me to play softball at recess my first day. You�re no longer the one who let me boss him around and run his life for him. I see what you�ve done since I left, and I�m simply amazed at what you�ve accomplished. I should have stayed out of your life sooner,� she said with a crooked smile.
 �Maybe you should have, but what�s the old saying, �What doesn�t kill us makes us stronger�?�
 �Come here,� she ordered and pulled me into a fierce hug. �I�ll see you at the first of the year when we come out to visit. Go be a movie star and have fun doing it. Just know, we�re all proud of you.�
 That afternoon, I was on my way to LA to shoot a �J-drama� or Japanese miniseries. Apparently, I was big over there, and they loved the first one I�d done. My girlfriend, Brook, had arranged for our friends to fly out after New Year�s to spend a week with us.
 My throat tightened with emotion her kind words evoked. So, I just nodded and moved on to talk to others. Sometimes my old feelings for Tami came to the surface. To hear her say, in essence, that I was good enough hit too close to home.
 I hadn�t realized that old grievance still lingered, and how her saying we couldn�t date because I needed to grow up continued to make me a little crazy. It was funny how certain people found their way into your heart, and there wasn�t much you could do about it. Fortunately, that was when Brook found me and kissed me.
 �Are you alright?� she asked.
 I blinked and then shook my head to focus. She had started to figure me out, and I wasn�t sure if that was good or not. A guy wants to have some secrets.
 �I am now,� I said, and it was her turn to squirm because the implication was that her presence made life better for me. �Come on. Let�s tell everybody goodbye.�
 Before we could talk to anyone, Sarah came bounding up and hugged me. She, too, was a student at Wesleyan and also a model. I�d met her at a modeling camp we�d both attended. She and I had a history; we�d hooked up a time or two. She now dated another one of my best guy friends, Wolf.
 Behind her were Adrienne and Tyler. Adrienne was the Adrienne, the supermodel and my mentor. She and her life partner, Tyler, owned a modeling agency out of New York. Tyler handled the day-to-day, while Adrienne was the face of the agency. I gave both women hugs. They�d made the trip to our sleepy town to watch me play in my last high school football game. It meant a lot to me that they�d come.
 �I take it you found us work,� I said.
 Caryn, the woman who ran my businesses, suddenly appeared and smiled at me. I was surprised when Adrienne nodded to her to tell me what they�d done.
 �We�ve put together several deals. The first is a modeling gig with Range Sports that will feature you and Sarah. They�ll also be doing product placement in your J-drama.�
 I�d wondered how they�d gotten me golf clubs so fast. Despite working with them for years, I didn�t know that Range Sports even made them. It turned out that they had partnered with a well-known golf equipment company and had branded clubs of their own.
 Dad had been impressed with the clubs when they arrived. He ran the golf course at a local country club and knew about this stuff. It was all wasted on me because I doubted I would ever use them again after the miniseries was shot. When I�d expressed my opinion on the matter, Dad�s expression seemed to say I would eat those words.
 �We�ve also worked to get product placement for Jade and Dakora in both the J-drama and Halle�s movie,� Caryn said.
 Jade and Dakora were two of the clothing lines besides Range Sports that I modeled for. Somehow, that must have made me money, judging by the pleased looks I saw on everyone�s faces. I could only guess that they had gotten their foot in the door through my contacts on the productions. We had a �finder�s fee� arrangement when business got generated that way.
 �Good job,� I said when I couldn�t think of anything else to say.
 �I can�t wait to see the place you rented for the Japanese production,� Tyler said. �Thank you for allowing us to stay there for the photo shoot.�
 I cocked my head and turned to my girlfriend. It was the first she�d heard of more house guests, and we both turned to my manager. Caryn at least had the decency to blush.
 �I probably should have told you, but your dad said it would be okay since you had plenty of room.�
 Before it got awkward, I smiled at Tyler.
 �It�s my fault that I didn�t know you were coming. I made it clear that I wanted to back off from all my business responsibilities and focus on my last year of high school. But sometimes a heads-up might be nice,� I said to needle Caryn.
 �Your dad knew,� she replied.
 I was sure everyone knew, but I let it go. Brook and I then excused ourselves so we could talk to other people. I was surprised to find Dare and his mom there. Dare was new to our school and was our genius nerd. Our vice principal had paired the two of us up because Dare had been bullied in the past because he was different. Brook and I�d been working on getting him to come out of the shell that he�d developed to protect himself.
 �Good morning, Darius,� Brook said sweetly.
 If I�d said that, he would have given me a dirty look. I glanced over at his mom, and we both rolled our eyes when he lit up as my girlfriend teased him. Brook still didn�t believe he had a crush on her. He had a carrying case next to him that looked suspiciously like the drone case he�d had at Tracy�s, only smaller.
 �I was able to get the new drone ready for your trip to LA. I showed your security guy Fritz how to work it yesterday,� Dare told me.
 Something else I hadn�t known. As far as I knew, Dare was doing this little project on his own.
 �I want to say goodbye to some people. Why don�t you tell Brook everything about it?�
 He launched right into a detailed explanation as I slunk away. I might be glad after all that Brook and I wouldn�t see each other for a couple of weeks. She still had to finish the semester, while I left early so I could meet the filming schedule for the J-drama.
 I told my family goodbye. I spent some time with my cousin El. She told me all about Tami�s brothers and how they�d just gone home. They�d wanted to see the football game and sat with her. I was devastated that I was no longer the object of her affection. She couldn�t decide yet, but one of them would marry her someday. Women are crazy, and somehow, I�d fathered one. Little Carol, my only daughter, would be the death of me when she was El�s age.
 My cousins lived in Florida, and I never got to see them enough. I wished her luck with her new quest and moved on.
 Soon Dad collected me and said we had to go to make our flight. I gave him a thumbs-up when I saw he had a bag of food because I hadn�t had time to eat.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at O�Hare, it was a zoo, as you could imagine on the Sunday after Thanksgiving. We checked our bags, which now included a drone, and then got in line to check in. Our boarding passes were marked �TSA PreCheck,� so we were able to skip the horrendous lines trying to get through security. I didn�t even get inappropriately groped this time.
 We�d planned for long lines, so we were more than an hour early for our flight. I hooked up my phone to the airport�s Wi-Fi and started shopping for a book to download. Dad went old-school and found a bookstore where he paid a premium to get an action paperback to kill time. Fritz was busy watching our surroundings, as a good security guy should be doing. He caught my attention and then sat down between my dad and me.
 �Something�s wrong with that girl over there,� he said.
 Of course, we both snapped our heads around to stare at her.
 �You both suck at this,� Fritz hissed.
 I hated to admit it, but my first thought was that he might be profiling the girl, who looked to be in her late teens or early twenties. She had a darker complexion that I would place as having come from either the Middle East or South Asia, while her dress and hairstyle screamed �foreign.� The problem was, that I agreed that something was off about her. My uncle had told me that if you got a gut feeling something was wrong, not to ignore it. That was what made me check closer instead of dismissing Fritz out of hand.
 She appeared to be sweating, and her eyes darted around as if she were paranoid. She also was fidgeting, with periodic toe-tapping and fingernail biting. Just looking at her made me nervous.
 �I�m going to go make some inquiries,� Fritz said, and then gave us our marching orders. �Neither one of you move, and if you see her get up, text me.�
 I thought about asking him about a hundred questions but decided to let him do his job and kept them to myself. A few minutes later, he came back and sat between us.
 �When I say so, gather your bags and follow me,� Fritz ordered.
 Soon after that, we spotted two Chicago police officers come into our area.
 �Now,� Fritz said, and he hurried us away from our gate and into the men�s room where he put us into the handicapped stall together.
 �Don�t come out until I get back,� he ordered.
 Dad and I waited and tried to make small talk as the minutes ticked by. I became a little anxious when they called our flight for boarding. Finally, Fritz came back to get us. We noticed that the police had the girl off to the side, talking to her as we got onto the plane. We were seated in first class, and I�d scored an aisle seat. Fritz sat across from me on the aisle with Dad next to him in the window seat. I was happy to see that the seat next to me was empty. With me being six-four, flying could be a pain due to the lack of legroom.
 It seemed to take forever for everyone to get settled, as the flight was packed. When we were ready to go, the last passenger got on. I looked up when the girl who had been talking to the police boarded and came down the aisle. Oh, great; she had a ticket for the seat next to mine. When the foreign girl took her seat, she collapsed into it and stared out the window. I was glad I hadn�t gotten stuck with either a kid or someone chatty.
 We took off and were pushed back into our seats as we gained altitude. Then the girl sat straight up and grabbed my hand with a scared expression on her face. Our eyes locked, and her countenance changed from frightened to something weird. Either I was about to die, or she was. Then her head spun around as she projectile vomited.
 I might have exaggerated about the head-spin part. The only positive was that the girl directed her spray towards the window. The smell alone almost caused me to lose my breakfast. I�m a sympathetic puker on the best of days. I surprised myself when I was able to swallow it back. Having a bunch of little ones may have toughened me up.
 My first thought was that I no longer wanted to be seated next to her. I undid my seatbelt and stepped into the aisle.
 �Sir, you must remain seated when the seatbelt light is on,� one of the flight attendants told me.
 �I�ll trade with you,� I suggested.
 She was in one of those flip-down seats by the cabin door.
 The woman behind terrorist girl�I�d officially decided that puke was as bad as a bomb�freaked out.
 �It�s running back here! Oh My God! It�s on my shoes!� she said and then puked.
 Her seatmate, an elderly businessman, joined her. I�d read a Steven King book called The Body that fit this moment perfectly. In the book, one of the characters had been in a pie-eating contest. Long story short, one of the contestants pukes, and it causes a chain reaction. We were having our own chain reaction when three more people joined our pukers.
 The flight attendant figured out what was wrong and didn�t order me back to my seat. Instead, she allowed me to take hers while she and other flight attendants dealt with the mess. They should have gotten hazard pay for dealing with that. Somehow, the girl who�d started it all was sent to stand by me while they cleaned up our row. She swayed, and I caught her before I had a chance to give up my seat for her. Now I had a semiconscious terrorist sitting in my lap. My next fear was that she was contagious.
 I asked a flight attendant for some help. Her solution was to get the girl a blanket. Then she handed me one of those little barf bags in case the girl needed to go another round, which of course, she did. I was ready to open the door and either get out and walk or toss her out.
 The flight attendants did yeoman�s work to get everything cleaned up. Unfortunately, they had no way to get rid of the smell, and we were only thirty minutes into a four-and-a-half-hour flight. I helped the girl to her seat and got her a bottle of water.
 She looked at me sheepishly.
 �Sorry,� she mumbled.
 �Tell me something: you don�t have the plague or some such, do you? I can�t get sick right now.�
 �No. It�s withdrawal from drugs. My mother passed away, and I promised myself I would be off them when I attended her funeral. Guess I should have waited until I got there to stop taking.�
 I started to laugh, which caught everyone�s attention.
 �It�s not funny. I feel like shit,� the girl complained.
 �What were you taking?� I asked.
 �Prescription painkillers. A friend of mine said it would take 24 to 48 hours to get over the worst of it. I thought I was fine today and decided to fly home. It probably wasn�t such a good idea to have eaten anything before the flight, but I was starved,� she said and closed her eyes for a moment.
 I had my seatbelt off in a flash, ready to make a hasty retreat. She opened her eyes and gave me a wan smile. The girl looked wiped out. Then a look of determination suddenly appeared on her face. She reached over, grabbed my hand and squeezed it, and then fell asleep. I was happy she slept for the rest of the flight.
 ◊◊◊
 Fritz had arranged for a town car to pick us up and deliver us to the house in Malibu. I�d seen pictures, and they didn�t do it justice. This would be the perfect place to stay for the next several weeks while I shot the J-drama. The house was owned by a researcher who worked at a local laboratory. He and his wife were on a three-month assignment overseas.
 I let my head fall back as we waited for the driver to open the trunk. Through my closed eyes, I could envision the glorious sun that beat down on us. It wasn�t what I would call hot out, but it was much more pleasant than the weather we�d left. I could get used to this.
 Dad and I grabbed our bags and were met at the front door by Lexi Andon. Her father was a studio exec and in charge of the Star Academy movies. Lexi had helped us get a meeting with him to pitch moving Halle�s film to his studio. The filming of Love Letters was in full swing.
 �Welcome, Mr. Dawson, David. I trust you had a good trip,� she greeted us.
 Dad and I looked at each other and decided the less said about the trip, the better.
 �Why are you here?� I asked.
 When I first met Lexi, I didn�t like her. To be honest, I wasn�t sure if I liked her now or not because she�d been such a bitch back then. She and her friends had started a fight. Then again, the girl throwing the party might have clouded my judgment when she filled me in on what an evil person Lexi was.
 When the accident happened, she�d been nothing but helpful and had asked to work for us. Caryn had hired her with the intention that she be my personal assistant for the Star Academy movies.
 �I�m here as your PA for Campus Firsts.�
 �So, they finally named it,� I said.
 �I saw the first marketing piece, and it sounds lame. �First friends, first clubs, first love, first everything,�� she recited.
 I groaned because it sounded like a sappy love story. Lexi took us on a tour of the house. Mom and Dad would take the master bedroom while they were here. I decided that the other side of the house was my best bet until I found out that Lexi had the room next to mine.
 �I�m sorry; you�re going to be staying here?� I asked.
 She looked hesitant and then slumped.
 �It�s a two-hour drive from my place, and I figured if I was your PA, you might need me more than just during working hours. It�s my job to make sure everything goes well for you,� she said in a rush.
 Lexi showed me she�d already moved in. I figured it wasn�t worth possibly upsetting her dad, and she might be right. She lived in LA and would help us figure everything out. I decided to let her stay for now and see how it worked.
 �I�m sure it�ll be more convenient for you to stay here,� I agreed.
 She gave me a big smile. As rotten as I suspected Lexi was on the inside, her outside was more than okay. If I�d just met her, I would have been very interested. After all, I liked tall, athletic types, with model-quality looks. The problem was that Lexi knew she was good-looking and had a daddy who was part of the Hollywood power structure. When I first met her, the impression I�d gotten was that she used that to rule her high school clique. So, I was a tad suspicious of the change that seemed to have occurred since she graduated.
 I went to my room and unpacked, and then to the kitchen to see if there was any food. I stuck my head in the refrigerator.
 �Stay out of my stuff,� said a man I�d never met before.
 He was well built, easily topped 250 pounds, and was around six feet tall. I slowly stood up and wondered how he�d gotten in here. I was preparing to remove him from the premises when Fritz walked in. He took one look at me and stepped between me and the man who was about to be asked to leave.
 �David, this is Manaia Matua, your security while you�re here.�
 By his name, I guessed he was Samoan.
 �Why does he have food in my refrigerator?� I asked.
 Fritz turned around and looked at Manaia, who seemed to rethink the situation.
 �What happened?� Fritz asked.
 �I saw the kid looking at my food and told him to back off. No big deal.�
 �Actually, it is a big deal. I think we need to go have a talk in private,� Fritz said as he guided my new security guy out of the kitchen.
 I heard them go into the garage, and voices were raised as Dad came into the kitchen.
 �Is there any food?� he asked.
 If you couldn�t tell, we were related.
 �No. We need to make a run to the grocery store,� I said and then looked at him with one eyebrow raised. �Did you know Lexi planned to stay here?�
 �No, I didn�t.�
 �It�s okay. I just wish you would put me in the loop about stuff that affects me. Not that I want to be involved in figuring out how it all works, mind you.�
 �I agree. Brook might have an issue with Lexi running around here 24/7.�
 �No, Brook would be fine with it. She knows I�ll be on my best behavior.�
 I pulled out a garbage bag from under the sink and began to put all the food that was in the refrigerator into it. I expected that would be the last I would see of Manaia and wanted to have his food packed for him. Dad ignored me as he sent Fritz a text to let him know what we wanted to do.
 Lexi came down in a swimsuit and walked out to the pool. Damn!
 �Best behavior,� Dad reminded me.
 �You might need to worry about what Mom thinks,� I shot back.
 �Yep,� Dad said as Fritz came in with Manaia.
 �I packed your food. It was nice meeting you,� I said to Manaia.
 Fritz looked like he might have a migraine. Dad looked at me and sighed.
 �What�s going on?� he asked.
 �David and Manaia didn�t hit it off. He�s David�s security while you�re in town,� Fritz said when neither of us would speak.
 �We�re going grocery shopping. You can either figure it out or give me the keys so I can drive,� Dad said.
 It didn�t make me happy when Fritz put the trash bag into the refrigerator and handed the keys to Manaia. There were two Range Rover SUVs in the garage that looked like the ones Rita James had. These vehicles were luxury with a capital �L.�
 Walking into the grocery store was a revelation. I�d thought food shopping might be different out here, but I hadn�t realized just how different. I discovered I was in for a treat. We were in La La Land, that�s for sure.
 My first clue was when I entered the deli and found that their special of the day was a yellow and red tomato, fresh mozzarella, and spinach sandwich. You had to try something like that. They also had pizzas that you could take home and bake. You told them what you wanted on the pie, and they made it to order. I told the girl to surprise me.
 The dough was made from scratch daily with an oil infused with roasted garlic and tomato. There were so many things that I had to try that I ended up spending more at the deli than we usually spent on food for a full week. Then I discovered they had sushi!
 Dad found me and was grumbling about the prices, and his cart was empty. He looked at mine and sighed.
 �I was about to suggest we go somewhere cheaper. These prices are outrageous, but it looks like you�ve decided to embrace the madness.�
 �Live a little,� I suggested.
 �I�m telling Caryn it was all your fault.�
 She had decided that I should have to live on a budget. What Dad forgot was that I had only a few expenses each month. A big chunk had gone into learning to fly. Other than that, I�d behaved myself.
 I wasn�t happy when Caryn had reduced my monthly allowance when I agreed to give Ashley and Scarlet child support. I think she�d seen my bank account balance growing and decided to slow it down. So, I figured the old saying about �when in Rome� applied. If we were in Malibu, we should live like we belonged here.
 Dad got with the program and began to spend money like a �drunken sailor��his words.
 The bakery could have been my downfall. One could only conclude I was about to go off my diet if what I�d put in the cart was any indication. When I saw all the goodies they had on display, I had to force myself to walk away. I was sure my blood sugar was low, so I did have to buy a dozen white chocolate, cranberry, and pistachio cookies. I�d made the mistake of sampling one. Yeah, it was low blood sugar that made me buy a dozen.
 When we got home, I was happy to see my dad take control.
 �We won�t be going out tonight. Your bag of food is in the refrigerator. Collect it, and have a good day.�
 Damn! Manaia seemed to realize that this might be his last day.
 �I�m sorry, I shouldn�t have said what I did to David. I�m not a bad guy. Give me a chance to prove myself,� he said.
 I believed in redemption, but this guy had rubbed me the wrong way. When Dad looked my way, I just shrugged.
 �Okay, we�ll see you first thing in the morning when David runs.�
 I kept a straight face until he gathered his garbage bag of food and left. Then I was all smiles. I would run this guy into the ground.
 ◊◊◊
 Hana Yamamura, my Japanese tutor and interpreter, arrived in time for dinner. We had my mystery pizza and a large salad. Hana, Lexi, and Dad split a bottle of wine between them. The pizza was a genuine California creation. It had artichoke hearts, green olives, roasted red peppers, and a mixture of goat and Asiago cheese for toppings. If the opportunity arose, I might order that again. The kicker was the garlic-and-tomato-infused oil they�d added to the crust. It was much better than it first sounded when the girl explained how they made their pizzas.
 �What�s the plan for tomorrow?� Dad asked as I shared my cookies.
 �In the morning, they�ll do a read-through of the script for this week,� Lexi said. �Then David has to go to wardrobe and makeup to get the look they want. The camera crews will be out doing establishing shots and b-roll while he does that. Then everyone will come together, and they�ll start shooting in the afternoon.
 �Mr. Dawson, you�ll work with the different actors who will play golf in the production. Your first task is to assess the strengths and weaknesses in their game. The director, Daisuke Otsuki, will take your recommendations and incorporate them into scene selection.�
 Lexi had an updated script for this week, and I spent a couple of hours working with Hana on the Japanese portions. If it hadn�t been for Hana helping me, I would�ve never learned it. Japanese uses kanji characters that give you little clue as to their meaning. Without her, I would have spent the majority of my time looking words up to try to figure out what they meant. The other problem with most kanji was that they had several meanings. Many common kanji have obscure meanings that only appear in particular words.
 They�d sent the script in both an English phonetic format called romaji and in kanji. Hana used both to discover when the phonetic was wrong. I was starting to learn to speak the language but wasn�t sure I would ever be able to read it.
 Something else that I had a hard time grasping was that the language was spoken differently for different situations. It was very contextual. You said things one way when you hung out with your friends, another way at home, yet another way man-to-man. And you spoke still another way to children and even to seniors.
 Most of a quality performance was to understand your character, and I had to use a different mindset when I spoke Japanese. When I recognized the context of the conversation and my role in it, I was able to deliver my dialogue in a manner that didn�t make Hana cringe. Between her coaching and me being a good mimic, we thought I could get by.
 By eight o�clock, we called it a night. The time difference had caught up with us, and we had to be on set early tomorrow.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday November 28 
 I knew I should have hidden them. Someone�or more likely someones�had taken my cookies. Maybe Fritz could pull the security footage so that we could uncover the culprits.
 I�d unpacked the drone Dare had fixed up for me. He�d made it so it would follow me via the Wi-Fi on my phone and act as a bodycam. As I walked outside, I found Lexi and Manaia stretching in the driveway.
 �Is it okay if I run with you?� Lexi asked.
 �For today, sure. I plan to go out and get a feel for the local layout. I�m not sure you can keep up when I run seriously,� I said, then cringed when I realized I sounded like a dick.
 �We�ll see,� she said cryptically.
 �Oh, good. You have your drone. Fritz said that I should link up to it so I can keep track of you,� Manaia said.
 I bit my tongue because he made it sound like he needed to babysit me. I showed him where he could download the app that would allow him to see what the drone saw. Once I flipped it on, my phone pinged to let me know the drone had found me. It rose into the air and made a quick sweep around us. Manaia got a big grin on his face.
 �This could really be handy,� he said.
 �I�ll show you around,� Lexi offered. �Do you want to end your run going down or uphill?�
 �Let�s end on down today. I need to get used to hills again,� I admitted.
 From where we were, it was a steady climb up the hill to Pepperdine�s campus. Lexi was in better shape than I expected. She was able to offer a commentary of what all the buildings were and pointed out different ones we would shoot in or around.
 Manaia was drenched with sweat, and I could tell he was feeling it. I was impressed that he pushed through and kept up with us. When we turned to go back home, I slowed down, worried he might drop. I glanced at Lexi, and she agreed he looked like he was in trouble. We stopped and got our water bottles out to have a quick drink.
 �Didn�t you bring one?� I asked Manaia.
 He looked at me a sheepishly, so I handed him mine. He sucked it down and looked embarrassed. Lexi gave him hers, and he drank that one too. As much as he had sweat to this point, he needed it. We started to walk back to give him a chance to recover. Okay, I may have wanted to run him into the ground for being a jerk yesterday. But I didn�t want to have to tell Fritz that I killed one of his guys.
 We came to an intersection, and my drone took off ahead of us and rose higher. I�d never seen it do something like that before and was worried I might lose it. I looked at my phone and turned on the video so I could see what the drone saw. The drone had spotted movement and flew over to investigate. I would have to hug Dare when I saw him next: my eye in the sky had found two paparazzi setting up to ambush us at the next corner. I showed Lexi and Manaia.
 �Do we avoid them, or are you ready to be linked to me in the tabloids?� I asked Lexi.
 �But I�m just your PA,� she complained.
 �When has that ever stopped them?�
 �He has a point,� Manaia agreed.
 �You up for this?� I asked Manaia.
 �No, but don�t slow down on my account. If I fall behind, I�ll meet you at the house,� he said.
 We would need to get him a golf cart or scooter. If there was a problem, I didn�t want my security sucking air when I ran. When I was in Cuba, and I�d gotten serious about running, they�d rented a cab so that they could follow me.
 We cut across the quad at a good clip while Manaia gamely kept up. Lexi surprised me. She was more of an athlete than I expected. The only girl who had ever given me a challenge before was Peggy, and she was on scholarship to run cross-country at State.
 The drone was soon back and doing a slow circuit above us while we ran downhill back to the house. It wouldn�t be long before the paparazzi figured out where I was staying. When we got to the house, we ran around back to the pool area. I made Manaia stand under the outdoor shower to cool off.
 �Crap! I�m so screwed. I told Fritz that I could easily keep up with you when you went running. Everyone else begged off. I might have gotten a little cocky,� Manaia admitted.
 I began to laugh.
 �It�s not funny. After yesterday, Fritz said I was on probation. I can�t mess up again.�
 �Fritz is playing with you. When I was in LA last year, I took his team out to run and about killed them. That�s why none of them wanted to have to keep up with me,� I explained. �You do realize that I�m an athlete, right?�
 Lexi shook her head, and Manaia decided to stay quiet. I stepped inside to shower and get ready for the day. While passing through the kitchen, I sat the drone on the counter and plugged it in to charge.
 ◊◊◊
 As I stepped out from my shower, I heard voices. It took me a moment to figure out it was my dad and Hana. I�d forgotten to turn off the video feed from the drone to my phone. I was about to do just that when Lexi hurried into the kitchen.
 �Quick, he just got out of the shower.�
 That caught my interest.
 �He won�t be happy when he finds out we stole his cookies,� Hana said.
 �Stole is such a strong word. He was taught to share, and we all know he didn�t plan to let us have any after last night. If you feel so bad about it, give me yours,� Dad told her.
 He was so dead to me. I watched as the three of them wolfed down the cookies they�d stolen. I�d even shared with them. Granted, I hadn�t planned to let them have any more. That wasn�t the point, the traitors. My mind split between storming the kitchen and letting them know that I found them out and plotting an act of cold revenge. It might be better to play dumb for now.
 Then it dawned on me. The drone might be handy to have around. What else was going on that I should know about? Here lately, I�d found I was kept out of the loop about a lot of stuff.
 I set that aside for now got ready for my day.
 ◊◊◊
 We were early for the first meeting with the cast. Pepperdine was happy that we were using their campus as the backdrop for the movie. Lexi had my schedule and knew where we were to go. It turned out to be a large conference room in the administration building. In the back, they had a light breakfast set up. I took advantage and made myself a cup of tea.
 One of the assistants came in and put name tents around the table to show us where we were to sit. Fortunately, they were in both English and Japanese. It looked like Hana and I were together at the far end. I expect that was because she might have to interpret for me during the meeting.
 Suddenly, people began to flow into the room. If I�d thought about it for a minute, it would have made sense. Their hotel shuttle had just arrived. I spotted two people I recognized from My Butterfly, Jiro Yamashita and Haru Doi. Hana waved at Jiro, and he nodded to me. Then the two of them wandered off for some alone time. Hana had stayed in Japan to get to know him better, and if their immediate interaction was any indication, they were still close.
 Haru had played the female lead in My Butterfly and was going to be the lead in College First. We spent a few minutes catching up. She made sure I knew that she�d dumped her boyfriend, Ricky Nagai. He�d made some assumptions about Haru�s and my relationship. For starters, he assumed that Haru and I had one. What Haru wanted was the press coverage that came with being seen with me. If she�d been with me this morning, she would have run towards the paparazzi.
 A man in his forties got everyone�s attention.
 �Take your seats. I�m Daisuke Otsuki, your director,� he said in Japanese. It was good that Hana was in my ear because I got maybe half of that. �I want to go around the room and have everyone introduce themselves.�
 Another man in his forties, Makoto Noguchi, was cast as the coach for our golf team. Tsuyoshi Nomura was a distinguished-looking gentleman who would play our dean, and Tomoko Onishi was to play one of the female professors. Along with Haru, three other girls would be classmates: Misaki Hayashi, Kana Kojima, and Ai Sakamoto. Jiro, Kenta Ando, and I would play the male students that the girls would be interested in.
 We then read through the first episode. The J-drama was focused on Haru�s character as she learned a lesson and experienced �firsts� each week. It began with her move to college in the States. Haru was from a small community, while all the girls she lived with were worldlier. She was shy and reserved and had always been the good daughter, while the others were interested in boys and parties.
 Having led a sheltered life, Haru�s character didn�t know how to fit in. The other girls ignored or took advantage of her because she was timid. At school, Jiro was also from a small town and recognized a kindred spirit. She was relieved to have someone like her she could be friends with.
 Then my character walked into her psychology class and sat next to her. My character was used to being the center of attention and hadn�t come to class prepared. I borrowed a pen and paper from her. Haru was attracted to me and had never had someone like me pay her any attention. Jiro�s character wasn�t happy that she showed me interest and that I ignored her.
 Unbeknownst to my character, the pen was given to Haru by her father as a special gift. At the end of class, I was approached by three girls who wanted to go to lunch, and I left with Haru�s pen. There were other instances where she didn�t stand up for herself that piled up until she snapped. A few classes later, she confronted my character and yelled at me in front of everyone about taking her pen. I got serious and asked for her forgiveness and returned it.
 Haru�s roommates told her that I planned to join the golf club. She then convinced Jiro to sign up with her. She was oblivious to his interest in her, and he wasn�t happy when he discovered that I�d joined as well. Her roommates then found out about the golf club and also joined. That set the stage for future episodes.
 Mr. Otsuki explained that Haru�s first growth experience was to learn to stand up for herself.
 As we read through it, I wasn�t sure it would play well here. It didn�t have an edge or any real villains to play off; it had more a Hallmark or after-school-special feel. This series was the complete opposite of the dark J-drama, My Butterfly, where I�d been the evil man behind the girls� disappearances.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi was waiting for me when I came out of the first read-through.
 �Hair and wardrobe are waiting for you,� she reminded me.
 We walked out front, and Manaia had a four-person golf cart waiting at the door. Lexi and I jumped in the back while Hana had stayed to talk to Jiro. It looked like they might be rekindling their romance.
 I was the only cast member in wardrobe and makeup. You could usually pick out the people who do this for a living because they look great. They directed me to the hair stylist first.
 �They want us to turn you into a surfer dude,� the woman told me.
 �Gnarly,� I said in my surfer persona.
 She showed me a picture of what they hoped to achieve. What jumped out at me first was the hair color. My hair is naturally brown. What they showed me was a dirty-blond guy with messy hair that looked like it had had blond highlights caused by being out in the sun.
 �How do you intend to get my hair to look like that?� I asked.
 �Dye it.�
 �I�m fine with the change, but I have a photo shoot coming up, and I need to find out if the clients will be okay with this. Can you send me that picture?� I asked.
 I sent the photo to Caryn and then called her.
 �Hey, they want me to go blond for the J-drama. Can you get in touch with whoever I�m modeling for and make sure they�re on board?�
 My first Range Sports contract had been pretty specific about changes in hairstyle or color. Since then, I�d signed a new one that hadn�t included that language, but they still tried to style my hair as close to original as possible. They wanted the same look and feel for their internet and catalog pictures.
 While Caryn made her phone calls, I was sent to wardrobe. They measured me and then started having me try on different outfits. It looked like I would be in long shorts, with either a graphic t-shirt or button-up shirt, and sandals.
 Caryn got back to me.
 �They all said to go for it. As soon as you get dressed up, send me a picture.�
 I wasn�t sure what she planned to do with it. If it was to show the clients, I was fine. If it was going out on social media to make fun of me, that was a different matter. Then I remembered that she worked for me, and I had to trust her.
 Other cast members were by now getting their hair and makeup done for the series, so I had to wait to get my hair done. The gal knew what she was doing. She did it in stages and used three different blond tints to get the look she wanted. I was worried after the first two because it looked awful. When the third color set, and she washed and styled my hair, the color appeared much more natural. I worried that it would be a lot of work to make my hair look like I just came back from surfing each day. But I guess that was what my hair stylist did.
 I took a selfie and sent it to Caryn.
 ◊◊◊
 By now, it was late afternoon. I figured my day was about over, but I was wrong. I�d forgotten that the typical J-drama filmed on a super-compressed schedule, compared to a movie. They had to get scenes shot today to stay on schedule.
 Lexi had found Hana, and we all walked to the set where they were shooting. We found the film crew in one of the classrooms. That was when the fun started. We didn�t leave until two in the morning and had to be back at nine a.m.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 2 � J-drama Drama  Tuesday November 29 
 I woke at seven and jumped out of bed, so I could run. It would help me be alert for my nine o�clock on-set call. Manaia had borrowed a golf cart to follow me as I ran. We decided to run up the hill to Pepperdine again because I didn�t want to waste any brainpower trying to figure out another route.
 Lexi decided that she would rather sleep in. I launched the drone and began the trek up to Pepperdine. Unfortunately, there were only so many routes through the hills from where I was staying to the campus. The drone found five paparazzi on three motorcycles waiting for me.
 I slowed down so I could talk to Manaia.
 �We can�t go back to the house, or they�ll follow us. Let�s just run to campus and use their facilities for me to take my shower. Let Lexi know that she needs to bring me food and a change of clothes.�
 �Do you want me to block them with the golf cart or, better yet, you get in, and I take you to campus?�
 �No. Just keep an eye on them, and if they get out of hand, I�ll jump in,� I decided.
 Motorcycle paparazzi are crazy. There were two two-person teams, each with one sitting backward on the bike so he could operate the camera. The other one had a camera in one hand, and the other was on the handlebar. That was an accident waiting to happen.
 As I ran up the hill, they saw me. All of them jockeyed to box me in.
 �If you don�t back off, I won�t talk to you,� I warned as I slowed down.
 The one with just one guy was on my right. When I slowed, the lead cycle hadn�t slowed down, so the idiot on the right swerved to get in front of me to steal his spot. I shook my head when he clipped the lead motorcycle�s back wheel, causing it to fishtail. Suddenly, both those bikes were skidding on the pavement. They were lucky they weren�t going very fast. The motorcycle tandem on my left overcorrected to avoid getting tangled up in the mess and ran off the road. The hill was mostly natural landscape, so going off-road wasn�t ideal. They hit some scrub brush and went sprawling.
 That was when it got interesting. Paparazzi are competitive and constantly try to one-up each other to get the story first and with the best video or pictures. When cameras hit the pavement, all kinds of bad things happen. Instead of making a few hundred bucks, they could be looking at replacing a lens that could cost them that much or more. That�s if they�re lucky.
 The ones who put their cycles down landed on asphalt. At the very least, they had road rash where they�d hit the pavement. The lead bike�s driver had his wrist cradled, and I suspected it was either broken or sprained. The one-man show jumped up and tried to get onto his motorcycle to drive away. But the cameraman on the lead bike clotheslined him as he tried to zip past them. The soloist�s motorcycle ran off the road on the other side while he landed flat on his back.
 That would leave a mark.
 The two who had crashed into the scrub brush staggered back onto the pavement. The three guys who were standing decided they would kick the shit out of the solo man. I mean, literally kick him.
 �Break it up!� Manaia barked as he got out of the golf cart.
 Even I would have paused if I saw a 250-pound Samoan striding up to me with evil intent etched across his face. The three guys decided they didn�t want to deal with what he was about to bring to the party.
 I heard a siren and made a judgment call that Manaia could handle the police and bring the cops to the set if they needed to talk to me. The drone and I continued on to campus. Fortunately, I�d remembered where the pool was and ducked into the building to take a shower. I called Lexi to fill her in.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad stuck his head in while I was in the shower.
 �I have your clothes. I�m not going to stick around because I need to get to the golf course. Lexi and Hana have everything you need outside the locker room.�
 �Did they bring the charger for the drone?� I asked.
 �Lexi remembered to grab it,� he said, and then looked concerned. �You�re okay, aren�t you?�
 �I�m good. Manaia did a good job,� I said.
 I could see my dad�s surprise that I would praise Manaia. I hadn�t had a chance to tell Dad that we�d gotten comfortable with each other yesterday.
 �Fritz will be here shortly because the police are keeping Manaia busy,� Dad said.
 Then I had a thought.
 �Call Frank Ingram. We have both the drone point of view and Manaia�s bodycam of what went down. The paparazzi are always making money off of me. Maybe he can trade the video for some goodwill. The Royal Palm is coming out, and we�re shooting College First right now. I�m sure we can generate some free press for those with this,� I said.
 Frank was my publicist.
 �Yeah, plus you have the Christmas Special,� Dad told me.
 I stepped out of the shower, and Dad took a step back. Grabbing a towel, I wrapped it around my waist.
 �Say again?� I asked.
 �You�re having lunch with Saul and Rita James. I�ll let them tell you,� he said and beat feet out of the locker room.
 The man must not know me because I wasn�t afraid to walk out in just a towel. Then the Tami rule kicked in�never go with my first reaction�and I thought better of it.
 After I got dressed and emerged from the locker room, I found Hana and Lexi waiting for me. We had to hurry to get to makeup and wardrobe for today�s schedule. Hana also had rewrites with my new lines. I wondered if the writers ever slept.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi scheduled it so I could get away for a late lunch. We were meeting Saul and Rita at Ollo, a restaurant located in the Malibu Country Mart area. It was a place where celebrities acted like they didn�t want to be seen, and normal�for Malibu�people mingled. It was a large, outdoor �lifestyle� center or boutique mall.
 We were a little early, so I had Fritz drive us around the area. I knew that Brook would love to get lost wandering through the place when she finally got here. That reminded me that I hadn�t called her since I�d arrived. I was a terrible boyfriend.
 �Remind me to call Brook,� I told Lexi.
 I�d been amused when she insisted that she should come to the meeting with me �just in case I needed something.�
 �I talked to Brook this morning and explained how busy you�ve been.�
 �Why didn�t you tell me? I would have taken her call.�
 �You were in the middle of the shoot with Misaki. It didn�t seem like a good time to interrupt,� Lexi explained.
 She was right. Mr. Otsuki, our director, had been laying the foundation for our characters, and the scene was important for later in the story. I discovered that he could speak English very well when he wanted to. Yesterday, I�d simply assumed he didn�t because he never spoke anything but Japanese. It was also a time when he and I began to build a working relationship.
 �You�re right, it probably wasn�t a good time. Just don�t let it get too late for me to call her.�
 Lexi nodded.
 Fritz valet-parked. While he did that, I entered the restaurant. He hustled in behind us, not a happy camper because there were protocols in place. I�d gone in because I�d spotted Jane, Rita�s security person, through the door. I pointed at her to keep Fritz from giving me a hard time.
 Jane saw me and smiled as I walked up to her and gave her a quick hug.
 �How is Manaia treating you? Did he really go running with you?� she asked in rapid succession.
 �Where does Fritz find these out-of-shape security wannabes? I thought he was going to die the first day. The wimp got a golf cart this morning so he could keep up.�
 �I can�t wait to tell everyone. Did he at least throw up?�
 �No. Manaia is a big boy, though. I didn�t think I could carry him much further,� I said, adding to the dirt on him she could use when all the security people next got together.
 I looked into the bar and saw Rita cornered by some fans. She was being her gracious self and looked every bit the star she was. I was hungry, so I jumped in to save her.
 �Darling,� I said in her ear as I came up behind her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and nipped her ear.
 I hung on tight so she couldn�t hit me. She saw it was me and smiled.
 �You are so bad,� she chastised me. �Is our table ready?�
 �Sorry, folks, but I have to steal her away,� I said as I gave her my arm so I could escort her away.
 Saul had perfect timing as he rushed in with a phone to his ear.
 �I don�t care what your budget is. He�s worth twice that. When you figure that out, call me back,� he said and hung up.
 I suspected that was an act for anyone within earshot. Then again, it could have been Saul doing his job. When did I get so jaded?
 Lexi joined us.
 �Our table is ready,� she announced.
 Both Rita and I rolled our eyes when Saul checked Lexi out a little too well. It was good to see some things never changed.
 Ollo turned out to be precisely what you would expect of an upscale Malibu restaurant. It claimed to be �a family purveyor of locally sourced California cuisine with Mediterranean and Italian influences.� Back home, we called it farm-fresh. They were, shall we say, a touch fancier.
 I tried to order items I�d not had before. In the salad section, they had a beet salad made with wild fris�e, goat cheese, pear, orange, and poppy seed vinaigrette. For my main course, I ordered a Wagyu burger. I�d had Kobe beef when I was in Japan. Kobe was the prime version of Wagyu, a Japanese beef noted for its marbling and exceptional flavor.
 After our soups and salads, Rita got down to business. I was impressed that Saul had lasted nearly ten minutes without trying to sell me on a script or talk me into a role. Rita must have spoken with him before the meeting.
 �I need you to help me out,� Rita said.
 �Anything, just ask,� I said.
 Both Saul and Lexi sat back in their seats and stared at me.
 �Well, I�ll be damned. If I knew David would react this way, I would have you ask him about every role I want him to do,� Saul said.
 �Unlike you, he trusts me,� Rita said, and then smiled at me. �I�ll have Saul send over the paperwork.�
 I looked at her with my one eyebrow raised, and she started to laugh.
 �Maybe he doesn�t trust me as much as I�d like to believe,� Rita decided.
 �My dad already clued me in. You want me to save Halle�s movie by being in it, and something about a Christmas Special,� I said, acting like a big shot.
 �I�ll tell Halle you would be so kind,� Rita offered.
 The way she said it, I could tell she might not put the proper spin on it. She gave me an evil grin.
 �The Christmas Special is a live TV show � where you would sing.�
 I was about to say not just �no� but �Hell No!� when I remembered something my uncle had told me. Well, two somethings. The first was I had to learn to say �no.� The other was that if I gave my word, I kept it. Even if I didn�t want to.
 After thinking about it for a minute, I concluded that Rita would never make me look bad or have me do something I wasn�t willing to do. I�d survived my singing experience in The Royal Palm, so why not?
 �What�s it all about?� I asked.
 �Christmas Eve, I wanted to do a show to highlight Trip and Halle�s singing ability. Saul suggested that we feature young talent and mix in traditional and contemporary Christmas songs. Back when I was a kid, they used to do shows that featured singers and skits for specials. I wanted to do something that reminded you of those,� she explained.
 �I didn�t know that Trip sang, too,� I said.
 �Oh, yes. He has a lovely singing voice.�
 I knew Halle could sing. She�d done the National Anthem at a few of my games.
 �I�m in,� I said.
 �I�ll send over a few songs for you to pick from. This is going to be fun,� Rita said.
 �And you�ll do Halle�s movie?� Saul asked.
 �I�d be crazy not to,� I said.
 We chatted for a few more minutes until Lexi gently told everyone that I had to get back on set.
 The afternoon turned into evening, then into very late. We didn�t wrap until after one. I never got a chance to call Brook. I almost called her when I got home, but it was after two, and with the time difference, I was sure she would kill me if I called her then.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday November 30 
 I decided to skip running today because we had a pool in the backyard. Dad and Manaia sat and watched me swim laps. They seemed to be getting along well as they laughed about something while I pulled myself out of the water. I plopped down on a chair at the table they�d claimed.
 �What time did you get in last night?� Dad asked.
 �After two,� Manaia grumbled.
 Fritz was going to have to send me someone to help Manaia. It was one thing for me to put in the hours, and another for someone to have to watch me 24/7. I planned to send a text to Fritz later.
 �Go get ready, and I�ll make breakfast,� Dad offered.
 When I came back, he�d made bacon and eggs with avocado slices and a banana.
 �I hear we�re doing golf scenes today,� I said.
 �I�ve worked with almost everyone, and they can at least hit the ball,� Dad shared. �Daisuke said that was all I they were worried about. They would do something called a �cutaway.��
 I was impressed that Dad was on a first-name basis with our director. I�d seen different cast members leave for extended periods to get their golf lessons. Kenta had bragged that his father was a director at a large electronics company, and they had a country club membership. That may have been one of the reasons he�d won the role. With him in the cast, we at least had one of us who wouldn�t embarrass themselves when we acted like we were golfers.
 �That�s where they show someone hit the ball, and then they �cut away� to the shot landing and rolling into the cup. I�m sure that they can just do a �continuous shot� with mine,� I teased.
 �It�s good to have a dream,� Manaia offered.
 ◊◊◊
 We�d gone to the driving range to start our day. Dad gave us each a bucket of balls and let us loose. While we hacked away, the camera crew would focus on each of us in turn. They would use the shots as b-roll later.
 Then Mr. Otsuki arrived and set the scene. The four girls watched the three guys hit balls. Misaki, Kana, and Ai discussed the merits of each boy, while Haru�s character stood shyly, embarrassed they would talk about such stuff.
 It helped highlight how our cultures differed. Haru�s character�s sweet innocence was probably the way girls behaved when my grandmother was young. It reminded me of middle school so much that I honestly expected them to be passing notes with checkboxes asking whether you liked someone or not.
 I�ll admit I thought some of the innocence was missing in America today. But there were other aspects of Japanese culture as it was portrayed that bothered me. Everything seemed awkward, and no one wanted to admit that they liked someone. Girls were regarded as too forward if they expressed an interest in a boy and were then considered the �wrong kind� to bring home to Mom. Guys became frustrated and would act inappropriately, which would get them slapped down and shamed.
 I may have read too much into the script because if Japan were really like that, no one would ever find their significant other.
 Plopping my character into the middle of all this shy, awkward innocence was the catalyst for the J-drama. No one would consider me a player by American standards, but I wasn�t a good boy, either. In this series, I played someone who was out for a good time and wasn�t awkward about it.
 A good example was how they wanted us to notice the girls. In my case, I would look over, smile at them, and go back to talking to the guys. But Jiro and Kenta would either glance over and quickly look away or position themselves so they could see the girls without looking like they were interested. It gave them a sneaky, stalker vibe, in my opinion.
 During a break, Kenta wanted to talk to me.
 �How do I buy an American girl dinner? Every girl I asked has told me �no.��
 �I make them buy.�
 �You are so arrogant. Is that what they expect? Am I being too respectful?�
 �No, I�m just that good-looking,� I joshed.
 Kenta ducked his head and nodded. The poor guy apparently thought I was serious.
 �Do you have your eye on someone specific?� I asked.
 �Could you put in a good word for me with your assistant?�
 �What�s in it for me?� I asked, still teasing him. �I�m not sure I want you bothering her.�
 Kenta�s eyes got big.
 �No. I would never,� he began and then saw my grin. �You are awful. It�s just that � I don�t know.�
 Yes, I did know. Lexi was a gorgeous woman. I was afraid she would destroy Kenta. She would figure out she held all the cards in their relationship and either string him along or get bored with him.
 �I�m not sure she�s right for you. Perhaps we should find you an American girl with training wheels before you set your sights so high,� I suggested. �The girl who delivers scripts seems nice.�
 Kenta looked away and blushed.
 �You already struck out there, I take it?�
 �She threatened to report me,� he admitted.
 Oh my! That wasn�t good. Perhaps my creepy-stalker feeling wasn�t too far off.
 �I probably don�t want to know what happened,� I conceded.
 Kenta gave me a sideways, shy look.
 �No. It�s probably best I not repeat what happened,� he said, and then straightened up. �I�m not the only one. The girls want to meet American men. They seem to like one in particular.�
 �Maybe I can introduce them to him.�
 �I�m sure you could,� Kenta said with a twinkle in his eye.
 Tami calls me �stupid boy,� and I might be slow sometimes, but I picked up on that and let out a heavy sigh. I didn�t need the girls chasing after me.
 �They are aware I have a girlfriend, right?�
 �Oh, yes. Haru and Jiro have both told them they have no hope. But that doesn�t seem to dissuade them; it makes it more of a challenge.�
 If I was wise to what they were up to, then I was safe. I�d fended off plenty of girls with no trouble. All I had to do was remember Brook, and they suddenly held no interest. It was a little startling to realize that. I knew I loved her, but never expected it would make me feel that way. I was a guy, after all.
 Then I had an idea. My character was supposed to stir the pot, romantically. Why not give it a little truth? I would ask one of the girls to lunch. The logical choice was Misaki Hayashi because she was the first of the group who would make a run at me in the J-drama.
 ◊◊◊
 I was reading lines with Hana when Lexi popped her head into the room.
 �Caryn received a strange request. Gordon Parker from Springbok, the shoe company, wants to meet with you and your dad. He suggested dinner tomorrow night.�
 �Did he say what it was for?�
 �No. Do you want me to find out?� Lexi asked.
 �I�m just trying to figure out if I need an agent or manager there or not,� I said and then scratched my head. �He requested Dad and me?�
 �Yeah. I�ll find out what it�s about,� she said and turned to leave.
 �Hey, before you take off? Is there time for me to take someone to dinner tonight, or am I booked with the shoot?�
 �You have an hour and a half around eight. Did you want me to make reservations?�
 �If you could, that would be great.�
 �Who are you taking?� Hana asked.
 �I planned to ask Misaki so I could get to know her better.�
 The look they both gave me reminded me to call my girlfriend. This may have been the longest we�d gone without either seeing each other or talking since we started dating. I�d received a couple of text messages that had frowny faces on them. I�d better make time, or I would be seeing a frowny face on her when she arrived.
 ◊◊◊
 We were scheduled for another group golf scene. When I arrived on set, the girls were all talking and giggling, while the guys looked bored. If I didn�t know better, I would have guessed they were all in high school. I walked straight up to the girls, and suddenly, all conversation stopped.
 I looked at Misaki and gave her my best smile.
 �Would you do me the honor of having dinner with me tonight?�
 �I, uh,� she stammered.
 Her stunned expression was priceless. Before we could say anything else, Mr. Otsuki hustled over. He�d been eavesdropping.
 �Hang on! Stop!� he barked out. �I need you to do that again, and I want the same reaction.�
 Misaki looked around, dumbfounded, as did the rest of the cast.
 Hana quickly came over and helped me learn how to say it correctly in Japanese.
 It�s never as easy as you would think. We had to do it with four different camera angles and nail the expressions each time. Misaki did a great job, but the other three girls got the giggles, which turned out to be an even cuter response.
 When Misaki stammered, she ad-libbed and stood a little straighter, and then bowed her head in acceptance. Asian girls acting submissive really turned me on. That caused me to get a big smile, and I turned to Kenta and gave him a thumbs-up.
 �Uwa! Sugoi!� Kenta complained (which roughly translates to: �Wow. Can�t believe what I�m hearing or seeing,� or �Wow. Amazing.�).
 Once the scene was in the can, Misaki made a beeline for me.
 �You weren�t serious, were you?� she asked.
 �Yes. I was asking if I could take you to dinner.�
 She looked at me suspiciously.
 �My driver will pick us up at eight, and we�ll be back in time for the rest of the day,� I said.
 She nodded again and scurried off. It took all of two seconds for Kenta and Jiro to corner me.
 �What was that all about?� Kenta demanded.
 �You said you wanted to learn how to ask a woman out, and I thought that was a good example.�
 �You can�t just ask them,� he whined.
 �I think he just did,� Jiro pointed out.
 �But �� Kenta stammered and then turned and left us.
 Jiro found it all amusing, and he had a good laugh before we had to go back to playing golf.
 ◊◊◊
 My little question had the cast stirred up. Mr. Otsuki loved it. He left the cameras running a few times when the girls got together and gave Misaki advice on what she should do on the date. Hana was my spy and would fill me in when they said something I should know. Of course, I could see where this little drama might blow up in my face, so I made it a point to call Brook.
 �I take it you�ve been busy,� she answered right out of the box.
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 �Lexi called me and told me that you�re working crazy hours,� she said, and then changed topics. �What�s this I hear that you�re seeing Halle?�
 It sounded like Halle had called to give my girlfriend a hard time.
 �Her movie was in trouble, and they needed a little star power.�
 That made her laugh.
 �More like you wanted an excuse to hang out with her.�
 Brook knew me too well.
 �You got me,� I said, and then added, �We�re treating this like Vegas, right? What happens in LA, stays in LA?�
 �Maybe I�ll have to call Little Tony and put a hit out on you. I�ve heard they bury people in the desert for whatever �happens in Vegas� that they don�t like. I�m sure there are some places in the LA hills where you could disappear.�
 �We could call it a Christmas gift to Halle. The girl has everything, and I never know what to get her.�
 �I miss you, you big dork. You leave Halle alone. I�ll be out shortly, and you�ll forget all about that hussy,� Brook assured me.
 I told her about dinner with Misaki and the drama it had created. Brook�s only advice was to remember her feelings and not to go overboard.
 ◊◊◊
 Frank Ingram, my publicist, showed up right before eight.
 �Frank, what�s up?� I asked as I shook his hand.
 �It�s been busy. I wanted to advise you that the video of the paparazzi dustup hit all the gossip sites today. I�ve gotten several calls from people in the business, loving it. It�s fun to see the shoe on the other foot for a change. This time, it was them with their pants down.�
 �It was a little disconcerting when they boxed me in. I hate that kind of stuff. If they had just asked, I would have stopped and talked to them.�
 In my opinion, they should outlaw the ones on motorcycles. That was how Princess Diana died years ago. It was bad enough to be harassed; you didn�t need the danger that the bikes added.
 �I understand. I also wanted to give you a heads-up,� he said.
 That didn�t sound promising.
 �Lexi obtained the video of you asking Misaki out, with the permission of the College First team. I got the word out to a few key people, and they�ll be out to film you going on your date.�
 �Don�t tell me you had to pay off some favors and decided to sacrifice me,� I said.
 �You know how it works. I asked Caryn to call your girlfriend to warn her,� Frank said.
 It was good that I�d beaten her to the punch. Not calling for three days and then having Caryn call Brook to tell her I was having dinner with a Japanese starlet might not have gone over very well. Sometimes you get lucky.
 �Are they aware we don�t have long for dinner? I don�t want to spend half of it talking to the press,� I warned.
 �All good,� Frank said, holding up his hands. �You might want to change your clothes.�
 I�d planned to wear what I�d worn on set all day, but he was right. I should look a little better than that for my big date.
 ◊◊◊
 It was good that I�d changed because Misaki had dressed up for dinner. We were met out front by a couple of the gossip shows. Misaki did a good job holding her own when they started to ask questions. It worried me at first when she acted shy. But once she got started, she was a little chatterbox. Finally, I had to tell them that we had reservations so they would let us go.
 I was happy when we pulled up to Nobu. I�d heard a lot of hype about the place and wanted to try it. It was a cozy and more casual atmosphere than I expected. The bar was packed with people waiting to get seats, but they seated us quickly once they confirmed our reservations. Misaki�s head was on a swivel, watching all the celebrities and beautiful people who were there. I spotted what I would want in a trophy wife once I reached my dotage. The waitress told us the specials and then left us alone for a moment.
 �I doubt we have time for the tasting menu,� Misaki said.
 �How about we have sushi?� I asked.
 She smiled.
 �I was afraid you wouldn�t want to. Would it be okay if I picked out what we have?� she asked.
 �I�m sure you know better than I would. But I do like tuna.�
 Misaki turned out to be a delightful young lady. She was from the island of Kyushu and lived in Fukuoka. The city was surrounded on three sides by mountains and was an important port. Her parents had a place on Hakata Bay. Misaki had an older brother who owned a coffee shop, and she had two nephews who were under three. She also had a boyfriend who was in finance at an electronics company.
 Misaki was shocked to discover I was ten years younger than her. She�d assumed that, like most actors, I played someone younger. In my case, I was playing an older character�that is, older than me. Once she figured out she was my senior, Misaki decided she would be my big sister and boss me around.
 �Why was Kenta acting put-out when you asked me to dinner?�
 I explained our talk about how to ask American women out to dinner and how he was striking out. She knew about what had happened with the script girl and scowled.
 �He was trying to be the big star and dominate her. The script girl is our hero. She rejected him out of hand.�
 �What�s it like, dating in Japan?� I asked.
 �We don�t normally show affection in public. People here hold hands openly, and that�s not something you often see back home. The big problem is finding time to date. Most young people work long hours to establish their careers. What you do is important. Even more important is your family. A Japanese girl wants to make sure that she gets along with a boy�s mother. They can be a real problem if you don�t,� she shared.
 �If you have a boyfriend, why did you go out with me?� I asked.
 �I should ask the same of you. Someone said that you have a girlfriend.�
 �I asked first.�
 She blushed.
 �You�re the big American movie star. Haru sings your praises and gushes about what you did to help her career when you did My Butterfly with her. And I felt it would be rude to say no in front of everyone.�
 �Thank you for not embarrassing me like that,� I said with a smile.
 �Somehow, I imagine you would survive my rejection. Besides, I enjoyed the prestige of being the first you asked out,� Misaki said as she sat up a little straighter.
 �I take it prestige is important.�
 �Why, of course. Haru had told us that she would be the one to catch your eye. You�ve made an old woman happy.�
 I liked that she was self-deprecating. By the end of dinner, I was glad that I�d asked her out. We had a good time talking, and it gave me a chance to quiz her about her country while she questioned me on mine.
 �You have to do something for us: we want to go to an American party. We�ve read about them and want to experience one,� Misaki said, catching me totally by surprise.
 �What exactly are you expecting at this �American party�?�
 She put her hand over her mouth and blushed.
 �We hear that Americans are easy. Why do you think Kenta wants to date an American girl?�
 �Ah,� I said, suddenly understanding.
 �Will you help us?�
 �I�ll see what I can do,� I promised.
 It shocked me a little that she would want to go to a party to hook up. I wouldn�t have expected that from someone who said she had a boyfriend. Then again, I was sure this type of behavior happened everywhere.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back, the girls whisked Misaki away to talk about her big date. I found Kenta and Jiro waiting for me in wardrobe.
 �You must give us details,� Kenta said.
 I looked at the two of them and shook my head.
 �We had a lovely dinner. If you want to find out what happened in the car on the way back, you�ll have to talk to Misaki,� I said.
 Then I pushed them out of the dressing room.
 That was probably the wrong thing to say because they both jumped to conclusions and scampered off.
 Misaki was a different woman once we were back on set. She no longer stood back and acted the wallflower. She took her role as my new big sister seriously and did things like fuss over my clothes and bring me tea. Lexi wasn�t happy because she felt that was her job. I made eye contact with my PA and let her know to give Misaki this.
 I was really starting to hate the Japanese work ethic, mostly because it was about to kill me. We didn�t wrap up until well after two in the morning. There were promises that we would get off early tomorrow and not resume filming until Sunday afternoon.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 3 � Dinner with Springbok  Thursday December 1 
 This morning, I skipped exercising in exchange for sleep. Lexi finally had to roust me out of bed so I would be on set on time. When I made it out to breakfast, Fritz was drinking coffee with my dad.
 �You look like hell,� Dad said.
 �Whoever said acting was easy was nuts. We were on set until almost three again last night,� I said.
 I spotted the coffee and held up one finger for them to hold that thought while I poured myself a cup.
 �It must be bad if he�s drinking that,� Dad said.
 �Thanks for sending me the text. I hadn�t realized your hours were so long. I gave Manaia the morning off,� Fritz said.
 �After our rough start, he�s been okay,� I conceded.
 �He�s actually a good guy, just a little rough around the edges. I figured you would get him straightened out,� Fritz said.
 �More like, if David didn�t cause him to quit, then he could do this for anyone,� Dad quipped.
 �If I weren�t so tired, I would argue with you,� I said. �Is there any food?�
 �In the oven. I made a breakfast casserole.�
 I made plates for myself and Fritz. Like me, he could always eat.
 �I hear we have a dinner meeting with Springbok. Do you know what that�s all about?� Dad asked.
 �Lexi was supposed to find out. We should ask her when she finally gets ready,� I commented as I saw her coming down the hall.
 �Coffee,� Lexi moaned. She was as sleep-deprived as I was.
 We waited for her to pour a cup and grab a plate of breakfast. Dad asked her about the meeting.
 �They were vague as to the purpose of the meeting, according to Caryn. She said they thought you would find it beneficial.�
 �Do you think it has to do with modeling?� Fritz asked.
 �I doubt it,� I weighed in. �Springbok has signed up some high-profile universities recently. They�re catching up to Under Armour as the number three shoe company in collegiate sports, behind Nike and Adidas.�
 �David couldn�t model for them and keep his eligibility with the NCAA,� Dad explained.
 �That�s why I�m puzzled. Why would a shoe company want to talk to me while I�m still in high school?� I asked, confessing my ignorance.
 �Sounds like you each need bodycams and pen-mics. I�ll get it arranged before the meeting,� Fritz said.
 He was probably right. It would be better to record the encounter and find it was something innocent than not to do so and discover we had a problem. We could always delete it later. If they were up to something, we might need the leverage of an accurate recording at some point.
 ◊◊◊
 We worked until noon on the button and then were told to relax for a couple of days. The entire cast and crew were visibly relieved, as everyone had been working the same hours I had. I had all of two minutes to enjoy my freedom.
 �The car is waiting,� Lexi said, reminding me that I had other commitments.
 I was supposed to start shooting my part in Halle�s movie, Love Letters, today.
 Manaia had replaced Fritz and was waiting for us out front. I started to get my phone out to call Brook.
 �She said she would call you later,� Lexi said, guessing what I was doing.
 �It sounds like you talk to my girlfriend more than I do. I can�t wait until she gets here.�
 She handed me today�s script, and I studied it as we drove to the studio. Once we arrived, Lexi guided me to wardrobe to get changed.
 My character was supposed to be Halle�s best friend, in whom she confided everything. It was a plot ploy to let the audience in on what Halle�s character was thinking, which can be hard to do sometimes.
 I�d known that they�d been toying with the idea of me being in the film for a while. Rita had just confirmed it yesterday. Word had gotten back that they had changed their minds several times as to what they wanted out of my character. It�d run the gamut from ex-boyfriend to gay best friend. From reading the script, they�d decided on something in the middle. I was to play her longtime friend who secretly had a crush on her.
 Kitty Ellis, the director and my former director on The Royal Palm, met me in wardrobe. She grabbed my arm and hustled me into the back.
 �We�ve kept it secret that you�d be here today. I want to surprise Halle and catch an honest reaction from her when she sees you.�
 �I guess we better get it in one take then.�
 �It might backfire, but I think it�s worth the risk,� she said and smiled. �Thank you again for suggesting me for this. I�ve enjoyed working with Halle and Ben.�
 Ben Doman and I had worked together on Star Academy, where we�d become friends. The tabloids had tried to match him up with Halle. I was sure it was done to promote the movie since I knew he was back together with his Baywatch girlfriend. They�d gotten back together the night of my accident. If I were Ben, I would pick Halle over Isabel every time, but Ben seemed to think differently.
 Kitty explained what she wanted for the first scene. My character was supposed to come home from college and find Halle and Ben together at a coffee shop. Kitty wanted me to show that I was a little upset at seeing Halle with Ben, but I would put on my game face and stop by their table. Halle had been given a different script that said she was having a serious talk with Ben about some perceived misunderstanding that all these love stories seemed to have.
 I had strict orders to hide in wardrobe before the scene. When it was time, Lexi came and got me. Walking through the building, I observed a stark difference from what I�d encountered on the J-drama. They had everything you would ever want to shoot a movie right at their fingertips here. The J-drama almost felt like they were filming a college-budget concept piece by comparison.
 The pace was also different. They claimed they were doing a compressed shoot schedule to get Love Letters completed. But the J-drama crew could have shot five scenes in the time it took Halle and Ben to shoot the first part of the coffee-shop one.
 Finally, I was up. The crew waited until Ben and Halle were set, and then Kitty called �Action� to start the scene.
 Ben grabbed Halle�s hand and pulled her towards him. He leaned over and kissed her, and her eyebrows knit together in concerned surprise. The old Alpha Male suddenly rose up, and I strode forward.
 �Hey!� I barked.
 Halle twirled in her seat, and her whole face lit up.
 �David!�
 She came out of her seat and about knocked me down as she put me into a fierce embrace.
 �What do you think you�re doing with my girlfriend?� Ben asked, still in character.
 �Girlfriend?� I asked as my eyebrows raised.
 Halle looked back and forth between us, confused. Then the light bulb came on. She looked at me and ruffled my hair.
 �You didn�t expect me to wait for you forever, did you? What did you do to your hair?� she asked.
 �I heard you liked blonds,� I said.
 Ben had a mop of blond hair. That earned me a slug in the chest.
 ��Stupid boy,� your girlfriend would kill me if she thought you were stepping out on her.�
 I pulled Halle to me and kissed her. She didn�t fight me too hard for someone who was supposed to be in love with Ben. He cleared his throat to remind us where we were and that the cameras were rolling.
 �Do you have any other �friends� like him?� Ben asked.
 Halle came back to her senses.
 �No. Just him, and he�s taken. You don�t have anything to worry about,� Halle said as she disentangled herself from me and let Ben put his arm around her.
 �Cut!� Kitty called. �I want to see that on playback.�
 While Kitty did that, Halle did a little bunny hop and was in my arms again. Ben just rolled his eyes and left us alone.
 �Come on,� Halle said as she grabbed my hand and dragged me off the set. �They�ll take a while to get the next scene ready.�
 We�d just made it back to her trailer when her cell phone rang. She looked down and smiled at me.
 �It�s Brook.�
 �Put it on speaker,� I urged.
 �Guess who�s here,� Halle said as she answered the call.
 �I know exactly who�s there. I just saw the video of you kissing my boyfriend.�
 �How did you get that video so fast?� I asked.
 �Lexi posted it on her social media,� Brook said.
 Suddenly, several pieces of the puzzle started to come together in my mind.
 �Hey, did you tell Lexi that I was not to call you after school because you were busy?� I asked.
 �I didn�t talk to her. Why do you ask?�
 �Just wondered. I�ll talk to you late tonight after my shoe-company meeting. We need to coordinate better,� I said.
 �Your PA trying to freeze out the girlfriend?� Halle asked.
 �That�s what I need to find out,� I agreed.
 Brook laughed.
 �How dumb is she? Does she expect we would break up because you kissed Halle?�
 �See, Brook thinks it would be okay to kiss me.�
 �Whoa!� I said with my hands up as Halle made kissy faces at me.
 �Get him, Halle,� Brook teased.
 I beat a hasty retreat as both girls laughed at me. It was good they were friends, or I might get the wrong idea. Halle was Halle James, after all, and damned good looking.
 ◊◊◊
 Halle was right, it did take them forever to come back and get us for the next scene. Kitty liked the direction the ad-libbed dialogue had gone and put the writers to work. In the meantime, I discovered I had a trailer of my very own parked outside with about ten others. Another perk the J-drama was missing.
 �Do you think Halle�s dating Ben?� I asked Lexi.
 �You know how those on-set relationships go,� she said with a shrug. �I hear that they�re always in each other�s trailer, so anything�s possible.�
 Reading lines was my guess.
 The advantage I had over Lexi was I knew both Halle and Ben. Halle had her mom to draw experience from, and Rita had made it clear to her daughter that an on-set romance was a recipe for disaster. After the fiasco with Zander, I would lay big money on her not going there. Ben was also a stand-up guy and currently �in love.� Isabel Alexandra, his Baywatch babe, was born to run around in a swimsuit. Ben wasn�t about to mess that up.
 �What about Brook?� Lexi asked, taking the bait.
 �I don�t know. I�ve been here for several days, and she never seems to have time to talk to me. If I didn�t know better, I would worry she hooked up with Darius.�
 �Who�s that?� Lexi asked a little too casually.
 �Just some guy who seems always to be hanging around. You know the type. I catch him looking at Brook like she�s something on the menu. He has a reputation with the women,� I said.
 His reputation was he was either not interested in them or scared spitless. There was a grain of truth in what I said because he did have a crush on Brook.
 �She mentioned a Darius. I didn�t think much of it when she said something because it sounded like a group outing,� Lexi said.
 �I should fire you right now,� I said, getting serious.
 Lexi was a smart girl. She figured out I�d caught her.
 �I just thought it was for the best.�
 �Best for who? Brook, me, or you?� I asked.
 Lexi blanched at that and then blushed. She decided her best course of action was to bolt. If she�d known me better, she�d have known that was precisely the right thing to do. I got mad quickly, and if you pushed me, I might say something that I shouldn�t. Give me a little time, and I calmed down and was able to see reason.
 ◊◊◊
 It was good to see Halle again. Ben and I hung out for a bit between takes. He mentioned a party he knew about.
 �Do you think I could bring my J-drama castmates? They want to go to a real �American� party.�
 �My friends are a little rowdy after they�ve had a few. You sure they�re up for that?� Ben asked.
 �I don�t see why not unless your friends would take advantage of someone,� I said.
 You never knew.
 �No. They might hook up with them, but it would be because the girls wanted to. There�s enough tail at these events that you don�t have to work too hard. I bet we could even find a girl for someone who looks like you,� he said as he threw a face.
 �Jerk. I don�t need to hook up, I have a girlfriend.�
 �Keep telling yourself that.�
 I sent a text to Misaki to tell her where and when. Ben said to have them say they were his guests. It turned out it was being hosted by one of his girlfriend Isabel�s friends. He told me that if I wanted to invite some others, there would be plenty to drink, and it was usually fun.
 With that in mind, I sent another text. This one was to Ridge and Bill, my friends who played football at USC, and asked if they wanted to come too. I did post a link to the J-drama�s website so Bill could see who would be there. He�d admitted to discovering he had a thing for Asian girls since he moved out to LA. Bill promised he would be there and said I had to introduce him around.
 Lexi found me and reminded me that we had to get going. She hadn�t quit, so I let it go for now. At some point, I would have to exorcise the bitch out of her. I wondered where I might find a priest to help me with that.
 ◊◊◊
 Gordon Parker from Springbok sent us a text that he was pulling up to the restaurant. He�d picked a trendy spot in Hollywood, close to the studio. Dad and I had just arrived and were waiting for Manaia to deal with the valet, so we received the full effect of Mr. Parker�s arrival. As soon as I saw him, I had to smile. He looked like one of those guys who believed they could sell you anything while they bled you dry. He�d pulled up in a Lamborghini.
 �This guy must be loaded,� Dad said.
 �I doubt it. That�s a rental,� I said.
 Dad looked askance at me. I�d seen my share of rental cars in my travels, and there are some telltale signs. The first is the little bar codes they put in the windows so they can be scanned when they�re returned. Another clue was that it didn�t have any dealer markings. That was because rental companies buy their cars directly from the manufacturer.
 �Trust me. This guy is trying to impress us for some reason. Hang onto your wallet,� I warned Dad.
 �Shouldn�t that be my line?�
 My dad thought he was funny sometimes. It was better just to let the one-liners slide, or he would decide he was on a roll, and you�d have to listen to them all night long.
 When Mr. Parker turned the car over to the valet, he spotted us and put on his best smile. It was showtime!
 �Rob, David, it�s so good to finally meet you. Call me Gordon,� he said as he shook our hands. �Let�s go inside so we can get comfortable.�
 He went up to the ma�tre d� and said something in a low voice. Dad and I had to turn away so as not to laugh when they couldn�t find his reservation. He tried to bribe the man, but there didn�t seem to be any tables available. We could wait an hour or more if we wanted. Mr. Parker�s night wasn�t starting the way he expected. He came over to give us the bad news. Dad nudged me to go get us a table.
 I walked up and could tell that the ma�tre d� had no clue who I was. You can�t play on your celebrity when that�s the case.
 �Hi. I was wondering if you had a table for three?�
 �I have a feeling I should recognize you.�
 �Not really.�
 The ma�tre d� did a double-take. I imagined he was used to being pushed around by celebrities and expected me to follow suit. He looked at his table chart and smiled.
 �I just had a cancelation,� he said as he glanced over at Gordon.
 I could only imagine what Gordon said to piss the guy off. Gordon turned bright red when I motioned for everyone to follow us to the table.
 Once we were seated, Gordon was back on his game.
 �I understand they have Glenlivet 21 here. Would you like to try it?� he asked my dad.
 Dad knew his scotch and seemed impressed.
 �I would love a glass. It�s not every day I drink anything that fine.�
 Honestly, I was dead on my feet from the past couple of days, so I opted for coffee. I was awake enough, though, to remember this guy was definitely not in any of my circles of trust. In fact, he was potentially deep into one of my circles of distrust. I pulled out my microphone pen and set it on the table. I made sure that none of the three of us were blocked and positioned it such that a waiter wouldn�t be tempted to move it. Dad seemed oblivious to this.
 After we�d ordered appetizers, Gordon started his pitch.
 �I�m sure you would agree that David�s choice of colleges is an important decision. Getting him in the right program can greatly affect his income once he�s in the NFL.�
 �I�m sure it is, and that�s why we spent the fall touring different schools.�
 �So, you would agree it�s an important decision?�
 I�d listened to my mom enough to recognize the sales technique he was using. You get the client to start agreeing with inconsequential statements like �the sky is blue�; �dirt is, well � dirt.� It didn�t really matter what. What you tried to do was get them used to saying �yes� or agreeing with whatever you said. It seemed to me to be a clumsy approach.
 �As a matter of fact, I�ve been considering playing baseball and skipping college for now,� I said to throw him off track.
 �I was led to believe that you�d play football,� Gordon said, losing his slick demeanor for the first time.
 Dad and I did what Dawsons do and just stared at the man. His cred went up a few notches from its rock-bottom starting point when he took a deep breath and came clean.
 �Look, I can tell I�m about to mess this all up. It�s clear you�re not going to be swayed by anything but total honesty.�
 Dad took a drink of his scotch and then smiled. Gordon used that as his signal to explain himself.
 �Five-star athletes are a rare commodity in the world of football. There are very few players who make an impact in and of themselves. We believe that David is one of those people. We think that, because of everything he does outside of football, he is someone we want to partner with.�
 �I don�t see how he can do anything until he exhausts his eligibility,� Dad said.
 That made Gordon smile.
 �What do you expect someone with David�s unique talent and image would mean to the school he enrolls in, financially?�
 �That would depend on the university. A school that wasn�t filling their stadium would probably value him more than, say, a top-five school,� Dad ventured.
 �You would agree that it could be significant and that big-time football generates a lot of money,� Gordon said.
 He was back in sales mode.
 �I would guess that by the amount you�ve doled out to certain schools to wear your apparel, it is significant,� I said.
 �Yes. We�re not in business to lose money.�
 �I�m also not in the business of losing money. The quickest way to do that would be to lose my eligibility,� I reasoned.
 �What if I could show you how to protect that eligibility but set yourself up for life?�
 �I�m nervous even having this conversation,� I admitted.
 �Would it be okay if I talked to your dad and kept you out of it?� Gordon asked.
 He could tell we weren�t buying it.
 �We will talk in generalities. No specifics that could come back and bite you in the butt later,� Gordon said.
 Dad agreed, and they started for the bar. I stopped Dad, and when he turned to me, I stepped up and whispered, �Microphone pen!� He looked startled, then nodded and turned to follow Gordon to the bar.
 I was hungry, so I ordered a big steak while I waited.
 When the two of them came back, they seemed to be in a good mood. I made sure to pay for Dad and my tab. That was one rule I�d learned: you didn�t accept even a coke if you thought they were a booster of some kind. While I wasn�t sure how a shoe company fit into the whole scheme, I didn�t want to risk anything with the NCAA.
 ◊◊◊
 We stopped at an In-N-Out Burger to get Dad an Animal-Style Double Double. Manaia had clued my dad in on In-N-Out�s �secret� menu items. �Animal-Style� burgers have mustard grilled into the patty, and a �Double Double� was two patties with two slices of cheese plus all the trimmings. Dad was hungry because he�d not eaten while he and Gordon talked.
 �They�ve got an ingenious scheme going,� he began.
 �So, he was trying to pay me to go to a specific school?� I asked.
 �Not a specific one, but one of the ones they have contracts with,� Dad said as he pulled out a piece of paper that listed all of their schools.
 None of the schools were on my current final-four list.
 �Back in the day,� Dad continued, �boosters would fund it, and the coaches would pay you. When I was a kid, there was a famous case at SMU where they paid some of the best talent to go there. ESPN did a documentary about it called The Pony Excess.
 �The payments evolved to where the boosters were the ones paying players, and the coaches stayed out of it. They had schemes like having the players sell their game tickets under the table and signing sports memorabilia for a fee. And then there was the famous $100 handshake. There was even a car called the �Trans A&M,� which was reportedly given to a player as compensation.
 �The coaches were no longer directly handing out payments because they wanted to keep it outside of the schools. The NCAA does not have subpoena power. That means they can�t force a booster to testify, which makes it almost impossible for them to build a case if everyone keeps their mouth shut,� Dad said.
 �What�s Gordon�s ingenious plan?� I asked.
 �Assistant coaches don�t make near the money that head football coaches make. Springbok pays them to bird-dog talent and send the players their way. He said if you researched a list of the top recruiters at some schools, at least some of them probably were dealing with a shoe company,� Dad explained.
 �Bo Harrington warned me that I might have to cut ties with Range Sports because the shoe companies wouldn�t be happy,� I said. �I haven�t had anyone from the shoe companies like Nike or Adidas tell me I can�t work with Range. But that could be because I�m already looking at schools they sponsor.�
 Nike, Adidas, and Under Armour would be happy if I went to one of their schools. Once I picked where I was going, I was sure they would want to have �the talk.�
 �Gordon made that suggestion when we were alone. He said that if you were to go to one of the Springbok schools, you would have to cut ties with Range,� Dad admitted.
 No teenager likes to hear they can�t do something. For me, Range Sports had given me my break and stood by me when I was in the avalanche and with my mom�s cancer. Yes, Devin and I�d had our falling out about him and my women, but I counted Sandy as one of my closest friends in the business. And I was on better terms with Devin since he married Pam�s sister. There wasn�t anything that would make me �cut ties� with Range until I enrolled in college when the NCAA rules would kick in.
 �How does it work?�
 �The assistant coaches point them to the players they want. Gordon has a sit-down with the parents and sometimes the player. Springbok has partnered with agents and financial advisors. When you finish your eligibility, you�d be expected to sign with all three in return for the up-front payments,� Dad explained.
 �How much are we talking?� I asked.
 Dad smirked and handed me a piece of paper. It had $150,000 written on it.
 �I told him you were worth way more than that. I remembered some of the numbers you and your mom told me after you talked to Bo Harrington about it. Gordon figured out he�d stepped in it and that we knew more than the average athlete�s parents would. He said that he would have to get authorization for more money. He tried the old �your contract might be less on the back end� ploy,� Dad said.
 �How am I supposed to hide $150,000?� I asked.
 If nothing else, I would have to report it to the IRS, or that would be a whole other issue that could get me into trouble. They frightened me a lot more than the NCAA did.
 �Gordon talked about that as well. He said you were already set up perfectly with your nonprofits. Springbok would make �donations� to them.�
 �I hope you told him that while we would gladly accept donations, I wasn�t taking money to play college ball.�
 �Yes, except for the part about accepting donations. I don�t think you want to worry about that,� Dad said.
 He was probably right.
 ◊◊◊
 I called Brook and woke her up. We got on video chat.
 �What�s going on with Lexi?� she asked.
 �I trusted her to get in touch with you and help arrange times for us to talk. My schedule has been crazy, and Lexi helps keep track of it for me. It looks like her inner bitchiness has resurfaced.�
 �That was what you worried about when you hired her,� Brook reminded me. �You hooked up with her before, didn�t you?�
 �Yeah. I might have gone a little overboard,� I admitted.
 �Do you think Lexi has a thing for you?� Brook asked.
 �All women have a thing for me, but I only have a thing for one,� I said and batted my eyes.
 Brook wasn�t impressed.
 �You should spank her,� Brook said.
 When in doubt, shut your damned mouth. Brook saw that she�d shocked me.
 �I want to watch you do it. I want to see if she really is into you or not.�
 �Aren�t there some labor laws about not spanking employees? Because if there aren�t, Cassidy is getting one the next time I see that brat,� I promised.
 �I don�t think it�s strictly within the rules, but I have a feeling that Lexi wouldn�t object. And I�d hate to see what you�d look like after you �caught� Cassidy.�
 That didn�t reassure me, and I wondered about Brook�s comments about watching it. I also had no desire to do anything but work with Lexi. If it helped with Lexi�s bitchiness demon, I was up for a good spanking exorcism. I didn�t want or need my PA to work for me only when our goals aligned.
 My number-one goal right now was Brook. If Lexi didn�t straighten up, I would send her back to Frank or her dad, and they could give me someone else. I hadn�t seen Kendal in a while, and I missed her.
 I told Brook that I loved her, and she threatened me that I better do a better job of keeping in touch. All was good.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 4 � American Party  Friday December 2 
 I felt a hundred times better, having slept in today. They didn�t need me on the Love Letters set until ten. There were paparazzi stationed out front, so I decided to swim instead of run. When it was time to leave, I was happy to see the Malibu police moving the paparazzi out of this upscale neighborhood.
 Fritz had drawn morning duty and drove Lexi and me to the set. I pulled out my tablet and checked to see if they�d sent me any script updates. They had, so I focused on reading my new lines while Lexi fidgeted next to me.
 �I wanted to say I was sorry,� Lexi said.
 My response was to grunt and put my earbuds in so I could tune her out. I wasn�t feeling very charitable this morning. In fact, I was leaning towards asking for someone else. Brook�s advice to spank Lexi was not happening. I guess my girlfriend hadn�t had the sexual-harassment talk at work yet. If I told Caryn that I planned to do that to an employee, she might quit.
 We arrived at the studio, and I put my sunglasses on. I might as well be in full Hollywood mode.
 �Find out when I�m due on set,� I said and headed to Halle�s trailer. I figured I could hide from Lexi there.
 When I knocked, Ben answered.
 �Morning. We were just running lines.�
 Not that he needed to explain why he was there.
 �I�m hiding from my PA.�
 �Get in here!� Halle called.
 I stepped in, and she soon had tea brewing for me. She and Ben were drinking coffee and eating some pastries. While the J-drama had plenty of tea, we didn�t get doughnuts or Danishes. It was probably for the best; I didn�t need the empty calories. Pastries had too much sugar and unhealthy fats. Cinnamon rolls didn�t count, though.
 �I talked to Brook this morning. You�re not really going to spank Lexi, are you?�
 �That�s a lawsuit waiting to happen,� Ben added.
 And I wasn�t that guy. As it was, I had a hard time helping Rita when she needed a good cry. I�d been brought up that you didn�t hit girls�unless they tried to kick you in the nuts. There were limits to everything. Hearing these two made me realize I had to deal with this. I shouldn�t have to hide from my PA.
 I figured Caryn would just be getting into the office, so I got brave and called her. We had a quick conversation, and she said she would take care of it.
 I received a text from Lexi telling me that I needed to hustle to makeup and get to the set. My day had officially started.
 ◊◊◊
 When I had a break, I called Duane Morris, my sports attorney who was with Woodford & Morris. I began to fill him in on what had happened last night.
 �Hang on, I want Ms. Dixon in the loop on this. I�ll call you right back once I track her down,� Mr. Morris said.
 While he did that, I called Dad. He was finishing up a golf lesson with Kana and Ai. I asked him not to start anything new for a few minutes because I wanted him in on this call. Five minutes later, we were all on a conference call.
 �You�re going to go broke with legal fees if you keep this up,� Ms. Dixon teased.
 I didn�t want to think about that part of it. She was right in thinking this might get expensive. I quickly got to business because they were charging me by the minute. I outlined what had happened, and Dad added some clarification.
 �When I was at the NCAA, I long suspected something like this was going on,� Mr. Morris said. �Everyone hears rumors, but we couldn�t act on them without proof. This might be the incident that finally breaks this practice wide open. You should know that no one will be happy when this gets out. If your name is associated with it, you might never play a down of college ball,� he ventured.
 �What should we do?� Dad asked.
 It seemed he finally saw the seriousness of all this. Up to this point, he was pretty clueless.
 �First, I need to see the video and start piecing this all together. I�m not ready to reach out to anyone at the NCAA just yet,� Mr. Morris admitted.
 �What about the FBI?� Ms. Dixon asked.
 I felt my heart jump into my throat. Until she said that, I hadn�t considered that this might be more than an NCAA infraction of some kind. There might be laws being broken, and people could go to jail. Personally, I didn�t want to be one of them.
 �That�s not my specialty,� Mr. Morris said. �You should get someone familiar with that area of law to look at this too.�
 �I think I know just the right person. I�ll see if they�re available,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �And I�ll have our security people put everything together and send it to you,� Dad assured them.
 �Scan the two pieces of paper they gave you and send those as well,� Ms. Dixon said.
 There was a knock on my trailer door; that was the signal that I needed to get back to work.
 �I have to go,� I said.
 �Good call on getting us involved now,� Ms. Dixon said.
 I wasn�t sure I agreed. Given a choice, I�d rather not be associated with this mess, period. I hung up and trotted off to the set.
 ◊◊◊
 Halle and I did scenes together until about three. Kitty told me that I was free to leave, and they would call me when they needed me again. I walked to my trailer to take a quick shower to rid myself of the makeup. When I arrived, I found Aubrey Dunham there with a phone in her ear. She was one of the managers Kent had hired on my recommendation. Aubrey and I had met in Miami and then again in London.
 I left her to work while I cleaned up. When I came out, I had a text from my dad.
 �Come home RIGHT NOW!�
 I had no idea what that meant, but I was headed that way, anyway. I figured I could wait to respond. It amused me that they�d sent Aubrey as my PA because she was busy being one of our managers. From what I overheard of her conversation, it sounded like one of our clients was having some trouble, and she was trying to solve the problem remotely.
 I convinced Fritz to swing by a grocery store. We needed to have model food on hand if Adrienne and Sarah were going to be here this weekend. I also had Fritz buy a couple of cases of wine that was recommended. If Adrienne was going to be around, I wanted to up my chances of spending some quality time with her.
 That was something that Brook and I had talked about. She gave me one free pass so long as I spoke to her about it first. Brook was evil and said she wanted hers to be with Dare. I�d almost backed out when I heard that, but we were talking about Adrienne, the Sports Illustrated and Victoria�s Secret supermodel. Dare might just have to disappear if Brook got serious about cashing in.
 We finally got home, and Dad met me at the garage door that led into the kitchen.
 �I have to go home,� he announced, looking panicked.
 �Why? What�s wrong?� I said, while visions of accidents or something horrible happening raced through my brain.
 He just pointed out the kitchen window towards the pool. Aubrey, Fritz, and I looked out to see what the problem was.
 �Oh, goody,� Aubrey said and headed that way.
 �I can now die a happy man,� Fritz said.
 Laying out around our pool were Adrienne, Tyler, Sarah, and Lexi � all nude. Aubrey was losing clothes as she sauntered out. I called Brook, and she didn�t answer since she was still in school. So I took a picture and sent Brook a text.
 �Fritz, open a couple of bottles of wine while I make appetizers.�
 Dad still looked panicked.
 �What will your mother think?� Dad asked.
 I dialed her number.
 �Hey, Mom, jump onto video chat,� I said.
 She did, and I smiled at her.
 �Look what I found. Can I keep them?� I asked.
 �You�re not getting a puppy or kitten. We�ve � oh, my. Where�s your father?�
 �I have him and Fritz organizing drinks.�
 �Carol, I�m packing right now,� Dad said as he grabbed my phone.
 Mom must have been in a good mood because I heard her laughing. If he�d called, she would probably have taken his head off. Thanks to my track record, I think she expected me to get into these sorts of situations. Mom found it amusing that my dad had been caught in the crossfire. I hoped she would call Greg and fill him in as to what was happening. Only in LA.
 Dad came back, looking dazed.
 �She said to go enjoy myself.�
 �Go put on a swimsuit and join us. Fritz, I have something that will probably fit you in the top drawer of my dresser,� I said and sent them off to change.
 Me, I just took my clothes off. When the guys came back, they looked at me, and they seemed more embarrassed to see me naked than they were to see the girls.
 �Help me carry all this out,� I told them.
 �Are you sure you want to go out like that?� Dad asked.
 �Yeah. Adrienne is giving me a hard time. She knows how I feel about Brook. I can�t let her get the better of me,� I said.
 �I hope she has more ideas like this,� Fritz said.
 �Me, too,� Dad mumbled.
 I strode out back like I owned the world. The girls found it amusing. Adrienne upped the ante when she stood up and came over to the table where we deposited the appetizers and wine and hugged me. My dad had a ministroke when she also hugged him. Fritz stuck his hand out.
 �You don�t want a hug too?� Adrienne asked.
 �My heart couldn�t take it,� Fritz said.
 Adrienne lit up and gave us her best sexy smile. Fritz was in love. She had that effect on guys; she certainly had that effect on me. All the girls got up, and Fritz poured them glasses of wine. I got myself a plate of food and stole Adrienne�s deck chair, next to Tyler�s. Tyler reached over and grabbed my hand.
 �How�ve you been?� I asked.
 Tyler and I caught up. Aubrey, Adrienne, and Sarah all sat down at the table and talked to Dad and Fritz. Sarah had found her cover-up. Lexi kept glancing at me like she wanted to say something. I ignored her until Tyler needed a refill on her wine and left us alone together.
 �David,� Lexi began.
 �Save it. You crossed too many lines with me. I�m not willing to put up with your crap when I�m working. I�m sure they�ll find something else for you to do,� I said.
 Lexi burst into tears. I blinked a couple of times while trying to figure out what I�d said to cause that. Aubrey came over.
 �I think we need to get dressed and go inside and talk about this.�
 I was smart enough to recognize that Aubrey didn�t want to be my PA. She had clients who needed her, and they helped pay the bills. I looked over at Dad, and he nodded.
 I�m sure Dad and Fritz were either relieved or devastated�maybe both�when the other girls put on their swimsuits. Lexi, Aubrey, and I stepped inside. I put my clothes on and joined the others in the living room. By then, Lexi had stopped crying.
 �I�ll put in my notice on Monday,� Lexi said.
 �I never said I wanted you to do that,� I said with a sigh. �Look, with as busy as I�ve been, I need to be able to rely on whoever�s working with me. What you did with my girlfriend was completely counterproductive.�
 �What did you do to his girlfriend?� Aubrey asked.
 I made Lexi tell her.
 �Are you an idiot or something?� Aubrey asked.
 �Yes. Yes, I am,� Lexi said. �I let my feelings for David cloud my judgment.�
 Aubrey and I looked at each other, trying to decipher what Lexi had meant by that bombshell. Then I got mad.
 �I didn�t shoot you down when it was proposed we hire you, against my better judgment. The first time I met you, you were horrible to my friend and started a fight at her party. I pegged you as a spoiled little rich girl who used her daddy�s influence to get her way. I have zero use for someone who embodies a �mean girl� in the worst possible way.
 �Then you try to drive a wedge between my girlfriend and me. If you knew anything about our relationship, you would have known we would figure it out. If I lost her because of your antics, what did you think would happen?� I asked.
 �That�s a good point. Did you think he would reward the little schemer?� Aubrey asked.
 Lexi started the waterworks again.
 �Stop it!� I growled. �Lexi Andon, I don�t for one minute believe that you cry at the drop of a hat. Quit the theatrics.�
 Aubrey barked out a laugh when Lexi stopped.
 �How did you know?� Lexi asked.
 I smirked.
 �I didn�t,� I admitted.
 �Shit.�
 �You�re a real piece of work,� Aubrey said. �I planned to talk David into taking you back for my own selfish reasons.�
 �You�re busy,� I guessed.
 �That, and I would want to do nasty things to the boss all day,� she said, winking at me.
 �I�m not sure I could resist for long.�
 �I know you couldn�t,� Aubrey said, and then turned back to Lexi. �You still haven�t answered the question. What exactly did you think you would accomplish?�
 �Revenge.�
 That got both our attention.
 �For what happened on the boat?� I asked.
 She nodded.
 �Unbelievable,� I said.
 �I�d never done any of that. I�d always been in control. What you did to me ��
 Her voice trailed off.
 �Did you �?� Aubrey asked.
 I nodded.
 �The part that confused me was that you weren�t intimidated. The way you touched me and were so confident had me off-balance. I did things I swore I would never do,� she said, then looked down and whispered something.
 �What did you say?� Aubrey asked.
 �I liked it,� she said and then rushed on. �You made me a woman in every way possible. I�d never imagined it could be that good. And then you just left. I was sure you were the one for me and didn�t know how to win you back.�
 �He gave you some good orgasms, so you thought you were in love?� Aubrey asked.
 �I know, I was stupid. I went out a couple of times with different guys who were supposed to know what they were doing. It was terrible. They were like two-year-olds compared to what David did to me. I kept wishing it would just end.�
 �Maybe you and Adrienne should try to bring her over to the dark side,� I teased Aubrey.
 �Lexi doesn�t read bi.�
 �No, I�m not.�
 �What am I supposed to do with you?� I asked.
 �Give me another chance,� Lexi said hopefully.
 �If she messes up again, I�ll be your PA while you�re here,� Aubrey offered.
 �Even though you would want to spend time with the boss?� I asked.
 �And his girlfriend,� Aubrey suggested.
 �Damn! You drive a hard bargain.�
 Lexi giggled and pointed at my lap because Mr. Happy had come to life. And he�d been so good earlier. Unlike Lexi, I knew Aubrey wasn�t teasing. She would keep her end of the deal.
 �I�m not sure how I could square that with Caryn,� I admitted.
 �It would be after hours, and I heard her make the offer,� Lexi said to supply me cover.
 �Okay,� I said, and Lexi did a little bunny hop in her seat. �But remember, I�m actually rooting for you to mess up.�
 She sighed as she contemplated that. Aubrey let her off the hook.
 �He would only sack you if he had reason to. Go home and show up tomorrow ready to work.�
 ◊◊◊
 Dad offered to take everyone to dinner. We drove to a little bistro that Aubrey said reminded her of Paris. It served veal chops and hearty stews. Both Aubrey and Adrienne kept us entertained with stories from when they were models.
 When we made it back to the house, we found a party bus parked out front. We also discovered that my other roommate, Hana, had invited most of the J-drama cast over. The music was thumping out by the pool, and they�d found the leftover appetizers and had raided my wine.
 �What�s all this?� Dad asked.
 �I�m taking them to their first �American� party. They seem to be a little overexcited.�
 Adrienne groaned.
 �I�ll take a hard pass on that. I�ve been to enough of those to last me a lifetime.�
 �Yes, I agree,� Aubrey said.
 I could see right through those two. They planned to have their own fun once we left. I was surprised when Sarah also decided to stay. Then again, she had a shoot in the morning � with me. I felt just a touch irresponsible.
 I walked out back and had to stop and stare. All the girls were dancing to K-pop music. I got out my phone to video it. I thought it might be a routine the cheerleaders should incorporate. It reminded me of something middle-schoolers would do to act sexy. It was both cute and oddly arousing at the same time. I was sure that Brook and the other girls could improve on it.
 When the song ended, they were bouncing around.
 �You ready to go to a party?� I asked.
 That got everyone moving. We passed through the house, and I found my original group in the living room. Dad and Fritz had broken out the scotch while the girls had opened another bottle of wine. In retrospect, I was glad I�d bought two cases. At the rate everyone was drinking it, I would be out before the weekend was over.
 I saw Manaia sitting in the corner looking dejected. Fritz must have told him that he was going to the party with me. I completely understood his disappointment. Attending a party and watching everyone else have fun was boring. Drunks weren�t as funny when you were sober. Besides, who could foresee what a group of models might get up to after a couple bottles of wine?
 My castmates recognized Adrienne and suddenly became quiet. This was the perfect example of how you had to change your demeanor when you spoke Japanese, and you were with different kinds of people. They all became respectful but were excited to meet her. Adrienne put them all at ease with her charm. I finally all but dragged them out of the house.
 Once we got onto the bus, I decided I�d better give my castmates the safety talk.
 �When I first started modeling, I was given this advice. While I hope none of this happens tonight, I want you prepared if it does,� I said, and they all stopped talking and paid attention.
 �Never accept a drink from a stranger. Your best options are to grab a drink from the bartender or make it yourself. If you get something that should be sealed, like water, make sure that it is. There are two models I know who were drugged in New York and were almost raped.�
 I was getting the �deer in the headlights� looks as they wrapped their brains around that, so I waited until they seemed ready to hear more.
 �I suggest that you pick a buddy and keep track of each other. Work out a signal between you so that if you want out of a conversation, the other will come bail you out.�
 From their looks, I could tell that this was common, and they already knew it.
 �I will guarantee you that someone will approach you about hooking up. If you do, realize that it�s just sex, and they have probably done this numerous times. Always wear or make them wear a condom. I don�t want to have to fly to Japan and explain to your parents or significant other how you picked up an STI,� I said.
 The girls all covered their mouths and turned away as if they were embarrassed, except for Hana. She was from the States and wasn�t as easily flustered.
 �Finally, if you lose someone or need help, come find either Manaia or me.�
 Misaki, my new big sister, stood up.
 �Have fun, but listen to David�s advice.�
 Our den mother had spoken. They all nodded respectfully to her.
 ◊◊◊
 The party was in the San Fernando Valley. Manaia pointed out that we were going �south of the Boulevard,� referring to Ventura Boulevard. That meant that we were headed to a much more expensive part of town. We pulled up to what looked like an average two-story home on a street lined with similar ones. I should have known that it wasn�t really ordinary when they had a valet to park the bus because the neighbors didn�t want people parking up and down the street.
 We were sent around back and discovered this wasn�t a typical suburban house. The backyard was long and narrow, with a grass patio area that overlooked a pool as the lot stepped down the hill. Behind the pool was another large grass area in front of a second building that served as party central. They had a band and bar inside the back building.
 Ben spotted me and helped introduce my castmates to his friends and the hostess. Our hostess was a real piece of work. The scary part was that I sort of liked her.
 �Package check!� she announced as she groped Jiro and Kenta.
 She turned and started to come for Ben and me.
 �Just let her or she�ll be after you all night,� Ben suggested.
 �These are a couple of keepers,� the hostess announced and left to harass someone else.
 I smiled at Jiro and Kenta; they both looked like they didn�t quite know what to do after that.
 �Lighten up. You�ve been at your first American party for five minutes, and already a girl has grabbed your Johnson. How much better does it get?� I asked.
 �No one groped us,� Kana complained.
 Ben and I looked at each other and made grabbing motions towards their breasts. The girls decided we were immature and left us to get drinks.
 �I warned you. My friends aren�t right sometimes,� Ben said.
 �Well, I have to agree that ranks right up there, but I suppose she could have done something worse.�
 �Don�t give her any ideas. She�s actually hilarious once you get used to her. When I first met her, I was worried she had something wrong with her mentally. If she and Isabel hadn�t been best friends, I would have tried to avoid her and her craziness. I�m glad now that we met because she makes life interesting.�
 Someone tackled me from behind, and I went sprawling. I was ready to get up and kick some ass when I realized Ridge was on top of me.
 �You knucklehead. You�re lucky I didn�t kick your butt,� I said as he helped me up.
 Bill was behind him, and I shoved Ridge out of the way so I could give Bill a bro hug.
 �Dude, what happened to your hair?� Bill asked.
 �Movie part.�
 �Package check!�
 Their expressions were priceless.
 �Two more keepers. You did good tonight, Ben,� Isabel�s best friend said, and then took off.
 �I�m not sure if I am scarred for life or aroused,� Ridge said.
 �Where�s the wife?� I asked him.
 �She has to turn in a paper on Monday and has been a total slacker. She told me to go out and have some fun,� Ridge said.
 Penny had dated Ridge since middle school.
 �Where are the hot Asian chicks?� Bill asked.
 �A little eager, are we?� I asked.
 �He�s been like that ever since you sent him that website. Personally, I like blonds,� Ridge said.
 Penny was a brunette, which made it funny. Then he eyed me, which made it unfunny. Ben batted his eyes at Ridge.
 �Just joking,� Ridge said as he put his hands up to ward off Ben.
 We quickly found out there were several USC fans at the party as they recognized Ridge. He was in the conversation for next year�s Heisman Trophy. The early favorites were the quarterback across town at UCLA, another quarterback from Oklahoma, and my buddy at USC.
 Ben was considered old hat. I, on the other hand, attracted a crowd. I teased Ben about it when some of his friends stepped around him to talk to me. Bill was a total pest, so I took him to find my castmates.
 They were in the party room, huddled together. That wouldn�t do. I first introduced them to Bill and let him have the pick of the litter. He and Ai locked eyes, and he took it from there. That was my cue to run out and grab some guys and introduce them to the girls. They soon were all out on the floor, dancing. I didn�t see Jiro and Hana. The two lovebirds must have been off making eyes at each other.
 I was about to find a girl for Kenta when one approached him and pulled him onto the dance floor.
 As I looked around, I saw Ben was with Isabel, and Ridge, in fact, was chatting-up a blond.
 I decided that if everyone was having a good time, my work here was done. I had a shoot tomorrow and was still catching up on my sleep. Manaia ordered me an Uber because I asked him to stay and watch out for my castmates.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got back to the house, all was quiet. I sent a text to Brook to see if she was awake. She answered, and we jumped onto video chat.
 �You�re home early. Wasn�t tonight supposed to be your big �American party�?�
 �I made sure everyone was having fun and then decided to come home. I have that modeling gig with Range Sports tomorrow. That, and I missed you,� I said.
 �How much can you be missing me with naked models running around?�
 �Meh,� I said, playing it off. �I guess you�ve put me off other girls.�
 �Did you get into naughty fun?� Brook asked.
 �I did have someone grab Mr. Happy tonight. She said I was a keeper.�
 That led to an extended discussion of my day�s events. Brook bragged about going to the firing range; it sounded like she was getting pretty good. I told her I loved her and missed her and went to my room.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 5 � The Plot Thickens  Saturday December 3 
 Devin and Cora Range were already at the studio where the shoot was today, so I introduced Sarah to them. They�d already met Adrienne and Tyler.
 I was surprised that Devin and Cora were still together. Cora had seemed to piss off everyone around Devin. I noted that his sister Sandy wasn�t here today. I knew she was at Berkeley, but I�d hoped she would show up.
 �How�s my favorite nephew?� Cora asked.
 Cora was Pam�s sister, and that made her Coby�s aunt. The best part of that was it made Devin his uncle. I hoped that meant he would receive a lifetime discount on Range Sports gear.
 Devin and Cora hadn�t made it to Thanksgiving, so they hadn�t seen how big he was.
 �Coby is growing into a big boy. He�s also a handful. He can get out of anything you put him in. I�ll have to show you the video of his great escape,� I said.
 Cora followed me into the dressing room and talked my arm off as I got ready. Devin had gotten bored with baby talk and bailed on us.
 Cora told me that they were trying to get her pregnant. Thinking about that, I shuddered inside. I suspected this was Cora�s bid to see if she could separate his money from the trust that held the business and most of Devin and Sandy�s wealth. I know it sounded terrible to think that, but Pam had confided in me that Cora had had her dad look at all the legal documents. He couldn�t figure a way to get her any money if they divorced. That was when she�d decided to go to therapy and become the dutiful wife.
 In the morning, Sarah was in a different studio doing individual work. We would be together in the afternoon. I�d drawn Tyler as my babysitter this morning. Adrienne wanted to work with Sarah because she saw a lot of potential in her. Sarah had come a long way since our first shoot together at Jade. Wolf told me that she was working most weekends now while she went to school.
 Devin was waiting for me when I came out.
 �David, I have a new toy for you to try.�
 I hoped it was some kind of rocket that I could strap to myself and was a little crestfallen when he handed me gloves. He saw my disappointment and smiled.
 �Put them on.�
 I did as I was told. Devin then reached into a bag and pulled out a football. He tossed it to me without saying a word. I caught it and was shocked when it almost felt like I wasn�t wearing anything. The problem with gloves was you lost the feel of the ball. These felt ultrathin but had a rough finish that made my grip better.
 I looked up at Devin and grinned. These were light-years better than anything I�d used before.
 �They even work if the ball is wet,� Devin said as he got out a water bottle and soaked the ball.
 I gripped it and threw him a pass. He was right. Whatever they�d put on the outside of the gloves didn�t seem to lose its grip when the ball got slick.
 �That�s not all,� he said, then pulled out a section of two-by-four lumber. �Punch this.�
 I decided to punch with my left hand to keep from doing something stupid. First, I gave it a gentle punch, and it felt like I had on boxing gloves. I punched harder a few times and knew that I would have been bleeding if I did that bare-knuckled.
 �What the heck?� I asked.
 �There�s a company that�s created something called Orange Goo. They designed it to go under body armor for the military. The stuff doesn�t stop bullets, but it does work against blunt-force trauma. You should see this stuff in the lab. It looks like orange Silly Putty. You can pull it, stretch it, and shape it into almost anything. When it receives an impact, it stiffens. The guys in the lab call it a �non-Newtonian fluid,� whatever that means.
 �To test it, they wrapped raw eggs in the stuff and threw them against the wall. When they unwrapped them, the eggs came out intact. We got an intern to wrap it around his finger and then hit it with a hammer. He was perfectly fine and said he barely felt it. The stuff is unbelievable.
 �I had them create these gloves for you to try out. The cloth on the inside is something we developed with the idea for something that gave you as much feel as possible while improving your grip.
 �That�s only one of the applications we�re considering. We�ve talked about everything from football helmets to pads to anything that needs to be able to stand up under pressure. One of our guys thought we should use it in thermos containers after he broke his when it fell out of the back of his truck,� Devin said.
 �What I can�t believe is how lightweight it is.�
 �There�s a huge market in football gear. This will make any gear you put it in safer, lighter, and more flexible,� Devin predicted.
 �What about baseball? I could see applications in batting, fielding, and base-running gloves to start. Think about those impact t-shirts you had made to protect us from errant pitches. I bet this would do a better job.�
 The photographer looked impatient. Devin let me get to work.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, you could tell that Devin had had a hand in ordering the food. Instead of model food, we had steaks.
 �I need to do more shoots with you,� Sarah said as she joined us.
 �It�s all Devin. Usually, I get cigarettes and coffee.�
 She didn�t think I was funny. Fritz sent me a text to call him.
 �One of your castmates has gone missing. Misaki called your dad because you weren�t answering your phone.�
 Dad knew I was at a shoot and could have called Manaia if it were an actual emergency. I looked at my phone and saw I had three messages and several texts. They were looking for Ai. I sighed; while I didn�t know exactly where she was, I bet I knew who she was with and what she was doing.
 �I�ll take care of it,� I said.
 �Yeah, I figured you would know where she was. I take it she isn�t in any real danger.�
 �No, I seriously doubt it. I�ll call you if I can�t track her down,� I assured him.
 �You call Misaki back. I�m not getting into the middle of that,� Fritz said, and then hung up.
 I called Bill, and he answered on the fifth ring. He sounded terrible.
 �Hello.�
 �It�s David. I wanted to give you a heads-up. Ai needs to go home because her husband is looking for her.�
 �What?� Bill said as he became more alert.
 �Just tell her, man.�
 I could hear Bill talk to Ai. �David said your husband is looking for you.�
 �Give me the phone.�
 She said a few choice words in Japanese. It was lucky that I�d made Hana teach me some swear words. Then she got sweet.
 �I�m with my future husband.�
 �What?!� was Bill�s response in the background.
 �Call Misaki. She�s worried that you�ve gone missing,� I said.
 Best I avoid having to tell Misaki that one of my friends had hooked up with Ai.
 �She thinks because you favor her and she�s older that we have to do what she says,� Ai complained.
 �What if I asked you to lunch in front of everyone next week?�
 �Yes, please.�
 �Okay, now call her before she calls the police.�
 �Maybe later,� she said in a sexy voice.
 I swear! TMI!
 ◊◊◊
 In the afternoon session, I was with Sarah. Towards the end, she was showing signs of losing focus, which Adrienne spotted.
 �We need a break,� she said to stop the shoot.
 �I can fix this,� I offered.
 Adrienne gave me a death glare, so I smiled at her. Ignoring her, I turned to Sarah.
 �You�re losing focus,� I said, then pulled her to me and kissed her.
 She stiffened at first but then wrapped her arms around my neck. Welp, that might have been a mistake. Adrienne cleared her throat, which made Sarah let go of me and blush. Adrienne looked like she was about to launch into a tirade.
 �I�m losing focus,� Tyler said to break the tension.
 Adrienne looked at Tyler in disbelief. Then she relaxed and even laughed when I kissed Tyler.
 �Enough goofing around. Let�s finish this,� Adrienne ordered.
 Sarah took the opportunity to flirt with me the rest of the shoot, which made for better pictures. The chemistry I�d been hoping for was finally there. I imagined that in the back of her mind, she was worried because I was best friends with her boyfriend, Wolf.
 When we were done, Cora and Devin found me as I was getting dressed.
 �Come to dinner with us,� Cora offered.
 Behind her, Devin was shaking his head �no,� so I hesitated.
 �I�m not sure ��
 �Cal will be there,� Devin explained.
 He was indeed a good friend. There was no way I wanted to have dinner with Pam and Cora�s father. I still couldn�t believe that I�d let my team talk me into hiring him to help me with the civil case against Zander. Speaking of which, I hadn�t heard any update on that. I would have to ask my dad when I saw him.
 �Then, no.�
 �After dinner, we�re headed up to Berkeley to see Sandy. Thanks for doing this today. They tell me this might be the last one you do,� Devin said.
 �I�m booked all summer and fall doing movies, and then I start college next January. I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate what you and Sandy have done for me. You gave me my break into the business.�
 �That was mainly Sandy. She has a good eye,� Devin said.
 �I think we�re even. You helped me meet this guy,� Cora said.
 I wanted to apologize for that one, but Devin looked happy, so I let it go. We promised to keep in touch.
 ◊◊◊
 When I walked out front, I found everyone waiting for me.
 �Sorry, I had to say goodbye to Devin and Cora.�
 �You should invite the cast from your movie over for dinner. I�m sure they�re looking for something to do,� Tyler suggested.
 �We would need to stop at the grocery store. We don�t have enough food on hand to feed everyone,� I said.
 �You also need more booze,� Adrienne told me.
 �I�m going to go broke,� I grumbled.
 �No, you�re not. Devin paid you for a full gig, even though it was only a day. It was his parting gift to you for all you�ve done for Range Sports,� Tyler explained.
 �Now, I feel bad about bailing on going to dinner with them.�
 Well, not really.
 I sent out text messages to my dad and my J-drama castmates to tell them about dinner. We decided to go to the pricey grocery store in Malibu. I picked that place because I figured they had most everything we required premade. We picked up a variety of steaks, chicken, and seafood. The house where I was staying had a large outdoor kitchen with a built-in grill.
 In the liquor section, Adrienne picked out several wines she wanted to try, while Tyler grabbed some vodka and gin. I spotted the scotch Dad had drunk when we met the shoe company representative. At $200 a bottle, I now understood why Dad was impressed. I got him his regular Dewar�s but now knew what to get him for Christmas.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got home, Tyler kicked me out of the kitchen and told me to go relax before dinner. I went to my room and called Brook.
 �I have a confession: I kissed two girls today,� I said, acting like I�d been a bad boy.
 �That�s okay, I spent time with my secret boyfriend, Darius,� Brook said as a comeback.
 �Did you, now?�
 �He�s such a nice young man. So polite, and he would never kiss other girls.�
 I snorted at that. Dare wouldn�t kiss any girls. But then again, he was a guy, so I shouldn�t entirely discount the little shit.
 �What did you and Dare do today?� I asked.
 �He had his drone class with your mom while I got some flight time in.�
 �I think I�m jealous. I was forced to try on clothes all day.�
 �You poor thing. What gets me is you model, but you hate to go shopping. I bet Darius would go with me,� Brook teased.
 �I bet if you promised him a pretzel at the food court, he would be your pack mule. The kid might be a genius, but he�ll do anything for food.�
 �Good to know. Who did you kiss?�
 �Tyler and Sarah,� I said and then explained how, on long days, you could lose your focus with the repetitive nature of a photo shoot.
 �I�ll let you tell Wolf that you made out with his girlfriend.�
 �We didn�t make out. It was all for the art,� I said in my most snooty voice.
 �Just like hooking up with Halle would be a Christmas present to her.�
 �I�m so glad you understand.�
 I think her body language was giving off clues that she didn�t really �understand.� Then again, it might have been that she gave me the finger.
 There was a knock on the door, and Sarah stuck her head in.
 �Dinner�s ready,� she said and then spotted Brook. �Hey, I can�t wait until we�re all out here. You are going to love this house.�
 I handed Sarah my tablet and went down for dinner. I was hungry, and who knew how long those two would talk?
 ◊◊◊
 When I came downstairs, I found we had a houseful. It was comforting to see so many people. It was much better than the alternative, where it would have been just Dad and me staring at each other. Not that we hadn�t done that before, but I enjoyed having people around.
 Dad and Fritz had manned the grill. It looked like Manaia had left. I was amused that Fritz picked the best duties for himself. Of course, if I were the boss, I would do the same. Tyler and Lexi were putting out all the sides. Adrienne appeared to be in charge of drinking wine and entertaining my J-drama castmates. It looked as though all the cast and Mr. Otsuki, our director, had shown up. The one person I didn�t see was Ai. I found Misaki and asked what was up with the wayward one.
 �She�ll be here in a bit with your friend. She�s decided he�s the one. I�m a little worried that they might be moving too fast. Will your friend treat her right?� she asked.
 The Bill I knew from back home would. LA Bill might be a different story. It seemed like the rules were different here. The Bill back home would never have had sex with Penny, his teammate Ridge�s longtime girlfriend, but LA Bill sure had. Yes, Ridge had known, but I�m just saying.
 �I would like to say he would, but I just don�t know. Bill�s a great guy, but living in LA can change a person. I have to admit that when I was here last year, I went a little wild.�
 �I understand. Ai is old enough to know better,� Misaki said.
 �I�m sure you�ll straighten her out.�
 �I don�t think so. While I can give her advice, it will be up to Ai to decide what she wants to do.�
 Dad called us to dinner, and I guided Misaki to grab a plate.
 Bill and Ai showed up when everyone was finishing, and I made them plates of food. Bill pulled me aside before going to eat.
 �David, I want to thank you for introducing us,� he said earnestly.
 �I�m glad you two hit it off.�
 �I, uhm � Do you have somewhere where we could have some alone time?� he asked.
 �You know, I�m not really into that kind of stuff like you and Ridge,� I said with a straight face.
 That got me flipped off for the second time in one day, after I purposely misunderstood what he was asking. I told him to take one of the guest rooms, but to make sure there was no one�s stuff in it. When they slipped off, I just shook my head.
 I didn�t have long to contemplate them when strangers started to walk around the house to our backyard with drinks in their hands. It looked like all the neighbors had invited themselves over. There had to be at least thirty of them, which caused my Dad to suddenly appear at my side.
 �Did you invite more people?�
 �Nope,� I answered.
 A couple in their thirties came up to us. They looked like Ken and Barbie, as in the dolls. She had to have had some work done to look that good at her age. Mother Nature and gravity take over at some point.
 �Welcome to the neighborhood. We�d heard you were renting the Jensens� place. I�m Carl, and this is Liza.�
 �Rob, and this is my son David,� Dad said.
 �The actor?� Liza asked.
 �Yes. I take it I have you or the neighbors to thank for clearing out the paparazzi,� I said.
 �Yes, we can�t have them running around,� Carl said.
 �Why, exactly, are you here?� Dad asked.
 They laughed like it was some kind of inside joke. Dad and I just looked at them, wondering what was so funny.
 �Oh, sorry,� Liza said.
 �We all seem to go where the action is each weekend. It looked like you all were having the party,� Carl said. �We also wanted to introduce ourselves. Liza and I are in the business.�
 �That�s nice. Excuse me, I need to mingle,� I said, leaving my dad to deal with those two.
 I walked around and introduced myself and found that the neighbors did precisely what Liza and Carl said: they would all get together at someone�s house on the weekends. When they heard we had a crowd, they were curious to meet us and used it as an excuse to come over. They all seemed to be in their mid-30s to late 40s. They clearly had money, and the wives looked like they spent plenty on cosmetic enhancements.
 That was when I spotted a woman who took my breath away. If you�ve ever watched a Mexican drama or soap opera, you�ve seen the kind of woman I was enraptured with. They are drop-dead gorgeous, with curves that exude sexiness. Maybe I wouldn�t have to wait for my dotage to get a trophy wife. Dear Lord. I wanted to take her and commit unspeakable acts.
 Fritz did that sneaky thing where he suddenly appeared at my side.
 �Dude! Either you have to teach me how you sneak up on me, or I�m putting a bell on you.�
 �That one is trouble,� he said, referring to the long-haired brown-eyed beauty I was lusting after.
 I looked at him, and he smiled.
 �She�s married,� Fritz pointed out.
 NOOOO!!! For the love of God, say it wasn�t so. I looked lower than her chest and saw the rock on her finger. It was as if all the color had suddenly gone out of the world. How could my fantasy woman be married?
 Fritz pointed behind me.
 �That one isn�t,� he said.
 I turned around, and there was the younger version.
 �Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap � I am so screwed,� I mumbled.
 �You have a girlfriend,� Fritz reminded me.
 I closed my eyes, and visions of Brook came back to me. Somehow, I forced myself to go inside to my room. It didn�t help that Bill and Ai had picked Lexi�s bedroom to be alone in. My girlfriend had to get here soon, or I was going to do something stupid.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday December 5 
 Yesterday, we resumed shooting the J-drama. They seemed to think we had to go late into the night. We were meeting today to do the read-through of the second episode of College First.
 Dad had invited Adrienne and Tyler to stay longer, and they�d accepted. Adrienne was originally from California, and she and her partner decided to reconnect with some old friends. Sarah had to get back to school.
 Bill and Ai had stayed the weekend. I worried they would drop from lack of sustenance and sleep. Maybe you could live on love alone. Bill had classes, and Ai was needed on set today, so they parted ways for now.
 Lexi showed up this morning and promptly decided she was not staying in her old room. She said it smelled funny. I almost bit off my tongue, trying not to laugh. She immediately got the job of finding someone to come in and clean. I hadn�t anticipated the long hours and was almost out of underwear, so I wanted someone to come in and do laundry as well.
 The party Saturday night had gone late. I guess the neighbors and my castmates decided it was time to leave when we ran out of booze. I was glad I hadn�t bought my dad a $200 bottle of scotch.
 ◊◊◊
 We were all gathered in a large conference room when Mr. Otsuki whisked in.
 �The plot thickens. This week�s first major event is that Jiro�s character asks Haru�s out on a date. As you know, we are using the tried-and-true second-lead ploy. This is where she should have fallen in love with Jiro�s character, but she�s too stupid to see it. Said another way, �nice guys really do finish last.� Jiro is always polite and caring, and he�s wealthy and good-looking. However, he won�t get the girl. In this case, that is Haru.
 �David�s character will continue to be oblivious to Haru�s interest in him. This week, he will go on a date with Ai. Jiro�s bad luck is that he takes Haru to the place where David has taken Ai, and Haru will obsess about what David is doing. Jiro will suffer in silence.
 �Any questions?� Mr. Otsuki asked.
 �Yeah. Ai, will you go to lunch with me tomorrow?� I asked.
 She blushed but nodded. Everyone else found it amusing.
 ◊◊◊
 Over lunch, Dad and I drove to Cal Bell�s office to talk about the civil lawsuit I wanted to file against Zander Lewis. Zander was responsible for the injuries I�d sustained when he ordered his security to ram our van.
 I�d been simultaneously looking forward to and dreading this meeting. I wanted some payback for what Zander had done to me. At the same time, I still had a deep loathing of Cal for what he tried to do to me when he found out I had fathered his daughter�s baby. I think my mom still wanted to get him in a room alone for five minutes for threatening to put Coby up for adoption.
 The only reason I�d agreed to let him represent me in this was that I knew if this all got ugly, Cal would get down in the dirt and fight. Well, that, and I trusted Ms. Dixon to watch him.
 His offices were in an upscale building, and I was impressed when his secretary didn�t make us cool our heels in the lobby. We were sent to Cal�s office as soon as we arrived.
 �I don�t think we need to shake hands,� Cal said to acknowledge our animosity towards one another.
 It seemed to bother my dad more than it did me. In business situations, he was always polite, regardless of his feelings for someone. He seemed to take it as an insult to his ideals of how business should be conducted. I put my hand on his arm to tell him to let it go and just sit down.
 �I wanted to talk some sense into you and go after the deep pockets in this whole circus, the studio that employed the security for Zander. They�re insured, and I�m sure we could negotiate a nice payout from them,� Cal said.
 �We already made a deal to acquire the filming rights to Love Letters,� Dad said.
 �I�ve read the documents, and I don�t see anywhere where it talks about this being compensation for David�s medical bills or his pain and suffering. You did have some pain and suffering, right?� Cal asked.
 I could see he took a little joy in asking that. This time Dad was the one to touch my arm. When I didn�t respond to his goading, Cal continued.
 �Not going after them is a mistake. I�d also like to talk to Halle James and convince her to let us file on her behalf for the workplace sexual harassment. I know that this is just the tip of the iceberg on this topic. This could even become a class-action lawsuit that would end up setting her up for life.�
 �Stop right there. Yes, I have personal knowledge that trading sex for roles does happen. It probably happens more than I want to even think about. However, I don�t think my friend needs to get into the middle of something like that. She would never be able to get work in this industry again,� I explained.
 �Someone needs to be the brave one who stands up and starts this,� Cal said.
 �If you want to do that on your own, feel free. You should find an actress with a well-established career who won�t face the same backlash as someone like Halle, who is just starting out. Someone who can withstand the pressure and the possible end of her career better than Halle could,� I said. �As for your class-action suit idea, from what I�ve read, the plaintiffs seldom make out that well. It�s the lawyers who get rich.�
 �What about the two security guys who were with Zander? Do you want to sue them too, or are you going to wimp out on that as well?� Cal asked, ignoring my comment.
 �Cal, you�re about to get punched in the mouth. You�d better start showing some respect,� Dad said. �The question you should also be asking is whether baiting either of us is worth our snatching the lawsuit we are willing to file out from under you.�
 Cal blinked as he realized he�d gone too far. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
 �Sorry, I was letting my frustration show. I think you can understand that I have reason to be unhappy with your son. I do realize that he stepped up and made the best of the situation with my grandson, but in a perfect world, it should never have happened.�
 �Yes, I agree, but we�re living in the real world where life isn�t perfect, and shit happens. You need to let it go,� Dad said.
 �Just say the word, and I�ll punch him,� I said.
 �David! You�re not helping,� Dad warned.
 I wanted to remind Cal of our last physical confrontation. He got the first punch in but soon found that I could handle myself.
 �I think we got off track,� Cal said.
 �If it helps our case, then, by all means, go after the security team. They stood by while he tried to rape both Halle James and Brook Davis. Those guys were both in the car that hit us, and one of them, in fact, drove it into our van,� I said.
 Cal seemed happy with that.
 �Let�s talk strategy. I�ve arranged to meet with Zander�s legal team on Thursday. I would like to intimate that we might also go after the security people and the studio. Zander doesn�t want the studio involved in this. He has the same worries that Halle apparently has. If Zander gets a studio sued for something messy like this, he won�t get work. I�d bet he�ll have a hard time as it is anyway,� Cal said.
 �From what I heard, he�s well-connected. He�ll get work,� I predicted.
 �Could be,� Cal agreed. �I still don�t understand how he got the sweetheart deal for the criminal charges.�
 �Would you seriously expect a wealthy client to get the same treatment as a regular Joe?� Dad asked.
 �I would hope not,� Cal said with a smirk. �If that were the case, there would be no need for overpriced lawyers.�
 That made me smile. Not that the justice system was fair; it wasn�t. It was that Cal admitted it and his role in the inequality.
 �Let me go into the meeting with the threat that I�m willing to go after everyone. The two security guys already turned on Zander when they gave statements against him to the police. It might be best not to file against them to start with because we don�t want all three of them to be united in this,� Cal explained.
 �We�re going to give you free rein on this, with one overriding goal and one condition. David wants Zander to feel it when he�s done,� Dad said. �Our goal is to make sure that Zander understands in his bones and his wallet that messing with David or his friends has consequences he really doesn�t want.
 �The condition is that you are to communicate fully with Ms. Dixon regarding everything that�s going on. You�ll make any information or documents she wants available to her. From what she�s told me, I think she can go on the paperwork as your co-counsel, even though she�s from out of state.�
 Cal didn�t look happy that Dad had just told him that Ms. Dixon was in charge.
 �I know what needs to be done. I don�t need someone looking over my shoulder and questioning my every move,� Cal said.
 That sealed it; this wasn�t going to work. I shook my head and sighed. Uncle John had been telling me to trust my instincts; I should have done that from the start.
 Heck, I should have used the tools Uncle John had given me, primarily the Circles of Trust. Cal fell into the realm of people who would actively try to harm me. I�d wanted a shark to go after Zander, and there was no one I knew who was more sharklike than Cal. In my zeal, I�d let my hatred for Zander cloud my judgment.
 �I want to thank you for your time. It�s clear this isn�t going to work, so we�ll find other representation,� I announced.
 I didn�t let it show on my face, but it felt good to see Cal�s look when he realized I�d just fired him. I don�t know why, but I got the impression he didn�t think I had it in me to actually do it.
 �You little �� Cal began.
 �Stop right there,� Dad said sternly. �Even I was surprised when David agreed to you being his lawyer after the crap you pulled before Coby was born. He was a better man than I would have been about it when he gave you a shot.�
 �You�re making a mistake,� Cal tried.
 �No, I think I finally made the right decision,� I said, feeling defeated. �Look. I think it�s best that we just act like we can tolerate each other for Pam and Coby�s sake. Maybe in twenty years, we can look back and be able to have a beer and laugh about this, but right now � I can�t see us working together.�
 Cal took a moment to think it over and then looked me in the eyes.
 �You�re right. I don�t like you, not even a little. Honestly, I wish I could represent Zander in this matter,� he shot back.
 I snorted out a laugh. If my dad hadn�t been there with me, I would have probably kicked his ass. Gawd! He was such a jerk.
 Dad and I took that as our cue to leave. I sent a text to Manaia that we�d finished, and he picked us up outside.
 My next scenes involved playing golf, and I was already dressed for them, so we drove straight to the golf course.
 �What did you think?� Dad asked.
 �That we won�t be having that beer in twenty years.�
 �Want to go back? I�ll hold him,� Dad offered.
 �The last thing I need right now is to give that man an excuse to come after me.�
 �Do you have any ideas on who to hire?� Dad asked.
 �My luck with California lawyers hasn�t been great. Why don�t we put Caryn on it? She can coordinate with Ms. Dixon. I bet if Caryn called Saul, Frank, and Kent, they would have some ideas about the lawyer we need for this. Thinking outside the box, we could have Caryn contact Chubby Feldman. He always struck me as someone who gets stuff done. I bet he knows a few sharks,� I suggested.
 Dad agreed and said he would put Caryn on it with Ms. Dixon�s help.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got to the country club, Misaki had waited for me.
 �Ai is nervous about her lunch with you. Make sure you take her somewhere nice,� she ordered.
 �Would it be tacky to take her to where we ate? I could go for sushi again. Plus, the view at Nobu is supposed to fantastic for lunch.�
 �No, that is our special spot. If you want to go back, you have to take me,� she teased.
 �When the rest of my family and girlfriend get here, I�ll take all of you,� I promised.
 �Good boy. We are on the fifth fairway. I�ll meet you there,� she said and left me.
 Dad had already gone into the clubhouse. Lexi lurked by the front door, looking pensive as she waited for me.
 �What�s up with you?� I asked.
 �Misaki is taking my job,� she complained.
 �Don�t make a big deal of this. I need Misaki to be happy so she does her part better in the J-drama.�
 �I know. It�s just � never mind. I did find someone to clean the house,� she said to change the topic.
 �How did you do that so fast?� I asked.
 �By putting a flyer up on a bulletin board. I had three calls and met with them at lunch. One of the girls is your neighbor and said it would be convenient to come over before or after school a couple of times a week. I had her contact Caryn to do all the paperwork and get her on the payroll,� Lexi said.
 Caryn would make sure everything was done correctly.
 �Great job. You keep that up, and we�ll work well together,� I assured her.
 She acted like Duke when I told him he was a good boy. If she had a tail, it would have been wagging.
 �Don�t forget to call Brook,� Lexi threw in for good measure.
 I didn�t comment on that. Best to just take the win and move on.
 ◊◊◊
 The plan was to film us hitting golf shots today. We would do dialogue somewhere else. The golf course didn�t want to have to divert golfers from holes for the next several weeks, so this was the compromise we made.
 �Nice, easy swing. Don�t worry about hitting the ball. The clubhead will do the work if you have a consistent swing,� Dad coached me.
 I took a deep breath and let it out to help me relax and block out my surroundings. Dad had suggested that they film each actor hitting five straight balls. He would step in and put a new one on a tee between shots, and then we would go again.
 On my first swing, I could tell I hadn�t kept my head down. That caused me to top the ball. I didn�t worry about it as Dad put another ball down for me to hit. The next few were better, and I began to relax. The last one felt different and sounded more like what you heard on TV when a stroke was good.
 When I looked up, the ball was sailing down the middle of the fairway like I knew what I was doing. It felt good. After they called �cut,� I turned to my dad.
 �This is bad. I might have figured out why you like to play,� I admitted.
 He just smiled.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad came up to me during the hour off I had that afternoon.
 �Your mother was approached by a representative of Southwest Central State. She emailed me the video,� Dad told me as soon as we were alone.
 They were one of the schools on Gordon Parker�s list. Southwest Central State was a new addition to Division I, the highest division in college athletics. They had been attracting some recruits that made my eyebrows rise. Now I wondered if I�d discovered the reason why.
 Dad played the video.
 �How can I help you?� Mom said as she motioned for a man in his fifties to have a seat.
 �I�ve asked to meet you under false pretenses. I�m Tobias Foster, the quarterback coach for Southwest Central State. Everyone calls me Toby,� he said as he sat down and handed Mom his card.
 �I take it you have no interest in buying or selling real estate,� Mom said.
 �No, I was in the area and thought I might talk to you for a minute. I wanted to see if David would have an interest in setting up a visit to our campus. We think that if he gave us a chance, he would find we are a fantastic fit.�
 �Mr. Foster ��
 �Call me Toby.�
 �Toby, I honestly have never heard David even mention your school as a likely destination when he graduates. What makes you think I can convince him to consider you?� Mom asked.
 �I know that your husband and David are in California right now. They met with someone who I think convinced them that we are a good destination for him. Other top recruits have had similar conversations, and they are now strongly considering us. All I�m asking is that he give us a chance.�
 �I�ll pass your information on. If David is interested, he�ll be in contact. Now, I need to actually make money.�
 �We support those who support us,� he said cryptically and then left.
 The video stopped. It seemed that Fritz�s adding more security cameras to Mom�s office had been a good move.
 �That last comment was a little creepy,� I said.
 �Your mom agreed. I forwarded the video to both Ms. Dixon and Mr. Morris. I told Ms. Dixon to get with Lexi and set up a time when we could all discuss what to do about this. She and I had a long talk, and I�m worried about what could potentially happen with your eligibility.�
 �Ya think?�
 �Ms. Dixon will have someone on the call who handles this type of law to watch for possible legal pitfalls.�
 �I can�t play college ball if I�m in jail,� I said.
 �It might play havoc with a lot of things. That�s why we�re paying her and her team,� Dad assured me.
 �Did you tell her about our meeting with Cal?� I asked.
 �Yep. She didn�t seem all that surprised that he didn�t want her watching him. Ms. Dixon said it was for the best that we look elsewhere if Cal wanted complete control. She trusts him about as much as we do,� Dad assured me.
 �I made a mistake on that one. If I could do it over, I would never have allowed Cal to be involved. In my gut, I knew we shouldn�t have hired him.�
 �It�s on me too,� Dad said to help share the guilt. �I didn�t say anything because I thought you were trying to mend fences for Coby�s sake.�
 �No. The truth is I wanted the meanest, most evil SOB I could find to punish Zander. The only reason I agreed was that Ms. Dixon was going to watch him. When Cal wanted to go it alone, I knew he would do whatever he wanted and not follow our directions. He wanted to blow this whole incident up for his own benefit. If it were just me involved, I might be okay with that. But I don�t need Halle to get blackballed because my lawyer decided to start going after studios for more once we got what we wanted from them. A few dollars more would have just pissed them off,� I reasoned.
 Lawyers tended to have bad reputations for a reason. Cal could be the poster boy for your worst nightmare. There was no doubt in my mind that if turning on me benefited him, and he could get away with it, Cal wouldn�t hesitate. Ms. Dixon was well aware of that. That was why she had insisted that Cal report to her before he did anything. When he pushed back, I couldn�t allow him free rein.
 I was sure most lawyers were decent human beings. It only took a few to sully the whole industry. Then again, most politicians were lawyers. If that was the case, I started to wonder how many good ones there were.
 ◊◊◊
 We were let go shortly after midnight. Manaia was terrible security. It scared the shit out of him when I knocked on the car window for him to unlock the door for Lexi and me.
 �Working hard, I see,� I teased him.
 �I didn�t expect you for �� he said, checking his watch, �another hour at least. I set my alarm to wake me.�
 In truth, I didn�t mind because he�d worked too many hours so far. Fritz had promised that he would take up some of the slack, but he had other clients who needed attention and couldn�t always get away.
 �Are you running tomorrow?� Manaia asked.
 �I think I need to, with me getting home early.�
 I�d been a total slug over the weekend, and then again this morning. It would be easy to make excuses and not run.
 �Okay, I�ll be here at 7:30.�
 �I need to run, too,� Lexi said.
 �I won�t take it easy on you,� I warned.
 �Good. I need to be pushed.�
 When we got to the house and stepped inside, it looked like the place had been cleaned. Checking my dresser, I found I had clean underwear. Score! The room smelled a little of perfume, and some of my things had been moved around. I wondered if someone had been searching through my stuff.
 Then I realized that the drone was in a different spot. I smiled when I saw that the camera was pointing toward the room. I�d purposefully positioned it so the camera didn�t capture the bedroom. Teenage boys need their privacy sometimes, and I didn�t plan on recording anything.
 I pulled the memory card and plugged it into my tablet. My video editing software asked if I wanted to download it, so I said yes. It had a better way to scan video quickly than simply playing back the entire recording. I powered through, fast-forwarding while looking at the recording of the wall until the drone moved.
 When I saw who our new cleaning lady was, I about swallowed my teeth. It was the younger version of the woman I�d lusted after Saturday night. I had debated whether they were sisters or mother-daughter. They were a big part of the reason I�d turned the drone toward the wall.
 I put the video on four-time speed and watched her clean and take my laundry out of the room. I marked the time on the video so I could come back and have it start at the part where first I saw her. When my new housekeeper came back into the room, she wore some headphones and was listening to music. I chuckled as she danced around the room while she put away my laundry and made my bed.
 I shook my head as she rifled through my stuff. She found my stash of cash, and I was a little surprised when she just put it back. I hadn�t thought to secure it because that was something you didn�t worry about too much where I was from. Though even back home, temptation can make people do stupid stuff.
 Then events took an unexpected turn. The neighbor�s daughter pulled perfume from her fanny pack and sprayed it on my sheets. Apparently, she wanted me to know she�d been there and what she smelled like. She crawled up onto my bed and lay back. It took me a moment to figure out what she was doing. Well, I have to admit the old bird dog�Mr. Happy�figured it out first. He became rock hard as I watched her push her hand down her shorts.
 When she got close, she began to talk.
 �Oh, yes, baby. Do me that way. Yes, yes, oh, YES! DAVID!� she screamed as she got off.
 I watched in stunned silence as she slowly came back to life. Then she hopped up, looking re-energized, and almost bounced out the door.
 I stopped the video and used the software to cue up to the part when she came back to my room with my clean clothes.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 6 � FBI / NCAA  Tuesday December 6 
 Manaia and Fritz met me out front.
 �I�m going to let Manaia go with you on your run. I want to meet with you and your dad before you leave today,� Fritz said.
 �Hey, get my tablet and watch the video I created yesterday.�
 I gave him the login password. I�d given it to him at some point but didn�t want him to have to find it.
 Today, we ran downhill to start, and Lexi did well at keeping up. She was more athletic than I gave her credit for. I wasn�t out to kill myself, so I kept a pace I saw Lexi could keep up with. It was back up the hill where she died on me. She finally gave up and rode in the golf cart. I admit I felt it and was breathing hard when I made it back to the house.
 Once we got back, I ran up, took a shower, and then came down to the kitchen. I found Dad with Manaia and Fritz, and they all looked up at me like they�d been caught doing something.
 �I didn�t do it,� I blurted.
 �Not yet,� Dad admitted.
 �Oh, Fritz showed you the video,� I said as the light bulb came on.
 At that moment, both Adrienne and Lexi walked into the kitchen, looking for coffee and something to eat.
 �So, is she a stalker or just hot for me?� I asked quietly so only the guys could hear.
 The three guys blushed. Both Lexi and Adrienne suddenly had their mom hearing set to ten, and their heads snapped around.
 �Who�s a stalker?� Lexi asked.
 �That new girl you hired. Personally, I think she�s hot for me. Adrienne, you�ve had both stalkers and true admirers. Maybe you could tell me.�
 For some reason, the guys had something to do in the other room while Lexi and Adrienne watched the video.
 �She would die if she knew you had that,� Lexi said.
 �I�d move your money, but I think she�s harmless. If you want, I�ll invite her over this afternoon and sort this out,� Adrienne suggested.
 That brought too many images to mind. I decided I should just go to work.
 ◊◊◊
 I never found out what Fritz wanted. No matter; my dad would deal with it. The beginning of my workday found me in Pepperdine�s Payson Library. Mr. Otsuki had an extensive list of scenes he wanted to shoot in this location. It was a gorgeous backdrop, and it had many settings that would show well on film. Throughout the day, we would switch from one section of the library to another. We started in the Reading Hall on the first floor. They�d recruited several students to play extras as we worked.
 The storyboard had scenes from different episodes that showed us studying. Each time, we would do a wardrobe change, and another group of students got their fifteen minutes of fame. I was amused when I discovered what the extras were being paid: they received a ten-dollar gift card for Starbucks. There was one attached to the library, and it was busy. I found out because I followed a few students there to get coffee and something to eat. The gift certificates seemed to work because we never ran out of extras.
 I was starting to see why Pam wanted to go to school here. The Malibu campus was beautiful, sitting on the hills overlooking the ocean. Their business school was top notch. Pepperdine University was a private school affiliated with the Church of Christ. I�d mingled with a lot of students and found them friendly. It wasn�t huge, with only about eight thousand students. I couldn�t see Pam going to a big school like USC, where Tracy planned to go next fall.
 I�d decided she wanted to come here because their school colors were orange and blue like Lincoln High. She would already have her wardrobe set.
 The only drawback to Pam going here and Tracy to USC was that they wouldn�t be able to live together. It was just too far to drive between the two locations. They would be able to keep in touch, though.
 I became a little sad as I finally accepted that not all my friends would be going to college with me. I missed seeing Pam and Tracy, Pam especially, even though Tracy was probably my best friend. Since resolving the issues around her pregnancy, I was used to seeing Pam almost every day, even if it was only to see her smiling face. That had always been enough.
 Since I�d come to LA, I�d been on the go continuously. I wondered if I was getting a glimpse of what my life would be like this coming summer and fall. That was when I would be shooting the James Bond movie and the second and third Star Academy movies.
 Despite being called a �stupid boy,� I wasn�t an idiot. There was no way I would turn my back on the opportunity to do the movies. I�d merely underestimated the time commitment that would be required, especially on this trip. I�d agreed to do a photo shoot, work on a second movie, and do a live TV special�where I would sing. And all this was in between all the other stuff I had going on. The big one was, I had a girlfriend who deserved my time. God only knew when I was supposed to fit everything in.
 My five minutes of musing were over. Lexi found me and told me they were ready for the next scene.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi had arranged for me to take Ai to Kristy�s Village Caf�, which sat on a bluff overlooking Zuma Beach. It had a rustic feel from the outside, as it was covered in weathered vertical wood boards. It gave it a hip old-barn vibe. By Malibu standards, the prices were reasonable. We were seated in the prime location where there was an ocean view.
 Ai was from Osaka, the largest component of the Keihanshin Metropolitan Area, where 19 million people lived. That was hard to imagine when you considered that in comparison, New York had eight-and-a-half million residents. Ai said that there were many problems with where she lived, with its high crime rate being the biggest. But there were reasons why people lived there. Ai loved that she could go out her door and find just about everything she wanted within walking distance of her high-rise.
 Ai was a city girl through and through. She was tough, worldly, and street smart. She was nothing like the wide-eyed college girl she played in the J-drama. Ai teased me about being a farm boy at heart. She admitted to feeling a little uneasy with the open spaces. Osaka had parks and places to go like the Malibu hillsides, but she was used to people being everywhere.
 I admitted that when I traveled to New York, I sometimes felt overwhelmed by the sheer number of people. LA didn�t give me that same feeling because it was much more spread out. LA felt more like many suburbs that had all grown together into one giant �burb that just went on and on.
 By the end of lunch, we agreed we�d had a lovely time, but we would probably never be more than castmates, or better yet, Bill�s friend and girlfriend. I did enjoy working with her, but we had vastly different outlooks.
 ◊◊◊
 During a break, Lexi told me to call Chubby Feldman, the director of my upcoming James Bond movie.
 �David, I hear you need a shark of a lawyer,� Chubby said, getting right to the point.
 �Did my people fill you in on what I�m looking for?� I asked.
 �They did. I just have one question. Your main focus is on the actor who harmed you. You�re not planning on going after the studio, are you?� he asked.
 I could read between the lines. Chubby knew the score in Hollywood and didn�t want me to rock the boat. Being a teen, that just fueled my impulse to burn the whole town down. Something inside me demanded that I charge in and fix this entire mess. Zander had to have gotten the idea that what he was doing was okay from someone, or he would never have been so confident in approaching Halle for sex. I�d seen it played out right in front of me when I did my movie in Cuba.
 Not for the first time, I wished it was just me involved. It might be worth it to blow this not-so-secret practice sky high. It turned my stomach to think I might play a part in not pushing this hard enough. What stopped me was that it might harm people like Chubby, Halle, and Rita James. I didn�t want to damage their careers, and I knew full well that they would be caught in the blast radius if I did what I really wanted to.
 The idealist in me also had to face reality. As a relatively new player in Hollywood, there was almost no chance I could effect that kind of change. As big as my ego was�and what teen doesn�t have one�I had to accept that I didn�t have the power to fix this. My only hope would be that others stepped up. The other part of it was, it needed a woman to put it forward for the optics if for nothing else. It would be much more impactful if an established, successful star�like Rita James�led the charge.
 �I plan to focus on Zander Lewis. He needs to pay for what he did to my friends and me,� I assured Chubby.
 �Good. If that�s the case, I have someone for you: Jason Voorhees.�
 I recognized the name. He was often in the news in high-profile cases.
 �You think I can hire him?� I asked.
 Chubby chuckled.
 �He�ll take my call; I have him on retainer. I�ll tell him to take your case,� Chubby said.
 �You don�t know how much I appreciate this.�
 �Just pay me back by being kick-ass in our movie,� he said and then rang off.
 It looked like my out-of-the-box suggestion of contacting Chubby had paid off.
 ◊◊◊
 The afternoon turned into another grind. Around dinnertime, I received a text with a picture from my dad.
 �This is what I came home to.�
 It was a picture of Adrienne and Tyler with the two women I lusted over�one being our new housekeeper�and three other women I would guess were models.
 I sent him a text back and then forwarded the photo to Mom, Greg, Brook, Tim, and Wolf.
 �You should have led with � Thank You, David!�
 Tim called me, and he had Wolf with him on speaker.
 �Is this what we can expect when we come out after New Year�s?�
 �Imagine that group all sunbathing in their birthday suits. You can�t have tan lines,� I teased them.
 �Wait a minute. Did you see my girlfriend naked?� Wolf asked about Sarah.
 Tim snorted.
 �Of course he�s seen your girlfriend naked. He�s seen mine naked. Just be happy he has Brook and call it a win.�
 �Ask to see her tan lines,� I said to get Wolf to redirect his focus.
 �That�s an excellent idea,� he agreed.
 We caught up on the goings-on. They did tell me that Dare had been bullied by the idiots I�d warned. Cassidy had gotten a little overzealous when she saw he had a black eye. The ringleader had since developed a noticeable limp, and his arm was in a sling. Tim promised they would keep a better eye on Dare. And he assured me that the three bullies understood that if anything else happened, I would do much worse to them than Cassidy had.
 They filled me in on the football team. Yuri and Roc had stepped up and were already leading them in workouts for next year. The seniors had stepped back so the younger guys could step up. That didn�t mean that the seniors who had plans of playing ball in college had slacked off. If anything, their efforts had increased.
 They were also all in year-end mode. Finals weren�t too far off, and the study groups had gotten more intense.
 When I finally hung up and thought about the conversation, it just highlighted what I was missing back home. Lexi stuck her head into the study room I�d gone to for some privacy.
 �You�re up.�
 �Okay. Let�s do this,� I said and ran off to do another scene.
 ◊◊◊
 When the day was finally over, it was nearly three in the morning. Mr. Otsuki had been smart in that he�d had all the big public scenes shot earlier in the day when students would be around to be extras. The rest of the evening and into the early morning had involved just the cast.
 I found Hana curled up in a corner, asleep, with Lexi not far from it.
 �She looks so peaceful that I almost hate to wake her,� I said.
 �I complained to my dad about the hours you�re putting in. He told me that was the business,� Lexi said.
 I scooped Hana up, and she woke up enough to wrap her arms around my neck. Lexi called Manaia, and he was waiting for us when we got out front. I assured them that we weren�t running in the morning. They were grateful for the extra sleep we could get.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday December 7 
 I received an email from Rita James this morning with her recommendations for the Christmas song I would do for the show. She had put stars next to three of them that she seemed to favor. The three were all duets. That sounded better to me since I would have someone to carry me.
 The first was the classic Little Drummer Boy, with a note that it was the Bing Crosby and David Bowie version, and I would sing it with Trip. I was to sing the Crosby part of the song. The second was a song I�d never heard before called The Gift. That one, I would sing with Halle. I guess that covered Rita�s kids. The third one was Silver Bells with Priyanka Amarnath. I had no idea who that was, but I trusted Rita.
 Scrolling through the list, one jumped out at me. Santa Claus is Coming to Town, sung by Bruce Springsteen, had always been one of my favorites.
 I replied to Rita�s email to confirm the four songs and said I would do any of those. I added a note that she might want to find me a voice coach if she didn�t want her TV special to be a flop.
 Lexi came into the kitchen.
 �What are you doing?�
 �Rita sent me the list of songs to choose from. I sent her back four that I�d be willing to do. I�ll let her pick which one she wants,� I explained.
 Lexi changed into PA mode and wanted my list of songs. She promised to get me video examples and the lyrics so I could learn them. I told her to get in touch with Rita about a voice coach. I only had two weeks to sound decent.
 Dad came downstairs and gave me the stink eye. Mom must have called him. I tried the little angel�s face, but he wasn�t buying it.
 �Do you want your mother mad at us?� he asked.
 �Why would she be mad at me?�
 �Because you invited a supermodel to stay with us, and she has attracted the �wrong kind of women� for me to be around,� Dad said with air quotes.
 And a smirk.
 He was jerking my chain.
 �Did you get to meet our housekeeper and her mom?� I asked.
 �If you continue to poke your mom, I might have to clue Brook in to your little infatuation.�
 I felt myself flush and shook my head �no.� Nope, I didn�t need Brook worried about that.
 �Yes, I met them. Paulina is married to the president of the research company that the couple who rented us this house works for. Her daughter, Teresa, is our housekeeper. Paulina was confused when she learned that her daughter had a job. I don�t think they�re hurting for money, and it sounded like Teresa was barely able to pick up her own room. They have a housekeeper.
 �Teresa finally admitted that she took the job to meet you,� Dad shared.
 I groaned. That would explain the video.
 �It gets better,� Dad said. �Paulina called me after they returned home. I guess their housekeeper did most of the work as she �taught� Teresa what she needed to know. I told Paulina we would give her some cash so she could reimburse the woman. She just laughed and said that Teresa had paid their housekeeper with the money she got for working for us.�
 �It looked like they did a good job. In the end, I don�t care how it gets done,� I said.
 �I guess Adrienne talked to the daughter for a while. Teresa wanted to know all about you, so Adrienne showed her photos of you and some movie clips. Adrienne said that the mother seemed to be just as interested. She suspects that Paulina is a trophy wife and wants to find her daughter a similar situation. You being under fifty is just a bonus.�
 �Sounds like you�re more their target than me,� I said.
 Dad didn�t buy it. Frankly, neither did I.
 ◊◊◊
 We had a break in the morning shoot schedule so they could change locations. Lexi and my dad found me, and we grabbed a conference room to call Ms. Dixon about Springbok and Southwest Central State.
 �We have Robert and David Dawson, Duane Morris, Madelyn Addison, Beverly Mass, and myself on the line,� Ms. Dixon said to introduce everyone. �Ms. Addison is with our criminal law division, and Bev offered to listen in since she�ll be joining us at the first of the year.�
 Bev was currently the Cook County State�s Attorney. She�d lost her reelection bid in the primaries. I�d dated her daughter Harper, and she�d helped me put Brandon Rigby behind bars. I was part owner of their family business. Jack, her husband, was helping me with the remodel of my Malibu home and sat on my board of directors.
 �We�ve had a chance to review all the video that you sent us,� Ms. Dixon began.
 �May I ask how the video was obtained?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �David and I wore bodycams and had pen mics with us. David has had to wear those sorts of things because of his celebrity status. It avoids a lot of misunderstandings and potential traps. Carol has cameras in her office for the same reasons. We have them at all our places of business and even in our home,� Dad explained.
 �Were either Mr. Parker or Mr. Foster made aware of the recordings?� Ms. Addison asked.
 Great, here we go focusing on the trivial stuff.
 �Federal law permits recording telephone calls and in-person conversations with at least one of the parties� consent. This is called a �one-party consent� law. In this case, Rob, Carol, and David were the ones consenting,� Mrs. Mass said.
 �California is a two-party consent state. I just want to be clear that this might be a problem. In a public venue, where you can expect to be overheard, you might be okay,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �I understand. I just wanted to be clear as to how the recordings were collected and whether the other parties had consented or not,� Ms. Addison clarified.
 �No, they were not aware,� Dad said.
 �Have you ever been approached by or received a benefit from a university or someone affiliated with them, such as a booster?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �Yes. I received plane rides and lodging my freshman year. On the advice of Mr. Morris, I paid for that. We have a letter from the NCAA that says that all past acts are forgiven, which would include that. I also received $100 from a booster at a tailgate party at Michigan State. I returned the money as soon as it was handed to me. If you want more examples, talk to Mr. Morris,� I explained.
 �You�ve never received any offers like the one you received last week?� she asked.
 �No, ma�am.�
 �Are you aware of anyone else receiving incentives of any kind?�
 She was a bulldog.
 �Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. There was an incident at a football camp I attended about two-and-a-half years ago. I recorded a transaction that occurred between a quarterback and representative of a university.�
 I told them what had happened at Elite Quarterback Camp and my capturing Mark, �the jerk,� taking money in the locker room. He�d been asked to leave the camp.
 �Do you know if this was ever reported to anyone?� she asked.
 �I honestly have no idea,� I admitted.
 �Do you still have the video?�
 �Yes. Give me a second, and I�ll email it to Ms. Dixon.�
 I connected to my cloud storage and forwarded the video. I�d never deleted it because I might someday need it. It looked like today was that day.
 �From what I see on the videos, this would interest the FBI. I�m going to suggest that we get out in front of this and have you and your dad sit down with them. Of course, I would be at the meeting. Can I call you directly to set it up?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �No. Call Lexi, my PA. I�ve got a busy filming schedule, and I don�t have my phone on set. Lexi knows when I have free time and can arrange when we can talk or meet,� I said.
 �Bev, your thoughts?� Ms. Dixon asked.
 �I think Ms. Addison has everything under control. I�m available if you want to bounce anything off me. As it happens, I do have some time free since we�ve transferred most of my duties to one of my assistant state�s attorneys.
 �I�m looking forward to coming aboard at the first of the year.
 �And David � I hope you don�t continue to get yourself into these types of situations,� Bev said.
 �Believe me, I try not to. I�m just glad you�re around to bail me out. At least this time, the police didn�t think I was a gang member,� I said.
 Her daughter had been arrested at a party for underage drinking. I�d had to call Bev to help get Harper out of jail. As it happened, I�d worn a leather jacket that evening, and still had the tattoos from filming Star Academy. The amusing part was one of the police officers had written a statement that a suspected gang member had tried to talk them into releasing Harper into his custody.
 �It was easier when you were just a gangbanger. Now I have to get back to work,� Bev said, and then hung up.
 �One last question. Did you let the shoe representative pay for your dinner?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �No, I made sure that we paid for my meal and my dad�s drinks. I have the receipt. I�ll have it scanned and emailed to you,� I assured them.
 Ms. Addison then dropped off the call.
 �I have a call into the NCAA,� Mr. Morris, my sports attorney, said.
 He used to work for the NCAA before going back into private practice. Now his firm specialized in helping athletes and institutions when they had a problem with the NCAA. Ms. Dixon had hired him when the NCAA questioned my eligibility. The main problem had been that I modeled clothes for Range Sports. We�d brokered a deal that all past transgressions were forgiven in exchange for help I might provide them in the future.
 �Are you worried they might cause us more problems?� Dad asked.
 �Probably not, because technically David hasn�t done anything against the rules. He�s reporting the bad actors as soon as they approach him. That doesn�t mean that some idiot won�t take it upon themselves to throw a monkey wrench into the works. We are talking about a huge bureaucracy that�s only interested in its member institutions and not the athletes.�
 I chuckled. I wondered how Mr. Morris really felt about the NCAA.
 Despite the agreement we�d already reached with the NCAA, I was reasonably sure that we would have a battle over the rights to my image in the future. We hadn�t pushed that yet, but I was confident it was coming. Since I made a living modeling and acting in movies, my image was something I had to protect. One of the ways universities, conferences, bowl games, shoe companies, TV, and ultimately, the NCAA made money was through using student-athletes� images without reimbursing them. When you signed a National Letter of Intent, you gave up rights to your image in exchange for a scholarship to pay for your education and room, board, books, etc. The problem was, the rights athletes give up usually weren�t limited to their sports image.
 �Are you still worried about David reporting this?� Dad asked.
 The other day he�d said he was worried I might have problems if I did.
 �No. Now that I�ve had a chance to watch the videos, and David confirmed that he paid for your portion of the meals, I don�t have any concerns. I�m just glad that you listened to my advice,� Mr. Morris said.
 It sounded like not all his clients heeded his advice. I�d learned it was crucial to find people who knew what they were doing and then let them do it. If a lawyer told me not to do something, then I�d better not.
 �I figured that if I want to play ball, I should,� I said.
 Dad thanked everyone for their time, and we hung up.
 �What do you think?� I asked.
 �I wish you weren�t involved. You know how the press will twist it if your name gets associated with something like this. They will assume the worst, and you�ll never convince them that you tried to do the right thing. Just look at what happens to whistleblowers. Rarely do they escape unscathed,� Dad said.
 He was right. As uncomfortable as this whole situation made me, him pointing that out only caused me to worry more.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back to the set, I was approached by Misaki.
 �Who are you taking to lunch today?� she asked.
 �I�d planned just to grab something from the cafeteria.�
 She immediately switched to big-sister mode.
 �We all came to America to shoot this show because it was more convenient for you. You must show that you are thankful and make an effort,� she said.
 �I didn�t ask that it be shot here,� I said, and then thought about it. �My agent might have told them that I didn�t want to have to travel to Japan.�
 I formally bowed to her.
 �Please guide me,� I suggested.
 �You�re not as inept as I�d assumed,� she said in all seriousness. �You should ask Mr. Otsuki. Meanwhile, I will consider who should be next.�
 It looked like I would be getting to know everyone better.
 ◊◊◊
 �That�s a wrap. You have an hour for lunch,� Mr. Otsuki announced.
 I approached him and then bowed.
 �Would you be so kind as to go to lunch with me?� I asked.
 The hustle and bustle of people escaping for lunch stopped. Mr. Otsuki looked around and could see every eye on set was watching this play out.
 �Yes. That would be very nice,� he said, and then to the cast, �Make that an hour and a half.�
 When I told Lexi what Misaki had recommended, she got busy trying to figure out where to take him. She informed me that she had called her dad, and he suggested Geoffrey�s. He�d even called them when Lexi wasn�t able to get a reservation.
 I could tell that Mr. Otsuki was impressed when Manaia pulled up in the Range Rover and did the driver routine. He drove us into the heart of Malibu.
 �This was initially called Holiday House, a historic hotel that opened in 1948. Shirley MacLaine, Lana Turner, Frank Sinatra, Marilyn Monroe, and John F. Kennedy all came here. Back in the �80s, it was sold, and the name changed to Geoffrey�s Malibu.
 �Please remain seated until I come to a stop, and I will get the door,� Manaia said.
 When did he become a tour guide? He must have done his homework before the trip. I would bet that Lexi had a hand in that. Mr. Otsuki seemed to appreciate Manaia�s efforts.
 When we entered the restaurant, the staff was very attentive. They recognized me and used Mr. Otsuki�s name without having to be told, even pronouncing it correctly��oat-ski.� They took us to the patio that had an ocean view and seated us right in the middle.
 �Only the best for VIPs,� our hostess said.
 Lexi�s dad must have some serious pull if they were treating us like this.
 I shared with the waiter that I liked to try new dishes. He suggested that I get the Tahitian corn chowder and watermelon salad as starters. The chowder had lump crab in it. When they brought it, I had to take a picture. Their presentation was something I wanted to show Mary Dole, the manager and part-owner of my two restaurants, when I got a chance. It would blow people away back home.
 For lunch, I had the pan-seared Chilean sea bass. It reminded me of when we vacationed in the Caribbean during spring break last year. I would have to bring Brook and our parents here when they all arrived.
 As lunch went on, Mr. Otsuki relaxed, and I found he was a funny guy. I�d only seen the business side of him. Like most Japanese, he took his job very seriously. He was married and had three daughters under the age of fourteen. His oldest had started to discover boys, and he and his wife worried.
 He was amused that I�d been smart enough to ask Misaki to lunch first.
 �That was luck,� I admitted. �I knew she was the first one who was supposed to flirt with me, so I thought I should get to know her better. It was a happy accident that I did. She seems to think she�s my big sister now.�
 �That is a significant role for her. I would listen to her advice,� Mr. Otsuki counseled.
 �She was the one who suggested I take you to lunch. She said she would plan out who would go with me each day moving forward.�
 �Yes, that would be good for morale. I�ll add a half-hour to lunch each day you plan to go out.�
 Once we got back to work, he was his businesslike self again. I�d enjoyed spending time with him and getting to know him better. Misaki was indeed a happy accident.
 ◊◊◊
 At dinnertime, they said I could leave. I told Misaki I was sure it was because I was now Mr. Otsuki�s favorite.
 I sent a text to Dad to tell him I would be home for dinner.
 When I got there, I found Tyler in the kitchen, cooking. I stepped up behind her and kissed her on the neck.
 �What are you making?� I asked.
 �I thought we needed a chicken curry. There�s a place in New York that Adrienne loves, and this is her favorite dish from there.�
 �Ahh, that�s so romantic,� I said as I batted my eyes.
 �I bet you�re just as bad.�
 �Yeah. I can�t wait for Brook to get here. I miss her like crazy, and it drives me up the wall.�
 �I spent some time with her when we stayed at one of her parents� little houses. She might be too good for you,� Tyler said.
 �Don�t I know it, but I�ve got her fooled. She thinks she�s the lucky one.�
 �Someday, she�ll figure it out. I wish I�d had what you have when I was in high school. I was shunned because I was the different one, the smart girl who liked girls,� Tyler shared.
 �How did you and Adrienne meet?� I asked.
 Adrienne walked in.
 �She was at a party, and the girl she was seeing ran off with some guy. I rescued her,� Adrienne said.
 I looked at Tyler.
 �She really did. I got drunk, and she held my hair all night. I woke up at her place because I was too drunk to tell her where I lived. When I finally came to in the morning, I had the mother of all hangovers. My head hurt so much that I didn�t even recognize her.
 �We got to talking, and she made me laugh even though I was falling apart inside. She took me home, and I didn�t see her for six months,� Tyler said.
 �I had gigs all over the place and wasn�t in New York. When I got back, I looked her up,� Adrienne said.
 �When I opened the door, I saw it was her and tried to slam it in her face. Why would the Adrienne be there to see me? Then I heard her voice, and I realized she was the one who�d saved me. I could hardly turn her away. She came in, and I cooked for her.
 �We moved in together a month later,� Adrienne shared.
 Dad joined us, and we had an enjoyable meal. Tyler�s curry was excellent.
 ◊◊◊
 After dinner, I called Brook, and we talked until it was time for her to go to bed. We reaffirmed our love and that we missed each other. I would have to say that was the best part of my day.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday December 8 
 The J-drama filming schedule had evolved to where we worked Sunday through Wednesday plus half a day on Thursday. This gave the production people two and a half days to make sure they had everything they needed for that week�s episode. It also gave the cast some much-needed time off.
 For me, that meant I would work on Halle�s movie. When we arrived on set, I sent Lexi to find out what I was doing today and walked to Halle�s trailer. I thought I would surprise her, so I just walked in. Halle had her headphones on and was dancing around in nothing but her underwear. I got my phone out and filmed her for a minute before she noticed me.
 �David!� she shrieked and lunged for the phone.
 I held it up over her head so she couldn�t get it. She stomped her foot.
 �You�d better delete that.�
 �No, I don�t think so. I always want to remember the carefree girl comfortable enough to dance around in her underwear. I bet if we posted this on the web, we could make good money.�
 Halle grabbed me by my balls.
 �Not so full of yourself now, are you?�
 �Deleting,� I assured her.
 I just hoped it had backed up a copy to the cloud. That might be my video Christmas card this year.
 �Jerk,� she huffed, then walked back to her bedroom to put some clothes on.
 �Mom was happy when she got your email about the songs,� she called out. �She said she would get someone to help you prepare for the show.�
 Halle came out dressed for her next scene.
 �I�m a little nervous. I�m worried I�ll mess up.�
 �It�s just acting. You�ll do fine,� Halle assured me.
 I didn�t know what to say to that. In the shower, I thought I rocked. Other people who heard me sing weren�t as impressed. I still couldn�t believe that I�d survived singing in The Royal Palm.
 That reminded me. Mom had seen the first ad for the movie on TV. It was scheduled to come out in a couple of weeks. I�d set aside time off from the J-drama to do a quick publicity tour right before it was released. Now that I thought about it, I also realized I should probably remind Brook that she should buy a dress for the premiere. I didn�t want her to kill me when I said something at the last minute.
 �Did you ever sort out your PA?�
 �For now. We�ll see, though,� I said, and then changed the subject back to the songs. �Your mom put names next to the songs. One of them was Priyanka Amarnath. Who is that?�
 �She�s huge in India,� Halle said as her eyes got excited. �She�s about to release her first album here, and she is out of this world. I was just listening to her cover of It�s a Man�s Man�s Man�s World.�
 She handed me her headphones, and she started the music. I was embarrassed to admit that one, the song was before my time, and two, the only version of it I could recall was from the TV show Glee. I remembered it as being very vanilla. Priyanka�s take wasn�t anything like what had been sung on Glee.
 When she sang the first line, my head snapped up, and I locked eyes with Halle. A big smile broke over my face as I heard a bluesy, sexy, Janis Joplinesque version of the song. The girl had some pipes. Her voice growled and cried in ways that could never be taught. I began to bounce to the beat as she shredded it.
 There was no way I was going on stage next to her.
 �You�ll have fun singing with her,� Halle assured me.
 �No way! I might be a fanboy, but I absolutely will make a fool of myself if I do that.�
 �Come on, goof. We have to get on set.�
 ◊◊◊
 Today�s scenes were mostly with just Halle and me as she blathered on and on about Ben�s character. I played the dutiful best friend who was secretly in love with her. It was similar to the J-drama�s plotline. How could Halle not see that I was a better choice than Ben?
 �I need you to act with more longing. I want to see the emotion that pours out of you as you see your world crumbling before your very eyes,� Kitty urged me.
 Suddenly, I had an epiphany. If I thought of Halle as Brook, and her telling me she�d met the perfect guy��
 �I think I�ve got it,� I said, and we reran the scene.
 This time I felt the emotion deep in my gut. Each time Halle spewed another line about her longing or how perfect he was, it felt like she�d thrown acid in my face. I was about to explode in frustration.
 �� he does the funniest thing when ��
 �Enough!� I exploded and stood up.
 Halle looked up at me in disbelief. I threw my hands over my head and stormed out of the room.
 �Cut!� Kitty called out and hurried over to me as I leaned against the set wall and tried to gather myself.
 �What was that all about?� Kitty asked when she found me.
 Halle peeked around the door behind Kitty.
 �I�m sorry. I got into character, and if I had to listen to her prattle on about Ben one more second, I was going to have to throttle her.�
 �David, I love you, too,� Halle said as she came and hugged me.
 �Okay. Get back into character, and we�ll reshoot it. This time, dial it back just a notch,� Kitty suggested.
 �Kitty, I�m sorry. It won�t happen again,� I promised.
 �Don�t do that. There are times I want honest emotion. You should never be sorry when you expose yourself like that,� Kitty assured me.
 Thinking of Halle�s character as my girlfriend probably wasn�t a good idea. I think if I saw Ben right now, I might punch him. I realize it made no sense, but that was how I felt at that moment. Then I got the giggles. It struck me as funny that I�d fallen so hard for Brook. I knew I loved her, but it was just hitting me that the mere thought of her talking about another guy might send me off the deep end.
 I went back, and we reshot the last scene without incident.
 ◊◊◊
 After we finished, Halle dragged me back to her trailer. As soon as the door closed, she turned on me.
 �What was that all about?�
 I closed my eyes to give myself a moment to think.
 �Kitty wanted me to show more emotion, so I thought what it would be like if Brook was reciting all those lines. I forgot for a moment that it was make-believe and sort of lost it.�
 Halle sat down on her couch and looked defeated.
 �I messed up, didn�t I?� Halle asked.
 I�m sure I looked confused as I tried to decipher what she�d just asked me. Halle saw I wasn�t about to answer, so she pressed on.
 �I know I did what was right for me, and I wouldn�t change a thing. It�s just that when I see what you have with Brook, I get jealous.
 �I knew when I moved to go to school with you that I�d made a mistake. You were so sad when Tami rejected you. I should have packed up then and come back to LA. You weren�t ready for a serious girlfriend. But I stayed, and I got comfortable. Even though I only had you part-time, it was enough.
 �I kept thinking that we would just be casual during high school. You would get over Tami, and we would figure it out when you finally came here and made movies. We would be the perfect Hollywood couple,� Halle said.
 �You had it all planned out.�
 She shook her head.
 �Is it wrong of me to wish you had never fallen for Brook?�
 �Can I tell you a secret?� I asked.
 �If you make me cry, I will beat your ass,� she warned.
 �I�m not sure Brook is my forever girl,� I admitted for the first time out loud.
 This time it was her turn to look confused.
 �Think about it. We�re in high school. My mom assures me that I will only keep in touch with a handful of friends once I graduate. She also warned me that the odds of a high school sweetheart being your wife someday are slim to none,� I said.
 �You don�t buy that, do you?�
 �I don�t know. I know that I have feelings for Brook like I�ve never had before. Believe me when I tell you that I thought I was in love with every girl I�d ever gone out with. It�s different with her. Being away from each other is killing me. I can hardly wait until she finishes with finals and joins me here.�
 �You�re horny. I could help you with that,� Halle said and batted her eyes.
 �That�s part of it,� I admitted. �But even if we never had sex again, Brook would make me happy.�
 Halle closed her eyes, and her bottom lip quivered.
 �Dammit, David.�
 �Even though I care for her so much, I know that come the end of school, she�ll leave me.�
 Now it was my turn to get a little misty-eyed.
 �You don�t plan to keep seeing her after you graduate?� Halle asked incredulously.
 �How would that work? If I�m going this crazy without seeing her for two weeks, how will I survive if I don�t see her for months on end?�
 �Oh.�
 We sat in silence for a few minutes. There was a knock on the door, meaning we had to get back to work. Halle gave me a little smile. Who knew, maybe her dreams of us being the power Hollywood couple might come true someday. There that word was again � �someday.�
 ◊◊◊
 When I had some free time, I called around to my friends in LA to see if they knew of any parties this weekend. Okay, I called one person: Zak Verwood.
 �This is Zak�s phone,� Bec Carson, Zak�s girlfriend, answered.
 �Why am I talking to you? He was supposed to be on set a half-hour ago,� I said with my best authoritative voice.
 �Oh. I had no idea. Hang on,� she said.
 I could hear her chewing him out and his clueless response.
 �Talk to the man,� she ordered.
 �I�m so sorry ��
 �For not inviting me to a party,� I said.
 �David?�
 �Yep. I�m in LA and in need of entertainment.�
 �You dick!� he said and covered the phone as he explained to Bec. �It was David Dawson pranking me.� Then he got back on the line. �I saw your dustup with the paparazzi. I thought you might have forgotten about me. Now that you need something, you come crawling to good old Zak.�
 �Pretty much.�
 �Well, you�re in luck. We�re having one tomorrow night.�
 �Can I crash with like a bazillion people?� I asked.
 �I don�t know about a bazillion ��
 �You see, I�m shooting a Japanese drama, and the cast wants to go out. I might also have some model and actor friends who are looking to get out. No more than fifty or so,� I told him.
 �Sure. I�ll put the word out that you�ll be here. I guarantee it�ll be packed.�
 We talked for another minute, and I was called back onto the set. Zak had been in The Secret Circle with Halle and me. When I first met him, he was what we called a skirt-chaser. Zak had shared with me that he�d been thirteen when he first had sex. While we were filming, it wasn�t uncommon for him to have sex with two to three different girls each day. That was until he started dating Bec.
 I passed the word that I�d found a party.
 ◊◊◊
 The best part of filming Love Letters was that they let us out in time to go home for dinner. The even better part was I had tomorrow off. Kitty said to be back next week. Lexi told me she had some stuff to take care of and would see me Monday. I was sure I could survive without her being around for a few days.
 I came home and found Dad drinking wine with a woman I�d never met before. The first thing I noticed was her hard eyes. At first, I thought she might be a cop. Then I figured it out.
 �Ms. Addison?� I asked as I put my hand out to shake hers.
 �Call me Maddie.�
 �I�m starved. Can I convince you two to go to dinner with me?� I asked.
 �I didn�t feel like cooking,� Dad admitted.
 Manaia had trailed after me, so I turned to him.
 �We�re going out to eat. Where do you want to go?� I asked.
 The poor guy looked shocked. I figured it was the least I could do for making him work a ton of overtime since I�d gotten here.
 �How about pizza?� he asked.
 �Only if they serve beer,� Maddie added.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia took us to Greco�s New York Pizzeria. I was all smiles when the waitress mentioned they had a humongous twenty-eight-inch pizza. Even with the four of us, I would have pizza for breakfast tomorrow. The waitress tried to talk me out of it. She warned it was the equivalent of three large pizzas.
 �Trust me. He will make a serious dent in it,� Dad assured the girl.
 After she left, and the beer came, we got down to why Maddie was there.
 �I talked to your PA and found time tomorrow for us to go talk to the FBI.�
 �I�ve got the whole day off tomorrow,� I said.
 Dad shared with her our concerns about being the ones to bring this to light and how it might adversely affect me.
 �You might have more reason to worry about the NCAA than the FBI. The NCAA has a history of ignoring whistleblower claims. There was a recent one at the University of Missouri where a tutor sat down with both the university and NCAA to expose cheating. She admitted she helped 42 Missouri athletes commit varying degrees of academic fraud.
 �The tutor made it easy for them to discount her, though. She later offered to sell her documented evidence online so she could pay her tuition bills. She said she told the NCAA she completed assignments for students from all sports. But she said she only completed courses or took exams for football players and men�s basketball players. The University came back and pinned it all on her, saying she was the one who initiated everything.
 �The bottom line is, even if she did it independently, without direction from the University, the athletes cheated. They let someone else do their work for them, and that�s against the rules. Despite that, to this day, neither the NCAA nor the University of Missouri has made a move against any student-athletes.
 �We are going to the FBI voluntarily. I can ask that they keep your identity confidential, but that doesn�t mean that they will. At the very least, you�ll be seen as a cooperating witness and not a bad actor. I doubt that you�ll rise to the level of a confidential informant, to be honest. You don�t have enough ongoing information for them to classify you as such,� Maddie explained.
 �Then I�m not sure we should come forward,� Dad said.
 �Let�s do this: we�ll go to the meeting and tell them what you�re worried about. If they don�t want to give you assurances, we�ll walk. I�m betting they will,� she said.
 Our pizza came, and I realized I might have ordered too much. When the waitress said humongous, she meant it. There were twenty-eight slices. We would be taking some home.
 �The FBI is not an organization with which to play fast and loose with facts. It�s against the law to lie to them. People have been convicted of just that. They don�t even have to get you on any actual underlying crimes,� Maddie said, making both Dad and me even more hesitant.
 Maddie smiled at us.
 �You�re bringing them information. They aren�t in the business of locking people up for no reason. I might be a little jaded because my clients usually have a reason to worry about an FBI interview. You�ll be fine if you listen to me and stick to the facts. If you don�t know, tell them that.
 �From what I understand, you both have been questioned by the police before. It shouldn�t be any more worrisome than that,� she assured us.
 �Except for the accidentally lying and then going to jail part,� I mumbled.
 �Yes. That would be bad,� Maddie agreed.
 I hated lawyers who thought they had a sense of humor.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 7 � Hiding From Your Stalker?  Friday December 9 
 I rolled out of bed at nine, put on a pair of shorts, and wandered down to the kitchen. Intent on eating some leftover pizza, I threw three slices onto a cookie sheet and put them in the oven. I didn�t like how the microwave made the crust soggy on a thin-crust pizza.
 While I waited, I put on some hot water for tea.
 Adrienne and Tyler came strolling in. Tyler sniffed the air when she smelled my pizza warming up. Instead of letting them eat all my pizza, I decided I would put two more slices into the oven to warm up for them.
 They both looked at me and grinned like they had a secret. I raised an eyebrow in response.
 �What are you two up to?� I asked.
 �The cleaning girl is here,� Adrienne said.
 If I hadn�t been hungry, I might have bolted. Right on cue, the vision that had haunted my dreams the last few nights walked in. I might have crumbled if Teresa wasn�t made up and wearing the porn version of a maid�s outfit. The skirt was so short you caught a glimpse of her panties, such as they were; she made a point to show me that she was wearing a thong. The smell of Teresa�s perfume�the same fragrance that was on my sheets�mingled with the yummy smell of pizza. Her appearance showed she was pushing the boundaries and made the big brain engage.
 As I took her in, she was doing the same with me. I probably should have worn a shirt, but everyone in the house had seen me in less, so I hadn�t bothered.
 I glanced over at Tyler and Adrienne, and they were trying not to laugh at me. They seemed to sense that I was about to ignore her.
 �Hi, I�m Teresa.�
 �David� was my one-word response.
 Adrienne had seen me in action and knew I could chat-up a girl. She�d never seen nervous David before. When I was younger, I could talk to all of my brother�s girlfriends without getting tongue-tied. Back then, if you got me with someone my age, I was a stammering fool. I reasoned I didn�t have a chance with my brother�s older girlfriends.
 I thought I�d gotten past this; it had been a few years since I�d acted shy. Even though I knew better, Teresa got my motor running.
 �Where did you get the outfit?� Adrienne asked.
 �A little specialty shop that carries items like this.�
 I imagined Brook in that little getup. Adrienne was doing the same for Tyler.
 �We should go shopping,� she suggested to her girlfriend.
 �Think again,� Tyler smirked.
 Thankfully, the timer on the oven buzzed to break the spell. I darted over and started to pull the pizza out and put it on plates.
 �Aren�t you going to offer Teresa any?� Adrienne asked sweetly.
 I was so getting even with her.
 �Would you like a slice?� I asked.
 �Sure,� Teresa said and sat down at the table.
 Apparently, Tyler saw through my next plan.
 �Come sit with us,� the evil woman said.
 Plans for eating elsewhere flew out the window. I had to be polite, so I sat down and focused on eating my food.
 �I hear that we�re all invited to a party tonight,� Adrienne said innocently.
 Tyler gave me and then Teresa a meaningful look. They could bite me if they thought I was about to ask her.
 �You should come,� Tyler said to Teresa when she saw I wasn�t about to ask.
 �I would need a ride,� Teresa said.
 �David will send his driver over to pick you up,� Tyler said and then turned to me. �What time should she expect him?�
 I almost said, �When Hell freezes over,� but stopped myself. Teresa was just a girl, and I had nothing to worry about. I had a girlfriend who loved me. The only problem was, I hadn�t seen her in two weeks.
 �Eight should work.�
 Teresa was smart enough to make a hasty retreat once she�d accomplished her goal with the help of the evil twosome. When she was out of earshot, I turned on them.
 �You both are going with us and keeping me out of trouble.�
 �We wouldn�t miss this for the world,� Adrienne assured me.
 Frick!
 ◊◊◊
 I caught up on the last two episodes of Jeff Delahey�s documentary series. The first one focused on the defense. Tim had a long segment where he talked about his injury and the rehab he�d gone through. Each starter had garnered some face time.
 The second featured the offense. I was glad to see that I only had a small amount of screen time. The largest portion was an interview Jeff had with our offensive line. Ty and Wolf also had longer segments.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad found me and said that we had another conference call with my lawyers. Mr. Morris had talked to the NCAA. Ms. Addison�Maddie�had stayed with us to save on hotel expenses, so she joined us in the dining room.
 When we called in, Mr. Morris got right to the point.
 �Well, it was drama-free, but they have a request. They want you to meet with the coach from Southwest Central State and see if he will admit to the pay-for-play scheme. When he talked to your mom, he only alluded to the fact that he knew you took the meeting with Springbok. The coach never confirmed that he knew that money was offered.�
 �I�m not sure that�s a good idea,� Ms. Addison said. �We would, at the very least, have to clear it with the FBI.�
 �I didn�t tell the NCAA that the FBI was going to be informed,� Mr. Morris shared.
 �I don�t think you should,� Bev Mass said, jumping into the conversation. �FBI investigations are kept confidential for a reason. This could lead back to the NCAA. As a matter of fact, it does, indirectly, for allowing this to involve one of its member institutions that it is supposed to be governing. If that�s the case, you don�t want to give them a heads-up.�
 �So, we should tell the FBI what the NCAA wants us to do. And we�re not to let the NCAA know that we�re keeping the FBI in the loop,� Dad said to clarify.
 �That sounds about right,� Ms. Dixon agreed.
 �I would also suggest that if David has this meeting with the coach from Southwest Central State, that there is only one. Don�t get him roped into doing multiple meetings or meeting with other schools,� Bev Mass suggested.
 �Let�s talk to the FBI first and see what they say,� Ms. Addison said, which everyone agreed to.
 As everyone began to drop off the call, Ms. Dixon asked Dad and me to stay on. She told Ms. Addison that she wasn�t needed, so Maddie stepped out of the room, leaving us to talk to Ms. Dixon alone.
 �We hired Jason Voorhees, the lawyer Chubby Feldman recommended. Mr. Voorhees had his meeting with Zander�s lawyers yesterday. I attended via conference call and told him I would update you on what transpired. Mr. Voorhees submitted a settlement demand letter. It summarizes the incident that caused your injury, the damages you suffered, and the amount you�re seeking in compensation. For damages, we are asking for reimbursement of all your actual out-of-pocket expenses. That includes doctor bills, hospitalization, what you had to pay for the damaged rental vehicle, our fees, and the like,� Ms. Dixon explained.
 Caryn had all the documentation for those items sent to Ms. Dixon.
 �Unlike the cost of the MRI or hospital stay, there�s no clear way to put a price on David�s emotional distress. In a case like this, the pain and suffering award will be determined by reviewing David�s lingering pain and emotional distress symptoms, taking into account their severity and duration. Under normal circumstances, that part of it would be looked at like a claims adjuster would for an insurance company. That is, it would be assumed it was an accident,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �But he tried to injure or even kill my son,� Dad said, getting a little hot under the collar.
 �Yes, which is why we�re going to file the civil lawsuit if they don�t make us an offer we can live with. Mr. Voorhees pointed that out to them when they wanted to treat it like an accident rather than an intentional act.�
 �Mr. Voorhees never said how much he planned to ask for,� Dad said.
 �That would have been something that Cal should have shared with you in the meeting you had with him this week,� Ms. Dixon said with more than a little heat. �I�m sorry that it got missed in the transition from Cal to Mr. Voorhees.�
 �What amount did he give them?� I asked.
 �Fifty million,� Ms. Dixon said.
 Dad and I looked at each other.
 �If you consider your potential lost income in either the NFL or Major League Baseball, it�s a drop in the bucket. Add to that the possibility that you might never be able to do a movie again. Plus, you have four children to support, and a lifetime of potential earnings in front of you. Zander put all of that at risk when he ordered the car to ram yours. Which he did, while he was high. And which he was convicted of. Given that, the number doesn�t seem so unreasonable, especially if he has insurance to help cover a portion of it,� Ms. Dixon assured us.
 �Do you think we�ll get that?� I asked.
 �If you were on the other side of the negotiation table during that meeting with Mr. Voorhees � Let�s just say you might want to pay it to keep him from dragging you through the mud,� she said.
 I�d had a chance to do an Internet search on my new lawyer and never wanted to be his target. I might have paid to make him go away.
 �Did he give them an out?� Dad asked, apparently reading my mind.
 �He showed them just enough to give them pause. I imagine they expected they could cow him and instead found out they were dealing with a street fighter.�
 You could tell that she was impressed, and Ms. Dixon was the scariest lawyer I knew. If she was satisfied with how it went, I wasn�t about to second-guess her.
 �Now what?� Dad asked.
 �They either respond by Wednesday or we file. My bet is they will let us file and see what we do. When Mr. Voorhees begins talking to the press is when they will come to us with an offer.�
 �Where do you think this will end up?� I asked.
 �Money-wise?� Ms. Dixon asked.
 �Yes.�
 �If it goes to trial, the sky�s the limit. The problem will be collecting it. Look at the OJ wrongful death suit. The guy�s family is still trying to get paid on that one. OJ moved to Florida because they have a law that you can�t take someone�s home from them. He dumped most of his money into that.
 �The best course would be to have them come back and tell us what he can afford and negotiate a deal. I don�t normally advise going to trial on these types of cases, but we would prevail if we did,� Ms. Dixon explained.
 �They understand that?� Dad asked.
 �They sure do. Zander may have cut a deal to stay out of jail, but he did get convicted. It�s not like he can say he didn�t do it because he stood up in court and admitted his wrongdoing. His lawyers know they�re going to have to pay you. It will all come down to how much.�
 �Anything else you need from us?� Dad asked.
 �No. Just trust Ms. Addison today. She is good at what she does,� Ms. Dixon said and then hung up.
 ◊◊◊
 I found Teresa cleaning my room, so I decided that I should be elsewhere. I looked out back, and Adrienne was lying out, so I took the seat next to hers.
 �Hiding from your stalker?�
 �That obvious?� I asked.
 �If you want to bail on her coming to the party, I�ll tell her,� Adrienne offered. �Tyler pointed out that we were being mean.�
 I bit back hard on the �Ya think?� retort that immediately threatened to escape my lips.
 �I�m not about to do something foolish, even though she is attractive. Now, if you offered ��
 �Not happening,� she said to dash my dreams. �You need to be careful with Teresa.�
 �Why?�
 �Her mom obviously married for money. When Tyler and I talked to Paulina, she referred to the fact that she wanted a similar situation for her daughter. I wouldn�t be alone with Teresa unless you have your bodycam on. Not everyone is like you and tries to do the right thing. Not that I think she would make something up, but I wouldn�t put it past her mother to do just that,� Adrienne warned.
 That was the primary reason I wore a bodycam. It eliminated the whole he said/she said problem. Fritz had forwarded me an article about a football player in the San Francisco area who�d been accused of domestic violence. It turned out his accuser-slash-girlfriend had received her injuries during a fight with another woman and had come home pretty bruised-up. He told her he didn�t want to be around someone who would get into fights. It pissed her off, so she accused him of doing it and had him arrested. The case got all the way to court before she recanted. She admitted she wanted to �end him.� I bet he wished he had surveillance equipment in his home.
 �I should be okay,� I told her.
 �Not if they make up a complete lie. They might claim you did stuff that wasn�t caught on camera,� Adrienne said.
 I didn�t want to think about more problems. I decided to go for a swim.
 ◊◊◊
 The FBI�s field office in LA was in the Wilshire Federal Building, close to the UCLA campus. They escorted us to an interrogation room with one of those two-way mirrors you see on TV.
 �Mr. Dawson, I would just confess and save everyone the trouble. You know you did it,� I said in my best cop persona.
 �What are you doing?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �He stole my cookies,� I revealed.
 Dad looked at me and saw that I knew.
 �Did Fritz rat me out?� he asked.
 �Ah, ha! So, you admit it,� I said with a big grin.
 Two FBI agents came in as I forced my dad to reveal his theft.
 �What does he admit to?� the scary woman asked.
 I was about to tell her because one look from her was worse than any I�d ever received from my mom.
 �David was goofing around. I�m Maddie Addison, and this is David and Robert Dawson.�
 �This is Special Agent Venture, and I�m Supervisory Special Agent Jakes. From what I understand, David is one of the best high school football players graduating this year, and he�s being heavily recruited.�
 Ms. Addison changed into lawyer mode. She first wanted to make sure that they understood that we were there voluntarily and didn�t want to end up the central figures in bringing this forward. They didn�t make any promises but said they understood. The only thing they said that gave me pause was that at some point, if this went to court, we might have to testify.
 Once we were satisfied, Ms. Addison then showed the two agents the video we�d collected and copies of the list of schools and the amount they initially offered. Then they watched the video of what happened in my mom�s real estate office.
 Special Agent Venture took notes on everything as Supervisory Special Agent Jakes asked questions. For the most part, either Ms. Addison or my dad did the talking. I hadn�t been present when Gordon Parker made the offer, so they didn�t need to talk to me.
 The agents were very professional and took what we had brought them seriously. We�d been there for nearly four hours when they told us they thought they understood what was going on.
 �Did you want to know about the NCAA and their request?� I asked.
 �I take it you provided this information to them as well?� Supervisory Special Agent Jakes asked, looking unhappy for the first time.
 �David is worried about his eligibility. He�s hired a sports attorney to deal with the NCAA and make sure this doesn�t cause them to have any problems with what has occurred,� Ms. Addison explained.
 �What did they ask you to do?� he asked.
 �To meet with a representative of Southwest Central State and record the conversation. The NCAA hopes the representative will say something that confirms the link between the shoe company, the sports agent, the coach, and the university with respect to this whole mess.�
 �Do you plan to record it like you did the other conversations?�
 �Yes,� Ms. Addison said.
 �Then send us a copy of the video. I doubt you will get the confirmation the NCAA is looking for, but we will add it to the record.�
 We were cautioned to not talk about this matter except with our counsel. They told us that if the FBI were ever asked, they would only say that they could not comment on an ongoing investigation. I noted to myself that they picked and chose when they followed that rule.
 The two agents thanked us and sent us on our way.
 �That may be the last time you have to talk to them,� Ms. Addison said.
 It was a letdown after all the buildup.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got home, Maddie, now that she wasn�t in lawyer mode, ran to her room to pack. She wanted to get back to Chicago tonight. She�d called an Uber, so Dad and I thanked her for her help and said goodbye.
 Jiro and Hana were at the house, so I asked them if they wanted to have dinner with us. They�d played tourist today and shared some of the fun places they�d gone to.
 After dinner, I stepped into my room and called Brook. She noticed I wasn�t in just shorts and a t-shirt.
 �Where are you going?�
 �Zak is having a party at his house,� I said and explained that the cast of my J-drama wanted to go to another party.
 She reminded me of what happened at the last party at Zak�s.
 �I don�t plan on that kind of drama, but there is something I need to tell you. Adrienne invited our housekeeper.�
 Brook looked at me curiously.
 �Why would that be a problem?�
 �Let me send you a video,� I said and emailed it to her.
 Brook watched it without comment. When it finished, she shook her head.
 �What is Adrienne thinking? Why would she do that to you?�
 �I know, right? The poor girl,� I said, trying to play it off.
 �You really are a �stupid boy,� aren�t you?�
 �I have my moments,� I said as I tried to flirt.
 �I seriously can�t leave you alone for two weeks, can I?�
 �Wait! I�ve been good,� I said defensively.
 �I know you have,� she said and then changed the subject. �Why am I meeting with Lexi tomorrow?�
 �I have no idea. Why is she there?� I wondered.
 �Apparently, she met with Caryn today, and I�m having lunch with her tomorrow.�
 �I�ll call her and find out,� I offered.
 �No, don�t. I suspect it might be about what she was up to with not passing along messages. She could just be here to mend fences.�
 That made sense.
 �Okay.�
 �Now, back to your stalker,� Brook said.
 �You�re the second person to call her that,� I said and then told her what Adrienne said.
 �She may be right. I wouldn�t be alone with her, and if you are, make sure you have surveillance,� she said and smiled at the worried look on my face. �Look at it this way. If I could get mad enough to try to kick you in the balls, imagine what a woman who doesn�t know you very well might be capable of.�
 �Why does everyone think that Teresa�s trouble? She can�t help that she looks like that.�
 �Any girl who crawls into my boyfriend�s bed, jills off, and then sprays her perfume on his sheets is an automatic concern.�
 There wasn�t much I could say to that. All joking aside, Teresa had crossed a line.
 �I�ll talk to her,� I promised.
 �I love you. Always remember that,� Brook said, and sighed. �If you can talk Adrienne out of her panties, do it. I can tell you�re in serious need of stress relief.�
 �No need. I�ll just do what most other guys do,� I said, showing a stroking motion.
 �Okay, you�re disgusting.�
 �Oh, please,� I said as I rolled my eyes and then smiled at her. �I hope you don�t think that the reason I�m frustrated is lack of sex. I�m frustrated because I miss you. The majority of our time is hanging out and being friends. Everything I�m doing out here, I want to share with you. With the time difference and my work schedule, it seems like we�re never able to talk.�
 �I know. Me, too. When I see you, we might have to make up for all the time we�ve missed in bed, though. It could take days. Weeks!�
 When she made comments like that, with her raspy voice, it did things to me. Damn, I missed her.
 ◊◊◊
 I made Tyler sit in the back, next to me. We had a good talk as Adrienne got to know Teresa. The Japanese contingent had asked the hotel to shuttle them to the party via a stop at my house to pick up Jiro and Hana. When we arrived, Zak came out front and shook his head.
 �You always make an entrance,� he said as he gave me a bro hug.
 Then he saw Adrienne and Teresa get out of the car.
 �Bec is going to kill you. When she sees you brought those two, she�ll be glued to my side all night long,� he whispered to me.
 I waited until the bus unloaded.
 �Everyone, this is Zak Verwood, actor, and all-around good guy. He was in The Secret Circle with me and is the host of tonight�s party.�
 �Follow me, and I�ll give you the grand tour. If you�re a friend of David�s, you�re a friend of mine. There is only one rule: have fun,� he said as he led them into the house.
 Adrienne slid up next to me and took my arm. Two seconds later, Teresa took the other one. While Zak showed everyone the house, I walked out back. Bec spotted me and came over with a big smile on her face. She saw the talent on my arms and almost did a face-plant as the ground seemed to jump up and trip her. I reached forward and caught her.
 �Careful,� I said as I stood her back up.
 �Jesus, David. Where did you meet these two?� she asked.
 �This is Teresa; she�s a neighbor of mine in Malibu and a student at Pepperdine, where we�re shooting the show I�m in. I�d also like you to meet Adrienne, who used to model but got too old. Now she tries to be seen with younger men so she can get back in the game,� I said. Then I turned my attention to Teresa and Adrienne, who was smirking as she got ready to brain me.
 I ducked behind Bec, holding her as a shield as I faced the crew I�d brought.
 �I want to introduce Bec Carson, an out-of-work actress who�s living off the goodwill of Zak, the guy you met when we came in.�
 �He�s in a mood,� Bec said and then turned to my girls. �Let�s dump him and grab a drink.�
 The three of them left me, so I wandered around the house to the pool in the back, where I heard screams and splashes and what sounded like fun. I found a pool full of mostly girls having a giant water fight. The interesting part was that about half of them had lost their tops. I about had a heart attack when someone goosed me. I twirled around and saw the smiling face of Tanya Hendricks, who had played Faye Chamberlain in The Secret Circle.
 �Come swimming with us,� she urged.
 Tanya was wearing a little bikini and had obviously been in the middle of the chaos that was happening behind me.
 �I don�t have a swimsuit,� I reasoned.
 �If you don�t wear one, I won�t either,� she suggested.
 I thought about that for all of a half-second and started to get undressed. It seemed we started something because half the people in the pool began to lose their suits onto the deck. Tanya pushed me in, and I was immediately dunked by three girls who had teamed up. Oh, they did not! It was game on at that point.
 I guess we were making a racket because soon everyone from the party was around the pool, watching.
 �Either join us, or we start throwing you in the deep end,� I announced.
 Zak appeared, with my group following him. He hadn�t heard my pronouncement, so I jumped out of the pool, grabbed him, and tossed him in. I grinned at everyone else, and clothes started to come off. My Japanese friends all gaped at what they were seeing. I would wager a large amount of money they�d never been skinny-dipping.
 Zak got with the program and was soon naked with the rest of us. I would guess there were twenty people in the pool acting crazy. There was some inappropriate touching, but nothing that was over the line. It was more accidental as we horsed around and acted like young people.
 Bec came back, took one look, and stomped her foot.
 �You two, get out of the pool,� she ordered, pointing at Zak and me.
 Someone must have tattled. I took my sweet time crawling out of the pool and drying off. I looked Bec in the eye the whole time, daring her eyes to leave mine. To her credit, she stared me down. I got dressed, then bounded up to her, and kissed her on the cheek.
 �Best party ever,� I declared and then wandered back towards the house where the main party was.
 Zak soon joined me. He must have had dry clothes in the pool house. I could see him hiding his grin as Bec glared at both of us. I rolled my eyes at Zak and then saw that Bec was smiling.
 �You dumbasses. If you�re lucky, you won�t be on Hollywood Central come tomorrow. I caught a girl hustling out and stopped her. I made her delete the video and then kicked her out. She�s probably not the only one, though,� Bec said.
 Other celebrities got away with running around naked; why shouldn�t I? That was my first thought. �Shit� was the second. Not that my bare butt hadn�t been in the press before. I sent Frank a text.
 �Got naked at a party. Might be video.�
 He texted me back.
 �Make sure they spell your name right�
 If he wasn�t worried, I wasn�t either.
 I broke down and grabbed a beer. It didn�t take long for Misaki, my big sister, to find me.
 �Of all the wild things I thought I might see at an American party, seeing a pool full of nude people wasn�t on the list.�
 �How is everyone taking it?� I asked.
 �You�re their hero. Kana and Haru are trying to get the courage to go join them.�
 �Tell them if they would rather, they can come over some evening to my place and do it in my pool.�
 �I just might. I might join you if you get naked, too,� she baited me.
 �If you do it, I will,� I promised.
 �David?�
 �Yes?�
 �Thank you for bringing us. I�m sure that we will be telling stories for the rest of our lives about the crazy American actor who took us to a party and ran around naked. I�d worried that you were going to be a diva. But I find that I am starting to really like you,� Misaki said.
 ◊◊◊
 I decided just to cut loose and have fun. Zak put on some music, and soon I was dancing with Adrienne. When a slow song came on, Tyler cut in. Before I could grab another beer, Teresa caught me and pulled me onto the dance floor.
 �Adrienne had a talk with me. I think I need to clear the air about a few things,� she said, catching me off guard.
 �Like what?� I asked.
 �First of all, I�m nothing like my mom.�
 I stopped and looked around.
 �Let�s grab a drink and go talk,� I suggested.
 We stepped inside to the living room.
 �I know that you know my mom married for money. My mother and I are from Brazil. She attracted a lot of attention when she was younger than I am. Mom found herself pregnant with me when she was too young. She was from a Catholic family, and it broke my grandmother�s heart when she found out.
 �My mama decided to move in with my great-aunt. When Mom was in her twenties, she met my stepdad, who was in Brazil on business. Long story short, they were married six months later, and we moved here,� she said and looked at me to see my reaction.
 �How old were you when you came here?� I asked.
 �Five. I don�t really remember Brazil. My mother never wants to go back. We were dirt poor, as you can imagine a single mom would be. She is constantly on me about finding the right guy to marry. Mom doesn�t want me ever to suffer like she did,� she said and got lost in her thoughts.
 She took a long pull on her beer and then looked up at me.
 �I decided a long time ago that I didn�t need a man to support me. I guess it was my rebellion against my mom. What it did was make me realize that if I got an education, I could support myself.�
 �So, what was the deal with you getting the job at my place?� I asked.
 She gave me a sideways glance and barked out a laugh.
 �You seriously can�t figure that out?� she asked.
 I raised my eyebrows.
 �What is it about me that made you do that �� I asked and then closed my eyes.
 I mainly hung around my friends and people who knew me before my fame.
 �Never mind, I can probably imagine,� I finished.
 �You are both my worst nightmare and wildest dream. My mother thinks you are perfect for me and was so impressed I thought of getting the job so I could be closer to you. My mother�s approval is a huge negative, if you must know.�
 That made me smile.
 �I�ve made a complete fool of myself, and all for a boy,� she said sadly.
 �A boy you think is sexy,� I teased.
 �Shut up, or I�ll tear your clothes off.�
 The scary part was, I believed her.
 �How about we do this: I hire your cleaning lady since she�s doing a good job. We ignore your mom�s crazy ideas because I have a girlfriend. Finally, we start over. I think I would like to be your friend.�
 The last part surprised her.
 �Really?�
 Oh, good Lord. Not one of those.
 �Yes, really. Hi, I�m David, and I need another beer.�
 Teresa turned out to not be the airhead I thought she might be. I mean, seriously, who takes a cleaning job to try to chase a crush?
 She and I had a great time getting to know each other. Once we decided to be friends, it was easy. We no longer wanted to get sweaty with each other. With that out of the equation, we were able to relax.
 This, of course, completely baffled Adrienne. She looked worried when the evening ended and the two of us had been inseparable. Adrienne was even more confused when we dropped Teresa off at her house. I think she had made some assumptions.
 When we got back to the house, she finally broke and asked what was going on.
 �We decided to be friends. She doesn�t need a man to take care of her, and I have a girlfriend.�
 Adrienne just blinked at me. I kissed her on the cheek and did the same to Tyler.
 �Good night. I�ll see you in the morning,� I said, leaving them in the foyer.
 I walked to my room and sent Brook a text that there might be naked pictures of me from tonight, but not to worry. And that I would call her in the morning.
 I saw there was one from my dad that I�d missed. It seemed that Coach Mason and Bo Harrington wanted to get together tomorrow to talk to me. I wondered what that was about.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 8 � My Dream School  Saturday December 10 
 I had my first singing lesson today at the studio. Jane, who was usually Rita�s security, was my driver. I found her in the kitchen drinking coffee with my dad and Hana.
 �Isn�t this a pleasant surprise? I take it Manaia got a day off,� I said in greeting.
 �Fritz is getting soft,� Jane said with a grin.
 �Bacon and potatoes are in the oven. Make your own eggs,� Dad said.
 �You need to look at the Hollywood Central website,� Hana said.
 I grabbed my tablet and set it on the counter as I made my scrambled eggs. I was on their home page, which made me smile.
 The headline read: David A Dawson � Skinny-Dips With Smokin� Hot Chicks
 It showed a picture of when I got out and had the towel strategically placed. You could see the pool behind me, and they�d put black boxes over the women�s breasts. They had arrows pointing at Zak, Tanya, and Jessica, who were all in The Secret Circle with me. I scrolled down to the article.
David � the dude in the upcoming movie The Royal Palm� was at a party thrown by his pal Zak Verwood � and he decided to go skinny-dipping. He was joined by several other Hollywood types, including Tanya Hendricks and Jessica Chase.
We love David � he�s always beensuper cool to us � but what we want to know is � who was the hottie he was dancing with all night?
It seems like David has announced he is back in Hollywood and is doing it with style.
 Under that was a picture of me and Teresa dancing. It showed her focused on busting a move while it looked like I was perving on her. I was so busted because that was precisely what I�d been doing.
 �Uh oh, I need to make a quick call,� I said as I made my plate of food and took it into the dining room for some privacy.
 �This better be good,� Brook grumped.
 Brook was a firm believer in sleeping in on Saturdays. I looked at the clock, and even I thought she should have been up by now.
 �Uhm � I can call back later,� I tried.
 �I take it your cryptic message about getting naked has bitten you in the ass.�
 Damn, it doesn�t pay to date smart girls.
 �Hollywood Central got a picture of me skinny-dipping. They also have a picture of me dancing with Teresa, and it makes me look bad,� I confessed.
 �Did you get naked with her?�
 �No. Teresa and I talked, and she�s nothing like her mom. She�s actually level-headed,� I said.
 �We are talking about your stalker, right?�
 �Yeah,� I admitted.
 �Okay. I�ve been warned. Let me get back to sleep,� Brook said and hung up on me.
 That could have gone better.
 ◊◊◊
 Jane had me get my drone before we left.
 �Manaia had an idea. When you get ready to get out of the car, we open a window and let the drone out so it can do a sweep. From a higher vantage point, it should be able to show us what�s around the vehicle better than when I step out and do a visual sweep,� Jane explained.
 I got into the back of the car in the drive and turned on the drone. It acted like it was confused because we were in a confined space, so I shut it down. I put it in my palm, held it out the window, and tried again. This time, it rose up and circled the car just like it did when I was outside it.
 Jane had her tablet out and watched the screen.
 �Send your dad a text and ask him to come outside,� Jane prompted.
 When Dad received the text, he walked out the front door. The drone reacted to the movement and flew to where he was.
 �Cool,� Jane said and then leaned out of the car window. �Mr. Dawson. Walk to the back of the car, please. I want to see what the drone does.�
 Dad walked to the back, and the drone followed him. When he moved across the street, it came back and began circling the car again. She had me send a text to Hana to come out as well. It reacted to her the same as it had with my dad when he first came out.
 She called my dad to come closer. When he began to move, it turned and flew to him. I recalled the drone so we could get to my lesson.
 ◊◊◊
 At the studio, they directed us to one of their sound booths. They used it to do voice-overs as well as for record singers. A technician was sitting behind racks of equipment, looking through a window into the room where the artist would work.
 This all seemed surreal. I was the furthest thing from a singer. If I didn�t have a soft spot for Rita, Halle, and Trip, I would never have agreed to do this. I was about to say �the heck with it� and walk out when my friend Jett, the lead singer for Birthrite, walked in.
 �Mr. Dawson,� she said formally.
 I broke out in laughter because Jett was the last person to act like that. Plus, she was dressed like you would expect a rock singer to be. She gave me a lopsided smile and a hug.
 �I was about to bail. I don�t know what I was thinking when I agreed to do this,� I admitted.
 �Please don�t. Because of you, we get to sing on the TV show too. I guess Rita James was talking to your people, and they suggested I might be a good choice as your voice coach. When we heard what you were singing for, I had Angel call and see if we could get a spot on the show,� Jett explained.
 I had a sneaking feeling that Rita had predicted I might decide to bolt, and the offer to Jett�s band was used to make me feel obligated. My internal debate finally settled on, �How bad could one song be?�
 �Before you have a meltdown, let�s have you sing so I can see what we have to work with,� Jett reasonably requested.
 �Okay. But if I�m terrible, I want you to be honest and keep me from making a fool of myself.�
 �Sure,� she said and all but pushed me into the sound studio.
 She guided me to the microphone and had me stand in front of it.
 �Which song do you know the best?� she asked.
 �Silver Bells.�
 �Cue that one up,� she said to the technician on the other side of the window, and then looked at me. �When you�re ready, just nod, and he�ll start the music.�
 I nodded and began to sing �
 Halfway through, Jett had heard enough. I could see she was trying not to laugh.
 �Dang it, this is a disaster. It�s probably best we cut our losses,� I said.
 �I�m sorry. In your movie soundtrack, I�d assumed you were trying to mimic Sir Richard Jackson. I didn�t realize that you were really singing,� she said, which didn�t help.
 �How did you get the soundtrack?� I asked.
 �Rita sent it over.�
 �Dear Lord. She heard that and still wanted me to sing?� I asked as I looked up for divine intervention.
 �Have you had any voice training?� Jett asked.
 �No.�
 �Good. I know we only have a couple of weeks, but I think we can get you to the point where you can hold your own. Your tone needs some work, but the lower portions of your sound could be special. It�s your higher range that we need to work on.�
 �I don�t know,� I said.
 �Look, give me today to see if we can take some shortcuts to get you there. If I don�t think I can get the job done, I promise to tell you. I don�t want you to look foolish either,� she promised.
 I was there anyway, so why not?
 ◊◊◊
 Jett started with the basics. She had me learn to breathe correctly and helped me adopt the proper posture. She said it would help me project better and would also help my acting voice. Jett was pulling out all the stops to get me to buy in by adding the acting reference.
 Then she delved into the different kinds of voices. I�d heard the term �head voice� before but had no idea what that actually meant. I discovered there were three voices: head, middle, and chest.
 �Trying humming and pay attention to where you feel the vibration as you raise and lower the range,� she said.
 When I started high, I felt it in the upper half of my face. Jett said it was my �head voice� because when I used that voice, the principal body part in resonance was my sinuses. As the tone got lower, the vibration traveled to the lower half of my face, chin, and upper neck. In this scenario, the vocal structure in maximum resonance was my hard palate (roof of the mouth). As I hit my lower notes, the sound vibrations were felt around my lower neck and chest area. Jett explained that this was the voice most people used during regular speaking. If I put my hand to the center of my chest when I spoke, I could feel it vibrate.
 She explained that you couldn�t do one voice without the others. I had to think of it as a continuous spectrum. She warned that if I didn�t, I would risk my voice breaking as I tried to force the change.
 Jett took me to the women�s restroom and had me stand in front of the mirror.
 �I want you to say the vowels in the alphabet and watch your face.�
 �A � E � I � O � U.�
 �Did you see your mouth close at any time?� she asked.
 �No.�
 This must have meant I�d closed my mouth when singing.
 �Now, do it again.�
 When I was about to begin, Jett put two fingers into my mouth and forced me to say the letters.
 �See and feel the difference? Your mouth needs to be opened about half an inch more. Try it again, with your fingers in your mouth. I want you to focus on how it makes your tongue and throat work differently.�
 She had me do it five times. I finally noticed that she was right.
 �Again, without the fingers,� she ordered.
 It felt unnatural.
 �Now, sing it.�
 Jett had me do it again and again until it didn�t feel as awkward.
 �Sing the first two verses of Silver Bells while you focus on keeping your mouth open.�
 After I�d done that ten times, she stopped me and took me into the studio again. She had me sing the song.
 �Play back the first few bars of the first one and then do the same for the second,� she directed the man behind the glass.
 I listened to them both, and the second did sound better.
 �Your sound resonates better and is louder. If you sang much, you would find that by doing it this way, there�s less strain on your voice when singing louder. The way you were doing it, you unconsciously tense up, and it affects your throat, jaw, and neck muscles,� Jett explained.
 �Okay,� was my one-word response.
 �We�re only halfway there. I think you can have a good singing voice if we work on your tone. The tonal quality of your singing voice depends on two important places within your body. The first place is where the tone is produced, and the second is where the tone resonates,� Jett said.
 She grabbed my hand and put my fingers on my throat above my Adam�s apple.
 �Swallow.�
 I did and felt my throat move.
 �Notice how the notch above your Adam�s apple moved upwards when you swallowed?�
 I swallowed again and noticed that she was right.
 �Now, sing.�
 I sang the beginning of Silver Bells. I felt my throat do the same thing.
 �It did it again, didn�t it?� she asked.
 �Yes.�
 �That�s your larynx moving upwards. It can disrupt the tone of your singing voice. To fix that, we are going to do some exercises.�
 The first one was to say the phrase, �Sally sells seashells by the seashore.� Jett had me repeat it until I could speak it quickly, correctly, and with no breaks in my voice. She explained that by doing that tongue twister, it would also help with enunciation while giving me a better-balanced tone.
 The next exercise was to sing scales. The reason I sounded better in my lower range was that my larynx didn�t go up until I tried to sing higher notes. Jett said I had to imagine it as an elevator being lifted by a counterweight attached to a pulley. As the weight went down, the elevator would rise. As I sang higher notes, I needed to imagine the weight, or my larynx, moving downward. That�s much easier explained than done. This was something I would need to work on.
 As I said, the high range was my biggest weakness. Jett addressed that next.
 �You notice that your voice is sometimes breaking when you sing the higher notes?� she asked.
 I nodded my agreement.
 �That�s because as the notes get higher, so does the tension in your throat. You eventually reach a point when your vocal cords can no longer take the tightness, and that�s when your voice breaks. I�m going to show you tricks to teach your voice how to stay relaxed when singing those notes,� Jett explained.
 She showed me where the digastric muscle was located right under my chin. It caused my vocal cords to tense up when I sang high notes. It was another case where it tensed up naturally, and I would have to learn how to keep it relaxed when I sang. She gave me exercises that I would have to do daily for that to happen.
 Jett promised that once I learned this, I would be able to sing the higher range as comfortably as I did the lower one.
 Before she let me go, she had me sing Silver Bells one last time. She played back all three versions, and I could tell we�d made progress. Maybe there was hope for me after all.
 Jett sent me a text with where her band would be playing for the next couple of weeks. I promised to come see her. She made me promise to practice what she�d taught me, and we would get together on Thursday to work some more.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, Dad told me we were going to Coach Mason�s house. The reasons we were going to his place instead of having them come to ours were twofold. First, he was still recovering from his stroke. Second, Bo Harrington was there too, and if Bo came to my place, it would be considered an in-home visit. This way, we could say we just bumped into one another at a mutual friend�s house.
 Flo, usually Halle�s security person, took over for Jane. I was quickly finding out that in LA, nothing was as close as it seemed when you looked on a map. Dad and I settled into the back seat, and it gave me a chance to talk to him.
 �Why are we meeting with Coach Mason and Bo Harrington?�
 �With you so busy, I imagine you haven�t really thought about your plans for school next year.�
 �I can�t say that I have since our trips,� I admitted.
 �When I talked to Bo Harrington, he told me that the first period to sign a National Letter of Intent to play college football begins this Wednesday. I realize there�s another signing period in the spring, and that�s when you intend to make your final decision. But I thought that for something this important, you needed to start thinking about it more.�
 �It makes sense, then, because I trust those two the most to give me good advice.�
 �That was what I thought. It would give you a chance to bounce your thoughts off two guys who know what you can expect, and they can help guide you to the best decision. It was nice of them to volunteer,� Dad reminded me.
 His last statement made me realize that they were more than just my coaches; they�d become friends.
 Bo had experience at both the pro and college level �fixing� quarterbacks. He�d been the coach who helped me develop to the point where, in my junior year, I won Elite 11. That was the competition Nike put on each year to find the best high school quarterback in the country. He was currently the quarterback coach at Alabama.
 Coach Mason was a longtime coach in the NFL. He�d been involved with the Oakland Raiders and worked his way up to become their offensive coordinator. When there had been a coaching change, they had retained him as a consultant. He was retired now but had kept in the game, teaching young quarterbacks at camps like the one I�d attended in Houston, Texas.
 We�d bonded. Coach Mason must have seen something in me because he had volunteered to be the offensive coordinator for my high school team. That was after we lost our old one to conference rival Washington.
 While everything Bo taught me made me technically a top-tier quarterback, working with Coach Mason on a full-time basis was invaluable to my development. He taught me how to think like a quarterback. It all began with preparation and knowing how to look at game film. By watching him break down film, I started to understand the nuances of the game. That understanding translated to the field. I was able to process what I was seeing in the game and figure out what defenses were trying to do to stop us. I evolved from being the guy who got by on extraordinary athletic ability to becoming an actual quarterback.
 What Coach Mason had taught me would usually take a college-level quarterback leading their team for a couple of years to learn. That was why one of the primary considerations NFL teams had in drafting quarterbacks was how long they�d started. The sad truth was that the starters got the lion�s share of the coaching. You needed that to be able to break down a game correctly on the field and in the film room.
 Dad�s point about me using them as a sounding board was spot-on. These two men had been around higher levels of football, and both were within the higher levels of my circles of trust. That made me confident they would give me good advice.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Mason lived in a condo near downtown. When Coach Mason met us at the door, I noticed he had a cane.
 �When did you get that?� I asked.
 �My left side is still weak from the stroke. I sometimes lose my balance.�
 That sucked.
 Bo Harrington was already there. I gave him a warm smile and shook his hand.
 �Congratulations. I see you�ve made it into the National Championship Playoffs once again. I expect you should be able to handle Washington,� I predicted.
 They�d announced the matchups. Alabama faced Washington, and Ohio State had drawn Clemson. I predicted we would see a rematch in the Championship game of Alabama and Clemson. Neither Washington nor Ohio State had the talent and depth of the top two teams in the country.
 �Let me know if you want tickets to the game,� Bo teased me.
 That would cross so many lines that if the NCAA caught wind of it, I would never play a down of football.
 �Maybe a booster could fly him out on his private jet and put him up at a resort while you�re at it. Oh, and don�t forget to invite me,� Dad said.
 �I�ll look into that the minute he tells me he�s coming to Alabama. We try not to hand out the good stuff until you commit,� Bo said with a laugh.
 �I�m hungry, so I had the place across the street deliver dinner,� Coach Mason said as we walked to the dining room.
 Bo and I helped organize everything. Coach Mason had bought salmon with dill sauce, roasted potatoes, and broccoli in a butter lemon sauce. Not too shabby for takeout. Over dinner, we began to talk about why we were there.
 �Before we weigh in, why don�t you tell us the schools you�re looking at and why they�re on your list?� Coach Mason started.
 �Wolf, Tim, and I visited several schools over the last two years to figure out where we wanted to play. If I can, I want to go to the same school as they do. We looked at the Power 5 conferences and then Notre Dame as the lone independent.
 �Once we determined which ones would accept all of us, it came down to Michigan, Oklahoma, and USC,� I said.
 �I assume the front-runner is Michigan,� Bo guessed.
 �Why do you say that?� I asked.
 �They had a camp at your high school to show their commitment. I�ve heard that Ty will commit to them this week, and they�re in the Big Ten, right in your backyard,� Bo reasoned.
 Those were pretty much my reasons, so I just nodded.
 �I want to hear why you�re considering Oklahoma and USC,� Coach Mason said.
 �Oklahoma offers me an excellent path to the NFL. The Big 12 Conference is focused on offense. I would be able to put up huge numbers there. I also liked the fans and students. Their fanbase is enormous, and they rabidly support their team. The community itself was somewhere I�d be comfortable living. Except for one incident with a recruit�s father, there wasn�t much not to like. And now that the conference has its own championship game, I expect you�ll see a school from the Big 12 in the conversation for the playoffs each year,� I explained.
 �USC?� Coach Mason asked.
 �They have a tradition that stands up to anywhere else in the country. I also have two friends who play ball for them, Ridge Townsend and Bill Callaway. In fact, USC may be the best spot for me if I want to make it to the NFL. Each one of their starters over the last decade has made it to the next level. Nowhere else can make that claim,� I said.
 �I agree, but they haven�t had a great one since Carson Palmer, who won the Heisman and was drafted number one in 2003,� Bo pointed out.
 �Good point, but they have been good enough to send quarterbacks to the NFL consistently. I also contend that Ridge might be the next one who wins the Heisman and gets drafted number one.�
 �You might be right,� Bo conceded.
 �There�s another factor outside of football that makes USC a good fit for me, and that�s Hollywood. The downside there is that the NCAA isn�t sure how to deal with my acting career. We�ve come to an uneasy truce, but I worry that they�ll change their minds at some point, and if I go to USC, that�s more likely. That being said, it would be much easier to get work if I were out here.
 �There is another downside. USC is in LA. I�m not a big-city boy, and the temptations out here could be a problem. I would be living under the constant scrutiny of the press. I can�t even take my clothes off and go for a swim here,� I said.
 �With about thirty other people,� Dad added.
 I shrugged, and Bo and Coach Mason gave me looks that said that someday I would grow up, but they were envious.
 �Are you sure that�s a negative?� Bo asked.
 �My girlfriend thinks it is,� I shared and then got serious. �The culture out here is so different from where I�m from. I like that I know most everyone in my town. They don�t get goofy when I meet them. There I�m just the youngest Dawson. Yes, they get excited when I do a movie, but it isn�t like I have paparazzi staking me out like I will have here.�
 �I admit, I liked living there,� Coach Mason said. �I think you would get used to LA in short order, though. There�s a lot more to do here.�
 �The only factor that makes me hesitate about USC is its fan base. I�m sure if we were winning games, they would be out in force. The problem is, there is too much else going on. We have a great example of that with Northwestern in the Chicago area. There are no other college teams that close to the city, and they couldn�t even sell out when a nationally ranked Stanford team played them. If I go to either Michigan or Oklahoma, I know that I�ll play in front of sellout home crowds.�
 �I agree that a huge home crowd makes a difference. You see it in the professional teams as well. Fans here tend to show up late and leave early. Like I said, a lot is going on here,� Coach Mason said.
 �May I ask why Clemson didn�t make your final list?� Bo asked.
 �Competition. Someone would end up dead if you tossed David into that mess,� Dad said.
 �I get that,� Bo said. �They seem to take a top ten quarterback each year. There�s no way all that talent will make it onto the field, and that�s a shame. I think the ideal situation for that kind of talent is to go somewhere where they can redshirt and then play two to four years as the starter. Having someone with game experience is critical, as far as most NFL teams are concerned. In the Clemson model, either someone beats everyone out in a bloodbath, or you might only get one year to start.�
 We stopped at that point and moved to the living room. Coach Mason offered Dad and Bo drinks and Flo and me coffee as we relaxed after a good meal.
 �You both know the three schools I�m looking at. If you had to pick, which one would you choose?� I asked.
 �I�ll go first and say it depends,� Coach Mason said. �If you�re looking for individual awards and recognition, which will translate to draft status in the NFL, I would pick Michigan. It�s no secret that it�s easier for the east coast media to watch your games if you went there.
 �If you want to win a National Championship, I would choose Oklahoma as your destination. They should be the cream of the crop in the Big 12, with the drop of teams like Texas and Baylor. My only concern would be that Oklahoma�s defense would let you down once you reach the playoffs. All you need to do is look at Alabama�s defensive line play to see it�s a whole different ball game than what�s played in the Big 12.
 �I would pick USC if you weren�t sure if you wanted to play in the NFL, eventually. Yes, they get quarterbacks into the league. I assert that if you�re serious about acting, they may be the best bet,� Coach Mason concluded.
 �I would suggest Oklahoma as your school. Their offense fits your skill set the best, and you would be scary-good there. I even think you could overcome the better defenses that an Alabama or Clemson might roll out,� Bo said.
 �His mom and I�ve talked about it, and we�re worried about his health. He�s already had at least two concussions,� Dad said.
 �I think the jury is still out on whether football causes CTE or not.� CTE is Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy�brain injury. �Yes, it is a violent game, and players get hurt. There have been and will be advances in gear, tackling techniques, and the rules to protect players,� Bo said.
 �I agree with a lot of that, but I submit David doesn�t need football,� Coach Mason replied. �He would be just fine if he never played pro or even college ball. While they�ve not proven a direct link, there seems to be enough evidence to say that one is coming. Brain injuries are not the only possibilities he has to worry about.
 �The only reason I would suggest you play college football is if you want to,� Coach Mason said.
 Then my dad floored me.
 �Your mom and I would like you to consider taking a step back after you finish your movies next fall and consider just being a college student. You�ve not really had a chance just to do normal things,� Dad said.
 �That sounds good in theory, but I�ve put a lot of time and effort into football,� I said.
 �We haven�t even talked about baseball,� Bo said to confuse the issue even more.
 �Are you still thinking about playing both in college?� Coach Mason asked.
 �I�d considered it.�
 �What about playing baseball full-time? I think you found out this summer that you could be selected in the spring draft. We�ve talked about how much more money you can make, and it would be safer than playing football. That would translate into playing more years,� Coach Mason said.
 �You mean I�m not going to be Tom Brady and play until I�m 40?� I asked.
 �The odds are not with you on that,� Bo said.
 �Just so we�re clear. My choices are to play football; skip college and play pro baseball; play both in college; movies in some way in all the combinations or alone; or chuck it all and try to be normal,� I summarized.
 �Don�t forget that you have to go to college if you pick the normal route,� Dad said.
 �I know what would solve everything. Sign with Alabama on Wednesday, become a cog in our system, and help us win four National Championships,� Bo suggested.
 �Will you let me play defense and baseball?� I asked, acting excited.
 �Sure we will,� Bo said.
 �It�s true what they call you, �stupid boy,� if you buy into that load,� Coach Mason said.
 �Stranger things have happened,� Bo said to defend his fantasy.
 �I could see him walking on water before all that happened at Alabama,� Coach Mason shot back.
 Bo just grinned. No one believed that Alabama would change their approach simply because they recruited one player. That didn�t mean that they might not make some adjustments to take advantage of my skill set. They had a system that worked, and Alabama would be crazy to change it. I would end up being a game-manager type of quarterback whose primary responsibility was to distribute the ball to the playmakers. I would only need to be more than that in a big game. No, I would pass on that.
 �I want to thank you guys for taking the time. I hope that I can call you if I need more advice.�
 �Of course you can, my boy. I hope you�re not a stranger. I have a feeling that recuperating will get boring,� Coach Mason said.
 �You�re always welcome to come visit us, too,� Dad said.
 We walked out with Bo.
 �Between us,� he said once we were alone, �I�m probably not going to be at Alabama next year. Offensive coaches don�t seem to last very long. I look at it as having a really nice new line item on my r�sum� now. I want to move up and either work as a quarterback coach at the pro level or as an offensive coordinator at the college level. And eventually, I�d like to be a head coach at either level.�
 �If there�s anything I can do to help, let me know. I�d be honored to be a reference if you think it would help.�
 �Maybe we could be a package deal,� he said with a smile.
 �Who knows? I�d love for you to be my coach again. If you�d been at one of the three I was looking at, they would be my top choice,� I assured him.
 It had been a standup thing he�d done when he�d warned me about Alabama. Not that they weren�t a great destination. My playing style just wasn�t what they were looking for.
 �Don�t be a stranger, and check in on Coach Mason. He has come to really like you,� Bo said, and then got in his car and left.
 I joined Dad in the back seat as Flo drove us home.
 �What did you think?� I asked.
 �I don�t believe they said anything you didn�t already know. Come spring, you�re going to have to make some hard decisions. I think one of the biggest will be how you�ll deal with the NCAA. You need to get the �use of image� part of it hammered out. It might end up that you should enter the Major League Baseball draft and play baseball. At least then, you would have control.�
 �The schools, conferences, and NCAA stand to make a huge amount of money off using my image, and I won�t get compensated for it. That doesn�t sit right with me. I don�t think now is the time to fight that battle, though,� I said.
 �No. Let�s get past this shoe-company mess before you pick a fight.�
 It looked like we were on the same page.
 ◊◊◊
 On the ride home, I�d gotten a text from Brook to call her. She must have talked to Lexi. I was interested in what my PA was up to. I stepped into my room so I could have some privacy.
 �How did your singing lesson go?� Brook asked.
 �Turns out my voice coach is none other than Jett, the lead singer for Birthrite. We made a deal. If she doesn�t think my voice will cut it, she�ll be honest and tell me.�
 �Do you think you�ll be happy when she�s done?�
 �I don�t know. What I did discover was that there�s a lot more to singing than carrying a tune. I was doing everything wrong. She gave me exercises to do that are supposed to make me better. What little she was able to help me with did make a difference.�
 �Good,� Brook said, and then grinned. �Guess what.�
 �What?�
 �I�d applied to my dream school and was wait-listed. I received confirmation today that I got into Princeton.�
 It was one of those moments where I was super happy for her, but sad for me. This just confirmed that we weren�t going to college together.
 �That�s great news! We�ll have to go out and celebrate when you get here,� I said, and the word �celebrate� triggered something. �Oh, I�m a terrible boyfriend. I forgot to ask you if you wanted to go to my premiere with me.�
 �Way to steal my thunder,� Brook teased. �I tell you my great news, and you one-up me.�
 �I�m sorry, that wasn�t what I meant at all. It�s just that I knew if I didn�t tell you, I would forget, and you wouldn�t have time to get a dress,� I said.
 Then I gave her my drowning-puppy-dog face.
 �I can�t believe people pay money to see your films.�
 Ouch! That hit a little close to home.
 �Tell me all about Princeton,� I said to get back onto safer ground.
 Brook started into a twenty-minute monologue about how she would major in political science and probably intern in DC during the summers. For a guy, that one sentence would have sufficed. Then she said something that brought me back to the conversation.
 �Lexi and I had lunch.�
 �I�ve been wondering what she was up to,� I said.
 �She wanted to apologize in person and assure me that she would keep me in the loop from now on. Then we got to talking about her background. Lexi admitted that she had a bad attitude when the two of you first met. She shared some stuff that I agreed to keep between the two of us.�
 �You mean you and me or you and Lexi?� I asked.
 �Lexi and me.�
 �Okay.�
 �All I�m going to say is that after our talk, I want you to give Lexi a chance. She has seen the light and realizes that the stuff she got up to in high school doesn�t fly in the real world. I told her the quickest way for you to get mad at her was for her to pull her �mean girl� act. You do realize that she�s scary-smart, don�t you?� Brook asked.
 �I know that she�s a master manipulator. Lexi tried to pull a crying jag on me, and I called her on it. When she figured out it wasn�t working, she stopped instantly. It was a little unnerving,� I shared.
 �Don�t be mad, but I might have given her too much information.�
 �This can�t be good.�
 �I told her you were struggling with us being apart,� Brook said hesitantly.
 The light bulb came on.
 �Brook!� I complained.
 �We had a long talk about that, and I made a suggestion.�
 �I�m not going to like this, am I?�
 �I�m betting you�ll be fine with it. Remember your safe word?� she asked.
 �Pineapple?� I asked, confused as to why I might need that.
 �I haven�t given it to anyone. But if you hear it, just know that I gave it to them, and I approve of whatever happens,� Brook said.
 I blinked a few times as I tried to get my brain around what she�d just offered.
 �Does it count if they say it in normal conversation? Like if I take Halle out to dinner, and she sees they have ham and pineapple pizza ��
 �If you want to risk it, go ahead,� she said mysteriously.
 I looked behind me to make sure Cassidy hadn�t somehow snuck into my room and was about to do evil things to me. I could see Brook sending our little ninja to exact revenge for her.
 �Whatev. I can�t wait for you to get out here,� I said.
 �Remember when you told me your fantasies?� Brook asked.
 I drew a blank. Not that I couldn�t come up with about twenty in the blink of an eye; I just didn�t remember what I�d shared with her.
 �Maybe you should fill me in,� I suggested.
 �You said you would like it if I could bring other girls to you,� she reminded me.
 It came flooding back to me. Mr. Happy seized control of the body, and my head nodded up and down. Then the big brain put the brakes on.
 �The idea was we would do those things together.�
 �I know the logistics don�t work with me here. That was why I suggested you set up your tablet so I could watch.�
 That explained her voyeur fetish that I was confused about. I still wasn�t convinced, but it wasn�t worth arguing about. It was enough that she was giving me and my needs the attention necessary to come up with this elaborate plan. IF it ever happened, I would play it by ear. The last thing I wanted was for Brook to be hurt by something like this.
 We talked for another half hour as she caught me up with everything going on at Lincoln High. Brook said that Dare had hit a growth spurt and that she�d teased him about having high-water jeans on Friday. He said his mom would take him shopping this weekend.
 Johan and Zoe had officially announced that they were dating. This was a surprise to no one. Even I picked up on that budding romance. I think Zoe just needed to be convinced that she and I were not happening. Of the girls I dated last year, she had been the one most upfront about her desire to go out with me exclusively. We both knew that Zoe and I would have worked out if that was how it had all played out. In a lot of ways, she was what I probably needed, someone to ground me. Zoe had a way of listening to me and helping me just to slow down. A good example was her having me work with the horses; it gave me a chance to think things through. I also felt comfortable praying with her.
 But I didn�t need to look back and regret the decision to date Brook. In the end, I�d made the right choice.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook had needed to get to bed. I put on my swimsuit with the idea of swimming some laps to tire myself out. Adrienne and Tyler were out back by the pool, drinking wine, while my dad had a scotch.
 �There he is,� Tyler said.
 �I thought I would get some exercise,� I said and got into the pool and did just that.
 When I was done, I got out of the pool, dried off, and joined them.
 �We�re taking off tomorrow. I wanted to thank you and your dad for having us for an extra week,� Adrienne said.
 I sat back and reflected on how beautiful it was here. If I were back home, it would probably be snowing. While it wasn�t hot, for us Midwesterners, it was warm enough to enjoy being outside. We were the same bunch who would be out trying to get a suntan in the spring as soon as the temperature reached fifty degrees. That was one more element I needed to factor into my equation as to where to play ball: the weather.
 I wished them all a good night and headed to my room to get some sleep. I had to be on set tomorrow to start the next episode of the J-drama.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 9 � That Directional School  Sunday December 11 
 We had our usual read-through today. Mr. Otsuki was up front, giving us this episode�s plotline.
 �This week, we focus on David�s character having a reputation as a ladies� man; sort of like this weekend, if Hollywood Central is to be believed.�
 Zing!
 It took everyone a moment to realize that Mr. Otsuki had a sense of humor and had just gotten me. There was nervous laughter, as they weren�t sure how to handle it. Mr. Otsuki just continued on like he�d announced the sky was blue.
 �In the first scene, he steals a kiss from Haru�s character. The rest of the episode is about her going back and forth as she can�t decide whether to run or chase after him. The rest of the cast has to weigh in with their opinion, and Kenta�s character is particularly vocal about his opposition.
 �This week�s firsts are Haru�s first kiss and then her first time to initiate a kiss when she kisses David at the end.�
 I waggled my eyebrows at Haru and made kissy faces at her. The poor woman turned bright red. I really shouldn�t tease Japanese actresses like that. Mr. Otsuki disagreed when he saw her reaction. It was precisely what he wanted to have happen when I kissed her unexpectedly.
 This was going to be a fun week.
 ◊◊◊
 We were about to shoot the first scene, where I was to kiss Haru. The setup was she was with the other girls, walking to class, deep in discussion. I was to step in between them, kiss Haru, and then keep walking.
 Misaki pulled me aside before the scene.
 �You need to do something to surprise her. She has been preparing for this all morning. I don�t think Mr. Otsuki will be happy with how it turns out if you don�t.�
 �Do you have any suggestions?� I asked.
 �You should probably practice kissing me, and I could give you pointers.�
 Apparently, it was �make fun of David� day. Misaki ran screaming when I made a lunge for her. She was all giggles when she scampered over to tell the other girls what she�d done to me. I suspected that Haru was going to try to pull something on me, too.
 When Mr. Otsuki called �Action!�, I had no idea how to play it. I thought back to what I�d learned in my acting class about a kiss. It was mainly about what the kiss looked like on camera. I checked all the cameras so I knew where they were and walked toward the girls.
 I made my best cool surfer-dude saunter up to her. Then I grabbed her by the back of the neck so I could control where her face was pointed when I kissed her and laid one on her. I think she expected that. What she didn�t expect was for me to push my tongue into her mouth. I knew you couldn�t see that on camera, but her reaction was priceless.
 I stepped back and gave her my best sexy smile, then nodded to her as I walked past the girls.
 Haru was stunned and stumbled into Misaki, who kept her from going down. Apparently, all the girls had forgotten we were rolling because they all erupted in squeals when they saw the devastation I�d left behind.
 �And cut!� Mr. Otsuki barked to get everyone�s attention. �Good job. Let me check to be sure we captured that and then get ready for the next scene.�
 I had a light day. In this episode, I had zero lines. Everyone talked about me, but no one spoke to me. I was in a lot of background shots where they would say their lines, and then the camera would pan over to me doing what students do. Well, that, and flirt with girls. Sometimes acting is hard.
 ◊◊◊
 By early evening, Lexi had gotten back. She probably thought I would be curious about why she�d made the trip and what she said to both Caryn and Brook. I figured if Lexi wanted to tell me, she would. My take was that she�d traveled to my home to mend fences and had done just that. I also realized that if Brook was happy, I was happy. There was no need to chance causing her trip to go sideways somehow.
 At eight o�clock, Lexi came into the room where Hana and I were working on lines for next week.
 �Mr. Otsuki said good job today and that you can go home. The rest of what he needs to get filmed involves the girls talking in their dorm. So, no boys needed.�
 Manaia heard and left to get the car.
 It was early enough that I could call Brook and not have Ava yell at us because it was a school night. I sent her a text to let her know I would be home in a minute. Once I got there, I told everyone good night and strolled to my room. I put my tablet on the desk and turned on video chat so I could talk to Brook hands-free.
 �You got off early.�
 �They only had scenes for the girls left to film,� I explained.
 �I�ve been thinking. Well, I�ve been thinking, and I talked to Tami.�
 �That can�t be good,� I said with just a little worry in my voice.
 �Tami said that when she first started at Wesleyan, you helped her make friends via video chat.�
 �Naked dance party!� I said as I bounced up and down.
 �I thought it might be something we could do together,� she suggested.
 �That means I�ll need to pull some music together,� I said as I changed into planning mode.
 �No need, I think I found the perfect song. I found it on YouTube,� she said as she began to play it.
 An old-school funky beat started. Brook began to shake and shimmy as her clothes began to come off. I was falling behind, so I got busy and just got undressed so I could focus on my dancing.
 When they started singing, it was more of a rap song, called �Bow Chicka Wow Wow.� I about fell down when I heard the lyrics.
 By now, Brook was naked and making moves that had Mr. Happy standing up and taking notice. I could see the twinkle in her eye as she saw my desire for her. That urged me to pull out some of my best male stripper moves. She especially liked it when I did the helicopter.
 I was going to have to find that song because the lyrics cracked me up. When it ended, we were both breathing hard as we could feel our lust for each other even though we were thousands of miles apart.
 �David,� Brook said in her sexiest voice.
 �Yes, Brook?� I replied as a half-smile touched my lips.
 �Pineapple.�
 It took me a moment to decipher what she was trying to tell me. Then my door opened, and in walked Lexi. Someone had broken out her Victoria�s Secret underwear. She was in a matching bra and panty set that pushed her breasts up and together to make her have a larger bust. The important thing was that Mr. Happy had half of the control when Brook and I danced. When he spotted Lexi, he wrenched total control from the body and did his best pointer impersonation.
 For her part, Lexi didn�t hesitate. She dropped to her knees and engulfed my member before I could object. Brook had planned this perfectly. I heard the buzz of a vibrator. Brook sat on the edge of her bed and watched Lexi pleasure me.
 I glanced down and saw that Lexi had put her hand inside her panties and was working on getting hers while she tried to bring me off.
 Brook and I locked eyes and just let nature take its course. It was like we were in sync as our passion began to build. When I saw that Brook was close, I let the Alpha Male take over. I touched Lexi�s head to let her know I wanted her to hold still as I took the reins. She let me control the final ramp-up as both Brook and I screamed out our pleasure at the same time.
 Lexi must have thought she was in a porno because she tried to make sure I got the maximum pleasure. I looked down, and she gave me a pleading look. I was still hard, and under other circumstances, I would have tossed her on the bed and helped her achieve her own release.
 Instead, I stood her up, pushed my hand down the front of her panties, and found her sex. I helped her get there, and I could hear Brook laughing as Lexi�s knees buckled.
 I helped Lexi up and pointed her towards the door.
 �Thanks, but I need to talk to Brook.�
 Thankfully, Lexi took it as an order and did as directed.
 I put my hands on my hips and turned so Brook could see me in all my glory.
 �Damn, I miss you,� Brook moaned.
 �Was that what you wanted to have happen?� I asked to make sure we were okay.
 �Even better than I hoped. Thank you for not stopping and wanting to talk it out. Sometimes, I think you�re an old woman.�
 �Hey, I just want to make sure we�re on the same page. I would rather spend a minute checking than a week apologizing. You have to admit that if I just made assumptions, you wouldn�t be happy most of the time.�
 �I agree. Settle down,� Brook said and then smiled. �That was fun.�
 �Yes, it was. The only problem is that you aren�t here. I really wanted to do naughty things with Lexi at the end,� I admitted.
 �I�m glad you didn�t.�
 �Was this part of what you and Lexi talked about?� I asked.
 �We planned this. She was the one who found the music. She also predicted that you would never go for it. I guess she was wrong.�
 �Lexi simply underestimated how much you turn me on.�
 That earned me big brownie points. I hoped that this would hold me over until I saw Brook in the flesh.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday December 12 
 I was on set when Lexi found me.
 �I�m sorry, but you had an urgent call from Duane Morris. He needs you to call him back,� Lexi said.
 �We can shoot around you,� Mr. Otsuki assured me.
 �I�ll make this short,� I promised and left to find a quiet spot to make the call.
 �Mr. Morris, please,� I said when his assistant answered, and she put me right through.
 �David, it would seem I spoke too soon about the NCAA going smoothly. They�re sending an investigator to monitor your meeting with that directional school.�
 �You mean Southwest Central State?� I asked.
 �Yes, that�s the one. The meeting is set for tomorrow evening,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Didn�t anyone think to either consult with me or my PA? I�m shooting a TV series tomorrow. There�s no way I can just pick up and leave.�
 �In fact, Lexi scheduled it. She told us she cleared it with them. Do we need to reschedule?� he asked.
 I wasn�t sure.
 �If we do, I�ll get back to you,� I said and then focused on the NCAA. �Why is an investigator involved?�
 �My guess is that your videos caused them some heartburn. They�re sending the investigator to determine what, if any, infractions have occurred. I�m actually catching a flight as soon as we hang up. I should be there when you talk to the NCAA.�
 �Do you think this will affect my eligibility?� I asked.
 �No, but that�s why I�ll be there. Some investigators can get a little overzealous.�
 That wasn�t reassuring at all. Mr. Morris would know because he worked for the NCAA before going into private practice.
 �Did you get them to agree that we would only be willing to assist them once on this?� I asked.
 �We�re meeting with the investigator tonight. I�ll remind him of what we agreed to and get him to confirm it.�
 �You�re sure I don�t have anything to worry about?� I asked.
 �We�re helping them. They�re doing their job to discover how shoe companies are being used to help schools pay recruits. When I worked there, we always suspected universities had figured out how to funnel money to the players; we just didn�t know how they were doing it. It looks like it has gotten pretty sophisticated.�
 �Okay, I�ll see you when you get out here,� I said and hung up.
 My gut told me that this was more serious than Mr. Morris was letting on. I reflected on what happened to the teaching assistant at Missouri who�d reported improper assistance to scholarship football players. The school and NCAA had pinned it all on her. It was partially her fault because she looked mercenary when she tried to sell her information to help pay for school and books.
 My gut also told me that the NCAA knew more about this than they were telling Mr. Morris. They would almost have to�or they were incompetent. I never got that impression of them, so I would bet on their having some idea.
 My next task was to coordinate with Lexi, who�d been listening to my side of the phone conversation with Mr. Morris. We would have to talk about her eavesdropping after this was all over.
 �Do I need to get you up to speed?� I asked.
 �No. What do you want me to do?�
 �When I get done with what Mr. Otsuki has planned for me, I want to have a meeting at the house with my dad, Frank Ingram, and Fritz. I want to fill them in on what�s going on. Dad should be there to make sure I�m not missing anything,� I explained.
 �Do you want me there?�
 �Yes. See if you can get me out of filming for later today and all of tomorrow. I can make up the scenes I miss on Saturday. From looking at the storyboard, I�m mostly on my own or talking to cute girls. They plan to use those sections as cutaway shots.�
 �Will do,� she said and left me to my thoughts.
 I was reasonably sure I was reading too much into this, but I wasn�t taking any chances.
 ◊◊◊
 We worked through lunch to make up for my leaving early. There were some scenes where I was with the group while they said their lines. Those couldn�t be done on Saturday.
 By the time we were let go, I was starved. I assumed Manaia was too, so when I got home, I made lunch for both of us and Lexi. We were just sitting down to eat when Frank Ingram arrived. About five minutes later, Dad and Fritz came in.
 �Why is the NCAA sending an investigator?� Dad asked.
 �I don�t really know. I expected we would meet with the coach from Southwest Central State and record it like we did with the shoe company guy. No idea what this guy wants.�
 �I did a background check on both the investigator and the coach,� Frank said. �Stewart Chadwick has been an investigator for the NCAA for four years. His most recent assignment involved the Notre Dame violations by a student-trainer, which were just announced. They had to vacate victories from two seasons over a five-year period.
 �The trainer wrote papers for two football players. That was, of course, a violation of NCAA rules. The trainer, the two players, and another player were found to have committed individual academic misconduct. Notre Dame�ruled that the three players, plus six others, violated the school�s academic integrity policy as well. In the end, the school dismissed four student-athletes.�
 That sounded an awful lot like the Missouri deal, but on a smaller scale. I wondered why it had been handled so differently.
 �Tobias Foster was an assistant at another university before Southwest Central State. While he was there, he got suspended for unspecified reasons and decided to leave. He took a job at Southwest Central State this fall and has been instrumental in recruiting for them,� Frank said.
 �Who did he coach for before?� I asked.
 Frank told us; they were on the list that Gordon Parker, from Springbok, had given us of the schools they sponsored. That was suspicious. They must have moved him over when he drew too much attention at his last stop.
 It seemed he wasn�t lying low if the list of recruits he�d already gotten commitments from was any indication. Southwest Central State currently had the twenty-fifth-best recruiting class in the nation. That was quite a jump up for a school that had just entered the Division I ranks. To put it into perspective, that would put them in the top half of the Big Ten, as far as recruiting classes went.
 Fritz told us he would put together a surveillance setup similar to what we�d used for Mr. Parker. We wanted to record both meetings. Lexi arranged to have the meetings at local restaurants so they�d feel more relaxed and be more forthcoming. Plus, each of them was a public venue, which gave me a loophole around California�s two-party consent rules.
 ◊◊◊
 I found I had a free afternoon.
 �Want to go surfing?� I asked my dad.
 �That sounds like a good idea.�
 I had my board at Rita�s beach house, so I called her to see if we could borrow boards for my dad and Manaia. She gave me the code for the front door and said she�d warn Trip that we were coming over. I asked to borrow a couple of boards for the duration, and she graciously agreed. I wanted to be able to go surfing with my dad when we had free time.
 On the way to the beach, we stopped at a surf shop to get Manaia and Dad board shorts and surf vests. Even though we were used to it being freezing this time of year, surfing in the winter in LA could be a little chilly.
 Trip wasn�t home, so I showed the guys where they could change and stepped over to the storage area to get the boards out. I met them on the back deck that led down to the beach. We�d missed the morning surf crowd, and school was in session, so the afternoon high schoolers weren�t out yet. We pretty much had the waves to ourselves.
 I leaned my head back and felt the sun and wind on my face. The smell of the ocean and the sound of the waves and seabirds completed the perfect day at the beach. The waves didn�t look to be too big, which was perfect for our rusty skills. It seemed like there would be nice, easy runs.
 When Manaia and Dad were ready, we paddled out and started taking turns catching waves. Manaia admitted that he hadn�t surfed in a couple of years, so we all had our mishaps as we relearned how to get our feet under us. It didn�t take long, though.
 While I waited for my turn, I paused to take it all in. I could understand why people fell in love with surfing. This was what I should have done instead of agreeing to act through Christmas break. The ideal vacation would be Brook and me traveling the world in search of the perfect wave.
 We were out doing something physical, the three of us were goofing off, and everyone was having a good time. For that moment, I was happy. Everything else melted away; all my worries, responsibilities, obligations, and expectations. I allowed myself to be in the moment and have fun.
 Dad and Manaia started to tire, so we decided to go in as the high school crowd began to arrive. I recognized some of the guys and stopped to talk to them. Dad walked on into the house to shower. That was when the fun went out of the day.
 �I thought we ran you off.�
 I turned and saw Al �Baby Dick� Faulkenburg. He�d tried to leech onto me to look good with his classmates. I�d invited him to a party against my better judgment. During the party, I�d hooked up with one of his classmates, and Al had tried to join us. That was when he got his nickname. He�d exposed himself, and she�d taken one look at his tiny penis and said, �Get that baby dick away from me!�
 In fact, he had the smallest one I�d ever seen on a guy since middle school. It didn�t take long for the high school gossip machine to spread the word about his new nickname. Al decided to get revenge on me, even though I wasn�t the one who labeled him. Okay, I might have laughed when he said, �I thought size didn�t matter,� to which the girl responded, �I at least want to feel it.�
 Somehow, he�d focused his upset on me. He�d gotten a couple of his friends to attack me with baseball bats. Thankfully, Cassidy had taught me enough to be able to defend myself, and I was able to turn the tables on them.
 Since then, I�d started calling them the �Baby Dick Gang.� There was no love lost between us. To be completely honest, the little rat fart and I despised each other.
 �How�s it hanging, Al? Your balls drop yet?�
 Everyone roared with laughter as Al�s face turned crimson. It was like waving a red cape at a bull. Baby Dick charged me. I fully intended to allow him the first punch and then would kick his butt up and down the beach�in self-defense. Manaia ruined my fun. He grabbed Baby Dick around the waist and stopped him in his tracks. Al tried to get loose, but Manaia had about a hundred pounds on him.
 I might have felt bad when Al burst into tears if he hadn�t turned out to be such a douche last year. The other guys didn�t help when they started to make fun of him for crying. That wasn�t something guys our age did. Their derision was partly because they all thought he was a douche, too, and this gave them an excuse to give him a little back.
 Al decided he would be better off just leaving. Maybe I could have handled that better, but f-him.
 I told the guys I had to go and promised I would make an effort to surf with them.
 �What was that all about?� Manaia asked.
 I told him about Baby Dick.
 �Hmph. I should have let him go,� Manaia decided.
 �I�m liking you better all the time.�
 �But I am supposed to save you from yourself,� he reminded me.
 I rolled my eyes. He was probably right, but that didn�t mean I had to admit it.
 We packed up our surfing gear and took it with us so we could surf in the morning.
 ◊◊◊
 We had some time before our meeting with the NCAA. It was time to track down Lexi and talk about what happened last night. Unlike Brook, I had an appreciation of the issues around having sex with people who worked for you. I wanted to make sure Lexi understood that I would never expect her to do something because I was her boss.
 The only reason I hadn�t freaked out yet was that Lexi had come to me and initiated our encounter. I wanted to confirm that Brook hadn�t made her feel like she had to have sex with me. In this day and age, sexual encounters between coworkers were frowned upon, especially if one party had to report to the other.
 That didn�t mean that workplace romances and even hookups didn�t occur. There were too many examples of the boss marrying his assistant for that to be true.
 The problem seemed to be when the relationship didn�t end well. It was becoming evident that grudges of this sort could linger for years. It seemed that half the time that someone was accused of misconduct, it was a relationship in their past that had ended badly.
 Then later, it came back to bite them in the butt. This was especially true for someone like me who was in the public eye.
 I�d only had sex with one other person who worked for me, and that was Cassidy. But she was different, in my estimation. She and I were friends first and had built up a level of trust. We also knew what it was at the time we got together. There were no expectations that we would be in a long-term relationship or that it would lead to more ... for now.
 The only other one who fell into a gray area was Adrienne. As my agent, I guess she technically worked for me, even though she wasn�t on any organizational charts. She owned her own company. It never felt like Adrienne was my employee, though. If anything, it seemed like she was in charge, or we were equals at best. I guess that was because she was older and acted more as a mentor and friend to me.
 I hated that common sense had gone out the window. It was entirely wrong to tie an employee�s income, advancement, or anything else to them acquiescing to the boss�s demands. If it was mutual and didn�t interfere with work, who did it hurt? The question was, how did you know? How could you tell that there wasn�t something that had made one person think they had to submit? That was what worried me. I didn�t know if Lexi felt pressured.
 I could see a logical case being made against me. After all, I�d removed Lexi from her role as my PA, and her replacement had offered sex to get me to take her back.
 At the time, I knew Aubrey meant what she said. We had a history and had a lot of fun together before I even thought of employing her. I�m not sure I would have gone through with it, though. But Lexi didn�t know that. Lexi�s a bright girl and knows how things work out here. It wouldn�t be too big of a leap to think that using sex to get what she wanted was a good idea. And, what�s more, that it probably was just what she would need to do to get ahead.
 I could see why the best policy was not to have a relationship with an employee. With that in mind, I put on my bodycam and wandered off to find her.
 ◊◊◊
 I found Lexi in her room.
 �Hey,� I said.
 �Come in and close the door,� she suggested.
 �I better leave the door open.�
 �You�re worried about last night.�
 That statement confirmed she was a smart girl. I nodded.
 �Let me put your mind at ease. While I did that to help you and Brook, I wanted to do it, too. If you must know, I wish it had gone further, and Brook was okay if it had,� Lexi said.
 �It was hard for me to stop.�
 She smirked at the �hard� reference but refrained from commenting.
 �I�m not sure if we should ever do something like that again. I don�t want you to think that you�re obligated in any way,� I said, trying to reassure her.
 �Maybe we shouldn�t, but it doesn�t mean that we won�t,� she said confidently. �We�re both healthy, young, and attracted to each other. I have no desire to take Brook�s place; I�m not interested in a relationship. What I would do is hook up with you. I believe Aubrey said it best: you give me good orgasms. I�ve yet to find anyone else who does.�
 TMI!
 �If I ever cross a line or even make you feel uncomfortable, please let me know. You�re right when you say we�re young and attracted to each other. Sometimes I say or do something I shouldn�t. What I want you to know is that I�ll take whatever you say seriously. I would rather we talk it out and resolve any issues than end up on bad terms.
 �That�s a two-way street, though,� I continued. �I need to know that you work for me with my best interests in mind.�
 She paused and looked thoughtful for a moment.
 �That whole revenge thing wasn�t my best moment. The trip to visit with Brook helped me realize how foolish I�d been. I�m glad you�re not the kind of guy who holds grudges.�
 Tell that to Zander and Baby Dick, I thought. Lexi had crossed a line, but for some reason, I felt we could work together. That didn�t mean I wouldn�t be watchful. It was a case of �trust but verify,� and frankly, I didn�t entirely trust her yet. I should never have let anyone manage me to the point where I didn�t control my relationship with Brook. That would not happen again.
 �So, you want to knock out a quick one?� I teased.
 �If I thought you were serious, I wouldn�t say �no.��
 Welp, that backfired.
 �I better not. Maybe next time,� I suggested.
 �Until next time.�
 I stepped out into the hall and closed the door. As soon as it was shut, I let out a deep sigh. Was I crazy to leave the door open just a crack that we might hook up in the future? Only time would tell.
 I downloaded our talk from the camera and sent the video to Fritz with a note to save that conversation.
 ◊◊◊
 We met Stewart Chadwick; he�d waited for us outside the Marmalade Caf�. Stewart wasn�t what I expected. I�d guessed he would be an older ex-FBI or big-city-detective type. He was in his mid-twenties and looked to be fresh out of college. I would bet that the NCAA was his first job. When he saw me get out of the car, he had a big smile and came up to me.
 �I have to admit that I�m a big fan,� he said as we shook hands.
 Fritz sorted out the parking while I introduced everyone.
 �I feel a little outnumbered,� Stewart said in a self-deprecating way.
 �David wanted you to know that he�s taking this seriously,� Mr. Morris said.
 �I have no doubt he is. Why don�t we go in and have a nice meal together and then strategize for your meeting tomorrow?�
 I looked at my dad, and he shrugged. This might not be as bad as I first imagined.
 Lexi had picked the Marmalade Caf� when Mr. Morris had suggested somewhere casual. He explained that investigators were based out of Indianapolis and had caps on how much they could expense for meals. I knew all too well how expensive Malibu could be.
 Over dinner, we talked about everything but what we were there for. Stewart wanted to know all about my acting and what I was working on now. It was more like I was talking to a fan than an investigator. If his goal was to put us at ease, he�d done an excellent job of it.
 Over coffee, the tone of the conversation changed.
 �Did you intend for this meeting to be a dry run for tomorrow?� Stewart asked.
 �What do you mean?� Mr. Morris asked.
 I smiled.
 �He means he spotted our bodycams,� I said.
 �You mean there�s more than one? I only spotted Mr. Dawson�s,� Stewart said, and I nodded. �If that�s the case, I would say that you should be fine if you changed his.�
 Stewart smiled at us.
 �Just so we�re clear, I consent to you recording me. I was a little surprised when you suggested an informal meeting. That was what made me suspicious,� Stewart revealed.
 �As long as we�re being open about this, what exactly do you expect from tomorrow�s talk with Southwest Central State?� Mr. Morris asked.
 �I doubt you�ll get Coach Foster to admit any links between Southwest Central State and Springbok other than their shoe and apparel deal with the university. What I would like to happen is for you to open a dialogue with him and gain his trust. It will take a while before he�s comfortable enough to open up to you. It might take a commitment on your part,� Stewart said.
 �David only agreed to the one meeting,� Mr. Morris warned.
 Stewart looked surprised.
 �From reading his letter of understanding with the NCAA, I thought that he agreed to assist us in the future in exchange for us granting him eligibility. Was I wrong?� Stewart asked.
 �David neither ...� Mr. Morris started, but I put my hand up to stop him.
 I could tell he was about to go off on a rant. I�d been getting better at reading body language. Stewart Chadwick was used to people underestimating him, and Mr. Morris was about to do just that. Mr. Chadwick was testing our resolve, as well as baiting my attorney.
 The other side of expecting everyone to underestimate you was that you sometimes overplayed your hand. Stewart was in no position to compel me to do anything. He looked around the table to see who was in charge. His eyes settled on my dad, who just stared back at him.
 Mr. Morris wasn�t used to silence, being a lawyer. I could tell he was about to blurt something out, so I grabbed his knee under the table. The first one to talk would lose this round. Finally, Stewart broke.
 �I think you need to consider your position.�
 I barked out a laugh in triumph. Mr. Morris wasn�t sure what to do.
 �Suck it. I�m not doing anything for you,� I said.
 That was when Stewart realized he was looking at the wrong Dawson. The �suck it� had been said intentionally. I wanted to see him react for a change. I�d acted like a na�ve, petulant teenager. Two could play this game.
 Stewart started and stopped his next thought a couple of times before he smiled.
 �I was certain you�d go for that,� he finally said and then got serious. �We�ve suspected that something like you brought us has been going on, but we haven�t looked at it very hard.�
 �That was until it was Springbok and the upstart, Southwest Central State,� Dad said. �I would bet that you�ve gotten calls from the big schools complaining about what they consider underhanded recruiting practices.�
 �All ongoing investigations are confidential.�
 He sounded like the FBI agents.
 �That means �yes,�� Mr. Morris translated for us.
 �Look. We�re a long way from getting what we need to do anything with what you brought us. I�m hoping your help will get us enough that we can open up a bigger investigation,� Stewart said.
 It all became clear. Stewart was eager to make a name for himself, and I would bet he was willing to sacrifice me and my athletic career to achieve that. He�d just wrapped up a win by taking down Notre Dame. Following that up with nailing the upstart would be a good career move.
 �We agreed to take one meeting with them. Let�s figure out what you need us to ask to help you. Then you�re on your own. I don�t want my name associated with any of this. We could have just ignored everything and walked away,� I said to remind him we came to them.
 Stewart had come prepared. He had a list of questions that he thought would get the information he wanted. We left Stewart and drove home. On the way, we talked.
 �Do you think he�ll hold to the deal?� Dad asked.
 �I�m sure he will. We have it in writing, and we have him on camera,� Mr. Morris assured us.
 �I don�t think he�ll even come close to honoring the deal,� I said, surprising them. �Stewart is young and hungry. He sees this as a path to advancement.�
 �What should we do?� Dad asked.
 �Have the meeting tomorrow and play it by ear from there. David may be right. We need to be prepared,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Did he really see my bodycam?� Dad asked.
 �He made an educated guess,� Fritz said.
 �I agree,� I said. �We�ll have to make a show of taking off bodycams for the next meeting.�
 �It looks like he�s preparing for his role in the James Bond movie,� Dad said.
 �If you work out where we meet him with enough warning, I can get everything set up so you won�t have to wear one. It might be a good idea for tomorrow night,� Fritz suggested.
 �Bond, Ian Bond,� I said and made a gun out of my hand.
 When did my life get so crazy that we had to do these kinds of things?
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, I sent a text to Brook, and she jumped onto video chat.
 �Watermelon,� she said, and Mr. Happy was sure she�d said �pineapple,� the signal for sexy fun.
 There was a soft knock on my door, and Lexi was there waiting with two plates of watermelon. I looked over at my tablet, and Brook had a wedge in front of her.
 Both girls thought it was funny when they saw I was aroused.
 �Funny,� I said as I took my plate and then gave Lexi a look. �What, no salt?�
 �Gross. You put salt on watermelon?� Brook complained.
 Lexi looked confused.
 �You poor thing. Brook, go get some salt, and I�ll be right back,� I said and ran to the kitchen.
 Dad told me to slow down. I showed him there was watermelon, and he made me give him the salt before I stole it. When I came back, I put some on mine. Both Brook and Lexi put a small amount on a little piece of fruit. Salt brightened the flavor and made it sweeter. It gave the watermelon a salty-sweet taste. I smiled when I saw both girls put more on the rest of theirs.
 I let Lexi catch Brook up on what had happened today. It looked like the two girls had started to get comfortable with each other. It was interesting to hear Lexi�s perspective on what had occurred. She didn�t trust the NCAA guy at all. She also called Mr. Morris a �typical lawyer.� I wasn�t sure what that meant but might be able to guess.
 Once we finished eating, Lexi acted shy. I didn�t buy it for a minute.
 �If you need me to ...� she began and batted her eyes at Brook.
 �Slow down. We talked about my concerns, and they haven�t changed in the last few hours,� I interjected.
 �It was worth a try. I noticed there was some swelling ...�
 �Out,� I ordered as the two girls giggled.
 Lexi grabbed my plate and then dropped her fork. She had to bend at the waist with her legs straight to give me a great view of her delectable bottom. Rewind. Delectable? Brook HAD to get here soon!
 �What did you two talk about?� Brook asked.
 �Basically, it was the boss-slash-PA issue of my worry that she would feel like I�ve pressured her into sex. She said she didn�t feel that way and that she didn�t want to replace you.�
 �That�s good, right?�
 �Yes, it is. Lexi did say that we were healthy, young, and attracted to each other, so she wouldn�t be opposed to just hooking up.�
 �Wasn�t that what last night was?� Brook asked.
 �Yes. I�m more worried that if Lexi gets pissed at me sometime down the road, she might twist it and make it look bad.�
 Brook totally got that. She planned to go into politics at some point, and her dad taught political science. Brook�s family, on her mom�s side, was wealthy. She was aware of what people would do to try to pry money away from people like her.
 �Maybe we all just need to be friends,� Brook suggested.
 �Now, if it was someone who didn�t work with me, we might be talking,� I said, giving her my sexy-boy smile.
 �You know that you just eliminated Halle.�
 �Dang it!� I swore.
 �What about that new girl? The one you claimed was �just a friend� you were pictured with on Hollywood Central.�
 �Teresa?�
 I might have overstated the friends-only angle to try to convince myself that I shouldn�t do anything naughty. Teresa had the same effect on me that Lisa Felton once had. Jessica Rabbit famously said: �I�m not bad. I�m just drawn that way.� Teresa had the looks and body that got her noticed.
 Let me elaborate. I had three dream girls that I fantasized about: Adrienne, Hannah Minacci, and Rita James. Real-world girls I lusted after were Tracy, Pam, and Brook. Brook trumped them all because we were in a relationship.
 Teresa was somewhere in that mix. What made me want her more was that she was shiny and new. In that respect, she was the same as Hannah Minacci, but Hannah had gone and married that worthless baseball player. Hannah was hot enough that she remained on the list even after she�d gone and done that.
 Now for strictly lust-inducing mayhem, throw in Paulina, Teresa�s mother and local trophy wife. That woman was sex on a stick. If she wasn�t married, if she wasn�t a confirmed gold digger, and if I was single�there were a lot of ifs there. Anyway, if all that were so, I would be up to no good right about now. You could tell that she just knew things that would mean no end of fun.
 �David?� Brook asked in a sing-song voice.
 �Huh?�
 �I lost you there for a moment.�
 �Sorry,� I said and blushed.
 �I knew it! You do like her,� Brook accused me.
 My first reaction was to backtrack quickly. That would have been stupid because Brook knew she�d caught me.
 �She is a bit of alright,� I said, using a British accent.
 Brook gave me a look I couldn�t read, so I thought I�d better come clean on everything.
 �I invited the Japanese girls over to skinny-dip.�
 �Whatev.�
 Damn! I thought that would distract her from my infatuation with Teresa. Brook decided to ignore Teresa for now and caught me up on school. Her mom finally stuck her head into her room and made her go to bed. I was sure Teresa would be discussed again in the near future.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 10 � Destined for the Hallmark Channel  Tuesday December 13 
 Dad woke me before sunrise. The plan was to go surfing before he had to go back to work teaching the cast to look like they knew how to play golf. Manaia was in the kitchen, drinking a cup of coffee with my dad when I came down.
 �Did you find a place?� I asked.
 Manaia had told us yesterday that he would figure out which beach had the best waves today. He knew of a surf website that shared that information with locals.
 �Surfrider Beach is supposed to have some nice waves this morning, and it�s close by.�
 I grabbed a to-go cup of coffee to help me wake up, and we were off. It turned out that the beach really was close to where we were staying. It was just south of the Malibu Country Mart, the boutique outdoor mall that I wanted to introduce Brook to. This was the beach I�d spotted that had a large pier jutting out into the Pacific.
 We arrived just as the sun was coming up and found that the parking lot was already half full. People were already out in the water, catching waves.
 It turned out I didn�t need the coffee to wake me up; the water was cold enough to do that. I might have to get a full wetsuit for these early-morning surf outings.
 We surfed for about an hour and then had to get going. I talked to a woman about where we might grab breakfast, and she turned us on to a place that was used to surfers. I would have to remember to bring a change of clothes next time.
 ◊◊◊
 At breakfast, I received a text from Lexi saying that the FBI was sending someone to talk to me this morning. When we got home, there was a black sedan in the drive. We found Lexi giving Special Agent Venture a tour of the house. For some reason, she didn�t seem as scary this morning.
 �Nice place,� she said and then shook my dad�s hand. �I understand that you met with the NCAA investigator last night.�
 �Fritz loaded the video into your cloud account,� Manaia told me.
 �Did you want to see it or just get a copy?� I asked.
 �I hoped to see it, and that way, if I had any questions, I could ask them now,� she suggested.
 Dad said he had to get ready for work and left us in the kitchen to watch last night�s video. While Special Agent Venture watched it with Lexi, I left to take a shower. Salt water isn�t good for your skin or hair, so I followed my beauty routine. Sometimes I felt like such a girl with all the products I had, but Adrienne had hammered into me that it was necessary for my craft.
 I grabbed the list of questions that Stewart wanted me to ask of Southwest Central State. I wanted to make sure that Special Agent Venture didn�t have any to add or delete from the list. If we were doing this once, I didn�t want to give them an excuse to try to force more meetings. Heck, I didn�t want to be in the middle of this and had zero desire to go to Southwest Central State, anyway. They weren�t even a Plan B school. I would gladly go to Kentucky if my top schools turned me down.
 Lexi had fast-forwarded through dinner and shown her the important stuff, so they were done when I came down.
 �He was a bit of prick,� was Special Agent Venture�s observation. �The comment about giving his consent to be recorded might be handy. He didn�t specify a timeframe on that.�
 I handed her the list of questions. She got out her phone and photographed the paper.
 �These all seem to work. My only suggestion is not to push too hard. You don�t want him getting defensive,� the FBI agent suggested.
 �What about Stewart�s not-so-subtle threat against David�s eligibility?� Lexi asked.
 �It might be considered coercion. I�m not sure it rises to the level of criminal coercion yet. From the tape, it didn�t look like David felt intimidated by the threat. Now, if they follow through and try to void your agreement, I would use this tape all day long to show that they are bad-faith actors. I wouldn�t want to go there if I didn�t have to.�
 �He�s sort of pissed me off at this point. I don�t plan to have more than the one meeting just on their say-so. If you think we need to do more, I�d be willing to cooperate with the FBI,� I said.
 �While it�s always good to suck up to the agency, we don�t even need you to have this meeting. Unlike the NCAA, we can compel people to talk to us.�
 That sounded ominous. There was also a glimpse of something scary in the agent�s eyes.
 �I�ll email you the video from tonight once we have it downloaded. If you need to talk about it, let Lexi know, and she can arrange a meeting,� I said.
 Special Agent Venture thanked us and then left.
 �Whatever she asks for, give it to her. I don�t want her mad at me,� I said.
 �You got it, Boss.�
 ◊◊◊
 I didn�t feel bad about bailing on the J-drama. They were working me like a dog whenever they got the chance. I was sure I would more than make up for taking the day off.
 The rest of my morning was spent learning my song choices for the Christmas special. I wanted to have them ready so that Rita could decide which one she wanted me to sing. I also worked on what Jett had taught me. It was harder than I thought it would be to train my body not to do what was natural. But when I was able to prevent my larynx from rising and kept the muscles under my chin loose, I could hear the difference in my high range. That was enough to keep me working on it.
 I had to hope I�d be ready for the live TV event in just a few weeks. While Jett was confident that I would, I could only give it my best shot and see.
 After lunch, I spotted Teresa and Paulina lying out by the pool in bikinis. Damn! Against my better judgment, I walked out to see why they were here.
 �There he is. Come join us,� Paulina said.
 �I was just wondering why you were here?� I asked.
 �Oh, sorry. We have an open invitation from the owners since we don�t have a pool,� Paulina explained.
 �Mother, we should go. They rented the house to David and his family,� Teresa worried.
 �You don�t mind, do you?� Paulina asked me.
 �I ... uh ...�
 She didn�t give me a chance to object.
 �David, could you help us? We need suntan oil put on our backs. Would you be a dear and help Teresa?�
 Of course, if she was in need ... Teresa saw my predicament and rolled her eyes at her mother�s antics. She turned over to give me a view of her backside, which was every bit as nice as her front. It did need some oil applied.
 It�s funny how you can rationalize things like that. I saw the little smirk of triumph from Paulina. That woke up the devil inside of me.
 I took my time applying oil on Teresa.
 �You�ll get tan lines. Let me help you,� I suggested as I pulled the strings loose on her bikini top.
 �Uh ... well, okay,� she stammered when it was too late.
 Every job worth doing should be done well. When I was done, I turned to Paulina and wiggled the bottle. The brazen hussy undid her top, tossed it aside, and then rolled over so I could apply the oil. Teresa about choked on her tongue when she saw my expression.
 Dead kittens ... Yuri�s grandmother French-kissing me ... BROOK! Finally, the big brain was able to stop the beast that had awakened inside of me. I was so getting even.
 I wanted Paulina relaxed, so I treated oiling her up like a massage. While I worked her over, I found that she had some tender spots on her back.
 Teresa giggled when her mom would moan as I helped her with some tricky places just above her swimsuit bottom. I imagined Paulina thought I should continue south and help her out more because I heard her frustration when I moved to her feet.
 I began to work on the soles of her feet and soon had Paulina squirming.
 �Oh my ... oh my ... OH MY GOD!� Paulina cried out as I drove her to an orgasm.
 I said a silent �thank you� to my brother for teaching me how to do that little trick. There was a pleasure center on the sole of the foot that would help someone achieve orgasm. The Chinese had mapped out sections of the foot that could be massaged to assist in healing different areas of the body.
 Greg never told me how he�d discovered this little-known aspect of massage. It did serve my purpose to get a little revenge on Paulina. On the other hand, I wondered if it wouldn�t cause her to come after me later.
 I looked over at Teresa, and she�d sat up, exposing her magnificent assets, in concern for what I�d done to her mother. It took her a second to figure out that her mother wasn�t hurt at all. It took another second to realize she was on display. I gave her my best leer, and she squeaked and quickly grabbed for her top to cover up.
 �Ladies, I need to get going,� I announced.
 �Don�t leave,� Paulina begged as she almost leaped out of her chair.
 The look she gave me must be the one a lioness gives its prey when it�s about to pounce. I scurried off before I was devoured. Round one�David. If there was a round two, I was in big trouble.
 I came in the back door and heard Lexi laughing. She�d watched the show from the kitchen window.
 �You better run and hide. I�ll divert her,� Lexi said.
 Lexi was suddenly the best PA I�d ever had. None of the others was willing to protect me from something like this. I ran to my room and locked the door.
 ◊◊◊
 Fritz had found a place for dinner: The Sunset. They had private rooms, and we�d secured the smallest, the South Room, for our meeting with Coach Foster. He was the lead recruiter for Southwest Central State�s football program. Fritz and his team had prepared the room to record the conversation. It was decided that we wouldn�t wear our bodycams.
 The restaurant was located on Zuma Beach and in a historic former beach bungalow. The views of the ocean made it the perfect place for a romantic evening. Their South Room had a nautical theme. It could hold up to twenty people, but we�d asked for it to be set up for three.
 Dad had suggested that Coach Foster might be more open if there wasn�t anyone else with us. Mr. Morris had been dead set against it, but had to agree it would look funny if we invited our sports attorney to a recruiting meeting.
 We arrived ten minutes early and were told that Coach Foster was already here. It was a Midwestern trait to show up either early or, at the very least, on time. I�d found that in other parts of the country, they didn�t have the same compulsion. We found him gazing out the window.
 �You must be loving it out here. When I left to fly out, they were talking snow and lows dropping to the teens back home,� Coach Foster said as he turned and shook both our hands.
 �I can�t say that I was disappointed when David talked me into coming out,� Dad said.
 �Are you getting in some golf?� Coach Foster asked my dad.
 It only made sense that he�d done his homework.
 �I�ve been working on David�s J-drama, teaching the cast to hit a golf ball. I admit that I�ve been able to sneak in a few rounds.�
 �Maybe we could hit the links. I hear that Malibu has some nice courses. One of our boosters is a member of the Sherwood Country Club over in Thousand Oaks. He assured me that he could get us in as guests. Of course, you would have to pay for your round. I wouldn�t want to let it seem as if we were providing you with an incentive for David to come to play ball with us,� he said, smiling slyly.
 �I doubt that a round of golf for my dad would sway me. Now, if you wanted him to play for you instead of me, that might be enough,� I said, to join in the banter.
 �I�ve been told it�s a nice course. I would like to see it if only to get ideas for our course back home,� Dad said.
 It was clear that he did want to play a round of golf there. That course was on the list of places Caryn had discovered for golf outings for Dad and Ian when Brook�s parents arrived. I planned to pay for the golf outings as an early Christmas gift for the two of them.
 Our waiter came in and stopped. He looked hesitant, then smiled at us.
 �Can I get you gentlemen an ap�ritif?� he asked.
 We all looked at each other.
 �I�m not embarrassed to ask,� Coach Foster said. �What�s an ap�ritif?�
 �I�m sorry, sir,� the waiter said. �It�s a refreshing drink that�s served before a meal to stimulate the appetite. I could suggest something if you are interested.�
 �I can tell we�re no longer back home. We should try it,� Coach Foster suggested.
 The waiter listed several selections, and Dad and Coach Foster decided on their Autumn Spiced Tonic. It was a spin on the classic gin and tonic. Instead of gin, it was made with vodka that had been infused with apple, pears, and cinnamon. When it came, I stole a sip, and it was quite good.
 We decided to order and then chat over dinner. I was torn between getting cioppino�an Italian fish stew�or a whole fish that was deboned table-side. Today they had black cod, which the waiter suggested was enough for two people. I talked my dad into splitting it with me.
 Once the waiter left, Coach Foster began his pitch.
 �I�m betting you�re wondering why you would ever consider Southwest Central State for football,� he said. He paused as both my dad and I nodded our agreement. �I get that a lot.�
 I bet he did.
 �We may not be the location where you�re going to get TV exposure or play in national championships your first year. I would bet that we might not even win half our games next year. I know that you have far better places to go if you plan to play it safe and do what everyone else would do. Let me caution you against falling into that trap.
 �If you go to one of those top schools, one of two things will happen. You�ll either be just a cog in their machine, or they�ll constantly try to recruit over you. All it would take is for you to stumble, either by getting injured or having a bad outing, and the fans would clamor for your backup to play. The sad part is that football coaches are as bad as politicians. They�re more worried about keeping their job than doing what�s right,� he said, and then paused to let that sink in.
 I had to keep a straight face because I�d made that same argument about bypassing both Alabama and Clemson. Alabama had what they called their �process.� It was their system that accounted for every detail of Alabama football. They left nothing to chance, and you saw the results on the field.
 Clemson had become the sexy place to play ball, and they had top players almost begging to go there. They would have at least three other quarterbacks on their roster who would be nearly as good as I was. The competition would be fierce. While I was confident that I would end up on top, who knew what would happen if I got injured? I might never see the field again. I predicted that before it was over, a few of those top quarterbacks would have to transfer to find playing time.
 �Let me tell you a story,� Coach Foster began again. �There was a freshman who had never played football before. In his first game, he surprised everyone. Due to a series of injuries, he was promoted to the varsity as a running back.�
 I could tell he was talking about me.
 �The story goes that their starting quarterback was injured, and the freshman was asked to step in because he�d shown promise as the scout-team quarterback. Good story to this point. Then he did something unexpected.
 �During the offseason, he took the underclassmen and began building the nucleus for a team that would eventually dominate high school ball in his state for the next three years. He worked to get their buy-in and then got the support of the community. They worked to make his high school facilities and coaching top-notch.
 �David, you were the impetus to start building a dynasty at Lincoln High. You wanted to leave your mark. You wanted to have everything in place so that Lincoln High will be one of the teams to beat for years to come, year in and year out. I congratulate you on your accomplishments. I know that you�re the number one quarterback in this class. Believe it or not, I�m not recruiting you for that. I�m recruiting you because you�re a difference-maker,� Coach Foster said.
 �So, his football skills don�t matter?� Dad asked.
 �I�m not an idiot. They�re just the cherry on top. What I�m looking for is someone who isn�t afraid to do something different. I want David because he�s a trailblazer with a proven track record. When we sat down and listed who we wanted as recruits to come to start our program, David was at the top of the list. His was the only name on that list that mattered.
 �I know you would normally never consider us, but give me a couple of minutes to explain why you should. Like Lincoln High, we want to establish the top football program in the state. When you look at who our competition is, it shouldn�t be that hard to do. State and Northwestern each have a good year every ten years or so. It wasn�t that long ago that Northern was the best team. I want to do better than that. I want to move us into the conversation of major bowl games and possibly national championships.
 �We have the buy-in of the athletic department, the university, and our fans. We just signed a deal with Springbok. Our plans include building a football facility that will rival any of the Power 5 schools. We also plan to build athletic dorms that will be more in the line of high-end apartments than what you would see typically,� he explained.
 That reminded me of what Oklahoma had done as far as housing. I wasn�t looking forward to living in a traditional dorm setting where you slept in the same room with someone else. I�d been spoiled by my apartment over the garage.
 �Long-term, we will also expand our stadium.�
 �What would David be expected to do?� Dad asked.
 �He would be the face of the program. David would be the one who would turn us into a winner. I�m sure you can appreciate what that would mean after college. Being someone who turns around two football programs will be something that will pay off for him after he graduates. I know that if you decided to go into politics, it would give you an unshakable base.
 �If you decided to go the business route, you would have an instant customer base. Our alumni would greet you with open arms and help you in any way they could. Think about Lincoln High and your community. Heck, you got your dog elected to the mayor�s office. This would be similar but on a much larger scale and give you much more reach.�
 I had to admit he was pushing all the right buttons for me. If I were a hundred percent honest with myself, I would love to go to State and do precisely what Coach Foster was talking about. The problem was they never seemed to get their act together, and I didn�t have confidence they would anytime soon. Southwest Central State�s only positive factor was that they hadn�t embraced mediocrity. They�d worked to get their program elevated to Division I and now were poised to take on all comers.
 Then I had a flash of what the psychic had said to me: that when the time came, I would do something unexpected. If I went to Southwest Central State, that would fall into that category.
 �How is Springbok tied into all this?� Dad asked to get us back on track as to what this meeting was really about.
 Coach Foster looked at us thoughtfully before responding.
 �They�re a shoe company, like Nike, Adidas, and Under Armour. We partnered with them to help infuse cash into our program, so an apparel deal with them was logical. In a way, it�s just like Michigan�s deal with Nike.
 �I would guess that when you graduate, they would approach you and offer you a sponsorship deal. Someone like you can probably have his pick of deals when he graduates. I view them as a necessary evil in college football,� he responded.
 �I was led to believe that they would set David up with an agent and financial advisors upon graduation if he went to a Springbok school,� Dad pressed.
 �Sorry, but I wouldn�t know anything about that. I would doubt they would be able to make any promises along those lines since it would be against the rules. It might even be illegal. If they did approach you, I would walk away,� Coach Foster said.
 �What could I expect if I were to verbally accept an offer?� I asked.
 �That�s a good question,� he said and pulled out an envelope from his jacket. �I want to formally offer you to play for us.�
 He handed me the envelope. I opened it, and inside was a letter on their athletic department�s letterhead.
David Dawson,
We are excited to offer you a full athletic scholarship. We invite you to join us in building a future together with a plan to provide you with an education and a degree that is second to none.
This full scholarship includes tuition, fees, room, board, and books, the maximum aid permitted by the NCAA. This offer is contingent upon the following:
(1) All NCAA Eligibility Requirements Are Met
(2) The Admission Requirements of Southwest Central State Are Met
(3) Availability of Scholarships
(4) You Are Medically Fit
Southwest Central State has plans to build a storied tradition of championships with elite players. We ask you to join us in that endeavor. Southwest Central State needs young men like yourself to accept this opportunity and be ready to contribute immediately. Winning isn�t everything, it�s the only thing.
 I smiled when I saw the phrase �contribute immediately� in the letter. I�d read several other similar ones, and none of them implied immediate playing time.
 �You�ve given me something to think about. I�m not ready to commit anywhere just yet, and to be frank, I�m not sure about Southwest Central State,� I said.
 �All I can do is let you know you have choices. We might not be the logical one if you�re just looking for a normal situation. I think in the long run, we offer a lot more. If you want more information, don�t hesitate to get in touch.�
 After he left, I looked at Dad.
 �What did you think?�
 �If you wanted to build a program, that might be the place to go. Then again, you could go to Kentucky, which already has most everything in place. I would advise that you pass. It�ll be hard enough to play ball and go to school. You don�t need to be the one to also get involved in turning the program around.�
 �He was pretty sly about the Springbok connection. I almost wonder if someone gave him a heads-up.�
 �Could be,� Dad said, and we called it a night.
 Fritz would be in shortly to gather his equipment and download the video.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday December 14 
 When I got up, I already had messages from home. Today was the beginning of the college football early signing period. Ty, our All-State running back, had made it official and signed with the University of Michigan. I thought it was a good fit for both of them. Michigan fans would be happy when they saw what he could do for them. Ty wanted to get his recruitment over with and had known after Michigan had held a football camp at our high school that he would play for them.
 Brock and Bryan Callahan had decided to play ball for Western Illinois. The Leathernecks had gone 6�5 overall and 3�5 in the Missouri Valley Conference this season. The school was in Macomb, a small college town basically in the middle of nowhere. I was sure that when the two of them hit campus, they would liven things up.
 Mike Herndon, my nemesis, had also signed with Michigan as an athlete, which meant he would probably never play quarterback. His going to Michigan was the one disappointment from today�s news. As much as I would like to think I could be above it all, that bothered me. Not because I thought Mike would ever take my place on the field, but because he was such a complete jerk. I was sure that at some point, I would have to kick his butt. That wasn�t enough to keep me from going there, though. Mike Herndon would just be one guy on a roster of eighty-five if we decided to play for Michigan.
 One surprise was that Percy Wilkes pulled the trigger and committed to USC. I was sure that the people in Texas were disappointed that one of their own had gotten away. I had to admit that his going there made me think again about going to USC. He was a top-five recruit on every one of the recruiting services� lists. He had the rare combination of size and speed that just screamed �NFL prospect.� Most kids his size were either offensive or defensive tackles. He would be a monster at defensive end.
 I had only seen one man as large as he was move as quickly. He�d been the starting defensive end for the Buffalo Bills who�d worked out with me in Chicago. That was the day I committed to getting bigger and faster because I knew that if someone that big was chasing me, I didn�t want to get caught. If he did catch me, I had to be strong enough to handle the pounding.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad begged off on surfing, so it was just Manaia and me. He said that the waves were better at Zuma Beach today. The beach itself was nearly two miles long. Even with the number of people in the water, there was room to find your own spot this morning.
 Manaia and I surfed for about an hour and had to get going. If I were lucky, I would get all my scenes done today and not have to work on Saturday.
 We stopped at a place for breakfast.
 �Is it okay if I inquire about your tattoos?� I asked.
 Manaia had one on the right side of his chest that traveled up and covered his shoulder and the upper part of his right arm. He also had a tattoo that started at his waist and ended just above his knees; I assumed that one covered his buttocks. Both the upper and lower tattoos looked like intricate armor.
 �It�s called tatau. When the Europeans arrived in the 1800s, they mispronounced it �tattoo.� For men, we call them pe�a. Historically, Samoa�s culture used the pe�a to represent your social status. It was also considered a rite of passage for young men. I got them for my grandmother, who wanted to keep the old traditions alive. She always claimed that my family could be traced back to chiefs. It�s a matter of cultural pride,� he explained.
 �Did it hurt?� I asked.
 �Hell, yes. The old man that did mine did it the traditional way. They don�t use a tattoo gun. It was done with a blade attached to a stick, and he whacked me with it. To get them so dark, he had to go over it again and again for what seemed like forever.�
 �It looks pretty cool.�
 �Chicks dig it,� he said with a smile.
 �When my mom comes, you�ll have to tell her that.�
 �I�ve been warned about your mom. There�s no way I�m going to tell her anything of the sort.�
 It was probably safer for him if he didn�t.
 �What�s the deal with you and Teresa?� he asked, to change the subject.
 I just shrugged.
 �She�s a fine woman. Is she in college?� he asked.
 �Yep. You interested in her?� I asked.
 �More like in lust,� he admitted.
 This was more like what my security needed to be: guys I could talk about important issues with. Not the candy-asses I had back home who were afraid I would lead them astray.
 �Ask Fritz to see the tape.�
 �What tape?� he asked. �Did you � uh � never mind.�
 It was funny to see the big guy get awkward. I just gave him a mysterious smile and let him twist in the wind. Maybe I could get him to handle Teresa�s mom. That woman worried me. If she would just focus on Manaia, it would be a load off my mind. I sure he wouldn�t mind taking one for the team in that regard. Now she was hot!
 ◊◊◊
 �Good morning,� I said to Misaki as she entered the men�s dressing room.
 I was about to get my makeup put on, so she took the seat next to mine.
 �How was your day off?�
 �Good. How was work?� I asked to get the small talk out of the way.
 We both knew that Misaki was here to either give me sisterly advice or tell me who my next lunch victim was.
 �I�ve been bad,� she admitted, surprising me.
 �Oh, do tell,� I said, giving her my full attention.
 �Today is your big scene with Haru when she gives you her first kiss.�
 In this episode, I had kissed her when we filmed the beginning. It was all about her crush on me, what the kiss meant, and all the girly stuff associated with it. Kenta�s character would do everything he could to convince her that I was just an American playboy up to no good. The girls would all think it was romantic. Jiro, the nerdy actor Hana was dating, would stand up for me. They had Haru get brave and corner me after class so she could kiss me back. That would set up the next few episodes where everyone tried to figure out what it all meant.
 I think I was hired to be the eye candy for this show. What else could I conclude when I had zero lines in this episode? I wondered if it would help if I showed some skin for the scene. They should get their money�s worth. I decided to ask Misaki.
 �Do you think it would help if I took my shirt off for the scene?� I asked.
 I could almost hear her eyes roll at that. She gave her head a little shake, �no,� and then her eyes bore into mine.
 �She�s nervous. Don�t you be too sexy and cute to cause her to mess up,� Misaki warned.
 �You think I�m sexy and cute?� I asked innocently.
 �You�re a brat. Just be nice,� she cautioned.
 �Yes, ma�am,� I said and gave her a slight head bow.
 Misaki liked it when I showed her deference. It was all part of being a big sister to boss around her charge. Somehow, I�d collected several big sisters who thought they were the boss of me. Little did they know �
 I looked at her curiously.
 �How have you been bad?� I asked.
 �Haru told us what you did,� she began.
 Haru must have shared that I slipped her the tongue to get her to react for the scene.
 �We�ve been giving her ideas about what she should do in retaliation,� Misaki continued. �She was ready to turn up the heat with her kiss this afternoon when I reminded her that you�d already had sex on screen before. I told her you might not be like the typical guy from Japan who would be shocked by her brazen behavior.�
 �First of all, it was never confirmed I had sex on set.�
 �According to our research, I disagree,� Misaki said authoritatively.
 �Our?� I asked, giving her my one-raised-eyebrow look.
 She blushed.
 �In exchange for pictures of you on set, friends back in Japan do research for us. We hit the mother lode when you decided to go skinny-dipping,� Misaki admitted.
 �Let me get this straight. All the girls on the set are secretly taking pictures of me and sending them home?� I asked.
 �Maybe not Tomoko.�
 Tomoko played one of the professors and was older. I could see her not being caught up in all this. What struck me as funny was that Misaki wasn�t even embarrassed that they were doing it.
 �I don�t think I want to know more about that. What I do need to know is what Haru plans to do, now that you scared her.�
 �Just be super-nice to her. The poor girl is about to fall apart on us, worrying about what you�ll do next.�
 �Who am I going to lunch with?� I asked to change the subject.
 �Mr. Nomura. He�s the senior actor, and you should show him deference and ask him to be your mentor. It would mean a lot to everyone if you did,� Misaki said.
 �Explain that to me.�
 �The mentor relationship was created via Confucian teaching. I�m sure you�ve heard the words senpai and kōhai. It is a mentoring relationship that is formed in a variety of situations. The senpai is experienced and helps or offers friendship and guidance to the inexperienced kōhai. The kōhai, in return, must demonstrate gratitude, respect, and occasionally personal loyalty. It would be a great honor for Mr. Nomura to be your senpai,� she explained.
 �Why would this be a big deal to the cast?� I asked.
 �Knowing that Mr. Nomura accepted you as his kōhai would mean that you are more than the gaijin hired to be sexy and cute,� Misaki said.
 Her little smile and adding the �sexy and cute� helped soften the blow. I had to remember that people around the world had preconceived opinions of Americans that I would have to work to overcome. I might be big in Japan, but I was still an outsider.
 Misaki left me to get ready herself. When I made it to the set, I found Mr. Nomura and formally asked him to lunch. It was apparent the Japanese contingent approved.
 ◊◊◊
 I took Mr. Nomura to V�s Restaurant and Bar. It looked like an upscale diner from the outside, and the inside was well done. It was modern, but with a lot of wood accents and low lighting to give it an inviting feel. The menu had an Italian flair with traditional American favorites sprinkled in.
 �You�ve done a lot to help teamwork on the set. These lunches are highly coveted. Thank you for inviting me,� Mr. Nomura said.
 �I hope to get to know everyone better, but with you, I have an ulterior motive. I was hoping you could help guide me in working better with my castmates.�
 Mr. Nomura was probably my dad�s age. He would fit into Hollywood because he looked like a TV star. He had long hair that he combed back, and it had started to show gray highlights at the temples. Mr. Nomura also had a small goatee and mustache that had gray beginning to come in. He still looked youthful but now had an air of authority and sophistication. He made the perfect dean for the show.
 �I would very much like to help you,� he said.
 Once that was out of the way, he opened up and started to share with me. Mr. Nomura had been on various Japanese TV shows over the past twenty years. He was actually Chinese, but had changed his name for Japanese TV, and was also a producer and musician. He�d taken this role so he could have time in the States and was auditioning for roles on his days off. Mr. Nomura had a callback for a show coming out called Altered Carbon; it was due out on Netflix next year.
 He then dug into my life. I gave him the Cliff Notes version. He was fascinated with everything I�d done to this point.
 �To be as young as you are with everything in front of you �� he said and trailed off.
 He then looked up at me and held my eyes.
 �What makes you happy?� Mr. Nomura asked.
 �My children and family. My girlfriend. Good friends. That�s what immediately comes to mind,� I answered.
 �You just told me about everything you�re doing and what you plan to do before you go to college. Then it�s off to college for an extended period. Don�t you find it telling that they are not involved in most of it?
 �There�s an old saying: he who chases two rabbits catches none. Yet somehow, you�ve split your focus between sports, acting, modeling, and family. I realize that you�ve made commitments, and I would never suggest that you don�t honor them. At some point, you must find the one thing that makes you both happy and fulfilled,� he said.
 �I�ve been thinking about that. I sat down with my uncle this last fall, and we had a long talk about it not being about the path but more about what I wanted to achieve. That there are many paths that will get me there; I just need to know where I�m going. It has driven me crazy, trying to figure that out,� I admitted.
 Mr. Nomura smiled at me.
 �It sounds like your uncle is someone I would like to meet. Let me give you one piece of advice, and then we must get back to work: life is simple, but we insist on complicating it.�
 I couldn�t help myself; I snorted. He and my uncle would make a pair. Well, shit! This was one more person who I felt had my best interest at heart, telling me to look to the future. The sad part was I knew they were right. My life goals were supposed to help me work towards that future.
 At this point, the question was, �working towards what?� What I needed to do was go to that psychic who told me I had five kids. His big reveal had been that some woman would put me off marriage, and I would do something unexpected. He did nail it with the five kids. Of all his predictions, I�d figured that one had had the longest odds of coming true.
 �Any suggestions?� I asked to get his take.
 �I suggest that you find some way to combine your pursuits.�
 Maybe it was time I quit kicking the can down the road. What Mr. Nomura just said tickled a thought I�d had lurking in the back of my mind.
 ◊◊◊
 Before our big kiss scene, I saw Mr. Nomura in a heated discussion with our director, Mr. Otsuki. I was surprised when Mr. Otsuki nodded to him and then called Haru, Hana, and me over to talk.
 �I�d hoped to push the boundaries with public displays of affection and have Haru�s character kiss David in a public place. It was understandable that David would walk up and kiss her in public because this is America. But it was pointed out to me was that a good Japanese girl would never do the same. We need to rethink the scene,� Mr. Otsuki explained.
 �When I want a little privacy, I pull the girl into an empty classroom,� I said without thinking.
 Both Haru and Mr. Otsuki gave me shocked looks. They knew enough English that Hana didn�t have to translate for them. I�d found out that all the cast spoke English and did it well. Mr. Otsuki used Japanese on set, which forced me to rely on Hana most of the time. I didn�t complain because it gave me a chance to learn Japanese.
 �I want to hear all about what you do in empty classrooms,� Haru said, and then blushed when she realized that Mr. Otsuki was standing next to her.
 He was a good sport and chuckled at her discomfort.
 �This sounds very American and solves my issue,� he said and left to set it up.
 �We should practice kissing,� I ventured.
 �You�re a brat,� Haru said.
 �No, really. A movie kiss isn�t as easy as you think,� I said and shared what I learned in my acting class.
 We did end up practicing. The sad part was that once we transitioned into acting mode, it wasn�t near as fun as it sounded. We finally settled on how we would do it for the scene and went and shot it. On playback, it turned out to be precisely what a first kiss initiated by a girl should look like. I was destined to star in a Hallmark Channel show if I kept up this sweet, innocent stuff.
 ◊◊◊
 I was so done when Mr. Otsuki finally let us all go at three in the morning. He�d extended our day to get the balance of my scenes completed. He decided that it fit their process better to wrap up the shooting on Wednesday. We would be back on set come Sunday.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 11 � Not in Desperate Straits  Thursday December 15 
 I slept in like a real teenager and didn�t roll out of bed until ten. When I saw the time, I realized I had to get going because I had lots to do today. There were a few scenes in Halle�s movie and a late afternoon appointment with Jett for further singing lessons.
 I got ready and rushed downstairs to grab a bite before I would head to the studio. What I found was my dad looking somber.
 �What�s with you?� I asked.
 �Cassidy was arrested last night. She was released this morning when the police saw the video,� Dad said.
 �What happened?� I asked.
 �You should just watch it. I want you to know everyone�s fine,� he said.
 If that didn�t set off alarms in my head, nothing would.
 He opened his laptop and hit play. The video showed our living room; I could tell it was late afternoon by how the light was coming from the kitchen. I could see Duke lying next to the playpen while Coby, Little David, and a baby I didn�t recognize were having naps. Apparently, they had just gotten home from daycare.
 Coby woke up, and Duke jumped up and left to tell Peggy they were awake. I had a smile when I saw my little monkey grab onto the playpen bars and begin to pull himself up.
 Duke came down the stairs, followed by Aaron, the male nanny we�d hired. I was shocked to see he wore only a pair of boxers, and it was evident that he was aroused. I assumed that Peggy must have acted on her crush. My momentary distraction was snapped back to the screen when I heard Aaron�s angry voice.
 �I�ve about had enough of you,� he said and shoved Coby back into the playpen.
 My son was at first startled and then began to cry.
 �I�ll give you something to cry about,� Aaron said and drew his hand back.
 That was when I heard the deep growl that meant Duke wasn�t playing. The hair was up on his back, and he was showing his teeth. I�d only seen him do that once with me and a couple of times with Precious.
 Thankfully, Aaron turned his attention to Duke. I wasn�t happy when he kicked Duke and sent him flying into the coffee table. Aaron wasn�t done; he charged my dog and kicked him again. You must understand that Labs are made out of rubber. I swear they have no feeling, so I knew that Aaron had hurt him when I heard his yelp.
 �Stop!� Cassidy screamed as she charged in from the kitchen.
 Aaron did the single stupidest thing any boy had done since Brad, her brother, did the same: he backhanded her. Two seconds later, Aaron was on the floor, screaming, with a dislocated elbow. It took me a moment to wrap my brain around that because I knew how hard it is to dislocate your elbow. It�s basically a ball and socket designed only to go back so far. To dislocate, either something has to break, or tendons have to be compromised. There�s also a bundle of nerves right there. If his screams of pain were any indication, that one was going to leave a mark.
 Next, my �Peggy hooking up� theory was blown out of the water when one of the moms from the daycare came downstairs, half-dressed.
 I looked at my dad, and I could see the pain in his eyes.
 �Did they arrest him?� I asked.
 �Yes, once they saw that Cassidy hadn�t just attacked him. She�d come over to eat dinner at our house. I hate to imagine what would have happened if she hadn�t shown up,� Dad said.
 �How are Coby and Duke?� I asked.
 �Your mom says that Duke is bruised and acting like a big baby, milking all the attention he�s getting for being a hero. Coby has a knot on the back of his head, but he is otherwise fine.�
 �Can we get the charges dropped and let them release him? I would like that to coincide with me being able to be at home to check on my son,� I said.
 Dad actually smiled.
 �What?� I asked.
 �Your uncle, Greg, and Phil all made similar suggestions. I guess you are a Dawson.�
 �I�m not joking around,� I said, getting mad.
 �Son, I know you�re not. Let Cassidy�s payback serve for now, and we�ll see how the justice system works on this one.�
 �It had better work better than it did for us with Zander. If it doesn�t, you might have to get me the same deal he got.�
 �Speaking of which, Mr. Voorhees filed suit yesterday.�
 That meant they�d filed our civil suit against Zander for when his driver almost killed me.
 �Good. I�m in no mood to play games with Zander, either,� I admitted.
 �You want some more bad news?�
 �What else?�
 �Stewart, from the NCAA, wants to meet with us. Mr. Morris sent him the video from the dinner with Coach Foster. By the way, I played golf with Coach Foster yesterday, and he never even mentioned your recruitment. He seems like a nice guy,� Dad said.
 Anyone who could get Dad onto a premium golf course was a �good guy� in his book.
 �What does Mr. Morris say?� I asked.
 �He thinks we should show good faith and meet with him.�
 �Lexi knows my schedule. Tell her what works for you, and I�ll ask her to call Mr. Morris to coordinate with Stewart.�
 �You�re getting pretty good at delegating,� Dad observed.
 �I�m just following in your footsteps. All I have to do is remember you �delegating� to Greg and me.�
 �You better get to work, or I�ll find something for you to do around here,� Dad threatened.
 That just proved my point!
 ◊◊◊
 When I arrived on set, I went to Halle�s trailer. She took one look at me and hugged me.
 �You looked like you needed that,� she said.
 I told her about our manny. I think she was ready to fly out with me right now.
 Fortunately for me, today was a light day; I was only in a couple of scenes. Unfortunately for me, they weren�t being shot consecutively. The gaps gave me time to go to my trailer and think. Seeing our male nanny, or �manny,� as we�d started calling him, abuse both my son and dog made me realize that Mr. Nomura had a point. I had to find more time for what was important: my family.
 I was close to booking a flight and skipping out. If my uncle hadn�t pointed out what it took to be a �man of your word,� I would have done precisely that. The only thing that kept me from breaking my word was my support system back home. I knew that between my mom, Peggy, and everyone else, Coby and Duke would be taken care of. Probably better than I could, if I were brutally honest.
 I finished up acting and drove to the sound studio to meet Jett.
 ◊◊◊
 �Hey, Big Guy. You bother to practice this week?� Jett teased.
 �Yes, I practiced,� I said as whiningly as I could.
 I gave it an eight out of ten. Only teen girls could pull off a solid ten.
 �Okay, let�s warm your voice up, and then we�ll try the songs and see where you are,� Jett said, completely ignoring my whining and getting down to business.
 I started to think I might have to work more on my whining, but then decided that was one quality I didn�t want to perfect.
 The first half-hour was spent doing the exercises she�d taught me. She could tell I�d put in the effort. When you were on set for hours on end, there was plenty of time to work on other things. I told everyone I was doing it to help out Rita James. But the real reason I was busting my butt was that I didn�t want to look like a fool.
 I know that sounds silly coming from a guy who could walk through the cafeteria naked without a problem. But to me, singing was personal, for some reason. I wasn�t good at it, and I was going to make a fool out of myself if I didn�t get with the program. Still, I was holding onto the hope that they might let me lip-sync the songs. I mean, if big stars like Beyonc� and Scotty McCreery had done it, I was sure I was a good-enough actor to pull it off.
 I�d floated the idea to Jett via a text message. It�s best that I not repeat what she sent back. That was one of those that even if you deleted it, someday it would come back to haunt you, I was sure.
 �Let�s try the songs and see how you sound,� Jett said. �I�ll sing the girl parts so you start to get used to singing as a duet.�
 �Then we should begin with Little Drummer Boy,� I offered.
 I heard someone bang on the other side of the glass, and suddenly the door opened, and standing there was Trip. It looked like he�d lost weight, and I mean serious poundage. He was Steven Tyler skinny. Behind him were Halle and Rita.
 �Did you just call me a girl?� Trip asked.
 I hugged him. I hadn�t seen him since this summer when I�d won the Gatorade award. Stepping back, I shook my head.
 �I�m going to have to talk to Rosy. She obviously isn�t feeding you.�
 Rita stepped forward and took control. Halle rolled her eyes when her mom changed into business mode.
 �I want to hear you do the songs with the artist. We need to figure out what order to put them in,� she explained.
 �Whoa, hang on,� I said, holding up my hands. �I thought I was just doing one song, and you were going to help me pick which one it would be.�
 Rita ignored me. I looked at Trip and Halle, and they both just smiled at me. I threw my hands up and let out a long breath. Clearly, I�d been set up. It wasn�t worth fighting Rita about this. I�d opened my big mouth and said I would do whatever she wanted. Now that I thought about it, why else would I be learning all four songs?
 �Time is money, people,� Rita said, clapping her hands.
 �Come on, Trip. Let�s show them what we�ve got,� I said as Jett kicked Halle and Rita out of the room.
 Jett had us sing it through once, and she decided that my part needed to go down a key. Trip had a strong voice and quickly hit the high notes for the Peace on Earth. When we sang it together, it sounded good; then Trip took it to another level when he sang the Peace on Earth part. I tried to keep it steady as I sang my part in the background. It wasn�t easy to sing two songs at the same time because you don�t have someone to harmonize with.
 Jett was good at directing us and letting me know when I was to come in with each round. She took Trip aside and gave him some ideas, and then we tried it again. By the third run-through, I could see Halle and Rita smiling through the glass. They kicked Trip out, and Halle replaced him as we sang The Gift.
 Halle had the opening part, and as soon as she began to sing, Jett did a double-take. Halle James was a talented young lady. The Gift was more of a love song than a Christmas song. The guy�s part was higher than I was comfortable singing. But Jett got in my face and urged me on as I hit a few notes that I wasn�t sure were possible for me.
 We sang that three times also, and by the third, Jett had taken some notes and suggested that Halle and I work on it together. She wanted to make sure our chemistry came through.
 I was surprised when Rita stepped in next and sang Silver Bells with me. That was the most straightforward song, and I knew it the best, so we only had to do one take. Then it was time for me to unleash my inner rocker and sing Santa Claus is Coming to Town.
 �I might have to steal some of those moves,� was Jett�s only comment.
 I took that as I�d nailed it! Of course, my sarcasm meter was set to eleven.
 Before we left, I asked Trip and Halle if they wanted to go with me to watch Jett and her band play tomorrow night. Rita begged off. I scheduled another session with Jett for Saturday.
 I had to get going because Lexi had set up our meeting with the investigator from the NCAA.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia wanted tacos, so he called in an order at Del Taco for pickup. They had a special on Thursday nights for their chicken tacos. Thirty bucks later, we were loaded down with tacos. Manaia and I put a dent in them on the ride. When we got home, we shared with Hana, Lexi, Dad, and Fritz; he was relieving Manaia for the NCAA portion of the evening.
 While everyone else ate, I strolled out to the pool area and crashed on one of the lounge chairs. The wind was coming off the ocean, and you could smell it. If I described it like I would a wine, it would have a slightly fishy smell with a touch of seaweed and a briny finish. After eating ten or fifteen tacos, my tummy was full, and I began to get the heavy-lidded feeling you got just before you had a power nap.
 My eyes had just succumbed to the weight of my eyelids, and I was almost there when I was disturbed.
 �Stewart Chadwick is here,� Lexi said as she touched my shoulder.
 �Sure he is,� I mumbled and pulled myself together.
 �I�ll put some coffee on,� Lexi said and left me sitting in the twilight.
 There were times when I wondered if having a PA was better or worse than having a wife. I might have to ask my dad about that.
 ◊◊◊
 They were in the dining room. Someone had come up with a genuine conference phone so we could call Mr. Morris, and Dad was in the process of doing just that. I saw that someone had set up video cameras on tiny tripods facing where we planned to sit and then at Stewart�s seat. He didn�t look happy about it.
 I put on a corporate smile and shook his hand. My granddad used to say that a smile didn�t cost you anything, but to never underestimate the value of one.
 �Stewart, so glad you could come,� I said.
 Dad glanced up, and I could see the glint of amusement in his eyes. He was evidently somewhat psychic because he could figure out when either my mom or I was �in a mood.� He�d become an expert at defusing us. Somehow, I doubted he was about to save Stewart.
 �What�s with the cameras?� Stewart asked.
 �Last time we met, you said we could record our meetings.�
 �David�s �� Mr. Morris began.
 �Leave it,� Dad said to cut Mr. Morris off.
 At some point, I would have a talk with him about interrupting me. I know that sounds arrogant, but I�d survived my mom all these years. I could handle Stewart Chadwick, and my dad knew it.
 �Sorry, but I would rather we didn�t record tonight�s conversation,� Stewart said.
 �I have to wonder why not. We�ve recorded multiple conversations and provided them to the NCAA, all with the goal of transparency,� I said and paused to let that sink in. �I�ve learned that if you don�t have anything to hide, you should be comfortable with the conversation being recorded. Heck, with what I do as my day job, I assume that I�m being recorded 24/7 by someone.
 �Are you sure that�s how you want to play it?� I asked.
 �I would ask that you remove these cameras before we talk,� Stewart said.
 �Okay, I�ll get rid of these two,� I said.
 �And I insist that Mr. Morris not record our conversation,� Stewart said, being sly.
 That was precisely what we planned to do, hence the fancy conference phone to pick up all sound in the room.
 �Okay. We�ll play it your way,� Dad said as he unplugged the video cameras and put the lens caps on them.
 I surprised Dad when I took my bodycam off and turned it off. I had him do the same. This was the first time he�d shown any doubt about what I was up to. We had security cameras at the entrances, in the kitchen, and my bedroom. Dad knew that the dining room was a blind spot in our security.
 �Are you sure?� he asked.
 �Why not?� I asked.
 I knew precisely why not. Stewart was pleased when he saw how uncomfortable my dad was.
 �Thank you. Not that I plan to say anything controversial, I just want to make sure that nothing gets taken out of context.�
 I bit back saying that was why we videoed everything.
 We took our seats, and Lexi came in with coffee. I was happy when she left an insulated coffee carafe so I wasn�t jonesing for another one in ten minutes. She was also smart enough to set it next to me after everyone had a cup.
 �I was a little disappointed that you weren�t able to get Coach Foster to admit to the shoe deal scheme.�
 �We were too,� Dad agreed.
 �I was also concerned when you told him you weren�t interested in going to school there,� Stewart said.
 �I don�t need to string him along. He knew when he came to meet me that he didn�t have a snowball�s chance in hell of me going there. They haven�t built their program to the point where they can expect to win consistently. It�s not as easy to build a college program as Coach Foster tried to portray, and I wouldn�t make enough of a difference to get them there,� I said.
 �Why can�t they get there? It looks like they�re gathering a heck of a recruiting class,� Stewart said.
 �Kentucky had a top-fifteen class not so long ago. Did that win them any more games?� I asked.
 I could see he wasn�t getting it.
 �Let me make this simple. They don�t have the level of players needed to win games. Southwest Central State just went up in class to Division I. Their roster is full of players who couldn�t get into the better schools. I bet if I looked through their list of players, most of their starters last year would be rated two-and-a-half out of ten.�
 �Wouldn�t better coaches get them the training to make them, say, an eight by the time they�re fifth-year seniors?� Stewart asked.
 I laughed and shook my head.
 �That is one of the greatest fallacies in sports. I see it on message boards all the time. They think that if they take a marginal player, their coaching staff is going to make him a star by the time he graduates. I agree that in some cases, it does happen. They start out as the two-and-a-half kid and then reach a six-point-five as a junior. Then, with playing time, they work up to a seven or eight. But the reality is most ones, twos, or threes are just that when they become seniors,� I explained.
 �So, you�re saying that there�s no way for Southwest Central State to challenge for a top bowl game by your senior year?� Stewart asked.
 �No. No way in hell,� I said.
 �Why is that?� Mr. Morris asked, naturally interested in hearing this.
 �First of all, they haven�t had consistency with coaching and schemes. Southwest Central State is not Wisconsin that can do more with less because they have this. At Wisconsin, they�ve trained and trained and trained their players the same way for the last thirty years. It all started with Barry Alvarez. He installed the system and then worked his way up to athletic director. They may have changed coaches several times over the years, but Coach Alvarez created a system that they still use. So, by the time his incoming players become juniors and seniors, they are ready to play Wisconsin football.
 �It�s the same way at Alabama. Their �process� is designed to get the most out of their players� development. The scary part is they�re starting with eights, nines, and tens, and making them even better,� I said to enlighten everyone.
 �But wouldn�t Southwest Central State benefit from having a top-twenty-five class?� Stewart asked.
 �Talent is only one part of winning football games. You also must have depth. You need three starters for every two positions. If you have two offensive tackles, you need three guys who you could plug in and start. Even if you planned it out perfectly, one recruiting class isn�t going to cut it. There are not enough players in a class to fill those spots. Consider attrition due to transfers, early entry into the NFL, injuries, grades, or doing something stupid. When you take all that into account, plus a few other odds and ends, you�ll be lucky if two-thirds of your star class make it to their senior year.
 �Why do you think Alabama is always in the conversation for the National Championship? It�s because they�ve learned that you have to stack your players� development. Behind those three starters are freshmen and sophomores who are learning the system, getting bigger, stronger, and faster. If someone goes down, they simply reload. That�s because even below the top tier of their depth chart, someone has worked hard to be good enough to step in as a starter.. The number four and five guys at Alabama play at a high level and are good enough to start at most colleges.
 �It�s almost impossible to build a college football program. Even the programs that have had a lot of stability with their coaching staff struggle at times. A good example is Michigan State. The first three years their coach was there, their record was 7�5, 9�4, and 6�7. Then when he had his guys in place, it looked like they�d turned a corner. They were 11�1, 10�2, 7�6, 11�1, 11�1, 11�1, and this last year, 3�9.
 �If you ask me, their coach lost control of that team. They got too full of themselves and thought they were football gods. They had significant issues off-field that destroyed their team chemistry. I look at Southwest Central State�s recruiting class, and I see it filled with potential problem children. There�s a reason, other than money, why they are ending up there.
 �So, no. I have no desire to go there,� I said.
 �What if I told you that the NCAA has a strong desire for you to do just that? We need someone to help us root out this problem, and you�re in a position to help us,� Stewart said to finally get to the heart of the matter.
 �We have an agreement in place that says David is only committed to the one meeting,� Mr. Morris said over the phone.
 �The NCAA takes a dim view of student-athletes taking money,� Stewart said.
 Both Dad and Mr. Morris tried to jump in.
 �Stop. I�ve got this, and it�s my future he�s threatening,� I said to cut them off.
 Dad glared at Stewart, probably wanting to do more than verbally assault him. I reached over and touched his arm to get him to look at me.
 �Please, let me handle this,� I said.
 Dad blinked at me as he tried to decide, and then he smiled.
 �Mr. Morris, I�m hanging up now. I�ll call you when Stewart and I have come to an understanding,� I said and disconnected the call.
 �If he doesn�t string you up, then Ms. Dixon will,� Dad said.
 �Probably, but I don�t need a lawyer to protect me when I have the truth to on my side. Why don�t you give us a minute?� I asked my dad.
 Again, he looked unhappy, but got up and left.
 �I didn�t mean to threaten your future. I�m just trying to find some common ground,� Stewart said once we were alone.
 �What would this common ground entail?� I asked.
 �You getting it all on tape. That Southwest Central State and Springbok, along with their agents and financial planner partners, are paying college athletes with the intent to sign lucrative deals after college.�
 �Why not Nike or Adidas? I mean, seriously, Springbok and Southwest Central State are upstarts.�
 �You have to start somewhere,� Stewart said, confirming what I�d been thinking.
 This wasn�t about the NCAA. We had a letter from his boss�s boss saying we could stop after the one meeting. This was about a young man who thought he could bully me into assisting him in advancing his career.
 I wholeheartedly understood ambition and applauded Stewart for having it. Too many people today seemed to go through life with no direction. They sat back and hoped things would get better or that their hard work would be recognized, and they would get that promotion.
 It was why I liked athletics. Sports surrounded me with other people who were ambitious enough to work towards something. The extra bit that I added to the mix was I sought out mentors, people who had success and had gone through what I was doing. I suspected that Stewart didn�t have a mentor. If he had, his mentor would have explained to him that picking on someone like me was a mistake.
 Not because I was high profile and had access to the press. The NCAA faced down universities that had large alumni bases and the resources to fight back. What would one kid be able to do to them?
 What should have given him pause was that I was experienced in having people come after me. I could also be a sneaky little shit; just ask Tami. If I had been his mentor, I would have warned him about two things. The first was, I wouldn�t be a pushover because of who I was. I wasn�t a backwoods star quarterback whose biggest concern was which cheerleader I planned to take out this weekend. That was so last year.
 The second was something you gained with experience. If someone makes a big show of something, doubt it. It�s like the panhandler who had approached me in New York. He told me to relax, that he was harmless. I didn�t believe him for a moment and just kept walking. Stewart should have questioned why I made a big show of being alone with him.
 �Do you honestly believe you will nab a full-on confession from someone at Southwest Central State? This isn�t Coach Foster�s first coaching position at a Division I program. If he hasn�t been told by Southwest Central State what the rules are, I�m sure he got �the talk� at a previous job. Plus, they aren�t afraid of the NCAA,� I said.
 That pissed him off. I saw his face go red, and the inner negotiator in me was happy. Stewart didn�t disappoint.
 �I�m not sure you fully understand that I�m an investigator with the NCAA. You�ve already had to get a special letter of eligibility because of some concerns we�ve had with you in the past. It wouldn�t take much for us to reopen those investigations again, especially since you�ve admitted to being offered money to go to school. There might be others who think you might have your hand out, trying to get the best possible deal. I�d hate to have you not be able to play college ball,� Stewart said with a smug expression.
 My mom in me wanted to wipe that look off his face. Luckily, I�d received some great advice and decided not to go with my first instinct.
 �Let me tell you two things about the NCAA that you might want to keep in mind. The first is you�re not as powerful as you think.�
 �Oh, really?�
 �Let me give you three examples. The first is the case with Notre Dame. You can tell that they�re basically a good group of people. They assisted you and took their medicine when they found that they�d violated the rules with their academic problems. Missouri and North Carolina were two different deals.
 �Missouri blamed it all on the tutor, and you couldn�t do anything about it. With North Carolina, you had them dead to rights, but they fought it. I mean, they created classes that guarantee an �A� and then used the defense that other students were able to take the classes too. You can�t be serious about the rules if you allow that. It was clear that more than just the athletic department was involved in giving student-athletes improper benefits, in my opinion.
 �Your biggest problem is you can�t force anyone to talk to you who isn�t at a member institution. That�s why you can never get the link between the shoe companies and universities. If the university is willing to keep it in-house, then you know the shoe company isn�t going to talk,� I said.
 �That�s why we need your help,� Stewart said.
 I just ignored him. The man was an idiot. His attempt to coerce me wasn�t going to make me help him; it only made me want NOT to do it. I was a teenager, after all.
 �You might be an investigator at the NCAA and able to cause me problems with my eligibility. I�ll get back to how little I care about that in a moment, but I need to make a point. I�ve been to the NCAA offices. As with any organization, there are a few bad actors,� I said, looking him in the eye.
 I knew I was golden when he looked down.
 �What I found was that most of the people who work there are good people. They embrace the NCAA�s purpose, which is to help govern and support its member institutions and their student-athletes. I believe that you are merely a cog in a much bigger organization. And, despite what you�ve said, I have faith in your fellow employees to consider the facts and understand that I am only trying to help the NCAA.
 �I�ve pointed out that you have a problem and given you enough to go on from here. It�s not my job nor desire to get in any deeper. I�m sorry, Stewart, but I will not pretend to want to go to Southwest Central State so you can build a case against them. You�re the investigator, investigate,� I said.
 �So, you think the NCAA is benevolent and will just roll over because you believe you�re in the right?� Stewart asked.
 �The honest answer is, I don�t know. I would hope so. But I have found that when you deal with a large organization like the government or the NCAA, what is fair or true rarely matters,� I said.
 Then I decided to finish this up.
 I looked at Stewart and realized I wasn�t going to win him over. But that had never been my intention from the beginning. He�d made his threats like I knew he would. He would learn a valuable lesson if he followed through.
 �Would I like to play college ball? The simple answer is �yes.� The truth is that you pulling football off the table might make life easier for me. I�ve been struggling to decide what I�ll do after high school. This would help me narrow down to three options: sign a baseball contract, do movies full time, or just be a regular college student.
 �You see, Mr. Chadwick, you don�t have as much on me as you think. I�m not in desperate straits, and I don�t need football to make a living. That being said, I would hope you would rethink your threats and just let it go,� I said and gave him my hopeful look.
 �I�m sure you�ll come around to my thinking and decide to do what�s right and help us.�
 �It seems we�ve come to an impasse. I really do hope you investigate this shoe link further. Springbok and Southwest Central State are the tip of the iceberg. Cleaning up the lure of shoe money would go a long way toward making college sports fairer,� I said as I stood up.
 Stewart wasn�t happy when he left.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad, Fritz, and Lexi came in as soon as Stewart left. I had Dad call Mr. Morris. While they did that, I ran upstairs to get my tablet. When I came back, they were all staring at me.
 �I hope you didn�t do anything to screw this up,� Mr. Morris said when he knew I was back.
 Rather than reply, I walked over to the buffet and unplugged my drone. I�d started charging it there because Lexi had almost spilled her iced tea on it the other day when it was charging on the kitchen counter. I�d made the executive decision not to keep it in my bedroom, for obvious reasons. The video decision was spur-of-the-moment when I remembered the drone.
 I pulled the memory card and plugged it into the tablet.
 �Why, you sneaky little genius,� Dad said.
 �What?� Mr. Morris demanded.
 �David recorded the meeting,� Dad said.
 �Give me a minute, and I�ll email you the video,� I said.
 I quickly found the beginning and the end of the meeting with Stewart and created a file that I uploaded into the cloud. I sent a text to Mr. Morris to let him know it was in the folder I�d given him and my legal team access to.
 �Why don�t I call you back once I�ve had a chance to review it?� Mr. Morris asked.
 I let it play for everyone here. While they were watching, I stepped into the kitchen and found we had a few leftover tacos. Something had to be done about that. If I kept this up, no amount of working out would keep me from getting fat.
 I took my plate of tacos back into the dining room, and I suspect everyone thought I planned to share. I decided to take the high road and reminded myself that I had my figure to consider, so I only ate one.
 Mr. Morris called back in and was laughing.
 �What do you think we should do with this?� I asked.
 �I�d shove it down their throats,� Lexi said.
 That made me do a double-take. I should have realized that Lexi could be a hard-core mercenary. It was an excellent reminder to be on my guard with her.
 �I guess this will get you out of helping with their investigation,� Dad said.
 �I can probably get Stewart fired for this,� Mr. Morris said.
 Fritz hadn�t said anything. I looked at him a curiously, and he sighed.
 �Do you really want to use this for that?� he asked.
 �Enlighten everyone,� I suggested.
 �This is the kind of thing that you can use for bigger problems than the kid investigator giving you a hard time.�
 �This could be our ace in the hole,� I agreed. �We could trot this out if they push back on me doing movies or try to force me to be the poster child for them. Even if they threaten to pull my eligibility, I wouldn�t use it until we really need it.�
 �What about the FBI?� Dad asked.
 �You should ask Ms. Addison that question,� Mr. Morris said. �In the meantime, we wait to see what the NCAA does next.�
 Since we were paying Mr. Morris by the second, we told him goodbye.
 �It was pretty ballsy of you to turn off the video and kick out your dad,� Lexi said.
 �It would have been nice if you�d given me a heads-up,� Dad said.
 �And miss the look on your face? Please,� I said with a grin.
 �I miss your mom,� Dad shot back.
 I wasn�t sure if that was a threat or not. Probably best that I not torment him too much.
 �It turned out okay,� I said.
 �If you mean �okay� as in Stewart is going to try to roast you,� Lexi said.
 �He was going to do that anyway,� Dad said. �At least David got him to do it all on video. I can�t believe he was dumb enough to think you wouldn�t be gathering the ammo to fight back.�
 I bit back my retort that Dad had thought that very thing.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 12 � You May Demand a Boon of Me  Friday December 16 
 There was a whole different work ethic at Halle�s movie from that at the J-drama. I was playing Injustice: Gods Among Us with Ben, and he was kicking my ass. My gaming skills were embarrassing for a teenage boy.
 There was a knock on the door, then Lexi opened it and stuck her head in.
 �There you are. You�re supposed to be on set,� she said, pointing at me, and turned to Ben. �And you�re supposed to be in makeup.�
 �Damn, David. Your PA is a slave driver,� Ben complained. �I was about to beat you again.�
 He smashed all the buttons on his controller, and I died spectacularly. That one hurt my pride because I thought I was doing better. Oh, well. Back to work.
 �Lead on, Slave Driver,� I said to tease Lexi.
 She gave me one of those looks that promised bad things would happen to me but didn�t say anything. As we walked to the set, Lexi handed me my phone.
 �Call Lily,� she said and split off to give me privacy.
 I saw by the time on the phone that Lily was probably finishing up lunch at school, so I took a chance and called her.
 �Thanks for calling me back. Lexi said you were busy today. Do you have a minute?� Lily asked.
 Lily and I had a history. It was because of my party that she�d almost died at the end of middle school. Since then, we�d become friends. I wasn�t sure how it happened, but she was in charge of my social media and websites. The reason I let her do most of it was that it saved me from myself. Most young athletes or celebrities didn�t have a filter on what they posted. My example was the alien baby bump I�d posted that featured Adrienne. That was why teenage me wasn�t allowed to post very often. I didn�t want to have my stuff come back and haunt me twenty years from now.
 I know that it made almost no sense to allow a teenage girl to handle it. After all, they were prone to the same brain cramps boys were. But, in fact, I completely trusted Lily. She took what she did seriously. That didn�t mean that she didn�t act goofy sometimes, or take on people who posted stuff about me. Frank Ingram, my PR guy and Lily�s boss, said she had a knack for it. He observed that, unlike most of his employees, she came across as young and playful. Those were two qualities he wanted to push forward in creating my image. Frank said his twenty-somethings acted too old for what I needed. They had been to college and had been hammered with political correctness. Not that Lily got me in too much trouble, but she hadn�t been beaten down to conform yet, either.
 I stuck my head onto the set and saw they were still setting up. What I liked most about Mr. Otsuki was that he was always looking towards the next scene, and there was no messing around. That filming style fit my personality much better than, say, Love Letters. Not that Kitty Ellis, the director, was doing anything wrong; her crew simply took more time to get everything right before they would shoot a scene. It was a lot of hurry up and wait.
 �They�re working on setting a scene. I should have a few minutes,� I assured her.
 �I think I found my mom.�
 When she was younger, her mom had left without even saying goodbye. Lily had been devastated, to the point she had a complete meltdown. It still bothered her that her mother could just walk away from their family. No one seemed to know anything.
 �I hadn�t realized you were still looking for her.�
 �Yeah, I wasn�t, but then I was. I got Megan to help me. I�m not sure what all she did, but she thinks she found her.�
 �Are you sure you want to do this? I only ask that because I care for you. If you decide to follow up, I�ll do whatever you need to help,� I said.
 �I am. I�m debating whether I should go alone or bring my brother and dad with me,� she said hesitantly.
 �If it were me, I would want my family there.�
 �Could you loan me the money for airline tickets, hotels, and the like?�
 �Do you want me to make the arrangements, or do you want to do it yourself?� I asked.
 �Honestly, I would rather that I do it. I think I need to be in control of that part since I feel so out of control with everything else about my mom.�
 �When I hang up, I�ll call Megan and have her set you up with one of our corporate cards. I want you to use it and not worry about paying me back. Don�t get goofy and think you have to scrimp, either. I want you to focus on what�s important: your family,� I said.
 �Thank you, David. You keep saving me,� she said, and I could hear the emotion in her voice.
 �My pleasure,� I said, and I looked up to see Kitty staring at me. �I have to go. Keep me up to date. If you need anything, and I mean anything, call me.�
 I had to hang up. Lexi was right behind me and held out her hand for my phone. I�d put her in charge of it because I didn�t want to have it become a distraction on set.
 �I�ll let Megan know,� Lexi said.
 Then she shooed me toward where I needed to be.
 I wasn�t sure if it was good or not that she was so involved in my life. I mean, to the point she felt at ease eavesdropping on my conversations and then acting on what she heard.
 ◊◊◊
 After I finished my morning scenes, I was starving because we�d run late. Lexi was waiting for me.
 �Call Brook,� she said as she handed me my phone.
 I looked at the time and saw that Brook had just gotten out of school. Today was the last day of classes before Christmas vacation. She would be here tomorrow, which made me smile. Coming with her were her parents and my mom. I knew Dad was as eager to see Mom as I was Brook.
 I waited until I got to my trailer and found that Lexi had gotten me a salad and an iced tea. She was batting a thousand today, as far as being the perfect PA. I had a bad feeling she was up to something.
 But I did as she said and called Brook; Cassidy answered.
 �I have bad news,� Cassidy said.
 �Destiny took over while I was gone, she�s now head cheerleader, and I�m dating her?� I asked.
 �No!�
 �What part did I get wrong? I am now dating Destiny, aren�t I?� I asked.
 �You better not be,� she said and giggled.
 �So, what�s up, Bad Girl?�
 �Daddy says that because I hurt Aaron, I can�t come to California with Brook. Can you talk to him?� she asked.
 Fritz had told me that Coach Hope had asked that Cassidy stay home through Christmas. He was taking Brad and Cassidy to Florida with the plan that they would stop at Busch Gardens and visit the tigers. Part of the deal for donating them was lifetime park access. Cassidy would much rather be with her tigers than me.
 �I�ll talk to him, but don�t expect a miracle. Your dad doesn�t always listen to me,� I said.
 �He deserved what he got,� Cassidy said.
 I assumed she was talking about Aaron, our former manny.
 �Thank you for being there. I watched the security footage, and if you hadn�t tried to snap Aaron�s arm off, I was going to come home and do worse.�
 �He did cry,� she admitted.
 �Good. Now that you�ve saved my son and hound, you may demand a boon of me,� I said with a fake British accent.
 �Like what?� she asked.
 �Anything I have the power to grant you. Just name it, it�s yours,� I said.
 �Could I have the Demon?� she asked to test the waters.
 �Sorry, I don�t own the Demon. It�s in my company�s name,� I said, dodging that one.
 �But you could grant me access to it,� she reasoned.
 �You can drive the Demon if the roads are dry. You can�t take it to school or the mall and leave it in the parking lot. I don�t want some idiot to ding it up,� I said to lay out the ground rules.
 �Pam wants me to make Yuri cry. What do I get if I do that?� she asked.
 OMG! I�d created a monster.
 �You�ll have to work that out with her,� I said.
 �She did say at lunch that you love her best. I bet I can get her to get you to do things for me,� Cassidy teased.
 �Cassidy Hope! When did you become such a greedy gut?� I asked.
 I knew she was playing around. Then I heard Brook in the background, asking, �Who are you talking to on my phone?�
 Suddenly, Brook was on the line.
 �Some days, I wonder about that girl.�
 �She was trying to extort things out of me. Cassidy�s figured out that if she hurts someone for me, she might get a reward. If you want to solve your Destiny problem, you might want to strike while she�s in the mood,� I suggested.
 �I�ll take that under advisement. Destiny has been civil since our last blowup. I think I�ll leave that alone until I get back,� Brook said, sounding way too reasonable to be my girlfriend. �What did you agree to give her?�
 �I told her she could drive the Demon for saving Duke and Coby,� I explained.
 �I guess the soccer mom he was banging was married. That whole situation is a mess.�
 �I hadn�t heard that part. I�m just glad Cassidy was there. Do me a favor and give her a hug from me. If she hadn�t dealt with it, I would have. And I�m afraid of what I might have done.�
 �Fortunately, Coby and Duke are fine. Your mom talked Lacy and Mrs. A into taking up the slack while she joins us in California,� Brook shared, being a fountain of information.
 Lacy was Coby�s grandmother, and Mrs. A might as well have been. She was my second mom, along with a couple of others, while I was growing up.
 �Hey, I have to go,� Brook said. �Chuck is here to pick us up, and we have to go to the airport for Cassidy�s flight test.�
 That irritated me a bit. I�d planned to get my flight test taken care of before leaving for LA, but never got around to it. I was glad Brook had kept Cassidy going, but it reminded me that I�d let that slide. We each told the other that we would see each other tomorrow and hung up.
 ◊◊◊
 Kitty let me go early enough that I could go home and eat dinner with my dad before going out to see Birthrite perform. It was the first chance I�d had to be alone with him in a while.
 �Did Caryn fire Aaron?� I asked.
 �She put him on leave. Ms. Dixon suggested that so he didn�t lose his medical insurance for now. It was done to try to head off a lawsuit,� Dad said.
 I snorted.
 �I sometimes wonder about this country. The guy who attacks your son and dog is the victim somehow.�
 �Two wrongs don�t make a right,� Dad spouted.
 �Cassidy was not wrong. She was defending Duke when she took Aaron down. If she had continued to beat him, then I would agree. Cassidy showed remarkable restraint, as far as I�m concerned. If it were me, he might have needed help to wipe his ass after I broke his other arm.�
 Dad raised his eyebrows.
 �Oh, come on. Tell me you wouldn�t want to do the same,� I challenged him.
 �I would get Cassidy to do it,� he finally agreed.
 �This and a few other things have gotten me thinking. I�m not sure I want to be away from the boys for college. I want them in my life and not to be the dad who misses them growing up.�
 My talk with my new mentor, Tsuyoshi Nomura, was still rattling around in my brain. Two points stood out from that conversation. The first was that I was trying to make things too complicated. The second was that family came first, regardless of what I did.
 �How is that supposed to work?� Dad asked.
 �I don�t know yet. If I go to either Michigan or Oklahoma, it�s more than a four-hour drive. USC would be nuts. I guess I might want to consider going to State.�
 When it came out of my mouth, I was as stunned as my dad.
 �That would be a terrible idea on so many levels I can�t even begin to fathom it,� Dad said.
 Every university had its strengths and weaknesses as far as major fields of study go. State was known for its programs in engineering, psychology, education, law, computers, and business. They also had an excellent agriculture department. It wouldn�t be like I would get a lousy education there. State was considered one of the top 50 universities in the country.
 The downside was they were a perpetual work in progress as far as football was concerned. They did have a decent baseball team, though. I personally didn�t think it was such a terrible idea, even though my dad did.
 �Okay, I might not be ready to go so far as to commit to State�again,� I said with a half-smile. I remembered my freshman year when I�d committed to State to help Luke Herndon keep his scholarship. �I just wanted to throw it out there, and I�m sure you�ll share it with the brain trust. Maybe between you, Mom, Grandma Dawson, and Uncle John, you can figure out some alternatives.�
 �Aaron shook you up,� Dad guessed.
 I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. I still wanted to hurt that guy but knew that there would be plenty of �yadda, yadda, yadda� from everyone. The warnings were etched into my brain, but that didn�t mean it didn�t suck serious donkey dick. The fact was, I hadn�t been around to protect my boys. I�d invited Aaron into our home and paid for the privilege of having him abuse my son and dog.
 �Yeah, he did. I realize I have commitments, especially next summer and fall. Those are going to make it tough. I can�t imagine dragging the kids around the world as I work long hours. And I don�t want them not to know me when they see me.�
 Secretly, I�d worried that they would have bonded with Aaron as their father figure while I was away.
 �Okay. I�ll talk to the �brain trust� and see what we can figure out. I�m guessing it�s not only Coby and Little David you�re worried about?� Dad asked.
 �Yeah,� I admitted. �I�ve barely started to get to know Dawson, Allen, and Carol. I seem to be the common denominator in all this. That�s why I might need to think in terms of going to State.�
 ◊◊◊
 Halle and Trip were swinging by to pick me up. Manaia had the night off, and Flo was elected to watch the three of us. As I finished getting ready, there was a knock at my bedroom door.
 �Come in.�
 Lexi stuck her head in and smiled.
 �Teresa is here, and your J-drama castmates said they just left the hotel.�
 �I didn�t realize we were going as a group. How did they even know I was going out?� I asked.
 �Oh, I think Misaki might have gotten it out of me. I just assumed �� Lexi said and trailed off.
 �It�s okay. I�m sure Jett wants all the friendly faces in the crowd she can get,� I said, pushing down my irritation.
 I�d thought that it would just be Halle, Trip, and me going out. It still would be, only now there would be more of us. I must have forgotten that I�d agreed to show my Japanese castmates the LA nightlife.
 Tonight would be something new for them. We were going to West Hollywood to watch Jett play at The Troubadour. She was excited to be playing there this weekend. It was one of the iconic music clubs in LA. This was the same place that Sam Hunt, Imagine Dragons, Faith No More, Alicia Keys, and One Republic had all played at. Tonight, The Troubadour would host Birthrite.
 When I finished getting ready, I found everyone in the living room, drinking wine. It looked like my dad had opened a couple of bottles to help kick off the evening. I was amused when Teresa jumped up, kissed me, and grabbed my arm. Halle ignored her and gave me the same treatment. This was going to be fun.
 �Don�t I get a kiss?� Trip teased.
 Just when I would forget that he was bi and into me, he would say something like that.
 �Do you have a death wish?� Halle, his sister, asked while giving him �the look.�
 She�d explained to me that she and Trip usually had different tastes in men. For some reason, they were both into me. I put it down to all the Jameses having good taste in men. That didn�t sound conceited at all, which made me chuckle.
 �What?� Halle asked.
 �I was just thinking that this reminded me of when Cassidy would announce that I was giving out kisses. That was always a bad idea.�
 Me and my big mouth. Misaki got up and laid one on me. I blinked at her and gave her a look of disbelief.
 �I thought you were my big sister!�
 �Well, I like to act like one, but if your girlfriend ever dumps you, give me a call.�
 This was about to go south because Halle suddenly had a possessive look on her face. I turned to her and laid a serious kiss on her.
 �I promise you if Brook dumps me, I�ll call you two minutes later,� I said and turned to the group. �Halle is my backup plan.�
 �What about me?� Trip asked.
 �If I ever decide to switch teams, I�ll call you,� I promised.
 I forgot Dad was in the room. Sheeeit! Mom was so hearing about that.
 ◊◊◊
 Bill Callaway showed up, so we had an extra car for everyone to ride in. Flo insisted that Halle, Trip, and I ride with her. I ended up in the back between Teresa and Halle. Lexi called shotgun, and Trip sat in the middle with Misaki. Bill and his new girlfriend, Ai, took Haru, Jiro, and Hana.
 When we arrived, we were met by Hollywood Central and a few other paparazzi who were waiting for us. I looked at Halle, and she shrugged.
 �My bad,� Trip said. �I�m up for a couple of roles and need the exposure.�
 �Why don�t we have Flo drop off Halle, Teresa, and me, then circle the block and let you out with Misaki and Lexi? That way, you�ll get your moment in the spotlight and have two attractive women with you,� I suggested.
 �Dude, you�re the bomb,� Trip said.
 �Anything for you, bro,� I said in my best surfer imitation.
 �It�s going to be a long night,� Halle complained.
 We pulled up, and I helped Teresa and Halle out of the back. I saw the Hollywood Central guy I was sure had brain damage from all the drugs I was certain he was ingesting.
 �Are you and Halle back together?� he blurted.
 �That�s the hot girl you were with last weekend. Are you seeing them both?� another one asked.
 I pulled both the girls to my side, and we mugged for the camera. Teresa and Halle played it up. I think Halle was giving Brook a hard time. Teresa grabbed my butt, and I was afraid if she kept it up, I would have a hard time right in front of the club.
 �My girlfriend still wants you to do her show,� the Hollywood Central guy reminded me.
 �Is that the one where I get naked?� I asked, and he nodded. �Tell her if she gets naked too, I�ll consider it.�
 He just laughed.
 Bill had parked, and he and my J-drama castmates walked up. I grabbed them and explained what we were working together on. Then I saw the Range Rover coming up and pointed.
 �I think that�s Trip James and his dates.�
 Suddenly, I was yesterday�s news.
 We discovered that to buy tickets at the door, The Troubadour only accepted cash. You could order tickets on their website with a credit card, but not at the door. The Japanese contingent used credit cards, mostly because it was easier to convert money that way. I�d done much the same when I traveled. To expedite matters, I ended up paying for everyone to get in. Lexi said she would figure it all out and get me paid back.
 The Troubadour had opened its doors in 1957. It wasn�t the largest music club, but it had a classic bar up front along with several other bars and a kitchen. Then there was a large room with a stage taking up the back wall. Admission for tonight was open seating. We could either hang out downstairs, or there were tables in the balcony. I wanted to get sweaty and dance, so I opted for downstairs. Several others in our group decided to grab tables upstairs as a base for us all to go to when we needed a break.
 It didn�t take long for the place to start to fill up. Flo wasn�t happy when Trip decided to go upstairs and sit down. I told her to go with him, and I would watch Halle.
 As the show was about to begin, someone in Birthrite must have spotted me because a large security guy pushed his way through the crowd.
 �You and your guests are to come with me,� he said.
 He took us front and center. A few minutes later, Jett and her bandmates stormed the stage and rocked out. They did a few covers but rolled out a lot of their own stuff. They ended up playing for nearly two hours with a break in the middle. I know I had a blast, and I sweated my balls off�it got hot in there as everyone danced. This was the most fun I�d had since I�d gotten back to LA.
 ◊◊◊
 We all ended up back at the house. Bill had stopped and picked up alcohol because I�d told him all we had was wine and scotch. We bounced inside and found my dad watching Netflix.
 �We�ll be out around the pool,� I announced.
 �Enjoy it while you can. Your mother will be here tomorrow to ride herd on you,� Dad warned.
 �Pfft,� I said in response, which made my dad laugh.
 We both knew I wouldn�t get away with anything with her around. Then again, she�d been known to ramp things up just to see how much she could embarrass me.
 First, though, I wanted a shower. Once I got everyone out around the pool, I went inside, jumped in the shower, and changed into my board shorts. I figured if my Japanese friends wanted to go skinny-dipping, I would swim with them, but I wasn�t going to be the one to lead the charge tonight. I was on Brook countdown and didn�t want to do anything to possibly upset her. Running around naked might just do that, especially if one Halle James was in the house.
 �Dude!� Bill complained when he saw me with a towel around my neck.
 �What�s got your boxers in a bunch?� I teased him.
 �Ai told me that you were going skinny-dipping with them.�
 �No, I told them if they wanted to do it, they could use my pool,� I said.
 I jumped in and splashed water at my friend as he danced away. I laughed out loud when Trip didn�t hesitate. He stripped off and did a cannonball to join me. There was an unwritten rule: if you want to get a group of girls naked, you had better go first. Trip had broken the seal on their hesitation. Soon clothes were flying, and everyone was in the pool. The group that had stayed on the balcony at the club had a few drinks in them. Those of us who were on the main floor dancing were sober. The ones who had their drink on were a little freer with their hands than the rest. I was glad I had my swimsuit on, or it might have gotten more interesting than was good for me.
 I saw what Bill liked about Asian women. They were tiny little things I could imagine doing naughty stuff with. Teresa, on the other hand, was a Brazilian with a killer body. In a lot of ways, she reminded me of Tracy, who was all woman. Not many women have an hourglass shape like those two had. Then there was Halle. She was simply gorgeous. Halle had a more athletic build, but her features were striking. Teresa was a beautiful girl, but Halle James was destined to be a leading actress for good reason.
 I think Teresa saw that Halle had my full attention because she started to flirt with Trip.
 When things slowed down, and people started to get out of the pool, Halle found me talking to Misaki. I�d told her that Halle and I had a history, so she left us alone.
 �I think my brother is going to steal Teresa from you,� she teased.
 �Damn him,� I said, trying to act frustrated.
 �She told me that her mom taught her chocolate, coffee, and men were all better if they were rich.�
 �Yeah, right,� I said.
 Halle was pressing the gold-digger theme she�d heard from someone. My guess was Lexi. Halle shook her head at me.
 �Bill and Ai are taking off. Lexi told them they couldn�t use her room,� Halle shared.
 Ah�suspicions confirmed!
 �They left it a mess last time,� I agreed. �They can go to Ai�s hotel room and let the maid service deal with however they leave the sheets.�
 I sometimes forgot that Halle was somewhat innocent. She blushed at my frank assessment.
 �Sorry. Too much information?� I asked.
 �What time does Brook get here tomorrow?� she asked, ignoring my question.
 �Around noon,� Lexi said, scaring me to death.
 �The hell?� I said, whipping around. �Between you and Fritz, it�s going to be an easy decision to put a cat bell on the both of you.�
 �Your dad sent me out here to tell you to get your � and let me quote him � �naked ass out of the pool.��
 I winked at Halle and then pulled myself out and looked straight into Lexi�s eyes, daring her to look down. I heard Halle giggle, and then the sliding door opened. Lexi�s head whipped around, and we saw my dad glaring at us. When he saw I had a swimsuit on, he got that fantastic parental �oops� expression and ducked back inside.
 Yeah! A blow struck for teenaged kids with meddling parents everywhere!
 Lexi made a beeline back into the house. On her way in, I saw her peek. She gave me a look like I�d done something wrong.
 Yet another blow struck�this time on behalf of men wronged in the thoughts of evil girls at all times! After all, I wasn�t the one who�d assumed that just because I was an exhibitionist, I�d joined in the naked pool frolics tonight. I reached down and hoisted Halle out of the pool.
 Lexi came back out and handed me my phone. I�d forgotten that she had it from earlier. When I unlocked it, I found I had a text from Brook that said, �pineapple.�
 I sent her one back.
 �Teresa is hitting on Trip and Lexi is hanging with my dad!�
 I included the confused emoji. My phone rang. I looked at the time, and it was late back home.
 �I�d rather wait for you to get here,� I said without preamble.
 �Halle sent me pictures of everyone naked in your pool. She said you make her feel all fuzzy inside.�
 �Maybe she�s coming down with something,� I suggested innocently.
 Brook barked out a laugh.
 �When I see you tomorrow, I�ll show you exactly what her problem is � in great detail.�
 I liked the sound of that.
 �Thanks for granting permission, but I�d seriously rather wait for you. I just hope the �rents are okay with us disappearing for several hours.�
 �Send our dads golfing, and give your mom your debit card and point her towards shopping.�
 As expensive as that would be, it wasn�t a bad idea.
 �Mom has her own debit card,� I admitted.
 �Good. Problem solved,� Brook said, and then her voice got husky. �I love you.�
 �I love you, too,� I said, and we hung up.
 The whole group, minus Bill and Ai, had fun talking and goofing around. There seemed to be a new romance budding as I caught sight of Trip and Teresa making out. Good for him. A good woman in his life would be helpful. I knew Teresa wasn�t the gold digger her mother was. Maybe she could get him out and living again.
 Halle had told me that he seemed to just hang at the beach house alone all day. Rosy wasn�t happy because she said he wasn�t eating. Halle said she thought he was having some depression issues after being shot and his best friend killed in Orlando. In my estimation, Teresa would make anyone�s day much better. I hoped Trip would feel the same.
 The girls from my J-drama took over the music. The next thing I knew, they had Halle and me learning how to make K-pop dance moves. I guess the best way to describe it would be line dancing with flair. It wasn�t all synchronized. When Halle got into it, the girls all stopped and had her show them what she was doing.
 �We need to teach David how to move,� Haru said.
 �He moves just fine,� Halle said to defend me and then pointed at me to show them what I had.
 I�d picked up a thing or two. Duke and I practiced when I was in a goofy mood. You couldn�t take Brook and the other cheerleaders dancing and not learn a few things. I hadn�t broken out Dancing David around the J-drama cast. Yes, I�d danced some tonight, but it was in too close quarters for anything too wild. Last week, I�d danced with Teresa, but we spent most of our time getting to know each other.
 I began to bounce around and shake my booty in a carefree way. Then I heard the song that I�d seen them dance to before. They looked stunned when I remembered most of the moves to the song. Being a good mimic, it was easy for me to remember how people moved. That was doubly true if I was trying to remember the dance steps so I could share them with Brook and her cheerleaders.
 �Are you sure you�re not even a little gay?� Trip asked.
 �Not even a little,� Halle assured him.
 Now that the girls knew that Halle and I could hold our own, they got serious about teaching us. It turned out to be a great time.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 13 � Soap Opera  Saturday December 17 
 �You gonna spill, or do I have to tip you over and pour it out of you?� Jett asked me.
 I looked up from my phone. I�d been a few minutes early for our singing lesson and must have had a scowl on my face. The gossip rags had come alive when they saw me with Teresa and Halle last night. It seemed I couldn�t make up my mind which girl was for me, so I decided to have both.
 Then again, according to Hollywood Central, since Halle and I didn�t follow each other on social media, we were headed toward rough waters. If you believed them, we were doomed as the next Hollywood couple before we even began. Their money was on the mystery girl, Teresa. I think the Hollywood Central reporter had a thing for her.
 What had put the scowl on my face were the comments. It seemed half of them thought that Halle was merely being seen with me as a publicity stunt intended to boost ticket sales for our upcoming movie. The other half were busy fat-shaming Teresa. One Internet troll posted that �she needs to lay off the burgers and eat a salad.� From there, they got worse. I swear, give someone a keyboard and anonymity, and they suddenly turn into mean girls or boys.
 �Just reading the comments on some of the gossip sites,� I admitted.
 �I thought you knew better than that.�
 I shrugged. It was human nature to look to see what others were saying about you. Typically, I just glanced at it and brushed it off. I�d gotten sucked in when they started to say bad things about my friends. While Halle was in the public eye and knew what to expect, Teresa hadn�t signed up for this.
 It also made me wonder what people thought a sexy woman should look like. I mean, who wants to be with a bag of bones? Teresa was someone no guy would turn down. Hell, Trip was half gay, and he had figured it out.
 �Let�s get to work,� Jett suggested.
 ◊◊◊
 As I finished rocking out to Santa Claus is Coming to Town, I noticed a commotion in the booth. Jett was hugging someone, and then she turned and laughed at me. She came to the door and opened it, and then the someone followed her out.
 �Oh, my God! It�s the terrorist!� I said as I recognized the girl who had sat by me on the flight out to LA.
 �Shut up,� she said, pouting. �You know you wanted me. I saw you never took your eyes off me.�
 �Sorry, Linda Blair, I had a brunette last week. I�m only picking up blonds this week. Check with me next month,� I said as I tried to act like a typical Hollywood douche.
 She suddenly looked rather queasy. I ran over to the corner where there was a garbage can. When I turned around, both Jett and Terrorist Girl were laughing at me.
 �You had to be there,� I said to Jett in self-defense.
 �David, this is Priyanka Amarnath,� Jett said as an introduction.
 What!?! This was the girl I was supposed to sing with? The voice I heard on the recording sounded like a hard-drinking, six-pack-a-day smoker who could shred a song. This diminutive pixie should have a little girl�s voice.
 �My friends call me Pree,� she said as she shook my hand. �I hear you picked Silver Bells as our song.�
 �They asked me what I knew,� I clarified.
 �That�s cool. Sing it for me,� Pree ordered.
 The sound guy cued up the music, and I began to sing it. When I�d gotten a few bars in, Pree waved for me to stop.
 �Hang on. We�re going to put them to sleep with that version. I�ve got an idea,� Pree said as she grabbed Jett�s arm and pulled her out the door so they could plan.
 A few minutes later, Pree talked to me through the speakers.
 �Listen to the Elvis version. With your deep voice, I think you can pull this off,� she said.
 They played the first half of the song. I got my inner Elvis on and then sang it for them. They stopped me and came back into the studio. Jett was holding an electric guitar, and Pree had two drumsticks.
 �Here�s what I�m thinking. We start it out with David singing it all sweet and innocent like the Elvis version through the first chorus, but I stop him. Then we rock it out,� Pree explained to me.
 We tried it again. When I got done singing the first part, Pree brought the drumsticks together to get the beat.
Tink, Tink, Tink, Tink
 Jett ad-libbed with her guitar to give it a rock vibe, and Pree jumped in and sang an up-tempo rock version of the song.
 When she was done, I could tell it wasn�t working.
 �There needs to be a transition,� I said. �It�s too jarring to go from Elvis to Birthrite.�
 �Do you have anything you think would work?� Jett asked the studio guy.
 He held up a finger to indicate he needed to dig through some audio clips to find what he wanted.
 �I can envision you waving your arms and saying, �This is boring. Let�s rock this,� or something like that,� I suggested.
 The studio guy came up with a couple of choices. We settled on the sound of a record scratching. We spent the rest of the morning working on the new version. I had fun watching the two singers bounce ideas off each other. The only question was, would Rita want us rocking out on her Christmas show?
 What I took away from the session was that Pree was a badass rocker girl.
 ◊◊◊
 When I walked into the house, it was evident from the conversation in the kitchen that Brook, her parents, and my mom had all arrived. I peeked in, and Ava, Brook�s mom, was leaning over the counter, talking to my mom. I spotted Brook outside with Lexi; the two of them were looking around the pool area. Dad and Ian were sorting through a box of wine. They must have stopped and picked up some essentials for their stay.
 I owed Ava payback for being a tattletale earlier this fall. So, I crept into the kitchen, putting my finger up to my lips so my mom wouldn�t give me away. Then I walked up behind Ava, wrapped my arms around her waist, and pulled her to me. She stood up, and I nuzzled her neck.
 �Oh, Baby, I�ve missed you,� I moaned.
 Both Ian and Dad�s heads snapped around, and Ava�s face flushed. Mom barked out a laugh as Ava froze. I acted like I just realized it wasn�t my girlfriend.
 �Oh, sorry. From behind, I thought it was Brook,� I said to play it off.
 �I�d take that as a compliment,� Ian suggested.
 Ava turned around and shook her head.
 �Shouldn�t have tattled on me,� I said to clue her in.
 �Like that�ll stop her now,� Mom observed.
 She probably had a point. Ava hugged me.
 �It�s good to see you. I�m hoping you can get our daughter out of her funk. She�s been moping around without you nearby,� Ava said.
 While I didn�t want Brook to be moping around, it made me feel good that she�d missed me as much as I�d missed her. Speaking of which, the door banged open, and I turned in time for Brook to launch herself into my arms.
 �Come with me. I need to unpack, and I have so much to tell you,� Brook said as she pulled me to her room.
 Mom snorted. I don�t think she bought the �telling� portion of unpacking.
 ◊◊◊
 We crashed through the door, and I used my foot to close it behind us as we became entangled in each other�s arms. I decided to slow things down a little. I wanted to enjoy seeing my girlfriend again. Yes, I know it had only been a few weeks, but seeing her reminded me of what she meant to me.
 �I�ve missed you,� I said in my deepest, sexiest voice.
 �Hmm. I love the sound of your voice when you do that. It makes me feel all mushy inside,� she said in her gravelly tone that told me she was as turned on as I was.
 The corners of my mouth twitched.
 �Oh, yeah. What else do you love?� I teased.
 Brook got a serious expression on her face. It surprised me because I�d just meant it in fun. For a moment, I didn�t think she was going to answer, but then a little smile appeared.
 �I love your new hair,� she said as she ran her fingers through it. �Your eyes, your cute nose, the stupid grin you get when you see me. I love your kissable lips.�
 Brook got on her tiptoes and gave me a light kiss.
 �I love your hot body, but it�s not just about your looks. It�s how you look at me; how I know that you love me. I love all of you,� she purred breathily against my lips.
 The world disappeared around us. It was like we were in the eye of a storm. We knew the eye wall was coming to rock our world in moments, and we didn�t care.
 This was the reaffirmation of our love for one another. There was only her and me, and those three words��I Love You.� I sometimes thought that I didn�t deserve her. Brook Davis was that rare girl of your dreams. She was someone who could be my forever girl. She could be the girl who would be my best friend, the one who made my life interesting. Every time I saw her, Brook brought a little smile to my face. She was the girl who made me forget every other girl out there. I was so lucky to have found her.
 Brook ran her hands up my chest. I couldn�t catch my breath; I couldn�t think. Mr. Happy must have realized the big brain was giving him control. To his credit, he didn�t hesitate. We soon found our clothes tossed around the room, and I looked at my desire.
 Holy hotness times infinity.
 Our bodies came together as if we were two magnets. I leaned down and pressed our lips lightly together. Brook tasted of cherries that had just been picked at the height of summer. A surge of arousal shot through me, and my hands automatically reached for her hips to pull her tight against me. Her athletic body felt right pressed to mine. Brook had had enough of gentle hellos and went to full-on, no-holds-barred passionate kissing. I loved to make out with her. Then we broke apart.
 Her eyes and mouth were so close, they were all I saw. Brook stared at me, and I stared back. I saw the moment our closeness registered in her eyes, saw the second she looked down at my lips. I whispered something that sounded like, �we shouldn�t right now.� For a fleeting second, I tried to slow things down because I knew our parents were downstairs. Brook was well past the point of listening. She shut me up with a kiss that curled my toes.
 I kissed her back with all the pent-up passion I�d been harboring for the past few weeks. My hands slid down her sides and cupped her bottom. Brook hopped up and wrapped her legs around my waist as I held her tight to me. I poured my soul into our kiss: my longing, my need, my desire, my love. My kiss told her what she meant to me. I let my body speak for me. Each caress and touch communicated all the deep feelings that I�d been afraid to share with her. I could feel our connection as my body declared my intention.
 Brook�s lips were glued to mine as her fingers ran through my surfer-dude locks. She communicated her feelings for me as well. Our bodies rubbed together, skin on skin. This felt so right. This was what I�d always wanted: someone who made me feel like I was about to burst into flames. It wasn�t anything logical or reasoned; it was something you felt deep inside. The sexual animal in me was fully awake, and he needed Brook Davis.
 We came to the point where we either put the brakes on or moved forward. This wasn�t some innocent drunken grope at a party; this was the woman I wanted. There was no turning back. Brook pulled back to rest her forehead against mine as she breathed hard, then opened her mouth to speak. Maybe it was to defend the wisdom of doing this right now. Perhaps it was to suggest we slow down and put our clothes back on. Whatever it was, I didn�t give her a chance. I kissed her into silence.
 This foreplay had gone on long enough. I began to walk to the bed, and her legs clung tighter to my waist. When I got to the edge and stopped, Brook leaned backward and arched her back. Wow, that did exciting things as her hips rotated up against my length. I leaned forward and let her lie back on the bed. Her fingers untangled from around my neck. As our bodies unraveled, and I stood over her, her eyes traveled down my body and focused on my desire.
 �God, David,� Brook rasped out, almost as if she worshiped me.
 I got a cocky grin at the implied compliment. She looked back up, and our eyes locked. Brook sat up and reached for my member. Her fingers closed around me and began to stroke up and down. I watched as her eyes showed her desire.
 �David,� she whispered.
 �Brook.�
 My voice sounded tortured with my hunger for her.
 �Do me,� she begged.
 Brook guided me to where we both wanted me. My hands found her hips and lifted her slightly so I could get the right angle, and she pulled me forward as I impaled her. I could feel her clench around me as I filled her in the best possible way. This was what I�d been missing. This was the expression of our love that I�d missed for the past few weeks.
 Her nickname was so apropos��Hotness.� Sex with Brook made me realize that until I met her, it was as if I could only see in black and white. With her, all the spectrum of the rainbow was suddenly visible.
 She reached for my shoulder and clung to me as we began to move. You could tell you were doing it right by how the woman sounded. Brook ducked her head and bit her bottom lip as the sound of her soft cries made my heart soar. Giving her pleasure unlocked my heart even more. I did love her.
 Soon I began to move faster and faster as we got closer to our release. Each powerful thrust sent pleasure through both of our cores. Brook�s head fell back to expose her neck to my soft kisses. When we finally could endure no more, I felt her shudder, and I joined her as I cried out.
 Afterward, we were both dazed and half-drunk on the ecstasy a good orgasm can give you. We both got the giggles.
 �What was that?� I asked.
 �Perfect. That was simply perfect,� Brook said half-seriously.
 I rolled onto my back and promptly fell asleep.
 ◊◊◊
 �So, you�re no longer mad at your dad,� Brook said.
 I woke up to my girlfriend talking on the phone. I assumed she was talking to Cassidy.
 �When do you get to see them?�
 Cassidy was going to visit her tigers. I�d quit thinking of them as mine long ago. She�d claimed the cubs shortly after I bought them at the flea market in Mexico. I�d learned pretty fast that you weren�t supposed to actually buy tiger cubs. That was why I�d donated them to Busch Gardens. They had an animal preserve in Florida. Coach Hope planned his family vacation around giving Cassidy a chance to visit them.
 �He�s right here � naked in my bed,� Brook said, looking at me with a grin. �No, I won�t take a picture.�
 I took that as my cue to get up and get dressed. I looked at my phone, and I�d slept for nearly an hour. Now I was hungry, so I left Brook to talk to her best friend while I went to make something to eat.
 I found my mom and Ava drinking wine in the kitchen.
 �Where have you been?� Mom asked.
 �I took a nap,� I said.
 �I bet you did,� Ava said doubtfully.
 �Honest,� I said to defend myself.
 The two mothers knew what had been going on. For once, they didn�t try to embarrass me. I opened the refrigerator and found some leftovers. I made myself a plate and stuck it in the microwave.
 �Don�t fill up. We�re having dinner in a couple of hours,� Mom warned.
 I stepped up to her and wrapped her in a hug.
 �What was that for?� she asked.
 �It�s so good to have you here. I just wanted you to know that I love you, and I love that you worry about me. Thanks for being the best mom,� I said.
 It seemed that her allergies were acting up. Ava�s too. At about that time, Brook came down. When the microwave dinged, she stole my food. I just took it in stride and made myself another plate. I must really love her to let her do that.
 ◊◊◊
 For dinner, Mom and I cooked. They�d picked up fresh mahi-mahi and asparagus. Mom found a ginger glaze at the store, and we decided to try that.
 Lexi and Manaia joined us for dinner. Hana had gone out on a date.
 Dad broke out the wine. Mom and Ava had been trying different ones all afternoon, and they suggested a white. The dads had bought beer, so I had one with dinner.
 It was nice to sit down as a family with friends. I�d missed this. It gave us a chance to catch up. Mom told me that one of the ladies at the daycare had taken the nanny job. No one could believe what Aaron had done to Coby and Duke.
 It was almost like the news reports you saw where everyone claimed that the killer was always a nice guy. I certainly didn�t blame anyone, other than Aaron, for what happened. In some ways, I understood his frustration, but you never resorted to violence when a child that young or a dog as even-tempered as Duke was involved.
 After dinner, Mom had a present for everyone. She�d brought a bottle of the rum I�d bought in Cuba and a box of cigars. I was surprised when Lexi and Brook joined my dad, Ian, and Manaia in smoking the cigars out on the patio. I smiled when my dad coached them on the proper technique. Paul had taught him when we were fishing in Canada.
 Word must have gotten out that we were around the pool because the neighbors began to show up. At some point, we needed to get added to the call tree because we never seemed to get invited to parties at their houses.
 Teresa and her mom came too. I think Lexi arranged this because Brook seemed to anticipate it. She made a beeline to Teresa, and the two girls went off to chat. That left me with Paulina, Teresa�s hot mom.
 �I wanted to thank you for introducing my daughter to Trip James,� she said.
 �They seemed to hit it off last night,� I said, trying to remain neutral.
 �How do you know him?�
 I explained that we�d been in Star Academy together. I tried to make it sound like I wasn�t as close to him and his family as I was because I didn�t need her pumping me for information. As we talked about Trip, I found we had someone join us: Ian. The way he looked at Paulina made me a little uncomfortable. Married men shouldn�t look at a married woman like that. Especially if they were married to my girlfriend�s mom.
 �I�m Paulina.�
 �This is Ian, my girlfriend�s dad,� I said as an introduction.
 Paulina looked at him thoughtfully. I decided that this needed to be nipped in the bud.
 �Excuse us, please. I need to talk to Ian,� I said as I grabbed his elbow and pulled him into a corner.
 �Dude, not cool,� I said.
 �David, you will learn that it�s okay to look. My wife checks you out all the time.�
 If he�d looked at Paulina any harder, she would have been having twins. That wasn�t your everyday �look.�
 �I�m giving you fair warning. That one is trouble.�
 You would think I was the adult, and he was the teenager. He gave me one of those �whatever� expressions and walked away. Welp, not my circus, not my monkey. That was an old Polish saying that meant it wasn�t my problem. I�d tried to warn him.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook and Teresa came back, and they seemed to be new best friends. I worried they were really frenemies. I watched as everyone got progressively drunker. Fortunately, Mom had rescued the rum and put it away for our personal consumption.
 As it got later, I called it a night. I had to get up early in the morning for my J-drama.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday December 18 
 Mr. Otsuki had us all gathered for our weekly read-through of the script.
 �This week�s first will be the first date. Haru and David�s characters will go to dinner and then a play. We�ve arranged to shoot during an actual stage play here at the university. They are putting on a modern-day rendition of Romeo and Juliet. We�ll film it on Saturday afternoon and evening if needed.
 �Because of the change in schedule, we won�t be filming on Wednesday this week. We are losing David again, so we�ll try to get all his scenes in today and Saturday,� Mr. Otsuki explained.
 �Where are you going?� Misaki asked.
 �My movie, The Royal Palm, comes out this weekend. I have to do press junket, so I�ll be flying to New York for Monday�s promotions and then Atlanta on Tuesday. I�ll be back to do more in LA on Wednesday. We�re having the red-carpet premiere on Thursday. I�ve arranged for you all to be my guests at the premiere,� I announced.
 This wasn�t on the same scale as Star Academy. Saul had gotten a call from the studio and basically said I could invite as many people as I wanted. I�d taken full advantage. Kitty had invited the cast and crew from Love Letters, so I decided to do the same for College First. I�d also invited all the people who worked for me here in LA. At the very least, I would have a sympathetic crowd in the seats.
We were facing a crowded field at the theaters. Last week�s releases were Rogue One: A Star WarsStory and La La Land, a musical romantic-comedy/drama. On Wednesday, two more films that were generating buzz�Passengers, a sci-fi romance with Chris Pratt and Jennifer Lawrence, and Sing, an animated picture�would hit theaters. On Friday, we would face a comedy,Why Him?
 It seemed to me that La La Land would be our main competition for the adult market. It looked like they�d tried to hit every genre when describing their film. We were the only spy thriller in the mix. I had a hunch we would do better than expected.
 �Who are you taking to lunch?� Haru asked.
 �Would you go to lunch with me?� I asked.
 I�d talked to my new mentor, Mr. Nomura, before the meeting, and he suggested that this would be the week to ask her. It might have to be Saturday, but I would get it in this week.
 ◊◊◊
 We were going nonstop today. Our director was determined to get all my scenes shot before the day was done. Since I was the reason, I didn�t complain. When we finally got a break, Lexi hurried on set and handed me my phone.
 �You need to get home right now,� she said, looking worried.
 Lexi never seemed to get ruffled, so it was worrisome to see her in such a state.
 �What�s up?�
 �Call Teresa,� was all she said.
 I had no idea why I would need to go home for Teresa. I decided to call her before I rushed off without a good reason.
 �Hey, it�s David.�
 �My mom has gone over to your house to lay out again. I suspect she plans to seduce your girlfriend�s father,� she warned.
 �F-me! You can�t be serious,� I said.
 �I�m sorry.�
 I found Mr. Otsuki and explained that I would be back in thirty minutes. Lexi had Manaia waiting with the car when I walked out the front door. It was lucky for me that we were only a few minutes from the house. I sent a text to Brook to find out where she was. It seemed she was with the moms, and they were on the way back from shopping. I told her to delay them.
 We pulled in, and I jumped out of the car. I ran inside in search of Ian. At first, I couldn�t find him, and then I heard laughter coming from upstairs. In the hall, I found Paulina�s swimsuit. That didn�t bode well. I came to Ian and Ava�s bedroom door, and I could hear them, so I knocked.
 Sudden silence.
 �Ian, I know you�re in there with Paulina. Your wife and daughter are minutes away. You better wrap this up right now,� I warned.
 �Shit!� Ian said.
 �Where�s my swimsuit?� Paulina asked.
 �It�s in the hall,� I offered.
 The door cracked open.
 �Give it to me,� Ian said with his hand held out.
 I heard the front door open. I decided I wasn�t going to help him cover this up. All I�d managed to prevent was Ava walking in on it. I grabbed the swimsuit and tossed it to him, turned around, and trudged downstairs.
 �What are you doing here? I thought you were working,� Mom said.
 �I got a call that Ian had a house guest,� I replied. Then I turned to Brook and Ava. �I�m so sorry you had to walk in on this.�
 �Walk in on what?� Mom asked.
 Ian rushed down the stairs.
 �I�ll let him explain,� I said and started for the front door.
 Brook grabbed my arm, and I could tell she wanted answers.
 �Just come with me. I have to get back on set,� I said, and she followed me out to the car.
 �What�s going on?� she asked as we pulled away from the house.
 �Your dad spent the afternoon with one of the neighbors,� I said.
 Brook rocked back into her seat in stunned silence. I had a nervous laugh bubble up; that earned me a glare.
 �Sorry. I was just thinking this is worse than a soap opera. You really should have stayed to see my mom and yours in action. Without either of us there as witnesses, we might not find their bodies,� I explained.
 I could tell Brook wanted to get mad at me so she could vent. Then she seemed to deflate.
 �My dad really cheated on my mom?�
 �Yeah,� I said quietly.
 �I don�t want to go back.�
 �That�s fine. You can hang out on the set with Lexi and Hana while I work,� I suggested.
 When I walked in, I was sent straight in to do the next scene. I nailed it. It was either that or Mr. Otsuki�s one-shot rule. No matter; we moved on. I didn�t get a break until dinnertime.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi redirected me from where everyone else was eating and pointed me towards an empty classroom. I found my mom and dad with food for me. Brook joined us before anything could be said.
 �You need to hurry up and eat if we�re going to get out of here in time for your flight,� Lexi said, and then left us alone.
 Mom stepped over to Brook and took her into her arms. Brook finally broke down and cried. I looked at Dad, and he pointed at the sub sandwich. He was right. I was starving and had to keep my head in the game. It was probably better that Mom handled Brook until I could get through filming for the day. Brook and Mom left us alone.
 �How�s it going?� I asked.
 �Not great.�
 That was probably the understatement of the year. Then I had a thought.
 �Where were you? I would have thought that you and Ian would have been together,� I said, confused.
 �Christmas shopping.�
 I could see why Dad decided to go alone. When guys shop, we know exactly what we�re getting and don�t want others to distract us. That was why it�s always been almost unbearable to shop with women who seem to want to go into every store and randomly try on stuff. It totally messed with the �I�ve got a plan and need to stick to it� philosophy that Dawson men followed.
 �Did you get everything?� I asked.
 �Yep,� Dad said with a grin.
 �Anything I need to know?� I asked.
 �They love each other. Ava is hurt right now, but I expect they�ll work it out. Ian was just a dumbass,� Dad said.
 �Do you think it was the first time?�
 Dad looked thoughtful for a moment. Then shook his head �no.�
 �I�m considering asking Brook to come with me on my press tour to get her away from all this for a while. What are your thoughts?� I asked.
 �Probably a good idea. It will give Ava and Ian time to figure this out. Brook will also get a chance to absorb what happened.�
 Unfortunately, I knew exactly what he meant. That reminded me of my parents and what they�d gone through.
 �How is Mom taking it?� I asked.
 �It�s brought up some painful memories,� Dad admitted.
 I was quiet for a moment.
 �How are you doing?� I asked.
 I think I surprised him. He looked up, and I saw a haunted expression flash through his eyes. Ian�s infidelity had hit just a little too close to home. It reminded him that he�d had Phil because he�d made a similar mistake. I�ll admit, it had taken me a while to separate Phil from the betrayal my dad had committed. It wasn�t Phil�s fault he was created out of infidelity.
 �I just hope that you and Greg never have to go through something like that. Believe me, it�s not worth the moment of pleasure, and it always seems to bite you in the ass.�
 �Have you ever �� I started and left the question unfinished.
 Dad looked me square in the eyes.
 �No. What happened was a drunken indiscretion. I�m not trying to lessen my part in the matter by saying I was drunk,� he clarified. �Think about your relationship with Brook. I know that you�ve probably had numerous opportunities to stray. I would place a large wager that you never have.
 �And to answer your question � it was just the one time,� Dad said to make it clear.
 �Why would you think I�d be tempted?�
 �I may be your dad, but I�m not blind. You might be shocked to find out I know a lot more than you think about what you and Greg get up to.�
 I squinted at him.
 �So, it�s true? You and Mom spy on us?� I accused.
 �Just like you spy on Coby and the rest.�
 It just reminded me that the Dawson clan elders had no problem watching over the younger generation. I knew that Greg and I would do the same with our little ones.
 �You were never tempted?� I asked.
 �Of course I was. That�s the thing, though. Even if I am tempted, all I have to do is think of your mom. I admit, there�s stuff about her that drives me to distraction, but the bottom line is I love her. You�ll learn that when you find the one who you want to spend the rest of your life with, it�s different. Yes, there may be better-looking women or ones you�re attracted to. It�s just that a more mature love seems to make all that go away.�
 I�d started to understand that with Brook. I suspected she wasn�t as into our relationship as I was. Some of it was her insecurity. Another part was she�d not had the same life experiences I�d had. Brook hadn�t had someone like Tami in her life to rip her heart out multiple times. She�d also not the kind of relationships I�d had. It wasn�t an issue with me that her feelings for me weren�t as deep as my feelings for her. Not every relationship was equal. When she achieved more life experience, she would come to realize some of the things I already had. Loving someone like I did Brook made me a better person.
 Lexi stuck her head in the door.
 �You�re needed on set.�
 I nodded, and she left us alone.
 �Let your mom and me worry about Ian and Ava. I�ll make sure that Brook has a ticket for tonight,� Dad assured me.
 This was one more reminder of how lucky I was to have them as my parents. I wrapped my arms around my dad and hugged him. As I held him tight, I whispered into his ear.
 �I probably haven�t said this lately, but I love you.�
 We pulled apart, and I felt tears in my eyes and saw my dad had the same.
 �I love you too,� he said. �I�ll talk to Lexi and get the flight information.�
 There was more I wanted to say, but I had to get back to work.
 ◊◊◊
 We got to the airport barely in time. Mr. Otsuki took advantage of every minute I was there. We�d managed to film all but the scenes of Haru and me on our actual date. We would shoot those on Saturday.
 Dad had worked his magic and somehow gotten Brook a ticket. Manaia had taken her to the house to pack, and she�d come back with Fritz. He was traveling with us, while Manaia would watch over my mom and dad while I was gone. Lexi was also joining us. Frank, my publicist, would be on call.
 Somehow, we got lucky with traffic and made it on time. If you�ve never lived in LA, you have no idea how bad traffic could be. What would take me fifteen minutes to drive back home could take upwards of a couple of hours here. I�d come to appreciate why Lexi had asked to move in with me to avoid the daily commute.
 Lucky for us, LAX had valet parking. That was something the rest of the country should check into. Fritz had arranged it so he would be with us the whole time instead of having to deal with parking. It was probably good that he did because even on a Sunday night, the airport was busy, and paparazzi were lurking.
 When we were about to board, Brook showed me how much her ticket must have cost. She�d pulled up a travel app, and it said that a coach ticket purchased last minute was over twenty-five-hundred dollars. When I saw how much first class was, I about fainted. I�d spent less on a flight to London.
 We boarded the Airbus A320 and looked back at the coach seating. I was glad I�d spent the money on the upgrade. Our flight would take off at 9:20 p.m. and land in New York at 5:45 in the morning. The airplane was packed, mainly with business types. My goal was to catch some sleep on the way, and I was sure that even Brook wouldn�t have been comfortable in the back.
 Once we got seated, she handed me two pills.
 �Take this,� she said.
 �Why?� I asked suspiciously.
 �It�ll help you get to sleep. If you don�t, you�ll be a mess tomorrow.�
 She grabbed a water bottle that the flight attendant had left and took two pills herself. I shrugged, trusting she wasn�t trying to kill me. I downed them like a good boyfriend without further comment. By the time we taxied towards takeoff, I was starting to feel the effects. As soon as we got to altitude and I could recline my seat, I was out.
 ◊◊◊
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 As soon as we landed, we were driven straight to NBC studios to do their morning talk show. Whatever Brook had given me still had me feeling a little goofy as we drove over. Lexi shoved her tablet at me, and I saw it had Frank�s talking points. I quickly scanned through them to prepare.
 While I loved New York, driving through the narrow streets always put me on edge. It didn�t help that the taxi drivers were certifiable. They said the best thing that ever happened to Chicago was that it burned down. That allowed them to make the streets wider. I was glad that Lexi had distracted me with the talking points. I could do without being nervous as we white-knuckled it through our taxi ride.
 We had a whirlwind schedule this morning as we attempted to do three shows. When we walked in, I was grabbed and pulled into makeup. Seated next to me was Linzy, the pop star. Yep, only one name, like Adele or Drake. Linzy had sung the theme song for our movie, and the studio planned to release it as a single tomorrow. I assumed that they had combined our appearances to promote both the film and her song.
 �This gig is about as good as an anaconda up your ass,� she announced, not looking happy.
 I glanced over and gave her the one-raised-eyebrow look.
 She then launched into a monologue about the hassles of traveling from LA to New York to make it in time for this press junket. I put my earbuds in and turned on music while the guy did my makeup. This girl was crazy town.
 When everyone was ready, they wanted Linzy and me to do a casual interview with their whole morning cast. We were introduced, and we discussed the movie and her song release. Everything was great up to that point.
 �How is Canada?� I asked Linzy.
 She�d famously announced that if a particular person won the election for president, she would move out of the country. If I�d thought about it for even a moment, I might never have asked because it was probably something she�d said in the heat of the moment. My somewhat sleep- and drug-addled brain had wondered how she liked it up north.
 She glared at me.
 �When I was there to shoot Star Academy, I found I liked Canada a lot,� I said, trying to backtrack.
 �That�s right. You did announce you would be moving,� the female host interjected. �Have you done it yet?�
 At that, Linzy had a full pop-star meltdown. She called me some colorful names, flipped off the two hosts, tore off her mic, and stormed out. I just grinned and shrugged my shoulders in disbelief.
 �Was it something I said?� I asked.
 That got the two hosts laughing. The director was pointing at the teleprompter, trying in vain to get someone�s attention. I could see they weren�t going to be able to read it, so I did.
 �Up next, we have ��
 At the commercial break, the director told me I could come back anytime. I found Lexi with her ear plastered to her phone.
 �He�s right here,� she said and shoved it at me. �It�s Frank.�
 Frank Ingram was my publicist.
 �I debated whether I should come with you. Now I wish I had,� he began.
 �So, this is bad?� I asked.
 He was silent for a moment before answering.
 �You know, it probably wasn�t. Even though it was a �live� broadcast, they had a delay and bleeped out most of the foul language. I�m sure that clip will be shown at all your upcoming interviews. Let me ponder how to spin this so we get maximum exposure for you and the film without turning this into a political debate. The last thing we want to do is go down that rabbit hole. You would just end up making everyone mad because each side would think you were supporting the other. We have to be careful,� Frank explained.
 There was nothing I wanted less than to cause our movie to lose viewers because of my misstep. I hadn�t even thought of that angle when I asked her. She�d made the statement to express her political views. And I could see how people might infer that I was also trying to make some sort of statement when all I�d done was ask out of interest. I would rather have everyone believe I was na�ve than that I was stirring the political pot. People took that kind of stuff way too seriously.
 When I got off the phone, a representative from the show stopped me.
 �CNBC would like to interview you today. Can we set something up?� she asked.
 My first thought was, �Hell, no,� but I bit my tongue.
 �Call my publicist. He knows my schedule and arranges all this for me,� I said with a smile plastered on my face. �I had a great time. Thank you for having me, but I must get going. I have a few more of these to do today.�
 She nodded, and I gave her Frank�s contact information. I quickly walked to where Lexi, Brook, and Fritz had waited.
 �That went well,� I announced.
 ◊◊◊
 The next interview was done without Linzy. She�d pulled a no-show. They had a clip from her video, so I told them to play it, and I would talk about her talent. It turned out to be a good interview because I was able to make fun of my singing in the movie. Frank had always told me that if I poked fun at myself, it made me more �relatable.�
 It wasn�t until we left the building that the media first accosted us. When I say media, it wasn�t the usual paparazzi. We were talking actual news trucks with cameramen and reporters wanting the scoop on Linzy�s meltdown.
 Fritz said a bad word when he saw them camped outside the studio.
 �I�ll call Frank,� Lexi said and quickly was on the phone.
 �Does this happen often?� Brook asked as she eyed the press.
 We�d retreated to the back of the lobby when we saw what awaited us.
 �Sometimes. In LA, it�s more the gossip types wanting to get a picture. I imagine this bunch wants to make news with my slip-up,� I explained.
 �Frank says to ignore them for now and go to your next interview. He�s in touch with them, negotiating your appearances,� Lexi said.
 �That doesn�t sound ominous at all,� Brook offered.
 She was right. I might have just touched the third rail and fried our movie.
 Fritz sent a text, and our car pulled up. Lexi and Brook climbed in first, and when Fritz had them safely in the car, he came back and got me.
 �Should Linzy keep her word and leave the country?�
 �What�s your take on the election?�
 �What�s your opinion on today�s text from the president?�
 The press continued to shout questions as Fritz made a hole to the car. I plastered a strained grin on my face as I made my way. Everything inside me wanted to stop and make some kind of comment. If I let them go on much longer, the talking heads would just fill in their own narrative and ignore what I finally said. I had one foot in the door of the car when I stopped and turned around. Fritz glared at me, but I gave him a look to give me some room.
 �Back up,� he ordered.
 I gave them my best winning smile.
 �Hey, I think everyone has gotten what happened this morning all wrong,� I started but was drowned out by a sea of questions.
 If I ever was inclined to go into politics, this would surely cure me. I�d thought the paparazzi were irritating. The press was ten times worse. I just stood there as they shouted questions. I�d learned that silence wasn�t your enemy. They wouldn�t show two minutes of me smiling at them as they made fools of themselves. They would only show the sound bite that would be put on the news. My goal was to make it short and sweet.
 Then I felt a hand grab my back and looked behind me. Lexi handed me her tablet. I read it, and my smile got bigger. I gave it back.
 �Would it be okay if I commented?� I asked.
 Then I waited for them to calm down.
 �I�m David A. Dawson, and this morning, I was involved in an unfortunate incident. I incorrectly assumed that Linzy was serious when she said she planned to move to Canada if her chosen candidate didn�t win the presidential election. Apparently, I missed the sarcasm in her statement.
 �As it happens, I�ve visited Canada a few times, both on vacation and while filming Star Academy, and absolutely fell in love with the place. The people are friendly, and I enjoyed my time there. All I wanted to know was where she�d decided to settle. My plan was to follow up by asking if I could come to visit.
 �I think she took it wrong, which was obvious by her reaction. I sincerely apologize if I offended her in any way. My intention wasn�t to interject politics into my movie-premiere tour, which is The Royal Palm and is in theaters this weekend. I believe it�s the best movie coming out,� I concluded with my shameless promotion.
 I ducked into the car, and Fritz followed me. We were soon on our way.
 �Good job, Lexi. I wasn�t quite sure what to say.�
 Frank had sent me a note that said to do my innocent boy routine and compliment Canada. He also said to plug the movie. I added the sarcasm shot because I�d thought since Linzy had caused this mess, she should have to clean it up.
 ◊◊◊
 On the ride over to the next studio, Lexi pulled up a video of the press harassing Linzy.
 �When are you moving?�
 It started with that and got worse from there. The reason they ran the video was that she burst into tears. Great! I was now the scoundrel who made her cry.
 Finally, we arrived at the last morning talk show, and they wanted to talk about it. I basically gave them the same line about how it was all just an innocent mistake. I gave them a toned-down freezing-wet-puppy look, which quickly had the host defending me. Maybe I had finally figured out that expression.
 I captured a video clip of my sad eyes as I said I was sorry and sent it to my mom. I attached a note that next time she wanted to yell at me about something to watch this clip. It�s best I not repeat what she sent back.
 ◊◊◊
 When the last morning show was over, we were driven to the airport to fly to Atlanta. I was scheduled to be on the Rayna Kelly Show. The show was unique because it was an hour format with only one guest; in this case, me. This wasn�t something I�d done before, and I was a little nervous. I usually could charm my way through a three- to five-minute segment without getting into too much trouble.
 Rayna was noted for her wide-ranging topics and a propensity for making her guests cry. Not in a mean way, but more that she dug deep and, before the hour was over, emotions seemed to bubble up. Brook bet me five bucks that I would cry before it was done. My girlfriend was a loyal watcher and had little faith that I would hold up under Rayna�s questioning. I also discovered that the rest of my cast had turned down the opportunity to be on the show for fear of what she might uncover.
 Frank had given me a ton of talking points in the hopes it would cover almost all topics Rayna might bring up. His best advice was to just be me. I seriously thought I was back in Cuba and listening to Laurent Vance, my evil director, tell me that I wasn�t getting it. What the heck did �just be yourself� mean?
 In the first fifteen minutes, Rayna put me at ease and gave me softballs to field regarding the movie. It was similar to what I�d done earlier today, except in an extended format. When we went to a break, she smiled at me.
 �You�re doing great. I can see why you got the role in the movie. You come across as a natural and aren�t hard on the eyes.�
 That put a smile on my face because Rayna was an attractive woman. She�d been on TV since she was much younger and had gone from a childhood star to doing this talk show. She was in her mid-20s and one of the �top 30 under 30� in Forbes Magazine last year. Each year they ran an article supposedly identifying younger people who showed a �burning desire of youth to reinvent the world.� Her talk show hit an eclectic range of topics from world hunger to the latest fashion trends.
 When we came back, she changed gears on me.
 �I understand you come from a political family.�
 �Well, I don�t know about family, but my grandfather was well known in political circles.�
 �I think you might be the next Dawson to venture into that realm,� she suggested.
 �If my grandmother has her way, I will. Right now, I�m not too sure.�
 �I hear you�ve already dipped your toe in the water. You helped your local Homeless Coalition achieve a zoning change; assisted your state�s governor and one of your senators in a get-out-the-vote campaign; and most recently got your dog elected mayor. Was all this a dry run for when you decide to run for office?�
 �I�m not sure I want to get involved in politics as it is done now,� I said.
 �Why not?�
 �My grandfather, Davey Dawson, was noted for being the man people came to when they wanted something solved. While he supported his party, he was wise enough to be able to craft common-sense solutions that transcended party lines. It makes me scratch my head when I see how things are done today, especially at our federal level. Everyone is given talking points, and they are sent out to sing the party line in lockstep. Every issue is opposed, making it almost impossible to find common ground.
 �It doesn�t appear there�s any desire to actually do anything that will help people. A good example is our own state government that is so far in debt I�m wondering when it�s all going to collapse. It�s gotten to the point where we can�t tax our way out of our problems without crippling our state�s economy,� I explained.
 �Do you think it�s because there aren�t really solutions to some of the problems we face?�
 �I believe in the ingenuity of my countrymen. There are a lot of people much smarter than me who have offered solutions. But it comes down to the willingness of our elected officials to first discover what those solutions are and then have the courage to implement them,� I answered.
 �Give me an example,� she said.
 �My grandfather told me that in his day, you took a job with the government with the understanding you had job security and decent benefits that included a nice retirement. If you wanted to make more money, you worked in the private sector. Nowadays, that�s not necessarily the case. Many civil service employees make as much as or more than their counterparts in the private sector. Their benefits have also outpaced what most people have in the private sector. Common sense would say that there was a reason we originally set it up that way.�
 �Why don�t they fix it?� she asked.
 �Think about who some of these civil employees are. What politician wants to say we need to cut back on what we give our police, firefighters, or teachers? The popular mantra is that these people are all underpaid. I�m currently in high school and would agree that most teachers don�t make enough to put up with us,� I said with a smile.
 �What else?� she asked.
 �Unfunded mandates. In the business world, there has to be income to offset expenses. In government, they can regulate something without providing any money to offset the cost. A simple example is the most recent federal elections. State and local governments have to pick up the cost to run them.
 �Another is that when Congress increases�the U.S. minimum wage,�it creates an unfunded mandate on businesses. They must comply with the law by paying higher salaries out of their pockets. The 1996 minimum wage increase cost $4 million per state, on average,� I explained.
 Someone had been awake in his Government class to pull those two little factoids out of some body orifice.
 �There are also budget issues. Our governments use what is called �baseline budgeting.� This simply means that you use current spending levels as a �baseline� or starting point. Over time, these levels are increased due to inflation. Unlike a real budget where you have to justify the spending and balance it against income, the government has set it up so it automatically grows. They�ve in effect rigged the game so that they never decrease the size of government,� I continued.
 �So, you�re a conservative,� she guessed.
 I laughed.
 �Not necessarily. I was merely pointing out a couple of issues that we face. I think when you start labeling, it makes it easy to ignore the underlying problem. You can focus on what your belief of that term means and dismiss the issue without examining it. That�s part of the reason nothing gets done. Everything is measured in ideology today. When we do that, we put blinders on and assume it�s terrible if we don�t agree with the label.
 �My grandfather was good at helping people see beyond that. He used to tell me that words matter,� I said.
 �What do you mean?� she asked.
 �Let�s focus on something that isn�t political, so we can keep from labeling it,� I suggested with a smile. �Think in terms of a business that provides a service to end users. It can be anything. Within the company, they classify their customers as �users.� Perfectly logical. The problem is that over time, the company�s employees begin to think of their customers as �users,� with all the negative connotations that go along with that. What if they changed the term �users� to �partners�?�
 �Ah, I get it,� she said, and then got thoughtful. �If there was one thing you could change about our government, what would it be?�
 �That�s an excellent question. My grandmother is the power behind my dog as mayor. She doesn�t plan on ever running for mayor again, so it gives her a unique perspective in politics. She isn�t in a position where she must weigh every decision based on what everyone will think. It gives her the freedom to do what�s right, not what�s politically expedient.
 �It also frees up a lot of her time,� I said.
 �Why is that?�
 �My grandfather said that he spent almost half his time fundraising for the next election. Today, those elections cost serious money. He hated that he was taken away from his job to make nice to donors. The sad part was that donations come with expectations. That�s why lobbyists exist. They are there to sway politicians to their client�s will. Many times, their client�s will is not the will of the politician�s constituents.
 �If I could wave a magic wand and make just one change, it would be to implement term limits. That would accomplish two things. It would free up the time of elected officials to govern, rather than campaign. And it would lessen the influence a small fraction of the populace has on what really happens to our country. Without those shackles, maybe they would actually accomplish something great,� I said.
 �Do you think it will ever happen?� she asked.
 I laughed.
 �No way. Being a senator or congressman is the best exclusive club you could ever join. Become a senator, and you are all but guaranteed to be set for life, even if you end up losing an election. They�ve set it up so that they take care of their own.�
 �You sure you don�t want to go into politics?� she asked.
 �I like to get things done. I would be totally frustrated with the do-nothing attitude that the government has settled into,� I admitted.
 �It sounds like we need people like you to fix this mess.�
 �To do that would take more than just me. Personally, I have too much on my plate. I have to decide where I�m going to college, graduate high school, and finish the J-drama I�m making�all while raising my kids. Fixing the world will have to wait,� I concluded as we went to break.
 ◊◊◊
 The cameraman counted down so we were ready to go live for the last part of the show. Brook called this �crying time.�
 �You�re obviously a bright guy. You�ve had a lot of success in your life at a very young age. What do you attribute that to?� she asked.
 �That�s a good question. I can point to my parents, extended family, and friends who are there for me. Without them, it would be much harder. I think the better question is, how can others achieve their own success?� I suggested.
 �Yes, that would be a better question.�
 �The first thing people need to know is that they aren�t perfect and they are responsible for their own happiness. I don�t know where people got the idea that a person is perfect just the way he or she is. Everyone is imperfect and always will be. Learn to accept it. Once you have an honest assessment of who you are, you can decide what you want to work on.
 �There�s a key to making that work. Once you know who you are and what you want to improve on, you also have to accept that only you can make the changes needed. It�s human nature to look to others for our happiness, but when we do that, we fail to take responsibility for it ourselves. Once I learned those two things, it gave me the power to take control of my life.
 �My uncle taught me a little saying: �If it is to be, it is up to me.� I embraced that philosophy. It freed me from the imaginary shackles I�d put on myself. That saying opened me to the realization that I had the power to change, and that, quite frankly, I needed to change. It also made me not fret about the small stuff. If I�m not perfect, nothing is. The key for me is to keep moving forward as best I can.
 �At the time that I graduated from middle school, I was an overweight nerd who was going down the wrong path. My drug and alcohol use lost me my best friends, and I�d been kicked out of my house. I think it�s true that sometimes you have to hit rock bottom before you wake up and decide to do something about your situation. Luckily, my uncle took me in and showed me the path to change my life.
 �It was easier to blame everyone else for my situation than to take responsibility for it. But once I did, I knew I had to make some changes. The problem was, I didn�t know how,� I explained.
 �What did you do?� she asked.
 �First, I had to figure out what was important to me. I created a list of life goals to help guide me. They helped me see what I wanted out of life and enabled me to focus my efforts towards achieving them.�
 �What were your goals?�
 �Over time, they have changed, but my first one was Financial Stability. I wanted to make enough money to be comfortable, and I recognized that if I wanted to get there, I would need a good education,� I shared.
 �You�re a straight �A� student.�
 �I am, and it�s because of my life goals. Once I saw that a good education was important, I was able to focus on doing the work to get my grades. I decided that playing video games and going to the local Dairy Queen had to wait until I�d done my schoolwork.�
 �That doesn�t sound like much fun,� she observed.
 �Probably not, but I look at it this way. What will be more important in twenty years? My score in a video game, or the knowledge I gain? It gave me a chance to realize short-term gratification did nothing for my long-term goals.�
 �What are your other goals?�
 �I�ll just run through them: Being Physically Fit; a Solid Moral Foundation; Healthy Sex Life; No Regrets; Make a Difference; and my newest one is Be a Good Dad,� I said.
 �Healthy sex life?�
 I blushed.
 �At the time I made these, I was a freshman in high school and a virgin. I expect you can figure it out from there.�
 �Is it still a goal?�
 �Of course. Like anything else, you can always get better,� I said to tease her.
 It was her turn to blush.
 That ended the show. Rayna invited me back, even if I wasn�t pitching a movie. Brook was waiting in the wings with my five dollars.
 ◊◊◊
 On our drive to the hotel, I was mentally exhausted and sort of zoned out. Brook nudged me in my ribs to get my attention.
 �What?� I mock complained.
 �You didn�t hold back much tonight.�
 �Yeah. I�m sure that Frank isn�t going to be happy. I did get on my soapbox a little. She�s good at making you feel like it�s just the two of you having a conversation. I felt comfortable talking to her,� I admitted.
 �That�s how she gets people to cry on TV. She�s brilliant,� Brook observed.
 I gave her a sideways look. My girlfriend might have a girl-crush on Rayna. I thought about how Rayna had eased me into the conversation. Then it struck me: she reminded me of the Alabama head coach�s wife, Ms. Ruby. When we�d gone to her house, she�d made everyone feel like she was the grandma we never had, and we wanted to please her. That was something I wanted to learn to do better. Maybe I could use it on my mom and get a motorcycle.
 Well � something told me that I could never use something like that for my evil plans. Creating that level of trust with someone meant you had to be empathetic to their needs. People saw through hidden agendas. With both Rayna and Ms. Ruby, I�d felt I could trust them and that they had my best interests at heart. I had a lot to learn.
 We pulled up to the Ritz-Carlton, and I recognized that Caryn had come through for me. I�d loved every one that I�d stayed at. When we traveled to Georgia for our recruiting trip last year, we�d stayed at this one the first night.
 Lexi took charge of check-in.
 �Reservation for Dawson.�
 The lady waiting on us looked us up.
 �That�s three rooms for one night�s stay.�
 We�d forgotten to get an extra room for Brook. Lexi looked back at Brook, and she just nodded. I guess that was settled. I was the last one to argue about the sleeping arrangements.
 Everyone was given their key, and Fritz was handed an extra one for each room.
 �Do we have time to eat in the restaurant?� I asked.
 �Yes. Should I make reservations for four?� the receptionist asked.
 �Thirty minutes?� I asked everyone, and they all nodded.
 That would give me a chance to grab a quick shower.
 We decided to forego the bellhop since we only had carry-ons.
 As we entered our room, I shrugged off my jacket and began to unbutton my shirt.
 Brook was not a patient girl. She immediately reached for my zipper and pulled down my pants and boxers. Before I knew what had happened, she had me in her mouth and gave me one of the finest blowjobs known to man! I climaxed in record time because it was so unexpected.
 �Go take your shower while I unpack,� she ordered.
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 ◊◊◊
 Somehow, we made it downstairs in time. The Ritz-Carlton�s main restaurant was a steakhouse. The last time I�d been here, we had come too late and had to eat in the bar. When we looked at the menu, Brook raised her gaze.
 �A little pricey,� she commented.
 She�d been spoiled by the prices in our area. I�d been in Malibu for a couple of weeks, and the $110 they wanted for a ribeye didn�t even faze me.
 �I�m a big movie star. Tonight�s on me,� I announced.
 �I was just going to pass it through as an expense anyway,� Fritz said.
 �Good to know,� I said.
 Lexi wrinkled her nose.
 �What are fried green tomatoes?�
 �I�ll order some so you can try them. They�re really quite good. A couple of other dishes we�ll have to track down are boiled peanuts and fried pickles,� I said.
 Brook had eaten fried green tomatoes, so she reassured Lexi. She wasn�t too sure of the boiled peanuts, though. I doubted we would have time to find them, but I put it on my to-do list for while we were here.
 The meal was good. It wasn�t as good as what I�d had in Houston, but that was only to be expected. That was cow country, and they knew how to age and prepare a steak.
 ◊◊◊
 I was still on LA time, so once we got back to our room, I wasn�t ready to go to bed. Let�s just say that Brook didn�t have to drug me as she had on the flight to New York. She knew exactly what to do to make me exhausted enough to fall into one of the best sleeps of my life. As I wrapped her in my arms and began to nod off, I understood why people got married. This was exactly how I wanted to fall asleep every night, with the woman I loved in my arms.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday December 20 
 She was cute when she snored. It was just a little one, but it made her unique in some way. I�d woken up twice last night as she rolled all over the bed. Finally, I got smart and moved to the edge to keep out of the �danger zone.� I knew when she woke up because the snoring stopped. I played like I was asleep.
 �Mmm, yes,� I mumbled.
 I felt the bed move as Brook leaned toward me to better hear what I was saying.
 �Bad, bad girl � what if she catches us?� I teased.
 Suddenly, I had a pillow over my face as my girlfriend decided to smother me. I acted like I woke up.
 �Wha� what?� I asked, confused.
 �You were dreaming,� Brook told me.
 I got a faraway look on my face and let a little smile touch my lips.
 �Dick. You were totally faking,� she said as she launched herself at me to tickle my ribs.
 Somehow, I landed on my ass on the floor with her on top of me. That triggered both of us to laugh.
 I looked at the clock, and it was time I got up. I had to be at my first interview in an hour and a half, and I wanted to get some breakfast in me.
 �Shower?� I asked.
 Brook nodded, and her eyes looked at my mouth. She leaned down and kissed me. I played the Incredible Hulk, lifted her up, and hauled her wiggling butt to the shower. I let her stand and just enjoyed the fact that she was still naked. What a wonderful sight! I got the water warm, and soon we were soaked.
 After our activities last night, we both smelled a little funky. Mr. Happy twitched with a satisfied throb as he came awake, the kind you get after a satisfying evening. Once he�d fully come to attention, I bent down and took her from behind.
 �We�re supposed to be getting clean,� she gasped as her hands found the tile wall for support.
 She didn�t complain too much, though, and soon became an active participant. We were both in a randy mood, so it didn�t take long for us to reach our goal. Mr. Happy seemed to be ready to go another round or three.
 �Look at that. We�re all dirty again,� I observed.
 Brook grabbed a washcloth and washed me, which gave me some naughty ideas.
 �Out,� she ordered.
 �You sure you don�t need any help?�
 �Not if we�re going to make it to your interview.�
 I seriously had to consider which was more important. Then I remembered what I�d said last night: a moment�s gratification wasn�t worth my long-term goals. I reluctantly got out of the shower to let her finish.
 ◊◊◊
 I ended up doing six interviews; three on radio, and three on TV. It was standard stuff and no drama today. I was surprised when Linzy showed up. I apologized again, but she gave me the cold shoulder. During the interviews, Linzy acted like we were best friends. I think she might have been a better actor than I was.
 On the flight home, I waited until we were settled in before I asked Brook about her parents.
 �I got a chance to talk to both my mom and dad,� she shared. �Dad said you warned him Saturday about Paulina, but he didn�t listen. He wished he had. He claims she came over and seduced him.�
 I wanted to tell her that Paulina was the type of woman any guy might lose his head over, but managed to suppress that comment.
 �Lexi said you had some experience with her,� Brook prodded.
 Lexi was so fired. Then again, she had somehow also become indispensable. She was the best PA I�d ever had. Well, except for trying to break Brook and me up. Other than that, she seemed to be able to anticipate what I needed. That made the long days on the set almost bearable.
 �Paulina needed suntan oil put on,� I said casually.
 �Uh, huh,� was Brook�s response.
 I had a feeling we would talk more about that later. I was pretty sure Lexi kept Brook in the loop more than she should. That was probably my fault.
 �What did your mom say?� I asked.
 �She said something about taking my dad to the vet,� she said, and I winced. �What does that mean?�
 �She must have talked to my mom. The vet is where pets go to get fixed. I think your mom was referring to cutting off your dad�s balls.�
 �Oh. That makes sense. We never had a pet,� Brook confided.
 �So, what�s the game plan?�
 �They�ve decided to stay in California and go to your premiere. Dad has checked into a hotel for now until things cool off,� she said and looked sad. �Do you think they�ll get a divorce?�
 �I don�t know. I do know you�re in for a rough time of it for a while. This isn�t like a high school tiff that�s over within a week. They�ve built a life together, and it isn�t easy to walk away. It took a while for my mom to forgive my dad,� I shared.
 �Do you think I�ll get a little sister out of the deal?�
 �No. That�s what Cassidy is for,� I said with a smile. �Speaking of which, did you see all the pictures of the tigers? It looks like they�re giving her total access.�
 �She�s decided she wants to be a vet now,� Brook shared.
 �What happened to joining the Marines and being a personal trainer and security expert?� I asked.
 �Don�t forget pilot,� Brook threw in to rub it in that I was the only one without my license.
 �Yeah, all that.�
 �She�s a modern-day woman. She can do it all. Just like you plan to do movies, play football and baseball, be a dad, college student, and my boyfriend.�
 �When I was little, I wanted to be a Canadian Mountie. Or that�s what my mom tells me,� I said as I rolled my eyes. �I realized it might be boring, so I told her I wanted to put nitroglycerin in my pockets to liven it up.�
 �Well, I was boring. I wanted to be a ballerina. That quickly ended when I tried to dance on my toes,� Brook shared.
 �I know a place where we can get you that getup,� I said, remembering Teresa in her naughty maid�s outfit.
 Brook wasn�t interested. Sometimes I wondered why I dated her if she didn�t want to fulfill all my depraved fantasies. Then she leaned over and kissed me. Oh, yeah. That was why.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 15 � The Royal Palm  Wednesday December 21 
 Mom and Dad were up very early to talk to me before I was off to do my interviews today. I had to get up at this ungodly hour because of LA traffic. Mom was making breakfast, and it smelled wonderful.
 �What are you making?�
 �Bacon and stuffed French toast.�
 Not exactly on my diet, but I wasn�t about to turn it down. Dad handed me a coffee.
 �I talked with Ms. Dixon yesterday. She updated me on several fronts. I�ll start with your civil suit,� he said as Mom put bacon in front of us.
 You could tell we were related because we both took a moment to wolf down a couple of pieces before he continued.
 �Zander�s lawyers want all the video from Zak�s house. Ms. Dixon said Jason told her it�s a play to get leverage. They think that you won�t want to turn it over because of everything else that�s on it. They�re making noise that they�ll subpoena the full tape for discovery. The implied threat is that Zak was taping people having sex without their knowledge, and that�s against the law,� Dad shared.
 Frick! I didn�t want to get Zak in the middle of all this. Fritz had signs everywhere that stated that we had video surveillance; it was clearly displayed. Even then, I worried sometimes that people might not realize they were being videoed. Hell, the women that tried to entrap me by editing their video hadn�t figured it out. That was an issue we would need to check into at some point, especially when I was in college.
 �Obviously, we can�t give it to them,� I said.
 �Ms. Dixon has been in touch with Zak and explained his potential exposure. His lawyer has demanded that we hand over all the tapes we took from his house; they claim they�re his property,� Dad said.
 �I get a bad feeling about doing that. If we knowingly hand Zak the videos back, and they destroy them � well � I don�t want to be the guy involved in a cover-up.�
 �Good,� Mom said as she put stuffed French toast in front of Dad and me.
 We called a mutual timeout so we could feast on what Mom had made. She�d stuffed the French toast with cream cheese, cinnamon, walnuts, and maple syrup, which gave it just a touch of sweetness. While I savored my breakfast, it gave me a moment to ponder the problem.
 �Is there some kind of lawyer maneuver that can be made to protect Zak?� I asked.
 �Like what?� Dad asked.
 �I don�t know. You hear about everyone getting deals if they testify. What if Zak�s lawyers made some sort of deal with Zander�s people for access to the video? Something along the lines of them not being able to use any of the other stuff if it doesn�t pertain to the case. And that they won�t go to the cops on him based on what they see,� I suggested.
 �I don�t even know if that would work in a civil case. Your granddad always told me that you only tell your lawyer what they need to know,� Dad said.
 �Unlike your parents. You have to tell them everything,� Mom added.
 Even Dad rolled his eyes at that. I nodded so that we didn�t get off track.
 �So, it looks like Zander�s lawyers know what they�re doing. Jason never said this would be easy,� I said.
 �Ms. Dixon didn�t seem too worried. She told me one option is to give them a copy of the tape for the full time Zander and the girls were in the room. We would make sure to leave everything else off that copy. That would force Zander�s people to file a motion with the court to compel production of the rest of the tape. At that point, Zak�s lawyers can intervene and oppose it, and that would turn it into a battle between Zander�s and Zak�s lawyers, with us getting out of the way.
 �From what Ms. Dixon said, the beauty of it is the judge would almost have to view the entire video by himself�she called it in camera. He�ll decide what�s relevant and what�s not. That way, even if he suppresses it all, he�ll still have seen it. She also said the judge most likely would let only the relevant portion into evidence.
 �A second way the judge might handle it would be to allow the relevant part into evidence and let Zander�s people use the rest only if it�s under seal. That would mean it would not be available to the public or the press. Either way, by having the court decide, we�re clean and protected legally from both Zander�s and Zak�s people.
 �Anyway, Ms. Dixon recommends that option. She believes that one is better for us. She said they�d inform Zak�s lawyers about what we�re doing, but not until right after we turn over the relevant portion to Zander�s lawyers.
 �Finally, Ms. Dixon said Zander�s lawyers are just trying to do everything they can to slow us down. But with this approach, they�ll realize that isn�t going to happen. They realize that if this goes to court, he will lose, and this will drive it home to them. She said to tell you to trust them on this,� Dad said.
 �Easy for her to say,� Mom observed.
 Mom did have a point. If it weren�t for Ms. Dixon watching everything, I would have been nervous. At least now, I wasn�t dealing with either Cal or the idiot from the �attorney to the stars.� He�d played Candy Crush on his cell phone the whole time he was supposed to be representing me during my police interview.
 �Anything else on that front?� I asked.
 �No,� Dad assured me. �The next topic is the NCAA. Ms. Dixon talked to Maddie Addison about Stewart Chadwick and his threats. She says that until he actually does something, it�s all just words. You haven�t been damaged, though technically, his threats are illegal. She said that if he does something, you have him. Maddie�s only concern is that you videoed him without his consent. He specifically asked that we not do that.�
 �What you can prove in a court of law and what you can show the world are two different things,� Mom said.
 That was basically what we�d done to Zander: convicted him in the court of public opinion before the law could get to him. So far, it looked like even though we�d exposed what he�d done, the legal system had taken a pass on actually doing anything meaningful to him.
 �I understand that,� I said. �I�m just worried that Stewart will cause us trouble down the road. Can the FBI do anything about him?�
 �Maddie said you don�t want to share the last video of Stewart with the FBI, and we don�t want to put in writing that we even asked that question. We provided them with evidence of what the shoe companies are doing, along with agents and financial advisors. The NCAA may also be a subject of their investigation, but we don�t have any way of knowing that, and the FBI hasn�t said anything to that effect to us. She said you want to step back from that mess and count everything you�ve done to cooperate with them to this point as a win,� Dad said.
 �What does Mr. Morris say about it?� I asked.
 Dad smiled.
 �He was appalled by Chadwick�s actions. You have to remember that Mr. Morris worked for the NCAA for some years. He said that your comment about them being a group of decent people was spot on. They will defend their member institutions to the hilt, but they don�t go out of their way to make threats to athletes to get them to do their bidding.�
 �As long as I don�t try to break their antitrust exemptions, I�m okay?� I asked.
 �That probably would cause them to have some significant heartburn, and then all bets would be off,� Dad agreed. �Mr. Morris wants to take the tape to people higher up the food chain. He said he�s certain they have no idea that Stewart is doing anything like this.�
 �What does Ms. Dixon say?� I asked.
 �She said to sit on it. She doesn�t see an upside of turning Stewart in to the NCAA unless he follows through on his threats.�
 I was starting to feel anxious. I was very much a �tackle a problem head-on and be proactive� kind of guy. This waiting and trusting people was really getting on my nerves.
 �What else?� I asked.
 �Aaron signed papers promising not to sue you or Cassidy. In exchange, you are leaving him on his medical insurance until he recovers. You also agree not to file a civil suit against him,� Mom said.
 �What about the criminal side?� I asked.
 �He�s going down,� Mom said.
 �Aaron agreed to plead guilty to child endangerment. With that on his record, he�ll never be able to work with children again,� Dad said.
 �Can I still kick his ass?� I asked.
 �No!� my parents said in unison.
 �One last thing,� Dad said. �Caryn wants to do a year-end wrap-up when you come home for New Year�s. I told her you�d do it.�
 �Super!� I said, faking excitement.
 I�d avoided business talk for almost a month. My druthers would be to have my dad deal with it. I was sure my mom would if I asked. The only problem was she might go a little nuts on me. She would probably decide I had to buy more real estate or something. Mom would justify it by saying we would save on taxes or some other nonsense.
 ◊◊◊
 �Well, hello, stranger. Long time no see,� I said as I spotted Kimberly and Phyllis Fillmore.
 Kimberly had played Cici in The Royal Palm. She�d quit after the crocodile incident. I was sure a big part of it was that Laurent had slept with her and then sent her to sleep with me. That had been an ugly incident. Phyllis was Kimberly�s mom.
 Kimberly got a big smile on her face and rushed over to hug me.
 �I missed you too,� I said a little awkwardly.
 I noticed both Lexi and Manaia were intently watching this little drama. Thankfully, neither of them knew our history.
 �How have you been?� I asked as I extracted myself from her grip.
 Kimberly flushed when she realized she�d wrapped me in a death grip in front of people she didn�t know.
 �I can�t seem to land any roles after � you know,� she finally said.
 Walking out on a production probably would make people hesitant to hire you. Combine that with the fact that for every role, there was a slew of actors fighting for it, and you end up out of work. I�d been lucky. There were many actors who had more experience and were probably much better than I was, but I�d been in the right place at the right time. Now, with commercial success behind me, studios and producers sought me out.
 Kimberly wasn�t yet at that level in her career. I was a little surprised the studio would even have her promote the movie after she quit. They must be worried the Laurent stuff might get out and were playing nice. Believe me, that wasn�t their usual approach.
 �What are your publicist, agent, and manager doing?� I asked.
 �I got her this,� Phyllis said.
 The light bulb came on: her mom managed her career. While I knew that my mom would do whatever she could to help, I wouldn�t want her to manage me. She already thought she ran every other aspect of my life. I couldn�t even pick out what classes I took in school without her approval.
 I motioned my PA over.
 �Lexi, get Phyllis�s information and set up a meeting with Kent,� I said and then turned to Phyllis. �My people do a great job and have a ton of contacts. They can help with Kimberly�s image and get her in front of the people she needs to see to get jobs. I know she can act, so it�s just a matter of getting her the right opportunity. And I have a movie being made right now; I�ll see if they could use someone for a small role to get the ball rolling.�
 Phyllis couldn�t decide whether to be pissed or relieved. I understood how she felt, not wanting to let someone down. She finally swallowed her pride and gave Lexi her information. Kent Crain was my senior manager at Dawson Management. He could hook Kimberly up with both Saul and Frank.
 Heck, he could also help her manage her money through Mass Investments. I�d heard several horror stories about parents mismanaging a young actor�s finances. With the team working for her, she would have a fighting chance of keeping her career in acting going.
 Kimberly tackled me again.
 �Thank you,� she mumbled against my chest.
 �This means you have to say nice things about me in the interviews,� I teased.
 �Absolutely,� she assured me as we were called in for makeup.
 ◊◊◊
 They�d booked us on the Early Morning Show, which aired from 4:30 to 7 each weekday morning. I was glad we had scored the 6:45 a.m. time slot. The studio wanted us on this early because many of the people in LA were up to watch the weather and traffic before beginning their morning commute. We�d drawn Lezlie Sanchez, the morning host who handled most of the fluff pieces, as our interviewer.
 �I want to welcome David A. Dawson and Kimberly Fillmore. You�re in The Royal Palm, which will be in movie theaters this weekend, and you play a young Sir Richard Jackson,� she said and looked at her notes. �And you play Cici.�
 �It was a lot of responsibility to play someone so famous,� I said. �Lucky for me, the movie didn�t exactly follow Sir Richard Jackson�s story leading up to what is now called the Cuban Missile Crisis; they took some artistic license. The film downplayed his real-life contribution to uncovering that the Russians had missile teams in Cuba. So, I didn�t embarrass myself too much.�
 �David�s being modest. He was fantastic in this movie. I was lucky to be working with him. He even saved my life,� Kimberly said.
 �Really?� Lezlie asked with a skeptical look.
 �I think we have the clip,� Kimberly said, and they played the scene where we first saw the crocodiles.
 It was fascinating to see Lezlie�s reaction as she watched the crocodiles enter the water behind us. I was reminded of how loudly Kimberly could scream when she spotted them in the film. I chuckled as she tried to climb up me to get away and shook my head as I watched myself sprint out of the marsh. Lezlie about jumped out of her seat when they showed the crocodile jump out of the water to snatch Cassidy�s hat.
 �Wow!� was all Lezlie said.
 �I admit there wasn�t much acting on my part when I saw we had company in the water,� Kimberly acknowledged.
 �The girl can scream,� I offered.
 �I can�t wait to see it. The Royal Palm is in theaters this Friday. Don�t miss it.�
 And we were done. I got up, we walked off set, and we found Phyllis on the phone. She looked up when she saw us, smiled, and gave Kimberly a thumbs-up. When Phyllis hung up, she was excited.
 �The studio wants you to go to the next interview with David,� she announced.
 �Wait, was this going to be the only one you did?� I asked.
 �Yes,� Kimberly admitted.
 My phone chirped to tell me I had a text from my publicist.
�Good Job�
 I was impressed he was up this early. Then I remembered that Lily did most of my tweets. I wondered if it was really Frank or just one of his underlings.
 ◊◊◊
 Kimberly tagged along for the rest of the morning interviews. At noon, we parted ways and promised to keep in touch. I would see her again at the premiere. In the afternoon, my first stop was at Hollywood Central. There I found Stewart Thatcher, who played the MI6 agent in The Royal Palm and who�d been selected to play James Bond in our upcoming movie Devil May Care.
 �I hear you�ve been causing trouble,� Stewart said as he gave me a bro hug.
 He was talking about the dustup I�d caused with the singer who�d performed the title song for the movie. The phrase �voice of an angel, disposition of a witch� came to mind.
 �I wasn�t thinking,� I admitted.
 �I�m sure it wasn�t as uncomfortable as when I was questioned about Laurent accidentally shooting himself.�
 Stewart was right. I would rather deal with a politically charged pop star than talk about that. Yes, I�d come to hate the guy, but it still bothered me to know he�d died in front of me. I just shook my head in sympathy.
 �Guess what?� Stewart asked, suddenly brightening. �I get to interview you.�
 �What are you talking about?� I asked.
 �Hollywood Central thought it would be interesting to have me interview you instead of their usual format. What do you think?�
 �I think it�s a terrible idea. You know way too much about me,� I worried.
 �Ah � it�ll be fun,� Stewart announced.
 ◊◊◊
 Hollywood Central set us up in two director�s chairs facing each other in front of their logo. Stewart had large index cards with his questions written on them. He shuffled through them, trying to decide what to ask first.
 �I wrote these last night when I got back to the hotel. Reading them today, I can tell I may have had one too many cocktails,� he said and then looked up at me. �I say we go with it and have a bit of fun.�
 �Sure, why not?� I asked hesitantly, and Stewart smiled to see me squirm.
 �So, the movie is called The Royal Palm, and you play the royal.�
 �Uh, not really. You did see it, right?� I asked with a grin.
 �Oh, yeah, I did, uhm,� he said, playing it like he really hadn�t.
 �We shot it last summer. Remember going to Cuba and drinking too much rum? Then again, I understand someone your age forgetting what they had for breakfast. So, maybe not,� I said.
 �Good one,� Stewart said with an evil smile and a glint in his eyes.
 �Ruh-roh, I�m in trouble now!� I said as I fake-squirmed in my seat.
 I probably shouldn�t have tried to provoke him.
 �Many actors enjoy performing their own stunts,� Stewart said, getting into the role of interviewer.
 �Yeah.�
 �Do you do your own acting?�
 He had a huge grin on his face. My first thought was to call him a dick.
 �Only when there�s singing or sex involved,� I said with a straight face.
 �I know firsthand you�re terrible at both.�
 I just raised my eyebrows, and it took a moment before he realized the double meaning.
 �A-HA! I guess it all comes out,� I teased. �I hear you Brits are into that kind of thing.�
 �It�s where the real craft comes in when you have to work with someone like you who couldn�t get a scene right if he had to. I believe we have a clip of that,� Stewart said, throwing me under the bus to divert the focus from him.
 They showed a series of clips of me doing a scene over and over again, and the comments Laurent Vance made. Looking back, it was funny. You could see me get more frustrated each time we shot it. The funny part was that each one seemed almost identical.
 �How did you even get the role?� Stewart asked, acting confused.
 After that series of takes, I could see why he would be perplexed.
 �For some reason, I couldn�t get a role to save my life, if I�m being honest. They say that many times, you are simply at the right place at the right time. I was at a Hollywood party and saw a studio exec with someone who wasn�t his wife and snapped a couple of quick pics. The next day, I had the role.�
 I tried to combine my best innocent smile with puppy-dog eyes as I shrugged helplessly, but Stewart spoiled the effect when he erupted in laughter. It took him a couple of minutes to pull himself together.
 �That explains a lot,� he chortled. �What made you want to do The Royal Palm?�
 �At first, I thought I�d be working with you while you were still playing an alien, which is how we normally interact,� I said teasingly while also plugging Star Academy.
 Stewart tried to look nonplussed, but he couldn�t contain the grin.
 �Either that or something to do with magic,� Stewart offered.
 I�d have to thank him later for plugging The Secret Circle.
 �Yeah, I can�t forget that. I guess they tricked me into doing a period piece.�
 �A film based in the early �60s isn�t really a period piece,� Stewart said to correct me.
 �Oh, that�s right. You�re old.�
 He was pretty accurate at throwing his index cards.
 �They warned me never to work with animals or children.�
 I gave him my best angelic smile.
 �The Royal Palm is out in theaters this Friday. Come see the kid and me in a great film,� Stewart concluded.
 �And we�re out,� the director said. �Great job.�
 ◊◊◊
 The rest of the day, I did interviews with different castmates. It was good to see Heath Rooter, the veteran character actor who played a CIA agent in the movie. He and Stewart had become my best friends on the set. The two of them had drawn the coveted Tonight Show appearance. I�d gotten Kitty Ellis, and we were doing a new show called Backstage.
 It was a late-night entertainment show that was similar to Inside the Actors Studio in that it was centered more on the craft of acting. As such, the studio audience was made up of actors, directors, producers, and others in the industry. The majority were learning their craft.
 The show was shot at the Geffen Playhouse on the UCLA campus. It held 512 people, and Frank told me it was sold out for tonight. The studio had held several pre-screenings of our movie for influential people and critics. Tonight, they planned to have one before the taping of our show. The only qualifier the studio put on it was that they couldn�t give away any of the good stuff like me being shot and killed in the movie. They wanted it to be a surprise to the movie-going audience when they went to theaters.
 Kitty and I sat in the front row with the host, Kent Bloodworth, to watch the movie. I noticed that they�d made some changes from the version of the film that was shown to my football team in St. Louis. Kitty shared that based on focus groups, they�d tweaked it. At the end of the picture, I was surprised when the audience stood and clapped. I imagine they had an appreciation of how much work making a movie was.
 A quick break was taken while they put a table with three chairs around it on stage. Kitty and I were warned that this was a �live� show. Then, before it began, Mr. Bloodworth reminded the audience as well. What could go wrong with being �live,� I wondered.
 As they played the intro, I noticed that Kitty had started to act nervous. As a director, she was used to being on the other side of the camera. I reached over, squeezed her hand, and smiled at her. She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. It was lucky that Mr. Bloodworth started into a monologue about who we were and that he and the audience had just screened The Royal Palm.
 �This movie is better than I had been told, and I was informed it was probably the sleeper everyone would end up seeing. The only film that might give it a run for its money for all the awards this year is La La Land. I would also say that both Kitty Ellis and David A. Dawson may be taking home some hardware for their efforts.�
 He then focused on Kitty and how she�d gotten her start. I hadn�t realized that she�d been in the business for fifteen years before she�d gotten the chance to direct The Royal Palm and followed that up by doing Love Letters. It just highlighted how hard it was to break into this business because I thought she was one of the better directors I�d worked with.
 It was now my turn.
 �How did you get your start in acting?�
 �I was a high school athlete on a recruiting trip where I met an actress who was involved in the Star Academy movie. She thought I had the look and confidence to play her son. I was invited to a casting call in Chicago for the role,� I answered.
 �How did that go?�
 �They were very nice and let us dress up in costumes for our scene. I got bored waiting, so I hit the gym and lifted weights while everyone else got their turn. I was put last because I was a late addition.�
 �We have a clip of that audition. Let�s take a look,� Mr. Bloodworth said.
 There was a big screen behind us on which they could display pictures or video. I turned and watched myself. It seemed like forever ago that I�d done that audition. I remembered pulling out all my modeling tricks to look sexy as I stalked Bree Steno because the scene called for me to seduce her. When it ended, there were some whoops from the females in the audience, and Kitty had raised eyebrows. I guess she didn�t realize I could do �sexy.�
 �In the end, you didn�t get the part, did you?� he asked.
 �No, Ben Doman was picked to play Roman. I was given the role of Stryker.�
 Mr. Bloodworth proceeded to explain what a commercial success the film was and then ran through the other movies and TV shows I�d been in. He asked how I got each role and a little about each experience. Then they opened it up to questions from the audience.
 �Hi, I�m Alec West and a sophomore acting student at UCLA. I was wondering if you�d ever been turned down for a role?�
 That got a good laugh because of my ridiculous string of movies. They seemed to forget that if you made money at the box office, studios wanted you to be a part of their project in the hope your success would continue.
 �Well, Laurent Vance didn�t want me in The Royal Palm, and I didn�t get Solo: A Star Wars Movie.�
 �That�s not quite accurate,� Mr. Bloodworth said. �You, in fact, won the lead role in the Star Wars movie but turned it down.�
 �I didn�t realize that was public knowledge,� I said.
 The Star Wars people were a secretive bunch, and I�d never told anyone that I�d actually won the role because of that.
 �Why did you turn it down?� he asked.
 �The filming schedule would have taken up my senior year of high school. I would have had to drop out and go full-time into acting. It was one of the hardest decisions of my life.�
 By the murmurs from the crowd, it seemed they thought I�d made a mistake. If word on the street was right, I might have unwittingly made the right choice.
 �I understand that you flew to London to break the news to them. Why didn�t you just call?�
 �I wanted to be there to explain my reasons in person. I respect what they are doing with that franchise and all the other movies they�re involved with. In light of that, I felt they deserved a face-to-face,� I explained.
 Mr. Bloodworth turned to the audience.
 �They�ve done some of the biggest movies in history, including the Indiana Jones and Jurassic Park franchises. I think David made the right call. He even did a spoof video with their help.�
 I smiled when he showed Dad and me stealing the Millennium Falcon, the iconic spaceship Hans Solo flew in the movies.
 �That caused a stir when it was �leaked.� We had fans and the press storming us. We even had people try to break into my barn to get a peek at it,� I explained.
 �Teri Kanas, out-of-work actress,� she announced and got a hearty response from the audience. �Why didn�t they want you for The Royal Palm? I thought you did a terrific job.�
 �I�ll take this one,� Kitty interjected. �The studio picked David. After the commercial success of Star Academy, they wanted to add some box-office power to the film. Laurent Vance had someone else in mind for the role and made David�s life miserable on set. My hat�s off to David for remaining professional. I think he only offered to kick Laurent�s butt a couple of times. I don�t believe anyone else would have put up with it like he did.�
 �What Kitty doesn�t know is that I play football and baseball. Those coaches can get on you much harder than Laurent ever did. That, and I was there to do a job. That job did not allow for Laurent to get under my skin,� I said.
 I thought the show went well. At least I hadn�t talked any politics today.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way out of the theater, I was stopped by several people to sign autographs. I smiled when I noticed the skunky smell of marijuana in the lobby. Leave it to a group of actors to get high at something like this. One cute girl stopped me.
 �I was wondering if you would go with us to get some � uh � coffee,� she said as she tilted her head towards two other girls.
 Lexi appeared out of nowhere and hooked my arm.
 �We have to get going,� she announced loudly.
 �I was just getting to know my fans,� I teased her.
 I guess it was in her job description to save me from myself. Not that I planned to do anything untoward. Believe me, a girl who could make you feel like Brook did at night could get away with pretty much anything in the daylight. There was no way I would ever jeopardize that, so I let Lexi drag me to the car.
 �I could use some coffee,� Manaia casually mentioned.
 �Both of you behave!� Lexi scolded us.
 We high-fived behind her back and became little angels when she spun around to glare at us. Do all women have eyes in the backs of their heads?
 ◊◊◊
 It took FOREVER to get home. UCLA wasn�t that far from Malibu, but this was LA. Once we finally got to the place I was renting, Manaia bailed on us. He had to get home himself. Not for the first time, I thought that Lexi probably made the right call by moving in with me.
 �You did good today,� I told her as we walked in.
 She gave me a sidelong glance.
 �What do you want?� she asked suspiciously.
 �I could use some coffee,� I teased.
 �That was the last thing you needed.�
 I just shook my head and walked in to find everyone at the kitchen table eating ice cream � and, wait for it � Cookie Butter! OMG! They say money can�t buy happiness, but it CAN buy Trader Joe�s Cookie Butter. It was a spread made out of gingerbread cookies. I�d made a discovery: you put in a bowl and microwaved it to make it into gooey, creamy goodness. Then you added vanilla ice cream and swirled it all together. The result was Nirvana.
 I�d been on a mission to enlighten everyone I knew about this yummy deliciousness. My niece and nephews were solidly in my corner. I was happy to see my mom was spreading the word about this excellent product.
 I rushed over to the kitchen to make myself a bowl.
 �We�re out,� Dad announced.
 �NOOOO!� I whined.
 �You guys are so mean. It�s in the pantry,� Brook told me.
 I gave my mom and dad the evil eye. There would be paybacks for that little deception.
 �You should have let us go a little longer. He would have gone into full meltdown and probably demanded you give him yours,� Mom said to Brook.
 Parents are put on this earth to torment us. I made bowls for Lexi and me. When I handed one to her, she crinkled her nose. I admit it doesn�t look so great when served. But all it took was one taste, and she was entirely on board. She stepped into the kitchen to look at the jar.
 �I finally know what to get my dad for Christmas. He might gain five hundred pounds, but he�ll be happy doing it,� she announced.
 That wasn�t a bad idea for a stocking stuffer. I could play secret Santa here in LA and give that to all the employees at my companies. I�d already arranged to give all my employees back home a certificate for a massage from my brother. This was probably a better gift. I made a mental note to put Lexi on that in the morning. After all, she had to go to Trader Joe�s anyway to buy her dad a case of the stuff.
 �So, did anything exciting happen today?� I asked.
 �Ian and your dad wasted the day playing golf. Ava, Brook, and I went Christmas shopping. I took care of almost everyone on your list. I had it all wrapped and shipped home for you,� Mom shared.
 �That reminds me. I promised Greg I would get Mac pony-riding lessons,� I said.
 �Taken care of. I signed Kyle up too. Angie said you had to buy them stuff they needed this year. I figured along with the boring clothes, you would want to be the cool uncle,� Mom said, coming through once again.
 �Do you think Nate will feel left out?� I asked.
 �That�s why he�s getting time with Grandma when the other two go ride ponies. When he�s older, he can go with. I�m sure Nate will enjoy his special time with me,� Mom said.
 �She�ll give him a piece of paper and crayons,� I told Brook.
 �It kept you busy for hours,� Dad said to defend his wife.
 I did like crafts when I was younger. As a matter of fact, I still liked to draw. I guess I hadn�t grown out of it. I might have to join him.
 �Who all do I still have to buy for?� I asked.
 �Just your dad and me,� Mom said.
 �What did I get Brook?� I asked, confused.
 She showed me her new watch.
 �Shouldn�t you have to wait until Christmas for that?� I asked.
 �Puh-lease. She wore it out of the store,� Ava said.
 �You did good,� Brook assured me.
 I already knew what I was getting my dad. Greg and I were going in on buying him new golf clubs. I was pretty sure Greg was just putting his name on the gift since he would cry poor college kid. I�d made Greg talk to my dad�s golf pro and order the clubs. We made the call that he would know what my dad wanted. I was also going to buy Dad a bottle of the expensive scotch he liked when we met the representative from Springbok. From his grandsons and granddaughter, Dad would get the covers, bag, and the other accessories to go with his new clubs.
 For Mom, I had no idea. I did know she wasn�t getting the Cadillac she said she wanted. Maybe I would get her a toy one. I was sure she�d told Brook what I should get her. I couldn�t believe that Christmas was four days away and I was all but done with shopping. Between my mom and Caryn, I was set. It was a holiday miracle.
 ◊◊◊
 I was mentally reviewing everything I had to do for the next two days while getting undressed to go to bed. Tomorrow I would spend time with Jett and the other singers I was working with to get ready for the Christmas Special.
 When I agreed to do this, I sent Rita a text and asked if she could somehow tie it in with the military. I�d given her the name of the guy in Japan who�d arranged for me to spend some time on base there. He had asked that I do more for the military. I�d received a text from Rita today saying, �mission accomplished.� I looked forward to seeing what she�d come up with.
 In the evening, we planned to go to dinner as a family, which included Brook and her parents�if they were speaking. Then it was the premiere and after-party being held at a hotel close to the theater.
 Friday, I wrapped up filming my part in Love Letters. In the evening, we would do a dry run of the Christmas show, and Brook�s parents and mine would return home. On Saturday, I would finish this week�s work on my J-drama. The Christmas Special would air that night.
 I remembered that halfway through the week. Actually, Lexi caught it and told Mr. Otsuki of my dilemma. He already knew, and we would shoot crowd scenes in the morning and the play at the matinee showing Haru�s and my first date.
 I was distracted from my thoughts when there was a soft knock on the door. I thought it might be Brook, so I stripped down to just my boxers. When I opened it, I was shocked to see Ava. She pushed her way in and gave me a small smile.
 �Pineapple.�
 I froze, and Ava must have taken that as a go-ahead. My brain engaged, and I held her off.
 �Whoa, whoa, whoa,� I said as I backed up.
 I could see her suddenly deflate, and then the tears started.
 �Whoa, whoa, whoa,� I said again as I took her in my arms.
 We sat down on the edge of my bed, and I let her cry it out. Women must have a sixth sense when one of their own is in pain because I soon had Brook, Mom, and Lexi in my room.
 �I got this,� I said to kick them out.
 They reluctantly left, but I noticed the door was still partially open. I was sure they were lurking in the hall.
 Ava began a monologue, and I just shut up and listened.
 �I�m the only one to blame for Ian looking for something on the side. I�m the reigning queen of bad decisions. He and I haven�t �� she trailed off and left the rest unsaid.
 In my mind, that wasn�t an excuse for what he did.
 �Things haven�t been good for a while. I realize now that I�ve been lying to myself. Sometimes the hardest truths to swallow are the ones that hit too close to home. Ian and I have grown apart. I think I�ve been in denial about how he would handle it. And now, I�ve found out I can be replaced.
 �I�ve backed myself into a corner of my own making. Too much time has gone by, and through my inaction, I�ve slowly killed what we once had. I simply ignored it, and it slowly became our normal. The problem is, it isn�t normal. I guess Ian receiving attention from someone as beautiful as she is was just too much for him. How can I blame him?� she asked and looked up at me.
 I wasn�t about to touch that one. Ava gave me a weak smile and patted my cheek.
 �I�m sorry I dragged you into all this; I don�t know what I was thinking. It�s just that you tease me sometimes and make me feel like I used to. Now I worry that I might have damaged my relationship with my daughter by hitting on her boyfriend.�
 �Don�t worry about Brook and me. She knows how I feel about her, and she realizes you only did what you did out of pain,� I assured her.
 �You must not think much of me. I mean, how dumb do you have to be to bury your head in the sand like that? What�s the matter with me?� she asked.
 Again, not touching that one.
 �I honestly have no idea why he fell in love with me in the first place. He surely knew that I would someday break his heart,� Ava said and began to cry again. �How do I fix this?�
 I felt her pain as I rocked her in my arms. I murmured all the things I�d heard girls tell their friends when a boy broke their hearts. Of course, I knew Ava wasn�t really listening to me. I expect that what she needed was someone just to hold her and stroke her hair. When she finally was able to get it together, I sat her up straight and looked her in the eyes.
 �I suspect that you still love him, or you wouldn�t be as upset as you are right now. Someone once told me that the opposite of love isn�t hate, it�s indifference. Take one of the cars and go to him. I�m willing to bet he wants to talk about all this as much as you do. Tell him what you told me. Be prepared for him to be angry, but remember what I said. If he�s angry, then he still cares. Hang onto that, and it�ll help you get through the hard part.
 �I would bet that at some point, he�ll realize what he�s about to lose, too. I can�t see him walking away. If you make the first move, he�ll see what he really wants, and that�s you,� I said.
 �Do you think so?� Ava asked.
 God, I hoped so.
 �Yes.�
 She got up and walked to the door. My mom took her in her arms, and the crying started again. This time, they left me in peace, or so I thought. The next thing I knew, Brook was wrapped around me, in tears. Lexi stuck her head in and smirked at me. She could bite me.
 I have no idea how long I held Brook because I fell asleep.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 16 � Spirit of the Season  Thursday December 22 
 Rita showed up for singing rehearsal. She was impressed with the progress I�d made. She did make a snarky remark that they might not even have to auto-tune me to disguise or correct my off-key performance. I didn�t take her seriously.
 Jett�s band, Birthrite, had also shown up so they could back up Pree and my version of Silver Bells. Rita loved it. Then I found out what song they were doing. It was I�m Going to Stop Pretending That I Didn�t Break Your Heart.
 At first, I wasn�t sure what it had to do with Christmas. It was a slow ballad about a former lover who the singer had left behind a long time ago. She now wanted to reconnect after years of them being apart. The Christmas connection came when the lyrics revealed that it�s Christmas Eve. Rita thought it would add balance to the mostly up and cheerful songs.
 Brook had come with me, and she and Halle spent time catching up. When I got a chance, I talked to Rita.
 �How are you doing?� I asked.
 She gave me a sideways smile.
 �You really should have decided to join us in Hollywood. I know my daughter misses you,� she said.
 �As much as I love Halle, I made the right decision. Brook and I work,� I said.
 �For now,� Rita amended.
 �Between you and my mom, if anything happens, I�m sure I�ll be married off in no time.�
 �We just know what�s best for you.�
 �Why don�t you, Trip, and Halle join us for dinner tonight? I know my mom would love to see you,� I said.
 She thought about it and agreed. Lexi had been lurking around, and she nodded to me that she would take care of it. I made a point to invite her, too. If she was working this hard, she might as well take a moment and enjoy herself. I knew that she and Halle had become friends since our accident. Lexi was now getting along with Brook as well.
 I thought that if there was more of a crowd, Ava and Ian would be on their best behavior. They�d been missing all day, according to my mom. I hoped they would work out what was best for them. I knew Brook was worried they would divorce. It had been in the back of my mind when my parents had dealt with something similar.
 �That sounds nice. I�ll call your mom,� Rita said.
 Once we were finally done, I told Lexi she could take the weekend off to spend with family. She said my LA staff were having an office party tonight before everyone came to my premiere. She agreed to swing by Trader Joe�s to pick up my gift to everyone.
 I made Manaia take Brook and me to the store she said had what my mom wanted. It was a silk pajama set. I figured I had gotten off cheap this year, so I bought her two in different colors. Before my parents left, I would slip them to my dad, and he could take them home so she could unwrap them on Christmas day.
 I was happy to be officially done with Christmas shopping.
 �What do you want for Christmas?� Brook asked.
 �How about we spend the day together? Let�s get out of town and do something. We haven�t been on an adventure in a while,� I suggested.
 �Vegas?� she asked.
 �We can�t gamble. What if we were to go somewhere that we could get pampered, like a day spa?� I suggested.
 Before my �man card� gets revoked, my plan was for an adventure Brook would like. That was a sign of true love.
 She gave me a skeptical look.
 �Is this just an excuse to lure me somewhere and have your way with me?� she asked.
 I waggled my eyebrows, which made her smile.
 �Okay, I�ll make all the arrangements,� she announced and took off.
 I was sure she planned to ask either Lexi or Halle where we should go. Honestly, I just wanted to spend some alone time with her away from all this. Even at the house, people seemed to just show up. I would leave the details to Brook.
 ◊◊◊
 For tonight�s premiere, we�d rented out a private room at a restaurant right around the corner from the theater hosting the event. I was impressed by how nicely everyone was dressed. Even my dad was in a tux.
 Mom had also invited Frank Ingram and Saul Gessler and his wife. I would see more people at the after-party, but she felt they needed to be here.
 Ava and Ian seemed to be at least civil. I could tell Brook was still worried, but she put that aside for tonight.
 Once we all sat down, Rita tapped her glass to get everyone�s attention.
 �I have an advance copy of Variety�s review of The Royal Palm,� she announced.
 �How�d you get that? I�ve been after them to get one,� Saul complained.
 �I think they just like me more,� Rita said.
 She was right about that, I was sure.
 �Anyway,� she continued, �I�ll just read you the part about David.�
I quickly forgot that David A. Dawson is one of the best-looking young actors in Hollywood. That was something he seemed to play up in his last two films, Star Academy and The Secret Circle, but not here. In The Royal Palm, he plays the real-life Sir Richard Jackson, and he quickly draws you in with a gripping performance. While he always has the potential to be a scene-stealer with his likable personality, he can also be dark and brooding. I have to say that this is by far his best performance.
Dawson speaks in a deep, low, deliberate, stud growl�a voice with real music in it, though one rich in sexual tension. While his actual singing is somewhat suspect, he pulled it off with his usual casual aplomb. It was almost like he�d been doing it for years, but we were told it was sprung on him at the last minute to make it look more realistic.
I understand that he wasn�t the one director Laurent Vance wanted to play the role. All I can say is I can�t imagine anyone else playing it nearly as well.
 Rita looked up, and I glanced around the table. No one said anything.
 �That sounded good to me,� I said.
 That broke the logjam. Not that I was fishing for compliments.
 �I�ve heard that the film may be released to more theaters if it does well this weekend. They typically don�t do that, but you might have a hit on your hands,� Saul said, then smiled. �I have some scripts I want you to look at.�
 �When would I have time to do anything else? I�m booked through this time next year,� I complained.
 �You could skip that whole school bit. We could get you tutors or get you your GED without a problem �� he said and then trailed off when he glanced over at my mom.
 Everyone chuckled when they saw how close he�d just come to having his life snuffed out.
 �Just trying to do my job,� he offered and then shut up.
 ◊◊◊
 The premiere was at the Microsoft Theater. It was new and shiny, with everything you could want for an event like this. Brook and I did the whole red-carpet bit. She seemed irritated when the paparazzi wanted to know if she�d replaced Halle. I told her to ignore them because they wanted to stir the pot and create a story.
 I was partly to blame because I�d taken Halle to the ESPYs to help her create a buzz for her new movie. We�d also been seen together when the accident had happened. Oh, and I might have let us be photographed when we�d gone to see Birthrite play. Maybe I was entirely to blame and would have to make it up to Brook. That put me in a good mood.
 After the interview, I took Brook around and introduced her to everyone who worked on the movie. We had to hustle to our seats because some of them wouldn�t stop talking�or that was what Brook said.
 As I watched the movie for the third time, I was able to step back and evaluate the performances, mine in particular. I started to recognize how Laurent had gotten a better performance out of me. At the time, I was confused as to what he wanted. I think that was part of his genius. He got me out of my head, and I just did the scenes. It looked more natural than the later scenes that Kitty filmed. Technically, he was a better director, but I would work for her again anytime.
 When the movie ended, we walked a block to the Ritz-Carlton to one of their ballrooms for the after-party. I�d gone up to the bar to get drinks for Brook and me when I was stopped by an older gentleman.
 �David, I don�t think we�ve met in person. I�m Gabe Francis,� he said, shaking my hand.
 Gabe was the head of the studio that had filmed our movie. We�d talked on the phone about Laurent when I was in Cuba. Because of the issues involved, he�d sent Bob Trimble to get Laurent back in line.
 �Nice to meet you, sir,� I said.
 �I just wanted to introduce myself. I realize you have people to see, and I can�t stay. But I wanted to tell you that I�m glad we picked you for the movie. When it comes time for us to put forth names for awards, I think yours will be on the list.�
 �Thank you, sir. I would be honored.�
 �I understand that you�re booked through next year. That�s good for you, but bad for me. I wish I�d gotten to you first because I have a couple of projects I think you�d be right for. If something falls through, give me a call,� Gabe said and gave me a card with his direct line.
 I would bet Saul would give his left arm for that phone number.
 The after-party turned out to be great fun. I convinced the girls in the J-drama to do a K-pop dance with Halle and me because I wanted to show Brook some of their moves. As we finished, I looked around and saw that everyone had their phones out, recording us. I just owned it. This was my new reality.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday December 23 
 Brook bailed on me when I had to go to the Love Letters set. She and the moms decided to go shopping one last time before the �rents flew out. I�d pointed out that there was shopping in Malibu, not only in LA�s trendy areas. How they�d missed the Country Mart totally mystified me. I had planned to take Brook there, but we�d all gotten distracted when her parents had their problems.
 Kitty Ellis had told me last night at the premiere that she wanted me to come in early to do a test shoot with Kimberly Fillmore. I�d promised Kimberly that I�d see if there was a small part for her to help get her career restarted.
 When I arrived at the studio, I�d gone to my trailer to read today�s script. There was a knock at the door, and Manaia beat me to answering it. Technically, I expect he should be the one to answer for security reasons. Who knew, it might be a fan wanting to show their appreciation with baked goods. I could go for a cinnamon roll and a cup of tea about now.
 �I�m here to see that sexy actor.�
 That caught my interest. Food might be overrated.
 �Ben�s trailer is the next one over,� Manaia helpfully offered.
 It was sad to see Kendal�s career cut short. Manaia turned around and looked at me because she�d burst out laughing. The unfortunate part was, Manaia didn�t realize he�d just cut me to the quick. Then again, maybe he did.
 �Kendal, get your butt in here,� I called out.
 Manaia stepped aside as Kendal, Kimberly, and Saul all came in. I noticed that Phyllis, Kimberly�s mom, wasn�t with them. It looked like she�d taken my advice and hired professional representation.
 �Mr. Dawson,� Kendal said as she came over and shook my hand.
 Someone wanted to show Kimberly this was a job interview and not just Kendal and me catching up. I took her cue and tamped down my retort about the �sexy actor� comment. I thought it sort of blew her �professional� image.
 �Manaia, can you see if they�re ready for us?� I asked and then turned to Kimberly. �You good to go?�
 �I�m a little nervous,� she admitted.
 �You�ll do fine. You�ve worked with David before,� Kendal said confidently.
 Manaia sent a text with my phone, and it chirped back after a minute. He showed it to Kendal, and she nodded. I let her and Manaia lead the way, with Kimberly in the middle, as Saul and I followed. Saul planned it this way so he could pitch me the next mega-project he�d found.
 �I have a TV series I need you to look at. The working title is Lies, and it�s supposed to be the next big thing on HBO,� he pitched.
 �Send the script to Lexi,� I said to shut him down.
 �You�ll actually consider it?� he asked.
 I would consider anything, but I�d learned to use a decision process that reduced my stress. Lexi would send the script to Kent and his team to review before I would get it. Saul seemed to find a lot of scripts that were �right� for me; this approach weeded out the duds. My guess was that Kent had people who read the scripts for him. Only the better ones were sent to him to review. He read them, and if they were good, Kent would forward them to me.
 When I first got into the business, Saul would send over stacks of scripts for me to read. I�d enrolled my parents and Kendal into helping me wade through the clutter. Frank, my publicist, caught wind of what Saul was doing and helped rein him in. I had to chuckle when I remembered how at the time, I�d thought I had to read every one of them. This new system was much better.
 Kent also knew that if it caused me to miss any school, he had to get it approved by my mom. It was amazing how that had cut down the number of scripts I was sent. The only one I�d seen recently that�d caught my interest was the new Superman TV series coming out next year. It was a small recurring role, but I thought the whole concept looked like it would be fun.
 I was saved from Saul when he spotted Kitty Ellis and hurried over to pester her about Kimberly. She shooed him away, and we got down to business.
 �Thanks for coming in,� she greeted Kimberly. �We�ll do a scene with David so I can show it to the executives and get their okay before we move forward.�
 It was a short scene. From Kitty�s body language, I could tell she wasn�t sold on Kimberly�s performance. I personally felt Kimberly had forced it, and it came across as overdone.
 �We�ll be in touch,� Kitty said.
 Poor Kimberly wilted before my eyes at that clich� dismissal.
 �Manaia, please take Kimberly and show her around,� I suggested.
 Kimberly looked like she needed to go cry. We waited until she was out of earshot.
 �Honestly, I don�t think so,� Kitty said.
 Both Saul and Kendal tried to jump in to advocate for their client, but I held up my hand.
 �I owe her,� I said.
 The whole Laurent mess as a director, predator, and him sending her to sleep with me was in the back of my mind. I was still a little worried that it would all come back at some point.
 �You�re the boss. I�ve worked with her, and I�m sure I can get what I need,� Kitty conceded.
 I�d almost forgotten that I was one of the owners of the film, along with Halle and the studio. If I�d known I wielded this kind of power �
 �You sure?� I asked.
 Kitty knew what had happened in Cuba and probably guessed why I�d asked that Kimberly get a shot at a role. She was smart enough to know that I�d be careful not to overstep with her because I respected what she did. Kitty nodded her agreement. I figured I now owed Kitty for something she would want down the road. Hollywood was a small community in a lot of ways. I was okay with owing Kitty for this favor. I was sure that we could trade back and forth if my career continued. Heck, I got her this gig. It might be that I was still in the plus column on the favor ledger sheet.
 Kendal and Saul left to give Kimberly the news.
 �Thanks,� I said.
 Kitty went off to get ready for our day.
 ◊◊◊
 Kimberly landed the role of a barista at the coffee shop everyone seemed to go to in the movie. Kitty had me order coffee and flirt with Kimberly. In another scene, Kimberly commented that my girlfriend was in the back area. I explained that Halle�s and my characters were just friends. Kimberly acted like I was clueless.
 When you make a movie, the scenes sometimes make no sense because they�re shot out of sequence. It didn�t help when they added a character halfway through filming. All the scenes of ordering coffee had to be reshot. I felt bad for the girl who�d originally been cast. I was somewhat mollified when I saw she was still in the scenes. At least she�d get her screen credit on this movie. The difference was, Kimberly had more lines than was originally in the script; that was done to help beef up her role.
 My final scene was with Halle�s character telling mine she was in love with Ben�s. It was supposed to be the feel-good moment when she admits it to herself and unknowingly crushes me. Halle stopped me before we did the scene.
 �Can I give you some insight?� she asked.
 I nodded, not quite sure where this was going.
 �Imagine how I felt when you told me that you would rather be with Brook.�
 I took it in and sighed. It sounded like I was about to have �the talk� one more time. So far, Zoe�s had been the worst. She made it clear that she wanted us to date and took it hard that Brook and I had decided to be a couple. I�d never doubted my decision once it was made, though I did have some doubts about Brook when she went postal on me a few times.
 The most memorable one was when she thought Destiny and I�d hooked up on the date Destiny had won for getting the most signatures for Duke�s mayoral run. It was not quite as bad when Brook learned that I�d had three more children pop out of the woodwork. Other than that, I�d known she was right for me.
 �If I�m honest, I�ve had feelings for you since we first met. And I know that you care for me very much. I want you to know that the last thing I�d ever want to do is to hurt you,� I said.
 Halle looked down, and she started to get emotional. Crud! Johnny Depp once said, �If you love two people at the same time, choose the second one. Because if you truly loved the first, you wouldn�t have fallen for the second.� Even I realized that Johnny Depp wasn�t someone to take advice from, but that made sense to me. Still, although I might agree with him, I wasn�t about to tell Halle that.
 I decided to go with what I thought about the matter. If I might lose my friendship with Halle, I wanted it to be honest.
 �I know you don�t think it was fair. Your leaving to chase your dreams wasn�t something in either of our control.�
 �You mean if I�d stayed �?�
 �Oh, Honey,� I said as I wrapped her up in my arms. �I didn�t mean it that way. I guess I was just ready to have a relationship. You know that Brook and I were close; maybe as close as we are. It just came down to the fact that she and I fit. I don�t want to sound clich�d and say Brook is the wind beneath my wings, or she makes me a better man. But the crazy thing is�she is and does.
 �It took us a while to realize just how much we care for each other. Now that we do, I can�t imagine being with anyone else,� I said.
 �I get it. I�m just jealous that it�s not me. The part that really sucks is I see it when you two are together. It would be so much easier if Brook were a bitch and I could hate her. It�s just hard to stand back and watch you two be so sickeningly happy,� Halle said and smiled for the first time to let me off the hook.
 �So, you�re okay with it? I don�t have to worry about you?� I asked.
 �God, I love you,� she said and wrapped me in a bear hug.
 �Uhm � people are watching,� I said as I looked over her shoulder.
 �Let them.�
 �Perfect!� Kitty said. �Did you get that on camera?�
 She looked at the crew, and they nodded.
 �Good,� she continued. �Send it to the writers. I want this scene rewritten along those lines.�
 Halle pulled away from me and had a sheepish expression.
 �Did you set me up?� I asked with a half-smile.
 She nodded. I guess anything for the art. Now I would have a permanent reminder of this talk.
 ◊◊◊
 I found Ben Doman in my dressing room.
 �Smooth. I�m going to have to remember that the next time I get in a bind,� he teased.
 I deserved that. Our talk had been a little too public for a conversation that serious.
 �I find it better to not get into those kinds of binds,� I sagely advised.
 �Sometimes, it can�t be helped.�
 I disagreed, but I wasn�t going to argue with him. Ben was part of the LA culture and wasn�t a choir boy.
 �Today�s my last day,� I shared.
 �I heard that. We only have a few more weeks, and then I�ll start looking for my next job,� Ben complained.
 �Saul told me about a new TV show on HBO. You might get in touch with him,� I suggested.
 �You do know that it�s unheard of for a fellow actor to tell another about a possible role.�
 �Why is that?� I asked.
 �Because we all need the work, and most of us would give up our firstborn to get a role.�
 �If I wanted the role, I would get it anyway,� I teased.
 Ben barked out a laugh.
 �You�re a jerk sometimes, but that�s why I like you,� he said, and then got suspicious. �Why don�t you want it?�
 It was my turn to laugh.
 �Dude. I haven�t even seen the script; Saul pitched it to me not ten minutes ago. Plus, I have to get back to high school.�
 Ben rolled his eyes at me. He thought I was an idiot to be going to high school when I could be making money doing TV or movies. Then I had an idea.
 �Hey, did you hear they�re casting for that new Superman TV show? I was half-tempted to see if I could get something on it,� I suggested.
 If my inner ten-year-old was in charge, I would play a superhero.
 �Do you know who to call to get an audition?� Ben asked.
 �No, but I know who does.�
 �Frickin� Saul,� Ben moaned.
 �You already have Kent managing you and use our other services. Why not see if Saul would represent you and complete the team?� I suggested.
 �But he�s such a douche.�
 �He�s the douche who will keep you working. Believe me, Saul Gessler is all about the dinero. He only makes money if you are. Plus, what�s your agent doing for you right now?� I asked.
 �If I know her, she�s banging the talent to get them to sign with her,� he said and then blushed.
 �Well, do tell,� I teased.
 �Dawson, you�re a sick bastard. She�s old enough to be my mom.�
 �Ben, Ben, Ben �� I said, shaking my head. �I bet Saul would do you if the money was right.�
 That earned me a slug in the arm. Our fun was stopped when I was called onto the set to do my last scene.
 ◊◊◊
 It was weird to hear Halle give me back almost line for line what I�d said to her earlier. I told Kitty I should get a writing credit for baring my soul and them pirating what I�d said. She told me she was all out of favors for me today.
 While I�d been doing my scene, Manaia had packed up everything in my trailer. I was amazed at all the stuff I�d accumulated when I saw it in the back of the car. I wondered if he�d packed up some items that might not really be mine.
 But I quickly forgot about it because we were headed to our dress rehearsal for the TV show, which aired tomorrow night. Halle would join us when she wrapped for the day.
 ◊◊◊
 It didn�t take us long since the studio was only a little way down the road from where we�d just been. Once we arrived, we were sent to where we needed to be. I paused for a moment to take in the stage.
 Instead of being straight across the front like you�d see for a play, they�d built two bump-outs for large TV cameras. With their placement, they could capture off-angle shots from each side. That allowed the director to have the actors stand at a slight angle. It would look like they were talking into the camera when they were in fact speaking to another cast member.
 An impressive array of gear was hanging down from above the stage. The room itself probably seated a couple hundred people. Towards the back, in front of a glassed-in room overlooking everything, was another large camera. The glass room was where the producer, director, and all their minions would be stationed to manage the show.
 Manaia and I had just reached the center of the stage when a frazzled young man came rushing out from the back.
 �You can�t be here � oh, you�re David A. Dawson,� he said as he quickly realized his mistake. �You�re needed in the dressing room. Your staff can hang out in the Green Room.�
 He grabbed my arm and led me to the back like I was ten years old. Manaia ignored his dismissal and followed me to the dressing area. The man looked at Manaia and frowned when he saw he�d followed us.
 I decided to play with this guy, who was just a tad too bossy for my taste. I did the potty dance Kyle does when it�s way too late.
 �Mister, I have to go,� I whined.
 The look on his face was worth it. I�ll give Manaia credit; he just stared at Mr. Bossy.
 �Uh,� the guy stammered.
 �Right now!� I announced.
 �This way,� he finally said to lead me to the men�s room.
 �Next, he�ll tell you he needs help,� Manaia predicted.
 I think the guy finally got that he was treating me like I was a little kid, even though I guessed he was only five or so years older than me. Mr. Bossy closed his eyes and shook his head like my mom did when I was on her last nerve after a long day. He pointed to where the restroom was and stomped off.
 Rita James chose that moment to stroll out of the back.
 �I see you�re already causing trouble,� she chastised.
 I gave her a quick hug.
 �Sorry, but I really do need to excuse myself for a moment,� I said and left to use the men�s room.
 When I came back, Rita and the man I�d tweaked were talking. I decided I�d better be good and get my clothes for the show straightened out. I almost fell down laughing when I found Birthrite dressed up as elves. With their riot of different hair colors, their green outfits made a statement.
 �Ladies, looking good,� I teased.
 �Bite me, David,� Amy, the multicolor-haired drummer, shot back.
 I whipped out my phone and took their picture. The looks of horror on their faces when I snapped the shot made it a keeper.
 �You�re so dead,� Jett threatened with frustration written on every line of her face.
 I wasn�t sure why she was upset. Tomorrow, she�d be wearing that outfit on stage, live�in front of millions of viewers. I looked at the picture and smiled.
 �I think this should be your next album cover,� I suggested.
 �Just wait to see what they have planned for you to wear,� Jett threatened.
 They all had satisfied looks, which made me suspicious. Rita found us glaring at each other.
 �What did he do now?� she asked, assuming it was me who caused this.
 �They said you picked out horrid clothes for me to dress up in. I hope I�m not going to be Santa to these evil elves,� I said, going on the offensive.
 �Settle down. We�re all just getting into the spirit of the season,� Rita said and shooed me to the lady in charge of wardrobe.
 All I�ll say is that at least I didn�t have to wear an elf or Santa costume.
 ◊◊◊
 The dress rehearsal was used to work out the timing of when everyone had to be on stage and in what costume. We also sang just enough of our songs to make sure they had the sound levels right. What sounded good in the theater didn�t mean it would sound the same on TV. I�d seen some reality TV singing shows where they didn�t get it right, and those were awful.
 We would do the show tomorrow starting at five o�clock so it would be live on the east coast. The network would show it on tape delay later for the western half of the country.
 As I was making a costume change, I received a text from Lexi. She was at my companies� Christmas party, and she let me know that everyone liked the Cookie Butter. She mentioned they might like their Christmas bonuses even better. It wasn�t a very subtle hint that we�d done well this year with the management company�s growth. Dad had said it was way ahead of the initial projections. I was sure he and Caryn had made the call to share the wealth. That�s why I paid them.
 ◊◊◊
 When I finally made it back to the house, Brook�s parents and mine had already left for home. I got to my room and found all my belongings were missing. I suspected that Brook had moved everything to the master suite. Sure enough, I found my gear there, and Brook was sound asleep in my bed. The master had a king-size bed, so if my girlfriend needed room to roll around, she could do it without keeping me awake all night.
 It was late, so I got undressed and joined her.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 17 � Christmas Special   Saturday December 24 
 Today was going to be a busy day. We had to finish shooting this week�s episode of the J-Drama, and then I had to hurry to the studio where they would film the Christmas Special. As I came out of the bathroom, freshly showered, I found Brook awake. I gave her a quick good-morning kiss.
 �How did it go yesterday?� she asked.
 �Good. I think Rita may have gone too far down memory lane. She has us dressing up in period costumes for the Christmas Special,� I complained and then smiled. �You should see the elf suits Birthrite has to wear.�
 I don�t think Brook was listening to me. She reached out and loosened my towel around my waist.
 �Look what I found,� she purred as she grasped Mr. Happy.
 �I have to get going.�
 Who was I kidding? I would make time for Brook.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d lost count of the number of times I�d been glad Caryn had found this house for me. If I lived almost anywhere else, the traffic would�ve made me late. Manaia had me at the door right on time. On the way, I�d told him to go find us breakfast and bring it back after he dropped me off.
 Hana and I rushed in, and Mr. Otsuki, our director, spotted me.
 �We�re ready for you,� he announced.
 �I haven�t had a chance to get into makeup or change out of my street clothes,� I warned him.
 �You look fine.�
 I shrugged. Hana said my lines phonetically for me, I repeated them back, and she nodded.
 I did the scene. Nailed it!
 ◊◊◊
 While we did a handful of scenes, the rest of the crew had been busy at the Lisa Smith Wengler Center�for�the�Arts in the Smothers Theatre. They were getting ready to shoot the theater scenes for my date with Haru. As soon as we were done, we walked over there. I was amazed that they�d gotten so many extras to show up on Christmas Eve morning. Back home, people either had a half-day at work or skipped it to be with family. If it were me, I�d have been sleeping in at this hour.
 I headed to the dressing room in the theater to change into my date clothes. In the back, all the actors for the play were getting ready too. It was the typical preshow frenzy I�d experienced doing our high school production. Through the chaos, I spotted Haru. Then I noticed it had suddenly become quiet.
 I looked around, and all eyes were on me.
 �Hi,� I said and gave them a little wave.
 An older man, who I assumed was in charge of their play, stepped forward.
 �Welcome. We�re all excited to have you here. It�s a great opportunity for everyone,� he said, pumping my hand.
 �Pepperdine has been very welcoming. All the cast and crew have commented on how friendly and accommodating everyone has been. I have high hopes that, with your help, we�ll have a successful shoot today,� I said as I struggled to find the right words.
 It seemed to be what they wanted to hear. I was soon surrounded by the cast, who all seemed to want to ask me questions. I held up my hand to slow them down.
 �Sorry, but I have a tight schedule today. How about I come back next week, and we can talk?�
 �That would be excellent,� the man in charge said.
 I was happy to see Manaia was back with food.
 �Sorry, traffic was nuts. I think everyone�s out doing last-minute Christmas shopping,� he explained.
 �Why didn�t you go to Starbucks here?� I asked.
 �They closed because school�s out. I had to run into Malibu to find something open.�
 I opened the bag and found a breakfast burrito. Score!
 ◊◊◊
 The shoot at the theater had gone well up to the point where we needed to get some b-roll of Haru and me watching the play. The focus was on the stage with us watching the play, which was a modern version of Romeo and Juliet. It was different because they�d not updated the speech, just the clothing.
 The problem was that the actors on stage got nervous when the cameras were on them.

Romeo:If I profane with my unworthiest hand
This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this:
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.
Juliet:Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,
Which mannerly devotion shows in this;
For saints have hands that pilgrims� hands do touch,
And palm to palm is holy palmers� kiss.
Romeo:Uhh �

 I felt for the guy. There was nothing worse than to be on stage and have your mind go blank. Somehow, I pulled the next line out of my butt. I�d had to read the book for my literature class.
 �Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?� I shouted out.
 The actors all looked into the crowd to find who had provided the next line. They had to shade their eyes to be able to see me as Haru pointed me out. They picked up where they�d left off.

Romeo:Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?

 �Cut!� Mr. Otsuki called out. �Next scene, people.�
 �He�s not going to redo it?� I asked.
 �I think that was more interesting than what he�d planned,� Haru answered.
 It was either that or Mr. Otsuki had decided today would only be a one-shot kind of day. He was the boss.
 ◊◊◊
 Mr. Otsuki let us go earlier than I expected. When I came out after washing off my makeup and changing back into street clothes, I found Haru waiting for me with Hana.
 �Where are we going to lunch?� Haru asked.
 I�d totally forgotten my promise to take her today. I held up a finger and then sent a text to Lexi. She was on a roll as best PA ever, and I was sure she�d made reservations somewhere. I received a call back.
 �I got you into The Little Beach House, a members-only club next to Nobu. Go ahead and get moving, and I�ll let them know that you�re on your way. I�ll have Brook meet you there.�
 I turned to Haru.
 �Do you mind if my girlfriend joins us?�
 �That�s a great idea. I�d like to see her again.�
 �Thanks, Lexi,� I said. �We�ll pick Brook up. How was the party?�
 �Good. They catered it, and we combined the party with Frank�s people.�
 That made sense because we shared office space with IDC � Public Relations.
 �Enjoy your time off,� I said, and we said goodbye.
 I told Manaia to swing by the house so we could drop off Hana and pick up Brook. Hana had other plans with Jiro. We then drove to the restaurant.
 Color me impressed. The Little Beach House�s building was stone and exposed wood and had a Frank Lloyd Wright vibe. The dining room had floor-to-ceiling folding slider doors that were open; they led to a covered patio area that overlooked the beach. At one end of the room was a large fireplace. The whole place had an upscale, modern feel.
 Once we received the menus, I wasn�t surprised to see the prices were on the higher side. Tsuyoshi Nomura, my Japanese mentor, had shared that it was a treat to go to lunch with me because I picked places they wouldn�t usually eat at. More likely, couldn�t afford. I didn�t tell him that Lexi was responsible for picking out the different restaurants. I�d just told her I wanted to try something new each time.
 �Lexi told me this is a members-only club,� I shared.
 �My grandmother got us in. This is part of the Soho House clubs. She�s a member of the Chicago one. Grandma said lunch is on her,� Brook said.
 When I�d been here last year, I�d been to the one in West Hollywood.
 �I was worried David was never going to ask me to lunch. I wondered if he was still mad about what my boyfriend pulled,� Haru explained.
 He�d about broken my arm in a fight scene that turned real in an instant. I could live with never running across him again.
 �If you promise to forget what you saw at the nightclub, I think we can call it even,� Brook offered.
 Good call. We�d been a little adventurous while in Japan, and Haru had probably seen too much when Brook and I got naughty at a club.
 �Deal,� Haru said, acting relieved.
 After we ordered our drinks and appetizers, a manager came out.
 �I wanted to talk to you about possibly becoming members.�
 �I think the closest one to me is in Chicago, and that�s nearly a two-hour drive,� I said to slow down his sales pitch.
 He smiled, and I realized that we were talking LA and their traffic. I sometimes forgot how good I had it. He obviously wasn�t put off by my response.
 �Soho House is geared toward people like you, namely, creative souls. We�re not like other members� clubs, which tend to focus on wealth and status. The original club was founded in the UK in 1995. We now have clubs in London, Chicago, LA, New York, Miami, Berlin, Istanbul, Barcelona, and Toronto. We offer a special membership for people under the age of 27 that can be just for this house. Or you can upgrade and have a membership to all the houses around the world,� he pitched.
 �What makes the under-27 membership special?� Brook asked.
 �It�s half-price. A local membership would be $1,000, and one for every house would only run $2,350.�
 �That�s less than my dad�s country club,� I shared with the table.
 It turned out Soho House offered more than just dining. They had bedrooms you could rent, beauty and grooming, and in London, they even had a theater. While it wasn�t cheap, you would be pampered in style. Brook pointed out that it might be nice for when I traveled to be able to stay there instead of a hotel. It was also a great place to take people for dinner. Before I realized it, I�d given him my debit card and ID so he could sign me up.
 We spent the rest of lunch doing what I intended, getting to know Haru better. She was born and raised in Tokyo and had wanted to be an actress since she could remember. My Butterfly was only her second leading role. She�d had a part in a movie that had only been released in Japan. Before that, she�d played many small roles and acted in some commercials. She admitted that she wanted this role so badly that she�d accepted a discounted contract to land it.
 �Why would you do that?� Brook asked.
 �Because I wanted to work with David again. My agent and publicist are over the moon that he is in this show. The buzz of him taking us all out to American parties is big news back home.�
 �I know, you�re big in Japan,� Brook said as she rolled her eyes at me.
 �I can�t help it that they understand my star power better than they do here,� I teased.
 Haru nodded and then blushed.
 �Would it be okay if you took some pictures of him and me together?� she asked Brook.
 Brook was a good sport. Misaki, my adoptive big sister, had clued me in that they sent their pictures to fans back in Japan. I suspected they were paid to do so. I�d also experienced Haru�s blatant use of me to get coverage by the paparazzi in Tokyo. She mustn�t have the same contacts here because we hadn�t been swarmed when we came to lunch.
 Lunch was enjoyable, but I felt it was a little pricey. I think Haru put it best when she described it as �trendy, but not pretentious or obnoxious.�
 Before we left, I was confirmed as a new member. Brook was impressed because she said her grandma had to go through a whole process to get approved. I think they understood that the under-27 crowd wasn�t up for all that.
 The club in West Hollywood had much more star power, though we did spot a couple of celebs. The West Hollywood location was one of the go-to places for power lunches or wanting to be seen. Malibu was more laid back.
 ◊◊◊
 Trip and I were kicking back, shooting the shit while everyone scurried around to get ready for the TV special.
 �How are you and Teresa doing?� I asked.
 The way he lit up told me everything. This new relationship was a big deal from the way he got nervous when he realized I�d spotted his excitement.
 �She�s coming over to the beach house after this is over.�
 �Plan to finally seal the deal?� I asked to give him shit.
 The way he looked was worth it. The poor guy was smitten�if that was even a word used nowadays.
 �Up yours with a hairbrush,� was his witty comeback.
 �Trip!�
 Both our heads snapped around as only a mother can get you to do. Rita glared at the two of us.
 �He was being a dick,� Trip said, and then cringed when he realized he�d only made it worse.
 �I really was,� I said to help defuse the situation.
 She ignored his slip and crooked her finger at us in the universal �come with me� sign.
 �I need you two to come greet our guests for tonight. At David�s request,� she said, with an emphasis on my name, �I invited families from the Air Force Space Command, here in Los Angeles, to be in our audience.�
 My inner geek took notice. Cool! I think every kid wanted to be an astronaut at some point. I realized they probably had more to do with satellites and the like, but it was still cool.
 We found they had a reception set up in the lobby for the families, who were being bused in from the base. I smirked when I saw Birthrite in their elf costumes. They had stacks of presents with the child�s name on each one and a note from Santa. Trip and I were put in charge of greeting and then directing everyone where they needed to go to find their gift. Halle and Pree were assigned to help our elves. Some of the other cast would help greet as well. Rita had come up with a winning idea.
 I looked out and saw an Air Force bus come to a stop out front.
 �The first bus is here!� I announced to get everyone�s attention.
 Manaia suddenly appeared from wherever he�d been, and I spotted Fritz near Halle so they could keep an eye on things. I seriously doubted that there would be trouble. Then I glanced over at Trip and bet that he hadn�t expected any trouble when they all hit the nightclub in Orlando, either.
 As the first bus began to unload, I wondered if someone had loaded the kids up with sugar before they came. They seemed a tad overexcited when they saw our elves and presents. Greeting everyone flew out the window at that point. No bothered to get directions.
 Manaia, Trip, and I stood back and took it all in.
 �That one�s hot,� Manaia observed as he tilted his chin towards one of the mothers.
 I loved that he was willing to call out a hot chick, but, �Dude, seriously?� I guess Trip�s and my disbelief at his inappropriate comment must have been written all over our faces. Manaia wasn�t fazed in the least�something else I liked about him.
 �Come on,� he complained. �Just look at her. She�s constructed like a masonry outdoor restroom facility.�
 Trip�s eyebrows pursed together in confusion. Then he almost fell over laughing when he recognized my security�s child-friendly version of �built like a brick shithouse.� I�ll admit, I was chuckling myself. It took Trip a moment to compose himself before he could respond.
 �When David leaves, I want you to be my security.�
 �He talks a good game, but I can never get him to take one for the team. We can be out, and a girl I�m interested in is with her �friend,�� I said with air quotes. �And he refuses to help get rid of the friend so I can do my thing.�
 �I thought you were off the market?� Trip asked.
 �Just sayin�,� I said, seeing this hadn�t gone quite as I�d planned.
 Manaia pointed. Another bus was pulling up. We just stood back and let the chaos ensue.
 ◊◊◊

 The gifts turned out to be t-shirts from the various artists in tonight�s show. My three favorites were, third, Birthrite gathered around Santa in their elf costumes. If you were going to make a fool of yourself, own it. The second was of Halle from The Secret Circle with her hair standing on end and her face covered in ashes, looking haggard. That was from our scene in the movie where the room explodes.
 Probably my favorite was of me. Someone had dug through my modeling pictures and found one where I was in a tuxedo. It�d been taken when I was in Chicago, and Adrienne had worn a wedding dress that caused a few too many emotions to erupt. The tag line above the picture said: �Bond, Ian Bond.� Under it was a quote from The World is Not Enough: �I thought Christmas only comes once a year.�
 It was a riot to watch the young kids rip off their shirts and put their gifts on. I was glad to see that there were screened-off areas for the older ones and parents to change if they wished. They were given bags adorned with pictures of the cast from tonight�s show to hold their discarded garments. Now I wanted both a t-shirt and a bag.
 ◊◊◊
 When Rita pitched the show, she�d explained it was like a variety show they�d used to have on TV in years past. I finally broke down and did an Internet search to see what she was talking about. The closest things I could find recently were the reality singing and talent shows. What those shows were missing were the little comedy skits we would have.
 I stood off in the wings as the show started.
 �Please welcome your host, Rita James,� was announced over the sound system.
 Rita made her grand entrance to the applause of the studio audience. I was a little appalled to see the flashing signs that directed the audience when to clap or laugh. For Rita James, America�s Sweetheart, they didn�t have to be told. She was dressed in a festive evening gown that showed why she was still so sought after to do movies. There were a handful of actresses who seemed to get better with age, and Rita was leading the pack, in my opinion.
 �Whoa, good evening,� she said, to allow the applause to die down. �Hello, everyone, and welcome to a very special Christmas show. Our guests tonight are the airmen and their families from the Air Force�s Space Command located here in Los Angeles.�
 The cameras were turned toward the audience so they could be shown.
 �I want to reach out to all our troops and everyone who has served and thank them for keeping us safe.�
 There was another round of applause.
 �I�m honored to share with you tonight some up-and-coming young talent in both movies and the music industry.�
 I tuned her out as someone shoved a microphone into my hand. Halle came up beside me and smiled.
 �You ready for this?� she asked.
 �I only hope you can carry us.�
 �You�ll be fine. Just act like you can sing,� Halle teased.
 �It�s on, Princess,� I shot back.
 �� my daughter and the star of the upcoming movie Love Letters, Halle James. And David A. Dawson, whose movie The Royal Palm is in theaters right now, singing The Gift,� Rita announced.
 �That�s our cue,� Halle said as she reached down and grabbed my hand.
 I think she was afraid I might back out. Best to take her advice and �act� like I could sing.
 I�m sure people think I�m weird because I get up in front of people without hesitating. It�s not that I�m not nervous doing it; I am. It�s just that if I plan to get what I want, I have to be comfortable talking to crowds. As if it wasn�t enough to know I was in front of a live audience, with the lights glaring in my eyes, there were millions more watching this broadcast. And I was about to sing.
 There was a good saying that fit this situation: �Fake it until you make it.�
 What helped was Halle sang the first part of the song. She really did have the voice of an angel. Halle was one of those talented people who could do it all.
 While she sang, they showed background pictures that related to the lyrics. They�d pulled some from the two movies we�d been in. When they showed one of me as Stryker, the younger ones in the audience reacted, causing Halle to glance back to see what was going on. She almost lost her place but recovered nicely and smiled at me.
 Finally, it was my turn. My deep baritone belted out, and I relaxed. I looked Halle in the eyes as I sang my part. Then it was time for me to sing higher; I hoped for the best. I never worried about my lower register; it was when I tried the higher notes that it did funny things. I focused on what Jett had taught me and found I was singing the notes without my voice breaking or straining. I think Halle was more surprised than I was when it sounded �a bit of alright.� Damn!
 I would never make a living doing this, but I hadn�t embarrassed myself to this point.
 Then it was time for the harmony. Halle singing off my baritone made her voice shine. If this was one of those singing competitions where people battled, it would have been a knockout. She really was that much better than I would ever hope to be. Once I got it in my head that my job was to make her sound good, it was easy from that point forward.
 Suddenly, it was over, and the crowd responded. For me, their applause felt like the weight of the world had just been lifted. I�d faced one of my greatest fears, singing in public, and had survived. I was shocked when Halle reached up and pulled my head down so she could kiss me as they went to commercial.
 When Brook saw that, I would have �some �splainin� to do,� as Tracy would have put it.
 ◊◊◊
 When all was said and done, I�d had a good time, and I�d helped Rita, two things that made me smile.
 They�d saved Santa Claus is Coming to Town for last. When the song was wrapping up, Santa, his elves, and Rita joined me on stage. They were accompanied by a lot of the children to wish everyone at home a Merry Christmas.
 When the lights came down, and we were done, Rita hugged me.
 �I knew you could do it,� she beamed.
 It was easy to look back with rose-colored glasses now that we were done. Rita had pulled a bit of a fast one to get me to sing so many songs. What I discovered was that if she asked me to do this again, I wouldn�t hesitate.
 �Thanks. I did enjoy myself and was glad to see you got the military involved.�
 �Back before even I was born,� she said and then paused, daring me to comment, �Bob Hope and Bing Crosby were noted for doing just that. I know it�s no longer politically correct, but I felt it was something we could do to help out.�
 We�d talked as the cast all came out to join us. Rita turned to them.
 �Santa has something for each of you,� she announced.
 Santa and his elves began to hand out the same bags they�d given the audience. Inside was a complete set of the t-shirts depicting each of the performers. I sorted through mine and found the one of Halle looking like a crazed witch, took off my shirt, and put the t-shirt on. I looked up, and everyone was staring at me.
 �He�s quite nice to look at, now, isn�t he,� Pree, my puking terrorist, commented.
 Brook came strolling out from the side, shaking her head.
 �You still haven�t gotten him trained yet, have you?� Halle observed.
 �It�s hard when you decide to kiss him on national TV,� Brook chirped.
 �Well, uhm,� Halle stammered. �I think he needed it.�
 �Nice try,� Brook said, and then came to me with a kiss. �You about ready to get out of here?�
 I looked at Rita.
 �Go. Enjoy your evening. I�ll see you at the New Year�s party,� Rita told me to set me free.
 �Lead on, Macduff,� I said to Brook, misquoting Shakespeare.
 I remembered that the actual quote was �Lay on, Macduff,� but it had changed at some point.
 ◊◊◊
 Someone was looking out for us because the traffic leaving LA wasn�t half bad. Back home, everyone would have been going to church or staying in with family. I hate to say it, but traffic here could be dreadful at just about any time, even Christmas Eve.
 Brook had booked us for two nights in a boutique 25-room hotel called L�Horizon Hotel and Spa, located in Palm Springs. It only took us three hours to get there. We�d ditched Manaia in LA and promised not to get into any trouble. I had to have my dad call Fritz to let us off our leash. While I had become accustomed to someone driving me, I was a teenage boy, and it was nice to get behind the wheel again.
 When we pulled in, Brook directed me to valet parking. I was almost knocked down when the bellhop rushed to get our bags.
 �Let me get those, David.�
 I looked at Brook, and she smiled.
 �The hotel asked how you wanted to be addressed. I figured you�d get irritated if they called you Mr. Dawson all weekend.�
 We walked inside to check in, and I looked around the entrance area.
 �Brook, David. Welcome to L�Horizon Hotel and Spa,� the desk clerk greeted us.
 I was impressed that the staff all called us by name. That wasn�t something I�d encountered before. I wasn�t sure what Brook was paying for this, but I was getting the feeling it wasn�t cheap.
 �I want to offer you an upgrade on your room. We�re not fully booked tonight, and I do have The Residence available. It has a private pool, kitchen, dining room, and living room. It also comes with a wet bar and wood-burning fireplace,� the clerk said, giving her sales pitch to get us to spend more money.
 �Are you comping us?� I asked.
 �David,� Brook reprimanded, but turned to the woman and raised her eyebrows.
 �Just one moment while I check,� she said and walked into the back.
 �You have to ask,� I said to defend myself.
 Brook was sometimes from the �if you have to ask, you can�t afford it� school of thought. My mom and dad had taught Greg and me that we should at least try to negotiate. The worst they could do was say �no.�
 The desk clerk was back, and all smiles.
 �We can do that,� she announced. �Now I have you, Brook, down for a massage and pampering at ten. Did you want to join her, David?�
 �Probably not. I think I�ll go for a run or swim while she does that.�
 She got us checked in.
 �Is there anything else I can do for you?�
 �Is there someplace close where we could get some food?� I asked.
 The clerk reached under the desk.
 �Why don�t I order you room service and have it sent?� she suggested.
 Even I had to blink at the prices. I showed Brook what they charged for room service.
 �I�ll have a chicken sandwich with fries. Get what you want,� she told me.
 I felt like a naughty boy when I ordered a steak.
 �I�ll get that ordered and have someone come and do turndown service if that�s okay with you,� the desk clerk said.
 Brook nodded, and we followed the bellhop to the room. He offered to unpack everything, and Brook just nodded. I did notice she gave him a healthy tip for his service. If I ever needed a job, this might not be too bad.
 While Brook used the bathroom to freshen up from our drive, I read about the hotel. It had first opened in 1952. In its history, it was the destination for the likes of Marilyn Monroe, Betty Grable, and several US presidents. The hotel had been renovated recently. Something that jumped out at me was it was an adults-only resort. You had to be 21 or older to stay here.
 When Brook came back out, I pointed that out to her.
 �Do you think they�ll kick us out?� she asked.
 �Probably not,� I admitted.
 �Go take a shower. Hopefully, by then, the food will be here so you�ll be fully charged up. I want to get started on your Christmas gift,� she almost purred.
 Oh, boy!
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 18 � Best Christmas Ever!  Sunday December 25 
 I woke to find Brook watching me.
 �Merry Christmas,� she announced.
 �When I was little, we�d be up at the butt-crack of dawn to see what Santa had left us. Greg always made a big show of complaining about my getting up early, but he was right there with me,� I said with a lazy smile.
 �You must have been on Santa�s naughty list because he didn�t bring you anything,� she teased.
 I waggled my eyebrows and tossed back the sheets. I took in Brook�s hot little body and gave her my best leer. Her eyes got big as she realized that she just might end up being what Santa had brought me.
 I grabbed her hips and pulled closer to me. The thin cotton panties she wore couldn�t quite conceal the wet heat between her legs. Someone was excited. Brook decided that she was going to take charge, so she pushed me flat onto my back. She leaned over me and let her hair trail over my chest and stomach.
 Mr. Happy wrenched control of my body as he stood up to take notice of Brook�s machinations. Brook yelped as I flipped her onto her back and covered her body with mine before she could move. Her nostrils flared, a sure sign she was aroused.
 �I think I found Santa�s gift,� I said, grabbing her hands and holding them over her head.
 Brook wiggled under me in a mock attempt to free herself. We both knew that if I were serious, she wouldn�t stand a chance. The sexual beast that lurked deep within me was pleased by her struggles. It fanned the fires of my desire to have her twist under me as my fit body pressed her into the mattress.
 Brook knew that I would never take things too far, despite her faux attempts to free herself. Her struggles abated when I began to kiss her neck and collarbone. I put both her wrists into one hand, reached down with the other between us, and hauled up her t-shirt. Last night, she�d stolen one of the new ones I�d gotten as a gift to sleep in. It was my Ian Bond one. I would have to make sure I got it back.
 I pushed it up until her breasts were exposed. She squirmed more in pleasure than to free herself as I began to worship her mounds with pointy tips. She gasped as I trailed kisses down and licked the dip of her belly button. I looked up as I put my tongue to good use, and our eyes locked. Her breathing had become erratic as her chest rose and fell. I let my eyes trail down her body until I looked at the hidden treasure between her thighs.
 �If you only knew what I want to do to you �� I said, letting her wrists go and heading south, �you might want to break up with me.�
 I looked back up and saw her bite her lower lip. The anticipation was about to kill her. She cried out when I ducked my head and licked her core through the soft cotton. I used my tongue to taste her through the fabric of her panties, and I felt the heat her center had generated. I took a deep breath so I could inhale the scent of her arousal. Hotness!
 My nickname for her was apropos. When Brook became aroused, it was like she had a little furnace down there just to please me. I nudged her legs apart to give me better access to her sex.
 I moaned to announce my desire as her legs fell open so I could get into a better position. As I began to kiss her inner thighs, my hands found her taut little butt. I used it to help hold her in place as she wiggled at my onslaught. I soon had my mouth over her panty-covered goodness.
 �David,� she pleaded as she ran her fingers through my hair.
 I paused my ministrations and looked up at Brook. Her eyes were glazed over with lust. I�d had enough of her panties, so I hooked my fingers into the leg hole and pushed it aside. I heard her suck in her breath as my tongue and lips finally found bare skin.
 �Yes, Big Daddy,� she called out.
 Brook�s hands fell from my hair so she could grab the sheets to help stabilize herself while I feasted on her. I could see she was suddenly close by how her nipples became rock hard, and her neck and upper chest flushed. Perspiration broke out over her skin as I nipped her button, overloading her senses with pleasure. I pulled out all my tricks to tease her arousal into a full-blown detonation, paying particular attention to every inch of the skin between her legs. I wiggled my tongue as I licked deeper into her center, into her little oven that promised so much.
 �David! Don�t stop. I�m almost there � please!�
 Brook�s cries pushed me to intensify my efforts. I lifted her bottom to give me a better angle. She tried to get free, but I held her tight as I drove harder to help her get hers. Brook called out her pleasure as her legs snapped together around my head. She then curled her legs up so her heels were on my shoulders. In a rush, she climaxed and pushed her legs straight out in an attempt to escape my onslaught. I watched as my girlfriend became as stiff as a board with only her shoulders touching the bed. I was shocked at the intensity of her orgasm. Brook�s face was scrunched up, and I�d never seen someone almost levitate off a mattress before. If it had occurred in a movie, I would suspect special effects were involved, or she was possessed. Brook quivered as she almost floated above the bed.
 I could tell she�d held her breath as she held that position for a moment, then it came whooshing out. I�d never seen a woman climax so hard. Brook flopped on the bed and rolled to her side. She had actual tears streaming down her cheeks. She must have had some secondary quakes because she shuddered.
 Once Brook was aware of herself again, she looked down to see me watching her. It was cute to see her suddenly become self-conscious with embarrassment. I was a very self-satisfied boy for helping her achieve new heights of pleasure.
 �You ready for round two?� I teased.
 I gently pried the tangled sheet from her fists. Brook grabbed my head and pulled me up, so I covered her and gave her a deep kiss.
 �I think Santa might have left me the present,� she guessed.
 �Hotness, we will both get ours,� I promised.
 I moved down south again and had her lift up her butt so I could peel off her panties. When her legs were free, they fell open as I lowered my head back between her thighs. I took a moment to inspect my handiwork. Brook�s nether lips were swollen, and her little soldier had pushed out of its hood. I took in her scent as my nostrils flared. I�d found each girl had a slightly different smell. Brook�s scent almost made me crazy with lust because it was hers.
 She cried out as I went on the offensive again. When a woman makes that sound, you know she�s yours. You�ve done something right, and she wants you to never stop. I dove in, with that verbal reminder, as I became enamored with her taste. I grabbed a pillow and put it under her butt to raise it. That freed up my hands.
 �What are you doing?� Brook asked breathlessly.
 �Just lay back and let your Big Daddy drive,� I urged.
 That caused her to giggle.
 �Oh, shit,� she moaned as I showed her that I was nowhere near done with her.
 With my hands free, I could toy with Brook�s breasts. She reached down and gripped my hair to guide me where she wanted my tongue and lips. I got comfortable and ravished her again. Her moans soon turned to soft sighs.
 Brook finally had had enough.
 �David, stop teasing me.�
 I began to strum her button like a metronome, back and forth relentlessly. She tried to pry my head off her sex, but I growled at her.
 �Yes. Yes! YES!� she cried out.
 I backed off to give her a chance to recover. Brook gave me a stern look.
 �You growled at me,� she said in mock severity.
 �Are you complaining now?� I asked.
 Brook just dropped back against the bed and sighed. I rolled her over onto her stomach so I could toy with her perfect butt. I was a dyed-in-the-wool butt man, and Brook Davis had a magnificent one. Several models I knew would be envious of her firm, athletic globes. She shivered as I used feather-like touches to caress her. Brook turned her head back to me and arched her back like a cat in invitation. I ran my tongue up her back until I was high enough to kiss her over her shoulder. After we parted, I looked down and grasped my member. I pushed the head between her nether lips to gather moisture to help ease my entry, then looked up at her and smiled.
 �I want you in me now,� she demanded.
 �Bossy, are we?� I teased.
 I wanted to be in her as much as she wanted it. Somehow, Mr. Happy found where he wanted to be, and Brook took the decision out of my hands as she pushed back. It was my turn to moan as her �hotness� engulfed me. I reached down and grasped her perfect round ass so I could see where he�d gone to ground. She trembled as she finally was able to push my full length into her depths.
 We both moaned when I was all the way in. I began to gently rock back and forth, bottoming out with every thrust. When I was sure I was coated with enough lubrication, I started to saw in and out with a purpose. The inner beast emerged, and I began to let my hips fly. We came together with fierce passion.
 I�m not sure if it was because we�d finally come to grips with loving each other or what, but I couldn�t remember sex being any better than this. Not ever. I took in every detail, working to carve this memory in my head as if in stone. I wanted to remember every detail of how Brook looked, how she felt under me, her taste, her scent, and, most importantly, her cries of pleasure. Being inside her was about more than just sex. This was the woman I loved.
 Brook began to chant my name as I pounded away.
 �David. David.�
 She repeated it over and over again as she took everything I had to give. Seeing her in the throes of passion gave me a surge of adrenaline. Every inch of me was abuzz. I closed my eyes as Brook tightened around me. I gave her two more thrusts and then the dam broke. A torrent of my essence pulsed deep inside of her. That was enough to trigger Brook�s release as well because she joined me and began to milk me dry.
 �Gaaaahhhhd,� she screamed.
 I collapsed and rolled to the side so I wouldn�t crush her. Brook all but pounced on me when she was free and began to kiss me all over my face.
 �This just might be the best Christmas ever!� she announced.
 I thought about it and had to agree with her.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook lured me out of bed with the promise of food. We strolled to the restaurant and found we were the only people there. We asked our server, and she told us that there was only one other guest in the hotel today. She assured us they would be full by tomorrow.
 After breakfast, Brook left to be pampered at the spa, and I decided to swim and lay out. For a midwestern boy, the balmy 75� was comfortable. While the bungalow we�d rented had a private pool, it was enclosed by a privacy fence that blocked the view. The allure of Palm Springs was the view of the desert mountains in the distance and the palm trees. I decided to go to the main pool so I would have the full experience.
 When they�d renovated the hotel, they had done an excellent job. They�d done such a good job that they�d earned a place on the Leading Hotels of the World (LHW) collection. To garner that honor, they had to meet rigorous standards for even the most discerning guests, from service and cuisine to facilities and linens. I could see stealing several ideas for my own house, just from the pool area alone.
 It was like you�d been dropped into a Hollywood set of the type you would expect in my upcoming James Bond film. The pool was surrounded by beach recliners, and I envisioned the beautiful and wealthy people sunning themselves while sipping elegant cocktails. I picked a recliner in the sun and leaned it back. With a full stomach, combined with my morning activities, it wasn�t a shock that I dozed off.
 ◊◊◊
 �There you are,� Brook said to wake me up. �You�re starting to get too much sun.�
 �How was the spa?� I asked.
 �Fabulous. Let�s move to a covered area,� she suggested.
 I looked down and saw a tinge of pink, so I was ready to move. Brook led me over to the hot-tub zone. It also had a row of recliners, but behind it, they had larger two-person recliners under an awning to get you out of the sun. This was much better.
 We�d just settled in when a waitress appeared.
 �David, Brook, can I get you something from the bar?� she asked.
 I was of two minds about the staff using my name. In a way, it was nice to feel like they knew you well enough to use it. It was like going to Granny�s, and you were a valued customer. That was different, though; Granny�s had built a relationship over time. This, on the other hand, was a little creepy. I�d never met this woman, and here she was using our names like she knew us.
 I imagined she just assumed we were old enough to drink because the resort was adults-only.
 �Yes, please. I could use a mojito,� I said.
 I�d found I liked them when I was in Cuba.
 �It�s awful early,� Brook observed.
 �We�re on vacation, and it�s five o�clock somewhere.�
 I think she suddenly realized that she sounded like her mom.
 �I�ll have one too.�
 �Make it with decent rum,� I added.
 Once the waitress left, Brook gave me a look.
 �When did you become a rum snob?� she teased.
 �It makes a difference in the way it tastes.�
 She kissed me to let me know she was just teasing.
 We kicked back and just relaxed, drank mojitos, and enjoyed being together.
 I noticed the other guest had come out to enjoy the pool area. I smiled when I recognized her.
 �Do you know who that is?� I asked Brook, who hadn�t noticed we had company.
 �Chloe Larkin.�
 I could see my girlfriend was starstruck. Chloe was a British actress who had been in the original UK version of Skins and was reported to be in a new TV series called Riverdale.
 �You should go talk to her,� I said to Brook.
 She was on her third mojito, so I wasn�t surprised when she glared at me and nodded. I think she took it as a dare. Usually, I was the social butterfly, and Brook followed my lead. Brook got up and started over to where Chloe was getting organized.
 I smiled because Chloe had on a pair of Daisy Dukes and a bikini top. She�d definitely adapted to the LA lifestyle. I thought about a Katy Perry song lyric that might apply.
 I stopped congratulating myself on my cleverness�and just about stopped thinking at all�when Chloe unbuttoned the aforementioned Daisy Dukes and wiggled out of them. She was wearing a thong bikini bottom.
 Brook saw it and looked back at me to see my reaction. I gave her two thumbs up. Brook just shook her head and continued her progress to meet Chloe.
 I admit it, I was in lust. Chloe Larkin had a killer body. I loved her dark skin tone and her soulful big brown eyes. She just had something that other girls didn�t. That was why she�d been cast to play parts on TV. Producers and directors weren�t looking for ordinary. They needed actors and actresses who stood out and would be remembered.
 Personally, I could also imagine her sitting on my face. Wait! Rewind that thought. Yep, I would very much enjoy that. Maybe my girlfriend had listened when I fantasized about her fetching me babes to have my way with. In this instance, I would be all for it. I would double down and want Brook to join us. Well, maybe that was a given if I intended to keep her as my girlfriend, which I did.
 While my mind raced off into fantasyland, I watched Brook and Chloe introduce themselves and Brook take the seat next to her. They almost acted like they�d known each other forever as they began to chat. I smiled when I saw our server come out and take their drink orders.
 Brook must have told Chloe that she needed to catch up because the waitress brought Chloe two drinks, and she downed the first in one go. If she were like other girls from the UK, I suspected she could hold her alcohol. I might�ve been wrong, though, because they usually drank pints of beer. Brook and Chloe were drinking the hard stuff.
 I�d almost decided that nothing was going to happen when I observed Chloe get out the suntan lotion and offer to put it on Brook�s back. Chloe seemed to keep it G-rated until she reached over Brook�s back. Her hands slid over Brook�s shoulders and ended up under her bikini top, rubbing her breasts. Brook turned her head to say something when Chloe kissed her.
 Mr. Happy was ready to charge in and join the fun. He reminded me that Brook had been with Halle and Cindy and had left us out, and he didn�t want to miss his opportunity. The big brain was still functioning and knew that Brook would do what she thought best. Meanwhile, our server had taken notice and didn�t look happy. That decided it. I got up and walked over to slow the action down.
 �Hey, you�re starting to attract attention,� I warned.
 It was fun to see Chloe�s head snap around as if her parents had caught her making out.
 �Chloe, this is my boyfriend, David,� Brook said to introduce us.
 Chloe realized I wasn�t there to stop the proceedings and relaxed. She did all but undress me with her eyes.
 �Damn, he�s built for sport, though���
 I loved her accent.
 �We have a pool, and it�s more private. Why don�t we go to our place?� I suggested.
 Without waiting for an answer, Brook took Chloe�s hand, helped her up, and led her to our bungalow. I walked over to the bar to sign for our drinks.
 �I noticed we have a wet bar in our room. Do we have everything I need to make mojitos?� I asked.
 �No. I could make you a pitcher and bring it over,� she suggested to help solve my dilemma.
 I stopped and did a double-take. From the way she said it, I wasn�t sure that was a good idea. If I�d been on my own and single, I would have been all for it. She sported large breasts and what looked like a butt that would make the Kardashians jealous. Now, I wasn�t usually into that sort of body type�but damn! Still, I wasn�t sure I could handle three girls.
 �How about you make me a pitcher now, and I call you if we need another?� I suggested.
 She did and handed me a note with her number on it.
 �Call me,� she urged.
 Brook was so dumping me if she were able to read my mind right now. I took a deep breath and scampered off before things got out of hand.
 ◊◊◊
 I could hear the music from our unit before I even got there. Thankfully, we were the only guests today, or there might have been some complaints. I opened the door and was blasted with sound. It made me feel old when my first thought was to turn it down. I rejected that impulse and went looking for the girls and found them dancing out on the pool deck.
 Chloe spotted the pitcher I was carrying and promptly downed her drink. This would become an alcohol-fueled mistake if I weren�t careful. I remembered that I hadn�t brought any condoms since Brook and I didn�t use them. I wondered if the front desk would send someone to buy me a box.
 When Chloe put a lip-lock on Brook, that decided it. I stepped into the bedroom, closed the door, and called. The girl at the front desk didn�t even act surprised; she just asked how many I wanted. I didn�t want to have to call again, so I ordered a twelve-pack. If I used all of that today, I might well end up a husk of my former self.
 I heard the music get turned down and changed to something sexier. The bedroom door burst open, and I saw that Brook and Chloe had lost their tops as they jumped onto our bed.
 �Join us,� Brook said.
 �I will in a moment,� I said, and then smiled. �Do carry on.�
 �He is such a perv sometimes. I think he just wants to watch,� Brook told Chloe.
 �I went to all-girl boarding schools, so I�m fine if he wants to miss out on the fun.�
 It sounded like Chloe might be just into girls. Brook gave me a questioning look.
 �Condoms� was my one-word answer.
 �You don�t need one on my account,� Chloe offered. �I broke up with my boyfriend before coming to the States and haven�t been with anyone since. They made me take a physical before I could start filming, and I came back with a clean bill of health.�
 I was tempted, but was saved by the knock at the door. I found my wallet and pulled out a large bill for a tip. The guy at the door tried to look in, but I blocked his view. He handed them over and smiled when he saw the money.
 �Let me know if you run out or need any help,� he suggested.
 It started to sound like the staff here was used to getting a little wild with the guests. It also added to the creep factor from earlier when I suspected that they were all talking about us. I nodded and started to close the door.
 �Just call the front desk and ask for Rob. I get off in a couple of hours.�
 �Sure,� I said as I closed the door and vowed that would never happen.
 I came back in to see the girls hadn�t waited for me. Brook looked up and saw me, then got Chloe�s attention.
 �Looks like our little Boy Scout is now prepared.�
 �Take them off,� Chloe said, pointing at my swimsuit.
 I peeled them down, and Mr. Happy came out and waved at them. Chloe�s eyes got big.
 �Holy crap, you weren�t kidding. He�s huge.�
 �Careful. His ego is big enough for three guys as it is. We don�t need to be inflating it any more than it already is,� Brook said to slow Chloe down.
 �My ex has a really, really, incredibly small penis,� Chloe shared.
 �Seriously!� Brook gasped and then giggled.
 �Don�t laugh,� she said solemnly. �This is the God�s honest truth. I think every guy I�ve been with came up with the same �it�s not the size of the ship, it�s the motion of the ocean� shit. You know where that came from? Men with little willies.�
 They dissolved into giggles, and I found the humor in that, even though no guy wants to be around girls when they start to make fun of our junk. Chloe looked me over and got a frown on her face.
 �You sure you want to be dating this guy?�
 That took us both aback.
 �I�m just saying. Guys today seem to be what I call a man-child. They�re old enough to be grown-up men, but act like they�re still little boys. This one is too good-looking to settle down,� Chloe said wisely.
 �This I have to hear,� I said and sat down on the edge of the bed as I forgot about what Mr. Happy wanted.
 Brook nodded, so Chloe continued.
 �The typical man-child is the guy who never wants to work or dream or do anything. That is, except watch streaming video, play video games, or just kick back and relax. His biggest ambition is to figure out something fun to do or where he will get drunk this weekend.
 �I�ve dated several versions of this guy. There�s the hipster who worked at a head shop, the motocross adrenaline-junkie, and the wannabe small-business start-up guy. Oh, and my all-time favorite, the one who claimed he was a travel blogger but really had a girlfriend in the next town. The sad part is, they typically either live with a group of like-minded buddies or at home because they don�t seem to have a real job. They�ve figured out that if they can hook up with a girl who does work, she will take care of them,� Chloe shared.
 �That sounds exactly like David. He heard my family had money, and then the next thing I knew, I was dating him,� Brook said with her tongue firmly in her cheek.
 �I know. It�s hard to resist them when they look like that,� Chloe said, pointing at me. �What�s a girl to do when they have abs and a bum you can�t keep your hands off? If any of them had his tackle, I might have put up with it. I hope he�s good in bed.�
 �He has his moments,� Brook grudgingly admitted.
 She was on the verge of getting a spanking.
 �Don�t get me wrong, the man-child is loads of fun. He�s usually funny, too. The problem is, you reach a point where you realize that it�s just never going anywhere. I have no desire to spend money on some guy who can�t get off his arse and do more than ask where I�m ordering take-away from tonight,� Chloe said.
 �We should order room service,� I suggested.
 Brook threw a pillow at my head.
 �The clincher is that the man-child never really takes the relationship further than casual. They think that if they keep it trivial, deeper feelings will never be uncovered to spoil their fun. They are more interested in getting off than ever letting a real emotion surface. At some point, you want someone you can share your dreams, hopes, and fears with,� Chloe rambled on.
 �So, did you want some food or not?� I asked with a straight face.
 Brook winked at me and nodded. I left the two of them to talk about modern man�s ills while I called in our order.
 I felt sorry for Chloe. It sounded like she was ready for something serious but was hanging out with the wrong kind of guys. If the right guy came around, I�m sure he would be willing to lock her down and be all she wanted.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d grabbed my swimsuit and put it back on because I didn�t want to answer the door nude when the food came. I ordered a variety of sandwiches and salads since I didn�t know what Chloe would eat. And I ordered another pitcher of mojitos because the girls had downed about two-thirds of the one I brought earlier.
 There was a soft knock on the door, and I found the cute bartender with a new pitcher. She heard the girls talking in the bedroom.
 �You not invited to play?� she asked.
 �No. No, I�m just here for the scenery,� I said with a smile. �I didn�t catch your name.�
 �Elise,� she said and looked me up and down. �I�m here for the scenery too.�
 �I bet, but I�d better stick with what I know.�
 �New things can be fun, too,� she suggested.
 It�s not often that I�m struck speechless. I�ve been hit on a lot, and it usually doesn�t faze me. Uncle John had warned me about wanting to try new girls. I think he�d been speaking from experience. She saw I wasn�t going to say anything, so she continued.
 �Unless you�re afraid of change.�
 �I�m not afraid of much and have been known to change on a dime. The thing is, it has to be worth my while,� I said to try to slow her down.
 �Sometimes you have to just jump in without looking. It�s been my experience that it often is much better than you ever imagined it could be.�
 �Or it blows up in your face,� I temporized.
 �I admit that it can. Change isn�t easy, and most people are afraid of it. I get the sense you might enjoy a change every now and then.�
 Oh, shit.
 �I think I�d better stick with what I have.�
 Rob was suddenly there with our food. I put the pitcher on the table, and Rob did the same with the plates. I noticed that Elise had left when he arrived.
 �What�s her story?� I asked.
 �Elise?� he asked, and I nodded. �As far as I know, she�s a straight arrow. If you�re looking for another girl, I might have some suggestions.�
 �No, I�m set. Thanks, though.�
 In some ways, I loved California, but I worried about what would happen if I was left to my own devices. I tipped Rob and sent him on his way.
 ◊◊◊
 While we ate lunch, I received a text from my brother to jump onto video chat. I took my drink and made sure it was in the shot when I turned on the app. Greg was waiting for me.
 �You totally suck. It got down to twelve degrees last night,� he complained.
 �Is that David?� Phil asked, and I had to laugh when I saw the Christmas sweater he wore.
 �Bite me. It was a gift from Jill,� he explained.
 �If my girlfriend bought me something that ugly, I would have to break up with her,� I teased.
 �That�s what I told him,� Greg said to pile on.
 �You just wish you were dating someone as hot as Jill,� Phil shot back.
 �I�m muting you for a second and giving you a tour of what�s possible,� I told them.
 No need to have the dumbasses making inappropriate comments as I picked up my tablet and stepped into our bungalow. I scanned the room to show them how stunning it was and then showed them the dining area where Brook and Chloe were eating their lunch. The girls had each put on a t-shirt to cover up.
 I quickly walked back out to the pool area and unmuted them.
 �Was that Chloe Larkin?� Phil blurted.
 �I really hate you. Have you �� Greg started to ask.
 �Later. Speaking of which, I need to get back to it,� I said, and then looked at my half brother. �Oh, and Phil, if you even breathe a word of this, I will not only kill you but also steal your girlfriend as retribution.�
 �Got it,� he said with a little worry.
 �I�ll make sure he knows that brothers stick together,� Greg assured me.
 �How is everyone?� I asked.
 �Well, you�re the cool uncle who gives pony lessons while I�m the uncool one because I gave them clothes,� Phil complained.
 Angie had asked that we give her little ones practical gifts. I�d made the mistake of feeling sorry for my niece when she told me the horse she rode at Zoe�s farm was being sold. Greg and Mac had used her riding as Daddy-time for bonding. He�d suggested the pony lessons as a way for her to be able to ride on her own.
 �Hang on. I�ll go into the living room and put you on the big screen,� Greg said.
 �Merry Christmas, everyone,� I called out when Greg finally had his laptop hooked up to the TV.
 Everyone was there. I was amused to see my little ones all looking around to try to find me. When Carol couldn�t, she began to cry. It about tore my heart out not to be there when they all started to cry in confusion about why I wasn�t where they could see me. This was why I had to seriously figure out how to be involved in their lives while I was in college.
 �He�s on the TV,� Peggy said, getting smart and holding up Little David so he could see me.
 �Hey, Big Guy. Did you get everything you wanted for Christmas?� I asked.
 When he saw me, he tried to reach for me. My heart broke all over again as he got frustrated over why I wouldn�t hold him.
 �I think you need to come home since you started this mess,� Mom chirped.
 �Man, I miss them,� I admitted.
 �Unca David, buy me a pony,� Mac yelled to get my attention.
 �Kitty, bad,� Kyle shared.
 �What�s he talking about?� I asked.
 �That�s something else you need to take care of when you get back. Brit has decided that almost no one is suited to get a kitten. So far, she has only given one a new home. That means they�re still in your apartment, and the golden male is quickly earning his name, Satan�s Spawn. He got Kyle when he went to pet the kitties,� Mom explained.
 �I figured kittens would be the perfect Christmas gift,� I said, confused.
 �Have you met Precious?� Mom asked.
 She had a point. Precious was called �the cat from hell� for a reason. Other than the golden one, the rest seemed to be normal.
 �Who took one?� I asked.
 �Wolf. He said he needed a guard cat.�
 �How about we dump them at area farms?� I suggested.
 �David!� almost everyone chastised me.
 I noticed that my mom and dad had thoughtful looks. I would bet my kitten problem would be solved by the time I got home.
 ◊◊◊
 After I hung up, I stepped into the bedroom, where I found Brook and Chloe talking. They seemed to be becoming good friends.
 �My mom told me to tell you to call home.�
 Brook rolled her eyes but got up to make her call.
 �Do you need to call your parents?� I asked Chloe.
 �No. My mum called me before sunup. She forgets there�s a time difference,� she said, and then looked down. �I owe you an apology.�
 �Why, for warning my girlfriend off me?� I asked.
 �Sorry, I didn�t realize who you were. I gave you a bollocking, thinking you were a little dodgy, being so good-looking. Then I was gobsmacked when she told me how wrong I was. When your girlfriend saw the mess I�d made, she lost the plot and had every right to do so,� she explained.
 Surprisingly, I followed most of that.
 �We like to start over when something like this happens. Hi, I�m David, and I have impressive tackle.�
 �What a wanker,� she said and got off the bed.
 I�d closed the door because I didn�t want to disturb Brook�s call.
 I wanted Chloe in the worst way. Sometimes a girl just gets you going, and she had done that for me in spades. She came to me hesitantly, so I decided to let her set the pace. Chloe turned her head up to mine, and we started to kiss tentatively and slowly. Her fingernails scraped against the back of my neck in a way that made me almost whimper, it felt so good. She wrapped her hands around the back of my head as she pressed her tongue against my lips. It was an invitation to open them. When I did, I tasted a combination of rum and mint from the mojitos.
 It was all I could do to keep my hands at Chloe�s waist. I desperately wanted to explore her curves. Not taking charge was hard for me. I had a suspicion she was more into girls. The last thing I wanted was to go too fast and spook her into deciding she just wanted to spend time with my girlfriend.
 With my lips parted, Chloe deepened our kiss. Her tongue took liberties with my mouth as I she pushed her body into mine. I slid my hands to the small of her back and pulled her close. I loved the feel of her breasts as they pressed against my chest.
 Chloe pulled away and looked me in my eyes.
 �You�ll be gentle?� she asked.
 �Yes,� I promised.
 �I�m just nervous because of your size,� she explained.
 �I�ve never found it to be a problem,� I assured her.
 Chloe looked serious and nodded as she kissed me again. Her soft moan caused Mr. Happy to try to wrench control of my body away from the big brain. My worry was that with him in control, I might not be able to keep my promise to be gentle. What was the phrase in the UK? Chloe was built for sport?
 Our tongues met in an urgent and all-consuming need for each other. She ran her fingers through my hair, and I instinctively pushed my hips forward. I was sure Chloe felt my desire against her stomach.
 Finally, I asserted myself and pushed her shoulders down to give her the idea. She willingly dropped to her knees and pulled my swimsuit down to release my member. Chloe grasped my length in her fist and gave me a good looking-at. Then she went from zero to sixty in the blink of an eye. I think she tried to engulf me whole on the first try. It didn�t help that my hips had a mind of their own and snapped forward. For a second, I thought Chloe might lose her lunch when she gagged.
 I fully expected her to chastise me.
 �That was a total rubbish effort. I�ve never failed to do that before,� she said and looked determined.
 �You�ve done that a lot?� I asked.
 �Loads. If I could give good oral, it kept the blokes from trying to get into my knickers. They really couldn�t bloody well complain if they�d gotten their end off, now could they?� Chloe explained.
 I was on board with her mission. When Brook came back in, she watched for a minute and then looked at me.
 �Best Christmas ever!� I said and high-fived her.
 �Dork,� she called me, and then gave me a searing kiss.
 There would be no forgetting who my girlfriend was.
 �I think I might need some help,� Chloe whined.
 �Not likely. That thing will kill you. There are better uses for it,� Brook advised.
 What the hell? Why ruin a girl�s dreams, I wondered. That, and I was enjoying the hell out of Chloe�s attempts to swallow me whole.
 Chloe relented, stood back up, and pulled me close to kiss me again. I was rewarded with the incredible sensation of the crush of our torsos, her soft breasts pressed into my chest. I was ready for this to go to the next level.
 �Let�s get into bed,� I suggested.
 Brook was already lying on her side, watching us with a little grin. She squeaked when I pounced on her, and she found herself under me as I kissed her neck. Chloe joined us, and while I teased my girlfriend with kisses, I reached over and ran my hands up Chloe�s hips and side until I could cup her breast. I ran my thumb over her nipple as it became stiff.
 I rolled off Brook and soon had Chloe under me. Brook followed, and while I kissed Chloe, she began to suck on Chloe�s nipple. I worked my way down and kissed the vee in her neck. Chloe moaned when both Brook and I had her breasts in our mouths. Brook had snaked her hand down between us and found Chloe�s sex.
 Chloe became an active participant and pushed me to the side so she could explore my body. She kissed my chest and got a close-up view.
 �Bloody hell,� Chloe muttered. �You�re gorgeous. I would never have hoped for someone like you in my bed.�
 She reached down and grasped Mr. Happy. I had to admit he did look impressive in her small hand as she began to give him an experimental tug. While she did that, I admired her amazing breasts. I estimated they were about the same size as Brook�s, but they looked larger on her smaller frame.
 �Go put a condom on,� Brook ordered.
 I wasn�t about to say no to that. I hopped out of bed and grabbed the box. While I struggled to rip it open, I watched as Brook cupped Chloe�s breasts, lifted them, and placed a hot kiss in her cleavage. Chloe let her head fall back and gave out a moan of pleasure. Brook slowly worked Chloe into a state of blatant arousal. I gave my girlfriend high marks on her technique. Maybe it was true that it took one girl to get another going. At least, that was what Adrienne tried to make me believe.
 While Brook worshiped her breasts, I knee-walked in between Chloe�s spread thighs. I reached down and found she was more than ready. I put my mushroom head against her button and ran it up and down her sex.
 �Hang on, I want to watch this,� Brook said as she rolled to the side.
 �I�m not sure I can handle this,� Chloe worried.
 Before she could overthink the matter, I pushed forward and felt her envelop my member. Oh, my goodness, she was snug.
 �I think you�re going to split my fanny,� Chloe complained. �You bloody well could make a living as a rent boy.�
 I waited for her to calm down some. She was a sight to behold. All that dark, luscious skin, those pert nipples, and her dark hair fanned out across the bed with her knees up as I impaled her. I wanted nothing more than to jackrabbit her right now. Chloe felt like she was a virgin. I believed her when she talked about her exes� small dicks.
 I began to move slowly, and I felt every inch as I slid inside her, going deep, wonderfully deep. When I had sheathed myself completely, I stopped. I watched while Chloe gulped several deep breaths as she became accustomed to my size. She blinked a few times and smiled up at me.
 �I want more,� she begged. �Please.�
 Brook barked out a laugh.
 �You wanton hussy,� Brook said.
 �Please. He�s simply lovely.�
 I began to move. At first, I took it slowly as I slid deep within Chloe�s sensitive flesh. She felt wonderful under me. She let me know when she started to really enjoy it. Chloe raised her head and pressed her forehead to mine to get my attention. Our eyes locked.
 �I�m ready for more.�
 �You sure? If it�s too much, I bet Brook would be willing to switch with you,� I teased.
 �No. I want to see you destroy her,� Brook said.
 �Is that what you want?� I asked Chloe.
 �Yes, please. Do me harder,� she begged.
 If my ego needed pumping up, Chloe made me feel like a sex god as I began to quicken my pace. She started to make grunting noises. When sex is good, people don�t think about how they sound or look. Chloe must have lost her mind because I almost laughed at the noises and faces she made. She wrapped her legs around my hips to try to pull me in even deeper.
 �How is she?� Brook asked.
 �Incredible.�
 �Shut up and shag me,� Chloe ordered.
 I was glad that Brook was amused by her antics. I gave Mr. Happy a twitch, causing Chloe to cry out with pleasure. We came together again and again as my speed increased. I started to pound into her as she began a moan that slowly rose in volume. You could hear the staccato slaps as our bodies collided.
 I was mindless with need now. Chloe�s legs were tight around me with her ankles locked behind my back. I think she was worried I might get away. Not a chance. I thrust harder, deeper, faster as the tension built. I was almost there, teetering on the precipice of my release, so close. The only thing that kept me from going over was that I wanted Chloe to get there first.
 I shifted my angle so that I made sure my pelvis rubbed against her nubbin. That was all it took; she came hard. She urged me to go faster as her orgasm overcame her. Amazing even me was the fact that I held out. I looked at Brook, and she had a satisfied smirk on her face. Chloe must have made some unflattering comments about me. Brook had that look of vindication.
 I pulled out as Chloe lay there, off in her orgasmic bliss.
 �You want to help me?� I asked Brook.
 She just nodded.
 I rolled off my condom and took her without preliminaries. She didn�t need any. I suspected she got off watching me take Chloe and turn her into mush. We didn�t do anything fancy; it was just quick and hard. When Brook�s tunnel tightened around my member, it triggered what I�d been holding out on. I think I flooded her when I finally got my release.
 �That was bloody amazing,� Chloe said as she watched us entwined together.
 �I need a shower,� I announced.
 I somehow imagined the girls wanted to compare notes and didn�t think it made sense to sit there through the critique.
 ◊◊◊
 When I came out, Chloe was gone. I crawled back into bed with Brook, and she snuggled up to my side and laid her head on my chest.
 �You smell good.�
 �They have a mint shampoo,� I shared.
 I knew Brook wanted to talk about what had just happened, but I would be damned if I would be the one to bring it up.
 �What do you think this all means? Do you think this was a mistake?� she asked.
 �Do you regret what we did?� I asked.
 Brook took a deep breath and then sighed.
 �I worry that I might lose you to someone like her,� she admitted. �You two looked really good together.�
 �She never got me off, though,� I tried.
 Brook snorted.
 �You kill me. Is that how guys decide if a girl is best for them? If they get you off?� she asked.
 �We�re not that complicated. Feed us, keep us entertained, and throw in a good orgasm, and we�re happy as can be. Since you do all those things for me, I think I�ll keep you. Heck, Chloe didn�t even offer to feed me,� I mock-complained.
 �I love you.�
 �I love you, too. Please don�t tell Pam that,� I said.
 That earned me a slug.
 �Ow!�
 �Pam does take great pride that you love her best. Should I be worried?�
 �She doesn�t feed me.�
 �Well, okay, then.�
 �Did you have fun today?� I asked.
 �Yeah. Yeah, I did,� Brook said, and then looked up at me again. �I just worry, though.�
 �About what?� I asked.
 �You heard Chloe. It sounded like she�s gone from one bad relationship to another. She�s been looking for Mr. Right and hasn�t been able to find him. When I told her about you, she seemed sad. She did ask if we wanted to do this again once we get back to LA.�
 �What did you tell her?�
 �No,� Brook admitted.
 �Okay.�
 She looked at me again.
 �You�re okay with that?�
 �Why wouldn�t I be? You and I are together. I�m not dating her,� I explained.
 �See, that�s what worries me. We�ve danced around it, but when we go off to college, we will break up. I�m afraid we�ll never get back together, and I�ll be like Chloe, hunting for Mr. Right and comparing each guy I date to you. I�m afraid I�ll never find anyone who measures up.�
 �Well, I am unique,� I teased.
 �David, I�m trying to be serious.�
 I kissed the top of her head.
 �Don�t you think I have the same worries?�
 �I can name ten girls, without even trying, who would take my place in a heartbeat,� she complained.
 �You don�t get it, do you?� I asked.
 �Get what?�
 �That you�re the one I love. You�re the one who has my whole heart. It makes me sick to my stomach to think of you going off to college and possibly finding someone to replace me. I know it would be unfair to both of us if we tried to make a long-distance relationship work. But I want you to know, Brook Davis, no one can replace you in my heart,� I said, and knew deep down I meant it.
 Brook must have heard it because I saw a tear fall down her cheek.
 �Are you okay?� I asked.
 �More than okay. I finally get it. You really do love me.�
 �That is what I�ve been trying to tell you. While Chloe might have been fun, it�s you I love. It�s you that I care about, and you who can never be replaced.�
 �You know what? This really has been the best Christmas ever. I can�t think of how it could be better,� she gushed.
 �Maybe if we ate dinner, and then you could admire my tackle.�
 �You really are a �stupid boy.��
 �Yes, but I�m your �stupid boy,�� I said with a smile.
 �Yes, you are.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 19 � Pride. Fear. Guilt. Pick a Number  Monday December 26 
 While we enjoyed spending the night in Palm Springs, the drive back to Malibu in the morning was a nightmare. I guess karma was trying to balance out the great day we had yesterday.
 When we arrived home, Manaia and Lexi were waiting for me.
 �Hana quit,� Lexi announced when I walked in the door.
 �What? Why?� I asked.
 �She took Jiro home for Christmas to meet her family, where I guess Jiro and her dad had words. Long story short, they broke up, and Hana decided she would stay home so she wouldn�t have to be around him on set because it would be too painful.�
 �I realize this is exactly the wrong thing to ask right now, but where does that leave me as far as an interpreter goes?� I asked.
 �If it helps, Hana said she was sorry she left you with no notice,� Lexi added.
 �That doesn�t do me any good, though. I relied on her to read my lines phonetically so I had the right inflection. I�m getting better, but I have to hear it to be able to do my job,� I explained.
 �Why don�t you ask one of the other actors to help you until you can find someone else?� Brook suggested.
 �That might be a short-term solution, but they need to learn their own lines.�
 �I�ll ask Misaki. She�ll know who to ask,� Lexi assured me.
 Welp, there was nothing more I could do about it right now.
 ◊◊◊
 �Okay, people, settle. We have a lot to cover in a short time,� Mr. Otsuki announced. �We need to get four days� worth of scenes in the can in only two and a half to keep on schedule.�
 No one complained because they�d all had Christmas off. Most of them had flown in this morning and looked a little the worse for wear. I knew from experience the flight to and from Japan was a bear. Once we�d taken our seats, our director continued.
 �This week�s first is where Haru�s character learns what it is like to be popular now that she is dating the Big Man on Campus. She discovers it�s not exactly what she expected.�
 I�d bet Brook could write a whole book on that topic. This was the beginning of the end for the David and Haru relationship. Haru�s character would find that what she really wanted was to be the simple, small-town girl she�d been when she arrived on campus. Of course, my character would discover he couldn�t live without her and would give up everything just to have her in his life.
 That was the plot for almost every love story ever written. Girl spots a boy with a flaw. By flaw, I mean he�s a prince or a bad boy or something that�s a deal-breaker. Her love causes him to come to his senses, and he changes. I think every girl secretly believes that she can transform any boy, or that�s the fantasy, anyway.
 Real life never seemed to work out quite like that. Guys are pretty good at convincing girls that they have mended their ways for a short time. It usually ends when he discovers he wants to move on to his next conquest. Men can be good and meet a girl�s standards, but typically only so long as they�re getting something out of it.
 Personally, I thought the game-playing was why people like Chloe Larkin were unhappy and could never find the right person. Her rant about how the guys she had recently dated were each what she affectionately called a �man-child� was spot on. It was what young men seemed to be like now. They just wanted to hook up and not date seriously.
 At some point, I�d imagine you would quit the fantasy of changing a guy. You�d realize what you had was what you were going to get, no matter how much they loved you. I recall there was a metaphor about changing the spots on a tiger or something like that.
 ◊◊◊
 When we had our break for dinner, Lexi found me.
 �Saul called. He wanted you to know that your movie came in third at the box office this weekend behind the Star Wars movie and Passengers.�
 �That�s good, right? I thought we would be behind La La Land for sure. What did they each earn?�
 �Rogue One: A Star Wars Story only did $153 million,� she said and rolled her eyes. Everyone expected that. �Passengers did $37 million, while your movie earned $23 million. Why Him? sold $11 million in tickets, and La La Land came in at $5.7 million. Saul sounded like he was doing a little jig, he was so happy.�
 �I bet he�s been getting calls for me about other roles,� I said, making my guess as to why he was pleased.
 �Probably,� Lexi agreed. �Halle also called. She said the song you two did, The Gift, was released on iTunes and is currently number 98 on the country charts. She said they want you two to go into the studio and redo it.�
 It had been a hit when Martina McBride and Jim Brickman recorded it as a duet, but that had been a long time ago. It sounded like Halle had breathed new life into the song.
 �If Halle wants me to, then I�ll do it,� I conceded. �Maybe they can auto-tune my voice.�
 I noticed Lexi bit her tongue to prevent a smart comment.
 ◊◊◊
 It was another brutal day on the set. We didn�t get out of there until almost four in the morning, with plans to resume filming at nine a.m. If I was lucky, I might get four and a half hours of sleep. What made it bearable was that Mr. Otsuki was very clear in what he wanted as far as my performance went. The other huge help was that Mr. Nomura, my mentor, had stepped up and helped me learn my lines. He offered to do that for the rest of the filming, so I took him up on it.
 As we were driving home, Lexi told me that Lily had called. She and her family were actually in LA and wanted to meet me for lunch tomorrow. I hoped there was good news about her mom.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday December 27 
 Brook was an angel because she had breakfast ready when I climbed out of the shower.
 �You�re too young to be working these hours,� she informed me as she tentatively took a sip of coffee.
 Usually, either my dad or mom made coffee in the morning. Brook must have used half a can to make this batch. It was almost strong enough to give Cuban coffee a run for its money.
 �I�m sorry,� I said and gave her a kiss. �I know you wanted to spend time with me, but I have to go. Why don�t you join me for lunch with Lily and her family?�
 �I think you need to do that alone,� she said.
 From her expression, it couldn�t be good news. I took a deep breath and shook my head. I could tell she didn�t know the full story, so I decided to wait and let Lily tell it. Manaia grabbed my arm and started to drag me out. When I glanced at Lexi, she wouldn�t look me in the eye. I suspected she�d told Manaia to get my butt moving. I let them put me in the car and then turned to Lexi.
 �Do you know what�s going on with Lily?� I asked.
 �Pride. Fear. Guilt. Pick a number. From what little she told me, it wasn�t her mother�s fault for leaving. Before you ask, she didn�t give me any details. It sounds like she just needs you to listen to her and be her friend,� Lexi advised.
 I nodded and remembered my prayer for times like this. �God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.� I couldn�t worry about Lily right now; I had to focus on the task at hand, which was acting. So, I pushed my worry about Lily down into a box deep inside me and closed the lid for now. I would worry about it when I saw her at lunch.
 ◊◊◊
 I was told that lunch with Lily and her family would be at my house. Lexi had made the call that Lily would want to have some privacy and not share her family business in public. Brook had gone to the grocery store and bought ready-made dishes for lunch.
 When we pulled up, I saw a rental car in the driveway. I was getting out of the SUV when the front door flew open, and Lily ran out. I soon found her wrapped around me, sobbing. Her dad and brother stuck their heads out the door, as did Brook. Thankfully, Brook took them in hand and led them back into the house. Lexi joined them, but Manaia remained in the car to do his security bit.
 Being a typical guy, a crying girl was my kryptonite. I never really knew what to do when they did this, so I just held her. There was a sudden transition from crying to Lily barking out a laugh.
 �Sorry, I promised myself I wouldn�t cry. I guess that�s gone out the window.�
 �Why don�t we go inside?� I suggested.
 She pulled back from me and wiped her face, then nodded as I put my hand in the small of her back and guided her into the house. I heard everyone in the kitchen, so I steered her off to where there was an office so we would have privacy. It had a sitting area with two large comfy chairs I was sure were used when someone wanted to kick back and read a good book.
 �So, you found your mom. I didn�t realize she was in California,� I said to help get the conversation started.
 �Actually, we started our trip in Canada. We�ve been to Phoenix and now LA.�
 �Why did she leave?� I asked.
 That was the big question. We were talking about a mother who seemed to be happy in her marriage. She had two children, one of them just starting middle school, and the other either in or ready to go off to college, I couldn�t remember which. She left for work, and the last she was seen was leaving with a male coworker. Then nothing for five or six years.
 Lily got a sad look on her face.
 �She had brain tumors that affected her in unexpected ways.�
 �Is she okay?� I asked, suddenly worried.
 Lily shook her head.
 �She�s changed. She lost her memory for a time, but she now remembers us. Mom told me that her life with us was more like a dream than anything else. She has a new life now.�
 I had a hard time wrapping my brain around what Lily just said. If I lost my memory but figured out about my kids, I would move heaven and earth to be with them. It also sounded like the plot of a bad soap opera.
 �Maybe I need to just shut up, and you tell me the whole story,� I decided.
 �I�ve had a hard time believing it, too. More than anything, I wanted to simply blame my mom for leaving us. I was ready to tell her off, but first, we had to talk to her doctor so he could explain what happened,� she shared.
 �Oh,� was my well-thought-out input.
 Lily smiled at me.
 �My thought exactly. Dr. Lanus filled us in on her background before we were allowed to meet her. It was part of the conditions she set,� Lily said.
 �There were conditions to see your own mom?� I asked incredulously.
 �It made me want to be even madder at her than I already was. My dad had apparently had enough and suggested that we just forget about her and go home. I keep forgetting that he lost his wife at the same time I had my mom taken from me. My brother was the one who saw reason and forced us to go.
 �Dr. Lanus wasn�t able to fully explain what happened with my mom for the first few months she was missing. He suspects that the tumors caused retrograde amnesia since they were centered in the part of the brain that controls memory. Dr. Lanus told us what probably happened was that the tumors finally got big enough to profoundly affect her. He said in a small number of cases, it happens suddenly.
 �The scary part was that because of her memory loss, she didn�t have the presence of mind to seek medical help. She was found in Ontario, Canada, with no idea of who she was. She was picked up by the police because she was acting crazy. When she was checked out, they discovered the tumors,� Lily explained.
 �Why didn�t they put together that she was missing from back home?� I asked.
 �They assumed she was from the local area. It never crossed their minds that someone in her condition could simply wander into their country. They didn�t have any missing person report that met her description in Canada.�
 Sadly, that made sense.
 �How did she end up in Phoenix?� I asked.
 �When Mom was a teenager, her family lived there. Her memory started to come back, and she remembered her childhood. She went there to discover what had happened to her family. Once Mom found they had left, she thought she remembered them moving to LA,� Lily explained.
 �Did they?� I asked.
 �No. Dr. Lanus said that it wasn�t unusual for the brain to create false memories, either entirely made up or real memories misplaced in time. He�s been working with her to put together as normal a life as she is capable of.
 �He warned us that her personality might have changed. Boy, had it. Mom said she knew who we were, but I�m not sure she did. She didn�t want to be touched. Dr. Lanus thought that she may have been mistreated when she first left our home,� Lily said.
 It took all of a millisecond for my mind to go in several directions with that piece of news, none of them good. My heart broke for Lily.
 �I�m so sorry,� I mumbled.
 She had fresh tears on her face, so I opened my arms, and she was instantly sitting in my lap, crying.
 �David, she�s not really my mom anymore,� Lily gasped out.
 �Oh, Honey. Yes, she is. She�s just sick.�
 �Do you think she�ll ever be the same?� Lily asked.
 How could I answer that? I had no idea.
 �I really hope so.�
 That seemed to be the right answer. I held Lily until she finally stopped crying. My guess was she�d been keeping a brave face on for her dad and brother. I was glad she felt she could come to me with something like this.
 Brook finally came in.
 �David needs to grab something to eat and get back to work,� she gently explained.
 �Oh, sorry. I was wrapped up in my own issues. I forgot you were here to film your movie,� Lily said, getting off my lap.
 We stepped into the kitchen where Lexi had made me a sandwich and grabbed me a can of Mountain Dew. I remembered her dad from around town. Her brother was older, and I only recognized him because he looked like his dad.
 I was curious as to how this all started.
 �How did Megan find her?� I asked.
 �One day, I was in the office and saw her doing research on something for Caryn. I asked her if, when she had some free time, she would be willing to do some research for me to find anything out about where my mom was. She found her on a missing-persons website in Canada,� Lily said.
 �We flew up there, and they gave us the information about Phoenix. The people who live in our old house told us she had gone to LA,� her brother provided.
 �Megan got on one of those online services that has everyone�s addresses and phone number, and they had the group home address listed for her. That�s where we met Dr. Lanus,� Lily explained. �He manages the facility.�
 �Lily told us that you paid for our travel. I�ll make sure you get reimbursed,� her dad said.
 �It was freely given; I didn�t offer Lily money to create a debt. I�m just happy that you were able to find her,� I said, and suddenly had a thought. �Does your mom still live at the group home?�
 �No. She�s able to live on her own and has a job now,� Lily said.
 �If she wanted to move closer to you all, I would be happy to help,� I offered.
 �You�ve already done enough,� Lily�s brother said.
 �I�m not sure she would even want to,� Lily admitted.
 �That�s fine. But I want you to know that if she does, and needs some financial assistance to make it happen, I would be glad to help,� I assured them. �Again, with no strings attached.�
 �I know you mean it, and that�s why you�re one of my favorite people. Thank you,� Lily said.
 �We have to go,� Lexi said to remind me of work.
 I was glad Lexi was there to keep me on track, and I told her so on the ride back. I also asked her to contact my mom and Caryn to give them the scoop on Lily�s situation. When Lily got home, she would need the support of our small town. That was something we were good at. They would rally around and make sure Lily and her family were okay.
 ◊◊◊
 During the afternoon, I received pictures of Halle and Brook hitting the after-Christmas sales. This was one of those times I was glad that my girlfriend had her own money to spend. From the number of outfits I saw they�d tried on, it looked like they were each on a quest to single-handedly revive the California economy.
 I also received pictures from my brother of Mac and Kyle at their first pony-riding lessons. They were just too cute for words. Mac was seated with her back board-stiff, like she was on a show horse. Kyle, on the other hand, looked like the goofy kid he was. He kept trying to take off the helmet they made the kids wear for safety.
 My mom had made it her mission to unload the kittens. From what I could tell, Brit wasn�t aware that Mom had dropped off kittens at a few of the Mennonite farms. My grandma had gotten one with the promise that my mom thought it would be a good mouser. Mom left me a note that the mean one was still in my apartment. She�d tried to catch it, but it had bested her. I was under orders to capture him once I got home and take him to my uncle�s farm. I wondered what Uncle John had done to make her mad.
 Dad had posted a video of himself out in the snow, hitting golf balls with his new clubs. That made me reconsider playing football at someplace like Michigan. I might have to seriously rethink where I would go to school because I enjoyed the LA weather this time of year.
 ◊◊◊
 Tsuyoshi Nomura and I were preparing me for my next scene.
 �I bet when you agreed to be my mentor, you didn�t expect to be handholding me so I could learn my lines.�
 �I look at it as paying it forward. When I first arrived in Japan, I had an older actor act as my mentor. I promised myself that someday I would pay him back for his help. Unfortunately, he passed a few years ago,� he said.
 �I would imagine that the transition from China to Japan would be easy,� I ventured.
 �In a sense, but every culture is different. And while the languages share some characters, since they�re not phonetic, they�re not even close to the same, speaking.�
 �Which did you like best?�
 �It wasn�t what is �best.� I like the Japanese people and all the stuff they have access to. I grew up under communism, but there were things I liked there, too. As a kid, I really didn�t know that it could be different. I find that there are aspects of America I also like. You don�t seem as worried about how you are perceived here.�
 �I only went skinny-dipping once,� I said to defend myself.
 He shook his head at what he considered my foolish behavior. I got that he was over 30 and reminded him of that every now and then.
 �You might be surprised by how much we worry about what others think,� I continued. �In fact, it�s an obsession with most younger people. Their whole self-worth is wrapped up in how many likes they get on social media or what their classmates say about them. As far as I can tell, the only difference between here and Japan is that Japan has more rigid rules about acceptable behavior. In America, acting out is sometimes considered cool,� I explained.
 �That is why the girls in Japan all swoon over the bad boy, David A. Dawson,� he said, waving his hands over his head like a swooning teenage girl.
 He was amusing sometimes.
 �You ask girls here, and I�m the All-American good boy who sometimes misbehaves. I like to keep a balance. You know, the whole yin-yang thing that complements itself.�
 �I see. You�re a much deeper philosopher than I first thought. Do girls really like a deep thinker?� he teased.
 I bit back some witty comments about what girls liked deep.
 �I think they like that I�m up for almost anything. Girls just want to have fun, after all,� I said, blatantly stealing a song title.
 �When you�re my age, they just want their next husband.�
 �Next?�
 �Yeah, by now, they�ve been dumped by their starter husband.�
 �You have to be careful that they have actually dumped, or been dumped by, their first husband, though,� I quipped.
 �Sage advice,� he admitted. �What about you? Have you figured out what you plan to do after high school?�
 �What you told me about chasing too many things at once makes sense. I had a scare recently when my son was abused by his caregiver.�
 �Was he harmed? Is he okay?� Tsuyoshi asked, suddenly concerned.
 �Yes, he�s fine. Luckily, a friend of mine arrived in the nick of time before any real damage could be done. I owe her a lot. And not only for that. She also trains me to stay in shape and helps me with my self-defense skills.�
 �A woman teaches you self-defense?�
 �She�s my age, actually. She is scary good, and I would be hard-pressed to protect myself if she seriously came after me.�
 He just nodded as he took that in.
 �She�ll be here after the first of the year. I would like to introduce you to her,� I said.
 �I�d like that.�
 �Anyway, to get back to what we were talking about, I�ve asked my family to help me figure out how I might consolidate or combine my various endeavors. My son being roughed-up made me realize that family is more important than anything else when I consider future plans. I need to find a way to have them in my life.�
 �What about when you leave to shoot your movies next summer and fall?� Tsuyoshi asked.
 �They�ll still be too young to travel all over the world with me. I couldn�t see disrupting their lives like that.�
 �Like I said before, in China, I didn�t know any different. Children are more resilient than you might think. It�s not like you would put them in any physical danger,� he said, playing devil�s advocate.
 �The only problem would be their mothers and mine. I would have to talk them into that before it could happen.�
 �You make a good point. American women do seem too opinionated,� he allowed.
 I snorted out a laugh.
 �Dude. Never, ever tell them that.�
 �I�m wiser than you give me credit for,� was his retort.
 Most men thought they were. It�s been my experience that when men try to fool their women, those women figure out their man�s true nature sooner or later. And God help the man when that happened. All I had to do was look at my buddy Yuri as a prime example. You could quickly become dateless when word got around.
 �I have some good news,� he said. �I got the role on Altered Carbon.�
 �Does that mean you plan to stay in the States?�
 �I think so. It�s time, really. I�ve done about all I can in Japan.�
 From what I�d learned from the cast, he was one of Japan�s top actors. He�d been on TV in different shows for the past twenty years. He was one of the few who had continued in the business after they�d gotten a little older. The cast all talked about what a great honor it was to work with him. He was also one of the few people our director listened to.
 I�d gotten lucky with my mentors. They were all successful in what I eventually wanted to get involved in. I recognized that it was one of the reasons for my success. It was great having someone I could go to and bounce stuff off who was older, who�d already made all the mistakes I hoped to avoid. I was sure it had saved me a lot of grief. What I found was that my best mentors were my family.
 We were interrupted when I was called to the set.
 ◊◊◊
 I had to laugh at myself later. We�d had to do a scene three times because I flubbed my lines. I was embarrassed because we usually only did scenes once. It was such a stark difference from every other movie I�d done where multiple takes were expected. I realized I was upset over nothing when Tsuyoshi rolled his eyes at me.
 �Yeah, I know, you�re right,� I admitted. �I just take pride in what I do.�
 �No one is saying you shouldn�t. Mr. Otsuki absolutely loves you. He was afraid you would be hard to work with,� Tsuyoshi said and raised his hand to keep me from cutting him off. �Not that you have a reputation for being hard to work with, but he was concerned because most of your lines are in Japanese. It�s not an easy language to pick up.�
 �Oh.�
 �So quit sulking and let�s get back to work. You have a long monologue in the next scene. I don�t need you messing that up because it would reflect badly on me as your mentor,� he added to twist the knife.
 It was my turn to act like a put-out teen, which was what he wanted. Message received: grow up and suck it up. We got back to work.
 ◊◊◊
 We were let go early tonight. When I say early, it was still after midnight. Everyone thought being an actor was so glamorous. I had a feeling that if they�d just put in over fifteen hours on set, they somehow wouldn�t agree.
 I came home to find Miss Halle James hanging out with Brook. It looked like they�d polished off a couple bottles of wine.
 �Someone�s getting lucky,� Lexi said in my ear.
 �Why don�t you hang out with us to keep me out of trouble?� I suggested.
 �Hell, no. I need my beauty sleep. I trust you to do the right thing, which is both of them,� she teased.
 �Thanks,� I said sarcastically.
 I strolled into the living room.
 �Join us,� Brook said as she patted the space on the couch, which just happened to be between the two girls.
 �How was shopping?� I asked.
 They both laughed at me because they knew I hated to do it.
 �Halle has a crisis,� Brook shared.
 �Ben asked me out,� Halle announced.
 �Wouldn�t it be a little clich� to date your leading man? Plus, isn�t he dating Isabel Alexandra? No offense, but she was in Baywatch,� I said, and got a dreamy, faraway expression.
 Isabel was what Halle would look like if she got a boob job�not that she needed one. The girls decided to ignore me.
 �There�s nothing wrong with having fun, you know. I�m sure Ben wouldn�t be your forever guy, but he�s exactly what you need right now. Someone who would be infinitely fun,� Brook counseled.
 The Alpha Male in me suddenly took notice. While I realized that Halle wouldn�t just sit around and pine over me, she and I had dated. With Halle sitting next to me, looking hot and smelling so good, it wasn�t right that Brook would be talking about Ben Doman like that.
 �I don�t know,� Halle said, thinking about it. �Ben has a reputation with women.�
 �Like, one part of it is that he already has one,� I interjected.
 �He is yummy, though,� Brook said.
 Was I invisible or something?
 �When I was probably like six, I told my mom that I just wanted to eat cake all the time. I imagine dating Ben would be like that,� Halle said.
 �I bet your mother dissuaded you from that,� I said.
 �Yeah. Mom said that the idea of cake for every meal sounded good in theory, but that it wasn�t healthy. She said that I would either get fat from all the sugar or start to wish for a salad. Mom assured me I couldn�t live on cake alone.�
 �A little cake never hurt anyone,� Brook offered.
 �You can tease, but my point is, it can�t all be hard abs and devilish good looks all the time,� Halle said. �I think we need unhappiness and hurt, or all the joy we feel is meaningless. If all I am is happy all the time, how will I ever grow as a person? Actors need life experience to get better. If all I�m eating is cake, then I miss out on the rest. If my heart is never broken, how will I know true love when I see it?�
 For some reason, I noticed that Brook couldn�t look at Halle while she said that. Instead, she stared at her hands and pretended that Halle�s words didn�t hit a little too close to home.
 �That�s the biggest difference between someone like Ben and someone like David,� Halle said, and then sucked in a surprised breath.
 I could only surmise that she�d broken an unspoken rule. It was like the �bro code� of not going after another guy�s girl. Halle had a pinched look for a second and then relaxed. I think she remembered that I was into her, and she didn�t have to worry about me being like Ben. Personally, if I had someone like Isabel Alexander waiting for me at home, I would have been as good as the Pope. Ben was an idiot.
 �Why is Ben doing this?� I asked to change the focus to his cheating ways.
 �It�s like you said about the leading man and woman clich�. We have had some intense scenes and have become close. That, and Isabel told him she wanted to open up their relationship,� Halle shared.
 I snorted.
 �What?� Halle said, getting angry.
 �Sorry, but do you think that was possibly a line?� I asked.
 �He has a point. It sounds like he wants to have his cake and eat it too,� Brook said, finally talking some sense on the subject.
 Halle seemed to deflate.
 �I should have caught that he didn�t want to break up with Isabel, just get into my pants.�
 �You okay?� I asked.
 �No.�
 �Tell him what you want,� Brook encouraged.
 We both looked at Brook, and she nodded to Halle to encourage her. I looked back at Halle, and our eyes locked. She reached up and touched the side of my face, then leaned forward and kissed me.
 My mind raced to try to figure this out, and it suddenly became clear: Brook and Halle had orchestrated this whole drama. Brook knew that I would be protective of Halle if I saw she was hurting. Hell, she�d watched as I�d helped Halle�s mother when she was in need. If I would do that, then I would certainly help Halle.
 The question was, did I want to? Halle freaking James was being offered to me on a platter. Did my commitment to Brook mean I would never spend time with Halle again?
 In my heart, I realized this would be the beginning of the end for Brook and me. I recognized that we planned for this to end at the conclusion of our senior year. I would be off to parts unknown, doing my movies, and Brook would be gone to college at the end of the summer. We both agreed that the long-distance routine would never work. It wasn�t fair to either of us.
 What I had to get my head around was, did I want to take a step back in our relationship? Was I taking this way too seriously? I knew that Brook wasn�t as into us as I was. Was she adopting the right approach and beginning to guard her heart for when the end inevitably occurred?
 I also had one crucial question to answer. Why did Halle represent the end of Brook and my exclusive relationship when we�d spent time with Chloe Larkin only two days ago? That one was easy. Chloe Larkin had just been a spot of fun, while Halle James was someone I could see myself with. I�d had a perfect reason for avoiding her and Zoe. In my heart, it would feel like the ultimate betrayal to Brook if I did anything with either of them.
 When our kiss broke, I turned to Brook, who now looked determined. It seemed she could read my mind.
 �I thought I would never say this, but this is for the best.�
 �You do realize what this represents, don�t you?� I asked.
 �It doesn�t mean we�re breaking up,� she informed me.
 �We do need to talk about what it does mean,� I said earnestly.
 �Later. Right now, I want you to give Halle a good orgasm before she does something stupid and jumps into bed with Ben Doman.�
 The evil minx. She knew exactly the right buttons to push, and she knew she did. Why was I fighting this? Brook had just told me we would still go out, but we would be pulling back and just make it fun. I could do fun. Then again, maybe that was Mr. Happy talking. I shrugged to let her know I was on board. WTF!
 I turned to Halle and put her into a serious lip-lock. If I was doing this, I wasn�t messing around. While I kissed her, I unbuttoned the front of her shorts, pushed my hand inside them, and found her soaking wet.
 �I can feel how much you want me.�
 I stroked Halle through the lace of her panties and caught the look of desire she flashed at me. She moaned and rolled her hips forward while her hands abandoned their quest to undo my shirt. I pushed Halle�s panties aside and teased her nubbin. When I made contact, her head dropped back, and her mouth fell open as she gasped with pleasure. Sitting up wasn�t going to work for me. I looked over at Brook.
 �Move,� I ordered.
 She scampered off the couch to give us room. I stood up, and my hand pulled out of Halle�s shorts. She blinked to try to understand what had just happened. I wanted to ravish her, kiss her, taste her.
 �Lie down and lift your hips,� I told Halle.
 She didn�t hesitate. I heard Brook moan; she was clearly as turned on as I was. Once Halle had lain back, I reached down and pulled her shorts and panties down. Halle let her legs fall open once I�d gotten her clothes off her bottom half. It was a clear invitation.
 �This is how you should always look when we�re together,� I announced.
 �Perv,� Brook said.
 I looked back at her.
 �I think you have too many clothes on.�
 �What about you?� she shot back.
 I took my shirt off and made a show of flexing. Both girls found that amusing.
 Before I could ravage Halle, she sat up and took off her top and bra. She then got off the couch, dropped down onto her knees, and reached for my belt.
 �What are you doing?� Brook asked.
 �I want to taste him,� she announced. �Join me.�
 If karma was real and the universe balanced itself out, I would be struck by lightning soon. Halle unzipped my shorts and released the hound. Her hand, impatient and hot, wrapped around my length as she slowly pointed it downward. She then took me in her mouth.
 �Give me some room,� Brook said as she nudged Halle to get her attention.
 Halle sat up to give Brook room while still keeping her gorgeous red lips wrapped around my member. Brook immediately pushed her head between us and sucked my sack into her mouth. The hot wetness of their tongues, the image of what they were doing, the smooth slide of Halle�s hand as it moved up and down my length � All of it nearly overwhelmed me with pleasure. If Brook and I were taking a step back, this was how it should be done. I didn�t want them to stop. I also didn�t want to climax yet.
 �Slow down,� I barely got out. �Brook, go get me condoms because I need to do her.�
 Brook bounced up, and I watched her cute butt as she left the room. Halle picked that moment to take most of me deep in her mouth. Frick! She was going to cause me to erupt. She giggled when I pushed her off Mr. Happy with my hand on her forehead.
 �Now you know why we do that when you won�t stop doing oral.�
 �By all means, continue, if you want this to be over in only a second,� I shot back.
 �I know you�ll still be hard after your orgasm,� she said and then took me back in her mouth.
 Brook came in to find my hips working to maximize my pleasure as I erupted. I don�t think Halle was quite ready for what she had wrought.
 �You are such a bad girl,� Brook mock-chastised her friend.
 �He�ll last longer next time,� she explained.
 Brook got out a condom and opened the wrapper.
 �May I?�
 I nodded but then winced as she rolled the condom down on me. After I�d had my release, I could sometimes be extra sensitive. It wasn�t like I would get off again right then; it was just that the feeling was so intense.
 I sat down on the couch and crooked my finger at Halle.
 �Come here, Little Girl. Big Daddy has a treat for you.�
 Halle stood up and batted her eyes at me as she acted shy. She squealed with joy when I reached over and pulled her to me. I planned to make her scream my name over and over again until she was hoarse. Halle straddled my hips and positioned me at her entrance. Then, with her hands on my shoulders, she slowly sank down onto me.
 I groaned as she took me deep, deeper than I had ever gone before with her. The sexual beast that remained hidden most times awoke. I needed more. I needed to possess her. All of her. Halle James had to understand deep down that I was the only man she ever needed to come to for this. I planned to ruin her for other men.
 Her gorgeous boobs were jiggling delightfully as she began to rock up and down my length in the best possible way. Those breasts needed my attention. I reached up and cupped them, admiring their perfect size with my fingers, giving her pleasure. I leaned forward and took one into my mouth, swirling my tongue around her rigid nipple. Then she began to get serious as she rocked her hips with intent.
 I�d forgotten my girlfriend was there until she said something.
 �That is so hot,� she moaned, her lust clearly evident.
 While I loved Brook Davis, Halle James was what I needed at that moment. She was sport. Her smoking-hot body, her movie-star looks, her enthusiasm. I don�t know why, but it had never been like this with us before. I was utterly lost in the lust I felt for her. In the past, I�d always held back for some reason. I had never wanted to possess someone as much as I wanted to possess Halle at that moment. I wanted to bring her beyond pleasure, to drive her wild with lust.
 My hips pistoned into her to help satisfy her need. Halle screeched as she rode me with her fingers digging into my shoulders. Frick, that would leave a mark. I decided that another position might be safer. She was startled when I picked her up off me and deposited her on the couch.
 �Get on your knees and lean over the back of the couch,� I told her.
 I smiled when Brook walked around the back and kissed Halle. They were so hot together. Mr. Happy acted like a heat-seeking missile and found his target. I grabbed her hips so I could guide her movement. She was soon urging me on with her cries as Brook played with her breasts.
 �I�m there! Aieeeee!� Halle screamed.
 I pounded her through her orgasm, and then Halle rolled to her side to get away from me.
 I looked down at my handiwork and smiled. Halle James was a hot mess of satisfied girl.
 �I call next,� Lexi said right behind me.
 I guess our noise had alerted her to our activities.
 �Sorry, I�m next,� Brook said to stake her claim.
 �Can I at least watch?� Lexi asked.
 Brook shrugged.
 �I don�t really care at this point. Get to work, Buster,� she told me.
 �Take her place,� I suggested to my girlfriend.
 With her on the couch on her knees, she was exactly the perfect height for what I wanted to do. Brook took the position as I peeled off the condom. She arched her back as I took her. She wiggled her hips to tell me she was ready, and we began what I loved to do with her. I reached around and toyed with her nipples to make sure they were rock-hard, then tweaked them, which made her jerk back into me.
 I next reached down and found her nubbin. Brook gasped as her hips began to meet mine even faster, doing me harder. All thought of finesse was gone. My sole goal was to help her climax so I could join her in our mutual pleasure. She suddenly froze in place, and I felt her tighten around me as she cried out. She clenched me tightly, and with one final thrust, I reached my own release. We crumpled into each other�s arms as we basked in the afterglow. Halle also crawled into my arms.
 �Well, shit. I�m not getting a chance with the two of you here,� Lexi complained. �I�m going to bed.�
 �As much as I would love to go a couple more rounds, I need to get to bed, too,� I announced.
 �Care if I join you two?� Halle asked.
 I just groaned as I had visions of five or six girls in my bed at the same time. What was it with guys and not being satisfied with what they had? Brook should never have opened the door to this because she might not be happy when she let me off the leash.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday December 28 
 �Oh, my. You might need a bigger bed,� Halle informed me.
 Brook must have been rolling all over the bed again last night.
 �Do they make them bigger?� I asked.
 �Custom. I think you could spring for it.�
 �I can hear you both,� Brook grumped.
 �Girl, if he wasn�t your boyfriend, you would be sleeping alone,� Halle asserted.
 �Careful, or you�ll not be playing with my boyfriend again,� Brook warned.
 �David, who�s the boss in this relationship?� Halle teased.
 �I have to get to work,� I said, getting out of bed to go shower.
 �Ooh la la, shake your money-maker,� Halle chirped.
 I just ignored them. If you acted like they got to you, they wouldn�t stop with the teasing.
 When I returned from my shower, Halle had left. She had to get to work, too. I looked at the clock and saw I had some time before I had to go. I sat down on the edge of the bed and stared at my girlfriend. She found me amusing.
 �I suppose you want to talk about last night,� Brook said.
 �It was a nice surprise, but I�m not sure what it all means,� I confessed.
 �Really, it�s pretty simple. My hat�s off to you for how you�ve handled our relationship. It took me some time to finally accept that you were more mature about it than I thought you were capable of being. I kept expecting you to revert to your old ways, like when you juggled all of us during your junior year. I finally realized that you were serious about us,� she explained.
 �Did I ever give you any reason to doubt?� I asked.
 �No. You have always been nothing but faithful. You�ve never done anything to make me believe otherwise, even if I did jump to conclusions.�
 �Destiny got into your head,� I said to remind her that she believed Destiny over me.
 �I know. That�s something I would change if I had a do-over,� Brook assured me. �Looking back, I should have given you a chance. I promise I�ll never make that mistake again.�
 �I have no doubt.�
 �The thing is, we both recognize that maintaining a relationship like you want, especially if the two of us go to different schools, would be next to impossible. What you have in your head is something I want after I graduate from college. With us both going off to different schools, we�ve agreed it won�t work. I�ve known that from the beginning, and I guess that might be why I made certain assumptions.�
 �Okay. How do you see this working?� I asked.
 �I love you. Never doubt that. I also want us to be a couple.�
 �But?�
 She smiled.
 �Can I tell you a secret?�
 Oh my, here we go.
 �Of course.�
 �I get turned on when you dominate other girls,� she admitted.
 Several questions suddenly had answers.
 �That explains Chloe and Halle, and the video chat with Lexi,� I confirmed.
 Brook blushed but nodded.
 �I could get on board with that. I admit I was worried about what it meant for us. Does this mean that if I video chat with you, I can pick up girls?� I asked to test Brook�s resolve.
 ��Stupid Boy,� you should realize by now that you had better ask permission first. Better yet, just let me set it up if it�s going to happen,� she suggested.
 This sounded too much like what I�d allowed to happen all through high school, where the women in my life tried to run it.
 �If this is going to work, I need to have some say,� I warned her.
 �Fine. We are equal partners in this,� she conceded.
 All I could do was blink. I�d never had a girl say that to me. After a moment, I snapped out of it, pulled her to me, and kissed her. I really did love her.
 �Are we good?� Brook asked.
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 �Before you go, I wanted to remind you that I�m taking off today. I need to get home to help my mom organize the New Year�s Eve party.�
 �I should be flying out tomorrow if all goes well today. If not, I�ll let you know,� I assured her.
 �More like Lexi will.�
 I just shrugged. That was what Lexi was for, after all.
 ◊◊◊
 Mr. Otsuki sat me down during our dinner break to go over the schedule for the rest of the J-drama.
 �Next week, you�re not in the episode we are filming.�
 �Does that mean I get a week off?� I asked.
 The next episode was focused on Haru�s character as she came to grips with dumping my character. I was heavily involved in the following one, as I made my decision that she was worth changing for.
 The upside there was that if I was to be free next week, I would have time to spend with my friends when they came to visit. I would need to have Lexi come up with some fun activities for the group.
 �We won�t need you,� my director confirmed.
 I was even more pleased when I got out in time to take the red-eye back home. I couldn�t wait to see my friends and family.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 20 � Hard Choice  Thursday December 29 
 The trip home seemed to take forever. Whenever I wanted to be somewhere in a hurry, LA traffic reared its ugly head. Then the plane I was on had mechanical problems, and we had to switch to another flight. That meant that I lost my first-class seat and was sent to the back of the plane in a middle seat. It was either that or wait another day to get home. We landed in Chicago in the early morning, so traffic sucked getting out of the city.
 When I finally got home, I found my mom, Angie, and Caryn in the kitchen.
 �Good, you�re home. Your dad should here be soon,� Mom said.
 �What�s going on?� I asked.
 �Just wait until your dad gets here,� Mom said.
 Tim had invited me over before dinner so we could plan the upcoming week. Lexi had come up with some ideas for things we might do on our trip. The whole family arranged to meet us at our house for dinner tonight.
 I missed my kids like crazy. My mom had decided to keep them in daycare, despite Peggy being on break. Mom reminded me what it was like to watch them all at the same time, so I didn�t complain, even though we�d hired someone new to help. I�d wanted to swing by daycare to see them, but my mom had sent me a text to tell me to come straight home.
 �Do I need to tell Tim I won�t be over?�
 �Probably not,� Angie said, not really giving me an answer.
 I sent Tim and Wolf a text to advise them that I was being held captive. My mind was going a mile a minute as I tried to figure out why Angie was here and how it tied into Mom, Dad, and Caryn. I was happy when the front gate opened, and Dad finally got home. Caryn waited until he�d joined us before she began.
 �Megan gave a report on the financials at our weekly staff meeting. We found an anomaly.�
 I looked at Dad, and he was less than pleased. I worried that someone had stolen money.
 �Over the last two days, our GoFundMe pages for the two charities have been receiving donations,� Caryn shared.
 I was confused.
 �That�s good, right?� I asked.
 �Normally, I would agree. We average about seventy-five hundred a month for the cancer charity, and twenty-five hundred for teen moms,� Caryn said, confirming what I knew. �Since Monday, both charities have pulled in ten thousand each. All of them have been small donations, with none greater than five hundred dollars.�
 �Did we send out a fundraising letter or get some publicity of some kind?� I asked.
 �I asked the same thing,� Dad said.
 �No, we haven�t done anything special to spur donations. I had Megan pull the donor list for me. Normally, very few donations are made anonymously. All of these have been,� Caryn said.
 �Then your mom got this,� Dad said as he handed me a heavy-duty envelope.
 It was sent to the attention of my mom for her charity. I checked, and there was no return address. I opened it, and inside were stacks of hundred-dollar bills with five-thousand-dollar bands around them. On the top was a typed note that said, �Hope this helps your charity. Go Blue!�
 �Did you count it?� I asked.
 �That�s twenty-five-thousand dollars,� Mom answered.
 I looked at Angie.
 �Where�s yours?� I asked.
 Everyone�s head snapped around and stared at her. Angie blushed.
 �It�s in the car,� she admitted.
 �Go get it,� Dad said, leaving no room for Angie to back out.
 �We have to talk about that at some point,� Mom said after she left.
 Angie came back in and handed over her envelope. Dad looked inside and then at her.
 �Why has one of the bands been broken?� Dad asked.
 �I took a couple hundred dollars to buy groceries with,� she said sheepishly.
 �If you�re short of money, all you have to do is ask, and you know we would help you,� Mom said, concerned.
 That made Angie blush even more. I think everyone knew that Angie made enough to cover her bills. From the way she acted, we all knew she hadn�t been short of cash. I�d made sure of that when she came to me and asked for a raise last spring. I�d also just prepaid for a bunch of massage certificates for Greg�s business to help them have extra money for Christmas.
 Angie was just being Angie. I bet Greg would be furious when he found out she had taken funds designated for the charity. I was, but I had to set that aside for the moment.
 �Let�s focus on what matters. Who is all this money coming from, and why did we just receive seventy thousand dollars in donations?� I asked.
 �My first and last thoughts were recruiting,� Dad said. �When Caryn called me about the small donations, I thought they might be coming from Oklahoma. The guy who stopped you at the restaurant seemed a little shady. Then the note said, �Go Blue,� which made me think Michigan. I dug a little and discovered that Southwest Central State is called the Big Blue Machine.�
 I said a really bad word, and no one even flinched.
 �This gives that douche at the NCAA his excuse to cause problems,� I explained.
 �What are you talking about?� Mom asked.
 �I told you about the investigator and his threats if David didn�t �cooperate.� He wants David to help expose what Springbok and Southwest Central State are up to as far as paying recruits to play for them,� Dad reminded her.
 �So?� Mom asked. �I thought you got him to back off.�
 �More; I called his bluff. I told him I wouldn�t help with their investigation, and he could basically go pound sand,� I confessed.
 Mom looked at my dad in a way that said he might have left some of the details out. He raised his hands in surrender.
 �Hey, you would�ve been proud of him. He took charge and never lost his cool. David made it clear that he�d made his one attempt to get them to slip up. That was when he met with Coach Foster for his in-home visit,� Dad said, defending both himself and me.
 �I guarantee you Stewart Chadwick will use this to bone me,� I reiterated.
 �He didn�t seem happy when he left,� Dad admitted.
 �That being said, it looks like we need to deal with this,� Caryn said to get us back on track.
 �Why don�t we just take the money and act like it was just a donation?� I suggested.
 �You can�t be serious!�
 Dad was looking at me as if I�d either grown another head or lost the one I had.
 �Think about it. The cost of this is going to end up being more than what we take in after the lawyers get done with us. It would also avoid the whole mess with the NCAA.�
 �Is that how you really think we should handle this?� Mom asked.
 I wanted to say �yes.� Just sweep it all under the rug and ignore it. It wasn�t only the NCAA that worried me; I was sure the FBI would crawl all over this too. If we messed with them, it could get dangerous. What scared me was that they could basically arrest anyone and say they lied to them. That was a felony and would probably mean jail time. All it took were two parties to give opposing views in interviews. One of them had to be lying, right?
 I realized that the FBI ordinarily didn�t do that, but the scary part was, they could. All it would take was someone with an agenda to turn that kind of power into something truly unthinkable.
 Since I was in the public eye, I was an easy target if they needed someone to make an example of. When Maddie Addison had warned me not to provide the FBI with the video from our meeting with Stewart Chadwick, it had made a believer out of me. I was afraid she would make me tell them about the money.
 I took a deep breath and shook my head. When had I become so cynical? I remembered being appalled when Teddy Wesleyan had more or less accused me of being after his family�s money. That was when his niece had bought me clothes for our date.
 Looking back, I had no frame of reference for what he must deal with regularly. I�d grown up sans wealth in a small town and didn�t have any firsthand experience of what could happen. Since then, I�d had to deal with Cal when he tried to take Coby from me. I�d been attacked on a flight when the boxer had tried to strong-arm rob me. I�d had an attempted kidnapping by a gang in Mexico; a recruit�s father attacked me in a bathroom; Zander almost killed me; and Stewart Chadwick threatened my eligibility. Then, finally, Maddie Addison scared the crap out of me about the FBI.
 Regardless, I knew the difference between right and wrong. The right thing to do was to report it. But at that moment, I understood why people decided against it.
 I also knew, probably better even than my parents, what doing the �right thing� would cost me. My fight with the NCAA would reach a whole new level if this weren�t handled correctly. Stewart Chadwick would be out for blood. It was very possible I would never play college ball.
 For a brief moment, I was almost relieved. This could help me decide what I would end up doing with my life. Perhaps I was destined to just do movies.
 Then I had a horrible thought.
 �Do you think Wolf and Tim got money?�
 �What does that have to do with you reporting this?� Mom asked.
 �Because if the NCAA finds out about it, they will eventually look at those two. If they pull my eligibility, they would have to do the same to Wolf and Tim,� I explained.
 �Would they really?� Angie asked.
 �In a heartbeat,� Dad said. �We need to find that out and call Ms. Dixon and Mr. Morris before we do anything.�
 �I�ll set it up,� Caryn said.
 �What do we do with the cash?� Mom asked. �We can�t leave it around the house, and I suspect we better not deposit it.�
 �Caryn and I will go to the bank and open a safe-deposit box for now,� Dad said.
 �I�ll have Megan tally up all the GoFundMe money and make sure it�s accounted for separately,� Caryn assured us.
 �Before you go play with your friends, you have to do two things,� Mom said.
 I looked at Dad and gave him my best put-out teen expression. I mean, seriously��Go play with your friends�? Was I six?
 �I think we should get going,� Dad said to Caryn.
 He just didn�t want to be here if my mom and I decided to go at each other.
 �Catch Satan�s Spawn and put him in the cat carrier I have in the back of my car. Then I want you to go to your grandmother�s and pick up Duke.�
 My grandmother loved my dog, and if she came into town, she would swing by and pick him up. My mom had told me he needed exercise when I wasn�t home, and he could run all over the farm to get it.
 On the way to my apartment, I opened my bags and threw a load into the laundry. My housekeeper in LA didn�t come until Friday, so I was on my own to get my clothes clean. When I entered my apartment, the golden kitten was sleeping on the back of the couch. Once I got near him, he opened an eye.
 �Hey, there, remember me?� I asked as I reached out to rub his back.
 He seemed to like that and began to purr. He wasn�t so bad.
 I picked him up, and he rubbed his head against my chest. I loved him up and then put him into the pet carrier. He just curled up and went back to sleep. My mom must have scared him somehow. I took him down to the kitchen, and Mom couldn�t believe what she was seeing.
 �Did you have to bash him with a broom and knock him out?� she asked.
 �I don�t understand what all the fuss was about. He was sleeping on the back of the couch, so I picked him up and put him in there. He seems like a sweet kitty,� I assured her.
 �I call bullshit. That kitten is not sweet,� Mom informed me. �Now go get your hound. I�ll finish your laundry.�
 That was more than a fair trade. I left before Mom changed her mind.
 ◊◊◊
 When I stepped out back, I found Cassidy waiting for me.
 �I�m your security today,� she informed me.
 I�d planned to slip out without any security so I could drive the Dodge Challenger SRT Demon. But getting a chance to finally see my buddy Cassidy more than made up for it. I wrapped her in a big hug and kissed her forehead.
 �Thank you,� I said for the hundredth time.
 She�d been there to stop Aaron when he�d abused my baby boy and my dog. I could never fully repay her for that.
 �Your mom sent me a text saying you needed to drive somewhere. Where are we going?� Cassidy asked.
 �My farm. Grandma Dawson is dog-sitting, and I have to pick up Duke,� I explained.
 �Good, I get to drive through the park.�
 The park�s twisty drive was one of my favorites in the Demon. Part of Cassidy�s repayment was a boon I�d granted her to let her drive my car. The sight of Cassidy�s happy anticipation was enough for me to go along with my promise to her. I got in and buckled up.
 �Tell me about the tigers,� I said.
 I had become an expert at nodding and making agreement sounds when a girl launched into a monologue about a topic she was enamored with. Brook had already heard it all from Cassidy and felt she had to repeat it to me, so I was able to half-tune Cassidy out.
 Meanwhile, I contemplated how truly messed up getting money from Southwest Central State was. There was a military term that fit this: FUBAR. It stood for F-ed Up Beyond Any Recognition, describing something that was a complete disaster. This situation had all the earmarks of heading there.
 �They said I could bring them home if I got a big-enough enclosure,� Cassidy concluded as we pulled into the drive.
 �Uh, huh,� I said.
 Cassidy reached over and smacked me in the back of the head.
 �You didn�t listen to a word I said,� she accused.
 �You said you had a good time,� I tried as I quickly got out of the car.
 I whistled for my boy. I heard his frustrated bark that told me something was up. Since Duke didn�t come, I decided I better go see what was up, as Cassidy followed me. We found my grandmother wrestling with a goat, trying to get its head unstuck from the fence gate. She saw me, smiled, and then frowned.
 �We�ve had problems with the gate getting open and the goats escaping. I finally found the culprit. This one figured out how to stick his head through and unlock it,� she explained.
 I had my doubts until he turned his head and licked the knob on the bolt latch. It was one of those that you flipped up the knob and then pulled the bolt back to open the gate. The crafty devil was smart enough to figure it out. His only problem was his head was really stuck between the slats.
 �You should attach a board to his horns so he can�t get his head through,� I suggested.
 My grandma thought about it for a moment and then smiled.
 �Or we could have goat for dinner.�
 Cassidy blanched at that idea. I don�t think she ever seriously thought about where the meat at the grocery store came from. I also knew that this wouldn�t be the first goat that had crossed my grandmother and gone on to become a tasty meal.
 �Let me try to get him free,� I suggested.
 Over the next several minutes, I tried to figure out how to get him unstuck. I had no idea how he�d jammed his head through the gate. Finally, I had to go get some tools and take the gate apart. The whole time, the goat was crying, and Duke was agitated. I swear that my hound had the biggest heart. He worried about everything.
 Once I finally got the goat free, I had a chance to love my puppy up. Cassidy laughed at his antics. There was never a doubt when Duke wanted to let you know he loved you.
 When I was done putting the fence back together, Grandma Dawson invited us into the house. She had hot apple cider and cherry-walnut bars. They were all made from things we grew on the farm.
 �Can you adopt me?� Cassidy asked.
 �Sweetheart, I adopt all of David�s friends. Feel free to come by anytime,� Grandma Dawson answered.
 �How is being Mayor Duke�s proxy going?� I asked.
 �I�d forgotten how much fun this could be. Knowing that Duke won�t be running again has allowed me to do stuff that the city council never thought would get done because of the politics involved.�
 �I�m almost afraid to ask,� I said.
 �The city treasurer came to me and said that they had a backlog of people who owed the town money for one reason or another. Things like unpaid parking tickets, fines for not maintaining their yards, or violating other city ordinances. She complained that it would cost us more to try to collect everything than it was worth and wanted to write it off. I had another idea.
 �We had an amnesty day where, if they brought in a variety of items for the homeless or children in need, they would have their record cleaned up. But we did say that it was only for those who didn�t have an open ordinance violation on the books. We offered them a chance to get the issue corrected. If they did that, they could take advantage of the donation offer,� she shared.
 �How did it go?� I asked.
 �It was okay. The ones that didn�t take advantage, we decided to go after. We turned those over to a collection agency. I figured we didn�t need to waste city resources chasing people down for less than $300 a pop. If they weren�t smart enough to show up with at least a pack of gum, then I wasn�t going to worry about them.�
 �What else is going on?� I asked.
 �We have some serious budget issues. The previous mayor embezzled from the city employees pension fund, and we have an obligation to repay that. We�re in the process of figuring out how we�ll raise money without having to increase property and/or sales taxes. There�s talk of shutting down the libraries, public pools, and the like. If we do that, Duke�s not going to be very popular,� she admitted.
 I noticed that he took the blame when anything went wrong. And I realized that my grandma was using an old political trick: suggest the closure of popular venues or services. The alternative of a �small� tax hike wouldn�t seem so bad in comparison.
 My phone rang, and I saw it was Halle James calling.
 �What�s up, Buttercup?� I asked when I answered the call.
 �Did you forget that you promised to redo the song with me?� she asked back.
 �I�m going to blame Lexi for this one,� I said to try to wiggle out of my obligation.
 �Nice. Blame your people. You�re starting to sound like a typical Hollywood type.�
 �Is there some way I can do it from here? There has to be a local sound studio where I can lay down my track,� I suggested.
 �No need,� she said, letting me off the hook. �We were able to piece together audio from your singing lessons with Jett.�
 �So, you just wanted to give me a hard time?�
 �That, and I�ll be in town tomorrow. I was hoping we might get together and do something.�
 �Are we talking bow-chicka-bow-wow, or something else?� I asked.
 �David,� Cassidy warned.
 I looked up at my grandmother and gave her my innocent face.
 She sighed.
 �I�m starting to understand why your mother is put out all the time,� Grandma Dawson said with a raised eyebrow.
 I would have to learn to mimic that look for my kids. She had years of experience with the �put-out mom� look. As her favorite grandson, I rarely received that from her. That was one of the perks of being a grandparent: you could leave the discipline to the parents.
 �If you think you can talk Brook into it, I�m game,� Halle flirted.
 That brought a smile to my face, which caused my grandmother and Cassidy to double down on their glares. I snorted out a laugh in response.
 �What�s so funny?� Halle asked.
 �Cassidy and my grandmother are giving me dirty looks,� I confessed.
 �You poor thing. I�ll make it all better when I see you,� Halle teased.
 �You better hurry up and get here. I think Cassidy might hurt me, and I need protecting,� I said in a scared little boy voice.
 Even my grandmother�s lips twitched as she tried not to smile. Cassidy just ignored me and grabbed another cherry-walnut bar.
 �I really do miss you.�
 �Good,� I decided. �I�ll tell Brook, and we�ll figure something out.�
 She promised to text me when they landed, and I hung up. I looked my grandmother in the eyes.
 �Puleeease. Between Uncle John and my dad, I�m sure you�ve heard worse,� I said to defend myself.
 She looked at me a thoughtfully.
 �Thankfully, they grew out of it,� she said.
 I wondered what fantasy world she lived in, but decided to keep that thought to myself.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, Cassidy dropped me off. She wasn�t done driving the Demon. I knew exactly how she felt and just let her have her fun. I�d sent a message to Tim and Wolf to let them know when I would be home. They were both waiting for me.
 Duke bounded in to tell everyone hello. I saw that our cook/housekeeper was here.
 �Hey, Melanie.�
 �Welcome home. I made sugar cookies,� she said, pointing at the table.
 Tim and Wolf had glasses of milk and were in the process of demolishing the platter of cookies she�d put out.
 Duke found the pet crate and was rewarded with a yowl of displeasure from Satan�s Spawn, which caused everyone to flinch. He sounded so much like Precious, it wasn�t funny.
 �Take the cookies and that � that cat and go to your apartment,� Melanie suggested.
 �Come on, boys, we�re being kicked out,� I said.
 Duke led the way. When we got upstairs, I opened the crate, and Satan�s Spawn jumped into my arms for protection from Duke�s intended puppy scan. I didn�t know any cat that enjoyed being sniffed all over.
 �What�s up with you guys?� I asked.
 �We�re looking forward to our trip to LA,� Wolf said.
 �I could use some alone time with Tami,� Tim admitted.
 Wolf�s face lit up like he�d just discovered electricity or something. I think he caught my momentary twinge. Tim certainly picked up on it.
 �Sorry, Dude, but she�s my girlfriend.�
 He didn�t sound sorry, and dang it, he was right.
 �Eat your cookie like a good boy and leave me alone.� I grinned to let him know I was okay.
 Tim laughed.
 �There�s not a good bone in this body,� Tim said, trying to act like he was bad to the bone.
 �That sucks for you,� Wolf countered with a sly smile.
 �Good bones are all I have lately,� Tim shot back.
 I choked, spewing cookie everywhere.
 �You both need to find girlfriends who�re local if you�re having a problem,� I teased.
 �I�m just fine with the one I have,� Tim assured me.
 Wolf didn�t look like he was sure. Then he seemed to realize we were both staring at him.
 �Bite me. I�m good. Mine is a model, after all,� he said to try to reassure us.
 Frankly, I thought he might have been reassuring himself. Even though Sarah was smoking hot and only an hour�s drive away, it had to be hard to carry on a relationship long-distance.
 I decided to change the topic.
 �We might have a problem. I received cash in the mail, and I think it was from Southwest Central State,� I said.
 I could tell from the sideways looks Tim and Wolf gave each other that they�d also received money. The truth was, I really had no business telling them what to do about it, but red warning flags had gone up all over. I suddenly felt like I stood right in the middle of a potential minefield. One wrong step and everything would explode in the worst way possible, and it would be a bloody, frickin� disaster.
 All I could do was give them the information they needed and let them make their own decisions as to what was best for them. I knew Wolf wasn�t rolling in cash, and anything he received from them would probably help. Tim was another story. His parents made enough that he�d never felt the worry of not having anything.
 �What do you intend to do?� Tim asked.
 �I�m going to report it to both the FBI and NCAA,� I said.
 In my gut, I knew I would.
 �Are you sure?� Wolf asked.
 I�d shared with them what I�d been going through with both the NCAA and FBI so far.
 �Of course he is,� Tim said with more confidence than I felt.
 �What makes you say that?� Wolf asked.
 �David never shies away from something, even if it is the hard choice. If he thinks it�s the right thing to do, he�ll do it,� Tim said.
 Wolf nodded in agreement with his comment. I�d never realized they thought that about me. In a way, I was flattered.
 �I�m worried this might come back on you guys if they sent you money,� I explained.
 �Are you asking if we received money or not?� Wolf asked.
 For me, that question just confirmed they had received money, too. Why else would Wolf ask that? Still, best to stick to the plan and not let on that I knew.
 �I�m afraid there will be blowback. I fully expect that the NCAA will pull my eligibility while they �investigate� everything. The guy they sent out to see me all but told me that I had to continue to help them, or they would cause me problems. I told him to forget it. I wasn�t going to keep pretending to go along with Southwest Central State. Not just to see if we could get them to make a mistake and admit what was going on solely for the investigator�s and the NCAA�s continued glory. I pretty much dared the NCAA guy to make an issue of it,� I admitted.
 �What do you think will happen?� Tim asked.
 �At some point, they�re going to look at the two of you to see if you took any money.�
 They both looked at each other again.
 �Well � to be truthful �� Wolf started.
 I held up my hands to stop him. If they didn�t actually tell me, I would be able to truthfully say I didn�t know.
 �Before you finish that sentence, let me talk to my legal team and find out what they say. I have a feeling that if I don�t know what has gone on with you two, then I would never have to withhold anything. I would just suggest that hypothetically if you did receive something, you not spend it or deposit the money�yet. My dad put the cash in a safe-deposit box so there�s no paper trail,� I said to clue them in.
 �So, you�re suggesting we keep the money?� Wolf asked.
 It�s funny how people hear what they want to. Even Tim gave Wolf a look of disbelief.
 �He said nothing of the sort. He said to wait until he talked to the lawyers before we do anything,� Tim said to clarify my words.
 �How much did you get?� Wolf asked.
 �Seventy thousand,� I admitted.
 �Well, kiss my chocolate behind,� Wolf chirped.
 He winked at me to signal that he wasn�t totally serious. From the looks Tim and Wolf exchanged, they didn�t get near that much.
 �I know. What were they thinking? I would make more on a photo shoot,� I teased.
 �Dawson, you totally suck. When are you going to get us roles in a movie? I mean, even Cassidy got paid in your last one,� Tim complained.
 I thought about that for a minute. She was in my last movie and had been given credit for a speaking role. That had to mean they paid her. The little shit never told me that.
 �I do have a budget for my Star Academy movies to hire people. That�s how I hired Lexi to be my personal assistant,� I said, thinking out loud. �Maybe when you�re in LA, we could run over to the studio and find out if there�s something you could do.�
 �That would mean we would have to miss our first semester of college,� Tim said.
 �We would just gray-shirt like David. I would bet they planned to redshirt us anyway our freshman year. I would rather get a paycheck and coin in the bank than go to school,� Wolf reasoned.
 �We should find out how much before we made a decision,� Tim said.
 �I would love to have you guys around. They�ll be filming in New Zealand and Australia. I have to warn you, though, it would be work and not a vacation.�
 �He cracks me up,� Wolf said. �He�s worried we�ll just goof off all the time.�
 �The star is getting us the job. Surely, they would understand that they�re just paying us to find him girls and grab some sun,� Tim added.
 �Forget it,� I said to tease them.
 �Hang on. Tim talked out of turn. Just because he�s a jerk doesn�t mean you have to dump me too,� Wolf almost pleaded.
 �Just saying,� Tim said to double down.
 I got out my phone and sent Lexi a text, mentioning that Tim and Wolf had both been involved in construction and construction management internships already. I received one back that said they should send her their r�sum�s, and she would take those with her and talk to her dad. He was in charge of the movies; starting at the top was probably best.
 ◊◊◊
 Tim and Wolf took off to spend some time at home before coming back for dinner. While we�d talked, Duke and the kitten must have become friends because I found them curled up on my bed, sleeping together.
 �What�s going on here?� I scolded.
 Duke knew he wasn�t supposed to be on the bed. I think he might have gained some privileges while I was gone. He slunk off.
 �Merowff,� the kitten rumbled lazily as he rolled onto his back so I could rub his tummy.
 I had a sinking feeling that the kitten had chosen me as its master, and I wasn�t going to get rid of him. If he acted anything like Precious, my uncle would never take him. I could just see the cat terrorizing his cattle. One yowl would have them stampeding. To be honest, I might stampede with them.
 �You have to be super-nice when I introduce you to my uncle. He has a great big farm that you could roam and call home. It would be the perfect place for you,� I said to try to reason with the feisty little tomcat.
 Duke looked at me like I was wasting my time trying to explain things to a cat. He was probably right.
 �We�ve got some time. Want to go for a run?� I asked my buddy.
 He knew what �go for a run� meant and began to dance around. It seemed I�d better hurry up and get changed.
 ◊◊◊
 I timed it just right. As I was running up the block, I saw Peggy pull into the driveway. Duke and I squeezed in before the gate closed. I came around the back of the SUV as Peggy stepped out of the car.
 �Oh, my goodness! You scared the crap out of me,� Peggy said and then gave me a hug.
 I made a mental note to talk to Fritz about what I�d just done. If it hadn�t been me � I let that thought just hang there since I didn�t want to follow it to a conclusion.
 Getting out the car on the other side was a young woman I�d met at the daycare but whose name I couldn�t remember.
 �David, you remember Ms. Lawrie,� Peggy said as an introduction.
 She was in her mid- to late-20s. Her glasses made her look like a nerd.
 �Welcome home,� she said.
 �Need help getting them out?� I offered.
 I didn�t wait for a response as I opened the back door. Coby had an intense look on his face like he was concentrating. That was a sure sign he was in the process of filling his diaper. I reached in, set him free, and handed him to Ms. Lawrie.
 �You might want to check him,� I suggested.
 Little David was trying to work the restraints so he could free himself from the car seat.
 �Hang on, Buster,� I told him.
 �Out!� he commanded.
 I was impressed that his words matched what he wanted.
 �Yes, sir. Right away, young man,� I answered back as I undid his restraints.
 He was all smiles when I picked him up.
 �I need to change him,� Ms. Lawrie said as she took Coby to the house.
 �Help is a wonderful thing,� Peggy said as the back door closed, and we were alone.
 �I was afraid we would have to play �not it� on that one,� I said, agreeing with her.
 �I�ll take him since you need to go shower, and it�s freezing out here,� Peggy said as I handed Little David over.
 She was right. It was too cold to be standing around after a run.
 ◊◊◊
 When I came down, I found that Ashley and Scarlet had arrived and brought the rest of the little ones. This was what I�d been missing for the last couple of weeks. The sight of my children all gathered together made my chest tighten. While I felt the joy of seeing them, there was another part of me that wanted to scream, �Oh, my God! What have I done?�
 I really should do a PSA about the consequences of not using birth control. I was just lucky that I had the resources to get away with this. If I�d been a typical teenager, I might have to be on that MTV show about teen dads. I could see myself more interested in playing video games than getting a job to help pay bills. I was sure I would be hated once it hit the airwaves.
 Before I walked in to visit the kids, I stopped to talk to Ashley and Scarlet.
 �I sold my first house,� Ashley announced.
 �That�s great news. Mom told me that it can take a while to get your first sale. It sounds like you�re ahead of the curve,� I shared. �How did it happen?�
 �They were a walk-in to the office. I�d been following your mom around, learning what she does, so I wasn�t nervous when I talked to them. I actually ended up showing and selling them one of your mom�s listings,� Ashley explained.
 �That must have made her happy,� I surmised.
 �Since it was her listing that I made an offer on, she had Pam�s mom help me with the paperwork and with making the offer. We wanted to make sure no one was given an unfair advantage.�
 Mom had told me about the behind-the-scenes shenanigans that transpired when the listing and buyer�s agent were either the same or in the same office. She had made a believer of me when she explained why you should never contact the seller�s agent and expect them to treat you fairly.
 All she had to do was point out that the seller was the one who paid your commission for me to see her point. It was only natural to want to please the person paying you, even if you didn�t do it consciously. Besides, a higher sale price meant a bigger commission for both agents.
 �It looks like we�ll both be able to get funds out of our trusts early. Ms. Dixon got us in touch with someone in their family law practice, and they�ve filed the relevant paperwork for us. When that happens, you won�t have to give us money each month,� Scarlet shared.
 �You don�t know how much your help has meant to us,� Ashley added.
 �How come you didn�t come talk to me sooner? I mean, you both knew I was doing movies and had money. It just never made sense to me that you wouldn�t have looked me up sooner to help support my kids,� I said.
 �We talked about it,� Ashley admitted.
 �Honestly, we didn�t know if we wanted to get you involved,� Scarlet said, shocking me.
 �Then, why did you?� I asked.
 �I�d run out of options. The prospect of being forced to marry and live in a trailer on the farm made me decide to tell you. I called Ash, and she wasn�t much happier,� Scarlet said.
 �What were you afraid of?� I asked.
 �Oh, come on, really? You have no idea?� Ashley asked.
 �Besides me being younger?�
 �That, and how we got pregnant. We essentially took advantage of you with our little sex game. With that, and the whole statutory rape issue, we were afraid that if we approached you with lawyers, we would be even more screwed,� Ashley said.
 �I think I�d better go do, uh, something,� Melanie said as she blushed.
 Our poor cook/housekeeper always seemed to be in the room when these conversations started. I kept forgetting that she wasn�t used to the open discussions we had in our household. She grabbed Ms. Lawrie, who didn�t want to leave and miss our little drama, and took her to the living room where Peggy was watching the little ones.
 Ashley blushed when she realized she had spilled the beans in front of the women.
 �You have to see what a big decision this was for us,� Scarlet said. �It turned out all our fears were unfounded. You�ve been great, and if I could do it over again, I would tell you as soon as I suspected we were pregnant.�
 �Now that you�re finally going to get into your trust fund, it doesn�t mean I�ll stop supporting you financially if and when you need it. Nor that you and the little ones aren�t going to be getting tons of presents now and in the future,� I said.
 �You already do enough. After all, you found us jobs that pay well enough for us to cover our bills. You pay for daycare and hired both Peggy and Ms. Lawrie to help watch the boys and Carol. Your mom and family are always there to help. And you set up trust funds for all the kids. I can�t see asking for you to pony up more money. The agreement was that you would help out until we got our trust-fund money,� Ashley said.
 �Plus, we�ve learned that if we need money for anything, we can just ask you. It might be different if you�d been a jerk about all this. When you invited me home with you, even when you weren�t a hundred percent sure that Carol was yours, that meant a great deal to me. It made Ash and me realize everything would be okay,� Scarlet said.
 �I�m not going to force money on you,� I said with a little smile.
 �Melanie! You can come back,� Ashley called out.
 As she walked back into the room, I winked at Ashley and Scarlet.
 �Maybe you two can help Melanie out. She was unsure about how I would go about satisfying more than one woman at a time.�
 Melanie picked up a wooden spoon, raised it over her head, and started advancing on me. I decided I needed to go see little ones before she used it.
 ◊◊◊
 I was playing with the kids, �getting them all wound up,� according to my mom, when Tami came in and took our picture.
 �What was that for?� I asked.
 �I want to remember you having fun like this. From what Brook tells me, you�ve become a workaholic.�
 �Anything for the art,� I said.
 �Hey, I have a funny Mike story for you.�
 �Did Harper finally get smart and break up with him?� I asked.
 �Yes, but that isn�t what this story is about.�
 �You�ll have to tell me about that next,� I said so she wouldn�t forget I wanted dirt on the breakup.
 �After the Christmas dance, some of the crowd had gone out into the parking lot to drink. Tim, Wolf, Sarah, and I decided to go grab pancakes, so we were able to see it.�
 �You totally suck at telling stories,� I teased.
 �Bite me, �stupid boy,�� she said, and then continued the story. �Janet Hill was walking by to join her date at his car. He was a real gentleman and had gone out to warm it up for her.�
 I snorted. It sounded like Tim was past all that stuff and made Tami get into a cold car. Maybe I could train Brook to warm my car up in the winter so I wouldn�t freeze my butt off.
 �Sounds like you�re still training your boyfriend.�
 �Again, bite me. So, Mike looks over at Janet and says, �Hey, you forgot your panties in my front seat last night.� Janet flipped him off and shot back, �In your dreams, Dirtbag.��
 �Good for her,� I said.
 �Wait, it gets better. Janet must have told her date. You have to imagine this. Her date was all of five-seven and probably weighed 150 pounds. You know how big Mike is. Anyway, Mike thought he would kick the kid�s ass. Turns out, Janet�s date is a wrestler, and he must be pretty good because he kicked the stuffing out of Mike,� Tami shared.
 �Tell me you have video,� I begged.
 �It happened so fast, none of us thought to grab our cameras.�
 �I can�t believe I spent time with both Tim and Wolf, and neither one told me about this,� I complained.
 �That�s because I made them promise to let me tell you. I knew it would make your day.�
 �Was there any permanent damage?� I asked, hopefully.
 �A split lip and a black eye. Mike�s teammates broke it up when it became obvious that Mike was about to take a serious beating. They didn�t help Mike with Janet�s date, and they didn�t rough her date up as a part of stopping the fight, either. I thought it said something about what his teammates really feel about Mike.�
 �Tim and Wolf didn�t try to stop it, did they?� I asked with a scowl.
 �No. They were happy to sit back and watch him get what he deserved.�
 �Good, because I wouldn�t want to have to find new friends.�
 �No, you�re good,� Tami assured me.
 �What about Harper?� I asked.
 �They were on the rocks after his public comments at the Championship Game. Then she heard about what he said to Janet. She decided to cut her losses and broke up with him. We invited her out for pancakes as her reward for doing it right after he got his ass handed to him.�
 �Classic!�
 One of the twins held his arms up for Tami to pick him up.
 �Which one are you?� she asked.
 I felt like a horrible father because I had to take a closer look.
 �That�s Dawson,� I finally announced. �If Coby wasn�t bigger, they could be triplets.�
 Even though Coby was the youngest, he was noticeably larger than his brothers and Little David. He was going to be a big kid. Mom had pulled out my baby records, and Coby was a little taller and heavier than I was at that age. His pediatrician guessed he would be as tall as or a little taller than me when he grew up. Pam claimed he would be the perfect size to be a competitive swimmer.
 I was rescued from entertainment duty when Momma Ashley and Momma Scarlet announced it was time for the little ones to eat. I had to smile as I watched Tami pitch in.
 ◊◊◊
 We had a houseful by the time dinner was ready. I was impressed by the Italian-themed spread Melanie had put on. My brother and I filled our plates and found a quiet corner so we could catch up.
 �Did Mom tell you what Angie did?� I asked.
 �Yeah. Are you going to fire her?� he asked.
 �I�m not a hundred percent sure, but it looks like it,� I admitted.
 �That�s going to hurt because the hours are flexible and it helps pay the bills,� he explained.
 �Maybe we could find her something in the office where she wouldn�t be exposed to temptation,� I suggested.
 He seemed relieved and then got serious.
 �I sometimes don�t understand her. She loves what she�s doing, and it helped the pregnant girls in a meaningful way. I would hate to see the good work end because of what she did.�
 �Alright, I�ll make you a deal. I�ll make sure the charity keeps running, and Angie has a job through college. After that, I don�t want her working for me.�
 �I don�t blame you. Family only goes so far,� he agreed. �I�m just glad you�re not going to put us in a bind.�
 �If the situation were reversed, you would help me out,� I said.
 �You know I would.�
 Uncle John interrupted us.
 �Your mom says you have a kitten I�m supposed to take home.�
 �Satan�s Spawn?� Greg asked.
 �Yep. Come up to my apartment, and I�ll introduce you,� I said.
 �I�ve got to see this,� Greg said, not being very helpful.
 We walked up to the apartment, with Greg leading the way. When he reached the top of the stairs, Satan�s Spawn yowled a warning, and Greg about fell down them. If Uncle John hadn�t steadied him, he might have gone for a tumble.
 �Aren�t you a pretty boy?� Uncle John said as he walked around Greg.
 I hurried up because I wanted to watch the show. Satan�s Spawn eyed my uncle, but Uncle John kept talking to him and not making a move towards him. I couldn�t believe my eyes when the silly kitten decided that my uncle was okay and came to him.
 �I think we�ll be fine,� Uncle John said to make my day. �Most likely, I�ll have to rename him, or your aunt will send him back.�
 �By all means. I think the name was meant more as a joke than anything else. I�m sure he�ll make a great farm cat,� I predicted.
 �He looks like a lion cub. You could name him Leo or Simba,� Greg suggested.
 �Better yet, I�ll let my wife name him,� Uncle John said.
 Both Greg and I rolled our eyes at him, even though he�d just schooled us. He did have a good idea now and then.
 �Fantastic! Mom and Dad will be off my back for me letting our neighbor�s cat have kittens in the apartment. I owe you,� I said.
 �Your mom said you were allowing us to stay in your apartment tonight,� Uncle John said with a smile.
 Tomorrow was my meeting with Caryn regarding the businesses. I guessed Uncle John must be staying the night for that. I would just pack a bag and stay with either my grandmother or in one of Brook�s cabins. If I had to bet, it would be off to the farm with Grandma Dawson.
 We all went back downstairs, and I spent time with everyone. It was good to be home.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 21 � Change is Good, Right?  Friday December 30 
 Our meeting was at my company�s office. Since it was scheduled for the first thing, I talked my grandma into going to Granny�s West for breakfast.
 Before I left, I called Chuck.
 �Where are you? I�m supposed to pick you up this morning,� he said, sounding a bit put out.
 �I�m at my farm with my grandmother. She�ll be giving me a ride this morning to our office, and I�ll be there most of the day. I want you to go to O�Hare and pick up Fritz, Halle, and Rita,� I explained.
 Halle had told me what flight they would be on. Chuck agreed but still gave me grief for slipping my leash. When they dropped me off at night, I was supposed to stay home. For the most part, I agreed with what they told me, but sometimes I just needed them not to be breathing down my neck.
 When we arrived at Granny�s West, I found there was a crowd of unexpected guests. Bev and Jack Mass had come down from Chicago, and Frank Ingram and Kent Crain were in from LA. At another table was Brook with her mom and grandmother.
 �Mind if we join you?� I asked Brook�s mother, Ava.
 At first, I couldn�t remember Brook�s grandmother�s name, which I was reminded was Grace Davenport. After we�d made introductions, I got up and walked around to say good morning to everyone. When I came back, I saw that they�d brought everyone a cinnamon roll.
 �What brings you ladies out this fine morning?� I asked between mouthfuls of yummy goodness.
 �We are special guests at your meeting today,� Brook informed me.
 Brook had taken an interest in my businesses. She�d come up with the idea of expanding our talent management, PR services, and investment management businesses into a combined wealth management offering. Brook had introduced that to her grandmother, who had then become our first client. I hoped she would let us know what she thought today and how we could improve our offerings.
 �I�m eager to hear how everything is going for you,� I said to Grace.
 �It�s gone well. I�ll save the details for the meeting,� she said.
 Ava told Grace that my grandmother was acting as the mayor of our town, and the three of them talked about what Grandma was doing. That gave Brook and me a chance to speak.
 �Halle said she would be in today for your party.�
 �She and her mom are staying with us. She said you promised her � stuff,� she said cryptically so the big ears sitting next to us wouldn�t hear.
 �What �stuff�?� Ava asked.
 Brook had opened her big mouth, so I wasn�t about to bail her out. She should have known that the three of them had �mom ears� and would pick up on what she was saying to me. My girlfriend looked at me for help, and I put on my best little angel face.
 �I think David called it bow-chicka-bow-wow,� my grandmother said to toss me back into the middle of it.
 �Hey!� I complained. �What�s the Dawson Rule?�
 �There is no �Dawson Rule,�� Grandma Dawson shot back.
 �Well � there should be,� I said as I glared at her like a put-out teen.
 �Is this young man corrupting my granddaughter?� Grace asked with a mock scowl.
 �Oh, Honey, don�t get me started. My youngest was a little Casanova when he was David�s age. From what I gather, my grandsons take after him.�
 Where was my mom when I needed her? Then again, I probably didn�t want her involved in a conversation like this. I knew my dad and uncle would be no help.
 �This one,� Grace said, pointing at Ava, �caused most of these gray hairs.�
 �Mother,� Ava warned.
 �Oh, really? Do tell,� Brook said, digging for dirt.
 Brook and I got lucky because it turned into telling stories about my dad and uncle and Grace�s kids. I smiled as my girlfriend and I made mental notes of some of the trouble they got into. By the time we finished eating, I had figured I had a couple new �get out of jail free� cards in my back pocket.
 ◊◊◊
 I groaned when Caryn handed me the agenda, and I saw that they had allotted three hours for the business overview. I was afraid this was three hours I would never get back.
 In my gut, I knew that I should really be involved in all this, but I just couldn�t seem to get excited about it. This was something that should be happening later in my life. Right now, I had too much going on. And a big chunk of the stuff in which I was involved had nothing to do with just being a kid in high school.
 This was a reminder that people relied on what I did and the money I earned, and that�s an uncomfortable burden for a high-schooler. If a lot of the people in the room hadn�t been my family, I might have bailed.
 �I asked all of you here today not just to do a year-end review of all the businesses but because I�ve been approached with an unexpected offer. Just so you all know, Rob and I haven�t discussed this with David. We didn�t because he asked us not to bother him with the business,� Caryn said, which caused some good-natured chuckles from everyone.
 It sounded like I might have said that one too many times. Caryn could have her fun. Payback might be headed her way.
 �That, and,� she continued, �we just received this offer two days ago. The real reason was that we�ve been requested to allow the person making the offer to make their pitch to David and the board directly. Rob suggested that we include everyone involved in the day-to-day management so they could hear this too.�
 That would explain why Kent had been asked to fly in. He effectively ran my talent management company with Frank�s oversight. Frank was a managing partner of our PR firm, while Jack and Bev Mass ran our business�s investment arm.
 Megan handed everyone an organizational chart of all the businesses for a reference. Then Grace Davenport stepped up to the front of the room, and Caryn introduced her. She took a moment to go over her credentials as the driving force behind many successful retail and home-goods brands. Grace had made their parent company one of the fastest-growing companies in the �90s. It had made Brook�s family very wealthy.
 If Grace had a proposal for me, I had to listen. This woman was a legend in the business world, even if she had recently relinquished control of her company to her management team.
 What impressed me most about her was that we�d just had a conversation over breakfast that was far from what you would expect from the chairman of a huge corporation. She seemed comfortable being a normal person when she was with her daughter and granddaughter. When she took the front of a room, the business persona came forward.
 �I know you have a full agenda planned for today, so I�ll just get to the point. I think you�ve found a unique niche in the wealth-management market. What I hate about most wealth-management companies is that they cater to institutional clients like state employee retirement funds or large corporations. If you look at their list of clients, you�ll see that big institutional clients account for the majority of their revenues.
 �What you offer is much more personalized. It covers all aspects of financial management that wealthy people genuinely need, and not just people in the entertainment industry. Potentially, and in some cases actually, it also covers virtually all nonfinancial aspects of personal management. Personal and public relations services are the prime examples of that. I hadn�t thought about the gaps in the services I had until my granddaughter came to me with what you had to offer. I�ve been using the services for the past few months and find the business model intriguing.
 �My hat is off to you all for taking your business to this point. What I�m going to propose is that we take this to an entirely new level, with my help. To be frank, I don�t think David has the desire to take the reins and drive this business to its full potential right now. Maybe in ten or fifteen years, he�ll have the background and time to take this on, but not right now,� she said and turned to me.
 �This isn�t meant as a slam on you personally, David,� Grace said. �I understand why everyone partnered with you. You were their cash cow. In effect, you offered them an opportunity to work independently, with your father and Caryn acting as traffic cops and keeping everything balanced and in perspective.
 �I�m going to be brutally honest with you. You, as the owner, have not been keeping an eye on things. Not that anyone has done anything wrong or taken advantage of you, but I know from experience that someone with your leadership skills would make a difference. You need someone to take that role to expand the company.
 �I also get why you haven�t been actively involved. You felt if you threw money at it and put the right people in charge, that it would take care of itself. You have too much else occupying your time to run a successful company. To this point, you�ve been lucky, and from what I can see from the numbers that Caryn shared with me, it has grown faster than expected.
 �That in and of itself will eventually catch other people�s attention, and not necessarily in a good way. It won�t be long before your business model is hijacked by someone better prepared to take advantage of it.
 �Eventually, inattention on your part and the lack of a steady hand on the reins will almost certainly result in something bad happening. It will be something that you really don�t want or like, and it will occur somewhere down the line, though perhaps not for years.
 �As I said, I�m being blunt. But I�ve also seen it happen, and the effects, both personal and financial, can range from troubling, to significant, to severe, all the way up to devastating.
 �Finally, rapid growth is good, but only if you know how to manage it. Too often, a small company like yours can�t keep up and maintain quality when it starts to take off. That is something I specialize in,� she said.
 I was a little offended that she referred to us as a �little� company. But when you looked at her parent companies� yearly revenues�in the range of multi-billions of dollars�we were little by comparison.
 At that point, she went into the details of her proposal. Grace would end up owning 51% of the parent company while I retained 9%. Her projections showed that within ten years, my 9% stake would be worth more than my current 60% share.
 I would retain ownership of the company that handled my acting and modeling income. I would also keep my restaurants, farms, and my mom�s real estate company since they didn�t fit in with the wealth management concept.
 We took a break, and I pulled Caryn, Dad and Mom, Uncle John, and Grandma Dawson together in a conference room. I guess I wasn�t surprised when Brook and Scarlet joined us.
 �I have a feeling this is a big deal, and I might not want to sell. If Grace sees the value in what we are doing, are we crazy to let it go?� I asked.
 �He makes a good point. My grandmother wouldn�t have worked on this if there wasn�t something in it for her. I�m frankly a little surprised she didn�t just start from scratch and do it herself,� Brook shared.
 �That was good. You should be in sales,� my mom said. �She just subtly did a takeaway where she pointed out that her grandmother didn�t need us.�
 �I wasn�t trying to do that,� Brook said. �I was just sharing what I know to help.�
 �Ignore my mom. She�s just giving you a hard time while pointing out why that technique works. It makes me wonder what I�m missing out on if I do this,� I explained to my girlfriend. �What do you think, Dad?�
 �You�ll still have a 9% ownership interest in the parent company. If the projections are even half of what she is proposing, 9% ten years in the future is worth more than 60% ownership of what we were projecting. In fact, it�s worth more than what we�d have by that time in our wildest dreams. I also consider what she did by giving you back the other businesses as more than generous,� Dad said.

 �The only fly in the ointment, so to speak, is that she plans to move the company to Cincinnati, where she lives. I was surprised when she said that Ava would be moving there and would help run the company,� Scarlet added.
 I wondered what that meant for Brook�s parents. Brook wouldn�t look at me, so my first thought was that whatever it meant wasn�t necessarily that great for her on a personal level. It also made me wonder about Scarlet, Caryn, and Megan. Would they make the move?
 In particular, I wondered what it would mean for Scarlet. One of my goals was to spend more time with my kids, and if she moved, she would take Carol. I also worried that Ashley might decide to move with her. They were much closer to each other than they were to me. Frankly, with the news of the income from their trust funds being released to them, they didn�t need me.
 My uncle had been silent throughout this conversation, which surprised me. I turned to look at him and saw him sitting there with a sideways smile on his face as he observed me. I hated it when he did that. When I was exiled to the farm, and he helped turn my life around, I would catch him doing just that. He would give me that look when he thought I was on the verge of making a breakthrough.
 �Change is good, right?� he asked.
 I wanted to roll my eyes at him. I�d heard those words before. It was when I was exasperated by his continued attempts to hammer home the point that I wanted to change my life but didn�t want to admit it. What teen wants to do that with an authority figure pointing it out to them? I�d learned he knew me well enough to push my buttons and finally get me to move forward.
 I took another moment to think before I committed. Our family had been running farms since my grandfather�s younger days. I knew that Uncle John and my grandmother didn�t need me to be involved in any of that. My mom took care of the real estate, and I could count on Mary Dole and Granny to run the two restaurants.
 I would have to find people to run the charities, but that wasn�t all that big of a deal in the grand scheme of things. Angie had been the only one who had needed an income, and I�d promised my brother I would find something else for her to do.
 This would solve my biggest issue. I didn�t want to run a business � yet.
 �Okay. Let�s consider this,� I said.
 From the looks from everyone, it seemed I�d made the right decision.
 �Can David come out to play?� Brook asked.
 God, I loved her. The look on my mom�s face was worth it. I would leave it to everyone else to figure out the details with Brook�s grandmother.
 ◊◊◊
 We found Cassidy at the front door.
 �Someone sent their security to Chicago this morning,� she chastised me.
 �Let�s go to lunch,� I suggested.
 �Monical�s?� Cassidy asked.
 �If you want to,� Brook said to tease me.
 Of course I wanted to.
 Once we arrived and sat in a booth, I felt I was home. We ordered a Family Pleaser, which came with a family-size salad, a large pizza, and a pitcher of soda. Brook wanted pepperoni and Diet Coke. I was just happy we were here, so I didn�t argue.
 �What are you going to do with all your money?� Brook asked.
 �What money?�
 �Did you even read the offer?�
 I hated to admit that I hadn�t. This was probably why I wasn�t cut out to run a company right now. I felt a little stupid when Brook pulled it out of the giant bag she called a purse. She flipped through to the last page and pointed.
 �Why didn�t she lead with this?� I asked.
 They were offering me ten equal payments each year, starting as soon as I signed, and then a balloon payment in the last. The note said that with it structured this way, they could use the money to help build the business.
 Brook�s grandmother guaranteed the loan in case the company wasn�t able to fulfill it. The payments were, uh, substantial. I suddenly felt like one of those tech guys who had sold a start-up and retired before the age of thirty.
 Cassidy had been reading it along with me.
 �If I show this to my dad, he�ll let you date me,� she suggested.
 �Hands off,� Brook said as she shot her friend an affable scowl.
 �If your mom moves to Cincinnati, what�s your dad going to do?� I asked my girlfriend.
 �He�s staying here until I graduate high school and then they�ll see. I just found out about it this morning,� Brook said to explain why she hadn�t told me about it.
 �Are you okay?� I asked.
 �That my parents look like they�re breaking up?� she asked.
 �When you put it that way �� I let hang and then took a deep breath. �They did say there was a chance, though.�
 �I guess. Mom said she looked at this as a way to find out what she really wanted. Dad said that things couldn�t get much worse, but he was willing to give her the space and time to figure out what she wanted. My grandmother has always tried to get my mom to be more involved in her business. I think she looks at this start-up as a way to pass her knowledge on to my mom,� Brook explained.
 �Are you going to do it? Are you going to sell your business?� Cassidy asked.
 �I think I need to. I see Grace�s point about me not wanting to be involved in running it and what the consequences could be. Someone like her could give it the vision and experience to do more. I could see from everyone else they were eager to accept it. I�m just not interested in giving it the attention it needs.
 �One of my life goals is to learn to say �no.� Learning that lesson is more than just saying the words. You have to know what you want to take on and be honest about what you don�t. Kent came to me with the idea of the management company. I could see what he did for me, and could see the value of him spreading his wings and offering the services to others.
 �Caryn pointed out that in business, you should look at different income streams and try to pull them together. It�s sort of like my mom�s real estate business. Listing and selling houses is her core business. She works with investors, so she took on doing rentals�another source of income. Rentals and some of her listings need lawn care, repairs, and the like. So, you can see why I accepted when Frank Ingram, with his PR firm, and Jack Mass, investments, wanted to partner with me,� I explained.
 �Is that why you helped Wolf get started in the lawn-care business?� Brook asked.
 I gave her a little smile.
 �That was me being lazy. My dad kept getting on me about yard work, and Wolf needed some money because his dad had been out of work for a while. He wouldn�t take any cash from me when he wanted to go to a school dance, so I made him a deal. I might have mentioned to my mom that she should hire him for her business needs,� I admitted.
 Both Cassidy and Brook smiled at me in a way that made me uncomfortable.
 �You really are a good guy,� Brook said.
 �Not that good, I hope,� I shot back and raised one eyebrow.
 �She says you�re good at not being good, too,� Cassidy shared.
 �Really?� I asked with a huge grin.
 �Now look what you�ve done,� Brook pouted.
 Cassidy jabbed me under the arm. I swear she had an uncanny ability to find just the right spot to cause the maximum amount of pain. If I hadn�t seen Brook�s smile when our little ninja brought reality crashing in around me, I might have been upset. In the back of my mind, it reminded me I needed to get back to the dojo where I could exact some revenge.
 When our pizza arrived, I received a text. I flagged down our waitress.
 �I need six, no, make that seven Family Pleasers to go,� I ordered.
 �What�s up?� Brook asked.
 �I�m supposed to bring back lunch. We have to talk about the sale, and also the money that I received from Southwest Central State,� I explained.
 My dad had set up a call with the lawyers to figure out what to do with that mess. If I hadn�t been a teenage boy, the thought of dealing with the NCAA and FBI would have made me lose my appetite. Since I was one, I was able to wolf down several pieces of pizza while we waited for them to make our to-go order.
 ◊◊◊
 Megan and Scarlet came down to help carry in food. I popped into my mom�s real estate company and dropped off the extra one for Ashley, who was covering the office.
 �I can�t eat all that,� she said when she saw I had enough to feed four.
 �Either share it or take it home,� I reasoned.
 There was no such thing as too much Monical�s pizza. I hoped we would have leftovers from all the food I�d ordered. It was the perfect late-night snack or breakfast.
 �When is your mom coming back?� she asked.
 �I don�t know,� I admitted.
 �Here, she has some calls she needs to return.�
 I took the pieces of paper she handed me.
 �How are you doing?� I asked.
 �Good. You should come over for dinner while you�re in town. I know the boys would love to see you.�
 �Do you have tomorrow off?� I asked.
 �Yeah, your mom is closing the office until Monday. You could come over for lunch.�
 �I would like that. I�d hoped to spend time with all the little ones today, but all this came up,� I said, pointing to upstairs.
 My original plan was to spring them from daycare and hang out with them. I also wanted to spend time with my niece and nephews. It was probably good that I hadn�t because that many would have been a nightmare.
 �Scarlet didn�t say what was going on,� Ashley said, fishing for information.
 In a way, I was surprised that she hadn�t, but it raised my estimation of Scarlet up a notch. It was nice to know she wasn�t talking about my business outside the office.
 �I received an offer to sell part of my business. In fact, I should get back upstairs.�
 �Thanks for the food. While I love Granny�s, it�s nice to have something different,� she admitted.
 Granny�s West was right next door. When Ashley was �on floor,� the term my mom used to describe when an agent was put in charge of the phones and walk-ins, I expect it was handy.
 ◊◊◊
 After everyone demolished the pizzas�sadly, there would be no leftovers�the afternoon was spent figuring out the details. The hardest part turned out to be Frank and his partners in the PR company. They had to come to grips with selling off the controlling interest in their business. Grace and Frank stepped into the conference room to get everyone from his firm on a call to work it out. Meanwhile, I pulled Caryn, Megan, and Scarlet together with my dad.
 �It looks like we�re doing this,� I started. �I just wanted to know where we go from here. Do you all stay, or do you plan to go to Cincinnati?�
 �We�ll set up a new parent company for all the businesses you�re keeping. We�ll run that out of this office,� Dad said.
 �I�ll be leaving to work with Grace and Ava. Though I�d wanted to go to California, this is an opportunity I simply can�t pass up,� Caryn said.
 I nodded in understanding. The business opportunities for Caryn to learn and grow were beyond priceless.
 �I�d like to ask Scarlet to take Caryn�s place and have her run the day-to-day of your new company,� Dad said.
 �With your dad�s help, she�ll do fine. If you remember, I didn�t have much more experience than Scarlet when you let me take the reins,� Caryn said.
 �Do you want to do it?� I asked Scarlet.
 �Does it come with a raise?� she asked.
 �David is big on titles and heaping on more responsibility. You also get to be on salary so he can work you more without paying you overtime,� Caryn teased.
 �Really? When have you worked even 40 hours in a week?� I shot back, earning me a glare from Caryn.
 �If you want the job, we�ll work it out,� Dad assured Scarlet.
 �Does this mean I get to stay? I don�t want to move,� Megan said.
 �God, yes. Without you, we would have to do the books, and I would quit,� Scarlet confided.
 I didn�t blame her. I wouldn�t want to do the books, either.
 �Looks like it,� I said. �Oh, and you have to hire Angie. I made a promise to my brother that I would employ her until they graduate from college.�
 �Good call. You need to remove her from the charity,� Caryn said.
 �Not it,� Dad and I said at the same time.
 �Because you�ve been so good to me, I�ll do it,� Caryn offered.
 �Do they act like this often?� Scarlet asked.
 �You�ll be fine. You�ll even come to appreciate that they never take things too seriously,� Caryn shared.
 �I love working here. It�s so much better than where I worked before,� Megan admitted.
 She�d worked for Tom Dole�s law firm before coming here. They�d dubbed her �The Mouse� because she was small, quiet, and wore glasses. Since she�d started working here, she�d come out of her shell and was a real asset.
 �What do you see Angie doing?� Dad asked.
 I was a little surprised when Caryn looked at Scarlet. I guess the transition had begun.
 �Oh, me?� Scarlet asked, and Caryn nodded. �She can do what I�ve been doing. I know your mom also wanted to hire someone part-time. She planned for them to help ensure all the paperwork for each real estate transaction is done correctly and answer phones in the afternoon. That would free up her agents to actually be agents instead of covering the office.�
 �I take it Ashley has told you about that,� I said.
 Scarlet didn�t know what to say, so my dad saved her.
 �Your mom has complained about that for years, even before she owned her own brokerage. She hated that they used the agents as free office help. The only part that made it bearable was she got leads when she was on floor, and there were walk-ins.�
 �I was just giving Scarlet a hard time,� I admitted to soften the tone of what I�d said.
 �If you show good judgment, they�ll let you run things. I�ve talked to my friends who graduated when I did. They�re each sitting in a cubicle, wishing they could use their degrees even a tenth as much as I�ve been able to,� Caryn told Scarlet.
 �I�ll do my best,� she assured my dad and me.
 I wasn�t worried. Dad had held Caryn�s hand until she was confident enough to take charge. Scarlet already showed that she was a source of good ideas. She was the one who pointed out we should buy into the insurance firm.
 When we broke up our meeting, we saw that Frank and Grace had gotten off their call, and everyone looked happy.
 �Have you decided if you want to accept my offer?� Grace asked.
 �If Frank and Jack are on board, I say we move forward,� I confirmed.
 I could see everyone let out their collective breath. One of my advantageous traits was that I was able to decide on something without hesitation if I felt it was right.
 �Can I make one suggestion?� I asked.
 �David, you are a major shareholder. You can always ask me anything,� Grace assured me.
 �I think you need to add another line of business on the PR and image side. You should offer image consultants or stylists,� I suggested. �Full-service personal management or assistance should really be full service.�
 Frank and Kent looked at each other and nodded. Since I was also a model, I�d been lucky and was forced to wear my clients� clothes. Ford Models had also made sure I knew how to do my hair and skin care.
 Despite being thought of as �beautiful people,� I�d seen several actors and extraordinarily wealthy people not look their best when participating in public events. I knew Frank�s company had a few public-appearance types on speed dial. I thought this was something that could help with their client�s image.
 �That is something we should talk about,� Frank said, agreeing with me.
 �Why? Do you think I don�t have fashion sense?� Grace teased.
 I was about to make a smart comment when my mom dug her fingernails into my arm. It was probably a bad idea to tell her what I really thought. Grace saw what my mom did and frowned.
 �We should talk,� she decided.
 �Better yet, I�ll get you in touch with my friend Adrienne, and she can help you,� I suggested. Best to stay out of it, now that I�d thrown the grenade.
 �She found dresses for Ava, Brook, and me for tomorrow night,� Mom said to help ease any potential hurt feelings.
 �When did that happen?� I asked.
 I was more than a little worried my mom had called Adrienne. I didn�t necessarily want them comparing notes.
 �Lexi offered,� Mom said. �That reminds me. The tuxes for Ian, your dad, and you should be here today.�
 I gave up. Lexi seemed to do everything for me. I should chalk it up as a win that she had turned into the world�s best PA. Still, I was a little unsettled that she hadn�t told me. It sounded like we would look good for the New Year�s party Brook�s family was throwing.
 ◊◊◊
 We all signed a letter of intent to sell the business. There were still many details to be worked out before the sale could go through. All of which I left to Caryn, my dad, and everyone else. I was just happy to be out of it.
 After that broke up, I was pulled into a conference call with my lawyers. We had to deal with the cash that had shown up. The regular brain trust was in the room, along with Bev Mass. Since she was the State�s Attorney for Cook County, she�d been invaluable in discussions like this.
 �Your dad filled me in on what�s going on. I�ve asked Mr. Morris, Ms. Addison, and Tom Dole to join me on the call,� Ms. Dixon, my chief lawyer, said. �Your dad said you had some concerns about reporting this. Could you tell us what you�re thinking?�
 �Ms. Addison has been helping us with the FBI and warned me not to volunteer information to them. In fact, she advised against sharing the videos of my meeting with the investigator from the NCAA, Mr. Chadwick. If we tell them about the cash, we get even deeper into this,� I explained.
 �Do you have any concrete proof where the money came from?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �Not really,� Dad said. �There was just a note that said �Go Blue.��
 �There are also the GoFundMe donations,� Megan added to remind everyone that it wasn�t just cash.
 �I�m sure the FBI could figure out where they came from,� Ms. Addison informed us.
 �Does it make any difference that the donations went to the charities and not me directly?� I asked.
 �Charities that your sister-in-law and mother run,� Mr. Morris reminded me.
 �I take that as �no, it doesn�t make a difference, I�m screwed,�� I said.
 �Exactly right, David,� Ms. Dixon said. �I would strongly suggest that those two step down from the charities so there cannot be even the suspicion that they received a benefit from the money.�
 �That�s not going to stop me from volunteering,� Mom said.
 �Good. I hope you do continue. I also hope the charities continue. There just can�t be a direct link between them and David,� Ms. Dixon explained.
 �Can I still donate to them?� I asked.
 �Yes, you can. Now, what are your other concerns?� Mr. Morris asked.
 �That my friends might get pulled into this. Wolf Tams and Tim Foresee might catch the eye of the NCAA so they have leverage over me,� I said.
 �Do they have a reason to?� Ms. Dixon asked.
 �Are you asking, did they receive money?� I asked.
 �That would be the question,� Bev Mass said.
 �When are you out of a job?� I asked.
 �I�ll take that as a �yes,�� she said.
 �I have no direct knowledge ��
 �What do you know, our boy is learning,� Ms. Dixon said.
 Bev Mass stared me down. I swear she was scarier than my mom.
 �I specifically asked them not to tell me,� I said as I stared back.
 �What do you suspect?� Bev asked.
 �Based on their body language � hell, yes,� I admitted.
 �Please tell me they haven�t spent any of the money,� Mr. Morris said.
 �I told them not to,� I said.
 �The penalties vary, but just letting a coach or booster buy you lunch can be a problem. The only saving grace is none of you ever asked for money or knowingly accepted it. I suggest we get out in front of this and self-report. I say that knowing Mr. Chadwick will cause you problems,� Mr. Morris advised.
 �Will you represent them? I�d hate for the NCAA to cause them problems because of me. I also know that the Tams aren�t in a position to pay much,� I said.
 �From the research I have done, even college athletes can accept services such as legal assistance from interested parties. So, yes, I can represent them if everyone is careful about the relationship.�
 �What about the FBI?� Dad asked.
 �We need to take this to them. We also must be honest about the fact that your sister-in-law took funds. I hope she paid it back,� Ms. Addison said.
 �The funds were replaced,� Dad assured her.
 �Who paid it?� Ms. Addison asked.
 �I did,� Mom admitted.
 �That has to be fixed. She has to make the restitution,� Ms. Addison explained.
 �Greg probably hasn�t deposited all the money from his Christmas cards,� I said when my mom and dad each looked worried.
 �I bet he hasn�t,� Dad agreed as he got what I was offering. �We�ll make sure she gives us the money today.�
 Bev Mass rolled her eyes at us. It was probably good she�d be in private practice soon and not have the desire to try to rake me over the coals for every little issue. She took that whole �officer of the court� bit way too seriously for my taste. Well, I guess she would still be an officer of the court, but hopefully, she�d ease up a little.
 It was decided that Mr. Morris would use his contacts at the NCAA to let them know. The hope was they would see reason before it got back to Mr. Chadwick. Ms. Addison would call the FBI. Dad would talk to Wolf and Tim�s parents and bring them into the loop.
 For me, I was free for the rest of the day.
 ◊◊◊
 We came out of the conference room and found everyone brainstorming. Brook saw me and smiled. I could tell she was enjoying this, so I sent her a text to let her know I would have Cassidy take me to the daycare. It would be easier to see my kids there than to spring them. At least there I would have help when they went in ten different directions.
 ◊◊◊
 �Unca David! Unca David!� Mac and Kyle yelled when they saw me.
 Nate was a blur as he ran to me and jumped when I bent down, confident his uncle would catch him.
 �Uhf. You�re getting big,� I said as I hugged my nephew.
 Kyle twirled around and pulled his pants down.
 �Pony bit me,� he announced to show his bruised butt.
 �Kyle,� one of the daycare workers scolded. �What did we say about taking your pants down?�
 �That he�s a Dawson?� I asked.
 I think the poor girl was around kids too much because she turned about a hundred shades of red and fled.
 �He not p�sosed to show �is butt,� Mac told me.
 �Dude, I�m not kissing that to make it better,� I warned him.
 �Silly,� Mac said and then giggled.
 I helped him pull his pants back up and gave him a hug. I was sure I would experience similar exhibitions with my horde in training. Mac took my hand to show me the babies. They kept the smaller kids in a separate room so the older ones didn�t accidentally kill one of them.
 �There�s my girl,� I said when I saw Carol in a cute pink dress.
 Instead of picking them all up, I sat down on the floor so they could crawl to me. Little David was holding onto the edge of a little table, and he did his cute drunkard�s walk to me. One little girl, who I didn�t know, grasped the back of my shirt so she could stand up, and suddenly had a handful of hair.
 �A little help,� I called.
 I had Carol in my lap with Little David sitting between my legs, so I couldn�t get to her. A daycare worker, the one I�d embarrassed, came over and saved me.
 Coby crawled up and pushed Carol over so he could claim my lap.
 �I hate to tell you this, but someday you�ll like girls,� I explained to my son.
 Since I hadn�t made a big deal about it, Carol took it in stride and joined Coby on my lap. With all her brothers, she would have to be tough to hold her own. But hey, she was a Dawson. I could see her ruling them all at some point.
 I spent a couple of hours playing with my kids and the other little ones until it was nap time. Then I stepped out to the main room, only to find Kyle and Mac sleeping. Nate wanted to be held, so I spent some time talking to him. I�m not quite sure what all he told me, but he was happy to have an interested listener. He finally wound down, and I put him down for his nap.
 This was what made it all worthwhile. You didn�t realize how special children were until you had one of your own. Or five.
 I sent a text to Cassidy so she would come pick me up.
 ◊◊◊
 I wasn�t particularly amused when Cassidy pulled into the parking lot with a police car behind her with its lights flashing.
 �License and registration,� I heard him order when he reached her window.
 �Hey,� I said with my best smile.
 For a second, I thought he was going to draw down on me, but then he recognized me.
 �My wife made me go to your movie. I ended up really enjoying it,� he said as he walked around the front of the car to shake my hand.
 �That�s my car, and she�s my security. What did she do?� I asked.
 �Security? She looks awfully young for that.�
 �Don�t let that fool you. She could take both of us without a problem,� I assured him.
 �I clocked her doing 45 in a 35. I was probably going to give her a warning,� he admitted.
 �Do me a favor and tell her she can�t drive this car anymore. It�s too much for a little girl like her,� I suggested.
 �What do I get out of it?�
 �How about I take a picture with you so you can tell the story?� I suggested.
 �Deal.�
 Cassidy wasn�t happy when she had to hand me the keys. I would give them back to her once we got home, but it was my car, and I wanted to drive it. She was even more unhappy when I made her take our picture. Cassidy was ready to kill me when I smoked the tires as I left the parking lot, and she saw the police officer laughing.
 �Hey, settle down. I got you out of a ticket,� I reminded her.
 My little ninja pouted like my three-year-old niece until I took her to Dairy Queen and bought her a cone. Ice cream made everything better, even if it was the middle of winter.
 ◊◊◊
 Funny how handing a girl a set of car keys can make her happy.
 I walked in the back door with Cassidy. Today, Melanie had made oatmeal raisin cookies.
 �I want to hang out with you all the time. We never have anything good at my house,� Cassidy shared.
 Yesterday, she�d had cherry-walnut bars at my grandma�s. I agreed; we�d made out the last two days. Life was good until Melanie pulled up a chair with a concerned look on her face. I had a sinking feeling that karma was about to bite me in the butt.
 �I have to tell you something,� she said.
 �We can call Fritz if there�s a dead hooker, and you just gave him homemade cookies. So, unless you lost one of the boys or his dog, you�re golden,� Cassidy assured her.
 �Dead hooker?� Melanie asked as her eyebrows rose into her hairline.
 �Let�s just say we have contingencies in place and leave it at that,� I said mysteriously.
 �Oookay. Well, over Christmas, I spent some time with friends. They wanted to know what it was like working for you. Well, I�d had a few drinks and shared some stuff I know I�m not supposed to. One of my friends has contacts in Chicago, and she suggested that I share what I�d heard with someone she knows. She works for The Chicago Reader,� Melanie said.
 When I was in Chicago, I happened to pick up a copy of the paper. It was published weekly and had an alternative bent to it. The newspaper was where you would go to find out what was going on entertainment-wise that weekend. They were geared towards the young, single crowd that liked to party. Some of the personal ads were hilarious.
 �And �� I prodded.
 �They want to pay me for information about you.�
 �I�m not sure these cookies are that good,� Cassidy observed.
 �How much are they willing to pay?� I asked.
 She told me. It wasn�t a lot, but it would make a difference for her.
 �If you run it by my publicist first, I�m fine with it,� I said.
 She let out a breath and then looked confused.
 �I thought you were going to fire me,� she admitted.
 �David knows that they�ll write about him anyway. If Frank okays the story, and you get paid, it�s a win for him. At least this way, his people get a say in what you �leak,�� Cassidy explained.
 Someone had been paying attention.
 �What she said.�
 �Can I tell them that you have a contingency plan for dead hookers?� she asked.
 �If you can get Frank to agree, then go for it,� I said, and then had a thought. �You might want to run it by my mom, too, while you�re at it.�
 That gave Melanie pause. I probably should have thought this through because knowing my mom, she might provide Melanie stories to tell about me.
 Mom might even be able to get my lousy perm picture from Tami. I was sure they would love to see my middle school photo when I was an overweight nerd with curly hair. Looking back, I think we did the perm wrong because all it did was make my hair frizzy.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d gone to my apartment with Duke and found Satan�s Spawn sprawled out on the couch. My aunt and uncle were staying for the big party tomorrow night. I heard the door open, and my aunt talking to my uncle. When they reached the head of the stairs, they saw me.
 �Big day today,� Aunt Bonnie said.
 �Yeah, I sold my business and got myself in deeper with the NCAA and FBI. I guess that balanced out,� I said with good humor.
 �How does that make you feel?� Uncle John asked.
 I swear he couldn�t help himself. I looked at my aunt, and she turned around and went downstairs and left us alone. It seemed like we were going to have a talk.
 �My PA said something that might apply: �Pride. Fear. Guilt. Pick a number.� I guess I�m feeling all of those.�
 �I understand that you would be proud of what you�ve built. Why would you feel fear or guilt?� he asked.
 �I worry about what this will mean to everyone. I think they�re looking at the dollar signs and are glossing over what this will mean to them down the road. They�ve gone from running things pretty much how they wanted, to now working for Grace.�
 �Are you afraid Grace will fail?� Uncle John asked.
 �I have no doubt that she will succeed. Grace understands what it takes to take something national. She has the connections to make it happen and will avoid all the pitfalls that occur when building a business as quickly as she plans. I just worry that the current people in place will be left behind.�
 �Like who?� he asked.
 �Caryn, for one. Can you honestly see Grace allowing her to be the COO of her new enterprise? She was Devin�s executive assistant who became my PA. Then I put her in charge of the day-to-day operations of my company,� I explained.
 �That�s pretty insightful. If you saw Caryn as not being able to do something bigger, why did you let her run your company?� he asked.
 �She had everyone to support her. Think about who really ran the day-to-day at each of the companies. You, my grandmother, my mom, Granny, and Mary. Jack Mass and Frank ran both his company and my management company.�
 �For someone who didn�t want anything to do with his business, you seem to have thought this through. How did you figure all this out?�
 �You and Dad,� I said with a smile.
 �Oh, my, it is getting deep in here,� Uncle John worried.
 �What did you tell me about leadership?� I asked and waited.
 I watched him think about it for a minute, and then he got it.
 �That you could get more done if you trusted others to do their part. That you had to learn to delegate,� Uncle John said.
 �I just figured the right people were in place, and I could let them do their jobs. Your mom told me that I should find ways to make my money actually do something, not just park it in some investment portfolio. I took from that that I should either invest in businesses or build them. By doing that, people are fulfilling their dreams while putting a roof over their heads. Anyone can see that.
 �I also know that I don�t have the knowledge to run a business, and I knew I was going to be more of a detriment than help. That made me want to pull back and let the people who know what they�re doing take charge. I also really didn�t want to spend the time. I would rather hang out with my friends, play ball, and enjoy my senior year,� I admitted.
 �That�s why you�re in LA doing a J-drama and a movie,� he pointed out.
 �Please. I may want to just be a kid, but I�m not stupid. I now have other responsibilities that need taking care of.�
 �If I remember right, this all started because you wanted to take care of people,� he reminded me.
 He was right. At the time I took my first modeling job, I was looking for a part-time job to help the family. Then we found out about my mom�s cancer, and we�d lost her insurance. It did seem like the more money I made, the more responsibility I took on. Not only for my own family but all the ones that worked at the companies I partly owned.
 I received a text from Halle. She was here, and Brook wanted us all to go to dinner.
 �I have to go,� I announced.
 �Would it be okay if I invited myself and your aunt out with you after your friends leave? I would like to spend some time with you, and we can talk about what you do next. I�ve talked to your mom and dad, and they share your concerns about how to make everything work.�
 �Sure; I�d like that. I have a lot of ideas but no firm plan.�
 Uncle John shook his head.
 �I don�t believe that for a moment. I think people underestimate you. You surprised me just now with how you looked at your businesses. Now that you�ve explained it, I can see why you wanted to take a step back. From what your dad told me, I thought you just wanted to goof off and push the responsibility onto him and Caryn. I see now that you had the right people in place. I think something we need to work on is you communicating stuff like that better,� he shared.
 Yeah, I could see that.
 �Well, I�m off to be a kid,� I announced as I stood up.
 Uncle John shocked me when he pulled me into a fierce hug.
 �Have I told you lately how proud I am of you?� he asked.
 �I love you too,� I admitted and pulled him back into a hug.
 �I think we sometimes forget to share that part with each other. Never doubt how much you mean to me.�
 �You keep that up, and my girlfriend will accuse me of crying.�
 �We wouldn�t want that. Go have fun,� he said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 22 � Dead Hooker?  Saturday December 31 
 �Get your butt up,� I said as I jumped on Peggy�s bed.
 �What time is it?� she mumbled as she turned to see the alarm clock.
 �Get up. We�re going running,� I announced. �I�ll get the boys up while you change.�
 I overheard my mom tell Duke to get off the bed, so I knew he was doing his job of waking my parents up for his morning loving. When I stepped into the boys� room, I saw Little David standing up in his crib, so I picked him up.
 �It won�t be long before you�re ready for a big boy bed,� I told him.
 I got both Little David and Coby ready and ran down the stairs, carrying them.
 �No running in the house!� greeted me when I came into the kitchen.
 My mom gave me a put-out look. Some things never change. She�d been yelling that at me for as long as I could remember. The boys loved it when I did it, though.
 Duke was waiting by the back door. He had figured out we were going for our run. Peggy took Little David and got him into his coat so he could go outside while I did the same for Coby. We walked out and put the boys in the tandem running stroller. Duke ignored Precious as he sat in front of Peggy to get his leash put on.
 �Sorry, your buddy would rather go for a run than play,� I told the neighbor cat.
 Precious glared at us as if we were dead bugs in her water bowl.
 I let Peggy set the pace and just enjoyed the run. It had warmed up, so all the snow had melted. It was still in the high 30s, which made me miss LA even more.
 �Do you have a date for tonight?� I asked.
 �No. I thought I would go stag and hang out with Ashley and Scarlet. I hope you realize that you have to dance with us.�
 �Unlike you three, I�m not socially inept. I actually have a date,� I said with a superior attitude.
 �It�s kind of hard to find a guy when you�ve got a kid,� Peggy complained.
 �Puhlease! I have five, and it hasn�t slowed me down,� I teased her.
 She mumbled something about having a talk with Cassidy.
 �Okay. I expect that I�ll end up dancing with my grandma and mother, so dancing with three more old ladies shouldn�t hurt me,� I conceded.
 �Are you trying to piss me off?� Peggy asked with a stern expression.
 �Lighten up. You used to be fun.�
 That earned me a smack, and I saw a little smile touch her lips. I knew that Peggy could dish it out as well as take it. Our relationship had evolved into one where I considered her a part of the family. Not precisely a sister, but close enough. I couldn�t quite put her in the sister role because I still had impure thoughts about her. Peggy had been my first serious crush, after all.
 We spent the rest of the run catching up. That had been my intent and was why I didn�t push the pace. We were both laughing when we came in the back door.
 �You two are in a good mood,� Uncle John observed.
 �We went for a run, and David was being a goof,� Peggy explained as we took the coats off the boys.
 Aunt Bonnie came in, looking put out.
 �That kitten is evil,� she announced.
 �No take-backs,� Dad said to make sure it was clear they�d agreed to take him.
 �He�ll have to be a barn cat. I�m not having that in my house,� she announced.
 We would owe Uncle John big-time for taking Satan�s Spawn off our hands. Neither my mom nor dad made a comment once my aunt had all but said she would give him a home.
 �Did you try on your tux?� Mom asked.
 �Uh, that would be a �no,�� I admitted.
 �Go take your shower and try it on. If we need to get it altered, we don�t have all day.�
 Duke followed me up to my apartment, where we found Satan�s Spawn guarding the stairs. He took a swat at Duke but was bowled over. My hound wasn�t afraid of a kitten. Now, if Precious had been at the top of the stairs, we might have had a standoff.
 �Silly cat,� I said as I scooped him up and gave him some loving.
 I walked into my bedroom and tossed him on the bed.
 ◊◊◊
 The tux fit fine, as I was sure it would. Adrienne knew my measurements from all the work we�d done together. She�d scored me a Ted Baker London �Josh� trim-fit tuxedo that was blue with a contrasting black shawl lapel. That clued me in that Brook�s dress must be blue, too.
 I called Adrienne to thank her. Of course, Tyler answered.
 �Is the boss around?� I asked.
 �David! We were just talking about you.�
 �You�ve both decided you like guys and want me to get on a plane to fulfill your wildest fantasies?� I guessed.
 She laughed, and I heard in the background, �Who are you talking to?�
 �David.�
 �Give me the phone.�
 �Why is Tyler blushing?� Adrienne demanded.
 �I was just telling her what a rare gift she is to you,� I said, sucking up.
 �Yeah, I know,� Adrienne grumbled. �She�s as rare as finding a leprechaun under a double rainbow.�
 �Actually, rarer.�
 �Why do you say that?� Adrienne asked.
 �Who else would put up with you?�
 �Whatever. Was there some reason you called, or did you just want to rattle our cages?�
 �I wanted to thank you for the clothes.�
 �You know the drill. Get your picture taken in them,� she said and then got excited. �Maybe you could get arrested or get drunk and do something foolish. That would make them happy.�
 �Gee, thanks. I think I�ll pass. The last thing I need right now is a scandal.�
 �You�re probably right,� Adrienne said and changed the topic. �You owe me pictures of the kids.�
 �I�ll send you some later today. I�m having lunch with my new ones.�
 �We should look into getting a reality show for you. You could be like that family that has like a hundred kids.�
 �Nice. With that, I�m hanging up.�
 She laughed at me. I was glad my life was amusing to someone.
 ◊◊◊
 Chuck was my security for the day. I was told that I had to take Little David and Coby with me on my �playdate,� as Peggy called it. Mom informed me that I was the one who missed my kids, so I could take them for the day. I think the two of them ganged up on me so they could get some alone time.
 When we got to the condo, Pam met us at the door.
 �How did you know I was coming over?� I asked.
 �Ashley told me, and I watched for your car,� she explained.
 I gave her a hug and a kiss.
 �I�ve missed you,� I admitted.
 �Me too. Now let�s get out of the cold.�
 As we grabbed little ones and rode the elevator up, we caught up. Pam told me Tracy was both excited and worried because she would be going to State this coming semester. She�d been held back a semester when she had her bout with depression.
 �Tracy knows we�re all right here,� I said.
 �She does. She�s also excited about going to LA. As am I. I can�t wait to show her around,� Pam said.
 �Where I�m staying is five minutes from Pepperdine. I think you made a great choice in schools. I wasn�t aware it has a religious bent, though.�
 �That surprises you?�
 �I just never thought of you as the religious type.�
 �They do have students who aren�t. Just like Notre Dame isn�t all Catholics,� she reminded me. �Plus, don�t you think I would be safer there?�
 �That�s a good point. A good religious boy is what you probably need.�
 �Unlike that last one I dated who got me pregnant.�
 �Touch�,� I said as we reached the condo.
 Scarlet answered the door. Little David and Coby saw their buddies and wanted to be put down. They were fussing because they thought Pam and I were taking too long to get their coats off. As soon as I put Coby down, he crawled over to Carol and grabbed the toy she was playing with. My daughter didn�t hesitate; I was impressed when she pushed him over and took it back. I just shook my head and figured they would work it out. In the end, I was just happy to see my little girl was standing up to my son.
 Dawson raised his arms, so I picked him up. Someone was tired because he laid his head against my chest.
 �Adrienne wants some pictures,� I said as I handed Pam my phone.
 Pam took some candid shots and then joined Ashley and Scarlet in the kitchen. There was a knock at the door, and I let Chuck in. The traitor would rather spend time with the girls than with the kids and me.
 An hour later, Pam came out to check on me. I was on the floor with Carol on my chest, and all the other little ones piled up around me, sleeping. She took a picture and walked back into the kitchen to show everyone.
 As I lay on the floor, I felt the sun from the window warm me up. This was precisely what I�d been missing: time with my kids ... napping.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook and Halle had bailed on me today so they could help organize the party for tonight. It was going to be held at my dad�s country club in their ballroom. So, I had the whole afternoon to spend with the little ones.
 Scarlet came out of the kitchen.
 �Come have lunch. They�ll be out for another thirty minutes, at least.�
 I carefully slid Carol off my chest, and she didn�t even stir. I wish I slept as soundly.
 �We were just talking about men,� Ashley said to catch me up on their conversation.
 I looked over at Chuck, and he didn�t seem too traumatized, so it hadn�t been a man-bashing session.
 �Did you know that for the first time ever in the United States, over 50% of women are single?� Scarlet asked.
 �What is it with men?� Ashley asked and looked at me.
 I held up my hands.
 �Surely, you don�t expect me to defend all men.�
 �You are a man, aren�t you?� Pam asked with a smirk.
 �Easy, killer. I�m not the enemy,� I reminded everyone.
 �Do women even want a relationship?� Chuck asked.
 For some reason, they all glared at me.
 �Hey, I�ve got a girlfriend,� I said, and then got smart and looked at Chuck. �Why do you say that?�
 Chuck realized I�d diverted their glares to him.
 �Look. Back when our parents were dating, the roles of men and women were well-defined. Nowadays, women are much more independent. It has gotten to the point where if a man acts like a man, he�s accused of being politically incorrect. We�re constantly reminded that men are the problem, and we�re not needed�and in a lot of cases, not wanted.�
 �I�m, like, totally cool with the casual thing,� Ashley said.
 �Says the girl who�s been planning her wedding day since she was six years old,� Scarlet quipped.
 �See, that�s just it. Women give off mixed signals,� Chuck said. �You don�t want us, you don�t need us, until you do. Then you�re confused when we try to keep it �casual� and don�t want to get serious. I wish you would all make up your minds.�
 �You�re serious?� I asked.
 �Okay, I�m sure you�ll all hate me for saying this, but I�m going to just say it. You hear it on the news. Female leaders saying stuff like men need�to get out of the way of more capable�women. Heck, my own mom taught me that men shouldn�t bring girls flowers, should never push for sex, and should always put women�s needs first. We�re treated like second-class citizens. Where is the equality in any of that?� he asked.
 �So, you�re saying men have given up?� Ashley asked.
 �As a man, I have to ask myself, what�s in it for me?�
 �You don�t want to get married and have kids?� Scarlet asked.
 �All I have to do is look at David and see how much work it is. The other side of all this is that women are willing to keep it casual. I go out three to four times a week and haven�t any problem bringing someone home most nights. I don�t need to get married to have sex. Back in the day, that would have been a deal-breaker.�
 �Don�t you worry about ending up lonely?� Scarlet asked.
 �Not really,� he admitted.
 �I met a woman in Palm Springs who had a similar theory. She called someone like Chuck a �man-child.� She was frustrated that she couldn�t find anyone who wanted to actually date and be serious. The woman basically said that boys just want to have fun,� I related.
 �We�re never going to find anyone,� Ashley complained.
 �That�s why I have a backup plan,� Pam said.
 �This should be good,� I groaned.
 �All I need to do is tell David, and he�ll marry me.�
 �Really. I was thinking David might be my backup plan,� Scarlet teased.
 �Pam�s right. She already locked me down. Maybe you can make a deal with Chuck that if you�re both single at 30, you get married,� I suggested. �That way, he won�t be lonely.�
 �You told her you�d marry her?� Ashley asked incredulously.
 �I think I�ve asked her like three times,� I admitted.
 �And you turned him down?� Ashley asked.
 �Sounds like you better not ask her,� Chuck advised as he pointed his chin at Ashley to warn me.
 �Shut it,� Scarlet said to Chuck and turned to me.
 I held up my hands.
 �Hey, Pam and I have known each other longer, and we�ve gone through quite a bit together. I would do anything she asked of me. I hope that as we get to know each other better, that at some point I can say the same about you two,� I said.
 �Don�t let him fool you. He would do anything for you right now,� Pam said to blow my cover. �Those little ones trump anything for him. He�s what Chuck would call an �old school� kind of guy. David fully intends to get married and have a house full of kids.�
 �I just got a head start on the kids,� I admitted.
 �That�s what condoms are for,� Chuck said.
 �Yes, I�m well aware,� I said as I glared at him.
 My mom could lecture me, but I didn�t need it from my security.
 �Sorry. I was trying to be funny, but I think it fell flat,� Chuck conceded.
 �You might want to pick your crowd a little better next time,� Pam said. She reminded him that all of them were well aware of what I hadn�t worn when I should have.
 �I�m also sorry if I said some things that possibly offended you,� Chuck added to the women.
 �No. I think we all knew what the problem was,� Scarlet said.
 �Men,� Pam and Ashley said in unison.
 �You should man-up and ask Scarlet out,� I said to Chuck.
 Everyone looked at me like I�d lost my mind. Granted, I was always the last to know something when it came to people liking each other. But I had been getting better, and I�d noticed how they looked at each other when they thought no one saw.
 �She does need a date for tonight,� Ashley prodded.
 �Hey, I tried to hook you up in Mexico. I�m not giving up on you,� I said to remind him of the calendar girls we�d met.
 The wimp had run away when I tried to get him a date with the models.
 �Would you �� was all he got out.
 �Yes,� Scarlet responded.
 �Well, okay then,� Chuck said, looking a little shell-shocked.
 �Don�t forget to pick up condoms,� I said.
 �David!� Pam chastised me.
 I just grinned. Like my mom, I did like to get my revenge every now and again. Poor Chuck�s face looked like he�d been suddenly sunburned.
 �Now I need a date,� Ashley complained.
 �Hang on,� I said and got out my phone and dialed. �Hey, are you still in town?�
 �Yeah. I probably won�t go home until Monday. We have meetings with Grace this weekend,� Kent said.
 �I need you to do me a solid and take someone to the New Year�s Eve party tonight,� I said, playing matchmaker.
 �If you�re suggesting, I trust she�s someone I would like.�
 �Her name is Ashley, and she works for my mom. I think you�d have a good time.�
 �Okay, sure,� Kent said.
 �Good. Let me hand my phone to her, and you two make plans,� I said and handed the phone to Ashley.
 �Now me,� Pam said.
 �Sorry. You�re mine,� I said.
 I knew that she and Tracy were going together. What was a best friend for if not your plus-one? That, and I knew that Pam wasn�t ready to date anyone right now.
 �You still love me best?� she asked.
 �Yes.�
 That seemed to satisfy her.
 When Ashley got off the phone, she wanted to know who Kent was. I guess Scarlet had mentioned that he was cute because when she explained who he was, Ashley was a happy girl.
 ◊◊◊
 While we�d been hanging with the kids, it had started to snow. I received a text from my mother to come home and salt the driveway and sidewalks. That put me in somewhat of a snit because my dad, uncle, and brother were all at the house. I was expected to come home and take care of that? Life wasn�t fair.
 When I walked in the back door, I instantly got a whiff of homemade chocolate chip cookies. Did these people think they could woo me with cookies? Did they really think I was that weak?
 I hoped they didn�t have nuts in them.
 After delivering Little David and Coby to Peggy, I found Duke, and we stepped outside to take care of the salt. It took me almost ten full minutes. I�d never get that time back. Duke had brought his ball out with him, so I threw it for another twenty minutes to relieve the stress of having to do all the work in our household.
 I finally rounded up my boy, and we went inside to sample the cookies. Thankfully, Melanie had just pulled out another batch because my brother, dad, and uncle had eaten the last one.
 �I sold my first story,� Melanie announced.
 �Dead hooker?� I asked as I shoved a cookie in my mouth.
 They did have nuts, so I let go of my annoyance at having to actually do something around here.
 My dad and uncle both looked at me with a mixture of curiosity and disbelief. I was surprised when Greg didn�t even flinch at the mention of a dead hooker.
 �Is there something you need to tell us?� Uncle John asked, taking the bait.
 When I smirked, Dad rolled his eyes at me. He, at least, had resisted the urge to quiz me about something that sounded crazy on its face.
 �David told me he and Fritz have a contingency plan in case there�s ever a dead hooker,� Melanie explained.
 Uncle John couldn�t help himself.
 �Why would you need that?�
 �Because that was about the worst situation we could think of. If we had a plan for that, then anything else that happens should be easy,� I explained.
 Uncle John was about to ask a follow-up question, but my dad put his hand on his arm to tell him to let it go.
 �What story did you sell?� I asked.
 �Frank decided that the dead hooker contingency plan probably wasn�t how he wanted you portrayed. Your mom overheard and suggested the rabid squirrel story.�
 I had to tell my uncle what happened. Precious, the cat from hell, had caught a squirrel in our backyard. Duke thought his sole purpose in life was to rid us of the filthy vermin. Of course, he�d never been able to catch one himself, so he was a little put out when he saw Precious with one of the little bastards. His words, not mine.
 Brit had come over to help take the squirrel away from Precious, and I�d put Duke in the house. When Brit was about to retrieve said squirrel, my mom had opened the back door to see what my dog was barking about. Duke, of course, bolted and made a beeline for the cat and squirrel.
 The squirrel, fearing for its life, had escaped Precious and gone to ground inside the front of Brit�s sleeping shirt. I left out the part where she was braless, and I saw her magnificent boobies. Brit extracted the squirrel from its safe place between her breasts and flung it from her. It ended up in my mom�s hair.
 Duke decided to jump and snatch the squirrel off my mom�s head. The squirrel had other ideas and leaped, landing on one of Brit�s brothers. It then made the leap to the garage roof, thwarting my hound�s best chance to ever catch a squirrel.
 I was just glad my mom could now tell the story and see the humor in it. At the time, both Duke and I were on her list to be shipped off to my uncle�s farm.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 23 � Take a Drunk Girl Home  Saturday December 31 
 We all arrived at my dad�s country club for the evening event. Brook had insisted that I walk in with Halle when she saw Doris Harper from About Town, a regional gossip TV show, with her camera crew. It was through Doris that I�d been �discovered� by Sandy Range and had gotten my first big break in modeling.
 �Hey, Doris. How have you been?� I asked with my best Hollywood smile.
 �Hello, David. I had a tip you two would be here,� she said with her own fake smile and offered me her cheek to kiss.
 I was a little grossed-out because she had on about an inch of makeup and smelled of hairspray. But I toughed it out and officially introduced her to Halle.
 �Is your mom here?� Doris asked Halle.
 �Not yet. She and her date will be here in a little while.�
 �Oh � who is her date?� Doris asked the very same question I had.
 �Stewart Thatcher. I�ll let her tell you all about how they met,� Halle said.
 Stewart was my costar in The Royal Palm and was scheduled to play James Bond in our upcoming movie. I�d seen the two of them do several preproduction-hype interviews. I wondered if this was like Halle and me walking in together or if there was more to it. Then I had another thought. That kind of �are they, aren�t they?� gossip might be precisely what Rita and Stewart were hoping for.
 Doris ushered us off to where they�d put up a temporary set for her to conduct our interview.
 �What�s with the hair?� she asked me to kick us off.
 �I like David�s new look. He is the quintessential California boy now: blond hair and a rugged jaw topped off with a surfer body. David looks like he lives on salt water and sunshine and was born to run beaches shirtless,� Halle said.
 �Do you really surf?�
 �David�s pretty good for a relative rookie. I think it has to do with his athletic abilities,� Halle said, hogging the interview. �He has used our beach house, and I�ve heard he�s been seen surfing at various beaches in Malibu.�
 �You don�t have problems surfing in public?� Doris asked.
 �Surfers are usually pretty cool,� Halle said. �The only time we ever have any difficulties is when the paparazzi decide to swarm us.�
 �So, are you two dating?�
 I waited for Halle to jump in, but she suddenly got quiet. I was so going to kill her.
 �Seriously? You have nothing?� I asked.
 �I just realized I had been taking all the questions,� she tried.
 Even Doris wasn�t buying that one.
 �I�ll take that as she wants to, but you have other ideas,� Doris said to me.
 �Next question,� I encouraged.
 Somehow Halle got over being shy, and I never got a word in after that. She looked at me sheepishly as we walked out, but then smiled.
 �I forgot to tell you. We get to sing my song tonight.�
 First, it would have been nice to have a heads-up. Second, I noticed it was now �her� song. That made me realize that everyone remembered that Martina McBride sang the song as a duet. I would bet almost no one could name the male singer. I had a feeling in years to come, it would be the same with Halle�s and my version.
 She looked at me in confusion when I threw my hands up and walked away.
 �Was it something I said?� she called out behind me.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked in and spotted Dare. The kid had apparently hit his growth spurt while I was gone. I would estimate he was almost two inches taller. He was there with his mom. Evidently, Brook had invited the guy who had a secret crush on her. When he saw me, his face lit up.
 �David, where�s Brook?� he asked to confirm my suspicions.
 �Hello, Dr. Rossetti. What have you been feeding him?� I asked.
 �I think your question should be, what doesn�t he eat?� she said and smiled. �How are you, David?�
 �I was doing just fine until your son started perving on my girlfriend.�
 I�d almost forgotten what an introvert Dare was. He turned bright red when he figured out that I was onto him. The poor boy�s eyes were now glued to his shoes.
 �My son has a date for tonight,� Dr. Rossetti shared, to Dare�s horror.
 You had to love moms.
 �Chrissy?� I asked.
 �Dare wanted to ask you something,� Dr. Rossetti piled on.
 I could see he was about to die of embarrassment, so I figured I�d better save him.
 �Come on, Buddy. Let�s go to the bar and get your mom a drink while I get one for Brook,� I suggested.
 He followed me like we were at school, with me a step ahead. I stopped once we were out of earshot of his mom and not around anyone else.
 �Talk to me,� I ordered.
 It was a 50/50 proposition as to whether he would talk to me. I might have to get Brook to get him to speak again tonight. I guess the prospect of having a date and not being sure what to do won out.
 �What do I do with her? I don�t want her to hate me,� Dare said, looking like he might be sick.
 �Dare, relax. Talk to her. Dance with her. Have fun.� I encouraged.
 At that, his brain seemed to be spinning, and I envisioned him making a list: Talk. Dance. Have fun.
 �Stop overanalyzing it,� I said.
 �If it all blows up, can I dance with Brook?� he asked and then smirked at me.
 The little shit. I put him in a headlock, and out of nowhere, Brook and Cassidy appeared.
 �David,� Cassidy warned.
 �I deserved it,� Dare admitted.
 I almost got whiplash as his train of thought made an abrupt turn.
 �How is the drone working?� he asked.
 �We need to work on the amount of noise it makes. I think that for our purposes, it has to stealthier. Otherwise, it�s been great.�
 �To get what you want, I might have to buy a different model. The ones that have noise dampening aren�t cheap,� he warned.
 �David�s rich. Get what you need and put it through to Megan,� Cassidy said.
 Both Brook and I looked at her.
 �What?� Cassidy asked. �That�s what I do.�
 For some reason, I wasn�t sure whether she was pulling my leg or not. I think Brook agreed with me. I made a mental note to talk to Megan when I got a chance.
 Dare saw Chrissy had arrived with her parents, and he got excited.
 �What should I do?� he asked.
 �I just told you,� I reminded him.
 �Oh, yeah. Talk. Dance. Have fun,� he recited.
 �That sounds like a fine plan,� Brook assured him and turned to me. �Come talk to me.�
 I followed her as we kept an eye on Dare. Chrissy impressed me when she took charge and did all the talking. I guess she knew Dare well enough to handle him.
 ◊◊◊
 The party was a blast. Brook�s family had all flown in to attend. She told me that they had a New Year�s party every year with a new family member in charge of hosting it. This year it was Ava�s turn. They�d hired a big band that played a nice mix of music after dinner. As predicted, I danced with my grandma and my mom, and then it was open season when the older ladies discovered I knew what I was doing.
 Brook called a halt to that after the first set was played. I next danced with all my friends and squeezed in dances with Ashley and Scarlet. They seemed to be having a good time with Kent and Chuck. Halle even got her big moment, and we sang �her� song.
 The third set was just with Brook. A slow dance came on, and I finally got time alone with my girlfriend.
 �Did you get the scoop on Rita and Stewart?� I asked.
 �Halle said they really like each other, enough that they might even start to date.�
 Whoa! So much for my �deliberately starting rumors� thoughts.
 �What does Halle think?�
 �She�s happy to have her mom find someone. Halle�s old enough that he doesn�t come across as the creepy daddy figure that teen girls worry about.�
 �I didn�t even know that was a thing,� I admitted.
 �It is better than a weird stepbrother,� she shared.
 �Halle could always move out,� I reasoned.
 �She was looking for something even before her mom started to get interested in Stewart.�
 I�d remembered Halle had talked about that and told me about different neighborhoods she�d looked at. One was where my new house was. When I got back to Malibu, I would have to check out the renovations.
 Dad had mentioned he and Mom had swung by and that the contractor had started work on it. I think my mom was more excited about my new house than I was. She and Cindy had been in constant communication about what would be done.
 �David,� Brook said in a way that suddenly had both Mr. Happy�s and my full attention.
 �Yes, Brook,� I growled back.
 �I hear about the wild stuff that happens in LA. Want to sneak off to the coatroom?�
 �You go to the little girl�s room, and I�ll loop around the ballroom and meet you there,� I suggested.
 �Okay. See you in a minute.�
 ◊◊◊
 We stumbled into the coatroom, and Brook grabbed the back of my head and pulled me down for a kiss. We had about a half-hour before the clock would strike midnight. Brook wanted to be alone for the magical moment. I was fully on board with her idea.
 The next thing I knew, she pushed me, and we tumbled to the floor. She gave me a wicked smile that promised so much. I reached over, and her body felt like I�d lit a match and dropped it straight to her core.
 Maybe I had. Her flames were consuming every bit of my self-control, leaving the sexual beast in its wake. She lifted her legs to kneel on either side of my hips, and her dress rode up so she could press against me. I hissed out a breath as our naughty parts connected most perfectly. She could feel her effect on me as I ground my already rock-hard member against her panty-clad hotness.
 �Slow down,� I begged, but she couldn�t.
 It wasn�t nearly enough.
 �No,� she said to let me know that there would be no slowing this down.
 Brook grabbed my hands and slid them up her thighs. I took her not-so-subtle hint and grasped her legs. What was I thinking? We were in the coatroom, for God�s sake. Someone might walk in at any moment and discover us. She wiggled her crotch against Mr. Happy to remind him what she offered.
 One moment I was contemplating stopping this, and the next control was wrenched from the big brain. In a moment, I began to rub, stroke, and caress her skin as if I wanted to remember everything about her. Brook let out a moan of need, and the sexual beast inside me was fully awakened. I let it rule me as I reached up, grabbed her perfect butt, and pulled her harder against me.
 At that moment, I didn�t care if we got caught. Damn the consequences, I needed her.
 Brook leaned down, and our lips locked. She pushed her hands under my tuxedo jacket and shoved it off my shoulders. I reached behind me and pulled it from under us. Her hands got busy and unbuttoned my shirt so she could run them over my abs and chest.
 �Your body takes my breath away,� Brook confessed.
 That was all I had to hear for me to want to kiss her again. For whatever reason, it just seemed to be better than I recalled. We went into full-on make-out mode as our tongues clashed in an epic battle. I kneaded her butt cheeks as we ground against each other. She pulled away from my lips and began to lick and caress down my body. I moaned as she nuzzled my neck and then worked her way down to my chest.
 Brook suddenly sat up, and our eyes locked. I saw her need as she breathed heavily. I looked deep within her soul and saw the hunger there. She was about to do something epic to me, and I wanted it.
 �David.�
 That one word conveyed everything I knew at that moment. Brook�s raspy voice made me want to do unspeakable things to her. I was afraid I would cross a line that could never be uncrossed. At that moment, I wanted to possess her, dominate her, make her mine for eternity. I took a deep breath to rein back my desire.
 �Tell me what you want me to do,� I ordered her.
 If she gave me permission, then I was off the hook. She looked down at me and smiled. I couldn�t wait any longer; she was taking too long to decide.
 �Get naked. I want to taste you, to give you pleasure. I want you to beg me to never stop,� I growled.
 My words had a visible impact; her eyes glazed over, and she gave a little shudder of anticipation. I grasped the hem of her dress and lifted it over her head. Brook stood up, and I took in the erotic sight of her in high heels, stockings, and a black panty and bra set. She picked up her foot and put it on my chest. Frickin� A! I think all the blood left my brain as it rushed south to split my pants.
 She made a little squeak as I jumped up and took her in my arms.
 �You little tease. You want me to ravish you, don�t you?�
 �Yes. A hundred times, yes,� she moaned as we kissed.
 Brook moved past me and spread my coat out on the floor so she could lay on it. She lost her bra and panties and let her legs fall open in invitation. She looked damned sexy in her thigh-high stockings and high heels. I was the luckiest man alive.
 As I crouched down and took it all in, I could see she was a little nervous as she contemplated what I was about to do to her. Our eyes locked again, and I rubbed my hands together. I saw her bite her bottom lip. I think she decided she might need to take control before I laid waste to her.
 �Take your time,� Brook half demanded, half begged.
 She ran her fingers over her nipples. I leaned down and kissed her on her stomach, right below her breasts, then began to lick and suck her skin. That clearly had the desired effect as she sucked in her breath.
 �Quit teasing me,� Brook ordered as she grabbed my hair with both hands and pushed me lower.
 Someone was getting bossy. I hesitated for a moment, and she moaned in frustration.
 �David! Do me.�
 I took a long, slow lick all along her sex, which caused her legs to curl back to give me better access.
 �Just like that. Don�t stop.�
 Knowing that what she wanted coincided with my every desire was the ultimate turn-on. I snaked my long tongue into her folds and began to ravish her core. Brook was soaking wet, and her little furnace was working overtime. I really had set her aflame. She squirmed under my assault. Then it was suddenly�Oh. My. God.
 I must have unlocked the magic combination because Brook acted as if I�d tased her. Her head bounced off the floor, and I worried she might have hurt herself. She grabbed my hair again to direct me to where she wanted my tongue to go.
 �Whatever you�re doing, don�t stop!�
 If anyone was near the coatroom door, I was sure that they would hear us.
 I could tell a tsunami was about to hit, and I was suddenly unable to stop it. Then I had an evil thought and pulled back. Brook looked up at me, confused.
 �Say my name,� I told her.
 �For shit�s sake! David, if you don�t finish me, I may never talk to you again.�
 Wow, that got a reaction. I gave Brook a little smile and dove back in. Her scent was a combination of her sex and sweat as she climbed closer to the summit of her release. There were all the telltale signs. Her nipples were rock hard, her chest and neck had gone pink, and she began to grunt. She was close.
 Brook suddenly exploded like the fireworks finale on the fourth of July. She threw her arm over her mouth to muffle the scream she let out. I continued to ravage her sex as wave after wave of her release crashed over her. Then she collapsed, but reached between her legs and pushed my forehead away.
 �Stop, please!� she begged.
 As she recovered, I got undressed. Brook rolled on her side, and I joined her on the floor and took her in my arms. It took her a moment to begin to breathe normally again, then a few more minutes before she came back to me. She�d been off somewhere in her orgasmic bliss.
 �I think you figured that out,� she finally said.
 �So, you�re finally admitting that I�m a sexual god,� I teased.
 �Let�s put it this way: if Cassidy ever had an orgasm like I just had, my life would be in danger.�
 �Well, she could train Don,� I suggested.
 Brook looked over at me.
 �Then there would be two of you,� she said.
 �Maybe we better not train him,� I conceded.
 �I must look like a hot mess.�
 I hated to say it, but she did. Her perfectly done hair and makeup were a mess. The dazed and sexually satisfied expression on her face was hard to interpret as anything else. Brook rolled onto her back and gave me a come-hither look. It was my turn. She grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me into a deep kiss. Then she reached over my side and pulled me on top of her.
 Sex had always been good. Somehow, Brook took it to a whole other level. It was like I could just let go and know that whatever I did with her would be perfect. There was no worry about whether she would enjoy what we did. I didn�t have to be self-conscious about whether my technique was right. Instead, I could simply enjoy the moment as I got into position to take her.
 I leaned back to gaze into her eyes as we came together as one. It was as if I�d dipped my member into a hot silk-encased chamber of fun.
 �Damn, Brook,� I groaned. �I�m going to explode.�
 The evil minx clamped down on Mr. Happy. I sucked in my breath and was worried this might be my all-time shortest buildup in the complete history of short buildups. It took a tremendous force of will to keep from erupting. She was determined to make me lose that battle, but I somehow was able to hold off. Once I was back in control, it was game on.
 �Beg me,� I whispered.
 I twitched Mr. Happy, and she moaned.
 �You totally suck. You make me a wanton hussy. All I want to do is take your thick member deep inside of me,� Brook complained.
 I took that as begging and began to move. She twisted under me as if in agony as I started to get serious.
 �You feel so good under me. You�re mine, Brook Davis. For now, and forever,� I predicted.
 �Yes. Yes. Yes,� she began to chant.
 Her legs wrapped around my hips, and I felt her high heels dig into my backside. Brook wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me tight so every inch of our skin could touch. Her core felt like she was literally on fire. Through the sexual haze, I knew that I loved her. Possibly more than I should, but there was no denying it. Brook Davis checked all the boxes, dotted all the i�s, and crossed all the t�s.
 �So close,� I hissed between my clenched teeth.
 I heard the crowd outside begin the countdown for the New Year.
 �Ten, nine, eight, seven ��
 My abs flexed as I pushed deeper. So close.
 �Oh, God!� Brook cried.
 �� four, three, two, one. Happy New Year!�
 It was like a nuclear bomb detonated. Brook�s second climax gripped at her core and radiated out in waves of heat and sensation. Her ignition wracked my body with pleasure as we slammed together. My last conscious thought was, �Happy Frickin� New Year.�
 ◊◊◊
 I�m not sure how long we were like that. When I came to my senses, we were still wrapped around each other, and I was still buried deep inside Brook.
 I felt someone touch my shoulder.
 �Uhm, David. I need to get around you to get our coats,� Dare said.
 �Darius Rossetti! Get! Out! Now!� Brook ordered.
 �But my mom said to get our coats,� Dare tried to explain to my agitated girlfriend.
 �Dare, guard the door for a minute,� I asked him.
 �Out,� Brook ordered again.
 I was surprised when he obeyed. I was afraid Brook might actually end his life if he didn�t. We quickly got dressed. Brook made me go out first. Luckily, there wasn�t a line waiting to get their coats. I found Cassidy standing next to Dare, looking amused.
 �You let him go in, knowing what he would find, didn�t you?� I asked.
 She grinned.
 �He has to learn somehow,� she reasoned, and then she turned to Dare. �Go over there and wait while I talk to David.�
 He obediently trotted off. I swear he would do anything Cassidy or Brook told him. I had a momentary flash of how screwed he was about to become if Chrissy started to date him. If I thought Phil was whipped, Dare would be hopeless.
 �He�s going to blab, isn�t he?� I asked.
 �Let him buy his new drone to play with, and I�ll have a talk with him,� Cassidy assured me.
 �Does anyone else know?� I asked.
 �You two aren�t as clever as you think. I�m pretty sure your mom figured it out when you went missing. Just be your normal self and own it. You�re a Dawson,� she said as if that explained everything.
 Brook stuck her head out of the coatroom door, and Cassidy barked out a laugh.
 �What?� Brook asked her best friend.
 �Come with me. We need to make you presentable. What exactly did he do to you?�
 �Shut up,� Brook said, not seeing the humor at that exact moment.
 I pinched my lips and tried not to laugh. Then I got smart, took my phone out, and snapped a picture.
 �You are so dead,� Brook said as she bolted for the bathroom with Cassidy following her.
 I wished I were a fly on the wall so I could listen to the two of them. I hurried up and saved that picture to my cloud account before Brook could grab my phone and delete it.
 ◊◊◊
 Tracy came up behind me and used her hand to brush off and smooth my tux jacket.
 �Next time, grab someone�s coat before you have sex. I saw some nice furs worn by someone in Brook�s family that would have worked.�
 Yep, everyone knew, or soon would. I was smart enough to know that alcohol wasn�t the answer, but at the same time, was willing to accept it as a crutch. So I flipped Tracy off and walked to the bar for some liquid courage. She laughed at me and wandered off in the other direction.
 The party was in full swing, and it looked like everyone had drunk a little too much. I could imagine how a picture of this mess would be captioned: �This moment brought to you by hard liquor.� I was happy when my dad took the microphone while the band paused between songs.
 �For anyone drinking, there is a free cab service to get home. Just leave your keys with the valet, and we will take care of your car overnight. This is last call. Be sure to tip the bartenders and waitresses,� he reminded everyone.
 I found Chuck and Scarlet all but making out at their table. Kent pulled Ashley off the dance floor, and it was evident that both the girls were drunk.
 �Chuck, Kent, I need to talk to you for a second,� I said.
 They both got up to find out what I needed.
 �Guys, what I am about to say is not to be a dick, but because I care about your dates. I need to say this. I was taught some hard and fast rules about dating. You never date someone who is in a relationship. You don�t go after a girl that one of your friends is interested in. And you take a drunk girl home,� I explained.
 �Dude, she is into me,� Chuck said.
 Kent was smart enough to put it on pause and let Chuck figure this out before he weighed in.
 �Both of those girls have just started to get their lives back on track. They came out tonight to have a good time and be reminded that they are women worthy of the attention of decent men. The two of them went out with you because I set it up, and they trust me. The last thing they need is to compound their past mistakes by rushing anything,� I continued.
 It was clear I hadn�t yet won them over to my way of thinking.
 �Do you really like her?� I asked Chuck.
 �I think so.�
 �What about you?� I asked Kent.
 �Yeah, maybe.�
 �Good. I hoped you would hit it off, but you have to agree that you�re not at the �I want to date her� stage. Am I right?� I asked.
 They both nodded.
 �Look, I get it. I�ve been in LA and other places and picked up girls for a good time. Tonight was a good time. I�m going to leave it to you both what to do. But I suggest if you want more than just a one-night stand that you take them home and put them to bed. Believe me, they will look at both of you as stand-up men, not the typical boys they�re used to seeing. Plus, sex is a lot more fun sober,� I said and then smiled.
 �I get it,� Chuck said. �Yes, I know I was ranting earlier today, but honestly, I would like it to turn into something more than just a date.�
 �I don�t know how it�ll work out, but me, too,� Kent said. �Thank you for reminding me what the right thing to do is.�
 They both returned to their dates and got ready to leave. I turned around and found there was a crowd standing behind me. It was my family and friends. Tami bolted from Tim�s side and put me into a bear hug.
 �I think my work is done,� Greg said and took Angie�s hand so they could leave.
 Somehow it felt like he and I had come full circle. He had been the one to teach me that, and now I was passing it on. �Take a drunk girl home� was something guys needed to learn. Getting laid just once wasn�t always the best outcome. All I had to do was look at Brook and know that was true. It really was a Happy Frickin� New Year.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 24 � Not Close to Housebroken  Sunday January 1 
 We all came out of the terminal to find a larger plane than I expected. Brook and I had sprung for a charter flight to LA from our local airport. With us were all our friends who were staying for the week.
 �I thought we were getting something practical,� I said.
 �We did, but Rita James is flying back with us, and she upgraded us. It�s an Airbus A318 Elite configured so it seats 18 and has sleeping quarters for eight,� Brook explained.
 �I could use a nap,� Tami said.
 She did appear a little hungover after last night.
 �Mile high club,� Wolf said as he high-fived Tim.
 �Are you planning to do each other?� Sarah, Wolf�s girlfriend, asked her boyfriend and Tim.
 �I like her,� Cassidy announced.
 My two friends were not as impressed and scowled at Sarah.
 �I�m sure David has done it,� Wolf whined.
 �I�m sure David has earned frequent flyer miles doing just that. It doesn�t mean I�m going to,� Sarah warned him.
 Wolf had sent me an Internet link to suggest a destination for spring break. There was a resort called �Sex Island� in the Caribbean, where they provided you two hookers and all the drugs and alcohol you could handle for the week. I�d read that almost half the guys who signed up were married. One had even brought his wife. Somehow, I didn�t think Brook was up for something that over-the-top.
 Wolf had pointed out one of the �special� activities was a chance to spend sixty minutes with 30-plus women. I personally didn�t think that sounded all that enjoyable until Tim sent a text back to Wolf.
 �FIFY � spend sixty minutes seconds with 30 women.�
 Wolf wasn�t nearly as amused with Tim as I was. Tim gave him a big shrug.
 �Hey, I really did Fix It For You; what are you complaining about?�
 I was afraid Wolf and Tim thought this week was going to be something like �Sex Island.� We told the parents that boys and girls would be in separate rooms to calm some reasonable concerns. We even assigned roommates. Personally, my parents hadn�t bought that for a second. I figured if there ended up being some room-swapping, it wasn�t up to me to say anything about it.
 The current room assignments were Tim and Wolf, Sarah and Tami, Brook and Cassidy, Tracy and Pam, with Lexi and me having our own rooms.
 Cassidy had decided not to invite her boyfriend, Don. She was only dating him casually and didn�t want him to get the wrong idea. Besides, Fritz had asked her to assist with security to help Manaia.
 Speak of the devil: I saw Fritz lead Rita, Halle, and Stewart Thatcher out of the terminal.
 �What are you all standing around for? Get on the plane,� Rita ordered, playing den mother.
 I agreed because it was a little chilly standing on the tarmac.
 �I see who wears the pants in your relationship,� I teased Stewart.
 �David, get on the plane,� Brook ordered with a smirk.
 Stewart and I just smiled and did as we were told. When I got on, I saw the interior was completely decked out to remind you of a classy lounge, complete with a bar. I walked to the back, picked out one of the sleeping rooms, and stretched out. We hadn�t gotten home until almost three in the morning, and I was running on about five hours of sleep. I figured if I goofed off, I might not get a bed to sleep on.
 I dozed off as the plane left the ground.
 ◊◊◊
 �Scoot over,� Pam said.
 The beds weren�t any bigger than twin size. I hadn�t planned on sharing but was half-asleep, so I didn�t argue. Pam crawled in next to me, and I put my arm around her as I lay on my side.
 �David,� Pam said softly.
 �Hm?�
 �I heard what you said to Kent and Chuck last night.�
 �Uh, huh.�
 �You�re a really good guy.�
 �I love you too,� I said.
 �I know,� she said and snuggled down so we could get some sleep.
 ◊◊◊
 After about a ninety-minute power nap, I felt great. I slipped out of bed, taking care not to wake Pam. When I walked out into the main cabin, I found many of the others had followed my lead and claimed sleeping berths. I found a nice comfy chair and pulled out my phone.
 While I�d slept, I�d received several messages and texts. Brook had sent one with my share of the flight cost. With Rita�s help, it was about four times what I would pay for a first-class ticket. The upside was I didn�t have to drive to Chicago and go through their security, saving me several hours of travel time.
 I was also able to bring my friends in luxury. It was something I could see doing as a special treat every once in a blue moon. I might get away with it more often, now that Caryn was leaving her job as my conscience.
 Saul had sent a text about the box-office numbers for The Royal Palm through Saturday. We�d reached that magic threshold where we�d actually made money. To date, every film I�d been in had done just that. Saul said he�d received more scripts that were perfect for me, and he�d sent them to my managers to look at. At least he�d learned not to buck the process. I was sure if he were to find anything outstanding, he would hand-deliver it.
 The text I received from Lexi shocked me. I had jokingly suggested that she check into getting us the yacht her dad had invited me on. He�d done that to help sway me to sign up for the next two Star Academy movies.
 Her text said we were good to go for tomorrow, and the studio was picking up the cost. We could invite thirty people. I was about to become very popular. There was a note that one of the guests had to be Lexi. That reminded me once again that I was blessed to have her working for me. I sent her a text back to confirm and assure her she was going.
 I sent a text to Mr. Otsuki, my director, to tell him what Lexi had arranged and to invite him and the cast for the day. Of course, that was assuming he could fit into his shoot schedule. It didn�t take him long to accept.
 Tsuyoshi, my mentor, had clued me in that Mr. Otsuki had mentioned that he might want to come with us when we did American activities. If he did join us, Tsuyoshi suggested that I not go skinny-dipping. Tsuyoshi thought he was funny. I gave Mr. Otsuki the details and asked that he invite the cast.
 That accounted for about two-thirds of the slots. I had to reserve one for Manaia and another for Halle. I sent a text to my other Hollywood friends and soon had the trip�s guest list filled.
 Next, I sent another text to Lexi, asking her to arrange a commuter helicopter for us. It would take us from Malibu to the heliport close to where the yacht was docked. When I went last time with Rita, it had been quite reasonably priced. I just knew it would save us a ton of travel time. Plus, I wanted my friends to get the full experience while they were there.
 I decided that after that, I would cut back on throwing money around. I knew Wolf was touchy about it, and I really didn�t want my friends to think I was an ATM.
 Brook came out and sat down in my lap. She looked refreshed from her nap.
 �You should talk to your boys. They seem to think you�ve planned a �Girls Gone Wild� type of week.�
 �Why am I responsible for that?� I asked.
 �Because they take their lead from you. Someone has a reputation for doing outrageous stuff,� she reminded me.
 �I really haven�t gotten too far out of hand this year. Every time they�ve wanted to do something over-the-top, I�ve said I wasn�t going to be involved,� I reminded her.
 �Sarah�s uncomfortable,� Brook clued me in. �She said you announced something about �anytime, anywhere� when you were at model camp with her. Wolf keeps telling her, �right now and right here.��
 �Are they not doing the deed?� I asked, suddenly confused.
 I knew that Sarah wasn�t against having sex. Heck, I�d spent some quality time with her, and she�d enjoyed it. I guess I just assumed she and Wolf had taken it to the next level, so to speak.
 Brook got a look on her face like she�d bit into a bitter lemon.
 �Just tell me.�
 �She told me this in confidence,� Brook wavered.
 �Then don�t,� I said to let her off the hook.
 �Wolf is terrible in bed,� Brook blurted.
 I blinked a few times and then called bullshit.
 �Cassidy never complained.�
 �Cassidy learned early on that she had to be on top to get hers. She told me that you, Jim, and Jeff were much better lovers than Wolf is.�
 �I think I remember you saying this was a secret, and I said not to tell me,� I said. I covered my ears, trying to find some way to unhear it.
 �You have to talk to him,� Brook said.
 �Hang on. Why doesn�t Sarah talk to him about it? She has a vested interest in fixing it. Personally, I don�t really want to know what he does behind closed doors,� I reasoned.
 �You need to talk to him because he�s one of your best friends and because Sarah will dump him if you don�t.�
 �Nice try,� I said, calling her bluff.
 �Then do it for me,� Brook said, pulling out the big guns.
 �What am I supposed to say? �Hey, Bro, the girls have been talking, and you�re coming up short in the bedroom?� He�ll punch me, and I�ll probably deserve it.�
 �You could show him,� she suggested.
 �I guess Sarah and I could bang one out while he watches. Bet I can still make her scream,� I teased.
 Some things should not be said to a girlfriend who knows how to hurt you.
 �Ow!� I complained.
 �Tracy said you showed Tim. Tami thinks he�s pretty good.�
 Actually, I�d tasked Kim with Tim�s education during the summer between sophomore and junior years.
 Suddenly, my old feelings for Tami came to the forefront, and I had to take a deep breath to tamp them down. Just when I thought she was completely out of my system, something like what Brook had just said reminded me that Tami and I had a history.
 You don�t go most of your life thinking you will end up with someone and then flip a switch and forget it. It didn�t matter that I loved Brook and wouldn�t give her up for Tami for any reason. There were still times I thought of Tami as mine.
 �I could have gone the rest of my life without hearing the last part,� I grumped.
 �Come on, you have to know we girls talk. You always come off well,� she tried to assure me.
 �Whatev,� I said to change the subject from me. �How am I supposed to show him? Are we going to do it in front of everyone?�
 She giggled.
 �You are a bit of an exhibitionist.�
 �If you got it, you flaunt it,� I said to annoy her.
 �Whatev,� she said, using my own words against me.
 �You know who we need?� I asked and paused. �Cindy.�
 �She�s in LA,� Brook said.
 �I didn�t know that. Is she there working on my house?�
 �Yep. She wants to get together this week,� Brook shared.
 I waggled my eyebrows at my girlfriend.
 �That�s not happening. After the session with Suzanne, I�m not sure letting you hang out with her is a good idea. I personally think she�s a little too wild,� Brook admitted.
 �Can you ever be �too� wild?� I asked, doing air quotes.
 �Ow, stop that,� I complained as she jabbed me again. �I will defend myself.�
 �I don�t think so, tough guy,� Brook said and tickled me.
 �Don�t start something you can�t finish,� I warned her.
 �You two settle down,� Rita said, coming out of the back of the plane.
 �Yes, Mom,� I said.
 �I�ll get Cassidy, and we�ll hold him down if you want to spank him,� Brook offered.
 �Slow down, Speed Racer. There�s no need to bring the Little Ninja into any of this. If you two want to take turns playing with my butt, just ask.�
 �You should dump him,� Rita suggested.
 �So Halle can swoop in? I don�t think so,� Brook said and kissed my nose. �I�ve put too much work into training him.�
 �There is no way this one is even close to housebroken,� Rita said as she rolled her eyes.
 �David, would you get me something to drink?� Brook asked, trying to prove how well I was trained.
 I picked her up, threw her over my shoulder, and swatted her butt. Both Rita and Brook got the giggles as I carried her to the bar to see what they had. I put Brook down and grabbed a couple of sodas. I also got one for Rita.
 �He is a work in progress,� Brook admitted and then gave me a kiss.
 ◊◊◊
 We landed at Van Nuys Airport, located in the heart of the San Fernando Valley. It�s said to be the busiest noncommercial airport in the world. They handled over 200,000 takeoffs each year. Once the doors opened, I led everyone off the plane. When the sun hit my face, I stopped, let my head drop back, and closed my eyes.
 This was why people lived in LA. It was about 70 degrees with a gentle breeze to blow the smog off. If you were from here, you didn�t really notice it. But living in a rural area and then traveling to a big city, you could feel the pollution in your lungs some days.
 Malibu wasn�t so bad because it had the ocean breeze. It was more when you hit the city proper that you noticed it. I would consider this amount of smog a fair tradeoff, considering the snow we�d left behind us.
 �Move it,� Cassidy bossed me.
 �Young lady, you are about to get on my last nerve. You�ve started to get bossy in your old age.�
 She had gotten comfortable around me and treated me more like a brother than anything else�a brother she was allowed to boss around. The thing was, I would put up with a lot more from her than almost anyone else. That was because I knew that she cared deeply about me and would never really do anything to harm me.
 Cassidy would also protect me and mine without a thought. Even then, as her �brother,� I had to remind her every once in a while that she couldn�t completely take advantage of my good nature.
 �David, I told her to lead the way as your security,� Fritz called out from inside the plane.
 �Well, then, by all means, I will move,� I said and let her wiggle past me.
 I wasn�t too worried about security because there was no one within twenty yards of us. Then again, what did I know? I paid Fritz and his people for a reason.
 We all deplaned, and they gave us our luggage. Once we exited the airport terminal, we found Manaia with Jane and Flo standing by three Range Rovers. Fritz, Rita, Stewart, and Halle got into one, and my crew filled the other two so we could go home.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we got to the house, Brook and I gave everyone the grand tour and showed people where their rooms were.
 �Seriously? I thought the boy-boy, girl-girl roomies stuff was just for the parents� sake,� Wolf said to Sarah.
 He�d assumed that he and Sarah would be sleeping in the same room.
 �Dude, cool it,� Tim told his friend.
 �But David and Brook �� Wolf began.
 �Are much more serious,� Tami said to play referee.
 Fortunately for me, I didn�t have to get in the middle of this. I was sure Tim and Tami would get Wolf to understand. I left them to figure it out as I toddled down the hall, carrying Brook�s and my bags to our room. Once I dropped the bags off, I went downstairs and found Brook with her head in the refrigerator.
 �You need to make a run to the store for supplies. Why don�t you take Tim and Wolf? That�ll give you all a chance to talk and leave us girls some time alone,� Brook said.
 �What are you planning?� I asked.
 �I�m impressed. Normally you don�t figure these things out,� she teased me.
 �Hey, while you and the girls are plotting our downfall, call Cindy.�
 �Why me?� Brook asked.
 �Because you brought up the little issue.�
 �Word is, it isn�t all that little.�
 I closed my eyes and tried not to snap out a bad comeback. My mind went blank.
 �Whatev.�
 I needed to work on my material.
 ◊◊◊
 �David,� Wolf said with concern on his face, �is there somewhere cheaper we could go?�
 I�d taken the guys to the Malibu grocery store my dad and I had first come to. At the time, I�d been shocked at how expensive everything was. I could see both Tim and Wolf were worried.
 �As much as I hate to say it, we aren�t back home where everything is normal. I know you don�t want to hear this, but let me buy. Ignore the prices and get what you want.�
 �I can�t do that. You can�t just pay for everything. It�s too much,� Wolf complained and took a deep breath. �Actually, all of this is too much. I don�t belong here.�
 �What�s the problem?� I asked.
 �The flight, the house �� he said, waving his hands around him. �All this. People like me aren�t supposed to be here.�
 My eyebrows rose, and I looked at Tim for help.
 �Do you expect David not to have nice things?� Tim asked.
 �I forget that he�s so much better off. Maybe it would be better if we weren�t friends. I have no idea why you want to hang out with me,� Wolf said.
 �Do you mind hanging out with Brook?� I asked.
 �No, not really,� Wolf admitted.
 �You do realize that she has much more money than I do,� I said and saw him flinch. �Talk to me. What�s the real problem? It�s not like you hadn�t figured out that I have money. I distinctly remember you looking me up on the Internet at lunch and announcing my net worth to everyone.�
 When he didn�t say anything right away, Tim answered for him.
 �Sarah.�
 Wolf flipped Tim off and shook his head.
 �Have you talked to her about what�s going on with you two?� I asked.
 Wolf�s already pained expression got worse. It was clear that he hadn�t, and that he had no idea.
 �Let me make a suggestion. Instead of picking on the rich kid,� I said with a big smile, �take advantage of his good nature and let�s buy some food. When we get home, go spend some time with Sarah.�
 �Dude, fix this. I really want to spend time with Tami, and she told me that wasn�t happening with Lurch here in my room,� Tim said while pointing at an offended Wolf.
 �You could always hook up when I�m not there,� Wolf retorted feebly.
 �Just make sure you do it on his side of the bed,� I suggested.
 They both gave me blank stares.
 �You don�t want to have to sleep in the wet spot,� I said and then had to dodge Wolf when he tried to smack me.
 �You�re sick,� Tim said with a smile. �But that�s why we like you. Come on. I suddenly feel fine spending David�s money.�
 Apparently, so did Wolf.
 I took them to the deli and bakery sections, explaining that I didn�t plan on cooking for everyone all week and wanted to get stuff that was ready to go.
 I did learn something new and exciting. The girl at the bakery gave me a flyer that said I could go online and order what I wanted, and they would deliver it. That included alcohol. All I had to do was set up an account. I was starting to love the conveniences LA offered. This was something else that was missing back home.
 We were well on our way to filling one cart, so I sent Tim to get another one. He came back with Manaia. I looked at Manaia and Tim.
 �Alcohol.�
 �They might need help with that,� Wolf guessed.
 �I got this. Don�t forget to get �girl� food for breakfast,� Tim reminded us.
 I took Wolf to the meat section and then produce to get plenty of fruit. We next hit the dairy area, and we were done. We met Tim at the front so we could check out. Manaia had helped Tim pick out the wine. From the quantity of alcohol, I was afraid we had enough to open our own bar.
 �I figured we would have a party at some point,� Tim said.
 �That�s a good idea,� Wolf agreed as they both looked at me hopefully.
 I felt like I was their cool uncle or something. So, I did what any cool uncle would have done and agreed with them, while in the back of my mind worrying that it might not be the best idea. I knew how out of hand a party could get.
 My fear was that in LA, it might be ten times worse. The responsible part of me reminded me that I was only renting. The other part reminded me of my life goals�no regrets! Screw it, we were having a party.
 ◊◊◊
 We came back, and all the girls were taking advantage of it not being freezing outside to catch some rays by the pool. Tim and Wolf helped haul in groceries and left me to put it all away while they changed into swimsuits. Brook came in and helped me.
 I handed her the flyer.
 �If I missed anything, just order it. They said my account would be open by tomorrow morning,� I explained. �Please don�t abuse it and don�t give the account info or password out to anyone else.�
 My login and password were written at the bottom. I�d signed an application that allowed them to charge my debit card.
 �Halle�s mad at you.�
 I gave my girlfriend a curious look.
 �You invited her brother for a day on the water but didn�t invite her,� Brook explained and looked at me in reproach.
 �It was supposed to be a surprise,� I tried.
 �More likely, you forgot.�
 �Maybe,� I admitted.
 Brook rolled her eyes.
 �Do I have to drag it out of you?� she asked as she crossed her arms.
 That didn�t have the desired effect because she was in a bikini top, and it pushed her breasts together and up in a most interesting way. She looked at where my eyes had gone and took a step towards me.
 �What � oh, uh, yeah. Everyone is invited,� I assured her.
 Brook smiled and twirled around to go back out. She looked over her shoulder and wiggled her butt. Damn.
 �Open some wine for the girls,� she ordered.
 �Send Cassidy in to help me bring it out.�
 �She�s busy working,� Brook chirped.
 I looked out back, and Cassidy was sound asleep in a recliner. God forbid I interrupt that. By the time Tim and Wolf came down, I had opened a couple of bottles and set out glasses. I figured they could fetch and carry for the group outside.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d picked up pizzas and bag salad for dinner. Everyone had a good time settling in. Wolf and Sarah spent some time taking a walk around the neighborhood to talk. Wolf�s body language told me that there were still problems in paradise.
 I just put it down to teenage romances and how they ran hot and cold. What sort of surprised me was that they�d been going out for over six months. When I thought back, that might actually be longer than I�d ever managed to keep a relationship from imploding. They received bonus points because they had done it long distance.
 Everyone was still on Midwestern time, so I wasn�t surprised when they headed to bed early. Brook and I were left with Lexi, who�d come back from her parents� house, and Tami. We picked up around the pool, and I started the dishwasher. The girls each grabbed a glass of wine, and I joined them in the living room, arriving in the middle of a conversation.
 �I want sensual, mind-bending, raunchy, blazing-hot sex three times a day so that I physically can�t even wiggle my big toe,� Brook said.
 Both Tami and Brook laughed when they saw the expression on my face. Lexi�s face was unreadable. They must have seen all the naughty thoughts that had just invaded my mind. Either that or they noticed Mr. Happy had perked up and was struggling to find room in the front of my shorts.
 �And David can�t give that to you?� Tami asked, playing the straight man.
 Brook gave me a challenging look.
 �I�m still moving, and there are only a couple of hours left in the day. So, no, I guess not.�
 �Sounds like I better get busy,� I pondered out loud and then pounced on Brook.
 �Let me know if you need any help,� Tami said with a sideways look that was hard to read.
 �I got this,� I said, intentionally playing dumb.
 �Not you, �stupid boy,� Brook,� Tami clarified.
 �Oh, I got this. I�m woman enough to bring him to his knees,� Brook said, mimicking my deep voice. Then she saw my expression. �Oh, crud!�
 She barely got it out before I flipped her over my shoulder. Tami laughed as Brook shrieked in mock horror as I hauled her off to bed.
 �Have fun,� Tami called as we left.
 I glanced over my shoulder, and I saw a sad expression touch Tami�s face when she didn�t know I was looking. She must have been playing the �that could have been me� tape in her head. For me, I was happy with how everything had worked out. Speaking of work, I needed to rock someone�s world. Brook would learn she shouldn�t challenge me.
 Then I glanced over at Lexi and almost stumbled. What I saw was nothing short of her shouting, �Do Me!� with a look. She�d wanted to join Brook and me when we helped Halle out.
 The problem was, I wasn�t in a sharing mood tonight. I wanted to make sure no big toes were moving when I got done. I was a man on a mission, and even Lexi�s expression wasn�t going to dissuade me from accomplishing it.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 25 � Here, Hold My Beer  Monday January 2 
 Brook was still asleep when I got up. I quietly left the room and wandered off to the kitchen to make myself some tea. I was a little surprised to see Tami and Pam up and eating some of the fruit I�d bought yesterday. Manaia had made himself a bagel.
 �We surfing?� Manaia asked when he saw me.
 �Can I come?� Pam asked, perking up.
 �Sure. Go change and meet us out front.�
 �I want to come too,� Tami said.
 I�d had Manaia pick up some extra boards from Rita�s beach house for the week. Rita had already cleared my borrowing them. I knew Pam would want to go and wasn�t surprised that my tomboy friend would join us. It was good to see Tami hadn�t outgrown her old self.
 The four of us had a great time. Manaia worked with Tami to teach her the basics, and she made a couple of nice runs before we were done. Pam looked like she had just gone surfing last week. I guess it�s like riding a bike; you never forget.
 When we were done, we wanted a real breakfast, so I took them to my favorite diner for after-surfing munchies.
 �David,� Pam said as she touched my arm.
 I looked at her and smiled when I saw her with a little pout on her face. This was either going to cost me money or test my resolve that I was only dating Brook.
 �You�re in trouble,� Tami said from across the table.
 �Yes?� I said, falling into our routine.
 �Would it be okay if Tracy and I bailed on the outing today?� Pam asked.
 �What do you girls have planned?� I asked.
 �I want to show her around LA.�
 �And?�
 �Coby might need a few things.�
 I�d shared with Tami how Pam thought that things for her were really for Coby. Tami barked out a laugh at the little deception.
 �What does Coby need?� I asked.
 �I don�t really know, but I will when I see it,� Pam assured me.
 �Do you have your debit card with you?�
 �Yes.�
 When she was pregnant with Coby, I�d given her a debit card so she could get what she needed. She�d had it ever since and was good about not abusing it. Pam didn�t hesitate to whip it out if the boys really did need something, which I encouraged.
 What I was hearing was she planned to take Tracy shopping and was asking permission to buy herself some stuff. If Pam were alone, she wouldn�t spend too much. With Tracy there to encourage her, and with it being LA, all bets were off. All that kept me from worrying too much was the fact that it was a debit card, and she only had what was in the account to spend.
 �Manaia, who�ll go with them?� I asked to make sure they had security.
 �It�s handled; I�ll go. I suspect Cassidy will want to go on the boat. Personally, I get seasick,� he shared.
 That surprised me.
 �Okay, you�re all set,� I told Pam.
 Tami rolled her eyes at my happy baby mama. Pam stuck her tongue out at my friend.
 �He loves me best,� Pam announced.
 It was my turn to roll my eyes. It was my own fault for telling her that.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back to the house, everyone was up. The kitchen looked like a bomb had gone off in it. Last night, Brook, Tami, and I had done cleanup. This was going to stop today. I spotted Cassidy and sent her to round up everybody who was going on our yacht trip today. They gathered around in the living room while Cassidy and Manaia got the cars ready to take us to the heliport.
 �Before we leave, there are a couple of things I need to mention. First, Tracy and Pam are going on a shopping trip. If you�d rather do that, they are leaving after Manaia drops us off at the heliport.
 �Second, I�m not your mother. Last night, we had to clean up after you all, and this morning, you�ve already left the kitchen a mess. It�s not like we don�t have a dishwasher. I won�t have you treating this place like it�s a frat house,� I said.
 �Sorry, I thought you had people for that,� Sarah said.
 She really had never been around my house or me other than on photo shoots or when we were at modeling camp. And looking at the house, I could understand where she might think this was how I usually lived. Then again, we did just hire a cook/housecleaner back home.
 �We do have a cleaning lady, but she won�t be in until after you all leave,� I explained.
 Everyone but Lexi and Brook returned to the kitchen to clean it.
 �I�m glad you said something. I was afraid you would make me clean it,� Lexi said.
 �David would never do that. He would either do it himself or ask me to help,� Brook shared and then looked at me. �What was up with Sarah?�
 �She probably assumes I�m not just a normal guy. She must think that I�ve always lived like this,� I said, waving my hand around to point out the lovely house we were staying in.
 �You�re anything but a �normal guy,�� Brook assured me.
 I gave her a quick kiss as a reward.
 When they came back, I could tell everyone was in a good mood.
 �All done, Mom,� Tim said.
 �Sarah decided to go with Pam and Tracy,� Wolf announced.
 He was clearly trying to put the best spin on it so as not to show his disappointment.
 ◊◊◊
 Before we got into the cars to leave, Manaia gave everyone a quick security talk. His most significant point was to remain in the car until he or Cassidy opened the door to let us out. We were also supposed to only get out on the side of the vehicle where our security was, and we were to stick together. He couldn�t protect us if we all took off in different directions.
 Once we arrived at the heliport, he stopped and rolled down the front passenger-side window.
 �Cool,� Wolf said as the drone lifted off the front seat and made a quick circuit around our area before flying back into the car.
 I swear everyone acted like ten-year-olds as they opened their windows and watched the drone do its work. Once Manaia was sure there were no threats, he got out and did his own visual check. I looked back, and Cassidy was doing the same. She was starting to act like a real security person.
 I had a little smile as I saw my friends� range of emotions when they saw the large helicopter we were traveling in. Then the debate began about who got window seats. Kids!
 ◊◊◊
 The yacht was every bit as impressive as I remembered. Not only was it used for their own functions, the studio also rented it out for others� events, and it had appeared in a few of their movies.
 The top deck was open in the back, which was where the party would be. As we were about to board, a hotel bus pulled up, and my castmates from the J-drama started to get off. I urged them all to get on board and promised to introduce everyone once we got comfortable.
 Over the next half hour, my other guests arrived. From USC, Ridge and his girlfriend Penny came, along with my former teammate Bill. Trip and Halle James showed up with Teresa, my sexy neighbor who�d become Trip�s new girlfriend.
 I�d invited Ben Doman, who�d been Halle�s and my costar in Love Letters. He brought his girlfriend, Isabel Alexandra, who was also an actress and who had starred in the recent Baywatch movie.
 I was happy to see that Isabel had invited her best friend. Isabel�s friend was the one I called �Groper� because she�d done package checks at the last party I�d been at with Ben. I hoped she was up to her games again today to liven up the party. I could just imagine the shock of my Japanese contingent when she grabbed their crotches.
 In addition to those folks, I�d invited my castmates from The Secret Circle: Leah Johansen, Tanya Hendricks, Jessica Chase, and Zak Verwood. Zac brought his girlfriend and fellow actress, Bec Carson.
 By the time the yacht left the dock, everyone had changed into swimsuits or beachwear. It had become unseasonably warm so we�d have another perfect Southern California day to enjoy out on the water. Soon, music was playing, and cocktails were served. I made my rounds with Brook at my side and made sure everyone was having a good time.
 I noticed two pylons had been erected at the back of the boat. They reminded me of the top half of a goal post. I saw Lexi talking to two guys our age who were busy setting up whatever it was. Of course, I decided to investigate.
 �Oh, hey, David. These are two of my high school friends. They started their own business, and I offered to help them out,� she said.
 I noticed she was a little nervous.
 �What is all this?� I asked.
 �A slingshot,� the tall blond guy said with a grin.
 �Come again?� I asked.
 �A slingshot. We saw a video of something like it on online. I showed my dad �� the dark-haired kid said.
 �His dad works as a stunt coordinator at my dad�s studio,� Lexi interjected.
 �Anyway, he helped us make it. I figured if you and your friends liked it, we could maybe market it and make some dead presidents.�
 �Brook and the others told me you like to try new adventures that are dangerous �� Lexi mumbled and then looked away.
 �Have you guys ever tried it?� I asked.
 �Not yet. Dad said it would probably work, though. It should be okay,� the dark-haired guy said.
 �Tell you what. One of you do it first, and I�ll talk my friends into giving it a try. We�ll let you video it for your marketing materials,� I offered.
 �Cool, Dude. Lexi, you really came through for us,� the blond said.
 Ten minutes later, they had it all set up. We had the yacht stop. The captain made the blond wear a full life vest and even insisted on launching a small boat to retrieve him in case the guy died. It didn�t take much for everyone to gather around to watch these two idiots. I made sure I had my phone out to capture this.
 The two used a winch to pull back the giant rubber-band-like tubing. They�d rigged it so that once it was pulled back, it just took a flip of a switch to release it. They�d brought a watermelon and used it for a test shot.
 Frick, it flew really high and a long way. When the melon hit the water, it exploded from the impact. I glanced around, and everyone looked skeptical. That was, except for Brook and me. My first thought was, �I�m so doing this.�
 �It�s money time, boys. Let�s see what happens when you shoot a real person out of it,� I said.
 They looked at each other and grinned. I understood at that moment that they were both crazy, and that was why Lexi was a little nervous about helping them out. One was the son of a stunt coordinator, and the apple probably didn�t fall far from the tree.
 The guys cranked it back, and the blond got into position to be flung into the ocean. I held my breath as they counted down the launch. There was a collective gasp as he pushed the release, and the force of the bands caused him to scorpion. That�s when your heels touch the top of your head, making you look like a scorpion. Sounds physically impossible, but somehow, he managed just that. Frick! That was cool.
 We all rushed to the back of the yacht and watched as he tumbled through the air. I would guess the launch had knocked him out. I will say he got some air under him. We all held our breaths as he disappeared under the water for what seemed like forever. Suddenly he bobbed up, and the rescue boat fished him out.
 I admit that my excitement had cooled when I saw he wasn�t moving.
 �Screw it. Here, hold my beer,� Brook said.
 I think everyone was a little overwhelmed because we all just stared at Brook. Then I began to laugh. I couldn�t believe she�d beat me to it.
 �I would tuck my head and grasp my knees to avoid his mishap,� I suggested as I took her beer.
 As we prepared to launch Brook, the dark-haired guy looked a little nervous.
 �It works just fine,� I said before he could try to talk us out of it. �Just have her video a message that if she dies or is maimed, you�re not liable.�
 �Cool, Dude.�
 I had a feeling that Lexi�s friends weren�t the sharpest spoons in the drawer. This was a lawsuit just waiting to happen. I figured before they got shut down, I wanted to try it out; that is, if my girlfriend survived.
 He cranked it back, and I said a silent prayer for Brook as she took my advice and now looked like a human cannonball. The new position worked for the launch, and I watched as she went flying. I cringed when I saw how much air she�d caught.
 We were already basically twelve or more feet above the water, being on the top deck. Then there was the issue of velocity when she hit the water. I�ve seen some spectacular cannonballs, but this was in the all-time best category.
 I held my breath again as I waited for her to surface. She popped up and waved.
 �Hell, yes!� I said as I did a fist pump. �I�m next.�
 �You two are crazy,� Mr. Otsuki, my director, said. �I�m not sure if I can allow this.�
 �He has a point,� Mr. Nomura agreed.
 �I�ll be fine,� I said confidently.
 They both looked at me the same way my mother did when I was about to do something so completely and utterly stupid that words could not express it. But hey, I was a �stupid boy,� after all.
 �If he dies, we can probably write around it,� Mr. Otsuki said, not looking happy because he could tell I was going to do this, regardless.
 When it was finally my turn, the blond guy and Brook had come back up on deck. The blond looked to be a little tender, but Brook was all bouncy. She was on an adrenaline high.
 �Any tips?� I asked her.
 �I would untuck and go in feet first.�
 Sounded like a plan. I got in position and tucked for takeoff. I began to take deep breaths as I prepared myself. Suddenly, it felt like I was going at Mach speed. I opened my eyes and saw I�d started my descent.
 I remembered Brook�s advice and uncurled so I could point my feet at the water. Luckily, I remembered the twins, and both my hands slid down and cupped them. It was good that I did because I hit the water hard.
 Instead of knifing into the depths, my body�s momentum caused me to flip forward and slam face-first into the water. Later, when I watched the video, it showed me skipping across the surface like a stone. I got in three good skips before I stopped. That would leave a mark.
 The rescue boat rushed out, and I waved to everyone to let them know I was all right. This was probably the most fun I�d had in a while. I was doing this again.
 ◊◊◊
 What a bunch of wimps. Brook and I were the only ones brave enough to try the boys� new toy. Even the blond guy didn�t volunteer to go again. The dark-haired one, having watched us, took a hard pass. Brook and I figured that meant more turns for us. Tim and Wolf, on the other hand, were dead to me. Wimps!
 Brook smiled while looking at me with fire in her eyes.
 �I want you,� she said in that sexy, husky voice that never failed to catch my attention.
 After we did something that got the adrenaline flowing, we always seemed to need a good release. I hate it when that happens! Not!
 �Do you want me, David?�
 �Is now a good time?�
 She laughed softly, knowing I was playing hard to get.
 �It�s a simple �yes� or �no� question. What�s it going to be, big guy? Are you going to wear me out so I can�t even move my big toe or not?� she asked as she invaded my space.
 I grabbed her hand and led her downstairs to one of the staterooms. The first one we burst into revealed Halle and Ben looking at each other like they were about to do what we planned.
 I was about to make a comment about Ben�s girlfriend being on deck, but Brook shoved me out of the room. I took a deep breath and let it go. We had warned Halle and even tried to help her out, but she was old enough to make her own decisions.
 We found an empty stateroom, and Brook�s hand cupped my neck, her thumb brushing my cheek.
 �Focus,� she ordered. �Do you want me?�
 That was a silly question. My lips found hers as I ran my fingers through her hair. Brook moaned and pushed up against me. Our tongues found and chased each other. She pushed me back until my legs touched the bed, then she shoved me to sit on it as she straddled my waist.
 Brook wrapped her arms around my neck as I slid my hands around her waist and grasped her firm butt. I pulled her tight so I could grind her against Mr. Happy.
 Brook wiggled against me as she moaned her pleasure. She pushed my t-shirt up, and I let go so she could remove it. She gave me a smoky look.
 �I love your body,� she hissed.
 �You�re not too bad yourself.�
 Brook tossed my shirt, and I leaned forward to kiss her again. While our lips came together, her hands got busy. She ran them over my chiseled abs and rock-hard chest. They dipped lower to the waistband of my swimsuit. Brook used her palm to find my arousal and rub along my length. I let out a little whimper as she teased me.
 �That�s what I�m supposed to be doing,� she teased.
 Brook was trying to provoke me. I guess she�d learned that if she got me going, good things happened to her. I remembered last night when I rocked her world. All I could think was, �Game on, Ms. Davis.�
 �Make me a quivering mess,� she implored.
 I looked her in the eyes as I reached behind her back and pulled the bottom string on her bikini top. My lips brushed her cheek as I let my hot breath cascade down her neck, causing her to shiver with anticipation.
 I snaked my tongue out and licked her earlobe, and then made it dance down her neck along her sensitive skin. Reaching around her back, I undid the top string, and her top fell into her lap, exposing her breasts. I nuzzled her neck, and a little smile touched my lips when I saw her nipples stiffen as I blew cool air over her chest.
 �Tease,� she hissed between clenched teeth.
 I made a tentative suck on her neck that got her attention. My hand reached up and cupped her breast.
 My brother had complained about being with the same woman all the time. For my part, I couldn�t imagine ever being bored with Brook Davis. Her rocking tight body just did it for me.
 I nibbled her collarbone, sending waves of pleasure through her body. She sucked in a breath when my head dipped down and sucked her exposed nipple. Her fingers grasped the top of my head as she directed me to where she wanted my lips to pleasure her next.
 I reached between us, ran my index finger down her swimsuit, and found her core. Brook�s suit was still wet, but now it wasn�t from our dip in the Pacific. My thumb brushed over one nipple as I nipped her other one. She hissed in her breath, and I felt her claws grasp a handful of hair as she held me tight to her.
 I felt her need as she quivered under my assault. Brook moaned in frustration when I pulled back and kissed her lips. I continued to tease both her breasts and her sex as we kissed with a purpose.
 She pressed herself into my lower hand, moaning softly. I knew what she wanted as my fingers moved upward and then slid inside her suit and found her folds.
 �Yes. Just like that,� Brook said as I rubbed her mound in little circles.
 Even though I knew exactly what she wanted, I decided to make her wait.
 �David,� she protested, realizing what I was up to.
 I just chuckled because she loved it. Not willing to wait any longer, she pushed my board shorts down far enough to free Mr. Happy. Brook took him in hand and stroked his length. It was my turn to moan my frustration.
 The message was clear: get on with it. I slipped two fingers inside her and found her G-spot. She tensed as I began to bring her off. Brook retaliated by teasing my member into frustration. Her thumb traced the tip as I tensed, sucking in my breath.
 �Enough,� she barked as she jumped off my lap and undid her bikini bottoms.
 Brook then grabbed the bottom of my board shorts and pulled. I lifted my butt so she could get them off. Mr. Happy waved hello as I leaned back with a knowing smirk.
 �You think you�re something, don�t you,� she pouted.
 �Hotness, you know you can�t resist your Big Daddy.�
 She shook her head in frustration.
 �Why do I put up with you?�
 I wiggled my hips, and my member waved at her again.
 �Get up here and assume the position, woman,� I said with mock sternness.
 Brook scrambled onto the bed and got on all fours. I got up and grabbed her hips to put her where I wanted her. She whined when I teased her with the head as I rubbed it between her folds. She peeked over her shoulder, so I gave her my best sexy look.
 Frick, she started giggling. What was the point in giving her my sexiest expression if it had that effect?
 I knew exactly how to get Brook to stop laughing at me: I slammed into her, filling her completely. She cried out and lifted her hips higher to help me slide deeper. I stood still for a moment to hold off my release.
 She wasn�t having any of that. Brook took over and began to repeatedly push against me, then pull away. I must have driven her past her limits, though, because as her passion built, she became frantic. Leaning over her, I let my hot breath cover her neck. I grasped her hips and took over driving.
 Brook let out a shriek when I pushed my full length into her and began to thrust deeper. Faster. Harder. Her head dropped to the bed as I gripped her butt and mauled it. Our passion climbed higher as she pressed herself back against me with every thrust until she finally screamed my name as her orgasm washed over her. I smacked her butt with a crack that added to her release, and our hips came together one last time before I unleashed.
 I rolled off to the side and pulled her to me. Brook laid her head on my chest and then looked up at me. Our eyes locked, and she pointed south. I barked out a laugh when her big toe twitched.
 ◊◊◊
 After round two, I left to find Halle. I looked a question at her, and she went on the attack.
 �It wasn�t what it looked like.�
 �That he was trying to seduce you � and succeeding?�
 �Oh, I get it. You�re saying you don�t think we were just talking. Thanks a lot,� Halle said as she made a screwed-up face.
 I shook my head.
 �No, I�m saying I know Ben was trying to seduce you. I�ve seen the way he looks at you. Trust me, Halle. He wants you to be another notch on his headboard.�
 Halle�s breath caught. I think she was surprised because I had never spoken to her this way about other guys. She could tell I was concerned.
 �I�m not the notch-making kind of girl, in case you�ve forgotten,� she snapped back.
 �I never said you were. We talked about this. I was just surprised when I saw you with him like that. To me, you�re not a girl to buy into the sexual hype around here,� I said by way of explanation. �And I want to help you stay that way. This is Hollywood, where everyone thinks the rules are different. You know Ben�ll take his shot in a heartbeat if you let him.�
 �He�ll never have a shot if I�m not interested.�
 �You�re interested. You know you are because I�ve seen the way you look at him,� I said, and then put my hand on my face in frustration. �I can�t tell you what to do; you�re your own person. You know he�s with Isabel and isn�t going to leave her. Why set yourself up for heartbreak if you don�t have to, is all I�m saying.�
 She looked at me angrily and walked away. Brook came up behind me and grabbed my hand.
 �You tried. I just hope she listened this time.�
 ◊◊◊
 There was some fallout from Brook�s and my adrenaline-release activity. Like New Year�s Eve, we weren�t as stealthy as we thought. People figured out what we�d been up to. The Japanese contingent was a little scandalized. I would have to do some damage control when I was back on set.
 The Americans were more understanding, but that didn�t mean they didn�t give us shit. I think in some of their cases, they were just jealous they hadn�t thought of it.
 When we got home, everyone was worn out. Spending the day out in the sun on the water seemed to do that. The three who had gone shopping seemed to think I needed to see what they bought. I guess there were after-holiday sales for things that had to be purchased.
 To my surprise, Pam had bought things for all the little ones. She was right. I did love her best.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 26 � I Smell Smoke  Tuesday January 3 
 My eyes blinked open, and I looked over at Brook. She�d managed to kick off the sheets during the night. That would explain why I felt cold. She was gloriously naked, so I took a moment to take in her exquisite body. It reminded me of the fun we�d had last night before falling asleep.
 She stretched and smiled coyly at me.
 �Tell me how much you love me,� she said.
 I laughed.
 �Demanding today, are we? I thought you were bossy enough last night,� I replied.
 She rolled over and threw her arms around me.
 �Tell me, tell me you love me,� she said.
 �How do I love thee? Let me count the ways,� I said, quoting Elizabeth Barrett Browning.
 Sometimes my education came in handy.
 �Would you climb the highest mountain for me?�
 She was in a goofy mood. I nodded my head.
 �Of course.�
 �Swim the deepest ocean?�
 I raised my eyebrows.
 �Only for you.�
 �Buy me a little sports car?�
 �Why don�t I just buy you a sports car and you drive it up the mountain?� I suggested.
 She giggled. The way it made her breasts move caught the attention of the sexual beast deep within. And here I was sure she�d slain him last night with her antics.
 �Come on, Big Daddy,� she almost purred. �Tell me.�
 �Whatev,� I said in my best valley-girl imitation. �I love you.�
 �Brat,� she said, then tickled me and gave me a pout. �That the best you can do?�
 My eyes got big.
 �You asked for it, Missy. There will be no toes wiggling by the end of the day.�
 I rolled on top of her, and my hands slid beneath her buttocks. I entered her, slowly, gently, until all of me was consumed in her hotness. Brook made a contented moan. I could already tell it was going to be a good day.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook told me she needed more sleep and kicked me out of bed. Before breakfast, we had more people join us for a morning surf: Tracy, Wolf, and Tim. I helped Tami this morning while Pam and Manaia worked with the newcomers. It didn�t take long before everyone was up and surfing.
 When we came in, Tim pointed to a woman lying on the beach.
 �Do you think she�s okay?�
 We all looked closer. The woman was in a version of the little black dress, and there was a bottle of wine next to her. It looked like she�d had one too many and decided to sleep it off. Tami was ready to go check to make sure she was okay when Wolf stopped her.
 �I bet David can pick her up.�
 The girls gave Wolf a look that said he was probably right. I was glad they had my back.
 �I think it would be funnier if he scared her off,� Tim said.
 �Oh, I like that. He has to leave his shirt off, though,� Wolf enthused.
 �What�s the bet?� I asked.
 �If you pick her up, I have to let Cassidy put makeup on me. If you fail, Wolf lets her,� Tim said.
 I shrugged. I was just glad I didn�t have to share the same fate as the loser. Wolf looked at me hopefully because he knew how bad Cassidy had been at applying makeup when they dated. What he didn�t realize was that my mom had taught her how to do it right. I bet Cassidy would enjoy making one of them up.
 �Hang on. I want to record your epic fail. It�s not every day that a girl turns down David,� Tracy said and ran back to the car to get her phone.
 Once Tracy came back, I made my way to where the girl was sleeping. When I got close, I realized she was probably in her mid-20s. Her dress had ridden up, and I could see a glimpse of her frilly panties. Her high heels were lying next to her. The girl was sort of cute, in a total mess kind of way. She had sand in her hair, and, I was sure, in other places she didn�t want it.
 I got down on one knee next to her head to check whether she really was okay. She seemed to be sleeping. That was when inspiration struck. Sleeping Beauty was awakened with a kiss, so why not kiss her? I leaned down and did just that. To my surprise, it worked.
 My Sleeping Beauty blinked a couple of times, then raised her arm to block the sun from her eyes and moaned. It was clear she was hungover. She squinted at me.
 �Do I know you?� she asked.
 I just stared at her in my best imitation of a creepy stalker. I must have nailed it because she sat up and looked nervous. Since I was on a roll, I decided to raise the creep factor.
 �You�re purty,� I said with a backwoods flair, like you�d expect if you were about to be abducted by a pack of hillbillies.
 The poor girl just stared back at me. She looked like a deer standing frozen in the middle of the road, caught in the headlights of a Mack truck that was bearing down on it. I could see she was contemplating whether she should run or try to kick my butt. I stared right back as the moment became decidedly awkward.
 �Get the hell away from me,� she blurted.
 I held up my hands and stood up. I slowly backed up, and then she saw my friends all with big smiles on their faces and Tracy with her phone out, recording our encounter. The girl closed her eyes and shook her head.
 �Damn, I�ve been punked,� she said.
 �You okay to get home?� I asked.
 �Yeah, I�m good, and I�ve learned my lesson about drinking too much. If you do, you become a cautionary meme on social media. I must look a mess.�
 Her hair reminded me of some infamous celebrity mug shots. Specifically, Nick Nolte�s, Mel Gibson�s, and Lindsay Lohan�s, in a mash-up way. I made sure she got in her car and drove home. We next drove to my go-to diner and ate breakfast. I decided that morning sex, surfing, hanging out with friends, making crazy bets, and eating greasy food was how every day should start.
 ◊◊◊
 Wolf was a much better sport than I would�ve been. He let Cassidy put bright red lipstick and green eyeshadow on him. The funny part was that he didn�t look like that big a freak when you considered we were in LA. Tim took a quick picture and shared it, and I was impressed that Wolf�s mom was on the phone to him so quickly. It was a little creepy that our mothers all followed us on social media.
 �No, Mom, I�m not secretly gay,� Wolf whined.
 Tim and I had huge smiles on our faces when we heard that. I now fully appreciated why my mom loved to have dirt on us. This was something that could be used for years to come and still be funny. When he got off the phone, he looked at both of us sternly.
 �You�ve had your fun. Can I go wash my face now?� Wolf asked.
 �I don�t know. Tracy posted the video of me to the world,� I said.
 �It has started to trend. Are you sure Lily really works for you? I might have a problem with her re-tweeting it so everyone could watch you sexually harass that poor girl,� Tim said.
 �I didn�t sexually harass her,� I complained, and then got us back on track. �What do you think goes with Wolf�s makeup? Jeans and a t-shirt probably don�t cut it. We might have to stop and get him a cute sundress. Something that shows a lot of cleavage.�
 I must have been out of practice because Wolf caught me and tossed me into the pool. Tim either felt sorry for him or didn�t want to suffer the same fate because he let Wolf go remove his makeup.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi had planned for us to go to Olvera Street for the day. She knew that we couldn�t do things that were too costly every day. The yacht had been something that was a special treat, even if it didn�t cost me anything. Well, the helicopter ride did, but it wasn�t over-the-top expensive. For the most part, we were all high school kids on a budget. I�d had Manaia pick up a short bus so we all could go together. Brook and I hurried so we could claim the back seat.
 Once we were on our way, Lexi stood up and acted like a tour guide.
 �Olvera Street is considered �Old Los Angeles.� They have a street market where many of the owners are descendants of the original owners from the 1940s. The market was created back then to preserve the customs and flavors of historic California.
 �We used to go when I was a kid, and I loved the Aztec dancers. They also have traditional Mexican dancers and a strolling mariachi band. And the food is to die for,� Lexi concluded.
 When we got off the bus, Cassidy spotted a sign for a 50-minute historical walking tour of El Pueblo de Los Angeles, also called the Los Angeles Plaza Historic District. The guided walk gave us a feel for the area and let us figure out where we wanted to spend time later. We were shown a plaque that said on September 4, 1781, eleven families settled there to found today�s LA.
 The walk reminded me of my time in Cuba. All the old buildings, people strolling around the plaza, and the ancient church made you feel like you�d stepped back in time. It was a nice walk-around, and the gal giving the tour was witty and knew her stuff. We all had a good time.
 I noticed that Wolf and Sarah were holding hands, and I hoped they�d worked out whatever had been the problem between them.
 One of the highlights was a tour of the Avila Adobe, which was built in 1818 and was the oldest surviving residence in LA. The adobe home had three-foot-thick walls and was built by a wealthy cattle rancher. Another highlight was a tour of the Old Plaza Firehouse, constructed in 1884. We also discovered that a portion of the area was the location of the original Chinatown.
 After the tour, the girls wanted to hit Olvera Street and shop. Tim, Wolf, and I decided the smell of tacos and taquitos was too much of a temptation to pass up. Street food always made me a little nervous, but the line at the food cart was long, so I figured it probably wouldn�t kill us.
 My usual sidekick, Manaia, had gone with the girls. I wasn�t surprised when Cassidy ordered as much food as the three of us. I was even less surprised when I had to pay for hers. Someone forgot to bring any money. Why should she when I was around?
 We found a pleasant table under a tree where we proceeded to eat and spend some quality guy-time.
 �Who should we invite to the party?� Wolf asked.
 I�d almost forgotten they wanted to have one.
 �When did you want to do it?� I asked.
 �Friday night. We�re all leaving Saturday,� Tim reminded me.
 �Did you like the people I invited for the boat trip?� I asked.
 �What was up with that chick that grabbed my package?� Tim asked.
 I hadn�t known she�d done that.
 �She�s a friend of Isabel�s. I met her one other time, and she did that check on all the guys at the party. Did she do it to the Japanese group?� I asked.
 �Uh, yeah! I thought they were going to faint,� Wolf said. �I vote you invite her.�
 �Frick. I�m going to have to do some serious damage control when I get back to the set on Sunday. I think they were a little shocked that Brook and I spent time together,� I shared.
 �Is Halle into Ben?� Cassidy asked.
 �Invite them both, and Isabel. That�s a train wreck waiting to happen,� Wolf predicted.
 Again, frick! If the guys realized that Halle and Ben had a thing for each other, it was only a matter of time before Isabel figured it out. What was that Polish proverb? Not my circus, not my monkeys.
 I�d warned Halle twice, but she would do whatever she wanted. I�d been a friend and tried to warn her off. If she ended up sleeping with Ben, she was a big girl and could face the consequences.
 �What about my castmates in the J-drama?� I asked to change the subject.
 �The younger ones were fun,� Cassidy said.
 �Yeah, I liked them, and they really appreciate you showing them around,� Tim shared.
 It sounded like my friends had made an effort to meet people at the party.
 �I have to warn you, if we do have a party, some of the neighbors will probably show up. Be careful of Teresa�s mom, Paulina. She�s a lonely trophy wife who is trouble with a capital �T,�� I said.
 �Is she the one who seduced Ian?� Cassidy asked, and then her eyes got big when both Wolf and Tim looked at her. �Shit, forget I said that.�
 Once again, frick!
 �Ian, as in Brook�s dad?� Tim asked.
 �Seriously, if I hear that you two talked about this, I will break some bones,� Cassidy warned.
 We all looked at her with a touch of fear. I�d never seen her so grim. I had to agree with her that Brook would be mortified to discover that anyone else was aware of her parents� problems and what had caused them.
 �Are Ava and Ian okay?� Tim asked.
 I took a deep breath and shook my head �no.�
 �That sucks,� Wolf said. �You can count on us to keep it quiet. I wouldn�t want something like this talked about if my parents were having problems.�
 �Yeah. I�m just sorry that Brook�s having to go through this. She�s lucky to have you and Cassidy there for her,� Tim said.
 We got quiet for a minute, then my phone rang. It was my dad. We caught up about what had been going on for the last couple of days, and he reminded me that I hadn�t called my mom. I promised I would do that later.
 �Are Tim and Wolf there with you?� Dad asked.
 �Yeah, and Cassidy,� I told him.
 �Put me on speaker,� he ordered.
 �Hey, Mr. Dawson,� Tim said.
 �I called to update David about the money you all received from Southwest Central State.�
 �Did the FBI and NCAA get notified?� I asked.
 �I�m actually with Special Agent Bryn out of the Chicago FBI office. He has a couple questions for you,� Dad said.
 �Do we need Ms. Addison for this?� I asked.
 She�d been very insistent that we do exactly that if we ever talked to the FBI.
 �I have her on hold. Let me three-way her in,� Dad said.
 When she came on the line, she told us to answer all the questions Special Agent Bryn had for us truthfully. She reminded us that telling an FBI agent an untruth was a felony. That caught Tim and Wolf�s attention. He�d already interviewed everyone at home, including Tim and Wolf�s parents, so he didn�t have a lot to ask us other than if anyone from the university had contacted us. To date, no one had.
 I did learn that Wolf and Tim had each received five thousand in cash with a note similar to mine, which only said �Go Blue.� My friends weren�t happy when they found out that Special Agent Bryn planned to confiscate the envelope, note, and money, for now, as evidence.
 Dad had already handed over the money given to the charities and provided the FBI access to the GoFundMe accounts. The FBI planned to backtrack the transactions for any clues as to who sent them.
 Special Agent Bryn said that if he had any other questions, he would be in touch. When he left the room, Dad asked us to hold on as he said goodbye to Ms. Addison. A moment later, Mr. Morris, my sports attorney, was on the line with my dad.
 �I wanted to give you an update on my conversation with the NCAA.�
 �You do represent us now, right?� Tim asked.
 �Yes. We think it best that I represent all three of you in this,� Mr. Morris agreed.
 �Okay, just checking,� Tim said.
 �Like you, they suspect that the money came from Southwest Central State, but there is no concrete proof. I understand that the school hasn�t contacted any of you. Is that correct?�
 All of us agreed.
 �I�ll call the NCAA and assure them of that. From what they said, and my experience working there, they can�t really act on it. My guess is that they�ll turn the information over to their investigative team to verify everything. If what we have shared is the truth, then we have nothing to worry about,� Mr. Morris assured us.
 �This is where you need to tell us if there�s anything you left out,� Dad said, playing � well, a dad.
 �Do you think Stewart Chadwick will be the investigator?� I asked.
 �I think you can count on it. He was the one who was working on this originally,� Mr. Morris said.
 And finally, frick! Hindsight being 20/20, I shouldn�t have pissed him off. But I hadn�t been in the mood to maintain the charade that I had any interest in playing football at Southwest Central State. I also didn�t like how Stewart had tried to bully me into continuing with his sting operation.
 �Do you think that will be a problem?� Dad asked.
 �No. His bosses know that everyone has done everything by the book. It was all I could do to not share Mr. Chadwick�s threats. I agree that we can�t really do anything until he acts on them,� Mr. Morris said.
 The looks from the other three at the table told me that I would need to explain all that. I was a little surprised that Brook hadn�t told Cassidy, given Brook had shared her mom and dad�s problems.
 �He will act on his threats,� I predicted.
 �He might,� Mr. Morris agreed. �But he doesn�t wield as much power as he thinks he does.�
 Dad wrapped up the call with Mr. Morris and then asked to talk to me alone. I took a stroll for some privacy. I noticed Cassidy at my side, so I just put Dad back on speaker. If it was something I wanted to keep from Brook, I could turn it off. I trusted Cassidy.
 �Mr. Voorhees is pushing for a settlement. Zander�s lawyers went to the judge and asked to see all the video Zak had. Zak�s lawyers agreed to show the judge and let him decide. He suppressed the rest since it had no bearing on the case. That essentially stopped Zander�s lawyers from turning this into a potential problem for Zak.
 �The judge did strongly suggest that Zak get releases from everyone on the videos to cover his butt. If Zak could produce those, then he wouldn�t have to worry about any other repercussions,� Dad said.
 In a way, it was both good and bad that Zak had set up cameras in his downstairs bedroom and recorded people getting frisky at his parties. On the bad side, recording people without their knowledge was both wrong and illegal. That was why we had signs in our house and other private places I occupied, like hotel rooms. It was to notify everyone that for security purposes, we had video set up.
 Doing it in public was a different matter. That was how the paparazzi could park their butts on a hill and record celebrities through their windows or around the pool. When that happened, the rules could get sketchy, and that was why I had my security and attorneys around to figure it all out.
 �Do you think Zak�ll have a problem getting the releases from the people he videoed that night?� I asked.
 Dad laughed.
 �I asked Ms. Dixon that as well. She told me that Zak would agree to refuse access to Zander�s people. And that he would destroy the videos as soon as he was legally allowed to if his unknowing porn stars signed the releases.
 �I told her that sounded like blackmail. She said that lawyers can get away with it if it�s part of a negotiation involving litigation, and if they�re careful in how they word things. It sounds like the rules don�t apply to them. Imagine that,� Dad said.
 I had to agree, but what did I know?
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy all but flipped out. The four of us were on our way to Olvera Street to find the girls when we walked past one of the tour groups. There were ten teenage girls in the group, and they recognized me. The next thing I knew, I was swarmed. They were squealing and making a general nuisance of themselves.
 Wolf and Tim scrambled out of the way, leaving Cassidy to try to fend them off.
 �Settle down,� I barked in my best dad voice.
 They all froze. I would have to remember that.
 �One at a time,� I said.
 Cassidy physically made them line up. She cracked me up when she took things literally. I wasn�t complaining because it seemed to work.
 Twenty minutes later, the line seemed to have grown. I would meet each group, and Cassidy would take their phone and snap a picture. I felt like kicking Tim�s and Wolf�s butts when I looked up and saw they were next in line. But I just did my thing with them and kept a smile on my face.
 Manaia showed up with the female part of my crew and saw what was going on. He looked worried until he recognized that Cassidy had the situation well in hand.
 A lady and her college-age daughter were up next. The daughter was gorgeous, in a fair, broad-faced, Hollywood-actress-next-door kind of way. I checked her makeup. Yes, the model in me came out at weird times. What caught my attention was that she wasn�t wearing any.
 The mother acted like she was a stage mom because she fussed over the girl�s appearance. For some reason, I felt on guard. I had a feeling they wanted something more than just a picture or autograph.
 I looked closer and decided the girl was trying too hard to downplay her natural good looks. When you combined her lack of makeup, her blond locks pulled back into a long ponytail, and her attire of jeans and a casual blouse, it suddenly became clear. She would match the description of the girls I hung out with to a T.
 So, why was this duo setting off warning alarms in my head? It was because of my acting background. There was a big difference, if you know what to look for, between acting casual and actually being relaxed.
 As much as I hated Laurent Vance, my director in Cuba, I had to admit that I did learn some things from him. He finally pounded into me the ability to act well enough that I didn�t look like I was acting.
 On closer inspection, this girl appeared to be even better looking than I initially thought. Her skin was pale but flawless. I suspected that her blouse was covering breasts that were enhanced yet not overdone. The surgery had made her body drop-dead caliber.
 Then there were her captivating bright blue eyes. This girl was someone who would capture attention on the screen, precisely what every casting director was looking for.
 She noticed me checking her out. I was charmed when she gave me a warm smile. Dimples appeared beside her mouth that made her even cuter. If I wasn�t dating Brook, I might flirt with her.
 �Hi, do you have something for me to sign? Or would you like a picture taken?� I asked.
 �My daughter is trying to break into the business and not having much success. I was wondering if you could offer any advice?� the mom asked.
 Suspicion confirmed. Unfortunately, there were lots of girls like this one. I realized it wasn�t fair to make a snap judgment, so I decided to pass her on to my management team and let them figure it out.
 �Lexi!� I called, and when she came over, I passed them off.
 The girl hopped up and down, confirming the augmented breast theory. Either they were fake, or she had on the best bra ever created to hold them in place. She wrapped me in a hug and then licked my neck. My mind went blank, not expecting to have a tongue run under my jaw.
 �Did she just lick you?� Brook asked, suddenly at my side.
 �Oh, God. I�m so sorry. I don�t know what came over me,� she wailed.
 �You still want me to get her information, Boss?� Lexi asked.
 �Yeah,� I said, and then pulled Brook into my arms. �Sorry, Babe. Some girls just can�t resist me.�
 I may be a �stupid boy� after all. I knew better than to call her �Babe,� and I was not allowed to let girls lick my neck. My bad.
 When the line was finally done, I was ready to leave. I caught a bunch of crap from my friends, but I could see they finally understood how much being a celebrity could truly suck. Cassidy told me that nearly a hundred people had wanted their picture or an autograph. I guess I wasn�t in too much trouble, because Brook offered to buy me lunch. I figured I could probably eat some more tacos.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back from our late lunch, Wolf wanted to talk to me alone.
 �What�s the deal with Cindy all about?� he asked.
 I took a deep breath and let it out in a long hiss. After a moment�s consideration, I decided to just tell him.
 �I know I would want to know, and I would hope you would tell me if something like this came up,� I said to ease the blow.
 �I�m not going to like this, am I?�
 �No, definitely not,� I said. Wolf waited for me to continue. �The reason Sarah isn�t happy with you is that you�re not satisfying her in bed.�
 �If you�re messing with me ��
 �I would never joke about something like this,� I said, and then smiled and shrugged. �Well, maybe ��
 �Seriously?�
 �Sorry, man.�
 �Does everyone know?� he asked, worried.
 �I haven�t told Tim � yet,� I said, and then took a step back. �Too soon?�
 �Yeah, too soon to joke about.�
 �Hey, buck up. I�ll share a little secret with you. I had no idea what I was doing, either. Cindy actually taught me a lot. Apparently, I come off well when the girls talk about me,� I teased.
 �This is so embarrassing.�
 �Why don�t I tell Tami to make Tim join you for your lesson? That way, you won�t be singled out.�
 �Wait, Tim is good in the sack?� Wolf asked.
 �Before junior year, I put Kim Sun in charge of training him,� I admitted.
 I was moderately sure that Tim wouldn�t mind that I shared that with Wolf. He would probably have told him if asked.
 �What�s she going to teach me?� Wolf asked.
 �Relax. I promise it�ll be all good. Just be sure to not go too far. Cindy will ruin your reputation if you�re not careful. She has shocked me a time or two,� I admitted.
 �We�ll have to have a few drinks and discuss this,� Wolf said with a smile.
 I was glad he was taking this better now.
 �Why don�t you and Tim take her class, and we can talk afterward? Then you might have something to share.�
 �Bite me. You really are a dick sometimes,� Wolf said, and then got serious. �I�m glad you told me. I wonder why Sarah didn�t.�
 �That, my friend, is something you need to work on. Talking to your significant other is usually the best option. I�ve learned the hard way that if you don�t, it never works out like you want. I would suggest that you sit down with Sarah and figure out what you both want out of this.�
 �What�s my other choice?� Wolf asked, making a face.
 �Up your game in the sack. I�ve found if you rock their world, they don�t care what a douche you really are,� I said. I danced out of his reach. �Still too soon?�
 �Dick.�
 I noticed he was fighting a smile. That talk went about a hundred times better than I�d expected it would. As a friend, I needed to tell him, but no guy wants to hear what I shared. At least Brook had arranged for him to learn how to improve his performance. My philosophy was that a mentor or coach was always a good idea. I had every confidence that Cindy would set him straight.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi�s tour idea for late this afternoon and early evening was a trip to Griffith Park. The plan was to end up at Griffith Observatory once the sun set. Lexi assured us that the views of the city at night were spectacular.
 Our first stop was the Ferndell Trail, a short walking trail that was located right as you came into the park. Lexi told us that it was unique in that it stayed lush and green all year round, even when other areas of the park dried out and turned brown. It received recycled water from the Griffith Observatory.
 It was well-named because there was a variety of ferns. As you walked the trail, you almost forgot you were so close to LA. It felt like you were in a tropical forest.
 When I got off the bus, I grabbed Tracy�s hand, and we separated from the group. I wanted to get a chance to catch up with her.
 �You excited about going off to college?� I asked.
 �Yeah, I guess,� she said, not sounding excited at all. �When I get home, I move into the dorms. Mom assures me that I�ll make friends.�
 �But you�re going to miss us,� I offered.
 �I see how others have gone off to college and are never seen again. Think about how many have simply disappeared. I�m afraid you�ll all forget about me,� she worried.
 �I�m not so sure about that. You already know several people who go to State. Plus, Pam and I will be around. I would just view it as a chance to practice before you head off to USC in the fall.�
 �If nothing else, I love the weather here,� Tracy said, starting to warm up to the idea.
 �When�s Pam taking you to see the campus? I know you guys checked out some places in LA yesterday,� I said.
 Pam had agreed to come on the trip so that she could show Tracy around. Pam planned to go to Pepperdine, so the two of them wouldn�t be too far apart. It would be too great a distance for them to find a place together and commute, though.
 In the back of my mind, I had considered offering Pam a chance to live in my new house. I�d talked to Lacy, though, and she wanted Pam to live in the dorms the first year. I had to agree that it would do her good and help her get acclimated and make friends. That didn�t mean she wouldn�t be welcome to have a room at my house to be able to get away if she wanted to.
 When I talked to Kent over the weekend, he�d shared that Doug, Craig Wild�s brother and my tenant, might have a job offer in San Francisco. If that were the case, I would want someone to live in the house, even if it was only part-time. I doubted Pam would trash it with wild parties. I would have to think about it over the next few months and see whether Doug did, in fact, move out.
 �She�s taking me tomorrow. I�ve set up some meetings and signed up for a tour. It�s one of the places you�re considering, isn�t it?� Tracy asked.
 I could tell she really hoped we ended up there.
 �It�s one of our final three, I think. I want to sit down with Tim and Wolf and have an honest discussion about what everyone wants. The more I think about it, the more I�m convinced my mom is right. Each of us should do what�s best for ourselves and not what we think the others want. I plan to be friends with them regardless of where they go to play ball,� I said.
 �If it was just you, would you be open to Alabama and Ohio State? I know they weren�t willing to offer Tim,� she said.
 �Alabama isn�t really an option even though Bo Harrington would be my position coach. I just don�t see myself fitting into their system. With Ohio State, I worry how long their head coach will be there. He had to quit as coach at Florida for health reasons. Some recruiters have mentioned that he might only coach another year or two,� I explained.
 �You don�t think they�d draw a top-notch coach?�
 �They would have their pick, without question. There are probably only one or two jobs that would be better than Ohio State�s. But look at Notre Dame. They were top dogs for years, and then they made a couple of bad hires. I�m sure they�ll get back to the top, but it has been a long time. I�m not sure I want to go through a possible mess if they get the wrong guy.�
 �What are you going to do about your kids?�
 �That�s the big question. My uncle is coming next week, and I�m hoping he helps me figure it out. My parents signed up to help me with Coby but not all the rest. It�s not fair to ask them to shoulder the load with all of them. I need to figure out how to stay involved and not just take off for the next few years,� I explained.
 �Pam is freaking out a little about it, too. I explained to her that with Peggy, her mom, your parents, Ashley, and Scarlet, that Coby would have plenty of attention. You need to realize you have the support system in place.�
 �I know. I just don�t want to miss out on them growing up.�
 �Tell me the truth. How much do you remember from when you were their age? It�ll be more important for you to be around once they get older,� she reminded me.
 I hadn�t really thought of it that way. Then again, I never thought I would be worrying about something like kids at my age. It just went to show that no one�s life was perfect. While I wouldn�t give up any of my kids, even a fool would agree that having them now was nuts.
 I became quiet as I contemplated life. Tracy knew me well enough that she just grabbed my hand and walked with me through the park. I snapped out of my fog and looked at my friend.
 �How are you doing?� I asked, thinking specifically about her depression.
 She looked at me to see if I was really asking about it or not. I think she was surprised. I instantly felt like the worst friend in the world. Tracy could see it in my eyes, and she let go of my hand and wrapped her arm around my waist, so our hips were touching. I put my arm around her shoulder.
 �There are still days I don�t want to get out of bed, and I find I sometimes can�t focus and can�t get my schoolwork done. I show up late to things, and I worry that I�m disappointing my parents. Then I look at you and Pam and see everything you face and recognize that someday I�ll have to stand on my own, and it scares me. But then there are other days when I feel better,� Tracy explained.
 �Are you still seeing Dr. Hebert?�
 �Yes, and she is helping. I�ve pretty much gotten off all the medication she had me on. She�s given me the tools I need to cope, but sometimes it�s hard.�
 I stopped, pulled her into a hug, and kissed her forehead.
 �You know I love you, right? I�ll always be there for you,� I assured her.
 �Honestly, I�m not sure I could be that selfish. We just discussed everything you have on your plate, plus you have a girlfriend,� Tracy admitted.
 �I wish you wouldn�t feel that way. I�ll always make time for you and would move mountains to make sure you�re happy.�
 �You are a �stupid boy� sometimes,� she said and hugged me back.
 I began to sing �O-o-h Child� to her, the words talking about how things are going to get better.
 �You really do suck at singing,� she teased me.
 I ignored her and kept singing, moving to the second verse.
 I started us back to where everyone else was as I sang to her. Tracy held me tight, and I saw a tear in the corner of her eye.
 �Don�t cry,� I said.
 �These are happy tears. Keep singing to me,� she urged.
 That I could do.
 ◊◊◊
 We were in stereotypical tourist mode by the time we reached our next stop, which was the Autry Museum. In the 1930s, a radio show had begun, featuring a singing cowboy named Gene Autry. He was probably the first All-American boy who was the straight-shooting hero�honest, brave, and true. Part of his legacy was the museum that featured collections of Western art and memorabilia.
 One piece of trivia that I would never have guessed was that he was the original singer for the Christmas classic Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.
 This time when I got off the bus, I grabbed Tami�s hand and dislodged her from her boyfriend, Tim.
 �I�m stealing her,� I explained as we turned the opposite direction from the rest of the group.
 We checked out some of the displays as we walked in silence. I fell in love with what the label called �Bison Chairs.� They were a pair of chairs that were hand-carved in the shape of buffalo heads with real horns. They were carved in mahogany and rosewood and manufactured in, of all places, Scotland in 1842.
 I could see them next to a fireplace in a cabin, giving the room a wow factor. Then I thought of my little rug-rats climbing all over them and figured it best that they remain at the museum for safekeeping.
 �I need you to do me a favor,� I began and then told Tami all about Cindy�s visit and Wolf�s worry about being singled out.
 �Do you want Sarah and me to be their guinea pigs?� she asked.
 �You guys wouldn�t be embarrassed?�
 �Sarah�s a model, and I plan to be a doctor. Plus, I would rather Tim practice on me than Cindy,� she explained.
 �Afraid she might turn his head?� I teased.
 �No, but she might break him. I�ve just about gotten him trained,� she said.
 That sounded like a common theme.
 �Funny, Brook said the same thing about me.�
 �You�re a lost cause. Brook is delusional if she thinks she�ll ever get you under control.�
 �Hey,� I said, acting offended. �I�m a good boy.�
 �Yeah, you have been,� she agreed.
 I looked at her in suspicion. She must want something if she was tossing out compliments. Tami had always had the ability to read my mind, so I wasn�t surprised when she rolled her eyes at me.
 �You�ve been too busy to cause too much trouble,� Tami clarified.
 �I can�t seem to help myself,� I said to defend myself.
 �I guess I miss the �fun� David who arranged group activities at Tracy�s lake house and on away games,� she teased.
 �For now, maybe. At some point, I�ll be free of the ball-�n-chain.�
 She looked at me with a sharp expression.
 �Does that mean you�re thinking about breaking up with Brook?�
 �Not right now,� I said, forgetting that with girls, you had to use more than three words.
 �Keep talking,� she prodded.
 �We�ve talked about ending it at the end of high school. It makes sense because I�ll be off making movies, and I don�t really see me going to Princeton for college. We agreed that even though we care for each other, a long-distance relationship wouldn�t work,� I explained more fully.
 �Good,� she said and nodded.
 �What about you and Tim?� I asked to get the focus off of me.
 �We haven�t really talked about it. Right now, he�s the perfect boyfriend for me. I see him about once or twice a month, which leaves me plenty of time to study. When school ends, I guess we�ll have to figure out what�s next. I�m in no hurry to try to figure it out,� she said.
 �What?� I said in mock horror. �What have you done with my best friend? You can�t be Tami Glade.�
 �Shut up. I can do casual,� she whined.
 �No, you can�t,� I shot back. �You have to know everything and analyze it to death.�
 She gave me a sheepish grin.
 �I knew it!� I crowed. �When are you going to break it to him?�
 �Shut up! I never said anything. Besides, like I said, Tim�s the perfect boyfriend for me.�
 �For now,� I said and looked at her with one eyebrow raised. �Don�t make me pull out the Secret Game.�
 �Okay, fine!� she huffed. �I need to talk to him.�
 �Maybe he is better off not knowing. I need him focused for baseball season. I can�t have him distracted by you ripping his heart out,� I reasoned.
 �So, it�s all about you?� she asked.
 �Puh-lease! We both know it�s always been about you. When was the last time you did anything I said?� I asked.
 That earned me a slug to the chest. What was it about girls thinking it was okay to hit me? Did they not get the memo that I would hit back? Okay, that might only be if they tried to kick me in the nuts.
 Tami saw the look on my face and bolted. Neither the museum security people nor her boyfriend were happy with me when I chased her. Somehow, I got the blame and was asked to leave.
 ◊◊◊
 I think everyone found it amusing that I had been sent to the bus to wait. They took forever to finish their tour. Cassidy was forced to go sit with me.
 �What�s up, Buttercup?� I asked as I pulled her down onto my lap and hugged her.
 She made no move to get up.
 �What were you and Tami fighting about?�
 �She plans to break up with Tim at some point.�
 �That�s all?� she asked as if it was public knowledge.
 It sounded like the girls had been talking. Maybe I could get the scoop on Wolf and Sarah. While the story about the sex not being great made some sense, I had a feeling there was more to it. I also suspected that Brook just wanted an excuse for Cindy to show up and cause havoc.
 Personally, as long I wasn�t involved, I was okay with it. My friends had been politicking for some sexy fun, and I was sure Cindy could instigate that. It would be funny to see either Wolf or Tim trussed-up like a prized turkey if things got seriously kinky.
 �What�s really going on with Wolf and Sarah?� I asked.
 �She�s thinking about dropping out of school and modeling full time.�
 That made a lot more sense. I knew that Wolf liked her a lot, and now it seemed she could be putting the brakes on because she might not be around. It was similar to what Brook had done to me, but the difference was that we�d talked it out.
 I guess it was just something you had to experience to learn. Even though having the conversation would be hard, in the end, it was better to talk about it. The way it was going, Wolf was going to be heartbroken.
 I chuckled and shook my head.
 �What�s so funny?� Cassidy asked.
 �It�s not really funny, just ironic that I have to sit back and watch my friends� relationships implode.�
 �I don�t get it,� Cassidy said, confused.
 �I don�t know when I switched from being the clueless guy to the one who can actually see relationship problems about to happen,� I explained.
 �You have gone through a lot of girls. If you weren�t learning from all your epic fails, I would be concerned.�
 ��Epic fails�?� I asked.
 �Do you really need me to go through your list of disasters? Heck, when I first got here, you�d just had Tracy break your heart. What did you learn from that?� she asked to remind me.
 �To not date �crazy� people,� I said, doing air quotes.
 �That one is probably obvious,� Cassidy admitted. �But you get my point. I bet you�ve dated more girls than most college-age guys ever do. It only makes sense that you can spot when trouble�s around the corner. The only question you have to ask yourself is whether to tell them.�
 �It�s been my experience that they really don�t want to know or will ignore my advice. At least, that was what I did when Tami and my mom warned me of troubled waters in my future.�
 �See? You are learning,� she assured me.
 �So, you don�t want me to gaze into my crystal ball about you and Don?� I asked.
 �Nope. He�s the perfect guy until you decide that you�re ready to date me.�
 The scary part of what Cassidy just said was that she was dead serious. I put my hand on the back of her head and turned it so I could kiss her. Something about her goofiness was attractive. I knew that if I dated her, it would never be dull. I also knew that she liked me for myself, just the way I was. As weird as that sounded, I found that was starting to be important to me.
 Something else I liked about Cassidy was that she merely embraced my fame and the money that came with it. She also let me treat her like a lady. I guess what I was getting at was she never rejected my generosity or forced me to explain it. I might joke about buying her tacos, but that was how I was taught when growing up: the guy paid.
 Cassidy also made sure I never went too far, so I didn�t worry that she was just in it for the money. For big things, like flight lessons, she would push back until she could see why I was doing it.
 Bottom line, I trusted Cassidy with my life. When I stopped and thought about it, there weren�t very many people in my life I could say that about. Yes, I had people who loved me and had my best interests in mind, but not many that would take a bullet for me.
 ◊◊◊
 The observatory was everything Lexi had told us it would be. Being in the hills overlooking LA at night was breathtaking.
 Brook and I strolled inside to see the swaying Foucault pendulum that moves in a constant direction as the earth turns. We skipped the Center of the Universe and Light of the Valkyries planetarium shows.
 Instead, we checked out the Tesla coil. The light show of the arcing sparks dancing off the coil to the walls and the sound of electricity crackling was much more impressive in person than on TV.
 The best part was getting to see the Zeiss 12-inch refracting telescope, where they allowed us to look at a star cluster. Then we climbed the stairs to the roof, where we got our first look at the view of the city. Behind us, on the hill, was the iconic Hollywood sign. As I looked down at the city, I could see mile upon mile of breathtaking views of the City of Angels, in all its glittering nighttime glory. I really hadn�t realized how big LA was until I saw the city lights disappear over the horizon.
 On the way home, we stopped at one of those steak houses that featured an enormous buffet. It was probably the worst steak I�d ever had, but I filled up on the salad bar. We all agreed that we�d had a good day, and we made a point to thank Lexi for planning it and showing us the town she grew up in.
 When we finally got home, I stepped off the bus and sniffed the air.
 �I smell smoke,� I said with a little concern.
 We all spread out and checked the house to make sure everything was okay.
 �David, out here,� Sarah called from the back by the pool.
 Everyone ran out back, and she pointed up the hill. Over the ridge, you could see a red glow.
 �Wildfire,� Pam announced with concern on her face.
 �Do we need to worry?� Brook asked.
 �If the wind shifts and picks up, we might,� Lexi warned. �All you need is a combination of dry weather, drought, and strong winds, and you suddenly have the recipe for the perfect disaster. A small fire can transform a spark into a weeks- or months-long blaze that consumes tens of thousands of acres.�
 �It hasn�t rained much since I�ve been here. I thought I read that LA is going through a drought,� I shared.
 �They should warn us if we need to get out. If they do, take it seriously,� Lexi said.
 �Yeah, this is one of the three things you worry about in LA,� Pam shared.
 �What are the other two?� Tracy asked.
 �Mudslides and earthquakes. I�m pretty sure God hates it here,� Pam said.
 �It�s just karma. If you have perfect weather, then there has to be a trade-off,� I reasoned.
 We all moved inside and turned on the TV to get some news. The commentators said it was suspected that a campfire was responsible. Four out of every five wildfires were man-made.
 ◊◊◊
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 I got out of bed and stepped over to the window to check whether the fire had progressed. There was smoke rising over the ridge, but no visible flames. Low-flying planes had woken me at daybreak, and I saw one now make a run over the hogback and then pop back up like a crop duster over a field. They appeared to be dropping water to try to contain the inferno. If the fire came our way, it could destroy some of the most expensive homes in the LA area.
 A glint of light from a tree in the backyard caught my eye. There was a massive camera clutched in a guy�s hands. That was when I realized I was standing in the window in all my glory. He stood up so he could get a good picture of me when I heard the tree branch crack. The idiot was going to kill himself.
 �Son of a �� I said under my breath.
 �What�s wrong?� Brook asked.
 �Hit the alarm on your phone. We have a paparazzo in a tree.�
 I watched as he lifted the camera to his face to start to take pictures. I stepped back to the side, so he didn�t catch any of the good stuff, or so I hoped. Then I heard the branch give way, and the photographer cried out. Shit! Heart pounding, I looked over and saw Brook had triggered the alarm app. A moment later, her phone rang.
 �David says there�s a guy in a tree taking pictures,� she said to my security people.
 I couldn�t believe that he would risk life and limb�and possibly jail time for criminal trespass�just to get a photograph of me through a window. He must be dead broke to go that far to sell that picture to one of the celebrity sites. I could see it now; they would have me plastered all over the net in no time. I peeked out, and he was rolling around on the ground, holding his ankle.
 Brook took her ear from the phone.
 �Where is he now?�
 �Tell them the tree branch broke, and I think he hurt himself.�
 Brook relayed the message.
 �Good,� she said, and then looked at me. �Manaia is pulling into our driveway. Fritz says for you to stay inside and let him do his job.�
 Our bedroom door burst open, and Cassidy was in full ninja mode.
 �Get back from the window,� she ordered.
 �The guy only has a camera,� I complained.
 Cassidy must have realized I was naked because she suddenly blushed.
 �Put some clothes on,� Brook ordered.
 I kept my smart comments to myself and did as I was told. I grabbed a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and returned to the window where Cassidy and Brook were watching the action. Manaia was built like a linebacker, and the cameraman cowered with Manaia standing over him. Manaia pulled out zip ties and trussed him up. The paparazzo then got agitated when Manaia grabbed his camera and removed the memory card.
 �He�s hot,� Cassidy said, referring to my security.
 �If you like them all masculine and forceful,� Brook said with a smirk.
 �I do like a guy who doesn�t hide behind a curtain for safety,� Cassidy said with a nod of agreement.
 My ex seemed to agree with her as they both sighed like smitten teenyboppers. Sometimes it was better to just walk away. I heard a knock at the door and ran downstairs. I found two police officers waiting, so I took them through the house and pointed to where Manaia was. Everyone was suddenly downstairs. It might have been the sound of the siren as the police charged in for the rescue.
 In less than five minutes, Manaia had turned the culprit over to the officers� custody and given them a brief statement. Everyone seemed to want to watch our real-life episode of Cops and rushed out to watch the police drive off with the paparazzo in the back seat of their cruiser.
 While we watched that, Manaia and Cassidy headed off in two different directions around the house, presumably to check for other intruders. They came back, and Manaia smiled.
 �Surf�s up!�
 I like a man who has his priorities straight.
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone decided to go surfing today. Manaia, Lexi, Pam, and I helped the novices. The daily regulars gave us dirty looks and moved away from where we were surfing. That was probably for their own safety, as my guys didn�t quite understand the unwritten rules about who got which wave. It wasn�t uncommon for two or three of them to try to take the same wave, and we had some near disasters.
 It didn�t take long for the noobs to get tired. They left and gave the four more-experienced surfers a chance to demonstrate what we had. Pam and Lexi showed they�d been doing this all their lives. Like a dumbass, I tried to duplicate some of their moves.
 That was foolish. One moment, I was trying this sick cutback, and the next, my board was ten feet over my head, and I was crashing into the path of the wave. The crest of the wave landed on top of me and pushed me under. I found myself rolling under the water as the comber shoved me toward the shore. There was nothing I could do but ride it out.
 When I finally stopped tumbling, I was a little disoriented and not sure which direction was up. I took a moment to calm myself; the surest way to drown was to panic. I knew that my body would naturally rise upward. When it began to lift, I kicked towards the surface. My lungs began to starve for oxygen, and my natural reaction was to try to gasp for breath. It was all I could do to fight that instinct.
 I broke the surface, sucked in a huge lungful of air, and spotted another comber coming. I�d learned to dive towards the wave to shorten the time it had to do its worst. When I popped up on the other side, Pam was there. She was frantic because she hadn�t seen me surface the first time to catch my breath. She knew that someone under as long as she thought I�d been was probably in serious trouble.
 �Give me your hand,� she barked.
 I was laboring to catch my breath when I saw another big wave start to break. We were in the worst spot. We either had to get out into deeper water or head to shore, or we would get pummeled. I kicked so I could get my arm around Pam just before we were rolled. This time, the surfboard lifted us to the surface, so not too much damage was inflicted.
 I got on behind her, and we paddled to shore.
 �Thanks,� I said once we reached the beach. �Did you see where my board ended up?�
 She pointed, and I saw Manaia had saved it. At least this time, I hadn�t broken it.
 ◊◊◊
 At breakfast, I learned that Miss Future Reporter, Tracy, had videoed my spectacular crash, and Pam saving me. How did I discover this? My mom called me.
 �David Allen Dawson!�
 Since the excited teen never worked, I opted for the cool factor.
 �Did you see the sick move Pam and Lexi taught me?� I asked.
 �What? Trying to kill yourself?� she huffed.
 �It was no big deal. That�s why you surf with a buddy.�
 I figured out that Tracy had posted the video, so she received the stink eye as I was lectured on exactly why it was a �big deal.� I had to remind myself that the only reason Mom was so upset was that she loved me. Otherwise, I might have been offended by some of the stuff she said.
 ◊◊◊
 Today we planned to do a studio tour for everyone while I met with Lexi�s dad, Paul Andon. He wanted to give me an overview of where they were with the preproduction of the Star Academy movies. Saul insisted that he come with, and I invited Tim and Wolf because they wanted to see about working on the films. Of course, Lexi joined us as my PA.
 Tracy and Pam were off to USC with Cassidy. The rest we dropped off at the visitors center for the tour.
 Saul met us in the lobby of the studio executive offices.
 �We need to renegotiate your deal,� Saul said.
 �Tim, Wolf, this is my agent, Saul Gessler,� I said, and then turned to Saul. �We already have a deal in place, and they paid me a lot of money up front. Why would we want to go to them asking for more money?�
 �Your deal was put in place before Craig Wild died. They�ve had to rewrite the story and made it focused on your character. You should be getting leading-man money, not sidekick money,� he explained.
 I shook my head at him to try to wrap my head around what he was saying. Star Academy was more of an ensemble type of movie than one that had a lead.
 �Saul, if you remember, I got a better deal than Craig,� I reminded him.
 �That was because you held out.�
 �Which you were against,� I said, starting to get irritated.
 �I like the offices,� Tim said to try to change the topic.
 �They�re nice,� Lexi replied.
 �Nice? Nice is nothing. Nice is bland. Nice is the morning after when you can�t remember her name,� Saul said, showing us his class.
 I didn�t know whether to take Saul out back and teach him his manners or laugh.
 �Tone it down some. This isn�t the guys locker room at your golf club,� I said.
 �Lexi can take it,� Saul replied.
 �I don�t care if she can or can�t. You represent me, and I have an image to uphold,� I explained.
 Saul didn�t seem fazed.
 �When we get in there, let me do the talking,� Saul said.
 This was a mistake. I was about to send Saul home when the receptionist told us that Mr. Andon was ready to see us and ushered us into his office. It was befitting a studio exec, with a large modern desk and a comfortable seating area for less-formal discussions.
 �There�s my girl,� he said, coming out from around his desk with the intent to give his daughter a hug.
 Lexi stuck her hand out to shake his.
 �Mr. Andon,� she said formally.
 He looked at me.
 �Seems I�ve let my professional side down. You�ve done well to get her to act so formally,� Mr. Andon said.
 �Lexi has been hands down the best PA I�ve ever had. This is all her doing,� I confessed.
 �Paul �� Saul began.
 �Shut up, Saul. I�m not renegotiating David�s contract today. We haven�t figured out exactly what his role will be in the upcoming films yet. Once we do, we may make some changes,� Mr. Andon said to shut down my agent.
 �I�m not opposed to you paying me more, if you were wondering,� I said with a smile to play it all off.
 �Don�t worry. I�ll take care of you,� Mr. Andon said.
 We sat down and discussed what they were considering. They had three options. The first was to move Ben Doman�s character, Roman, over to be the team lead for our group. Ben played the son of the school�s headmistress and was currently on our nemesis team at the academy. The second was to find another actor to replace Craig. The last was to bring in a new character and move my character, Stryker, into the lead.
 �Personally, I think that moving Ben over has some problems because of how we clashed in the last movie,� I said.
 Stryker and Roman had a climactic sword fight in the last film. I couldn�t really envision us as teammates without there being a lot of friction. Of course, that could offer its own possibilities for storylines.
 �As I said, we haven�t figured it all out yet,� Mr. Andon said.
 �I had something else to ask. Lexi pointed out that I could hire people for the movie. It�s why she�s my PA,� I said.
 �I do remember something like that in your contract. Did you want to add to your staff?� he asked.
 �Not exactly. I was wondering if you might be able to find something for my friends to do,� I said.
 At first, Mr. Andon thought I just wanted to give my buddies busy work and use that as cover for adding to my entourage. Wolf quickly dissuaded him from that notion and explained about Tim�s and his internship with Jack Mass doing construction last summer. Tim also shared that he was mechanically inclined, had helped his dad work on cars, and did all the maintenance for Wolf�s lawn care business.
 He sent them both to talk to a couple of his managers who handled different aspects of making movies. If they did well in those interviews, he would hire them. I could tell that Wolf was much happier that he might get a �real� job instead of some make-work position where I basically paid him to hang out with me.
 Mr. Andon then kicked out both Lexi and Saul to talk to me alone.
 �Mr. Andon, thank you for helping my friends,� I said.
 �Call me Paul. It�s the least I could do since you hired my daughter. My wife and I had started to worry about her ever getting serious after she graduated high school. We�d assumed Lexi would be off to college, but she shocked us when she said she needed some time to figure things out,� he shared.
 �Honestly, I was against hiring her at first. I�d met her at a party, and Lexi came across as a �mean girl.� I couldn�t really see her fitting in with the people I try to surround myself with.�
 �What changed your mind?� he asked.
 �She did, when I had my accident. Since then, we�ve only had one disagreement, but we worked it out. The people at my management company have nothing but good things to say about her. They would like to see her get her degree. Maybe you could sit down with her and find out what she wants to do long term. From what I�ve seen, she could run this town someday,� I said.
 I could tell Paul liked the idea of his daughter following in his footsteps.
 �I�ll let my wife know. We�ll sit her down once you go back home and she moves back in with us. My wife says she talks nonstop about how much she enjoys working and living with you and your family and friends. It�s been good for her to have some independence.�
 �I�m sure you didn�t want to get me alone just to talk about Lexi,� I said, getting back to business.
 �You�re right. I need you to hold off Saul for me. I know that your situation has changed since we signed the contract. Your most recent movie was some of your best work, and I heard the James Bond movie is moving forward. That�s why we�re probably going to shift you to the lead of the next two Star Academy movies.
 �The problem I have is the budget is already set. If I make any changes right now, it might delay filming,� Paul shared.
 �I only have a small window to get this done as it is. I couldn�t do it if filming goes past the first of the year,� I explained.
 �Trust me to take care of you. I have a feeling you�ll be around for a long time, and we want you to make movies with us. If I know Saul, he�ll advise you to get paid now, but I hope you�ll work with me.�
 I hadn�t come here today to try to squeeze more money out of him. To be honest, I thought they had paid me too much when I signed.
 �I�ll tell Saul, but don�t be surprised if he calls again. The man is a bulldog.�
 �As long as I know that we�re in agreement, I can handle Saul,� Paul said.
 He shared with me some of the new CGI stuff they�d recently gotten. If the demo looked as good on film as it did on his PC, they had something I knew would blow audiences away.
 We ended up talking for nearly an hour until Wolf and Tim came back with smiles on their faces. It looked like we were all going to New Zealand in the fall.
 On the way out, I explained to Saul what Paul had shared about the budget. He didn�t buy it, but I never expected he would. Maybe I was too trusting.
 ◊◊◊
Snap
 The tip of my pencil pressed into my drawing pad so hard while I was shading the pony�s mane that the lead broke again. I�d received a picture of Kyle and Mac riding and thought it would look nice as a drawing. While reaching for the pencil sharpener on the coffee table, I scraped away the jagged pieces left behind.
 I�d opted for some alone time while everyone else either went off to do their own thing or was out by the pool. Cassidy came in and sat down next to me with a tablet.
 �Brook put me in charge of ordering more food from the grocery store. I thought I�d better ask before I finish the order,� she said.
 I distinctly remembered telling Brook not to share the login for that. Then again, maybe she hadn�t. I checked what Cassidy had in the checkout basket.
 �You plan on cooking?� I asked.
 �Brook said you would.�
 I bet she did. I showed Cassidy the deli and bakery sections of the website and strongly suggested premade food. She gave me a smile and scampered off. Should I worry?
 I began to draw again, and Sarah came in. It looked like my �alone� time was going to be anything but.
 �You got a minute?� she asked.
 �Sure,� I said, putting down my pencil.
 �That�s not bad,� she said, pointing at my drawing.
 �It�s something I should probably do more often.�
 �Adrienne called me last week and wants me to go full-time modeling,� she said.
 �Will the opportunities still be there in May?� I asked.
 �I don�t know,� Sarah admitted.
 �Well, I considered doing it � but then I decided against growing up completely. You only get one senior year in high school.�
 �I hadn�t really thought about that. I�ve just been looking at the dollar signs, not what leaving early would mean.�
 �My uncle warned me about growing up too fast. You have the rest of your life to be an adult and pay bills.�
 �So, you wouldn�t do it?� she asked.
 �Me? Probably not, but that doesn�t mean you shouldn�t. Have you talked to your parents?�
 �They want me to stay in school.�
 I could tell that didn�t hold as much sway as it would have if mine had given me the same advice. Sarah didn�t have the same sort of relationship with her parents as I did with mine, so I tried another tack.
 �Have a heart-to-heart with Adrienne and see if what she�s wanting can wait or not. You can�t really decide until you do,� I advised.
 I trusted Adrienne to give her good advice if Sarah asked. While Adrienne was a good businesswoman, she would do what was best for Sarah. I was sure she had been presented with an opportunity to book Sarah and offered it to her. She would leave it up to Sarah to figure out what was best for Sarah.
 We spent the remainder of my free time talking about my friends at Wesleyan. She encouraged me to come and visit. I would just add that to my to-do list. Maybe I would have some free time when I got home. Then again �
 ◊◊◊
 Everyone came home for dinner. Cassidy had ordered a half-baked lasagna with side dishes: roasted vegetables; an apple, carrot, and beet salad; and breadsticks. She ordered a giant cheesecake for dessert. I was impressed when everyone pitched in to both prepare the meal and clean up.
 After dinner, Wolf and Tim shared their contracts with the studio. They were being hired as general laborers who would assist at various tasks for the set designers, grips, and gaffers. They would also help as stand-ins, which meant that while the scene was being set, they would �stand� where the actors would eventually be.
 Their contract ran from June to the last week of December. I glanced down at the bottom and noticed they were to be paid serious money; way more than they would have made doing construction. It looked like making a movie was a great job.
 �I take it you decided to accept,� I said.
 �Yes,� Tim said. �I can�t see us passing this up.�
 �Are we still planning to go to college together, too?� I asked.
 They both looked at each other and nodded.
 �That is, unless you decide to go to Alabama or Ohio State,� Wolf said. �Tami said you might want to go your own way, and we want you to know we�re fine if you do.�
 �We need to pick somewhere soon,� I said, ignoring his unasked question. �Are you guys still fine with USC, Oklahoma, and Michigan as our final three?�
 They both nodded.
 �Any preference?� I asked.
 They looked at each other, and I think they played a mental game of �not it.� Finally, Wolf seemed to either lose or decided to just say it.
 �Michigan.�
 �But we would be fine with any of them. I�m starting to see the allure of Southern California,� Tim said.
 �I want to talk to my family before we decide. Why don�t we wait until I get back to make it official? While I�m leaning the same way, I don�t want to make a quick decision on this,� I said.
 Hell, I�d played �kick the can down the road� for nearly a year now. What would a couple of weeks really change?
 �We have until mid-February,� Wolf reminded me.
 That was his not-so-subtle way of telling me to hurry up and make up my mind.
 �Actually, longer,� I said, and they both gave me confused looks because that was when the signing period opened. �If we were enrolling in August, then we would sign National Letters of Intent in February. Since we plan to gray-shirt and skip the fall, we�ll sign financial aid forms once we get on campus. We�ll also fall into next year�s recruiting class,� I clarified.
 �So, there�s no real hurry?� Tim asked.
 �Not really, but they all want us to declare so they can plan their classes. USC only plans to take one quarterback per class, and if I don�t go, they have their backup guy ready to sign. It wouldn�t be fair to leave them hanging�or any of the other schools,� I reminded them.
 �Michigan told me that it�ll help them attract some other recruits if they know we�re coming,� Wolf said.
 Talking about football made me want to go out and play a game.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 28 � That�s My Trifecta  Thursday January 5 
 My phone rang, waking me up. I checked the caller ID, and it was my brother. Someone had forgotten the time difference.
 �Do you know what time it is here?� I asked to give him shit.
 �You always get up early to run. I figured I�d catch you before you go out.�
 �No problem. What�s up?� I asked.
 �Angie and I may be on the outs.�
 I took a moment to take that in.
 �You still there?� Greg asked.
 �Yeah. If it were me in the relationship, I would ask what I�d done. Since this involves Angie, I�ll guess it�s her,� I said.
 �Her taking money from the charity has been a real problem for me. It�s not like we can�t pay our bills. I also can�t get past feeling like she stole from you. Even though I asked, I�m ashamed that you gave her a job after all that.�
 �I was looking at the big picture, which includes my niece and nephews,� I clarified.
 �So, you were pissed Angie stole the money,� he said.
 �Yes, I was pissed. I have some serious trust issues with her.�
 �Mom said you gave her the cash to pay it back.�
 �She had to be the one to pay it back. I knew you didn�t have it lying around,� I said.
 It was Greg�s turn to go quiet.
 �I should have talked to you about it, but it needed to be taken care of. My lawyers were quite specific about how it all had to work out.�
 �No, I get it. Thank you,� he said, and then he picked up on what I�d said earlier. �What else has Angie done to make you not trust her?�
 Me and my big mouth. I didn�t want to add fuel to the fire. If there was a chance they might work this out, I would never forgive myself if I was the one to put the final nail in their marriage.
 �She got pregnant with Kyle,� I tried.
 �Bullshit. That�s not the reason. You�ve known about that forever.�
 He might be right, but that didn�t mean I had to share more.
 �What do you plan to do?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. She drives me crazy when she does stuff like this.�
 The dumbass fell for the misdirection. Greg had been out of the house too long. Otherwise, he�d never have fallen for that one.
 �What would you do if you ended it?� I asked.
 �Maybe I�d date Brook, and you could make Angie�s dream come true.�
 At least he still had a sense of humor.
 �How about I set you up with that Victoria�s Secret model?� I suggested.
 Greg just groaned in frustration. We both knew that he wasn�t leaving Angie right now. I had a bad feeling that if they didn�t get this figured out, he very well might at some point. I heard a little one start to cry in the background.
 �Hang on,� he said, and I heard him open a door, and the sound of crying get louder. �What happened? No, wait, tell your Uncle David.�
 Dick!
 �Unca David? When you come home?� Mac asked and sniffed.
 �Two weeks. I�ll have your dad bring you over to your grandmother�s, and we�ll have a family dinner. How does that sound?� I asked.
 �Will you play wif me?�
 �Absolutely. Let me talk to your dad,� I said.
 �We get to ride ponies,� she said and began a monologue.
 Ten minutes later, she had forgotten whatever caused her to cry and was all giggles. I might not be able to solve my brother�s marital problems, but I could listen to my niece. I needed to get home.
 ◊◊◊
 While I�d been talking to my brother and niece, I received a text from Megan about the drone Dare wanted to buy. It was as expensive as a car. She had held off the purchase until I approved it. I called Dare.
 �Megan tells me that you picked out a new drone. Is there a reason it�s so expensive?� I asked.
 �It�s new technology. To reduce the noise the drone generates, they�ve developed lightweight motor shrouds that they�ve lined with nanofiber acoustic dampening materials. These new shrouds are designed to�minimize�the sound and direct it skyward. They�ve also replaced the rotors with ones that are larger, have an increased blade angle, and spin slower. That design yields a much lower acoustic output. This makes the drone much stealthier.
 �The new design also includes anti-vibration components made of silicone gel. They work to isolate the vibration from the rotors. It�s the same technology used by the military in stealth helicopters. With less vibration, it not only reduces noise but makes for a more stable platform for the cameras.
 �The drone was designed for the police. It has automated subject-tracking software. It also includes a thermal-imaging sensor for nighttime operations and finding missing or hiding persons. There are a bunch of other cool features. It�s all fully programmable, so it can run routine security checks at scheduled times,� Dare enthused.
 I could tell he had done his research and had taken my idea of finding something quieter and run with the task. To head off a lengthy discussion, I stopped him.
 �Send me three choices to compare, and why you picked the one you did.�
 �I�ll probably need to explain it,� Dare said.
 The little shit just insulted me without realizing it. He simply assumed he was the smartest guy in the room. He was, but that didn�t mean he had any common sense. This was why people wanted to put his head in the nearest toilet and flush it.
 �Just send it to me if you want me to tell Megan to authorize it.�
 �Okay, okay,� he said and hung up on me.
 If I knew Dare, he had decided he didn�t need to talk to me any longer because he had to hurry. He had to rush to get me the information so he could have his new toy. Sure enough, ten minutes later, I had an email sitting in my inbox. Ten seconds after that, my phone rang. I didn�t have to guess who it was; I let it go to voicemail.
 It surprised me a bit when I saw that the one he had picked wasn�t the most expensive. I had no idea a commercial drone could cost upwards of a quarter-million dollars. It was designed for filming action scenes in movies. He gave it five stars and noted that if I wanted the best, to pick that one. He was a funny kid. I could just see myself trying to explain to my mom why I�d spent that kind of money on a drone. The capper would be Dare taking it apart and breaking it.
 The one he wanted was designed with law enforcement in mind. I suspected that the hefty price tag was partially because government agencies were the ones buying it.
 It was like our county sheriff who had purchased a helicopter a few years back. What got him voted out of office was that they needed five pilots to cover 24/7/365 at the cost of a hundred grand each. That didn�t include the maintenance crew and fuel. Twenty-five thousand for a drone didn�t seem like too much, compared to that.
 The last one was made in China, and Dare suspected that they might not sell it to civilians since it was used by Chinese intelligence. He�d found a sketchy source that sounded like they were Russian arms dealers trying to rip the kid off.
 All I had to do was convert the money into bitcoin and send it to them up front. That wasn�t happening. Before I did that, I would help some prince get his money out of his country per an email I received. At least I would be rich in the end due to his generosity.
 I called Dare back.
 �You need to figure out something within a reasonable budget,� I said before he launched into his sales pitch.
 �I can make one for a quarter of the price if you let me buy a drone and the parts I need to upgrade it,� he said and became quiet.
 He had hustled me. What Dare didn�t realize was I wasn�t completely clueless when it came to negotiations. I just kept quiet. Finally, he blinked.
 �I can do it for three grand,� he blurted.
 That was what I�d paid for the current drone. If Dare could put one together that wasn�t so loud, it would be a big help for security. People tended to look up when they heard it, which defeated the purpose of checking for bad guys. He could take my current one and give it to my mom for her real estate business, so it would go to good use.
 �I�ll call Megan.�
 �Now?�
 �Yes, I�ll call her now.�
 Dare hung up on me again. I chuckled as I made the call. When Megan answered, I told her his budget and made sure he ordered everything through her. I didn�t want him to contact any arms dealers and lose the money for his project.
 ◊◊◊
 Today, everyone ran off in different directions. Halle called Brook and invited her and Cassidy to her set. Tami, Tim, Sarah, and Wolf planned a couples� afternoon, while Tracy and Pam were exploring LA.
 That left Lexi and me on our own. My goal was to do absolutely nothing for a change. I�d downloaded the latest spy thriller and planned to lounge around the pool and read it.
 But first, I walked into the kitchen to grab a glass of iced tea.
 The click of heels signaled her approach before I saw her. Lexi sashayed in and over to the coffeemaker. She had on black stiletto heels, a black pencil skirt, and a white button-up blouse. Son of a bitch, the inner sexual beast came fully awake.
 This was right up there with the naughty-librarian or Catholic-schoolgirl look on my list of favorite turn-ons. There was something about a woman wearing heels that accentuated their derri�re in the best possible way.
 Lexi glanced back at me to make sure she had my full attention and then reached up into the cabinet to get a coffee mug. The hem of her skirt crept up her thighs to reveal a surprise.
 �Stockings and garters,� I moaned.
 Seriously, just how much temptation could a guy resist?
 �We�re here all alone. What should we do today?� Lexi asked as she poured herself a cup of coffee.
 Damn Tami and her advice. She�d said that I should reject my first thought in a situation because it was always wrong. So ravishing Lexi wasn�t on the menu this morning. I closed my eyes and willed Mr. Happy into submission. Sorry, guy, not happening. Would he listen? Hell, no!
 �David?� she prodded in a sexy voice.
 �I � uh � I � uh,� I said and bolted for the sliding glass door to the pool area.
 I looked back and saw Lexi shoot me a pouty little frown. My eyes locked on her lips. Lips so pouty that I wanted to suck the bottom one between my teeth and � Frick!
 She giggled as I made my escape. All thoughts of reading a book on my tablet were lost. Brook needed to get home, and soon. Maybe a swim would help.
 ◊◊◊
 I swam until I was exhausted. I focused on my form to distract my mind from leaping back to doing naughty things to Lexi for the rest of the afternoon. At last, I�d succeeded and stopped.
 �Oh, hell, no,� I complained when I saw Lexi, Teresa, her gold-digger mom Paulina, and the neighbor lady Liza, who looked like a Barbie doll.
 As I got out of the pool, Liza slid her sunglasses down her nose to get a better look at me. I stepped over to my recliner to get my towel. I realized that all these women were older than me. What were they thinking, eyeing poor innocent me? I decided to give the old women a thrill and did my sexy model walk.
 �He moved as smoothly as a large cat on a lazy day,� Liza cooed.
 �Settle down, or I�ll have to get my gun to fend you all off,� I said, acting frightened.
 �Why would he need a gun? Unless he�s planning on doing something depraved to us,� Paulina teased.
 �You have no idea how deep the level of my depravity is right now,� I said without thinking.
 They all chuckled. For some reason, I blushed.
 �Are you thinking he could handle all of us?� Liza asked.
 �Enough teasing,� Lexi said to surprise me.
 �I think someone�s interested in him,� Paulina said.
 �Mom,� Teresa warned.
 Liza wasn�t done.
 �A good martini, a perfect sunny day, a pool boy to put suntan lotion on my back, and then lots of sex. That�s my trifecta for a perfect afternoon.�
 �That�s more than three. Can�t be a trifecta,� I said.
 Yep, I could tell I was a �stupid boy� by the looks they gave me. As they eyed me, I retreated into the house. That foursome was a disaster waiting to happen. I hoped I survived next week without Brook being here.
 ◊◊◊
 After that excitement, I decided that a nap was in order. I started to wake when I felt the bed move.
 �I don�t think I can do it again, Lexi,� I mumbled.
 �It�s a good thing I know you better, you big faker,� Brook said.
 �What�s the good word, Hotness?� I said as I pulled her into my arms.
 �Halle says you got through to her this time, but I have my doubts. Ben�s a good-looking guy.�
 �Not you too?�
 �No, I�m not looking for an upgrade.�
 �I was sorely tested today. Lexi was running around in high heels, stockings, and garters. Then our neighbors showed up.�
 �Is that why you�re hiding?� Brook asked.
 �Partly. Partly, I just wanted a nap.�
 �Uh, huh,� Brook commented.
 Somehow, I don�t think she believed me about the nap.
 �What are we doing for dinner?� I asked to change the topic.
 �We�re ordering in. I gave Manaia and Cassidy the night off. Everyone else plans to meet up and go see a band.�
 A night in with Brook was precisely what I wanted.
 It turned into a casual evening as we ordered Chinese food and then watched Fargo, one of the DVDs that Rita James had given me for my movie education.
 �We should get a wood chipper,� I said as the credits rolled.
 �That might be the most violent movie I�ve ever seen,� Lexi said. �I�ll probably have nightmares after watching that.�
 ◊◊◊
 After the movie, Lexi went up to bed, and Brook took a shower while I cleaned up. Even though our guests were not complete slobs, they weren�t angels, either. As I finished up in the kitchen and started the dishwasher, I spotted Brook in the dining room doorway, looking all fresh and clean.
 I closed the distance between us, and my hands came up and found her breasts through the t-shirt she�d borrowed.
 �Damn, girl. My shirt never looked this good on me.�
 �It�ll look even better once I take it off,� Brook said.
 She yanked it over her head and let it drift to the floor next to the dining room table.
 �Mmmm. We can use the table,� Brook suggested.
 �Sounds like a plan.�
 My hands stilled, and I looked down at her. My lips turned up in a wry grin when we heard Lexi in the kitchen, getting a drink. Brook looked into my eyes to read my mind and discern my intentions.
 We could move to the bedroom, but I knew Brook liked the danger of us getting caught. Since she didn�t say anything, I took that as my signal to go ahead. I grabbed her butt with both hands and lifted her against the table, pulling her to me as she wrapped her legs around my hips.
 �See, now aren�t you glad the table was there?� I asked, acting like she was heavy. �Otherwise, you�d be on the floor right now.�
 Brook grabbed my hair.
 �You drop me, and you�re going down too,� she warned.
 �Hmm, going down ��
 �Dork.�
 She gave me a quick kiss, unwrapped her legs from around my waist, stood up, and leaned back toward the table. She wiggled out of her shorts and hopped up on the table edge. My eyes were hungry as I followed her every movement, like a predator stalking its prey. And who was I kidding�she�d already surrendered to me.
 I stood up and followed suit by stripping off my shirt and shorts. A moment later, we were both naked. I heard an intake of breath and turned to see Lexi at the door. She looked at Brook, who gave her a little nod. I had no plans to ignore my girlfriend as I knelt down and buried my head between her legs. I reached up and cupped her breasts, with my thumbs sliding over her nipples.
 Brook responded to my attention by grasping the back of my head. I loved that she wasn�t shy about directing me to where I would do her the most good. My sole goal was to please my lady love. Lexi touched my hip so I would move to give her room to wiggle under the table. Her fingers brushed Mr. Happy experimentally, which made me groan.
 For a second, I thought about picking Brook up and taking her to our bedroom so we could be alone. I still had reservations about doing anything with Lexi because she worked for me. Then I remembered my life goal to have no regrets. Lexi took all doubt from my mind when warm hotness engulfed my member as she took me into her mouth. I felt something tingle, and then she pulled off.
 �Um �� I complained.
 �He�s a big boy,� Lexi said as she gripped my member and gave it a few strokes before she took me back into her mouth.
 I must have paused my oral assault on Brook because she tapped the top of my head.
 �Focus,� she chastised.
 �Hang on. What was that?� I asked Lexi.
 �I read something on the Internet about breath mints making it better during oral,� she explained.
 �Do you have another one? I think Brook needs to experience this,� I said.
 �I�ll be right back.�
 �What�s going on?� Brook asked.
 �Something new and different. Lexi discovered a way to make it even better,� I said as she came back and gave me one.
 I popped it in and invited Brook to join me on the floor. I imagined Lexi would start to get claustrophobic under the table. Plus, it would be easier if I lay on my back, and Brook sat on my face. The breath mint began to cool my mouth as it went to work. Brook lowered herself, and I began to give her pleasure. After a minute, she shuddered.
 �It feels weird,� Brook commented.
 �Good weird?� Lexi asked.
 �Yeah, good weird.�
 Lexi began again, and the sensation felt entirely new but was still hot. Every head bob about drove me crazy as it took me a little closer to the goal. I let my hands explore Brook�s body, and they settled on her hips so I could pull her closer. And still, I needed more.
 I was able to bring Brook off. That was the advantage of knowing your lover. She wiggled loose and slid to my side. I pulled her head to me and gave her a serious kiss. Then I felt Lexi shift, and I broke my kiss with Brook and looked down in time to see Lexi mount me.
 Dear Lord, she was snug. If I didn�t know any better, I would have guessed this was her first time. Then I realized I didn�t have a condom on. Oh, shit! Houston, we have lift-off. I let out a moan.
 �Oh, my gawd! Did you just �?� Brook asked.
 �Maybe a little,� I admitted.
 Lexi pulled off, and from the evidence, it wasn�t a little. Brook hit me in the forehead.
 �Ow!�
 �It�s okay. I�m protected,� Lexi assured us.
 I let out a sigh of relief. Brook hit me again.
 �Hey!�
 That�s when the front door opened and everyone filed in, returning from going to see some band.
 �Why are there clothes in the hall?� Cassidy asked and then glanced into the dining room. �Oh.�
 �What�s going on?� Wolf asked.
 �David,� Tami said and pointed.
 We soon had everyone in the dining room, acting like pervs. I grabbed the girls� hands and pulled them to the master bedroom.
 �Show�s over,� I said over my shoulder.
 �I knew it! If we didn�t stick close to David, we�d miss something,� Tim complained.
 �And here I thought this was going to end up being a PG kind of vacation,� Wolf said.
 I closed the door before they got any ideas. I pulled Lexi into the shower to get her cleaned up, then turned on the water. Brook stepped in as well. I grabbed the body wash and began to soap up both girls. Lexi glanced down, and I couldn�t figure out why she smirked. Then I realized I still had my socks on.
 �Dammit,� I half laughed and half swore as I stumbled out of the shower to pull them off.
 Brook was impatient, and she took over rubbing soap on Lexi. After removing my soaked socks, I stepped back in, and the girls forced me under the showerhead. I grabbed Brook�s hand and pulled her under the streaming water with me. I wanted to feel her slippery body against mine. Lexi got a handful of body wash and made sure Mr. Happy was clean.
 �Does that thing ever take a break?� Lexi asked Brook.
 �That�s one of the things I like best about him. He�s the Energizer Bunny. He takes a licking and keeps on ticking.�
 Both girls thought that was funny, even though I was pretty sure they�d mixed up their ad campaigns.
 I bent my head to suck on one of Lexi�s nipples, and my hand moved lower on Brook to squeeze her ass. I couldn�t remember her ever being this turned-on before. My fingers moved around to Brook�s wet opening, and I slid two into her at once. She wrapped her arms around my neck, which caused me to release Lexi�s nipple. Brook actually growled.
 I helped Brook to a shrieking orgasm, and then she sagged against me.
 �You okay?� Lexi asked worriedly.
 Brook seemed to gather herself.
 �More than okay. Help Lexi out and then join me in our bed,� Brook ordered, then kissed me as she left us.
 I turned Lexi around and had her face the wall. Lexi had a body like a model. She was tall and lithe with long legs that went on forever. It was evident that she both ran and spent time in the gym. There wasn�t an ounce of fat on her. Her breasts were the perfect handful, and she had tan lines that showed she liked to wear a thong.
 I came up behind Lexi and took my time. This was hot, like the first time she�d mounted me only a few minutes before, but now it somehow was different. The first time, I�d been caught off guard by the sensation. I�d been surprised by the way we fit together so well and the way our bodies responded to one another.
 This time, I had more control. This time was for her. I owed Lexi my best effort. So, from the moment we touched, I was on a mission to make her scream with pleasure. My goal was to overwhelm her, to leave her a quivering mess.
 �You�re inside me,� Lexi whimpered.
 �Not all of me,� I warned as I pushed deeper. �Damn, you�re tight, and so wet.�
 A whimper escaped her lips as I rubbed against her.
 �Is this what you�ve been wanting?� I asked.
 �Yes,� she admitted.
 My brain started to catch up, but the thought processes were too little too late. I shouldn�t be doing this. Not only because Lexi worked for me, but because I was enjoying this too much.
 The Alpha Male wanted to claim her as mine, but I already had a girlfriend I loved. I was afraid that Brook�s game of bringing in girls to our bed might backfire this time. Lexi was someone I could have a real connection with. That couldn�t happen. This had to just be about sex.
 �Tell me what you want,� I said through a clenched jaw. �Slow and easy, or fast and hard? Tell me.�
 �Just take me. Take me hard. Do me from behind while I touch myself. Then I want you to pull out and spray all over me like I see the girls do in the videos,� she whimpered.
 I roared as I finally bottomed out. Pushing Lexi against the wall, I got serious about what I was about to do. I grasped her hips, and her head turned to the side. Her crystal-blue eyes conveyed her need.
 �Wait,� she gasped. �You�re too big.�
 I stilled and waited for her to get used to my size. Then she nodded for me to move. When I did, Lexi about came unglued. I held her side and slid my hand up to palm one of her breasts. I slipped in and out. She was incredible.
 I reached down and pushed her hand out of the way so I could stimulate her nubbin the way I wanted to. I was making sure she didn�t even have control of her love button. Lexi sucked in her breath, and I saw her jaw tighten as I began to do as she�d asked, hard and fast.
 Our flesh slapped together as I got a good rhythm going. I noticed Brook sitting on the sink, watching as I attempted to destroy Lexi. The sound of our sex was mixed with the sound of the shower beating against my back.
 Our breathing became more labored as we worked to pleasure each other. I could tell she was close, so I picked up the speed. Lexi pushed back and froze while I, acting in the moment, gave her ass a sharp smack.
 �Yesss,� she hissed as it pushed her over the edge.
 I chuckled as Lexi had a huge one. I loved it when their convulsive orgasm made you wonder whether they were possessed or not. Fortunately for Lexi, I caught her before she collapsed, and I scooped her up. Brook opened the door so I could deposit her on the bed. I heard the water turn off. Brook almost skipped into the bedroom.
 �My turn!� she called.
 �Looks like this might be a long night,� I shared.
 Brook got on the bed, and I admired her body.
 �You�re unbelievable,� I said.
 She lifted her foot and wiggled her toes. Hell, yes. This was why I loved her.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 29 � Cindy Happened  Friday January 6 
 �I can barely walk this morning. My insides are throbbing, and they ache. It feels like I�ve given birth to a twelve-pound bowling ball. Sex with David is a mix of �hell, yes, it was worth it,� and pleasurable pain. He hit the spot that made me shiver.
 �My butt has his handprint on it, and it looked so hot I took a selfie of it in the bathroom mirror. I now know why Brook talks about him doing her until her toes can�t even wiggle. The boy is a beast in bed,� Lexi was sharing as I walked into the kitchen.
 �Morning, David,� Tami said with a huge grin on her face.
 I noticed that Lexi had made her announcement in front of all of my friends.
 �Is that what Cindy�s going to teach us today?� Wolf asked.
 �Bite me. I�m going surfing, and if I hear one word about last night, you�d better hope that Cassidy�s in a good mood and protects you,� I warned. �Lexi, that selfie is not to be shared with anyone, and if I ever see it anywhere ��
 I left the threat unsaid. To put it mildly, I wasn�t happy that Lexi had shared what had happened behind closed doors. Lexi sensed that I wasn�t okay and rushed over.
 �Can we talk?�
 �Yeah,� I said and let her lead me outside.
 �I�m sorry. That was a dumb thing to do, and I know better. I sounded like a schoolgirl who�d just gotten her first kiss and wanted to shout it from a mountaintop,� she explained. �If you want me to, I�ll delete the selfie, but I hope you don�t. I want to remember last night. It was special.�
 �I get it, but nothing good ever comes from sharing stuff like that. You have to know how dangerous that pic is to have around.�
 �I really am sorry,� Lexi said.
 I took a deep breath and let it out along with my anger. She�d just been excited. I pulled her into a hug.
 �It�s all good. My friends have heard worse about me. But I�m serious about that selfie never getting out. I can see it being twisted when people see it out of context.�
 �I think you have it all wrong about any of us thinking it was bad. It wasn�t bad, it was fantastic,� she said, and giggled.
 I swear that sex makes girls crazy. Manaia stuck his head out the front door.
 �We all good, Boss?�
 �Yep. Let�s go have some fun.�
 ◊◊◊
 Once we got back, I pulled Brook aside and told her what Lexi had said and done. Of course, she�d heard it from Cassidy.
 �You want me to go talk to her?�
 �No, I already did. I just wanted to warn you that people will be talking today. Wolf wanted to know if Cindy was teaching them that.�
 �Afraid of a little competition?� Brook teased.
 �You�re a brat sometimes.�
 �They�re all nervous about today. Tami asked that you not be there,� Brook enlightened me.
 I threw her a face. I really didn�t want anything to do with this. Cindy worried me; I wasn�t sure my friends were ready for her. Tim might have a stroke, and Wolf might never talk to me again. Then again, what did I know?
 I had to admit my times with Cindy and Suzanne had been fun, back in the day. But I didn�t really understand some of the stuff Cindy was into these days. Still, I shouldn�t judge. What she did with Brook and Halle might be okay if I were actually allowed to participate.
 I had a feeling that Ashley and Scarlet might be into that and more, based on our time in Alabama. That might be something I should have a long talk with my uncle about. For some reason, I suspected he might know about it.
 And to be completely honest, I did like to dominate girls in bed. What I couldn�t wrap my head around was being tied up, like Scarlet had been. It would freak me out to lose that much control.
 My first time with Scarlet and Ashley was right up there with Rita needing to be spanked to release her inner demons, and Lexi getting off on being overwhelmed. Those were other proclivities I was having difficulty wrapping my head around.
 While I saw that accommodating Rita�s need for release helped, it went against my upbringing. You didn�t hit girls unless they tried to kick you in the nuts. Then all bets were off.
 �I didn�t plan to be,� I said and then looked at her. �Are you going?�
 �Would that be a problem?� she asked.
 I thought about that for a moment.
 �If you want to go, then go.�
 �Can we practice stuff I learn?� she asked in a sexy voice.
 I barked out a laugh.
 �Hotness, anytime, anyplace,� I said as I waggled my eyebrows.
 ◊◊◊
 I had Manaia take me to a batting cage. I wanted to knock some rust off and hit a few balls because, after next week, I would start training for baseball season. He found a place called The Hitting Zone that wasn�t too far away. They rented batting cages and pitching lanes.
 We were greeted by a young lady at the front desk.
 �Welcome. How can we help you?� she asked.
 �I want to get in some hitting if I can.�
 �No problem. Let me get you set up,� she said.
 When we walked into the back, I saw what I assumed was a high school team working out. I found my cage, mentally ran through the steps I�d been taught, and began to hit. Man, I was terrible for the first half-hour. I took a deep breath because I knew exactly what I was doing wrong�basically, everything.
 While I took a break and focused, I watched the other hitters and saw I was doing what they were. Chiefly, I was lunging instead of trusting my swing. It was probably the most common mistake that baseball players make at all levels. Your body instinctively tries to adjust your swing to hit the ball, and you end up in a poor hitting position.
 I stepped back into the batter�s box and began to tag the ball. Like with pitching, you can hear the difference when you do it right. In pitching, the sound of the ball hitting the catcher�s glove is distinctive. When hitting with an aluminum bat, it made a �crack� sound instead of a �ting� when solid contact was made.
 All through the facility, you heard �ting.� When I started to hit with authority, I got noticed by the kids practicing. They began to wander over between turns in the cage.
 When my hour was up, I took a break before buying tokens for another hour. Manaia pulled me aside.
 �I thought you just played football.�
 �Well, I play some baseball, too.�
 I pulled out my phone and showed him an Internet story about me winning the MVP trophy for Team USA. Someone must have recognized me because one of the staff approached me.
 He turned out to be Fred Condit, a former big-league player. He�d played for the Pirates and Giants before retiring a couple of years ago. Fred was the big brother of Frank Condit, who was the National League MVP two years ago. Fred was part-owner and lead batting instructor for The Hitting Zone.
 �One of the kids told me we had a VIP in the house. Do you plan to do any more hitting today?�
 �I�m thinking of going for another hour or so. Why?�
 �If you�d allow me to bring the kids over to watch you bat and coach them, I�ll let you hit for free today.�
 Manaia snorted his derision because an hour in the cage was very affordable. I almost said �no� so I could have my privacy. But I relented when I saw the kids looking over expectantly. If I could concentrate with them watching, I would be good to go during a game.
 �Okay. Let me grab a snack and rehydrate, and I�ll be back in a few minutes.�
 I came back, got settled in, and started the machine. While live pitching was superior to using a pitching machine, the machine was a very useful tool. With the pitching machine, you could get a lot more swings in per session. Building muscle memory by doing something over and over again was essential to success in this type of physical endeavor. The goal was to not have to think about your swing.
 The pitching machine also threw a more consistent pitch. This allowed you to practice things like ball placement because you didn�t have to worry about where the pitch was going to be. Once you mastered the skills in the cage, you could then translate them to the more unpredictable �live� pitching.
 Today wasn�t supposed to be anything fancy. I just wanted to get into a rhythm and make solid contact. The coaching was a bonus. Coach Condit had a pocket full of tokens to run the machine.
 When he had to put another token in, he would give me tips. There were things you simply didn�t see when you were batting that someone outside the cage could pick up.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d honestly lost track of time when Manaia made his presence known.
 �We need to get back to the house.�
 He had a funny look on his face. I at first thought to question him about it, but remembered we were surrounded. I thanked Coach Condit, and he invited me back. Once we made it out the front door, I looked at Manaia.
 �There�s been a security breach. A woman broke the master bedroom window and was found nude in your bed. Cassidy chased her into the master bath where she locked herself in. Instead of calling the police, Brook suggested that you come home and deal with it.�
 I was confused until he showed me a picture of the woman. We had video surveillance around the perimeter of the house, and it had caught her breaking in. Manaia had a still from the video on his phone. I had to look closely because it was a little grainy.
 �Shit,� I said under my breath.
 It was Chloe Larkin, the British actress that Brook and I had spent Christmas day with in Palm Springs. While we�d had a good time, I never expected to see her again. We hadn�t even exchanged contact information.
 What I really wanted to know was, how did she find us? On the other hand, I should probably be more concerned about why she felt the need to break into my house and get naked in my bed.
 On the way home, we had to take a longer route because smoke from the wildfires had closed the road we used this morning. The wind had changed, and they were worried about some residential areas. They were diverting traffic so they could get firefighters in easier and also evacuate homeowners from threatened neighborhoods.
 Brook met me at the front door.
 �Cassidy has her in the master bath. I think something�s wrong with her. She�s talking shit.�
 Manaia checked his phone.
 �Fritz will be here in thirty minutes.�
 �Let�s go see what we�re dealing with,� I said, and the three of us headed off to the master suite.
 When we walked in, I saw that Cassidy had unlocked the door to the bathroom. She pointed inside.
 �She�s in the shower.�
 Brook followed me in. I saw Chloe huddled in the corner of the shower like a frightened animal. She looked so small and vulnerable. I grabbed a robe because she was, in fact, naked. When Chloe spotted me, she jumped up, rushed out of the shower, and wrapped me in a bear hug.
 �They don�t understand. We�re in love, and nothing can keep us apart. I tried to tell that mean girl that you wanted me here, but she accused me of breaking in, and I had to hide from her in here. Tell her. Tell her that we�re soul mates, and it�s okay for me to be here. Make them all go away so I can show you how much I love you,� Chloe said, all in rapid girl-speak.
 �Oh, boy,� Cassidy said. �I warned you about the crazy ones.�
 �That�s her. That�s the mean girl. Tell her. Tell her that it�s okay,� Chloe said, getting agitated.
 �Let�s get you in a robe. I don�t want them all to see you,� I said.
 �Yes, you�re right. I�m for you only. I should never let anyone see me but you,� she said. Then she broke down in tears. �I�m so stupid. I should have thought of that. Damn! I wanted everything to be perfect. It took me a while to find you, or I would have been here sooner. I�m so tired. Maybe I could lie down.�
 �Chloe, you know that I�m with Brook. What happened at Christmas was just a hookup. Nothing more,� I tried.
 �That�s complete bullshit, and you know it. You and me, we�re perfect together. We�re both in the business and would be the perfect couple. You�re not like the rest, I can tell. I know that you love me. Only someone who loved me could make me feel the way you did.�
 I led her to the bed, tucked her in, and then ushered everyone out. Chloe had fallen asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.
 �She�s batshit crazy,� Brook said, and then had another thought. �I hate to call the police on her.�
 Cassidy had a stupid grin on her face.
 �What�s so funny?� I asked.
 �Nothing. It�s just that you make my life interesting. You�re the only person I know who would ever have a crazy stalker.�
 �What are we going to do about her?� I asked.
 �Fritz will be here soon,� Manaia said, being of no help.
 �It�s lucky for us that he can get rid of dead hookers. I�m sure crazy-town in there will be no problem at all,� Cassidy said, enjoying herself a little too much.
 All my security must have heard my joke about Fritz and dead hookers because Manaia nodded in agreement.
 �Where is everyone?� I asked.
 �Cindy,� Brook said.
 OMG! She had hung out with me for too long. Brook had just given me a one-word answer, and I completely understood. She might have to turn in her sisterhood card that said girls had to talk everything to death. She wasn�t impressed when I high-fived her.
 �You two are weird,� Cassidy opined.
 Fritz showed up and sent Manaia and Cassidy to find Chloe�s car, which they found down the street. She had taken her clothes off by the window; that was where he discovered her phone. I was sent in to wake her up and get her pin number to unlock it. Fritz needed her contact list to get her help.
 �Guess who her manager is?� Fritz asked. �Kent.�
 �Well, get him over here so he can �manage� this,� Brook said.
 Fritz called Kent and explained the situation. I was impressed when Kent made it from his office to here in under thirty minutes.
 �Where is she?� he asked as he walked in the door.
 Fritz pointed, and Kent left to do his job. If anyone could handle out-of-control Hollywood types, it was him. He�d dealt with Craig and had kept him out of trouble for years. I was sure that one small crazy girl was something he could handle.
 Kent came out with a frown on his face.
 �I think she�s really nuts. What should we do?� he asked, proving me wrong.
 �Go get Tracy,� I suggested.
 �She and Pam aren�t here,� Brook said.
 I called Tracy and filled her in. Why did everyone think that having a crazy stalker was funny? It wasn�t all that funny when you had to deal with it.
 �You need to get her somewhere and have her evaluated. It doesn�t sound like she�ll go willingly. I would call the local Community Mental Health Team. I think they have them everywhere,� she suggested.
 A quick Internet search showed there was a facility like the one Tracy had been in for her depression, not too far away. Kent called them and made discreet arrangements for them to do a check.
 Of course, Chloe didn�t want to go without me, so I rode with Kent. I felt like a complete ass when I left her. She was here, all alone in the US, and not right in her head. When I got back to the house, I had Kent call her parents. They said they would be out on the next flight.
 I could see the concerned look on Brook�s face. Seeing Chloe come unhinged had bothered her. I acted on impulse. Before Brook could say anything, I touched the side of her face and lowered my mouth to hers, placing a gentle kiss on her lips. I wanted to send her a message about how I honestly felt about her. I didn�t want her to mistake this for any other time I�d kissed her.
 My tongue swept across her soft lips, and she opened her mouth slightly, allowing my tongue to slip inside. I ran my hand from her cheek to the back of her neck. Our lips moved together as our kiss deepened into well-practiced bliss. Everything seemed to fade around us, leaving me feeling she was the only person in my world. She pulled back, breaking the spell as she looked me in the eyes.
 �What was that for?� she asked.
 �Just a reminder that I love you.�
 The tension in Brook�s body left her.
 �I love you, too.�
 ◊◊◊
 Brook and I were getting the house ready for the party when everyone who�d spent the day with Cindy appeared. They were giddy, and I saw that Sarah and Wolf couldn�t seem to keep their hands off each other. Tami and Tim weren�t much better.
 �What happened to them?� I asked with a straight face.
 �Cindy happened.�
 �You think she did her magic?�
 �Don�t know. I�ll find out,� Brook said.
 I just bet she would. There would be a girl confab in the near future where all the details would be discussed. I returned to setting up.
 �Dude, you rock,� Wolf announced as he put me in a bear hug from behind.
 He put me down, then Tim did the same.
 �Get off me,� I grumped. �I take it Cindy was helpful.�
 �I�m not embarrassed to admit that I was clueless,� Wolf said. �All I know is that Sarah�s happy.�
 I looked at Tim, and he just grinned.
 �Cool. Help me finish getting ready for this party,� I said.
 I told them about going to the batting cage.
 �Normally, I�d be jealous you got to hit some balls,� Tim said.
 I had a couple of smart comments leap to mind about �balls� but decided to let them sit for now. I could see they were dying to tell me about their afternoon, but wanted me to ask. The more I thought about it, the more I didn�t need to hear the details. I was confident Cindy handled everything well.
 �Da-vid,� Cindy said with a singsong voice.
 Cindy has always had one of the top five butts I�d ever seen. Damn, she was in short-shorts that highlighted her best asset. She saw where I was looking and smiled.
 �You still into older women?�
 �I�m pretty sure I�m not allowed to play today. I�ve already had a stalker, and I doubt Brook will let me off the leash,� I said to slow her roll.
 �Stalker?� Wolf asked.
 I told them about Chloe, leaving out what we�d done over Christmas and being sketchy about all the details. At first, they found it amusing that a Hollywood actress was �stalking� me. Then they became more sober when I told them that we had to take her somewhere to get evaluated because she was �batshit crazy,� as Brook had put it.
 �That sucks,� Tim said to sum up.
 �How were Wolf and Tim as students?� I asked and then smirked. �Did they give you a hard time?�
 Cindy rolled her eyes, and both Tim and Wolf moaned at my attempt at humor.
 �He�s big on not sharing details. I think we should make him suffer and not tell him,� Wolf said.
 Honestly, I was happy he said that.
 �I�m a little on edge,� Cindy said to let me know she was horny.
 That told me she had left everyone alone and watched.
 �Like I said, I�m not your guy. Hang around for the party. I have every confidence you can find someone to help you,� I suggested.
 �I�ll go talk to Brook,� Cindy said and left us.
 �Wow. I�d cut off important body parts to be with her, and you turned her down?� Wolf asked.
 �She has a boyfriend back at school,� I explained.
 What I didn�t tell them was Cindy and Kevin had an open relationship. I figured it was a good enough excuse for the guys.
 �I�m just saying, though,� Wolf said.
 We all agreed, including Mr. Happy, that I was �batshit crazy� for passing. He liked Cindy a lot, as did I.
 ◊◊◊
 The party started off a little slow. My friends, being from the Midwest, couldn�t understand why no one showed up on time. I had to explain that in LA, people liked to be fashionably late. You had to make an entrance, after all. By ten o�clock, our house had begun to fill up.
 I stepped out back and watched everyone. Music was thumping, and everyone was either talking or dancing with smiles on their faces. It was satisfying to see them all having a good time.
 I was off in my own world when Isabel Alexandra approached me with her best friend, whom I called �Groper� because I couldn�t remember her name. Isabel got into my personal space, rubbed her breasts against my chest, and kissed my cheek.
 �It�s my birthday,� she announced.
 �Aye, uh � well � uh � happy birthday,� I finally managed to get out.
 No offense to Halle James, but Isabel had a body made for sin. Ben was a complete idiot to risk losing her. What had me stammering was that I�d assumed that her magnificent breasts were fake. Her rubbing up against me made me painfully aware that they were spectacularly natural.
 It was the dilemma I faced in Hollywood. Actors and actresses played younger roles. Isabel had to be ten years older than me. There was also the minor roadblock of her dating my friend Ben Doman and me forgetting who I was dating. Oh, yeah, Brook�s name finally came to me. If she kept rubbing those traffic-stoppers against my arm, I might forget my own name.
 Groper picked that moment to grab my package. Her eyes got big when she found that Mr. Happy had noticed Isabel, even if the big brain had been scrambled. I looked Groper in the eyes and then looked down. She hadn�t let go.
 �You know that you do that to the wrong guy, and you might be sorry,� I warned her.
 �Somehow, I don�t think you�re the wrong guy,� she challenged me.
 �I wouldn�t push it,� Cindy said as she sauntered up.
 My brain almost locked up when I thought that if I combined all three girls, I might have the future Mrs. Dawson. Cindy had a killer butt, while Isabel had a rack that made boys like me drool, and Groper seemed like just the right amount of slutty fun.
 �Really?� Groper said as she ran her palm along my length, causing me to suck in my breath.
 �David�s not the tame boy you think he is. He comes across as the All-American boy next door. In reality, he could drag the three of us to his bedroom, and we would be happy girls come morning,� Cindy shared.
 �Sounds like you know,� Isabel said, and Cindy gave a mysterious smile to confirm. �He might be what I need as my birthday present.�
 �Back off, Bitch!� Brook said as she stormed up. �He might be too polite to say anything about you rubbing his dick, but I�ll kick your ass.�
 Groper jerked her hand back. I pulled Brook to me before she decided to do any physical harm.
 �You know my girlfriend, Brook?� I asked.
 �We met on the yacht,� Isabel said.
 �We should all talk,� Cindy said.
 I groaned when I thought of all four of them in my bed at the same time. Brook leaned in and kissed my neck.
 �You be good while we talk.�
 �You�ll let me know if you need me,� I said to suggest that I might help her �talk� to them.
 Cindy winked at me as they walked away.
 Aw, shit, now what was I supposed to do? All I could think was Cindy would lead me astray if I let her. I didn�t need to damage my friendship with Ben just because I wanted to do bad things with his girlfriend.
 Mr. Happy was like the devil on my shoulder. He pointed out that first, it would be good, not bad, and we both knew it. Second, Ben planned to do the same things with my friend Halle. He almost made it sound like two wrongs actually did make a right.
 ◊◊◊
 My USC football friends showed up. I walked over to talk to them so I wouldn�t be distracted by thoughts of Cindy and the other girls. As I greeted them, I saw my old high school teammate, Bill Callaway, look over at my Japanese castmates and make a sour face.
 �What�s wrong with you?� I asked.
 He shook his head.
 �Ai dumped me. I know she�s going back to Japan next week, but I�d hoped we could spend time together until then.�
 Speaking of Ai, I looked over and saw she was flirting with Kenta, my rival in the J-drama. I could tell she was acting to make Bill believe she was interested in Kenta. I�d seen them interact on set, and there was no chemistry there. When Kenta gave her a confused look, I chuckled.
 �I�m going to kick �� Bill growled under his breath.
 �Settle down. Kenta and Ai don�t like each other that way. She�s just jerking your chain,� I told him.
 �You could�ve fooled me.�
 �Let it go. You were her American fling, and I�m sure you enjoyed it as much as she did,� I reminded him.
 �I guess I did,� he said and sighed. �I need a beer.�
 Ridge and Penny came back with beers in their hands as Bill wandered off to sulk.
 �Word is you�re on the short list for the Heisman next year,� I said.
 Ridge Townsend was one of five names being floated for next year�s Heisman Trophy, given to college football�s best player. USC was one of three universities with seven past winners. If Ridge won, they would have the most of any school. The other two schools with seven were Ohio State and Notre Dame.
 �This might be the year a West Coast guy takes it. His biggest competition is the quarterback at UCLA,� Penny said, obviously proud of her boyfriend.
 �Coach said you were named to some All-American teams,� Ridge said to shift the focus from him.
 Last year, it had been a much bigger deal for me. This year, it had been almost expected, so I sort of put it out of my mind. I�d let Frank and the rest of my PR team deal with the football awards. Ridge had the same experience when he was the top quarterback in his class when he graduated.
 �Yeah. I told my dad to take them all to my high school and let them put the awards in their trophy case. There�s already enough stuff hanging on my walls at home. I try to look at the accolades as team awards.�
 �I get it. Without them, you could never have won. Even so, you were the one putting in all the work and leading the team. You should be proud of what you accomplished,� Ridge said.
 Ridge was one of the few who knew exactly what it was like to be an elite athlete. He was someone I looked up to because of what he�d accomplished and what I knew he would do next year. I fully expected that when the NFL came calling, Ridge might very well be the number-one pick in next year�s draft. I highly doubted he would be back for his senior year.
 A new song came on, and Pam and Tracy grabbed me to dance with them. This was why I had the party: to hang out with friends and have a good time.
 ◊◊◊
 I went through a string of dance partners. Cassidy had taken over the music and was doing a great job with the help of Trip and Teresa. They picked out songs that you could really dance to.
 I was dancing with Bec Carson, Zak Verwood�s girlfriend, when the neighbors showed up. The older people saw our group, had a drink, and moved on. The neighbors that reminded me of Ken and Barbie, Carl and Liza, came and danced next to us. He leaned over so we could hear him over the music.
 �Liza would like to spend some time with you,� Carl said.
 �Dancing?� I asked, purposely misconstruing what he said.
 He laughed.
 �I�d like to watch you �dance� with her,� he said.
 �I don�t think I should.�
 �No problem. She just wanted me to ask,� Carl said, and then guided Liza to where Ridge and Penny were dancing.
 �Was that as weird as I think it was?� I asked Bec.
 �I�d have to say, �yes.��
 �Okay, good, because I�d hate to think I was crazy and misunderstood what he was asking.�
 �Oh, you�re crazy, but that was odd. I was just glad you didn�t offer to swap partners.�
 �You not into older guys?� I asked and waggled my eyebrows. �I like experienced women.�
 �When you�re twelve, all women seem experienced.�
 Zing. This was why Zak dated her. Bec had a sense of humor.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d gone to get a drink and spotted Ben and Halle off in a corner. From her body language, I could tell she wasn�t having any of what he was selling today. Then she slapped him. Ben got a look and raised his hand. Hell to the no, that wasn�t happening.
 �Ben!� I barked.
 Halle stormed off, and Ben took a second to gather himself.
 �You�re an idiot,� I said.
 �Screw you, Dawson,� he said with no heat to it. �Don�t you think I realize that?�
 �What the hell are you doing messing with your costar and potentially messing up your chemistry when you have Isabel at home?� I asked.
 �It�s complicated.�
 �I get why you�re into Halle James. If she was still living near me � well, let�s say I get it. But you are dating Isabel Alexandra. If she were my girlfriend, I would never �� I left the rest unsaid.
 �There�s just something about Halle. The more I�m around her, the more I want her. Now I�ve screwed that up. She thinks I�m a typical Hollywood douche,� he said.
 �Aren�t you?� I asked as I chuckled.
 �Bite me.�
 I received a text from Brook.
 �Need your help�
 �I think I know what�ll put you in a better mood,� I said and then explained what I suspected was going on.
 �Holy crap! I completely misread you. I figured you were some farm boy who was a total bible-thumper and only had sex to make babies.�
 �Bite me,� I shot back. �I do go to church.�
 �Okay, let�s go,� he said.
 �One rule. You have sex with my girlfriend, and I will kill you,� I said, getting serious.
 �Chill, dude,� he said, holding up his hands. Then he seemed nervous. �What if Isabel wanted you to ��
 My eyebrows drew together in worry.
 �What are you saying?�
 �She has had this fantasy where there�s another guy,� he admitted.
 �I would have to talk to Brook about that first.�
 �Wuss.�
 �You�re right. With her, I�m a total wimp because I want her to be my girlfriend come tomorrow,� I said.
 Ben rolled his eyes.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook was waiting outside our bedroom with a robe on. She grinned when she saw the two of us.
 �Isabel told Cindy that it was her birthday.�
 �What does that mean?� Ben asked.
 �Cindy happened,� I said with a smirk that confused Ben even more.
 �She said she wanted a birthday that she would remember,� Brook said with a shrug. �She asked for David. I guess she heard the rumors about what you did to Lexi.�
 Ben threw a face, then took a deep breath and let it out like he was counting to ten.
 �How did she hear about that?� I asked.
 �I told her. Then Cindy added a few tidbits. You were wild when you were a freshman,� Brook said with a grin.
 Welp, what could I say? It wasn�t like Cindy had had to twist my arm.
 �Who is Cindy, and why does she make you worried?� Ben asked.
 �I�m not sure how to describe her,� I admitted. �Let�s just say she pushes me to test the boundaries of my comfort zone. I wouldn�t say I�m worried, though. More nervous as to what to expect, if that makes any sense.�
 �What are we talking about?� Ben asked.
 �She has Isabel and her best friend blindfolded and tied to the bed,� Brook said, and then she smiled. �We�ve been getting them � uhm � aroused.�
 Ben suddenly had a big smile on his face.
 �This I have to see,� he said.
 ◊◊◊
 When we walked in and saw what Cindy had done, I could have died a happy man right then. Isabel and Groper�s hands were tied above their heads, and they wore black sleeping masks as blindfolds. Cindy must have come prepared today because the ropes were bright pink. She must also have learned to tie knots somewhere because it didn�t look like the girls were getting away.
 Groper was shorter and had dark brown hair and a trim little body with itty-bitty titties. She did have large nipples. In her belly button, she had a diamond piercing, and on her left hip was a tattoo of a rose. Between her legs, there was a trimmed landing strip.
 What you noticed first about Isabel were her full, firm breasts. They were big enough that when she was on her back, they flattened a little and separated, so they looked like large dinner plates. Her hips were those of a grown woman. Isabel�s skin was flawless and smooth without a hint of any hair. If she ever were to go into porn, she would be a star on day one. Her body was made for sex.
 �I hate to be a downer, but I have to ask each of you two questions,� I said. �First, I need your consent to being videoed. For security reasons, there are cameras throughout the property, including in here. The recordings are kept by my security company, and even I don�t have access to them.�
 �Believe me, he�s tried to get them,� Brook shared, �and failed.�
 �Second, this appears to be something beyond normal sex. I need your consent that you are doing this willingly. And that you will allow multiple guys to ravish your bodies and do things that you will blush about when you are old and gray in a nursing home.�
 Everyone agreed, including Ben. Isabel and Groper recognized Ben�s voice, which helped them relax. Cindy and Brook were both in robes, and they came to Ben and me before letting the robes drop to the floor to reveal they were in sexy underwear. Cindy smiled at Ben and began to help him get undressed. Brook followed suit with me.
 When they had us down to our underwear, they looked at each other and nodded. In unison, they dropped to their knees and pulled down our last piece of clothing. We were both fully aroused.
 Ben wasn�t quite as tall as I was, but he was fit. He didn�t have much muscle definition. If I saw him at the gym, I might guess he worked in an office but exercised. Ben was also on the skinny side. When I�d seen him in Star Academy, he�d been more buff. In Love Letters, his current movie, his role called for him to be a Wall Street type. They must have asked for him to tone down his fitness for the part.
 I guess the old wives� tale about big hands and big feet didn�t always hold true. While Ben wasn�t small, he was pretty average.
 My inner thoughts were interrupted when Brook took me in her mouth. I looked over at Cindy and saw she�d done the same to Ben. Then there must have been some signal because both girls slowly tried to swallow us whole. Cindy took all of Ben. Brook was able to get most of me before she had to back off to cough.
 �Yesss,� Ben hissed between his teeth as he grabbed her head.
 He held her in place as he began to thrust his hips toward her. That was until she grabbed his sack, and he froze. Cindy looked pissed as he yelped when she stood up and dragged him into the bathroom with a firm grip on his family jewels. His eyes were like saucers as he found out she wasn�t kidding.
 Brook stood up and kissed me.
 �Ready for some fun?� she asked in my ear.
 I nodded. She put her finger to her lips to let me know I wasn�t supposed to talk. On the nightstand were two rabbit vibrators. Those are the ones that have a small arm used to help stimulate a woman�s button while the barrel was inserted. Brook grabbed them both and switched them on.
 The poor girls were like two dogs that heard the garage door go up. They perked up at the buzzing sound.
 �You seriously aren�t going to do that again?� Groper moaned.
 I watched, fascinated, as my girlfriend took charge. Someone had been watching Cindy. She crawled up the foot of the bed with a vibrator gripped in each fist. She let them brush against the girls� thighs. They seemed to be well-trained; they both allowed their legs to fall open to give Brook access. Both of their sexes were wet and swollen with arousal. Brook entered them both at the same time. There was no doubt that they both enjoyed it as Brook used the vibrators with practiced skill. I would have to have her teach me later.
 While she did that, I walked to Groper�s side of the bed and leaned down so I could whisper in her ear.
 �Remember when I warned you about grabbing guys� packages? I warned you that you might end up in trouble. Now you�re tied up and at my mercy,� I said as I nipped her ear.
 �You don�t understand.�
 �Then explain it to me.�
 �When you�ve spent your whole life hanging as the sidekick, your self-confidence takes a hit. You�re always the girl that the wingman has to occupy while your hot friend is picked up by his buddy. Self-worth isn�t something you can just decide to have. You have to build it over time, and I struggle not to sabotage myself because of it.
 �As much as I try not to listen to the voice in my head that says I�m not pretty enough or desirable enough, it�s hard to ignore. I can see in guys� eyes that I�m their second choice. I grab guys� junk because it makes them notice me for me. It gives me power over them. For that moment, I feel like I�m finally in control,� she said, and then turned her head away from me.
 �I can�t believe I said that out loud,� she admitted and moaned.
 At first, I thought she was upset, but then she shuddered. I looked down at Brook, and she was really proud of her handiwork. She had both women on the edge.
 �I�m sorry you don�t think guys are attracted to you. I hate to break it to you, but you have a rockin� little body, and I plan to make you forget all that other stuff.�
 Rather than just attack her, I untied Groper�s hands and took off her sleeping mask. I wanted her to be free to fully enjoy what was to come. I grabbed a condom packet, ripped it open, and quickly rolled the condom down my length, feeling her stomach tremble as I touched it.
 By the time Brook had pulled the vibrator free from her, she was so ready for me. As I positioned myself above Isabel�s friend, she couldn�t help but run her fingers along the defined ridges of my abs. Then she moved on to the straining muscles of my shoulders and the iron-hard biceps on my arms that were braced on either side of her head.
 Everything stilled as I entered her.
 There�s a sound that girls make when they�re surprised at how good it can be. I looked at Brook, who smirked when Groper cried out in pleasure. Her legs rose to encircle my waist, and her hands found the back of my head to pull me down to kiss her. She used her lips, her teeth, her tongue to tease me, drawing out breathy gasps with each lick as we moved together again and again.
 As we began the age-old dance of love, Cindy and Ben came out of the bathroom. She was now naked and looked well-satisfied. Ben�s member glistened and was still half-hard, which made it easy to guess what they�d been up to. They watched Isabel cry out as Brook brought her over the edge.
 While I was distracted, Ben had edged up to the side of the bed and offered himself to Groper. I looked over to see her take him in her mouth to get him hard. I guess she wanted to be the center of attention and was getting her wish. Cindy climbed onto the bed behind me. She pulled on my waist to let me know she wanted me to sit up while I thrust into Groper.
 When I sat up, Cindy touched my chin to turn back to her. She wrapped her arms around my chest as she kissed me over my shoulder. I felt her breasts rub against my back. I chuckled when she jumped because Brook had decided to use Groper�s vibrator on Cindy. Brook then turned her attention to Isabel as she covered her body and kissed her.
 Cindy leaned against my back and laid her head between my shoulders as she reached around and ran her hands down my stomach. Cindy used the braille method to locate Groper�s engorged nubbin and began to stimulate it. I guess it caught Groper by surprise because she made a squeaking sound, and her internal muscles gripped me and began to spasm. Ben jerked himself out of her mouth; I think she bit him.
 I disengaged from Groper, pulled my condom off, and joined Brook and Isabel. Brook jerked as I pushed her panties aside and then relaxed when she saw it was me. I entered her from behind and went to pound town. I needed to get off, and as I suspected, so did Brook. We helped each other get there, and then it was time for what I�d had more than a few fantasies about.
 I stepped into the bathroom, cleaned up, and came back out. Ben cracked me up. He had an ugly orgasm face as he pounded into Groper.
 She got an appalled look on her face.
 �Did you just cum in me?�
 �Maybe,� he admitted.
 He pulled out, and it clearly wasn�t �maybe.� I stepped out of the way as they both hurried into the bathroom to try to put the genie back into the bottle.
 While I�d been gone, Cindy had untied Isabel and removed her sleeping mask. Her eyes were locked on me. More specifically, on Mr. Happy, who waved hello to her as I wiggled my hips.
 �Proud of ourselves, are we?� Isabel said with a straight face.
 �I have two other girls to play with if you�re not interested,� I shot back and made another little wiggle.
 She giggled, which did exciting things to her giant hooters. Our eyes locked, and I made a beeline to where my box of condoms was. In quick order, I had another one rolled on.
 �How do you want me?� she asked.
 �Willing.�
 �He loves doggie,� Brook said.
 �Ooh, yes. Let�s make puppies,� Isabel said and wiggled her butt at me.
 Hell, yes!
 I would have to remember to thank Brook and Cindy later because Isabel was ready for the main event. I pulled her to the edge of the bed so I could stand while I took her from behind. Nudging Mr. Happy between her folds, I ran him up and down. She moaned in anticipation as I found where she needed me and pushed forward.
 �Oh, yes. Oh, my. Oooh,� Isabel said as I took her.
 �You okay?� Cindy asked.
 Ben and Groper had come back into the room.
 �I�ve just never had anyone as big as him. You�re a lucky girl,� Isabel told Brook.
 �He does seem to hit all the right places,� Brook agreed.
 I glanced over at Ben, and his face was unreadable. I worried he was having second thoughts about sharing his girlfriend.
 �You want me to stop?� I asked Ben.
 �Hell, no!� Isabel said.
 Ben looked like was about to be sick, but he shook his head and forced a smile.
 �Baby, don�t ever say I didn�t get you a great birthday present. Make her happy, David.�
 I looked at Brook, and she could tell I was torn.
 �It�s okay. I want you to rock her world.�
 I seriously wasn�t trying to go on forever. It was that I was half distracted, worried about Ben, while my mind would switch back to �OMG! I�m with Isabel Alexandra.�
 �Dear gawd, he�s going to pound me to death,� Isabel said, finally tapping out.
 I looked over to Ben; he was leaning against the wall, dressed, with his arms crossed. Isabel got out of bed and kissed him.
 �Thanks, Babe. Let me take a quick shower, and we can get out of here.�
 I was distracted from that drama as Cindy demanded payment for services rendered today. I put on a new condom, and we had our fun. While we did that, Brook and Groper stepped into the bathroom to talk to Isabel and clue her in that Ben might not be happy.
 When they came out, Isabel walked up to Ben and gave him a fierce kiss. She then looked him in the eyes.
 �You�re the only man for me. Today was fun, but you�re the one I always want to go home with.�
 �I know. Let�s go buy you pancakes. I bet you�re hungry,� Ben said.
 I could use some pancakes. Cindy smacked my arm.
 �Focus,� she teased.
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 ◊◊◊
 When we came out of the bedroom, we found the party still going strong. Cindy said her goodbyes, and I found Wolf and Tim sitting on loungers by the pool with Sarah and Tami in their respective laps.
 �Where have you been?� Tami asked as I took a chair.
 �Around,� I said vaguely.
 They gave me knowing looks but knew I wasn�t about to share with them. Tami would corner Brook later and pump her for information. Brook had a bottle of water for me and sat on my lap.
 �Here, you probably need that after giving Isabel seven orgasms.�
 My friends all gave me a look of disbelief.
 �TMI?� Brook asked, catching on to her mistake.
 �Yeah, I think you just blew my cover,� I admitted.
 �I�ve had a great time this week. I can�t wait until we shoot the movie,� Wolf said, thankfully changing the topic.
 �Maybe you can take us somewhere on spring break,� Tim said.
 I looked at Wolf and raised one eyebrow.
 �I won�t even bitch if you decide you have to pay,� he said.
 �Damn! What changed your mind about that?� I asked.
 �When I found out that you just gave Isabel Alexandra seven orgasms, it made me decide that I was fine with blackmailing you for our silence.�
 �That�s how this is going to work?� I asked.
 �Don�t forget Chloe Larkin,� Tim added.
 Who could forget a stalker?
 �All I know is spring break is up to the boss. If she invites you, you can come. And don�t even try to talk her into going to �Sex Island,�� I said, explaining the rules.
 Tim and Wolf took turns sucking up and offering bribes to my girlfriend. She enjoyed being the one in control of our plans. It wouldn�t surprise me at all if Brook kicked them to the curb. Cassidy wandered over and sat on my other knee. I had no doubt she would be going on our trip.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 30 � Something In The Water  Saturday January 7 
 Everyone was headed home today. While Brook packed, I wandered downstairs to the kitchen and made cinnamon rolls, a giant frittata using a lot of the leftovers, hash browns, and bacon.
 Lexi was the first one down because she didn�t have to pack. She made a pot of coffee and opened a bottle of fresh orange juice.
 �What are you doing today?� I asked.
 �I�m going home. My mom is complaining she never sees me. I think she plans to have family over,� she shared. �What about you?�
 �After everyone leaves for the airport, I�ll just hang around here. Can you let the neighbors know that they�re not invited? I don�t want to have to deal with being harassed today. I�d like to be able to give Manaia a day off.�
 �Sure. I�ll call Teresa and Liza now. Teresa can deal with her mother,� Lexi said.
 Everyone started to show up when the cinnamon rolls came out of the oven. We had a good breakfast, and then most of them had to finish packing.
 ◊◊◊
 �Can I talk to you?� Tami asked. �In private?�
 That didn�t sound ominous at all.
 �Care if I tag along?� Brook asked.
 Tami thought about it for a second, then nodded her assent. We walked out by the pool to soak up some rays.
 �Thank you for inviting us all out for the week. It was interesting to get a glimpse into what you�re doing out here,� Tami said.
 �Mostly, he works sixteen-hour or more days, and I never see him,� Brook shared.
 �This was a good week for me. I needed a break,� I admitted.
 �David, I�ve known you longer than anyone here, and we�ve been best friends for most of that time. I know if you saw something going on in my life that wasn�t quite right, you�d say something. I hope you don�t take offense at what I�m about to tell you,� Tami said.
 �With that kind of buildup, I�m a little worried,� Brook said.
 Tami got a pained expression on her face, like she wasn�t sure if she should say anything or not. I smiled at her to assure her I was okay with whatever she had to say.
 �It�s not only you. Maybe it�s how things are done here in LA. It might be something in the water.�
 �That�s clear as mud,� I teased. �Just say it.�
 �You�ve lost your moral compass out here,� she said, and then shut up.
 Brook knew me well enough to give me time to process this before she commented.
 I was sure Tami was talking about all the sexual activities that had occurred recently. It wasn�t like I�d always been a little angel. Tami saw my confusion.
 �From what I�ve seen, people act differently here in LA. It�s like that couple that hooked up with your friend Ridge and his girlfriend. Everyone thought it was no big deal that the guy would offer up his wife and want to watch.�
 �Really? Who did that?� Brook asked.
 �Liza and Carl. They�re the younger neighbor couple. They approached me after she�d hit on me the other day. She runs around with Paulina,� I explained.
 �That bitch Paulina is a slut,� Brook said without thinking.
 Of course, Tami picked up on my girlfriend�s anger. I was glad she didn�t ask what that was about right now.
 �I was talking to Lexi, and she explained that it�s much more casual here, that people don�t necessarily date but hook up. That�s why there aren�t a lot of people who are married for any significant length of time. I bet you can�t name ten Hollywood couples that have been married for several years.�
 �She�s right. I�m not sure I could name five off the top of my head,� Brook agreed.
 �Take your friend Zak. When you were filming with him, you told me about him hooking up several times a day. You said he�s dating Bec for now, but do you honestly believe that will last?� Tami asked.
 I wasn�t about to throw my boy to the wolves, but he didn�t have a great track record.
 �Then there was last night,� Tami said. �You broke your personal code with two different women.�
 �What�s she talking about?� Brook asked.
 �Cindy and Isabel. One of my rules is to not spend time with anyone who has a significant other. I also promised my mom,� I said, suddenly feeling a little sick.
 �And do I need to bring up Chloe Larkin? Was she sober when she decided to spend time with you?� Tami asked.
 Frick!
 �No,� I admitted.
 �So what? We had a few drinks,� Brook said.
 �Part of my personal code is not to have sex with anyone under the influence. Hell, I made a big deal about that with the football team two summers ago.�
 �But we�ve had sex after a few drinks,� Brook pointed out.
 �You two are in a relationship and have given consent in the past. David gave Kent and Chuck the �take a drunk girl home� talk only last week. You know better,� Tami pointed out, giving me no wiggle room.
 I hated it when she was right. Why couldn�t she let me make mistakes and ignore them like everyone else did? My uncle was probably chuckling right now and had a smart comment that my feelings were valid. But I was still a teenager who needed to grow up before I figured things out.
 �She has a point,� Brook said to pile on.
 Up to that point, she�d been defending me. When your girlfriend backs down, you needed to take a hard look at what�s being said.
 �I agree.�
 Tami kept a straight face, but I knew she was dancing inside. To get one of us to admit we were wrong was always a big deal.
 �How do I fix this?� I asked.
 �You don�t have to be like everyone else. Even though Zak, Trip, and Ben are all man-whores, that doesn�t mean you have to be. If I remember right, you once said �just because you can, doesn�t mean you should,�� she reminded me.
 �Just so I�m clear. If Hannah Minacci walked through the door and told me she was divorcing that baseball jerk and wanted to have sex, I should say �no�?�
 �If that happens, I say you go for it. There has to be an exception to every rule,� Tami assured me.
 Brook rolled her eyes. She knew that if Hannah Minacci showed up, I would dump her in a heartbeat. Just like I suspected that if Ryan Gosling were ever around, I would have to allow her to have her fun. Or maybe he was Halle�s fantasy man�I couldn�t remember.
 �Why do you have to point stuff out to me? I was happy having a little fun. I even included Brook,� I complained.
 �Because if you thought about it, you would�ve figured it out. You just needed me to point it out for you,� Tami said.
 �Everyone complained that �fun� David was gone,� Brook reminded us.
 �The problem is, David has started to grow up,� Tami said to Brook. �While I expect him to still have fun, he has to do it within his moral boundaries. Otherwise, he won�t be able to look himself in the mirror when he wakes up in the morning.� Then she looked at me. �I don�t expect you to be perfect. None of us are. But you�re a leader, and people look to you for guidance. You have to walk the walk if you expect them to follow you.�
 �You�ve beaten me into submission. I get it,� I said with a forced smile.
 �You know I love you. It was hard for me to tell you this,� Tami said.
 �That�s something we need to fix. You�ve never been shy about telling me what to do before.�
 �That was before. Since then, you�ve proven that you don�t need me bossing you around. If I remember correctly, that was something we�ve worked on changing. I have every confidence in you. You have people around you who give you good advice. Today, it was my turn to provide it,� Tami assured me.
 �I�m glad you said something. I�m afraid we have some damage control to do after last night. Not only with our friends, but with Ben. He didn�t seem happy when he left,� Brook said.
 �You talk to Ben, and I�ll handle our friends,� I suggested.
 �Nope. I�m not the one Ben was upset with.�
 �You had sex with his girlfriend, too,� I pointed out.
 �TMI!� Tami said, getting up.
 I stood up and pulled Tami into a hug. We didn�t have to say the words. We had enough history together that Tami and I both knew how much we meant to each other.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia had the small bus to take everyone to LAX for their flight home. I didn�t want to ride through traffic to and from for that trip, so I said my goodbyes in the driveway. Tracy was first.
 �When I get back, I want you to introduce me around to your new college friends.�
 �I received an email from my new roommate, and she asked me if I knew you. I told her that you were the Big Man on Campus and were too good for the likes of me. Your showing up will surprise her,� Tracy said.
 Pam came bounding up and hugged me.
 �Where�s everything you bought?� I asked.
 �Lexi boxed it up and is mailing it back for me. We all agreed to take only carry-ons so we don�t have to mess around with baggage claim.�
 �When you get back, give all the little ones some love from me. I miss them,� I said.
 She gave me another hug.
 �Love you best,� I whispered in her ear.
 Tim and Wolf gave me one-armed bro hugs while Sarah and Tami teased them for liking me better than them.
 Cassidy was in security mode with her blue slacks, white button-up blouse, and sunglasses.
 �Keep Brook safe for me.�
 �Will do. Don�t you get into any trouble where Manaia has to bail your butt out.�
 �Yes, ma�am,� I said and kissed her forehead. �Go easy on the Demon.�
 She smiled at the mention that she had car privileges since she saved my hound and son. Brook was last. We hugged each other and kissed goodbye.
 �I�ll see you in a week,� I promised.
 She got on the bus so they could get going. I watched until it was out of sight.
 I had the afternoon to myself. Lexi had left after breakfast, and Manaia said he had laundry to do. I would see the two of them tomorrow.
 ◊◊◊
 They�d been gone all of five minutes when there was a knock at the door. Either they�d forgotten something, or it had to be one of the neighbors. I opened the door and found a man who looked to be about 40, wearing a good-quality suit with no tie. He was a big man, probably six-one and 225 pounds. He just stared at me, and I got the vibe that he wasn�t someone I wanted to mess with.
 �Can I help you?� I asked.
 �We need to talk.�
 �I don�t know you, and you should probably make an appointment,� I said as I tried to shut the door.
 He put his foot in the door to stop me from closing it.
 �You should invite me in.�
 Was he a vampire or something? I reached for my phone to hit the panic button. He slapped it out of my hand before I could. I took two steps back and readied myself for a fight. What unnerved me was when he talked, it had been very matter-of-fact with an even tone like he was confident in his ability to handle me.
 �I�m just here to talk. Invite me in,� he said.
 �I have a feeling I can�t stop you.�
 �Invite me in,� he repeated for the fourth time.
 �Come on in. Can I get you anything?� I asked.
 �Whisky, neat.�
 He had me lead the way. When I was out of reach, he bent down, collected my phone, and dropped it in his pocket. That made it much harder to call for help, and I was more than a little concerned for my safety. I hoped that someone in Fritz�s office was monitoring my security cameras.
 He followed me out back where we still had the bar set up from the party last night. I found a good whiskey, poured a good measure, and handed it to him. He downed it in one go and handed back the glass, so I poured another and gave it to him.
 �David Dawson,� I said.
 �P�draig O�Malley.�
 �What can I do for you, Mr. O�Malley?�
 �Paddy.�
 �Sorry?�
 �Call me Paddy.�
 This guy was creeping the heck out of me. His voice had an East Coast accent, and he talked in a monotone. The actor in me wanted to remember everything about him in case I ever had to play a character that had to intimidate someone.
 �You don�t sound like you�re from around here.�
 �Boston.�
 �What do you do?� I asked.
 �I fix things.�
 �Like?�
 �Like the issue you�re having with Zander Lewis. I need you to agree to settle. Your lawyer is being unreasonable.�
 �We might have to disagree about that,� I said.
 �We are going to talk until we come to an understanding,� he said quietly.
 �Or?�
 �There is no �or.� I need you to understand that,� Paddy said.
 �I�m not so sure about that.�
 �David. I�m sure you think you can handle yourself, but even if you were to take me, they would send someone else. I would worry that they might not come at you directly.�
 �Are you threatening my family?� I asked.
 �I didn�t say that.�
 The hell he didn�t. I felt a shiver go up my spine. I was being shaken down, and the scary part was he was going to succeed. No way would I risk my family getting hurt over something like this.
 �What does Zander want?� I asked.
 �He�d like you to withdraw the lawsuit.�
 �Not happening,� I bluffed.
 Paddy gave me a hard look and downed his whiskey. I would give him credit; he could handle his alcohol.
 �Can I show you something that might change your mind?� I suggested.
 �Sure.�
 �I need to get my tablet. Help yourself to another whiskey, and I�ll be right back.�
 �I�ll go with you.�
 He followed me into my bedroom; I got my tablet and accessed my cloud account to show him the video of Zander threatening Halle and Brook. Then I showed him the video of the car ramming into the van.
 �One of those girls is my girlfriend, and the other is Halle James. His recklessness almost cost me my life. Zander has to pay for what he did,� I said.
 He got quiet.
 �Do you have kids?� I asked.
 �A daughter and son.�
 �How old are they?�
 �Fourteen and twelve.�
 I left the rest unsaid. This could have been one of them.
 �Find out what Zander will do to make this right. If it had just been me, I might let it go. I need something from him. Something that makes him realize he can�t pull this kind of crap again.�
 �All right. I�ll go talk to him,� Paddy said. He reached into his pocket, pulled out my phone, dropped it on my bed, and turned to leave.
 Fritz stepped through my bedroom door with his gun drawn.
 �It�s all good. Mr. O�Malley was just leaving.�
 Paddy gave Fritz a dead-eyed stare that dared him to try something. For a moment, I worried Fritz might actually shoot him. Fritz never lowered his gun, but stepped to the side to give Paddy room to leave.
 Paddy paid him no attention, just walked past him and never looked back. I wanted to follow him around to learn how to pull that off. Damn, that was impressive. The man must have ice flowing through his veins.
 Suddenly, reality set in and my knees became weak, and I had to sit on the edge of the bed. P�draig O�Malley put the fear of God into me. I couldn�t believe I�d just stood up to him.
 �Jesus, David. What did you do to get Paddy O�Malley to pay you a visit?� Fritz asked.
 �Zander Lewis sent him to get me to settle the lawsuit.�
 �My best advice is to do whatever he says. Paddy is no joke.�
 �Yeah, I understand that. Thanks for showing up.�
 �I�m going to get some more security here until this is settled,� he assured me.
 ◊◊◊
 I called my dad and filled him in. That turned into a whole circus of lawyers and my mom. Dad apologized for telling her, but I knew if he hadn�t, we might both be living on my uncle�s farm in the barn with Satan�s Spawn. Fritz called Manaia back as well as another beefy guy, who moved like he�d been in the military, for the additional help.
 During the afternoon, I paced as I worried.
 The housekeeper showed up. Fritz was about to send her away, but the place needed a good cleaning before my aunt, uncle, and grandmother arrived. I wasn�t brave enough to check how my friends had left their bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs.
 I also ordered food for the next week and had it delivered. It gave me something to keep my mind occupied. I was putting the food away when there was a knock at the door. P�draig O�Malley was back.
 Manaia searched him for weapons. I�d brought the bottle of whiskey into the house earlier, so I had a drink ready for him.
 �Thanks,� he said as I handed it to him.
 We sat down at the kitchen table with Fritz and his team standing around us. Even with them there, I wasn�t sure we had enough firepower to handle Paddy if everything went south. There was something about him that screamed that you should never bet against him if the situation turned ugly.
 �Zander left out a few details when he hired me. He told me that you�d been involved in a traffic accident and were just trying to cash in. I had my office check into it, and they uncovered the truth. Based on what they found, I told Zander to pay you and make it go away.�
 I blinked as I tried to get my head around what he�d just said.
 �Did he agree?� I asked.
 �We still have a couple of problems to work out. Zander doesn�t have much cash on hand. His lawyers have almost bled him dry. He does own real estate he can sign over. The other problem is personal. He can�t pay my fee.�
 �Damn. He hired you and planned to stiff you?� I asked.
 He smiled for the first time.
 �What if I paid your fee?� I asked.
 �I thought you might do just that,� he said, and then turned into a scary mob-like guy again. �You willing to take the real estate in lieu of cash?�
 �Will it hurt him?� I asked.
 �Take the deal.�
 �Okay. Have your office send me a bill, and I�ll approve it. Have Zander�s lawyers get us a list of properties, and we�ll get them transferred to settle this,� I said.
 Paddy stood up to leave.
 �Would it ever be possible to hire you if I needed something � uhm � �fixed�?� I asked before my brain engaged.
 He looked at me, and I felt my insides turn to jelly. That look trumped the �Mom Stare� by a hundredfold. I would be practicing that look tonight. I noticed that my security all inched their hands toward their guns.
 �Sure � why not? We done here, kid?�
 �Yeah.�
 I held my breath and let it out only after the front door closed as he left.
 �You�ve got balls, kid,� the new guy said.
 If he knew how scared I�d been, he would never have said that. I was a total idiot. Something I did know: if I ever hired P�draig O�Malley, I would be sure to pay his fee. Zander must not realize how dangerous that man was.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday January 8 
 I came back from my morning run drenched in perspiration. Lexi was in the kitchen, eating a bagel.
 �So, what do you think?� I asked as I hit an athletic pose.
 She wrinkled her nose and gave me the evil eye. I got closer and shook my head, and beads of moisture splattered her face.
 �Gross, David!� she shrieked.
 �You don�t like me all sweaty and breathless?� I asked, giving her my best sexy grin.
 She checked me out closer and then averted her eyes.
 �It�s okay,� she grudgingly admitted.
 �I think you like it,� I said in a husky voice as I enveloped her into a hug, pulling her against my damp t-shirt.
 She pushed me away.
 �I�m going to have to change clothes and take a shower now,� she grumped.
 �Aw. You poor thing.�
 Manaia walked into the kitchen and handed me his phone. I looked at him, confused, and he just nodded towards it.
 �This is David,� I said.
 �Don�t tease the help,� Brook said. �Lexi will think you�re serious.�
 �Sorry, Lexi. I was just goofing around,� I told her. Then I put my ear back to the phone. �I love you.�
 �I love you, too. Now go take your shower and go make some money.�
 After I hung up, I handed the phone back to Manaia, and he looked at me somewhat sheepishly. At least he hadn�t called my mom.
 �I get it,� I said to let him off the hook for being a tattletale. �Fritz has explained many times that your job is not only to protect me from others but from myself as well. Call Brook anytime you think you need to.�
 �Will do, Boss,� Manaia said, and then turned to demolish my bagel supply.
 Now, eating all my food might get him fired.
 ◊◊◊
 It was back to the grind of filming the J-drama. We gathered in the now-familiar conference room and listened to Mr. Otsuki share his vision of the final episode. This was the one where my character came to his senses and begged Haru�s character to take me back. I would change my evil manly ways and become the doting lapdog all girls wanted.
 I was told that in most romance novels, the bad boy would be transformed into the perfect husband because he so loved the heroine.
 That was when one of those life lessons that you only gain through experience kicked in. I hated my uncle for making me realize that there were some things I wouldn�t know until I experienced them. It wasn�t only girls who tried to change their significant other; I�d been guilty of it myself. I thought back to all the times I thought if a girl did X, Y, or Z, everything would be better.
 It had happened over and over again, to be honest. It started with Tracy when I thought that the answer was open communication. If we just talked about it, we could fix it. Apparently, it wasn�t fixable. Of course, that didn�t mean that having open discussions was wrong. The point was, I�d tried to get Tracy to change when she wasn�t able to at the time.
 Most recently, I�d had it in my head that Brook and I were �all in� as far as our feelings for each other were concerned. But then she admitted that she didn�t love me as deeply as I did her.
 Granted, I�d tried to justify the imbalance by telling myself that not all love was equal, and if I loved her more, it was okay. I guess that deep down, I hoped that she would come to love me as much as I loved her.
 Discovering this made me uneasy. First of all, I�m a guy. We think we can find a solution to everything. When you add that I consider myself a leader, it compounds the issue. It was the feeling of disquiet that helped me connect with the story.
 Girls must view ego-driven guys and their need to be in control in the same way. Getting a guy to change had to be an ultimate fantasy.
 It might also be why girls went for bad boys or guys they knew weren�t right for them. If they could change them � Heck, Chloe had gone on and on about the men she�d dated and how self-centered they were. The clear message was she wanted them to change by growing up.
 Another revelation hit me. Could the pendulum have swung in the other direction? Would that explain the explosion of the culture of the hookup? You�re attracted to someone in a physical sense, and you spend time together for a brief encounter instead of investing your emotions. Chuck had seemed fine with it. It sounded like he was seeing enough action to keep him happy without having to actually date.
 Thankfully, we had to get to work, so my mind would stop spinning in circles.
 ◊◊◊
 When I walked in to get my makeup done and dressed in my �surfer dude� attire, I noticed that my castmates were all watching me. I caught the younger girls twittering about something, and then they would break out into giggles. More than once, I checked to make sure my fly wasn�t open, or I had something in my teeth.
 I waited until I saw Misaki go to makeup so I could corner her. I was sure she would tell me.
 �What did I do?� I asked.
 �What are you talking about?� Misaki asked to play it off.
 �Come on, we�re friends. Something�s up,� I said.
 �Well ��
 �Oh, please. Just tell me, already.�
 She pulled her phone out and showed me a picture of me from the yacht outing. I happened to have my shirt off since the picture was taking right after I�d come back from being shot out of the slingshot. That meant I was all wet. It was surprisingly quite a good picture. Since it was in Japanese, I couldn�t read the headline.
 �What does it say?� I asked.
 �America�s heartthrob,� she said, and burst out laughing when she saw my face. �You are now every Japanese single woman�s dream guy.�
 �My girlfriend is going to love this,� I complained.
 �It gets better,� she said and pulled up another website.
 It was a picture of me dancing with Bec Carson with Haru looking on.
 �Okay,� I said, confused.
 �Haru gave a long interview about how much she is in love with you. There are a series of pictures of you with different girls.�
 I swiped the phone to go to the next page, and there was one with Isabel on my arm with Groper�s hand in an inappropriate place. I chuckled because they�d blurred out her hand, which made it look ten times worse.
 �The comments are running ten to one that you are the perfect bad boy.�
 �What are the other comments saying?� I asked.
 �You�re a cheating jerk.�
 �Great!�
 �I mean, how could you lead Haru on like that?� she asked, and burst out laughing again when I made a face.
 �Does Mr. Otsuki know about this?� I asked.
 �Everyone knows. It�s great press for the show. They are already predicting it might be one of the most-watched J-dramas in history. All your fans have to know if you and Haru win out in the end. They had planned to show it this summer, but it�s being rushed to air at the end of January,� she explained.
 �Come on. They have to know it�s only a story.�
 �What would be the fun in that?� Misaki asked.
 �So, should I just play along or ignore it?� I asked.
 �If you could hang out with Haru and grovel a little ��
 �� and let you take a picture of it,� I finished.
 �You would be my best friend forever,� she admitted.
 �Maybe I could get down on bended knee. I did that once for a photo shoot.�
 Her eyes got big.
 �You do that, and I will name my first child after you.�
 ◊◊◊
 Mr. Nomura, my Japanese mentor, was helping me learn my lines. I found if I read them phonetically and then listened to him for the right inflections, I could nail my dialogue.
 �Have you seen all the pieces about me on the Japanese gossip sites?� I asked.
 �I�d just ignore it.�
 �Misaki suggested that I act like I�m trying to get Haru to forgive me for the show. What do you think?� I asked.
 �It might draw a few more fans, but I suspect Misaki simply wants to sell the picture.�
 �What if I got down on a knee and acted like I was proposing to Haru?� I asked.
 �When�s the wedding?� he asked and saw my confusion. �Right now, you are the unattainable dream. If someone catches you, then there either needs to be the wedding of the year, or you will lose all your fans as a jerk.�
 �So, no proposal?�
 �No proposal, and I wouldn�t grovel, either. Your fans don�t want a wimp. They want a confident American playboy they can worship from afar,� he explained.
 �Sounds like you have experience in this.�
 �That�s why I�m your mentor. I haven�t stayed in the game this long without knowing how to get good press.�
 �Completely changing the subject, who should I take to lunch this week?� I asked.
 �Everybody. It�s the last one, and they would all love to go.�
 �Should I invite my aunt, uncle, and grandmother, too?� I asked.
 �Yes. Family is important. I would also like to meet your uncle.�
 �Maybe we could do dinner Thursday, if we�re done filming by then,� I suggested.
 �I�d like that.�
 We got back to me learning my lines for the next scene. I walked on set and did it. Nailed it!
 ◊◊◊
 Haru and I were on set and supposed to be in a disagreement. She didn�t buy that I was sincere about changing for her. What the writers had given us wasn�t working, so Mr. Otsuki had decided to just run the cameras and let us try to work it out.
 �Just trust me, Baby.�
 I bet every jerk has said almost those exact same words at some point. It ranks right up there with �The child-support check is in the mail� and when you look at your twelve-year-old son and ask �Who drank Daddy�s last beer?�
 �Baby?� she asked as her eyebrows rose into her hairline, not buying my BS. �Never call me that again; it reminds me of that silly girl in Dirty Dancing.�
 It took me a moment to get the reference since that movie came out before I was born. Rita James had given me the DVD to watch when I traveled to Cuba. I remember at the time I thought she�d slipped in a few films just to mess with me.
 �I would never try to put you in the corner,� I said, alluding to the famous quote from the movie about nobody putting the character Baby into a corner.
 Haru looked away, I expect in amazement that I knew the movie, trying not to laugh at me. I saw her shoulders shake, so I decided to play it like she was crying.
 �Are you okay?� I ask quietly.
 She turned to me and looked determined.
 �I�m fine. But there�s something I want you to remember: no one will ever put me in a corner.�
 I smiled as I pulled her into my arms, leaned down, and kissed her pouty lips. I pulled back and looked her in the eyes. Haru must have forgotten we were filming because she gave me a look that made me pause. �I have a girlfriend� was just about to come out of my mouth when she laid a serious kiss on me.
 �And � Cut!� Mr. Otsuki called out before she forced her tongue down my throat. �I think we got it. Set up for the next scene.�
 Haru and I untangled ourselves from each other, and she all but ran off the set. Crud.
 ◊◊◊
 During the break, I finally built up my nerve to call Ben. I wanted to make sure he was okay with what had happened at the party. He certainly didn�t seem happy when he left.
 �I wondered if you�d call,� Ben said when he answered the phone.
 �I take it you�re not happy with me,� I ventured.
 �Well, I was on board with her fantasy, but did you have to do such a good job of fulfilling it?� he asked.
 �It sort of went on longer than I anticipated. I kept worrying if you were okay, and that distracted me,� I explained.
 �I wish to God I could get that distracted. She complained this morning that she�s too sore for sex still.�
 �I�m really sorry. I should have said �no.��
 He was quiet for a moment before he responded.
 �I really want to be mad at you, but it was my own fault. You at least had the balls to tell me that you would kill me if I touched Brook. I should have done the same,� Ben said.
 �Let�s make a deal. No more sleeping with the other�s girlfriend, even if they beg,� I suggested.
 �I�m glad you added the last part because I�m not convinced that Isabel won�t want you as a �special treat� at some point. I honestly don�t think you would survive round two.�
 Despite being sure I could take his wimpy ass, I decided I would give him that one. That didn�t mean I couldn�t give him a hard time.
 �After she dumps you, how long do I need to wait until I hook up with her?� I asked.
 �David, I just changed my mind; I can be mad at you.�
 We both laughed. It felt a little forced, but I thought we would get past this.
 �I plan to chalk it up as something I can take off my bucket list and put behind me. I hope that it doesn�t cause you or Isabel any problems.�
 �We�ll be okay, I think. I want to thank you for making me realize that I have to back off on Halle. Seeing you with Isabel made me aware of the hurt I would cause her if my feelings for my costar ever got back to her. I called Halle and apologized. We should be fine to finish the movie,� Ben shared.
 �That�s good because she�s in the next two Star Academy movies.�
 �It�s all good. It caught me by surprise, and it made me worry that it even happened.�
 �You�re supposed to be in love for the part. You�re thrown together for long hours. There�s a reason it�s clich� that the leading man hooks up with the leading lady. It�s because your make-believe feelings suddenly seem real. Plus, it doesn�t hurt when your leading lady is Halle James,� I said.
 �Believe me, I get the last part. Halle�s a great girl.�
 �So is Isabel,� I reminded him.
 �Yeah. So is Isabel,� he agreed.
 ◊◊◊
 While I�d been talking to Ben, Halle had tried to call me, so I rang her back.
 �My mom isn�t happy with you.�
 �What did I do?�
 �At lunch today, Trip announced he�s in love.�
 �And that�s bad, how?� I asked.
 �Mom has met Teresa�s mother,� Halle said to clue me in.
 �And now that she�s met her, she�s convinced that Teresa is only after Trip�s money. Fortunately for Trip, Teresa�s not like her mother.�
 Halle chuckled.
 �Try to convince my mom of that.�
 �I have faith she�ll figure it out,� I said, and then changed the subject. �I just got off the phone with Ben.�
 �Did you threaten him?� Halle asked.
 �No! Why?�
 �He apologized. I saw the two of you talking after � well, you saw it,� she said, referring to her slapping him at the party.
 �Do you think it�ll be okay on set?� I asked.
 �It should be. Ben isn�t Zander. He never tried to force the issue.�
 �Speaking of Zander, it looks like we�re going to settle.�
 I told her that I�d agreed to take real estate instead of cash. She pointed out that the downside was that I would have to pay my lawyers. I left out the bit about him sending a fixer to try to force a settlement. I was just glad it was almost over.
 ◊◊◊
 At our dinner break, Lexi announced that everyone was invited to lunch with me on Monday. She�d made reservations at the Paradise Cove Beach Caf�. It was right on the beach and supposed to be casual. The crew was especially happy because they didn�t expect that they would get to go to one of my outings. I should have thought of inviting them to more of what we did, but I�d been focused on showing my castmates a good time while they were in the states.
 My uncle sent me a text that gave me their flight information. I promised to have Manaia there to pick them up. He would need to take them straight to the restaurant. It was fortunate that they would lose a couple of hours with the time zone change, or the timing would have been tight for tomorrow.
 During dinner, Haru made a point to sit with me. This must have been planned because everyone avoided our table.
 �I need to beg your forgiveness. I made inappropriate advances,� Haru said formally.
 �What are you talking about?� I asked to make her squirm.
 She bowed her head.
 �The kiss.�
 �Oh. I thought you were just acting.�
 She blinked in confusion and then saw me smile.
 �Thank you,� she said as she blushed.
 �I do have a bone to pick with you, though. What�s with this declaration of love?� I asked.
 If possible, she got redder.
 �You weren�t supposed to see that,� she blurted, and then looked down again. �My publicist �leaked� the story.�
 �I take it I�m good for your career.�
 �Yes. Do you want me to fix it?� she asked.
 �No. I know you guys are all sending stuff to fan sites about your trip here. Before your publicist �leaks� anything else, have her contact my guy. He�s pretty reasonable, but I pay him to make sure I come off with the right tone.�
 She agreed and was happy I wasn�t mad at her. She shared her excitement about wrapping up the filming so she could go home.
 I sent Frank a text with Haru�s publicist�s information and the links I�d been given so he could do his job.
 ◊◊◊
 After dinner, we were back at it. I almost wished I hadn�t had the week off because the grind seemed worse. We would be at this until late into the night to get in all the scenes on today�s shoot list. It made me dread what three back-to-back movies would be like starting this summer.
 I was powering through another scene when I saw Lexi standing off to the side with a worried expression on her face. When I was done, she came over and handed me my phone.
 �Call your brother.�
 �Why, what�s going on?� I asked.
 �Just call him.�
 I dialed, and he picked up on the first ring.
 �Thank God. I�ve been trying to get you for the last half hour. They took Dad to the emergency room,� Greg said, dropping a bombshell.
 �Is he okay?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. He felt dizzy after dinner and went to lie down. He got up to use the bathroom and collapsed. They think it�s his heart.�
 �I�ll make arrangements to catch the redeye.�
 �No. There�s nothing you can do here. Mom was very clear that you have to meet your obligations. She said Dad would want you to finish up before you come home.�
 �Is she crazy? I should be there,� I said.
 �And do exactly what? We don�t know anything yet.�
 �I can�t do this if I don�t know what�s going on.�
 �Lexi has your phone. I promise to call her whenever I hear anything. Trust me to take care of things while you�re out there. I�ll make sure Mom�s okay and hold everything together,� Greg assured me.
 I felt myself fighting back tears. My Grandpa Dawson had died too soon from heart problems. I was afraid it was genetic. My dad was too young to die on me. I needed him, and it killed me to have to stay here.
 �I�m counting on you,� I said to my brother. �If you need anything, tell Caryn.�
 While I talked to Greg, I saw that Lexi had fetched Mr. Nomura, my mentor.
 �Hang on. The doctor just came into the waiting room. Let me put you on speaker so you can hear it when I do,� Greg said.
 I put my phone on speaker so Lexi and Mr. Nomura could also hear. I noticed that everyone had gone quiet on set and had gathered around me.
 �We were able to stabilize your husband, Mrs. Dawson. When he arrived, he exhibited symptoms that point to ventricular tachycardia, which can be life-threatening. This condition causes the heart to contract before filling with enough blood. That results in inadequate blood flow to the brain and other parts of the body. On the ride here, your husband lost consciousness, and they needed to perform cardiopulmonary resuscitation.
 �We will watch him closely for the next few hours to make sure we can keep his heart in normal sinus rhythm. When we see this condition, it�s caused by one of a variety of problems, such as heart disease,� the doctor said.
 �Is he going to be okay?� Mom asked.
 �Your husband is young and relatively fit. We will need to discover the underlying cause, but he should be okay. He�s in good hands, and we�ll do everything we can to make sure we get him back to good health.�
 Greg took me off speaker, and I did the same.
 �I�ll keep you updated, but it looks like he�ll be okay,� Greg said.
 �Thanks. I appreciate you being there. I need to get going,� I said and hung up.
 Mr. Otsuki announced a thirty-minute break. Mr. Nomura sat me down to talk.
 �Are you okay?� he asked.
 �I think so.�
 �Can you continue tonight?�
 �We have to get this done, so I�ll do what�s needed. My brother and Lexi will let me know what�s going on back home.�
 �Let me know if you need a break or to stop, and I�ll talk to Mr. Otsuki.�
 I was thankful he�d offered. To be honest, I wanted to keep busy right now. Besides, it sounded like I wouldn�t know anything for sure until tomorrow. I said a little prayer for my dad and got back to work.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 31 � Hardest Goodbye  Monday January 9 
 My phone rang while I was taking a shower after my morning run. It was my mom, so I quickly answered.
 �How�s Dad?� I asked before she could say hello.
 �He had a rough night. I just came out from seeing him, and he says he�s okay.�
 �And?� I asked.
 �He looks shaken. I think he�s putting on a brave face for everyone,� Mom said, and I could hear the tremor in her voice.
 �I�ll book a flight and get home.�
 �No!� she said emphatically. �Your dad was very clear that he would be upset if you walked out on your obligations. As a matter of fact, your grandmother and uncle are still coming to your place today. If everything wasn�t going to be okay, do you think they would leave?�
 Not unless my dad asked them to come to make sure I was okay, but I left that unsaid. I had to agree that if he were in real danger, they would never leave his side and get on the plane, no matter what he said. I knew I wouldn�t if Greg were in the same condition.
 �It doesn�t matter what Dad or my uncle and grandmother think. Do you want me to come home?� I asked.
 She snorted.
 �Brook must really have you well-trained.�
 �Please. You and Tami have been working on me much longer than Brook. Don�t put this on her.�
 �Okay, calm down. I agree with your dad. The doctors told us he�s out of the woods, but they need to run more tests. Greg said he�d keep you in the loop, and your uncle will fill in with the management of your businesses while your dad recovers. And Caryn has delayed her departure to help out.�
 �Sounds like you guys have worked this all out,� I said.
 �I had to do something last night to keep my mind off ��
 �I get it,� I interrupted what she was about to say. �Tell Dad that he�s in my thoughts and prayers and that I love him.�
 �Will do.�
 �And Mom,� I said, �I love you, too.�
 �I know. Just focus on what you need to there and make us proud.�
 �Okay,� I said, and she hung up.
 I took a moment to gather my thoughts. As much as I hated it, they were right; I needed to honor my commitments. The production was counting on me to deliver over the next few days so they could wrap up the filming of College First.
 ◊◊◊
 I had just finished a scene when I saw Lexi lurking off to the side, looking worried.
 �Set the next scene,� Mr. Otsuki ordered, and that started a flurry of activity.
 Lexi came over to me.
 �A Mr. Jason Voorhees is here, and doesn�t look happy,� she informed me.
 Mr. Voorhees was my lawyer here in California handling the Zander lawsuit. I talked to Mr. Otsuki first.
 �I need a few minutes.�
 �Take as long as you need,� he said with a look of compassion.
 I expect he assumed this had something to do with my dad. I didn�t feel like sharing what Mr. Voorhees was here for. Well, to tell the truth, I had no real clue as to why he was here and pissed. I thought we had this figured out after Paddy had shown up.
 Mr. Voorhees wanted to rip me a new one in the hall, but I grabbed his arm and pushed him into an empty classroom.
 �What�s your problem?� I asked, letting my anger show.
 �You hired me to negotiate this, and I get a call this morning saying that you�ve settled. I thought you knew better than to do anything stupid like that.�
 I had to count to ten in my head, or I would do some actual physical damage. The only thing that saved him was I remembered what a shark he was and didn�t need him coming after me.
 �You�re representing me; you should save the animosity for Zander�s lawyers. I would tone it down a notch if I were you,� I warned.
 �I can�t get your father on the phone, and Ms. Dixon is in court this morning. Zander�s people gave me a day to accept the agreement,� he explained.
 I shook my head. It sounded like Zander�s lawyers were trying to mess up the deal because he�d agreed to settle. The longer they could play it out, the more they got paid. The 24-hour deadline was meant to be a red flag and make me back out.
 �My dad had a heart attack last night.�
 Mr. Voorhees didn�t even flinch. He was such a bastard. Then again, that was why I hired him.
 �What�s the settlement offer?� I asked to get this over with.
 �I�m not happy with it. There�s no cash. Zander�s trying to pawn off property to you �as is.� I strongly advise that you not do that. We have no idea what loans or other liens he has against them. For all we know, you could be upside down on them and owe money,� he complained.
 �Hang on,� I said, holding up a finger.
 My mom owned a real estate company. She would know what to do to make sure I didn�t pick up a problem property.
 �Didn�t I just talk to you?� Mom asked when she answered.
 �Mr. Voorhees received the settlement offer from Zander, and it�s real estate. He�s worried that the properties might have liens and outstanding loans against them,� I explained, and then put Mom on speaker so Mr. Voorhees could hear.
 �If there is a loan, Zander has no choice but to pay it off before the deed can be transferred to another owner. A mortgage has a �Due on Sale� clause that prevents that from happening.
 �That basically means that if the title changes hands, they get paid first. They want to ensure that the new owner can pay the loan. To eliminate that worry, they make the new owner apply for and get a new mortgage.
 �As far as liens, encroachments, and the like go, I can send the addresses to my title company and ask them to do a quick search. If there are any, either you have to accept them, or Zander has to clean them up,� she explained.
 �What about value? We have to either reject or accept this deal today,� Mr. Voorhees said.
 �That doesn�t give us time to do a full appraisal. The best I can do is what�s called a �desktop appraisal.� It�s what banks use to help with loan decisions. It takes recent sales from public records and does a calculation.
 �The only time I�ve run into a problem with that type of appraisal is if the home is unique in some significant way. I use it to help ensure we�re getting the value right when listing a home, and I make adjustments based on location, condition, upgrades, and such. My investors also love it as a quick way to figure out what they should pay for a property,� Mom said.
 �Do you have a list?� I asked Mr. Voorhees.
 He handed it to me. Zander had an apartment in LA, which was listed as his personal residence. Then there were four more all around the world: New York City; Mykonos, Greece; Monte Carlo, Monaco; and Whistler, British Columbia in Canada.
 �What the heck?� I asked as I read it.
 �What�s wrong?� Mom asked.
 �Two of them are in Europe, and one is in Canada,� I told my mom.
 �When do you need to know?� Mom asked.
 �End of business today,� Mr. Voorhees reminded her.
 �I suspect my son just made up work for me to keep my mind off of my worries,� Mom complained. �I�ll have to make some calls to see what I can find out. Send me the list.�
 Mom disconnected. I took a picture of the sheet of paper Mr. Voorhees gave me and texted it to her.
 �Wow. I would�ve gone to my office to scan it. This was a lot quicker. I never even thought of using my phone like that,� Mr. Voorhees said, showing he was old.
 I took a few minutes to explain how this had all come about. Mr. Voorhees had heard of Paddy and asked for his number. He had some other cases that could use a �fixer� to move things along. I didn�t want to piss Paddy off, so I declined. I was much more scared of Paddy than I was of Mr. Voorhees. Plus, I didn�t really care about Mr. Voorhees� opinion of me. When this was over, we were done.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia had been sent to pick up my family from the airport. So, when it came time for everyone to go to lunch, Lexi and I boarded one of the buses. Paradise Cove Beach Caf� had blocked off their patio dining area to accommodate our group. They had tables set up in the sand with giant blue umbrellas over them.
 I was happy to see my family had arrived before we had. Uncle John and Grandma Dawson showed my grandfather�s influence when they greeted everyone and made them feel welcome. Lexi had seen me acting similarly at different outings, and she was intently taking it in.
 She and my Aunt Bonnie grabbed a table while Uncle John, Grandma, and I made our rounds. It didn�t surprise me when my grandmother joined the production staff at one table, and Uncle John found my mentor and joined him and the older actors. I sat with the younger actors, with Misaki and Haru seated on either side of me.
 I waited for the waitstaff to get drink orders before I stood up to talk.
 �We have a saying that goes, �I want to be your favorite hello and your hardest goodbye.� I looked forward to working with you all, and when I joined the cast, you accepted me, even though I was an outsider. Now that our time is coming to a close, I want to say that I�ll miss all of you. I�ve made some great friends. That�s why I think that quote is appropriate and why I wanted to invite all of you to lunch today.
 �I also wanted a chance to single out a few people and thank them ��
 I made a point to thank each person individually. Mr. Nomura had pointed out that it was important for morale and team-building to publicly recognize everyone and make them feel special and appreciated. This dovetailed nicely with my dad�s philosophy of �praise in public and chastise in private.�
 When I was done, they came and took our orders. Then Mr. Otsuki addressed the group.
 �I realize many of you wanted to be a part of this shoot so you could experience American culture. I hope we captured some of that in our filming. For myself, I admit I had many misconceptions about what to expect. And I was more than a little nervous about having an American cast as one of the leads.
 �I was worried that David�s free spirit would cause problems. He was �freer� off set than I probably wanted,� he said and got a good laugh.
 I admit I probably freaked them out by going skinny-dipping and doing some other similar activities. My Japanese castmates were a lot more conservative when it came to stuff like that.
 �What I discovered is that people here generally have good hearts. As you can see, David has his family here today, and we all met his mom and dad. They�ve all shown the importance of family, which I think you would agree is important back home as well.
 �You�ve all done a good job, and I expect the series will be popular when it airs. I want to thank David for being a gracious ambassador and host, and I want to thank the rest of you for your hard work and dedication,� Mr. Otsuki concluded.
 It was interesting to note what people ordered for their meal. The Japanese wanted either burgers or barbecue; the Midwesterners ordered seafood; and Lexi, the California girl, wanted a salad. She was the only one who didn�t want to try something they wouldn�t ordinarily eat at home. But then, I guess she was home.
 ◊◊◊
 Can I just say that the rest of the day sucked? Mr. Otsuki worked us nonstop. I finally snuck outside to hide for a minute. I took in the blue sky and checked the weather back home. Even if I hated what I was doing right now, I might as well be doing it in California.
 I called my mom to see if she had any news.
 �Your dad is doing fine and should come home tomorrow,� she assured me.
 �That sounds great.�
 �The doctors have a whole list of things that he needs to change. Your dad�s not too happy about some of it, but he promised me that he�d do it so he would be with us for a long time to come.�
 That was a huge relief.
 �I checked out the properties for you. Either Zander has expensive taste or the cost of living here is ridiculously cheap,� Mom shared.
 I three-wayed her in with Mr. Voorhees. Zander hadn�t paid his property taxes on the New York condo and owed association fees on three of them. Other than that, they were clean, so I directed Mr. Voorhees to accept the deal.
 He still wasn�t happy, but grudgingly agreed when my mom pointed out she knew where he lived. I decided she was one woman who should never get Paddy�s number. She might have him off a few people.
 I was in a better mood when I returned to the set and began to enjoy acting the rest of the afternoon and evening.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday January 10 
 Mr. Voorhees had arranged to meet me at lunch to sign the settlement with Zander. Last night, between scenes, I�d done some research on the properties I was obtaining. The more I learned, the happier I was that I�d taken the deal. Zander had put some thought into where he�d bought property.
 The apartment in New York was in the Manhattan neighborhood of Tribeca, so called because it is in the Tri(angle) be(low) Ca(nal). It might be the best place to live in the city. He owned a light-filled loft-type apartment in a rehabbed industrial building. Tribeca was in lower Manhattan and was noted for being an exceedingly affluent section of the city. It had low crime, tons of transit, superior schools, and easy access to the waterfront.
 Whistler, British Columbia, is a two-hour drive from Vancouver. Whistler and Blackcomb used to be two separate world-class ski resorts that had combined to become the largest ski venue in North America, with 8,100 skiable acres.
 It wasn�t only the size, it was also the topography that made it amazing. On a single top-to-bottom run, you could drop 5,200 feet�that was the second-longest vertical drop for a ski run on the continent.
 If Whistler was the ultimate winter ski vacation, then Mykonos Island in Greece looked to be the summer party destination. It was Greece�s answer to Ibiza, Spain, where the rich and famous went to play. By day, there were 25 beaches packed with bronzed bodies. By night, there were superclubs where you could get your party on until dawn.
 The adrenaline junkie in me was intrigued when I found a website that showed other activities besides soaking up rays and partying. Not that those weren�t fun, but I was looking for some other experiences. The site listed a bunch of alternatives, including mountain biking, flyboarding, wakeboarding, and wakeskating. Then there was speedboats, fishing, and SCUBA diving. It looked like we could certainly fill up our days there.
 The one property that seemed out of character for Zander was located in Monte Carlo, Monaco. That just seemed to be more of a grown-up type of destination. Not that the young and rich didn�t go, especially when they held their annual Grand Prix race. It somehow looked to be more cultured than could be expected of Zander.
 I�d watched enough James Bond movies to dream of going, though; I think the casino was featured in three of those films. And I saw the appeal of its location on the French Riviera, with sun-kissed beaches and the blue waters of the Mediterranean.
 Monaco intrigued me. Some random facts I learned were that it was a principality; coffee was expensive; you didn�t tip; children learned English in elementary school; it was very hilly and about the size of Central Park in New York City. Of all the properties, this was the one I most wanted to visit.
 The final property was Zander�s condo in LA. When I looked the address up, I got a happy surprise: it was within walking distance of the USC campus. Of all the places in LA for a Hollywood playboy to live, that wasn�t what I expected.
 He�d requested a six-month lease-back to give him time to find another place. My first thought was that it would be perfect timing because I could ask Tracy to move into it when she started school in the fall.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi was talking to my Aunt Bonnie when I came down for breakfast.
 �Where are the two farmers?� I asked, referring to my uncle and grandmother.
 �Sleeping. They didn�t have any chores to do, so they slept in.�
 I looked at my phone, and it was 8:30. With the two-hour time difference, that meant they were seriously catching up on their sleep. I had a feeling they�d both been up late last night worrying about my dad.
 �What�s your plan for the day?� I asked.
 �Lexi was telling me about the Malibu Country Mart. I thought I would drag John out of bed and make him go shopping and take me to lunch.�
 �Both Mom and Brook went and enjoyed their day. You might want to feed Uncle John a beer or two as a reward,� I suggested.
 She gave me a look.
 �I have a bone to pick with you. That cat you gave us is a terror. His yowling sends the dogs running to the house. Even the cows think he�s a menace and clear out when he decides to be a bully.�
 �I hear it�s supposed to be a nice day,� I said to try to change the subject.
 I hated to say it, but no take-backs for that cat. My mom would do unspeakable things to me if he were returned.
 Lexi scoffed at my blatant attempt. I rubbed my temple with my middle finger to signal her to back off.
 �David,� Aunt Bonnie scolded, and then asked, �Will you be home for dinner?�
 �He�ll be late tonight. He might get home around three in the morning, based on what they need to film today,� Lexi shared.
 I�d learned to trust Lexi�s estimates. She had a knack for looking at the daily storyboard and figuring out how long we would be. While I loved that she could do that, it depressed me when she said I was in for a marathon day.
 Manaia came strolling in and found the bagels. I had to get my bread fascination over with before going home. To get into top shape, I would soon be cutting back on the carbs.
 �Make me one, too. Then we need to get going,� I said as I looked at my phone to see what time it was.
 The principal benefit of staying just five minutes from Pepperdine was the lack of a commute. Besides it being a great house, the location made the rent on this place worthwhile.
 I�d been educating Manaia on the more delicate points of bagel eating. Lexi was a lost cause: she put butter and grape jelly on hers. I�d adjusted the toaster so it now browned the bagels to perfection. With just a schmear of cream cheese and a sprinkle of red onion and capers, we were good to go.
 We�d included a California flair by adding sliced avocado and sprinkling it with a little salt and pepper to enhance the flavor. I was starting to understand why everyone here ate so many avocados. Besides being full of �good fats� that helped with your cholesterol levels, they were tasty.
 ◊◊◊
 I had time to myself in the afternoon. There were a series of scenes with Haru and the other cast as they discussed my character; that gave me a chance to return a few calls. One was from my mom, saying I had to call Caryn. When I called the office, Megan answered.
 �I was about to call you. We got a bill from a P�draig O�Malley,� she said and told me for how much.
 Fixers weren�t cheap.
 �Pay that one right away. He helped resolve the Zander mess,� I said.
 �What did he do, break his legs?� Megan joked.
 I barked out a laugh. She�d come pretty close to it.
 �No. He�s what�s called a �fixer.� He helps move negotiations along,� I explained.
 �Dare is mad at me,� she said to change the conversation. �He wanted me to just give him the money. At first, I thought he wanted to buy stuff from those Russians, but I talked to his mom.�
 �Oh, my God! You told on him?� I asked.
 �You do realize what a pain in the butt he can be?� she asked.
 �No, I get it. I just love that you called his mom. I bet he wasn�t happy about that.�
 �He wasn�t. He finally admitted to her that he had found a guy who worked at State in their engineering department. The guy has some parts that Dare wants to buy �off the books,� so to speak.�
 �Where does he find these guys?� I wondered aloud.
 �All I know is that he�s a persistent little shit. I�m about ready to hand him the money out of my pocket just to get rid of him.�
 �Well, I�m starting to get intrigued by what he�s up to. I�m also not happy that he keeps bothering you. Give him the money,� I said, and suddenly had an evil idea. �You can make him jump through as many hoops as you want to get the cash. Have some fun with it.�
 That seemed to make her day. Megan was a great gal, but I had a feeling that Mr. Dare should have played nice with her. I�d just given her permission to jerk him around. He needed a lesson on how to get your way in a business setting. I was confident that Megan would �teach� him a few of those lessons.
 She finally put me through to Caryn.
 �We finalized the details for the sale of the business to Mrs. Davenport. I�ve sent it to Ms. Dixon and her team to review. One issue we have to resolve is they want you to have a seat on the board of directors due to your holdings. Grace said you can designate someone until you feel you can devote the time needed. My first thought was your dad.�
 �That works for me. He has been involved since the beginning, and I�m sure he�d be helpful with the transition. My only hesitation is his health,� I said.
 �We just need to identify who it will be for the initial filings. If we have to change it later, that�s fine,� she explained.
 �Then put him down.�
 �While I was talking to Ms. Dixon about the business, she had some news about the Zander settlement. There�s more to transferring property overseas than simply changing the name on the deed and filing it,� Caryn said.
 �Like what?� I asked.
 �In Greece, you must either be a citizen or live in a country that�s a member of the European Union or European Free Trade Association to buy or rent property. If you aren�t, then you�re required to make an application to a government body that then must approve you. Mr. Voorhies said he wasn�t interested in following up on that, so Ms. Dixon will take care of it,� Caryn explained.
 �Does she expect it will be a problem?� I asked.
 �No. Ms. Dixon said that she knows a lawyer who specializes in this type of transaction and would get him to do the necessary paperwork. I just wanted to make you aware that you don�t officially own all the property yet.�
 �I guess I better figure out what I want to do with all those condos,� I mused out loud.
 �You could let your favorite former employee use the one in Canada for a ski vacation,� she suggested.
 �You know, that�s not a bad idea. I would feel better if someone visited and saw what it was like. It�ll help me decide if I want to keep it or not. Maybe we should put the word out about the other ones and see if anyone wants to make a trip for me.�
 �You paying airfare?� she asked.
 �Probably not for a vacation. If no one takes you up on the offer, we may want to send someone, and then we could treat it as a business trip.�
 �You don�t think you�ll have time to go?� she asked.
 �Ask Brook. She�s planning something for spring break. Otherwise, I can�t see when I would get the chance,� I admitted.
 ◊◊◊
 Greg was my next call so I could get an update.
 �Good news and bad news. Dad gets to go home tomorrow, but he�s pissed.�
 �What about?� I asked.
 �They told him that he shows signs of some heart damage. While his cholesterol and blood pressure look to be okay, he has an elevated heart rate. They told him this was a wake-up call and that he has to get serious about his health.�
 �That sounds like what we expected.�
 �They told him absolutely no alcohol, and I reminded him about that expensive bottle of scotch you bought him for Christmas. I offered to take it off his hands so he wouldn�t be tempted.�
 My brother was evil. If I knew Dad, he would lock it up. No one would get to drink it if he couldn�t. I was also sure he was thinking of offing his oldest child. Good thing I now had a half brother in reserve; I didn�t want to be an only child.
 �Anything else?�
 �Diet, exercise, no more cigars, and he has to reduce his heart rate. They�re teaching him some breathing exercises and giving him medication to help control it.�
 �Did he say what triggered it?� I asked.
 �He went out and shoveled snow.�
 �I thought Wolf had a crew in place while he was gone to take care of that.�
 �He did. The little knuckleheads had gone to a party Friday night and slept in.�
 The knuckleheads were my little brother, Roc, and Yuri.
 �You better warn them why they need to steer clear of Mom for a while. I�ll let her explain to Dad that he�s no longer allowed to do that.�
 �Somehow, I was volunteered. It seems you�re never around,� Greg complained.
 �Uncle John explained to me that we were brought into this world to be free labor and to pick out the nursing home. He said it was the checks and balances to make sure we weren�t abused too much.�
 �Was that when he had you digging fence-post holes?�
 �Yep.�
 �Look at the bright side. Soon we will have our own little army of helpers,� Greg reminded me.
 �I can just see Mac and Carol bossing the boys around while they sit in lounge chairs, drinking iced tea.�
 �We�re lucky we never had a sister. She might not have survived.�
 I agreed. I half hoped, and half worried, that Cassidy would get hold of the girls and turn them into �little ninja� clones. If that happened, the boys might not make it.
 ◊◊◊
 I had a couple of text messages from Cindy. My mom had told her to contact me directly while Mom dealt with the situation surrounding my dad.
 �Hey,� she answered. �Do you have time to come to the job site this week? We need to get back to school and want to finalize some stuff before we head back.�
 �It�ll have to be either Thursday or Friday. I have to be on set tomorrow and can�t get away today,� I explained. �Are you sure my mom can�t do this next week?�
 �She and I have narrowed it down to a couple of options. She wanted your approval, plus I wanted you to see what we�ve been up to.�
 �Cindy, I must apologize; I haven�t focused on that at all. I assumed you, my mom, and your Ohio State contingent had everything in hand,� I explained.
 �In fact, a lot is going on. We got the county to approve all our plans. There was a holdup on the issue with the slope in the back of the property and the worry about mudslide risks and setbacks. There were also some structural issues that needed to be cleared up.
 �Jack Mass made some calls and found local engineers and a builder he approved of. They were able to quickly set everything straight. We made our submission to the county too soon and should have had the locals involved from the start. It taught me a lot about the process,� she said.
 �That sounds like details that would�ve made my head hurt. I can�t thank you enough for doing all that,� I said and meant it.
 �It wasn�t me, believe me. If it weren�t for Jack Mass, we would have had a problem. I guess it�s true what they say about teachers. Those who can, do, and those who can�t, teach.�
 �That bad, huh?� I asked.
 �No, not really. I�m just a little frustrated that everything has to be a learning experience instead of someone pointing out in advance where we might run into trouble on this project. If we were charging by the hour, I would be embarrassed by everything we had to redo,� Cindy admitted.
 �I bet you�ve all learned a lot, though.�
 �We really have. Everyone�s excited about the opportunity. Not all the projects the school offers as internships each year hit so many aspects of the field. Most of the projects are largely theoretical in that they create presentations, and the professors judge them.
 �This is a real project that has everything from remodeling to new construction, landscaping, and engineering challenges. I also get to list you as a reference for when I go looking for a job or start my own design company.�
 �When you get done with this project, I might have a few others. I just picked up a condo here, and others in New York, Canada, Greece, and Monaco. I haven�t seen them yet, so I have no idea if they need anything,� I said.
 �Would you be willing to let us do another internship on one of them?� she asked.
 �Do you want the university to �help� you again?� I asked, emphasizing the word �help.�
 �It all depends, I guess. I would have to see the sites.�
 �Caryn is going to the one in Canada for a vacation. Call her and ask her to take pictures for you. I�m sure I can get someone to check out the one in New York. I may jet off to either Greece or Monaco, but we�ll see. The one here in LA is currently leased and won�t be available to do anything with until the end of June,� I said.
 �Could you get someone to take pictures?� she asked.
 �It�s Zander Lewis�s place. You might be able to go on Instagram and see if he posted any pictures. I honestly don�t want to talk to him.�
 �Could you get me his number? I�m not afraid to call him,� she said.
 I reminded her that he tried to have his way with Halle and Brook. Then I suggested that if she go to see him, I would send one of my security people with her. She wasn�t as excited after that.
 �Tell me what you taught my boys on Friday,� I said to change the subject.
 She laughed.
 �I�m starting to believe boys are clueless when it comes to sex.�
 �That�s why I asked my brother for help. For your information, boys are clueless about way more than that. Plus, there�s only so much you can learn from porn.�
 �Yes. Unfortunately, porn isn�t real life. I think Wolf believed that just because he�s well endowed, girls should be moaning as soon as he tried to force it in. I had to have a long discussion about anatomy and what a woman does and doesn�t respond to.�
 �Well, I still don�t get the whole cuddling routine afterward. I think a good nap is in order,� I teased.
 �Yes, we had to talk about that, too. All I can say is that you were an apt pupil and can probably get away with a nap. Wolf and Tim, not so much.�
 �Yeah, I have a gift,� I said, anticipating her inevitable retort.
 �A gift of BS, you mean. I�m sure there�s more you still need to learn,� she warned me.
 �I was just kidding,� I agreed. �Do my boys have any hope?�
 �From what Sarah and Tami said ��
 �LALALALALA � I don�t want to hear it!� I complained.
 �When are you going to figure out that Tami isn�t dating you anymore?�
 �She never was,� I said to clarify, �but I still don�t want to hear about it. It took me a while to figure out that we might never get together, and it was work to see her dating. Seeing her with Tim, I at least know she�s with a nice guy.�
 �I bet you could win her back.�
 I wasn�t sure if Cindy was serious or just giving me a hard time.
 �Not happening. I love Brook, and Tami�s happy. I�m over it.�
 �Wow. I almost believe you.�
 �Believe it,� I said. �Brook has my full attention, and I�m really happy dating her.�
 �Okay. But I remember how the two of you were growing up. If I recall correctly, it about killed you when you thought your brother had dated Tami over the summer you were at your uncle�s farm. I�m glad to see that you�ve matured enough to want to be friends with her and have the other stuff not be a problem.�
 �Speaking of growing up, I�ve been pondering something,� I said.
 �Well, ponder away, my friend.�
 �You remember what we did with Isabel and Groper at the party?� I asked.
 �Groper?� she asked.
 �Sorry, I don�t even know her name, so I had to call her something. What�s surprising is that when I call her that, everyone knows who I�m talking about. I guess it�s bad form to have sex with someone and not ask,� I said, a little ashamed of myself.
 Cindy laughed.
 �Well, that makes two of us,� she admitted. �So, you have questions about the bondage stuff?�
 �Yes. First of all, I don�t get it. You would have to put a gun to my head to tie me up. I would completely freak out.�
 �Did you enjoy it from the other side?� Cindy asked.
 �To be honest, I would have had more fun if they weren�t tied up.�
 �Why did you do it, then?�
 �Brook. She and I had a talk, and she told me she likes to see me �take� other women,� I said, putting it as delicately as I could.
 �You mean, she likes to watch you dominate other women?�
 I took a deep breath.
 �Yes.�
 �I bet you don�t mind,� she speculated.
 �Do I like pleasing women in bed? Hell, yes. I want them to be ruined for other men. On the other hand, almost all the time, I would rather it just be Brook.�
 �So, you only do it to please her?�
 �I hadn�t really thought about it,� I said, getting frustrated. �You know how I grew up. You�re supposed to find one woman and live happily ever after, and with Brook, I could do that.�
 �But?�
 �Does there have to be a but?� I asked.
 �No, not really,� she said. �Do you mind if I weigh in with my take?�
 �Please do. I look at you as both a friend and mentor. I would like to know what you think.�
 �First of all, thank you. That means a lot to me,� she said.
 �I�m totally serious. You were the one who turned me into someone that girls are willing to date. I�ll never forget that. Not all seniors would have taken the time to help a freshman boy.�
 �Okay. I think what�s going on with you and Brook is a separate discussion.�
 �Is it something bad?� I asked.
 �No, but I have some insight into what she�s going through. I just don�t want to confuse you more with the other stuff,� she explained.
 �You mean, like tying up girls?�
 �Like that,� she agreed. �First of all, I need to say something that you don�t want to hear.�
 �Then don�t tell me,� I suggested.
 �No can do,� she said, and I prepared for the worst. �You�re special, and girls know that.�
 �Special ed?� I asked.
 �Sometimes, but I�m trying to be serious here. You�re a leader, and every guy I know defers to you.�
 �Uncle John labeled me an Alpha Male type of personality,� I shared.
 �Well, you have that in spades. You�re a handsome, young, charismatic, well-known, popular celebrity. You have insulated yourself with family and friends, so you don�t realize the effect you have on the women of the world.�
 �Oh, come on. You know me,� I said. �I�m just a guy who�s gotten lucky.�
 �Let me give you two examples as to how I know you�re wrong. Take your meeting with my professors and the other students when we all first met. Everyone in the room was senior to me, and I was nervous that they wouldn�t take me seriously.
 �You walked into the room, and they all were instantly drawn to you. I remembered watching your interaction with them and suddenly realized that I could never pull that off. I�d known most of them for a couple of years, and they had more respect for you than anyone else there, and you�d never met them.
 �The funny part was that since they found out that you respected me, they all now look up to me. Somehow, the leadership you�d instantly won with that group was transferred to me. And that was your doing, not mine. It was empowering, but even as I felt it, I also knew that you and your actions were the source of that empowerment. And I didn�t even mind because it felt right that you�d done it.
 �The other example is Kevin,� she said.
 �Your boyfriend?� I asked.
 �That�s the one,� she agreed. �He talks about you all the time like you�re his best friend. Kevin leads the Ohio State defense. They elected him a team captain, and he doesn�t talk about any of his teammates the way he talks about you.�
 �Okay. I get that I possess some leadership skills,� I said to tone this all down. �But why the big buildup?�
 �Submissive girls will be drawn to you like moths to a flame,� she said, and then laughed when I groaned. �In fact, they�ll probably all but throw themselves at you.�
 �You can�t be serious.�
 �Oh, but I am. Let�s talk about Groper. I would bet you big money that she doesn�t think of herself as submissive,� Cindy said.
 �What are you talking about?� I asked.
 �Not all submissives are willing to admit that side of their personality or are even aware of it,� she explained.
 �Is this like being gay and in denial?� I asked.
 �That�s an excellent analogy. Not all submissives have come out of the closet, and some don�t even realize they�re in one. I put to you that Groper is a submissive, and she manipulated you into dominating her.�
 �Oh, for shit�s sake,� I blurted. �What am I supposed to do with that information?�
 �You�re acting like this is a bad thing.�
 �Well, I don�t want to take advantage of someone,� I responded.
 �Did Groper act like you did something wrong to her? Did she run crying after you made her climax like a madwoman?� Cindy baited me.
 �You know what I mean.�
 Cindy sighed in frustration.
 �Look, something I learned, even before we got together. I need to set and keep my own standards and principles, just for myself,� I continued. �They guide me and keep me on an even keel. When I go along with these girls, and Brook even, I sometimes feel like those standards are being stretched to the limit. I worry about losing my direction.�
 Cindy was thoughtful for a moment. Then she turned her focus back to me.
 �You know, your charisma attracts women to you and leads a lot of people to want to be your friend. But I think it�s those standards you�re talking about that make those close to you want to stay close to you. What you may want to consider is how you�ll apply those standards to girls who are strongly attracted to the Alpha Male part of you.
 �Face it. A certain type of girl will be attracted to you. I get that you prefer a strong woman, and Brook is a nice fit for you. I�m just saying that if you took the time to figure this out, you�d be able to identify girls who might be a little or a lot submissive. And because you know that, you can help them enjoy spending time with you more. I know that you want to make sure a girl has a good time. I�m trying to help you figure out what makes them tick,� she said triumphantly.
 �What do I need to know?� I asked.
 �Let me explain why some people are the polar opposite to you and like to be tied up. It�s simple, really. Bondage can give a girl a delicious feeling of helplessness, but it can also take away feelings of guilt. If girls are restrained or dominated, then often, in their minds, they have given up responsibility.
 �Think about the girls you know who are either very religious or have strict parents. With you being the Alpha Male that you are, they can justify what they do with you because they weren�t really in control. I don�t say that in a bad way. Your controlling the action and setting the tone gives them the freedom to spend time with you and have mind-blowing sex without feeling bad about it at all. That�s even if they do have a strong religious or moral upbringing.�
 �So, I should just grab them, bend them over a table, and have my way with them until they scream?� I asked.
 �You poor �stupid boy.� I taught you better than that! If you do that, I suspect you�ll end up in jail.�
 �I was just being a smartass,� I assured her.
 �I hope so. �No� still means �no� and all that,� Cindy reminded me. Then she added, �Part of what makes you attractive to these girls is they know they can trust you when they are helpless, so to speak.�
 We laughed at that, and I took my leave. Cindy had given me a lot to ponder, and I needed to do just that. Getting my head wrapped around all the thoughts and concepts she�d thrown at me was going to take some time.
 We�d agreed that she�d work with Caryn to get information and pictures of all the Zander properties. Cindy would get back in touch with me in a week or two with her thoughts. I was looking forward to getting her ideas on the properties. I�d always felt she had good taste, and her work on my new house just confirmed that. No matter what she came up with, I was sure I would like whatever she designed for me.
 ◊◊◊
 At dinner, Lexi told me to call Brook.
 �David?�
 From her voice, I could tell something was wrong.
 �What�s going on?� I asked.
 �I had to call you before you heard it from anyone else,� she said.
 My first thought was something had happened to my dad, but I was sure my brother would have called me if that were the case. Whatever it was, I could tell Brook was seriously upset.
 �What�s wrong?� I asked.
 �We�re moving.�
 Why did that sound like �I�m breaking up with you�? She let me take in that statement before continuing.
 �Dad resigned his position at State and plans to move to Cincinnati with my mom, so they can work out their issues.�
 �But it�s your senior year. I thought your dad was going to stay so you could finish it out here,� I said.
 �He was. When they told me about their plan, Dad said he would stay if I wanted,� she said and started to cry.
 That was when it hit me. She�d already said they were moving. It had been Brook�s choice to leave. Her parents had put her in a no-win position. She could stay and risk that the separation would cause her parents to end up divorced. If Brook left, they could still divorce, but her father was willing to give up the job he loved to be with her mom and try to work it out.
 For her to move was going to be a significant sacrifice on her part. She was leaving her friends and everything she�d planned. The elephant in the room was our relationship. I wasn�t under the illusion that her moving wouldn�t end it. If Brook hadn�t made me aware that come the end of the school year, we would go our separate ways, I would have been devastated. That didn�t mean my heart hadn�t just broken anyway.
 Something Uncle John had taught me was that people always have a choice in how to handle a bad situation. Here, I could rail against it not being fair and get both her and me upset, or I could suck it up and support her decision. It would be so easy to make her wrong. Brook could have talked to me about it before deciding, but I suspected she had to make a quick decision.
 Before I said anything, I took a deep breath to try to calm myself.
 �I want you to know that I think you�re making the right decision. I don�t like what it�ll do to us. But we both knew that when I left after graduation and when you headed off to Princeton, we would break up. It looks like life has happened, and the time frame has moved up. I will always love you,� I said as the tears began to flow down my face.
 Brook was bawling, and I heard her drop the phone. In the background, I heard her mom come into her room.
 �He loves me,� Brook told her mom.
 I heard the phone being picked up, and Ava was on the line.
 �You okay?� she asked me.
 �No,� I was able to get out.
 �I don�t think she can talk right now.�
 �Take care of her for me. Tell her we�ll talk later. Remind her that she won�t get rid of me as a friend. We�ll figure it out,� I said.
 �I will,� she said and paused. �David, thank you for understanding.�
 �Okay. I�ve got to get going,� I said and hung up.
 Lexi appeared suddenly and gave me a hug. Brook must have told her what was going on. She just held me as the emotions from the week washed over me. I was such a wuss. Guys were supposed to keep it in and only cry on the ride home.
 Misaki stuck her head in the door and then ducked out. I took a huge breath, held it for a moment, and let it out.
 �Can you go deal with everyone and tell them that I need a moment?� I asked.
 �You okay?�
 �No, but I�ll get it together.�
 �Go wash your face, and I�ll get you some food,� Lexi said. �Go. I�ll deal with them.�
 I watched her leave and then took her advice. Despite my world crashing around me, I had to focus on finishing this J-drama.
 They say God never gives you more than you can handle. I seriously doubted I could handle much more this week.
 ◊◊◊
 I�m not really sure how I managed to get through the rest of the evening�s film schedule. Mr. Nomura assured me that I�d delivered, performance-wise, when I asked him during one of the sessions we had for me to learn my lines. I cared about my craft and wanted to deliver not only for my own standards but because the crew and my castmates deserved my best.
 Later, Lexi told me that when I came back, anyone would have been hard-pressed to know that I�d just received such bad news. I guess I was a better actor than I�d thought because I was dying on the inside.
 It all finally ended at close to three in the morning. On the ride home, I reflected on what I�d said to the cast earlier today. �I want to be your favorite hello and your hardest goodbye.� Brook Davis was my �hardest goodbye.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 32 � Defenseless  Wednesday January 11 
 Today was the last �official� day of filming. The plan for the rest of the week was to complete on-location scenes. There were only a few B-roll sequences to finish�mostly wide landscape shots; no actors needed.
 My contract said I had to be here through Sunday in case we had to reshoot anything. They would spend the next few days deciding if they had everything they wanted in the can before everyone scattered.
 I�d just finished back-to-back scenes and wouldn�t be required for a little while, so I planned to go to the coffee shop on campus. I could use a serious caffeine injection due to my lack of sleep over the past few days. Plus, I had to get away for a few minutes.
 That I�d ever thought being a movie star was a fun way to make money was starting to make me question my sanity. With our tight schedule, it had become our norm to shoot from nine in the morning to the wee hours of the night. A trip to the coffee shop was more of a sanity break than anything else.
 I found Lexi and Manaia at my side as I headed for the door. Manaia had the drone under his arm and released it as soon as we got outside. The students at Pepperdine had gotten used to us filming on campus and generally left my fellow actors and me alone now.
 I had noticed that they�d figured out that the drone signaled that I was walking around campus, and the number of cute girls around seemed to mysteriously increase. Lexi likened my drone to a puppy or baby. It was a chick magnet but had the added benefit of not having to be fed or cleaned up after.
 With my long legs, and being a man on a mission, I was soon leading our merry band. When I turned the corner at the library, I ran into a girl and knocked her books out of her hands.
 �Jerk!�
 I looked down, and it was the actress who�d played Juliet in the play we�d filmed. I gave her a neutral look and did my one-eyebrow-raised look. She realized it was me, and her face turned red.
 Lexi suddenly stepped around me to make sure the poor girl was okay while Manaia picked up her books. She looked me in the eye and shrugged.
 �That�s a pretty good move with the raised eyebrow, but is that the best you�ve got?� she challenged me.
 Well, hello there. She had my full attention.
 �I suppose you have some skills in that regard,� I surmised.
 �Check this out.�
 She got her phone out and intently flipped through it to find something. When she found what she was looking for, she raised her head.
 �You might want to video this. Prepare to be blown away,� she said dramatically.
 Only an actor would be so brazen. I wasn�t sure what to expect, but I felt that if someone suggested you capture something for prosperity, it would be either something amazing or an epic fail. Either way, I could make her famous when I uploaded it to my social media feeds. I smiled and nodded when I was ready.
 Her thumb tapped the face of her phone, and the music started. I started to smile when her eyebrows began to move. It was both awe-inspiring and worrisome at the same time. Since I had a niece and nephews who were preschoolers, I recognized the song�Baby Shark Dance. Kyle, Mac, Nate, Duke, and I had shaken our booty to it more than once while my toddlers watched on in fascination.
 What broadened my smile into a wide grin was that each of her eyebrows kept time to the beat as she swayed to the music. I was going to have to learn how she did that, if for no other reason than to entertain the little ankle-biters. It was like she was having a party on her forehead.
 By the time the song hit the �doo, doo, doo, doo� part, I was envious of her talent. It was hard enough to raise only one eyebrow. This was amazing. She might have created a new fad, brow dancing. Her eyebrows snaked back and forth and did all kinds of silly maneuvers. I knew right there and then that I would be spending quality time in front of a mirror in the near future.
 When the music ended, I didn�t know whether to buy her a coffee, slink away, or cheer.
 �I�m not quite sure what to say to that,� I admitted. �That�s an interesting choice of music.�
 �I babysit my sister�s kids. They give me the same look you just did,� she said.
 �You deserve a reward. Let me buy you a coffee,� I said to settle on the proper response.
 Lexi followed her to order coffee as Manaia and I watched the video. I was torn between sharing this with the world or keeping it to myself. Did I really want others to gain knowledge of this talent before I mastered it?
 In the end, I decided that humanity needed something to put a smile on their faces. I was sure it would supplant the most recent cat video that was all the rage as the most-watched right now.
 I might even earn some kind of award for discovering the next big thing like Myspace had been for social media. Then again, that had been a failure. I was sure brow dancing would become a real thing. For some reason, Manaia wasn�t as enthused as I was.
 ◊◊◊
 I hate crying for a part. As a matter of fact, I�d never cried for a role before. It was sprung on me that I had to act like I was crying to win Haru�s undying love.
 �I�m going to look like a total wimp. That is not in line with who my character is. I�m supposed to be this cool surfer dude who�s a chick magnet. I�m not the guy who weeps to try to win a girl back,� I complained to Mr. Nomura.
 �And here I thought you were an actor. I have every confidence you can pull this off,� he said, playing it straight.
 �Are you seriously telling me that you would do it?� I asked.
 �What are they paying you again?� he asked. Mr. Nomura tapped his chin with his finger like he was weighing the pros and cons of this impending fiasco.
 �I might as well let her cut my manhood off and wear it as a necklace. Better yet, what do they call ritual suicide over there?� I asked, showing how politically correct I was at the moment.
 �Seppuku.�
 �Why don�t we suggest I do that instead?� I asked. �At least I wouldn�t embarrass myself.�
 �There are times I would like to help by cutting off your head,� Mr. Nomura offered.
 Note to self: if I see Mr. Nomura with a sharp sword, it might be time to leave.
 �Go talk to Mr. Otsuki. He listens to you,� I pleaded.
 �Why don�t you do the scene as written, and we�ll see if it works?�
 �I�m not falling for that. I know how this works. We do one take, and then it�s over. As soon as it airs, I�ll be forever known as the guy who weeps at the drop of a hat. There will be memes of me that will be used for years to come.�
 �Since when do you care what people think about you?� he tried.
 �Puh-lease! I�m a teenager,� I said.
 Yes, even I saw the irony of using that as my defense. Every teen wants to be perceived as grown-up. Mr. Nomura made no attempt to hide his amusement at what I just said.
 I thought for a moment that I should probably cancel our dinner plans for tomorrow. The last person I wanted to hear about this blunder was my uncle. He loved to point out that everything I did was somehow tied to me not being grown up yet.
 �I could throw a fit,� I offered.
 That made him laugh.
 �Okay, okay. I�ll go talk to him before you shoot the scene. I�ll just tell him it�s an American thing.�
 �Whatever it takes. Just tell me: would you get all weepy to win a woman back?� I asked.
 �Nope,� he answered emphatically.
 �I didn�t think so.�
 I was glad he was my mentor and could fix this.
 ◊◊◊
 Shoot me now. I cried like a baby. All I had to do was think about this week with my dad�s scare and Brook being forced to move. It was surprisingly easy, and I felt better afterward. That still didn�t make it okay in my book, though.
 Note to self: track down the writers and end their lives for that one.
 Note to self: never piss off the writers.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi handed me my phone when I had a break.
 �Call Wolf, Tim, both your brothers, and your dad,� she ordered.
 I decided to call my dad first. I hadn�t talked to him since he was taken to the hospital.
 �Bless your heart,� he answered, imitating my Grandma Felton.
 I could hear my mom laughing in the background.
 �Tell him that I�ll never buy him crying again. He almost made me believe it,� Mom yelled so I could hear her.
 �How did you all see that already? I just shot that scene like an hour ago.�
 �Lily follows some of your castmates on social media, and one of them posted the video.�
 �I�m starting a list, and I think she just made it,� I said, half-serious.
 I might have to call my fixer to �fix� a few people.
 �She�s just doing her job,� Dad said to defend Lily.
 I decided to own it. I�d learned that was better than letting them continue to torment me.
 �Well, I�m glad my crying jag went viral. It�ll give the internet trolls something else to laugh at.�
 �That�s awfully big of you. Frank said he thinks it makes you more relatable.�
 I couldn�t believe I was having this conversation with my dad. He�d actually talked to my PR guy? What had my world come to?
 �Relatable?� I asked against my better judgment.
 �Yes. Because most people don�t really know you, and everyone says you appear a little too perfect. Luckily, we all know you�re not.�
 I could hear my mom snicker, and Dad shush her. If my dad hadn�t just about died on me, I would have unleashed a choice comment or three in retort.
 �Uh � thanks, I guess,� I said as my brain locked.
 This was one of those instances where I would have the perfect comeback after I hung up.
 �You�re welcome.�
 �Uhm � what did you say, Lexi?� I faked. �Sorry, got to go.�
 I could hear my parents� laughter as I hung up. I suspected that the rest of my friends had similar comments, so I felt it was better that I not call them back. See? I knew crying was a bad idea.
 I turned around, and both Manaia and Lexi had big smiles on their faces. Yep, I just added them to the list. Maybe Paddy would give me a group discount.
 ◊◊◊
 �Let�s just see where this goes. I�m all in,� I said.
 �Cut! That�s a wrap! Good job, people!� Mr. Otsuki said for the last time.
 I�d already said my goodbyes. It was nearly four in the morning, and I was exhausted, but happy. We were done! I found Manaia and Lexi in the dressing room, looking like death warmed over.
 �Is that it? Can we go home now?� Manaia asked.
 �Just finished.�
 �Good. Let�s get out of here,� Lexi said.
 I helped her stand up, and Manaia followed us out to the parking lot. I looked up at the moon and took a deep, cleansing breath. The air smelled like smoke. Over the last few days, they�d gotten the wildfires down to something manageable. The news said they hoped to have everything under control come the weekend if the winds didn�t pick up again.
 �What�s your plan for tomorrow? Please say we can sleep in,� Manaia almost begged.
 �Take the morning off. I want to get eight hours of sleep at a minimum,� I announced.
 �I�ll put it in the log,� Manaia said.
 They tracked my plans for each day so they could arrange the right level of protection.
 Manaia had released the drone when we walked out the door. He put his hand on my chest when his phone app beeped.
 �You and Lexi hang on. The drone has spotted something,� he said.
 �Let�s just go,� Lexi complained. �It�s never anything.�
 �Until it is,� I said and pulled her back into the building.
 �Hey, is it okay if I work as your PA until you leave?� Lexi asked once we were safely back inside.
 �Do whatever you want. If you would rather take a few days before you go back to work, I would understand. I�m just going to do a bunch of nothing until I fly out,� I explained.
 �Mind if I do a bunch of nothing with you?�
 Was she flirting with me?
 �How about we just hang out as friends? Maybe I can run and get you a coffee or something,� I suggested, reversing our roles.
 �I�d like that.�
 Manaia was back.
 �It was a group of teenagers skateboarding,� he reported.
 �At four in the morning?� I asked.
 �Yeah, go figure. Come on, I want to get home.�
 That sounded like a good plan.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday January 12 
 I woke to the sound of someone knocking on my door. The clock on the nightstand said it was noon. If I didn�t get up, my sleep pattern would be seriously off.
 �I�m awake!� I called out.
 Aunt Bonnie stuck her head in the door.
 �We�re meeting Cindy and the other people from Ohio State in an hour.�
 �At the house?� I asked.
 �No, at some fancy restaurant. Lexi set it up as a thank you for their work. After lunch, we�re touring your new home.�
 �Guess I�d better get in the shower.�
 I was glad Lexi had thought to do something for them. I�d been focused on the series and other personal matters this week.
 When I got out of the shower, I checked my phone. That was a mistake. My friends were more than amused by my crying scene. The producers of the J-drama had put out a trailer to hype the show, which included a quick clip of me in tears.
 I saw a message from Saul saying that Netflix was in negotiations to air the episodes worldwide. They�d picked up several shows from Japan, China, and Korea. I admit that I�d binge-watched a few of the Asian shows and enjoyed them. I was happy for the cast because it would expose their talent to the world.
 As I scrolled through the list of messages, I was disappointed that I didn�t see anything from Brook. She�d been upset about the move. I figured she needed some time, so I left it for now.
 ◊◊◊
 Fritz had given Manaia the day off and was my security for the day. He picked up Lexi, my aunt and uncle, Grandma Dawson, and me and took us to Little Beach House Malibu. I was glad that Lexi had chosen this particular place because I liked it and would have picked it if asked.
 They were busy today, so we weren�t able to all sit together. I found myself at a table with Cindy, Dean Lloyd, Professor Donaldson, and Professor Katz. We�d scored a table on the terrace with a spectacular view of the ocean.
 �When I researched the area for the trip, this was one of the places I wanted to come to. If I�d known you were a member, I would have called you sooner,� Professor Katz said.
 �What do you mean?� Professor Donaldson asked.
 �This is part of the worldwide Soho House private members clubs. The club is a little different because it caters specifically to people in creative fields,� I explained.
 �Fancy,� Cindy said with a smile.
 I rolled my eyes at her. I was glad when our server appeared with menus.
 �Can I get breakfast?� I asked. �I didn�t get home from filming until four this morning.�
 �Breakfast service stops at 11:30, but let me ask. What can I get you to drink?� she asked.
 �I�m going to have the yerba mate tea,� I said.
 �What is yerba mate?� Cindy asked.
 �It�s a holly found in Central and South America. When I filmed The Royal Palm, which was shot in Cuba, I discovered that they didn�t have Coke products there. They did have a soda made from yerba mate that was interesting. The tea has the strength of coffee, the health benefits of tea, and the euphoria of chocolate, all in one beverage,� I explained.
 �What does it taste like?� Dean Lloyd asked.
 �It�s an acquired taste. I would compare it to the first time you try coffee. You�re not crazy about the bitterness, but once you figure out what it does for you, then you crave it. Yerba mate�s flavor is like a combination of dirt, grass, and what you would guess the ashes in your fireplace taste like.�
 �That sounds gross,� Cindy said.
 �It�s weird. The more you drink it, the better it gets. It�s like a fine cigar. Your palate changes over time, and it becomes enjoyable. It�s hard to describe,� I offered.
 �I�ll try it,� Dean Lloyd said.
 They all decided to get it. They didn�t end up liking it, but I was impressed that they were adventurous and willing to experience something new. Although they all agreed that it tasted nasty, they loved the jolt of caffeine. That it was on the menu meant I wasn�t the only one who had discovered it.
 �Cindy tells me that you might have more projects for us,� Dean Lloyd said.
 �Cindy and I went to high school together, and because of that, I know she understands what I like in decorating,� I said.
 I wanted to make sure they knew it was because of her they might get access. I explained that I�d obtained the condos in a legal settlement and didn�t have any idea whether they would need any upgrades.
 �Well, I�d be willing to jet off to Monaco for you,� Professor Katz offered.
 �Get in line. I�ve already had one of my employees volunteer to go to Whistler for a ski vacation,� I shared.
 �I think what Professor Katz is trying to say is that we would love to have a chance to offer internships for other projects. The Malibu house has been a nice change from what we normally offer, and I would like to continue to do projects like this,� Dean Lloyd said.
 �Like I said, I�m not even sure anything needs to be done to them,� I said to hedge my bets.
 I ended up having to order off the regular menu and had the turkey club.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at the house, my first thought was that the neighbors must hate me. There were construction trucks everywhere, and you could hear heavy equipment running in the back. We pulled into a full-on construction zone.
 Before I got overwhelmed, they took us inside the house, where they�d taken over an area as a staging center. They had artist�s renderings of what was planned tacked to the walls. Cindy explained it to my family.
 �The idea is to give everything an overall Tuscan-inspired feel with three main goals: a home to accommodate David�s extended family, a place to relax, and a place to entertain.�
 I zoned out a bit as I took in what I was seeing.
 �� and the tennis court ��
 �What tennis court?� I asked.
 �I forgot; that was supposed to be a surprise,� Cindy said.
 I remembered her asking if anything was missing and me jokingly saying that we needed a tennis court. Based on the plans, I didn�t see where they could put one with the space being eaten up by the garage/apartment/security center at the back of the property.
 �We figured out that we could put it on the roof of the garage,� Professor Donaldson explained.
 Yep, I already knew how Coby would die. He would climb the stairs to get to the third story where the tennis court was, scale the twelve-foot fence surrounding it, and plunge to his death. Then again, knowing him, Coby would bounce and not have a mark on him.
 If he didn�t die, Duke might. I could see the boys hitting balls over the fence and my hound bounding down the stairs to rescue them. After a couple of trips, he would be worn out.
 Barring those impending catastrophes, I loved it.
 I also had the realization that the garage was going to be huge if its footprint was large enough to accommodate a tennis court.
 Turned out, I didn�t need to decide anything. That was what my grandmother, aunt, and Lexi were there for. While they took care of that, Uncle John, Fritz, and I accompanied the dean to see the construction.
 �You know I might have to kill you,� Uncle John said.
 �Why? What did I do now?� I asked.
 �You saw Bonnie. She�s going to want to redo the farmhouse after seeing this.�
 �Don�t blame me. She told me she married you for your money,� I teased.
 Dean Lloyd took us to the back of the property, where they were putting in the foundation for the multipurpose garage, security hub, apartments, and now a tennis court.
 �Buildings are designed to support a vertical load, including the floors, roof, and all the stuff inside, against the pull of gravity. Earthquakes present an interesting problem. Seismic waves cause horizontal movement that will push a building off its foundation regardless of the advanced engineering techniques employed,� he explained.
 �That�s troublesome,� Uncle John said.
 �It can be a real problem with bigger and taller buildings, mainly because the sideways movement will cause the building�s own inertia to topple it. One solution is called �base isolation.� Basically, the building floats on systems of ball bearings, springs, and padded cylinders. Together they act like a shock absorber that negates the shaking of the ground.�
 �You said bigger and taller buildings,� I prodded.
 �We may have overengineered this building just a bit,� he admitted.
 �At what cost?� I asked.
 �What does peace of mind cost?� Dean Lloyd asked.
 �Sounds like a big number,� Uncle John quipped.
 �It added three percent to the budget.�
 �And this is beyond the building code requirements?� Uncle John asked.
 �Yes.�
 �Total budget, or the budget for just this building?� I asked.
 Dean Lloyd flinched.
 �Good catch,� Uncle John said. �That�s the danger in letting academic types run a project. They want to try the newest gadgets or techniques, which may not be the soundest financially. They don�t have to make a profit and are spending your money, not theirs.�
 Dean Lloyd�s face colored at that observation. To his credit, he didn�t refute it. All that kept me from being upset was that I knew Jack Mass had been involved. If this were truly egregious, he would have put a stop to it. I would talk to him before I got upset. It also told me that if I let them do more projects, I would have to hire someone like Jack to oversee them.
 �So, it will be safer?� I asked.
 �Yes. I would expect it will also save you money on insurance,� he said to throw me a bone.
 As we worked our way back to the house, it looked like a bomb had gone off around the pool area. They�d taken the roof off the pool house because they planned to add a second story. The contractor was in the process of jackhammering out the pool deck, and the pool had been drained so it could be resurfaced.
 If I hadn�t seen the drawing of what this area was going to be, I would have been worried. I�d sent Cindy pictures of the pool area at L�Horizon Resort & Spa in Palm Springs, and she planned to incorporate some of those features. To the side of the pool, they�d dug a big hole. I assumed it was for the hot tub.
 Dean Lloyd saved a tour of the house for last. They hadn�t done much work in there yet because I had a tenant living there. The plan was to stucco the exterior and add stone features to carry through with the Tuscan look and feel.
 Since we were getting a massive garage in the back, they planned to enclose the one in the house and make it into a downstairs area for the kids. That was where the bulk of the bedrooms were.
 The idea was to use the second floor as more of an adult area with the master bedroom on that floor. It would have floor-to-ceiling glass panels that could be opened and slid back so they disappeared from view. The house was on a high-enough elevation that you could see over the roofs of the homes downhill from us, resulting in a great view of the ocean. It would also allow us to enjoy natural cross ventilation and help bring the outdoors into the house.
 They were extending the second-story balcony and adding a staircase to the roof. I�d asked that they model the roof area after Rita James� beach house. It was designed as an outdoor living and entertainment zone that had spectacular views of both the hills and the ocean.
 After the tour, my grandmother took me aside.
 �When this is done, it�s going to be almost like a resort. I could see retiring here.�
 �You trying to tell me something?� I asked.
 �I guess I am. While I love the farm and helping you, I was retired when you asked me to manage it. I�ve been thinking it might be time to consider getting back to retirement.�
 �Are you saying you want to move in with me?� I asked with a smile.
 �Yes and no. What do you plan to do with this place while you go to college?� Grandma asked.
 �I guess I planned to rent it out.�
 �And after college?�
 �I would probably move here. At the very least, it would be a nice place for the kids.�
 �Have you thought about maybe having your parents move here along with the rest of your family? I know that Pam plans to go to Pepperdine, and if Coby were here, he would have his mother nearby,� she suggested.
 �I talked to Pam about living here in one of the apartments while she goes to school.�
 �Well, I just want to put it out there that after Rob�s scare, it wouldn�t surprise me if your parents reevaluate their situation. Your mom and I have talked, and she loves it here. I think she�s as sick of the winters back home as I am,� Grandma Dawson said.
 For what I was investing in this property, I would feel better if I knew my family could enjoy it while I was off to school. In some ways, it would be a game-changer for my college plans, too. UCLA was actually closer than USC. It would be nice to be able to have a reasonable drive to come home and see my kids.
 That made me think about Peggy, Ashley, and Scarlet. Would they want to move here? I�d had Cindy design the home with enough room for everyone. I would even have enough room for Grandma Dawson if she really did move here.
 �If you want to, I would love to have you live here,� I said.
 �Are you serious? I would understand if you wouldn�t want your grandmother moving in,� she said to give me an out.
 �Well, it isn�t like it would happen tomorrow; they still have a lot of work to do. But if I�m off to college, I would feel better knowing you were watching over this place for me. When I graduate, we leave that open.�
 �Smart boy. By then, you might be packing me off to an assisted living place,� she said and smiled to let me know she was teasing.
 �That�s Uncle John and Dad�s job. I get to pick out the home they go to when they get old.�
 �Are you okay with me leaving the farm?�
 �You bailed me out when I bought it. I want you to be happy, and I�m sure we can figure out someone to manage it. You�ve given me plenty of time to find someone, and I�m sure we�ll figure it out.�
 �You really are my favorite,� she said as she patted my cheek.
 �Hang on. Let me get that on video so I can send it to Greg,� I said, pulling my phone out.
 We had a running feud as to who was our grandmother�s favorite.
 �I take it back. You really are a �stupid boy.��
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back to the house, Fritz wanted to have a word with me before I decided whether I should take a nap or lie out in the sun. I wanted to be able to rub it in that I had a tan when I got back to school, the land of the pasty white during the winter.
 �I need access to all your new condos to install security. Caryn said you had lent the condo in Canada to her for a vacation. Do you think you�ll do the same with the others?� he asked.
 �Probably all except for the one here in LA. I plan to offer that one to Tracy Dole as housing for when she goes to USC in the fall. Why?� I asked.
 �We�ll need to make a few modifications if you plan to share the space. You probably want to have coded locks instead of the kind that needs a key. We can remotely change the combination after they leave and have permanent codes for you and people you trust. We would also want to turn either a small area or closet into a secured space for the security hub. That would also serve as a place where you can store personal belongings,� he explained.
 �If you�re sending someone to do all that, could you have them take pictures?� I asked. �I want to see what they look like so I can figure out if I want to redecorate or not.�
 �Not a problem. I think I�ll be sending Chuck and then transfer him to LA. Paul will be going back with you and take over as your security.�
 I gave him a curious look.
 �What�s going on?� I asked because the change seemed sudden.
 �Chuck is from the LA area,� Fritz said.
 This was way scary because I picked up on his body language and could tell there was more to this story.
 �And,� I prompted.
 �He and Scarlet had a misunderstanding. Your mom asked that we make a change. Before you ask, I don�t know the details. Your mom only said it was personal in nature and wouldn�t say anything other than it would be best if I could switch him out,� he shared.
 Since my mom hadn�t said anything, I made the wild assumption that it had been settled with that change. I would hate to think that Chuck did something I would have to kick his butt over.
 Even though Scarlet and I were just getting to know each other, it didn�t mean I wasn�t protective of her. If it rose to that level, I was sure my mom would have told me, and Chuck wouldn�t only be transferred. Fritz had zero tolerance when it came to any kind of abuse towards women.
 �Well, I guess that works. I�ve always liked Chuck, but with Cassidy and Paul, I should be fine. I also want to let you know that Manaia has been great. We got off on the wrong foot, but I actually like having him around,� I said.
 �Your dad and I had a bet as to if and when you two would come to blows. Your dad had more faith in you than I did.�
 Surely, I wasn�t that bad. I hadn�t kicked anyone�s butt since that recruit�s dad when we visited Oklahoma for a recruiting trip. I�d not liked that Manaia thought he could boss me around.
 �One last item,� Fritz said. �Your mom wants me to figure out a way to put a GPS tracker on both your brother�s kids and your own. She wanted to install a chip in them like your dog has.�
 �My initial response is to have some concerns with that,� I admitted.
 Even though Duke didn�t show any dire effects from getting his installed, I thought there might be a moral issue with it. Then again, what wouldn�t I do to make sure my kids were safe?
 �The problem is that it isn�t really possible to microchip your kids as if they were puppies. Even if it was, it wouldn�t serve the purpose. The chip behind your dog�s ear is merely the equivalent of a barcode so he can be identified if he turns up at the pound or vet�s office. It�s not a GPS tracker. A GPS tracker would be too bulky because it requires a cellular receiver and battery to work,� Fritz explained.
 My first thought was, how would you charge the battery?
 �I�m sure someone has figured out an alternative.�
 �There are some I�m looking into, but I want to make sure whatever we decide on is Coby-proof. If any of them can figure out how to break it, he�s my leading candidate,� Fritz said.
 I wasn�t about to argue that. Coby was also the first one who would climb the fence and be gone. The more I thought about it, the more I was probably okay with chipping my son.
 ◊◊◊
 I told Fritz to go ahead and do his security bit. I looked at my phone and did the mental gymnastics it took to figure out what time it was at home. School was out, so I called Cassidy.
 �What�s up, Buttercup?� I asked.
 �Brook is leaving us. You have to talk to her,� Cassidy complained.
 �And tell her what?� I asked.
 �Tell her to come live with me. Brad is off at college, and we could move him into the basement or garage.�
 I bet Brad would take that well.
 �Let me ask you two questions. Have you asked your dad?�
 �No, but ��
 �Slow down. Did you tell Brook about your plan?� I asked.
 She didn�t answer me.
 �Did she say �no�?� I asked.
 �But you could convince her,� Cassidy implored.
 �I do think your plan has some merit. There�s just one problem.�
 �What?�
 �She�s my weakness. The truth is that Brook leaves me defenseless. I can�t tell her not to move with her family. Her parents are going through a rough patch, and they shouldn�t be worried about what she�s up to. I�m sure she wants to be there to help them through it,� I said.
 �But David, I know Brook would stay if you asked.�
 �All I can say is let this be easy on both of us. Brook made the hard decision to move. I admit that she had to be the one to make the choice because I couldn�t willingly let her go. She put me out of my misery and took responsibility.
 �I have to respect that. Cassidy, it�s killing me inside, but how can I make this any harder for her? I have to support her on this,� I explained.
 �It�s not fair. I�m losing my best friend,� she pouted.
 �I thought I was your best friend,� I teased.
 �You are, but you know what I mean.�
 �I do, but I need you to do something really hard: you have to back her on this. Brook is hurting right now, and she needs to know that we both are there for her.�
 �If I�m brave, can I keep your car?� she asked.
 I burst out laughing, which made her laugh.
 �Sorry, I had to take my shot,� she explained.
 �Nine times out of ten, that would have worked. You know I would do anything to keep you from hurting, and I realize that Brook leaving is going to be hard. How about we figure out ways we can keep in touch with Brook and reassure her that we love her?� I suggested.
 �Has Halle called you yet?� Cassidy asked.
 �No.�
 �Good. Now that you and Brook are no longer dating, it would be a terrible idea if you hooked up with her. You need to take a step back and figure out what works for you,� she suggested.
 The �no longer dating� comment almost buckled my knees. It was one thing to think it and an entirely different matter to hear it said aloud. I had to push that emotion into a little box inside and close it off, or I would be a mess and call Brook and beg her to stay. I decided to focus on Cassidy and her feelings to distract me from dying inside.
 �Since when did you get so smart?� I asked.
 �I watch what you do. It�s the same advice you would give me if I broke up with Don,� she said.
 �We could go out,� I suggested.
 �No. I saw what happened when Tami messed you up. I�m not going to be your rebound girl.�
 �Have any suggestions for �rebound girl�?� I asked.
 �I sure do. Rosy Palm and her five sisters.�
 If I ever forgot that Cassidy had grown up around Marines, that last statement would etch it in stone.
 �On that note, I�m outta here,� I said.
 �David,� Cassidy said in a quiet voice.
 �Yes, Buttercup?�
 �It�s going to be okay, isn�t it?�
 �Yes. All we can do is love and support her. Things will change, but she will always be our friend.�
 �You promise?�
 �That I do. Now go talk to Brook and tell her that everything will be alright,� I said.
 �I will,� she said. �And David, thanks for helping me understand what she�s going through. I forgot how hard this was for her and only thought about how it affected me.�
 �Don�t feel bad about that. Your feelings are valid. It sucks that Brook�s leaving. I�m glad you came up with a possible solution. In the end, we need to do whatever she wants.�
 I cringed when I heard myself channel my uncle with the �your feelings are valid� line. As much as I hated it when he said it, it was true.
 �Even if she�s wrong?� Cassidy tried one more time.
 �Even if.�
 �Okay,� she said and hung up.
 Talking to Cassidy was a wake-up for me. Brook leaving wasn�t just about the two of us. She had touched many lives, and her moving would be hard on everyone�my family included.
 My parents had become close to Brook�s mom and dad. Once my mom had figured out how serious I was about Brook, she had supplanted Tami in many ways in my mom�s eyes. Which, to be honest, was an excellent thing, in my view.
 ◊◊◊
 While I talked to Cassidy, Tsuyoshi Nomura had arrived. Everyone walked out to the pool area to drink some wine and enjoy the California weather. I�d kicked everyone out of the kitchen because I was cooking dinner tonight as a special thank you to Mr. Nomura and Lexi for their help with filming the J-drama.
 Mary Dole, my partner in the restaurants, had helped me refine my cooking skills. She had taught me that proper planning was the key to executing a successful meal�that, and following a recipe.
 Timing when everything would be served, when done correctly, made for a flawless presentation. She contended that a great meal was more than just well-prepared dishes; it was part theater. That meant that it had to be presented in an appealing manner and delivered at the appropriate time. These were concepts I understood.
 I�d asked her for some ideas for a meal that would be something new for me to try. She�d sent me a menu and the recipes that went with them. I was excited to see how it turned out.
 For the appetizer, I was making a fruit, nut, and cheese tray. The cheese was baked brie in a puff pastry with jalapeno jelly. Mary had advised that after it came out of the oven to let it cool for ten minutes before serving. That way, the cheese would have a chance to firm up a bit instead of oozing all over the place like molten lava.
 For the main course, I was preparing a skillet cod with lemon and capers. When she suggested it, I was a little uneasy. Cooking fish carries an air of fuss, but Mary assured me it was easy, especially if I followed her tip. She said to make sure the fillets were extremely dry before putting them in the pan in order to get the crispiest golden-brown crust on the fish.
 For the sides, I was making roasted vegetables and a black bean and corn salad. The vegetables were a combination of cauliflower, mushrooms, carrots, and eggplant, and the salad was made with red peppers and avocado with a lime-cilantro vinaigrette.
 The key instruction for the veggie dish was to spray a cookie sheet with oil and then season the pan with salt, pepper, and garlic before covering it with vegetables. Once they were on the cookie sheet, in a single layer, I was to drizzle them with olive oil and then season the top. When it all came out of the oven, I was to transfer it to a serving dish, drizzle the veggies with lemon juice, and sample it.
 If they needed it, I would season with more salt and pepper. The final part was to crumble feta over the vegetables, sprinkle them with parsley, and serve.
 For dessert, I would make a caramel-pecan tart with a shortbread crust. Mary assured me that I could prepare it ahead of time, and it would be perfectly paired with a cup of coffee.
 I had a plan of action and had made sure I had all the ingredients for the meal when Aunt Bonnie came in.
 �Mind if I help?�
 �I take it the conversation out there is boring.�
 �No, it�s just that I would rather spend time with you than listen to them talk about you,� she explained.
 �I probably didn�t need to hear that � Anyway ��
 �What are you making?� Aunt Bonnie asked.
 I gave her the rundown.
 �I�m very good at making shortbread. Why don�t I tackle the tart?� she suggested.
 �Have at it. Baking isn�t my strong suit,� I admitted.
 We got busy cooking. It was nice spending time with my aunt. It helped us to get to know each other better, and I found she was both fun and thoughtful. Aunt Bonnie was easy to be around, and we were soon enjoying each other�s company.
 ◊◊◊
 �What wine are you serving?� Aunt Bonnie asked.
 �I was told to pair the fried fish with a California sparkling wine. I was assured it would match up well since most wines lose something when you serve them with fried seafood. Not so with sparkling wine, whose bubbles cut through the weight of fried food as if the wine were made for the dish.�
 �You sound like an expert.�
 �Hardly. I had to ask. I plan to drink mint sun tea since I try not to drink much alcohol.�
 �Because you�re too young?�
 I just shrugged. Aunt Bonnie had been a teen not so long ago, so I assumed she knew that most teens partook now and then.
 We invited everyone in to eat. During the appetizer, which was a success, there was mostly small talk. It wasn�t until the main course that the discussion turned to me.
 �David was blindsided the other day and came to me for advice,� Mr. Nomura said to kick off the festivities.
 He went on to describe the Japanese websites and how the cast had been feeding them information.
 �You need to be careful with stuff like this,� Grandma Dawson said to weigh in. �This kind of thing can be a real problem down the road.�
 �How so? I�m just in high school. How can something like this harm me later in life?� I asked.
 �It would be easy for them to come after you and tag you as the icon for white male privilege,� Mr. Nomura said.
 I thought about the picture of me on the yacht. Just the word �yacht� proved his point. Then there were pictures of me at different parties where the setting screamed affluence and privilege. It didn�t matter that I was from a small town in the Midwest and lived in a middle-class neighborhood.
 Frank Ingram, my publicist, had taught me that we had to control the narrative. I�d checked out the gossip sites and clicked on blogs about the young and �ber-rich, and it had sickened me to see them acting like they were above it all.
 �There will be reporters who want to get to you for a headline, or God forbid that you go into politics someday. Your opposition will dig until they find dirt, and they always find dirt,� Uncle John said.
 �Even what I did as a teen?� I asked.
 �Over the past twenty years, I�ve seen it get to the point that I�d call it ridiculous, except for the fact that it seems to be real. Heck, for Bill Clinton, they dug up that he smoked pot. I still remember his ridiculous lie that he never inhaled.
 �Then there was George Bush, who was painted as a frat boy. Nowadays, with social media, it�s easy to dig up stuff. All it takes is one homophobic tweet as a joke for you to be disqualified thirty years later,� Grandma Dawson warned.
 �Okay, you�ve scared me a bit. I think I�ve tried to not do anything stupid,� I said.
 �You�ve done a good job of avoiding that sort of issue, and I would hope you continue to do so,� Mr. Nomura said.
 �It�s not just politics, David,� Uncle John said. �What you do now can have a profound effect on you no matter what you do in the future. You see how the mob mentality is starting to make it okay to delve into your personal life and expose it to the world.
 �Once something about you is out there, and if it doesn�t fit in with some influential group�s way of thinking, then you might as well pack it in. Being labeled a privileged white male is already a problem. It doesn�t take too much of a leap to see the masses boycott your business or drum you out of politics.�
 �Why bother, if they�re going to find dirt anyway?� I asked.
 �As Tsuyoshi said, so far, you�ve done a good job of not shooting yourself in the foot. What you need to do is emulate someone like Tom Brady,� Uncle John said.
 �Tom Brady is an American football quarterback,� I explained to Mr. Nomura.
 He gave me the adult version of the eye roll.
 �Just because I live in Japan, doesn�t mean I don�t know who Tom Brady is.�
 I held up my hands in surrender.
 �Brady does it by being as boring and private in his views as he can get away with. This would fit your All-American Boy persona,� Uncle John said.
 �I hate to say it, but you probably shouldn�t get involved in any political discussions or support candidates in the future,� Grandma Dawson said with a frown. Then she smiled. �That is, until you decide to put your hat in the ring. We don�t want to create a record for you to run on until we have to, politically speaking.�
 �Good advice,� Mr. Nomura added.
 ◊◊◊
 Aunt Bonnie was the star when she said she made dessert. I had to agree. My favorite pie is pecan, and now my new favorite dessert might just be the caramel-pecan tart with a shortbread crust. Pairing it with coffee would give me both a sugar and caffeine buzz for days.
 My uncle and Tsuyoshi seemed to be kindred spirits; they strolled out back to enjoy a companionable scotch and cigar. Grandma Dawson and Aunt Bonnie decided to use the media room and watch a movie. I�d set it up so my streaming video account would automatically come up. I wasn�t sure what Lexi was up to.
 Rather than hang out with the old folks, I stepped into my room and called Brook.
 �Hey, Hotness,� I said in greeting.
 �I assume you talked to Cassidy,� she said.
 �We did have a little heart-to-heart.�
 �Thank you for that. It has been killing me how upset she was.�
 �I�ll be there to make sure she�s okay,� I assured my ex-girlfriend.
 �Who will be there to make sure I�m okay?� she asked.
 �I will, but you don�t really need me,� I assured her.
 �Why�s that?�
 �Because you�re the strongest woman I know. You�ll own your new high school within a couple of weeks, and then you�re off to Princeton, where you�ll kick serious butt.�
 �But what if I falter?�
 �I�m just a phone call away. It�s not like I can�t catch a plane and be there in a few hours. When I get back, the first thing I�m going to do is get my pilot�s license,� I said.
 I only needed two more hours of flight time before I could take the test and then survive my check ride to get my private pilot license. Next, I would work towards obtaining my instrument rating so I could fly in less than ideal conditions.
 After that, we�d see. If I got serious, I would probably work towards multi-engine or even jet qualifications. For grins, I might look into learning to fly helicopters. That would be a tremendous asset if I lived in LA. It would sure beat the traffic.
 �Someday, I�ll have to tell you how special you are. You don�t know how close I came to taking Cassidy up on her offer to let me live with her.�
 �When do you leave?� I asked.
 I didn�t want to talk about her possibly staying because it was all I could do to let her go.
 �We fly out tomorrow.�
 �So, I won�t see you before you�re gone?� I asked.
 �No, sorry. I have to enroll in my new school,� Brook said, and then I could hear her sound happier. �Guess where I�m going?�
 �I�m hoping an all-girls boarding school.�
 �You got it on the first try. Except I won�t be doing the boarding stuff. Some of my cousins go there, so I�ll at least know a few people.�
 �The first day you�re there, pick out the toughest girl and kick her butt. It�ll cut down on the bullying,� I suggested.
 She laughed at me.
 �I�ll tell my mom what you suggested; I�m sure she�ll love that. You might remember that I was already in one fight, and Mom came a little unhinged when that happened,� Brook said.
 �The girl in question had it coming,� I said in support.
 �That she did,� she said and then got quiet. �I wish I wasn�t leaving. The only thing that makes it bearable is knowing you�ll always be my friend.�
 �Me too. I love you,� I said, and then we said goodbye.
 It was official. Brook Davis was leaving.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 33 � Decision Made  Friday January 13 
 Uncle John and I bailed on everyone and went to breakfast together. I received a text from Manaia promising bodily harm if I didn�t tell him where we�d gone, so I did. He came in once we�d received our drinks, but before we ordered.
 �Nice,� he complained.
 �He just wants me to feed him,� I told Uncle John.
 �There�re still bagels at the house,� Manaia pointed out.
 �Do you two bicker like this all the time?� Uncle John asked.
 We looked at each other and laughed.
 �When we first met, we didn�t like each other,� Manaia explained. �Now, I treat him like a little brother who I have to babysit all the time.�
 I let that one go � for now.
 �Normally, he�s much better behaved,� I told my uncle.
 Uncle John chose to ignore our little spat. Manaia was just pissed because I ditched him. Granted, I hadn�t tried to pull that with him to this point. From the whining I heard from Chuck and Paul, I was aware that Fritz took a dim view of them losing me. Manaia was a fairly new hire and was still on probation. I was sure that if something happened to me because I slipped away, he would be looking for work.
 �Your dad and I have done some research on the decisions you have to make. Can we agree that you, at the very least, plan to play football and go to college?� Uncle John asked.
 �Yes. I talked to the guys, and they�re strongly leaning towards Michigan. Of the three schools, they have the best baseball team, too,� I said.
 �Which schools are you considering?� Manaia asked.
 �Michigan, Oklahoma, and USC,� I said.
 �We talked to several coaches to determine how valuable a quarterback is to an NFL franchise. We wanted to get a better idea of whether playing quarterback is best for you. The reason we asked was that coaches told us you might be even more successful on the defensive side of the ball,� Uncle John said.
 While the logical side of me already knew my best position was quarterback, the caveman in me would love to play defense.
 �The NFL has been trending towards offense,� Uncle John continued. �Of the thirty-two NFL teams, half pass the ball at least sixty percent of the time. Bud Mason told us four positions are considered most valuable in today�s game. Those are the tackle who protects the quarterback�s blind side, the quarterback, any player who can sack the quarterback, and a shutdown corner.
 �Obviously, you can�t play tackle and, according to Bud, you don�t have the speed needed to play cornerback at that level. He did say he thought you would make an ideal stand-up defensive end or linebacker.�
 �Why did you ask about all this? I�m sure Bud told you I should play quarterback,� I said.
 �He did, but we wanted to cover all your options,� Uncle John explained.
 It sounded like they had been busy behind the scenes working on this. This told me that my dad and uncle had taken my request for help in solving this predicament seriously.
 �Let me point out some interesting stats that Bo Harrington dug up for us. Of the 192 first-round draft picks in the last six years, only 19 were quarterbacks. In comparison, there were 36 defensive ends and 33 linebackers. That works out to an average of just 3 quarterbacks taken in the first round each year. When you figure there are 236 Division I football teams, the odds of making it into the NFL as a first-round pick are slim,� Uncle John said.
 The numbers were sobering. They told me that the chances were slim that I would emerge at the top of the college game by the time I graduated. A multitude of things could happen to derail your ascent to the highest levels. I guess I didn�t understand how long those odds were until he�d pointed out the cold facts. I�d assumed that because I was the number one overall prospect, I would simply continue on the same path when I got to college. Uncle John made me want to rethink whether I should lean so heavily on football moving forward.
 �When we heard the stats, we were a little worried. Then we talked to other coaches,� Uncle John continued. �To a man, they felt that even if you weren�t drafted in the first round, you would make it into the league and play. Some paths would be easier, though.�
 �What did you find out?� I asked.
 �Michigan might be the hardest of the three schools you�ve selected in terms of having their quarterback drafted. USC has the most recent success at getting a quarterback to the NFL. They told us they feel Oklahoma might be the best place for you to go to highlight your skill set. They explained to me that Michigan is in one of the toughest divisions in college football as far as defenses go, unlike the other two.
 �USC is rebuilding and is a few years away from competing for the championship, even though your friend Ridge Townsend will be a first-rounder next year. Oklahoma plays in the Big 12, where offense is king.
 �Bo Harrington predicted that if you were to go to Oklahoma, you would have a great chance to win the Heisman as the best college football player. While you might not win the national championship, it would put you on the path to a long career in the NFL,� Uncle John said.
 I agreed with his assessment. It was pretty much what I�d figured out.
 �Michigan has the edge in baseball,� I said again to attempt to justify my pick.
 �And USC would be the best for your acting,� Uncle John added to give me a hard time.
 I let a little smile touch my lips. They had done a thorough job if Uncle John knew which was best for acting and baseball.
 �So, where do you and Dad think I should go?� I asked.
 �We ranked them Oklahoma, Michigan, and USC, strictly on football. If you consider other factors, we have Michigan edging out Oklahoma by a nose. Being here for a week, I might switch to USC for the weather alone,� Uncle John admitted.
 �What were the other factors you looked at?� I asked.
 �Quality of education, proximity to home, baseball, and several others. I think your dad created a spreadsheet with almost forty items on it. In the end, we think any of the three would work. We just felt that Michigan checked a few more boxes off your list than the rest. Your dad also said they were recruiting you the hardest. So, in the end, they want you the most.�
 Michigan didn�t solve my biggest dilemma: my kids. The problem was that none of them did. It made me realize that obtaining my pilot�s license was more important than ever. With it, I could make a day trip if needed. Thankfully, college wasn�t forever.
 I�d had several months to get used to the idea of going to Michigan. Frankly, if their offensive coordinator hadn�t been a jerk during the summer, I might have committed at their camp. I felt confident in my decision, knowing that the two men I trusted most for advice had agreed with me.
 �I�m going to Michigan,� I said to put an end to this.
 ◊◊◊
 Before I made it official, I called Wolf and Tim. They were over-the-moon excited. Our teammate and now fellow Michigan commit, Ty Wilson, took full credit for talking us around and into joining him. I had Wolf and Tim talk to their parents to make sure they were on board while I called mine. Now that I�d decided, I wanted to put this to bed.
 While that was going on, I made calls to Coach Mason, Coach Harrington, Coach Styles, and Coach Hope, for two reasons. I wanted to thank them for all their help and to share my decision with them. Coach Harrington had news.
 �I wanted to let you know that I�m leaving Alabama. I�ll be announced as the new head coach for Western Michigan in the next few days. If you wait to announce, I might have some open scholarships for you and the boys.�
 �Ah � no,� I said to shoot that idea down.
 I wished him luck. One benefit of his new job was that he would be reasonably close to the University of Michigan; Western Michigan was about a two-hour drive. Since I�d been in LA, that didn�t seem quite so far.
 Coach Styles had been the first to offer me when I visited Kentucky during my freshman year. He�d also been a straight shooter.
 �I�m disappointed with the news. The silver lining is that you didn�t pick Alabama. I would hate to have to play against you.�
 While Kentucky and Alabama were both in the SEC, they were in different divisions. That meant they didn�t play head-to-head every year.
 �I didn�t see myself fitting into their system,� I shared.
 �I think your choice of Michigan is a good one. With you under center, I predict the balance of power in the Big 10 is about to change. You�re the missing piece for them, offensively. If that happens, then Michigan will be in line to pick up one of the four slots in the national championship playoff each year. The other two schools seem to be hit-or-miss as to whether a member of their conference can get in,� Coach Styles said.
 �Thanks, Coach. I wanted to tell you what it meant to me that Kentucky offered me first. I see that you�ve got the program headed in the right direction.�
 Both Coach Hope and Coach Mason�s calls were short. We�d already talked about my options, and they were on board with the decision.
 ◊◊◊
 �Michigan Athletic Department, how may I direct your call?�
 �Coach Haber. Please tell him that David Dawson is calling,� I said, and then she put me on hold.
 As I waited, I listened to the Michigan fight song play. I�d tried Coach Haber�s cell, but it had gone to voicemail. I suspected it was being charged because he always took my call.
 �David, Coach Hightower. We�re in a meeting with all the coaches right now. Would it be possible for Coach Haber to call you later?�
 �He�ll want to take this call,� I said.
 �Good news?�
 �Depends,� I said, to not totally give it away.
 �David,� Coach Haber�s voice boomed. �I put you on speaker.�
 �I wanted to call because I�ve decided to make my commitment, and I wanted to let you know so that you could plan who you recruit moving forward.�
 �You�re killing us ��
 �I�ll announce on signing day that I plan to play my college ball at the University of � Michigan.�
 I heard the room erupt. Uncle John was right; they did want me. Coach Haber took me off speakerphone so he could talk to me.
 �What about Wolf and Tim?� he asked.
 �I�ll let them call you. I want them to have their moment.�
 �So I take it you want to keep this under wraps for now,� Coach Haber guessed correctly.
 �I�d like a chance to call all the other schools that recruited me and let them know personally.�
 �That�s something I wish more recruits would do. It�s a classy way to handle it. Plus, who knows, in this game, you might run across any of them later in your career. You don�t need to burn any bridges.�
 �I�m excited to put this behind me, and I look forward to playing ball at the University of Michigan,� I said.
 �As you heard, you made our day. I�ll be in touch. I understand your unique circumstances with your movie commitments. We�ll have to work out the logistics for all that. I also want to get you on campus since you�ve committed. You�re part of the family now. Welcome to Michigan,� Coach Haber said and then needed to get back to his meeting.
 Now I had to deliver the bad news to everyone else.
 ◊◊◊
 While I made my calls to the programs we�d turned down, Lexi found me.
 �I talked to Frank Ingram, and he�ll put together a social media and traditional campaign to announce your decision.�
 Once again, she had proved herself invaluable.
 �Thanks.�
 �He had something else for you. Chubby Feldman heard that you�d completed your J-drama. He�d like to get the cast together at his house tomorrow so he can share some information about the upcoming James Bond movie,� Lexi said.
 �If we don�t have any conflicts, set it up,� I said.
 I wanted to remind her that we still had commitments with the J-drama.
 �I talked to the producer for College First, and they�re still checking to make sure they have everything they need. He said if they did, you could take off Sunday,� Lexi said, making me happy.
 That meant I might get to go home a day early.
 ◊◊◊
 I had lunch with my family. I caught them up with all that had gone on since Tim, Wolf, and I had decided to play ball at Michigan. Frank had sent me a link to a few of the football message boards at different schools. Ty had put out a text hinting that we might be joining him, which caused a frenzy to ensue. It was amusing to see all the �insiders� scrambling to either debunk the rumor or prop them up with their �contacts� inside the various football programs.
 I always found it fun to read these message boards and see how invested the posters were in the lives of teenagers. I hated to break it to them, but teenagers sometimes acted illogically, in ways that had nothing to do with them or their school.
 The Ohio State board was in total meltdown because they couldn�t see any rational explanation for why I would decide to go to their hated rival, Michigan. They were blaming everything from the rumors about their coach�s health to Michigan being a bunch of cheaters by holding a camp at our high school. It had to be someone�s fault they�d lost the battle.
 Then there were the ones that were the embodiment of hope eternal. It wasn�t over until I arrived on campus. They would continue to recruit me, and if the rumors were true, I would see the error of my ways.
 I was almost done with lunch when my phone rang. It was Coach Foster from Southwest Central State.
 One of the apps Fritz had added to my phone was the ability to record conversations. The app was originally designed as a way to spy on cheating spouses or your teenagers. I had explained to Fritz that I had zero desire to have him recording all my conversations.
 It was bad enough that he had access to my tablet and could review my browser history. How did I know that? We�d been joking around and taking shots at each other when he let it slip that he was confused as to why I liked a certain kind of porn. He had to swear on a stack of Bibles that my mom would never find out.
 I put up with this level of intrusion in my life only because I knew Fritz and his team were trying to protect me. If anyone ever hacked their server, I shudder to think of what they would find out about me and the other people they protected. Fritz had explained that they downloaded everything to a stand-alone storage device that was not connected to the Internet. For someone to hack it, they would have to have physical access and hook up to it directly.
 That appeased me enough to put up with it. Where I drew the line was recording my phone conversations. With that in mind, Fritz had given me control of what was or was not recorded. I suspected he might have just gone ahead and recorded everything and had given me the button to make me feel better. That unnerving thought aside, I swiped the record button before answering.
 �David, Coach Foster.�
 �Hey, what can I do for you?� I asked.
 �I just wanted to touch base because we heard some rumors that you plan to commit to Michigan.�
 �That�s what we decided,� I said to include Tim and Wolf.
 �I thought we�d made a compelling � uh � case for you to give us an on-campus visit. I would hope that you would appreciate the effort we went to.�
 �Did you want us to send the money back?� I asked to see if he would admit to it.
 �What money?� he asked.
 �The money I received for the charities.�
 �I think those were just coincidental donations and had nothing to do with us,� he backtracked.
 �If you want the money back, just let me know where to send it. I don�t want there to be any hard feelings,� I tried again. �I don�t want to feel obligated to an on-campus visit if I�ve already decided.�
 �Like I said, the money didn�t come from us.�
 �Well, then, I guess I�m sorry for the confusion. Just so you know, the charities do good work. But if someone were to make a donation and have a change of heart, we would make sure to return their money,� I offered for the last time.
 �Okay, then. I want to wish you luck at Michigan. If you ever have a change of heart, let me know,� he said, using my own words against me.
 With that, he disconnected.
 I made sure the recording was made and then forwarded it to my lawyers and my dad. They could decide what to do with it. I was done providing information to the FBI and NCAA, but my legal team could make that call. That was what I paid them for.
 ◊◊◊
 After lunch, I took my uncle aside. I wanted to get his take on my sex life over the last few months. I told him about Brook wanting me to dominate other girls while she watched; Chloe Larkin being drunk and then going crazy; and finally, sleeping with Ben Doman�s girlfriend. To get him up to speed, I shared Tami�s concerns and what Cindy had told me.
 When I finished, he pulled a Dawson and became quiet. I�m not sure if he expected me to continue to spill my guts or if he was stunned. All I knew was I wasn�t going to play his game and be the first to talk.
 �What are your fears?� he finally asked.
 �I don�t know. I was hoping you would have some ideas.�
 He took a deep breath.
 �First, I have a couple of concerns. We talked about how what you do now can hurt you later. The kinkier stuff, like tying up a girl, is okay if the thought process is appropriately introduced and limited. However, there�s nothing to stop someone with a victim mentality from later deciding the activities were nonconsensual. Nor would it stop victims� rights advocates from taking sides and demonizing the alleged consent-violator. I�m not even talking about morning-after regrets. I�m talking next month, next year, or the next three- or four-decades-later regrets.
 �You probably think you trust all the girls involved right now. Believe me when I tell you that memories and perspectives can change over time. You�re smart enough to know that. My concern is that for some people, what you described could be twisted and weaponized to take you down at some point.
 �Why do you think I never wanted to put my hat in the ring as far as politics go?� he asked, bringing me up short.
 �Why, what happened?� I asked.
 �When I was in college, I did much more than you have just described. I found a group of like-minded people and figured that it was college, and I was allowed to experiment. Someone got the bright idea to film a few of the activities. Even though I trusted the people involved at the time, I have no idea if one of them might come after me. For example, if my views don�t line up with theirs, politically,� Uncle John explained.
 �I can see what you�re talking about,� I said in agreement.
 �Let me give you some advice. If you ever decide you want to get into bondage, you need to come out of this realizing that you, and your wants, need to be in charge. That�s the case whenever these situations come up. I wouldn�t dismiss it out of hand because who knows what the future holds? What I would do is be honest with yourself and evaluate each situation. Where do they fall in your circle of trust? Are you comfortable with what�s being asked of you? I think you get the idea,� he said.
 �No, I get it. I don�t want to have a few too many and end up with someone accusing me of anything. The last thing I want is to hurt someone,� I admitted.
 �Is that why you�re worried about the submissives that Cindy told you about?�
 �That�s a major concern for me. I�m afraid someone like that might permit me to go too far, and it�s because they didn�t feel they could say �no.��
 �What you described before you spent time with the two girls last Friday is probably a good idea. Put it out there that they have the power to stop at any time.
 �Secondly, I think you�re overthinking this. You�re not a predator,� Uncle John said emphatically.
 �Maybe you should clarify that for me,� I said with a half-smile.
 �When I was training to be a child psychologist, I learned about people who prey on children. They use a process called grooming. What they do happens in stages. They target their victim, then they build trust; fill a need or find something missing in the child�s life and provide it; build a �special� relationship; introduce sex; and finally, reinforce the relationship.
 �I realize that all those steps could apply to dating, but the difference is the intent. I can�t imagine you actively using your unique knowledge to get into someone�s pants. That�s just not you,� he said.
 I would be willing to bet that books were written about each stage, and he�d just condensed it down for me.
 �It is a fairly good outline for getting and keeping a girlfriend. All except for thinking of them as your victim,� I qualified.
 �You�re right. The line between good and evil isn�t always clear-cut. The world is made up of a lot of gray areas. That�s why you have to be confident in who you are and what you want. Think of it in terms of the code of conduct your brother taught you, or your life goals, even. If what you�re doing is outside of those boundaries, you need to slow down and think it through,� he explained.
 I hadn�t been doing that, obviously, or I would never have slept with Chloe or Isabel.
 �But what if they�re hot? I mean, like, supermodel hot? And I would regret not going for it for the rest of my life?� I asked, half to give my uncle a hard time, but the other half was serious.
 �If you were anyone else, I�d call bullshit. You face temptations that us mere mortals will never have. That�s why you need to take the time now, before you�re faced with those decisions. You don�t want to have to figure things out in the heat of the moment,� he explained.
 There were always consequences. Going for it, no matter how hot the girl was, could blow up in your face. I�d also made promises to my mom that I didn�t intend to break again. I knew I wasn�t perfect; none of us are. That wasn�t an excuse, though.
 �Hey, good job today,� I said.
 Uncle John gave me a curious look.
 �You didn�t ask me even once how I was feeling.�
 �On that note, go fetch me a beer. I need it.�
 I happily did as he asked.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 34 � You Will Be a Problem  Saturday January 14 
 Manaia took my family to the airport. I was glad that they�d come out. I�d gotten to know Aunt Bonnie better, and I always enjoyed spending time with my grandmother. It made me happy to know I was her favorite, and Uncle John had come through for me once again. Outside of Mom, Dad, and Greg, he was the one person I could always count on for help. I cherished his advice, and felt it was spot-on, for the most part.
 While Manaia made the airport run, Fritz was my security. I decided to go to the baseball facility and hit some balls. They were packed, but they remembered me and asked if I would be willing to let people watch me hit like last time. When I agreed, they promised to get me in. I decided to wander around and watch some of the others take their cuts.
 In one cage, I found two guys batting, a righty and lefty. They would take turns stepping into the box and swinging away. I could see how that would maximize your time. It was like Coach Mason had done with quarterback reps in practice. Instead of one guy hogging all the time, two could get their at-bats in faster. The only problem was they had the machine set at maximum, and they were whiffing badly. They were way behind the ball.
 �You have to anticipate when the ball is coming out. When you hear the whump, start your swing,� I coached.
 �Yeah, Ross. Try that.�
Whump
 A swing and a miss. The next kid stepped in.
Whump
 Same result.
 �You guys suck,� I said to encourage them.
 I got flipped off for my commentary.
Whump
 These guys were terrible. I would think that they would at least get lucky if they stuck the head of the bat over the plate. The pitching machine typically sent the ball to the same location each time. I was about to suggest just that.
Whump � ting � oof all happened in rapid succession. Ross had fouled it off right into his friend�s nut-sack.
 �Dude � you okay?� Ross asked.
 I admit that I started to laugh. Ross�s friend rolled around on the ground in obvious agony.
Whump � thump � ack made me suddenly concerned. Ross had bent over the plate to check on his friend, and the ball clocked him in the side of the neck. The kid went down like Cassidy had executed a perfect bone strike on him. He was out before he hit the ground.
Whump
 Staff appeared out of nowhere and shut the machine down. The cute girl who checked us in came and stood beside me.
 �Once they haul these two out, you can use this cage. I�m pretty sure they�re done for the day,� she told me, then promptly turned around and walked back up front like this happened all the time.
 Ross started to come around and looked a little goofy. Yep, they were done. I�d also figured out the downside of having two batters in the cage at one time. Maybe I could talk some of the younger guys back home into trying it.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi sent me a text telling me I should get home so I would be ready for lunch at Chubby Feldman�s. It felt good to see some of my old skills start to come back. By the end of my time in the cage, I was hitting the ball with authority. I could tell I was ahead of where I was last year at this time. My playing baseball last spring and all summer had made a real difference.
 When I got home, I discovered that Lexi had laid out clothes for me. I also saw that she�d packed up most of my things and put it in boxes to ship home. It was amazing how much stuff I�d accumulated over the time I�d been here.
 One box, in particular, made me grin. Lexi had packed the bar. I was torn between shipping it home where my dad was supposed to no longer drink or see if Lexi wanted it. I didn�t want it around if I planned to be in training for baseball season. Then again, I could have one kick-butt party.
 After my shower, I was ready to go. Manaia was back from his airport trip. I found Lexi already in the car. She must have thought I wasn�t taking her. Honestly, I hadn�t thought about it. I was confused as to what the protocol was for a meeting like this.
 In the past, we�d met at a restaurant, and everyone had brought someone with them. When we pulled up, we were right behind Rita James, who had Kent with her. Kent was both Rita�s and my manager.
 Rita came to my car and opened the back door to let me out.
 �I was so sorry to hear about your dad. How is he doing?� she asked as she hugged me.
 �He�s home, so I assume he�s okay. We�re taking it as a wake-up call because his father�s death was due to heart problems.�
 �And your mom?� Rita asked.
 �She was a little shaken up, but she�s holding it together. I can�t wait to get home so I can check on them myself.�
 �I was sorry to hear that Brook�s moving. Will you try the long-distance routine?� she asked.
 �No.�
 �I bet the girls will be lining up,� she said as she took my arm and led me to the house.
 �With only a semester of high school left, I think I�ll focus on baseball and leave girls to college,� I said, realizing that was what would happen.
 �Halle�s single,� Rita offered.
 �Is she? I�ll keep that in mind. Who knows what�ll happen when we travel to New Zealand and only have each other there,� I said to tease her.
 She looked up at me and smiled. Rita was a terrible matchmaker. I think that is a mother�s prerogative, though.
 Chubby Feldman was waiting for us at the front door.
 �Rita, gorgeous as ever. And there�s my secret weapon. David, welcome,� he said as he kissed Rita�s cheek and then shook my hand.
 I stepped into the foyer and was reminded of what true success can bring. Chubby�s home was one of the truly spectacular Hollywood mansions. If my horde moved in here, I might lose one or two of them in this sprawling estate. I�d been here once before at night for a party. Seeing it in the daylight showed how special it was.
 �You�re the last two to arrive,� Chubby continued as he led us into the house towards the back. �I decided to have our lunch outside since it�s such a nice day.�
 When we stepped out back, I only had a moment to survey the scene before two girls came sauntering up. It was Mia Hilliard, who was cast as Bianca Fields, my love interest in the film, and Isabel Alexandra, Ben Doman�s girlfriend and star in the recent Baywatch movie.
 �Mia. Isabel,� I said in greeting.
 Mia had a confused look when she realized that Isabel was standing beside her.
 �You two know each other?� she asked.
 �I met Isabel through her boyfriend, Ben Doman. He and I were in Star Academy together,� I explained to Mia, and then turned to Isabel. �Why didn�t you tell me you landed a role in Devil May Care when I saw you Friday?�
 �I just got the role. I play Miss Moneypenny, M�s secretary.�
 �Well, welcome aboard. It will be nice to have a friendly face on set,� I said.
 As soon as I said it, I knew I�d made a misstep. Isabel blushed, and Mia gave us a questioning look.
 Lexi appeared at my side.
 �I think they�re ready,� she said to save me from myself.
 Everyone was sitting at a long table. There were placards with our names on them, so we knew where to sit. Chubby was at the head of the table with Stewart Thatcher, who would be James Bond, to his right, and with Rita next to Stewart. I was on his left with Mia next to me. Next to Mia was Mark Harm, our producer, and across from him was Isabel.
 Then there were actors I hadn�t met yet. There was Grant Quigley, an older Brit, who would play M, the chief of MI6. Next was Gustav Drax, who had a heavy Eastern European accent and would play our villain. Finally, there was Geoffrey McGowen, a younger Scottish nerdy hipster, who would play Q, part of British Secret Service and the �gadget guy.� Further down the table were Lexi, Kent, and the other actors� entourages.
 Once we were all seated, the waitstaff appeared with salads. Once everyone was served, Chubby got our attention.
 �This is the most nerve-racking time for me. We�ve assembled the cast, the writers have given us the script to work from, locations have been secured, and we�ve worked out the storyboard. Now we have to execute the plan. I hate waiting. If we could, I would have us start shooting tomorrow.�
 We had a good lunch, and I exchanged my number with the rest of the cast. Rita acted like a den mother and took us under her wing. With her unofficially in charge, I knew we would be okay.
 Chubby pulled Lexi, Kent, and me into a room with Mark Harm.
 �We�re four months out from filming. I talked to Jessup Fields and Kitty Ellis to get some ideas on how to work with you. They tell me that you take to coaching well.�
 �I think that�s due to his sports background,� Kent said.
 �Our goal is to have you do as many of your stunts as possible, keeping safety in mind. The one I�m most worried about is the opening sequence, or what we�re calling the �million-dollar shot.� They�ve convinced me to save it for the last week that you�re with us in case �� he said as he trailed off.
 �� he dies, gets maimed, breaks something,� Kent finished.
 �We would completely understand if you decided not to do it,� Mark hurried to assure me.
 �Can you share what you plan?� I asked.
 Chubby got excited and ran me through the scene. I was sitting on the edge of my seat, bouncing up and down with him when he finished. What I loved most about the James Bond movies were the extended action sequences. Many a movie franchise had tried to duplicate what they did, but they were the best. When he was done, I turned to Kent and Lexi.
 �You tell my mom, and you�re both fired.�
 Lexi looked at Kent.
 �I think he�s decided to do it.�
 She made both Chubby and Mark�s day.
 ◊◊◊
 I let Manaia leave after we got home. It was just Lexi and me.
 �We can either eat leftovers or order delivery. Which do you want?� she asked.
 �You decide.�
 �How about Chinese?�
 �I want something unusual and spicy,� I suggested.
 �I know what to get. Leave it to me,� Lexi said.
 �Hey, quick question. Do you want that box of booze and wine?�
 �Yes, please,� she said and ran off to my bedroom to get it before I changed my mind.
 She came out struggling with the box. I hadn�t guessed there was that much. I took it from her and followed her out to her car, where I placed it in her trunk.
 When we came back in, I changed into shorts and a t-shirt while Lexi called in our order. I ambled to the media room and watched some college basketball. It was hard to get used to the East Coast late games starting at 5:00. I found an ACC battle between Duke and Louisville.
 Settling back, I zoned out and was on the verge of a good nap when Lexi came in and held out her hand. I found my money clip and handed it to her. She came back in with a couple of bags of Chinese food. She knew me too well. Lexi handed over a box of potstickers to get me started. She�d gone for crab Rangoon. I�d devoured my first two potstickers when Lexi asked me a question.
 �Are you happy with my work as your PA?�
 �Don�t tell Kent or Kendal, but you are by far the best PA I�ve ever had. I seriously don�t know how you could do better. You have gotten to know me and my quirks. You anticipate what I need before I even realize I need it. Except for the little misunderstanding we had concerning Brook, you�ve exceeded all my expectations,� I said.
 �Does that mean you want me to work for you again come summer and next fall?�
 �If you want to, I would love to have you,� I assured her.
 Lexi smiled and nodded. I hadn�t considered that she might not join me. I was relieved when she confirmed she would travel with me when I made the movies.
 After the appetizers, she handed me two boxes. Inside of my first one was a steamed salmon filet in a spicy black bean sauce. The other container had sesame and peanut noodles in it. It amazed me that she�d picked the Chinese peanut and noodles dish that was one of my favorites when I was young. Lexi had hit it out of the park with the salmon. Never would I have thought of ordering that as carryout. She�d ordered an eggplant and tofu dish in spicy garlic sauce for herself. Of course, I made her share.
 Once we finished eating, she cleaned everything up and left me to watch my game.
 ◊◊◊
 When halftime came, Lexi walked in, grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV. The first thing I noticed was that she was wearing one of my dress shirts, stockings, and high heels. The old bird dog, Mr. Happy, took an immediate interest. Meanwhile, the big brain had klaxons going off that this was trouble. Before I could figure out who had control of the body, Lexi straddled my legs and sat on my lap, facing me.
 I started to say something, but she touched my lips to shush me.
 �Before you say anything, let me say my piece.�
 I just swallowed in response. A one-night stand wasn�t what I needed. Plus, I knew that there wasn�t enough liquor in the house to ease my frayed nerves. This was a bad idea. Having sex couldn�t cure my woes. Brook had just told me she was moving to Cincinnati. Even though I knew we�d broken up, this felt like cheating.
 �I want to add to my duties as your PA. I want to offer you no-strings hookups,� she said, and she saw my eyebrows go up in shock. �Before you reject it out of hand, let me explain.�
 I blinked at her. Somehow, I�d lost the power of speech.
 �If shooting the J-drama was any indication, starting this summer, you will be spending long hours on set. I expect the condensed filming schedule you�ll have with both the James Bond movie and the ones in New Zealand will mean that you�ll never get any time for yourself. I want you to imagine twelve- to eighteen-hour days. When would you have time to find someone to hook up with?� she asked.
 �People on set, I guess,� I finally said.
 �The two leading candidates are Mia and Isabel for the James Bond movie. Isabel is in a committed relationship. Would you want to do to her what Ben tried to do with Halle?� Lexi asked.
 She was playing dirty and knew it. She hurried on before I had a chance to think about that very much.
 �You�re a young, healthy male who�s used to having sex on a regular basis.�
 �Lexi, there is still the little issue of you working for me. I can�t add no-strings hookups to your job description.�
 �I should have listened to Brook. She told me not to try that argument on you.�
 �Brook knows about this?� I asked.
 �Please, I�m smart enough to recognize that even if you two broke up that I�d still be foolish to go behind her back when it comes to you,� she said.
 I needed to remember that Lexi was extremely smart. Suddenly, I had an insight that made me want to run. Uncle John had told me about what child molesters did to lure underage children: grooming. Lexi was grooming me.
 It made sense if you looked at the steps. First, they target their victim. Lexi had mysteriously appeared at Zak Verwood�s party the night of Zander�s attack. Then they build trust. She�d stepped up and was a witness to the attack and offered her statement to the police.
 Next, they fill a need or find something missing in your life. She�d become my PA. The next step was to build a �special� relationship. She was hands down the most attentive PA in the history of PAs. Sex was introduced. She�d talked Brook into letting her give me a blowjob. Finally, she reinforced the relationship by me agreeing to let her be my PA over the summer and fall.
 Then I remembered something else my uncle had told me. If you go around looking for problems, expecting to find them, you surely will. He�d also shared that there was a difference between grooming and building a relationship, and that difference was the intentions involved.
 The question I had to ask myself was, was Lexi doing this for the wrong reasons? If I looked back to when I first met her, I would say �hell, yes.� She had been a bitch on wheels, and I didn�t like her at all. What I had to ask myself was whether the last several weeks were all an act or not. I couldn�t imagine anyone being around me the hours Lexi had been and me not see through an act.
 If her intent was pure, that still left the question of whether I wanted to do this. If I walked into a random bar and saw Lexi, I would be attracted to her. She was my type: tall, athletic, and good-looking. I had the added benefit of knowing her. For me, the last part was the most important. I knew I wouldn�t do well with random hookups in my current worldview. Maybe Lexi could get me on board with it.
 Lexi then did what she should have done to begin with: she kissed me, then reached down, undid my shorts, and fished out Mr. Happy. She gave him a couple of tugs and released my lips so she could provide a running commentary.
 �Your member is soft, like a rod of iron wrapped in plush velvet.�
 She scooted back to give herself room to bend down so the top of her head touched my chest.
 �You smell like you�re all man, which you are. Your scent alone makes me want to push my hand between my thighs to help relieve the ache down there. You make me need you. It�s a physical reaction that no one else has made me feel, ever,� she explained. �It�s been that way ever since you first took me on that yacht.�
 She looked up at me.
 �I understand you don�t want a relationship right now. And I also realize we can�t have a �normal� relationship. I won�t be your girlfriend. But I don�t want a normal relationship with you. I just want � what you do to me. When you choose to. When we hook up.�
 Her eyes focused downward again, and I felt her hot breath on my sex. I sucked in my breath when she leaned down and licked the tip.
 �Lexi,� I warned.
 I was sure she could feel my legs quiver in anticipation. It was all I could do not to grab the back of her neck to hold her in place as I pushed my hips forward. She looked up at me again, and our eyes locked. She clearly loved the bit of control she had for those brief moments. If, in that instant, Lexi asked me if I wanted to hook up, I would give her a resounding �yes.� She opened her mouth to form a perfect �O.� Kill me now; we were about to get to the best part.
 Lexi leaned forward again and took the top third of my member in her mouth.
 �Oh � yessss,� I hissed between clenched teeth.
 My paper-thin control was torn to shreds as I pushed Lexi off my lap onto the floor and grabbed a handful of hair. I held her in place as my hips began to take control of the action.
 In self-defense, she grasped the base of my shaft so that I couldn�t push too far forward and choke her. I was starting to get there. Mr. Happy began to thicken, lengthen, stiffen, and get harder, if that was even possible.
 Lexi seemed to sense my desire. I worried for a split second whether Lexi was as into this as she�d said. Then she became more of an active participant as she sucked me with more force and used her tongue in interesting ways. Lexi�s nostrils flared as she inhaled my musky, heated scent. I saw her flush with desire. If I�d had any doubt before, I could see this wasn�t an act.
 I rejoiced as my heavy member slid across her tongue, stretching her lips, filling her mouth as I pushed my length forward. I�d found a good rhythm and might have gone on for much longer. But she reached up with her other hand and used her fingernails to scratch me right under my sack. For me, that was one of my most sensitive spots in a very good way.
 �Oh, crud,� I gasped. �I can�t hold off.�
 I tried to pull her off me, but she wasn�t having any of that. Lexi had a good grip on me and continued to do wonderful things to Mr. Happy. He convinced the big brain to let him drive the body.
 I slammed my hips forward to get as deep as she�d allow me, which was a lot deeper than I�d thought she would. A rumble started deep in my chest as I moaned with pleasure.
 Lexi was killing me. She bobbed up and down like a madwoman, and it was too much. I couldn�t stop the runaway rush of feelings, so I gave up trying to control them. Mr. Happy jerked against the roof of her mouth as I climaxed. I couldn�t believe how good that was.
 ◊◊◊
 I may have blacked out a little.
 Lexi stood before me and had a tremulous little smile on her face.
 �You liked that?� she asked as she unbuttoned my dress shirt she wore as a � well, dress.
 When she got to her navel, I saw the swell of her breasts since she wasn�t wearing a bra. I felt my arousal begin to return.
 �Come here,� I said in a husky voice.
 I reached between us, cupped her sex, and slid my middle fingers between her swollen folds. I looked into her eyes as they got bigger and felt her tremble in anticipation.
 �You liked that?� I asked, using her own words.
 Certainly, I liked it. I also knew all that kept me from stopping was Mr. Happy, who was successfully arguing that Lexi�d said this was just a hookup. I had a bad feeling that if I allowed my emotions to get involved, I might fall hard for her. That was the last thing I needed right now, and it didn�t seem like that was what she was after.
 I was leaving either tomorrow or the next day and going home. I would have to face everyone and to explain what happened with Brook and me. It was best that I not have Lexi on the brain when I did that. This was precisely what I needed to clear my head: no-strings, hook-up sex.
 She was soft and wet. I had to snap out of it.
 �Please tell me again. Tell me this is just sex. Tell me that it doesn�t mean more than that,� I begged.
 �Relax,� she said, and then got serious. �David, I know you�re hurting. I realize that there�s no room in your head for more, and I honestly am not looking for anything from you. Except that you take care of a need of my own. I have needs, too. Why can�t we help each other?�
 �Lexi, if we take this any further, there have to be rules. If we�re going to do this, it has to be just sex. No emotions, no expectations, no guilt. It�s simply two people helping each other out.�
 �That�s what I want,� she assured me.
 �If either of us even thinks we have found someone we want more with, we stop.�
 �Agreed.�
 �This begins once we start the movies. If we�re going to do this, then it�s just the two of us. I don�t want to worry about others. I want to keep it professional with my castmates, and I�m not interested in finding random hookups,� I explain.
 �If you�re the one giving me orgasms, I won�t ever hook up with anyone else.�
 I smiled.
 �Lexi, you�ve been a very good girl. You�re the best PA I could ever have. Good girls get treats,� I said as I turned up the sexual vibe meter to nine and a half.
 �What�s my treat?� she asked.
 �I plan to give you enough satisfaction that you won�t need to find anyone else while I�m gone.�
 �What about Bob?� she asked.
 That was to my sexual vibe what throwing a bucket of ice water was to sleep. Lexi laughed at my confusion.
 �Who�s Bob?� I asked.
 �My Battery-Operated Boyfriend.�
 �Huh?� I asked, even more confused, and then the lightbulb came on. �Oh � Bob is cool. I encourage you to get together with Bob as often as you want.�
 Lexi dropped her hand between her legs and began to rub it in circles. She really was a �good girl.� She was �good� at turning me on.
 �Come here. I�ve made my decision. I want to do this hook-up idea of yours.�
 �You sure? I don�t want you wimping out on me,� she teased.
 �You better learn to scream my name because you�ll be doing it a lot,� I said as I jumped up.
 �David!�
 �Run, little girl. Run for my bed,� I said as I swatted her butt.
 We were each a giggling mess as we ran for the bedroom.
 I have started to think I should make decisions more often. This was the third one I�d made in the last 24 hours. First, I was going to school at Michigan; second, I would do most of my own stunts in the James Bond movie; and third, I�d agreed to a hook-up arrangement with Lexi. All of which made me a happy boy.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday January 15 
 I rolled over and found Lexi glued to her phone with a frown on her face.
 �What�s wrong?� I asked.
 �You�re leaving today. They don�t need you for anything with the J-drama.�
 �That�s good, right?� I asked.
 �You�re leaving,� she said again, and then sighed. �I�d selfishly hoped that you would stay an extra day so we could � you know.�
 She was cute when she got bashful like that.
 �Have mind-blowing sex?�
 She wouldn�t look at me.
 �When do I have to leave?� I asked.
 �Two hours.�
 �Let�s make the most of it,� I suggested.
 Her squealing and putting me into a lip-lock must have meant �yes.�
 ◊◊◊
 �Did you two �?� Manaia asked when he saw Lexi and me come to the kitchen from my wing of the house.
 I think us both having wet hair was a dead giveaway. I just gave him a look. Then I noticed that Paul was with him. Paul shook his head and reached for another doughnut. Lexi must have told Manaia to pick them up because they were all Boston creams, my favorite.
 As I was about to bite into my first one, my phone rang. I didn�t recognize the number, but I knew where it was from: it was an Indianapolis area code. I hit my recording app and answered.
 �This is David,� I said.
 �I have good news,� Stewart Chadwick said.
 �For who?� I asked.
 �Me, of course. Guess who has been assigned to investigate you and your buddies?�
 �If you�re calling, I assume it�s you.�
 �You got it on the first try. Guess what else?� he asked with glee.
 �Just tell me, Mr. Chadwick.�
 �Careful. I�m not sure I like that tone of voice. You need to be nicer to the one person who holds your future in their hands,� he warned me.
 �What do you want, Stewart?� I asked.
 �Why, I want you to back off on your commitment to Michigan, of course. I want you to do what I told you I wanted to begin with. I want you to get the goods on Southwest Central State and their dirty program.�
 �If I don�t?� I asked.
 �Then I�ll yank your amateurism certification and put a block on you signing with anyone. I�ll do it to your friends as well. I�ll say that until we finish the investigation, it would be irresponsible to allow you to potentially damage the fine reputation of one of our member institutions. We can�t have that kind of taint spread by someone who takes money to play. I�m also afraid that the investigation might take a long while,� he threatened.
 �Are you sure that�s how you want to play it?� I asked.
 �If you don�t play ball, you�ll learn the full power of the NCAA. Even you, with your money and lawyers, are nothing compared to us. We�ve been playing against bigger foes with deeper pockets than you�ll ever have. We even have Congress in our back pocket. The NCAA would rather crush you than worry about you possibly being a problem. And the thing is, David ��
 �Yeah?�
 �If you don�t help, then you will be a problem.�
 �Stewart, I understand that you�re not happy that I didn�t want to help you entrap Southwest Central State in your sting. I get it. What I don�t understand is why you would go to such lengths to do it. What�s in it for you?� I asked.
 �You just never mind about that. I�ll give you a couple of days to think about it. If you don�t come around to my way of thinking, then it�s on you,� he said and hung up.
 All my good feelings over the last few days just evaporated. This was a mess.
 ◊◊◊


 Epilogue 
 Paul rented a town car for our trip home. We�d breezed out of O�Hare because Lexi had the forethought to ship most everything back for us. It was the Sunday before Martin Luther King Day, so traffic was light getting out of Chicago. We soon settled in for the hour-and-a-half drive home.
 �Are you mad that you have to take Chuck�s place?� I asked.
 Paul glanced over. He�d transferred to LA, where the bulk of Fritz�s security business was, when Chuck was brought on.
 �I�m not going to lie; I liked the big city. There�s a lot more to do for someone single. I didn�t like the traffic, though, and I look forward to getting a good night�s sleep.�
 �What do you mean by that?� I asked.
 �I lived in an apartment complex where something was always going on at all hours. It will be nice not to be woken at three a.m. with the neighbors screaming at each other.�
 �You could have moved,� I suggested.
 �Do you realize what rent is in LA?� he asked.
 �Kent told me he spent close to five grand a month. My mom usually gets $500 to $850 for her rentals, so I�m sure you�ll save some money.�
 �I was paying about half what Kent paid, but you�re right, I will be able to save quite a bit,� he admitted.
 �Why did my mom ask Fritz to pull Chuck?� I asked.
 This was my real reason for starting the conversation. I had a feeling it involved Scarlet, Carol�s mom. I could tell that Paul was uncomfortable, but he had become more than just one of my security guys. We�d managed to become friends.
 �I�m not sure it�s my place to say.�
 �Does it have something to do with him and Scarlet?�
 �Yes,� he admitted.
 �Just tell me.�
 He glanced over, and he could see I wasn�t going to leave him alone until he told me something.
 �Okay, but I don�t have all the facts. I�ve just heard the rumors in the office.�
 �Don�t worry, I�m not looking to cause Chuck any problems. I need to know if I have to do anything for Scarlet,� I said to assure him that I wouldn�t try to get Chuck fired.
 That didn�t mean I wouldn�t kick his butt if he hurt her, though. Of course, I didn�t plan to tell Paul that.
 �The story goes that at the New Year�s Eve party, they had a good time, so he asked her out on a couple more dates. When they progressed to � well �� he said.
 �Sex,� I provided.
 �That�s it,� he said as he gave me a sideways glance. �I guess Scarlet wanted him to do stuff.�
 �Like �� I prodded.
 �Honestly, I don�t know,� he said, and I nodded that I understood.
 The night I�d been with Scarlet and Ashley, they�d done a fantasy role-playing bit with Scarlet tied to the stairs and blindfolded. At the time, I�d thought it was hot. From recent conversations with Cindy and my uncle, I strongly suspected that Scarlet liked some fantasy games in her sex life.
 �Did it freak him out?� I asked.
 �Apparently, he said some things, and your mom found out.�
 That disappointed me greatly. Just because Scarlet liked to spice things up, it didn�t mean she should be verbally abused. I likened it to gay-bashing, which may have been at least tolerated a few decades ago, but which undoubtedly wasn�t now.
 As an athlete, I knew that locker-room talk sometimes went off the rails. It reminded me that words mattered and that it was probably not right to call my half brother a slur word, even though he was a pain in the butt.
 I vowed not to make the mistake some had made. During last year�s NFL draft, it came to light that one of the top picks had tweeted something homophobic when he was fourteen. That tweet had NFL teams hesitant to draft him for fear of the backlash. By most accounts, it was just a stupid kid saying something he thought was funny at the time. He�d recanted and admitted it was a mistake.
 This was where I had a problem with the PC police. They failed to take anything in context, and they had no forgiveness in their hearts. That player�s tweet ended up costing him millions because he�d dropped way down in the draft order.
 It just highlighted that there were real-world consequences for actions or words that often were harmless when seen in context. In this case, though, the cost had bounced right back onto Chuck. He�d made a �politically incorrect� comment that was hurtful to the mother of one of my children, and my mom wouldn�t take that lying down.
 At least my mom hadn�t gone nuclear and had him fired. I would guess that Chuck would like to take back what he�d said to Scarlet. I�d always had thought he was a good man. After all, even Duke loved him, and he was a pretty good judge of character.
 �You know my mom,� I said to defend her.
 I was glad she stood up for Scarlet and removed a potentially uncomfortable situation for her.
 �No, I get it. I think Chuck might have gotten off easy. I�ve seen your mom when she gets on a roll.�
 We all had.
 �He made it out alive,� I said and smiled.
 Paul shook his head with a smirk on his face.
 �Someone said Brook is moving. Are you going to try the long-distance routine?� he asked.
 �She left Friday. We�d talked about what would happen when I left to do my movies and she headed off to college. It just made the event happen sooner than we planned.�
 �So, you broke up?�
 �Yeah, we did.�
 �I�m kind of surprised she didn�t stay. I mean, it seemed like her parents gave her a lot of latitude, and it is her last semester. It had to be hard for her to go.�
 �Cassidy offered to let Brook live with her, but in the end, she was still in high school and had to move with her parents. I would probably do the same in her shoes. Mom reminds me that as long as I�m under her roof �� I left the rest unsaid.
 Paul had heard her use that on me more than once. I expected Brook was capable of cutting the apron strings, as was I. It came down to her wanting to live with her parents. I suspected she would act as a buffer while they tried to save their marriage.
 �She was good for you,� Paul said.
 �That she was,� I said and became quiet.
 The rest of the ride home I spent contemplating what was to come. Everything from my NCAA problems to Dare and my drones, to Brook and how I would keep in touch, to what I would do as far as dating was concerned. In other words, the whole shebang. Of course, I knew that everything wasn�t going to be sunshine and rainbows, but I looked forward to my last semester of school. I wanted to go out with a bang before real life set in. I looked forward to what was to come and vowed to live life to its fullest. My last semester would be exciting, if nothing else.
 ◊◊◊




 Senior Year: Spring 
Table of Contents:
Chapter 1 � Baby Steps
Chapter 2 � Are You Brain-Damaged?
Chapter 3 � Too Big
Chapter 4 � You�ve Been Nominated
Chapter 5 � Food for Thot
Chapter 6 � Walk Like The Man
Chapter 7 � National Signing Day
Chapter 8 � Fox Walking
Chapter 9 � Mercy Date
Chapter 10 � Birthday Boys
Chapter 11 � Be True to Who I Am
Chapter 12 � You�ve Got A Friend
Chapter 13 � Set Up
Chapter 14 � Valentine�s Day Massacre
Chapter 15 � Valentine�s Day Massacre Part Deux
Chapter 16 � Aftershock
Chapter 17 � That Makes My Head Hurt
Chapter 18 � Quarter Beers
Chapter 19 � Straighten Me Out?
Chapter 20 � Boss of Me
Chapter 21 � So It Begins
Chapter 22 �The Naked Truth
Chapter 23 � And The Oscar Goes To �
Chapter 24 � Playboy Mansion on Steroids
Chapter 25 � I Wish I�d Said �
Chapter 26 � Weirdo
Chapter 27 � I Don�t Want to Know
Chapter 28 � Shut the Door, Have a Seat
Chapter 29 � A Mouth Full of Ashes
Chapter 30 � An Embarrassment of Riches
Chapter 31 � That Voodoo That You Do
Chapter 32 � Make One Promise
Chapter 33 � Made My Decision
Chapter 34 � Cheatin� Heart
Chapter 35 � It Was Perfect




 Chapter 1 � Baby Steps  Monday January 16 
 I left my apartment to start my day and decided a run was out of the question because it�d snowed last night. It was the perfect reminder of what I would miss about LA.
 The day�s only saving grace was that I didn�t have to go to school. It was Martin Luther King Jr. Day, which meant almost everything was closed.
 I came into the kitchen and Duke greeted me, so I let him out. The traitor had moved in with Coby and Little David while I was gone. Peggy finally took his crate up to the boys� room. We were still a few months away from Little David being old enough for a big-boy bed.
 Duke�s crate had been mentioned as the replacement bed for Coby. It had become my son�s go-to place to take a nap, and Mom said he fussed when he had to go to bed in his crib at night. For once, Duke wasn�t protective of his stuff. He was happy to have Coby sleep with him.
 I found my dad drinking tea instead of his usual coffee.
 �I wondered how long it would take to convert you to my way of thinking,� I said, smarting off.
 He ignored me.
 �What are you doing today?� he asked.
 �I called Moose to see if I could get in a workout at the field house. Baseball season is right around the corner. He told me that Tim had already called him, and the entire team would be there for voluntary workouts.�
 �Oh, speaking of school, your mother changed your classes,� Dad warned me as he handed me my new schedule.
 At least he gave me a heads-up. I would have been in a terrible mood if I�d shown up and discovered this change.
 What I�d planned to take:

 PE/Strength and Conditioning
 Business Math (I figured it would be a breeze for anyone who�d had precalculus)
 Computer Applications (basically an introduction to MS Office)
 Lunch
 Rock Music Appreciation (I�d tried to sign up for this before with no success)
 Honors Drama (this would be a piece of cake for me with my training and experience)
 AP Econ & Virtual Enterprise (even though it was an AP class, I recognized that I needed this and was willing to work at it)
 Study Hall (a chance to skip out early)

 After my mom changed my classes:

 PE/Strength and Conditioning � Coach Rector
 AP Calculus � Ms. Lowden
 AP Chemistry � Mr. Dutton
 Lunch
 AP English Lit/Poetry � Mrs. Hedge
 Spanish II � Ms. Cruz
 AP Economics & Virtual Enterprise � Mr. Quiroz
 AP Physics � Mr. Hicks

 The target of my ire walked into the kitchen.
 �I see you gave him his schedule,� she said, and gave me a look that dared me to object.
 �I really wanted to take Rock Music Appreciation,� I complained.
 �First, you should be thanking me,� she said and paused for me to do just that.
 I still didn�t get how she was able to change my classes. There surely had to be some kind of rule against that. When she recognized that Hell might freeze over before I �appreciated� her meddling, she continued.
 �With your five AP classes, you can overtake Gina Tasman for valedictorian. She�s only taking three,� Mom explained.
 Advanced Placement classes had a multiplier that added to your grade point average. Gina was slightly ahead of me in the class standings. The competitive side of me understood my mom�s logic, but I did want to take the rock music class.
 �Did you give Dare a heads-up that you changed my schedule?� I asked.
 �He needs to learn to be more independent,� Mom said.
 She had a point. Until now, I�d had Brook to help keep an eye on him. My first option now was Cassidy, but I would bet big money that she wasn�t interested in any of the classes he would be in.
 Speaking of the little ninja, I heard the back door open, and she waltzed in. Someone felt comfortable enough to walk right in without knocking. It made me smile because when I was growing up, Tami, Alan, and Jeff had done just that. We treated each other�s houses like our own.
 �Oh, good, I didn�t miss breakfast,� she said as she claimed my seat at the table.
 Everyone looked at me, and I suppressed a smile. Leave it to my family to bring me back to earth. In their eyes, I was still a high school kid, not a movie star. I stepped over to the refrigerator to see what I would make for breakfast.
 ◊◊◊
 It upset Cassidy that I wouldn�t let her drive the Dodge Demon in the snow. It was too much car on dry pavement; I didn�t even want to imagine what would happen if it was driven in icy conditions. Instead, we took the SUV. I felt much safer with her driving that.
 When we pulled up to the school, I got out, and Cassidy scowled at me.
 �I�m supposed to do a security check before you get out of the car,� she complained.
 I looked around, and there wasn�t another car parked within thirty feet of us. She made me get back in and, out of spite, had me wait while she did her check. When she opened my door to let me out, I grabbed my duffle bag and bolted for the school�s front door.
 �Jerk!�
 I looked toward the door and noticed a girl between me and the building. She heard my boots crunching in the snow, which caused her to turn to see who was coming. I darted past her to be a gentleman and open the door.
 She pushed around me and was halfway in when she recognized me. The girl stood in the middle of the doorway, looking up into my eyes with her mouth open. Then she did the full checkout as her gaze ran up and down my body.
 I was both amused and irritated when the girl looked at my crotch. Mr. Happy must have sensed the scrutiny because he twitched awake. She spotted the movement in my jeans and blinked several times.
 �Not that I mind you staring, but I need to get inside so I can go lift,� I said.
 By now, Cassidy had caught up with me and stood there, taking in the show.
 The girl pried her eyes away from my crotch and looked totally mortified at being caught ogling me. I felt like a piece of meat she was about to kneel before and devour. Her eyes finally met mine, and I had an ironic smile on my face that I hoped conveyed that I wasn�t serious. She opened and closed her mouth a couple times before she could talk.
 �Ah, yes, uhm, nice of you to, ah � I mean nice of you to meet with me, me, to meet you. Uh, I mean �� she managed. Then the girl turned to run away like I�d asked her to sacrifice kittens to raise some demonic entity from the depths of Hell.
 As she stumbled through her incoherent little speech, I�d zoned out because she was the vision of precisely the type of cute girl that I wanted to get to know. Her eyes were the dark blue of the night sky and a great complement to her gorgeous full lips. Her thick dark hair smelled of coconut and looked silky to the touch, making me want to run my fingers through it.
 I couldn�t tell much else because she had bundled herself up in an oversized parka that hung down to her knees. She was such a little tease, hiding her goodies from me.
 Then this girl did the unexpected. She stopped herself from scampering away, then turned and squared her shoulders.
 It was my turn to blink. She made sure she had my full attention and looked down at the bulge in my jeans. Her little pink tongue darted over her lips as those dark eyes watched Mr. Happy make a play for the body. It caused him to thicken and stretch as he attempted to escape through my jeans like that monster in Alien that burst from the guy�s chest.
 I shoved my hand into my pocket and shifted my duffle bag to hide my growing problem. Cassidy barked out a laugh at my not-so-subtle attempt to salvage my dignity. Brook had left me less than a week ago, and here I was, already looking for her replacement. What was wrong with me?
 Cassidy pushed me aside, hooked her arm inside the new girl�s elbow, and pulled her inside.
 �We need to talk,� she said.
 I watched them walk away. Damn! I was just getting to know her.
 ◊◊◊
 It took some doing, but I talked Mr. Happy down. After I�d had a chance to think about it, I was more than a little embarrassed by how I�d acted. It wasn�t like me to flirt with a random girl at school.
 Not that she wasn�t flirt-worthy; I just thought that it was way too soon after Brook had left.
 The hard truth was, I�d convinced myself that I wasn�t going to start another relationship with only a semester left in my senior year. That was why Lexi was such a perfect solution. With her, it was just a hookup. I could get behind a no-strings, fun romp in the sack.
 The problem was that I wasn�t sure there were many girls my age who would be interested in that. The only two that came to mind were Lisa Felton and Destiny Crown. I certainly didn�t want to go there and face the wrath of my friends.
 When I got to the locker room, I made the rounds. It pleased me that everyone had shown up to lift and work on their baseball skills on a holiday. I talked to each guy and made sure they understood that this year we were not goofing off. We would make a push to win State.
 Last year, our squad had been divided. Some key players played seven-on-seven football instead of baseball. Two players I targeted were younger quarterbacks, my brother Phil and Trent Buchannan. They would battle next season to take over the starting quarterback job. Playing seven-on-seven football was critical for both of them.
 I�d made them a deal that I knew Moose would back me up on. If they joined the team part-time to help with pitching depth, I wouldn�t mess with their spring football teams. The only condition was that they had to show up for preseason workouts and get enough pitching in each week to be useful. I also might have alluded to the fact that I would work with them so they were better football players.
 I dressed in my workout clothes and was on my way to the weight room when Moose stopped me.
 �Before you go lift, I want you to meet our new strength and conditioning coach.�
 �What happened to Connor Fletcher?� I asked.
 Coach Fletcher had been hired to help us, and I�d assumed he would continue in the role.
 �He�s going to focus on his job at State as their strength and conditioning coach. He recommended our new one. Mr. Hasting talked the school into hiring her as part of our training staff,� Moose explained.
 �Her?� I asked.
 He shrugged, pointed at the training room, and headed back into his office. I figured I might as well get this over with.
 I walked in and found Cassidy talking to Jill and Becky, our trainers. When they spotted me, all conversation stopped. I suspected that Cassidy had been filling them in on my encounter with the new girl.
 �Hey, I need you to look at something. I have this discoloration on my skin, and I�m not sure what the problem is,� I said as I walked up to them.
 They barked out a laugh when I showed them my tan line on my hip.
 �And so it begins,� Jill said as she shook her head at me.
 �Give me a hug; I�ve missed you,� Becky said.
 I gave them both hugs. When I released Jill, Becky introduced me to the newest member of their team.
 �David, I would like you to meet Joey Marshall.�
 I turned and caught Cassidy�s huge grin. Yep, it was the girl from earlier. Only now I could see what had been hidden under the parka.
 Joey looked like a woman you�d find in a fitness magazine. She had on a half tank top that highlighted an impressive rack, and her abs showed more definition than those on most of the guys on our team. Joey�s yoga pants did nothing to hide her round, perky ass that screamed �squeeze me.� Her muscular legs made me wonder if she�d played volleyball in college.
 �So, you took over for Fletch,� I said. �I can already see that you�re an improvement.�
 �And I can already see that you�re going to be my problem child,� she snapped back.
 I bit back several retorts that involved my �problem� and decided I wanted her on my side instead of tattling on me the first day.
 �All I care about is whether you can make me a better athlete,� I said, getting serious.
 She looked at me for a moment and must have decided I wasn�t playing around, so she gave me a slight nod to show we were on the same page.
 �Ms. Hope, get David�s folder, and we�ll check where he�s at now,� Joey said.
 I�d talked to Coach Hope about what Cassidy wanted to do beyond high school. One of her goals was to help me stay in shape. She already had the cardio down, now she would learn from Joey and the rest of the training staff about the strength side. That was why she�d now become a student trainer.
 Cassidy came back with my folder and handed it to Joey. It was somewhat thick after four years of football injuries.
 �Take your shirt off,� Cassidy ordered.
 I took it off and saw Jill and Becky trying to hide their laughter as Cassidy held out her hand to Joey.
 �I�ll pay you later,� Joey said under her breath to Cassidy.
 �Did you want to check my skin discoloration?� I asked, turning slightly to show her my butt.
 �No!� Jill and Becky said at the same time.
 �Behave,� Cassidy admonished me.
 I gave Cassidy my drowned-puppy look, and she had to turn away. I think I�d finally nailed it.
 �Okay,� Joey said to try to bring back some professionalism to the conversation. �Let�s get his measurements.�
 Both Jill and Becky had to go to the office because they were �being a distraction,� according to Joey. I decided not to offer her all my measurements since I could tell she was just trying to get through this.
 I officially measured six-four and a quarter and weighed 222 pounds. Next, Joey and Cassidy took me out and had me do some stretching and running, followed by the workout that I usually did in the weight room.
 I quickly found that the newest member of our staff knew her stuff. She had me show her how I did each exercise and quizzed me on why I did some drills in certain ways. Joey took a lot of notes and only made a few comments while I worked up a decent sweat.
 It felt good to get back into our facilities. To be honest, our weight-room setup was better than what Pepperdine had. Over the last three years, our booster club had poured serious money into getting us everything a top-flight program should have.
 Once we were done, Cassidy and Joey took me back to the training room to talk.
 �What period do you have PE?� Joey asked.
 �First.�
 �Okay,� she said as she made a note of that and then looked up. �I can tell you�ve dialed it back since football season. That�s good because it gave your body a chance to completely heal. I understand you were in an accident, is that right?�
 �Ribs, hip pointer, and right arm,� Cassidy relayed.
 �I want you to come in early tomorrow so that Dr. Grog can check you out. If you need further testing, we may have to schedule an appointment.�
 �Doc Grog,� I said.
 �Excuse me?� Joey asked.
 �He likes to be called Doc Grog,� I shared.
 �Okay, I�ll remember that. Thanks.�
 �Should I run tomorrow morning?� I asked.
 �No. I�m going to shake up your routine. You�ve gotten to a point where your improvement has tapered off. We�ll shock your system by having you do different exercises that will result in a significant increase in your strength, speed, endurance, coordination, and flexibility. I want to get you ready to play baseball and then lay a foundation for when you go to college.
 �Many athletes at your skill level don�t seem to improve like they should when they go to college. It all comes down to your having elite training similar to what you�ll experience when you go up a level.
 �That means you won�t improve as much as athletes who didn�t have your same training in high school. What I want to do is make sure you continue to improve. We don�t need anyone catching up with you,� she said with a smile.
 �I�m on board with that,� I assured her.
 �Tell me that in a month when you can hardly walk,� she said with a grin.
 �David won�t back down,� Cassidy said, to show her faith in me.
 I was glad she was more confident than me at that moment. I didn�t even want to think about what evil plans Joey had for me. Who knew what sort of torture she had in mind? I prayed it wasn�t Pilates. I�d done that my freshman year and just about died.
 ◊◊◊
 After we were done, I took Cassidy to lunch and then to the airport. I�d scheduled my last two hours of required flight time. Roy took me up, and we finished that. He had me go through everything they frequently tested for on the check ride. I told him I wanted to get it done this week, so he scheduled my written test for Wednesday. My check ride would be on Thursday.
 I also booked him for a trip this coming weekend because I planned to fly to Cincinnati to see Brook. I wanted him to go with me for safety reasons and in case of inclement weather. My license wouldn�t allow me to pilot the plane if there was a chance I might have to fly via instruments. I didn�t want to get stuck at Brook�s on Sunday if a weather front came through.
 Cassidy informed me that I was taking her with me. I would never tell her no when it came to her being able to see her best friend.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way home, I received a text from Caryn.
�Can I buy a mattress?�
 She�d attached a video that she�d shot of my new condo in Canada. Caryn had decided to take her vacation before she moved to Cincinnati. And oh, my! I quickly discovered that Zander could not decorate to save his life. It looked like a frat boy with no money had outfitted it.
 There were four theater-style leather recliners in the living room, the kind with drink holders in the arms. Unfortunately, they were all different colors and looked like he�d picked them out of a dumpster. I might have been okay with them if they�d been complementary colors or black or brown leather. Instead, they were canary yellow, salmon, eggplant purple, and neon green, and there were noticeable scratches where they�d been abused.
 I did approve of the TV that dominated one wall. Under it was a gaming system and a pile of video games with a tangle of cords and controllers on top.
 The walls were still the contractor white, and the carpet was a dirty brown with stains. Then again, it may have just been filthy.
 Caryn walked through the empty dining room and into a modern kitchen. At least it had good-looking cabinets and appliances. In the corner sat a card table with folding chairs to eat at.
 She next went to the master bedroom. A mattress lay on the floor with no sheets or pillows. I cringed when I saw the stains. I didn�t even want to think about what had caused them.
 Our next stop was one of the other bedrooms. Again, a scuzzy mattress, but this time the carpet had a massive stain that looked suspiciously like barf.
 When the video ended, I called Caryn.
 �It�s not the Ritz,� Caryn said when she answered.
 �It looks like I should just sell it.�
 �No. The unit itself is nice, and it�s in a good building. They have a shuttle service that runs on a regular schedule to and from the ski resort. It�s only a five-minute trip. It looks like a party house after the festivities. If you did a little decorating, this would be an ideal vacation spot,� Caryn assured me.
 �You want me to put you up in a hotel?� I asked.
 �No. I came to ski and don�t plan to hang out in the condo that much. I called, and I can have a bed delivered. Of course, that�s assuming you approve. I presume you want a California king for the master bedroom.�
 Since I was six-four, the extra four inches offered by the California king would be a godsend.
 �That works. Get whatever you need for your stay, and I�ll look into making the place livable after you leave.�
 �I didn�t want to complain because staying here is saving me money, but when I saw the mattress ��
 �Yeah, I would have turned around and walked out,� I admitted.
 �I�ll get it taken care of. And David?�
 �Yes?�
 �Thanks. I needed a vacation,� Caryn said.
 ◊◊◊
 I spent the evening with my family. Ashley and Scarlet came over so I could spend time with Allen, Dawson, and Carol. They all needed their daddy time, and I think it was my job to wear them out. Actually, they may have worn me out.
 When they finally wound down, Ashley and Scarlet went home, leaving me with Little David and Coby. I scooped them up and took them upstairs to get them changed into their pajamas. Peggy joined me when I was just about done.
 �We need to cut the legs off Coby�s crib. He wants to climb out of it, and I�m afraid he�s going to hurt himself,� she shared.
 �I�ll talk to Wolf and Tim. I�m sure they have the tools to take care of it.�
 The boys snuggled down. Mom had just let Duke back in. He checked to make sure I hadn�t done anything wrong with his playmates and meandered to his crate. Peggy grabbed my hand and led me through the Jack-n-Jill bathroom to her bedroom. She sat on the bed and patted it for me to join her.
 �I heard about Brook. Are you okay?�
 �Her dad did something boneheaded that caused her parents to realize there were problems in their relationship. They�ve decided to try to work it out and are determined Cincinnati is the place to do that since the new business will be located there.
 �I think if they weren�t having problems, Brook might have opted to stay here. Regardless, I totally agree with her decision to go with them,� I said.
 �What is she supposed to do?� Peggy asked.
 �If it were me, I would offer them support and act as a buffer so neither of them would go too far over the line.�
 �I�d never want to go over the line with your mom. She can be scary, and I think you�re the only one that has the guts to stand up to her,� Peggy offered.
 �Dad will surprise you sometimes, but he�s learned to pick his battles. I�m still learning that lesson. I don�t fall for her goading quite so often anymore.�
 �If you say so,� Peggy said and then leaned against my arm to give me a little shove to show she was teasing.
 �Now that Brook is gone, what do you plan to do?� Peggy asked.
 �About what?� I asked.
 �Do you plan to date anybody?� she asked.
 �Not really. I�ll take it slow, take baby steps. I don�t want to start something only to leave at the end of the school year.�
 �That�s probably for the best,� Peggy said.
 �What about you? Any guys you need me to do a background check on?� I teased.
 She just shook her head and then gave me a sideways look with a glint of mischief in her eyes.
 �You should remember that you have baby mamas who have needs.�
 I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. While I cared for all of them greatly, I didn�t want to bounce from bed to bed. As much fun as that would be, I had found something with Brook that made me want to be a one-woman man. Then Peggy invaded my personal space, which made me pay attention to her.
 �Let�s take this in baby steps,� she said, to use my words against me. �It�s actually that time of the month for me. Would you be willing to just cuddle with me until I fall asleep?�
 �Sure.�
 Who knew �cuddling� meant you stripped down to your boxers? Mr. Happy didn�t care that the big brain was attached to a �stupid boy.� He knew that Peggy had been my crush since middle school. She discovered my problem and reached into my boxers to fish out my growing member.
 When she wrapped her fingers around me, a groan slipped out of my throat. Oh, yeah. There�s nothing better than the feel of a woman�s hand on your package.
 Nope, I was wrong. Peggy�s tongue found Mr. Happy, and holy shit, it was so much better than her hand.
 I did what every guy does in that situation: I fell asleep as soon as she finished taking care of the problem she had caused.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday January 17 
 Paul took me to school today because I had to be there early. I headed straight to the training room and found Doc Grog with Mr. Hasting, our head trainer. I received a thorough physical, and then they made me do range-of-motion exercises to check how my side and hip had healed. They followed that with a lot of unnecessary poking and prodding.
 �Looks good,� Doc Grog said.
 �So, no restrictions?� Mr. Hasting asked.
 �No. He�s good to go.�
 I gave them a tight smile and made a hasty exit before they decided to torture me any further. I�d just gotten to my gym locker when my phone rang.
 �Hey, it�s Tim.�
 �I know. I have Caller ID, dumbass,� I shot back.
 �Where are you?�
 �The locker room. I had to come in early to get cleared by Doc Grog,� I explained, and then got curious. �Why do you need to know where I am?�
 �Dare can�t find you, and he said that you blocked him from calling you or sending you text messages,� Tim explained.
 �Oh.�
 �I�m sending him your way,� Tim said and chuckled.
 Everyone found it amusing that I�d taken the little misfit under my wing last fall. It wasn�t what a typical jock would do. At most high schools, Dare would be a prime candidate for getting stuffed into a locker.
 Smart, shy kids who skipped several grade levels tended to get picked on, and Dare had been a target at his previous school. When he first came to Lincoln High, he would barely talk to me because of that.
 A minute later, Dare came rushing into the locker room. When he saw me, I could see the tension leave his body. I guess I was his bodyguard of sorts. I wondered how he survived a week without me being at school.
 Behind him, the three amigos, Phil, Yuri, and Roc, came in arguing about something.
 �Not that I really want to know,� Roc said to my half brother, Phil. �But when you first get up each day, do you gaze upon your glorious good looks in the mirror for one hour or two?�
 I held my finger up to let Dare know that I wanted to hear this one.
 �Two,� Phil revealed.
 �I suppose you give yourself a fist bump,� Yuri said.
 Roc gave Yuri a nod to show he agreed with his addition to the conversation.
 �I probably should, when I have all this going on,� Phil said as he flexed. �Then, I kiss each of my biceps and give props to the man upstairs for giving me just that little extra to please the ladies.�
 I will give the little dumbass credit; he owned it as his friends teased him. I might not have grabbed my crotch, but the other two appreciated his bravado.
 �Jesus Harold Christ! I hear he�s amazing in bed,� Yuri said, acting like a swooning girl.
 �He probably started that rumor himself,� Roc revealed.
 They finally couldn�t help themselves and burst out laughing. I rolled my eyes at them and turned to Dare.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �We�re not in the same classes.�
 �My mom changed my schedule on me. Let me see yours,� I said.
 Of the eight periods, we were not together for three of them. Dare had a different PE, a computer science class while I�d signed up for a business one, and he�d snagged study hall as his last period.
 �Okay, I�ll unblock you,� I said, getting out my phone. �You can only text me if it�s important.�
 He watched me, then furiously tapped at his phone, and I received several text messages.
 �Dude, I�m right here. Don�t make me regret unblocking you,� I warned.
 Dare gave me a sly smile, and then the bell rang. He hurried off to his computer class.
 ◊◊◊
 I decided I didn�t like Joey anymore. Being hot only goes so far. Today she was determined to show me how out of shape I really was. She�d unveiled two new torture devices that they�d purchased while I�d been gone. One was a vertical climber, and the other was a rowing machine.
 The vertical climber tilted slightly away from you. When you used it, you looked like you were climbing a ladder. It gave you a full-body workout.
 Joey pointed out that I should take high steps and simulate running. She assured me that it was easier on my joints than pounding the pavement. I started out with twenty minutes and alternated between full speed and slower periods. It was similar to what I did for speed training.
 I�d used a rowing machine when I attended the Elite 11 camp. At the time, I thought I wanted to get one because it kicked my butt. Somehow, I�d never gotten around to it, and after thirty minutes, I cursed whoever figured we should get one.
 I could already tell that the combination of the two had worked muscles that I usually didn�t use. I predicted I would feel it in the morning.
 ◊◊◊
 After my shower, I checked my text messages from Dare. I�d thought he was just being a pest earlier. I guess he did follow my directions and only sent me text messages I needed to see. The first one said he was sorry that Brook had left.
 In the second one, Dare wanted me to talk to Megan and get him more money for the stealthy drone. His Russian contacts had a set of blades that he said would make the drone whisper-quiet. He promised they would deliver. I still thought they were a little shady for my taste, but I wanted to see what the kid would come up with. So I sent Megan a text to give him what he wanted.
 The third one wanted to know what had happened to my drone from California. I�d had it shipped back, and it hadn�t arrived yet. My mom and Dare had passed their commercial test and could now use the drone in my mom�s real estate business. They were eager to get started using it to film properties from above.
 The final text made me bark out a laugh. Dare wanted to know what he should do with his girlfriend, now that he had one. As my Grandma Felton would say, �Bless his heart.�
 ◊◊◊
 All my classes had started last week, so I had some catching up to do, which meant a heavy reading load this week.
 Of all the classes I had, I was most interested in Economics and Virtual Enterprise. The basic concept was that you would create a business from the planning stage all the way up to the actual day-to-day operations. It was supposed to simulate everything you would encounter when starting an actual business.
 The class had spent the last week coming up with and refining their ideas for their enterprises and had started working on their plans. This week, they would determine their financial needs and figure out what legal business structure they wanted.
 Mr. Quiroz had me come to his desk after he got everyone else started on their tasks.
 �I thought you already owned several businesses. Why are you taking this class?�
 �That�s true, but I have people who handle the running of the day-to-day. I only get involved with the big-picture decisions and provide the money. I want to learn everything they�re doing,� I explained.
 �That�s actually a good answer. Do you have any idea what you want your business to be?� Mr. Quiroz asked.
 �I might have a couple, but I�m not sure yet.�
 I shared with him some of the services they had in LA, but not here. We narrowed my choices down to the food delivery business and the grocery delivery service.
 �Why do you think people in LA are willing to spend money on that?� he asked.
 We discussed it for a few minutes, and two primary factors seemed to drive the businesses. The first was that many people in LA had the disposable income to pay for the services. The second was the horrendous commute times. If you got off at five and had to drive over an hour to get home and then cook, you might not be eating until eight. With the food delivery, you could time it to arrive shortly after you got home.
 We looked at the clock, and our class was almost over.
 �I have two tasks for you to do tonight. First, I want you to talk to some people and find out what they would be willing to pay for the delivery and whether they would use it. If they would, how often do they think they might order. I think you need to determine whether there really is a need for this,� Mr. Quiroz said, to make me doubt my concept.
 I nodded.
 �The second is I want you to look for a way to cut this down in scope. You have a lot of moving parts here that are going to overcomplicate the project for a classroom exercise.�
 �Like what?� I asked.
 He smiled at me.
 �That�s for you to decide.�
 I hated adults.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, I went to get some time in the batting cage. I found Joey and Cassidy waiting for me. They weren�t done with �shocking� my system. They added an elliptical exercise machine to the climber and rowing machine exercises. The elliptical machine was another low-impact exercise machine, meaning it put less strain on my joints than running. It also worked my upper body, so it was considered a cross-trainer.
 When I first saw what they wanted me to do, I figured easy-peasy. I�d seen girls using it at our local gym. Then Cassidy appeared with my weighted vest, and Joey set the machine to a thirty percent incline. In my head, thirty percent didn�t sound like much. It was the equivalent of running up a staircase. After the first few minutes, I figured out my head might be wrong on that.
 Once they were done with their torture machines, Cassidy gathered everyone, and we did sixty minutes of hell. I never got into the batting cage, and I ached all over once we were done. I did the smart thing and took advantage of the whirlpool to loosen my muscles before going home.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 2 � Are You Brain-Damaged?  Wednesday January 18 
 �Morning, parental units,� I said as I strolled in and saw Cassidy sitting in my spot at the kitchen table again. That earned her a look. �Bad Girl.�
 �I see you decided to move back to your apartment,� Mom said, taking a shot at my spending the night with Peggy on Monday.
 �Not to change the topic, because this one looks to be so much fun, but I need your advice on something,� I said.
 �Ask your questions while you cook breakfast,� Cassidy ordered.
 Peggy sent me a text to tell me she wanted help bringing down the little ones.
 �Right now, I have to help Peggy with the boys. I think if you�re going to eat here, you need to help cook,� I said to Miss Bossy Pants.
 �I don�t know how,� Cassidy admitted.
 �That�s okay, I�ll help you,� Dad said.
 Cassidy�s expression said that she would rather not, but tough. I bounded up the stairs two at a time.
 �No running in the house!� Mom yelled after me.
 The boys perked up when I came into their bedroom.
 �Ready for some fun?� I asked, clapping my hands.
 Duke was suddenly up and bouncing around. Both Little David and Coby gave me the universal sign to pick them up. When I had them in my arms, I gave them little bounces as I spun around. The boys, including Duke, loved it.
 Peggy just shook her head and left me to wind them up. She didn�t really care because they would be in daycare soon, and the daycare staff could deal with the little monsters in their overexcited state.
 I came down to find Cassidy looking frustrated.
 �I broke another one,� she complained and looked to my dad for help.
 �No biggy. Just make scrambled eggs,� Dad suggested.
 Watching my dad with Cassidy brought back fond memories of him teaching Greg and me how to cook. While Cassidy made our eggs, I told my parents about my virtual business class and my ideas for food delivery. My parents weren�t buying my plan.
 �You wouldn�t use the service?� I asked.
 �Why, when I can have a pizza delivered for the same price as ordering it at Monical�s? Delivery is free. Plus, I�m not spending extra to have you pick up our food order at three different places, and then it arrives cold.�
 �What about grocery delivery?� I asked.
 �I want to see what I�m buying, especially produce,� Mom said to shoot that down.
 �Why would you want to hire drivers? Do you have them drive their own cars, or are you going to invest in vehicles? Then there�s the liability. Why not just let customers place orders and have them pick up their food at the drive-through at the quickie mart?� Dad asked.
 �What do you mean?�
 �Well, if you wanted to offer the grocery option, have them pick it up. I hate waiting at the window while the person there has to go grab me a gallon of milk. If you offered a phone app that allowed me to order what I wanted, and it�s ready for me when I drove through, I would use that,� Dad explained.
 �I�d start with that, and if it worked, then consider expanding to offer some premade meals from the restaurant that could be reheated. I could see you making a killing if you had hot or ready-to-bake cinnamon rolls available Sunday mornings after church,� Mom suggested.
 She was right. I would be one of their best customers. In fact, I bet we would put the local doughnut shops out of business. There was an appeal to not having to go into the restaurant when I was in a hurry and had a craving.
 �Maybe we should go get them this morning,� Cassidy said as she showed us the skillet with burned eggs in it.
 My dad had his work cut out for him.
 ◊◊◊
 Today was a repeat of yesterday. Joey kicked my butt first period. She had me lift with the focus squarely on improving my explosiveness. After an hour with her, my legs felt like jelly, and I could barely walk.
 I skipped the voluntary after-school workout to take the written exam for my pilot�s license. I passed without a problem. Tomorrow, I would do my checkout flight, and if I passed that, I would have my license.
 ◊◊◊
 I came home to find Melanie, our cook and housekeeper, cleaning up after dinner.
 �Did you save me anything?� I asked.
 She pulled a plate out of the oven. She�d made roast beef with a twist. Instead of the usual potatoes, she�d substituted cauliflower as a healthy alternative. Melanie had made everything in the Crock-Pot, and the cauliflower had a chance to cook down in the meat juices. There wasn�t enough of a difference in flavor and texture to make me miss the potatoes.
 �Have you come up with any new stories for the paper?� I asked.
 �Your mom told me about your nomination for the MTV Awards.�
 �Hang on, what nomination?�
 �You and Leah Johansen have been nominated for �Best Kiss� in The Secret Circle,�� Melanie revealed.
 I hated to think of the ribbing I was going to get when Wolf and Tim found out.
 �What does your reporter friend want from you?� I asked.
 �She wants me to verify that you really are a good kisser.�
 �You dirty girl,� I said as I wagged my finger at her.
 �That�s not �� Melanie started to say, and her face turned red.
 �I guess I would do it for your background research. But you can�t tell my mom. She already isn�t happy that I seem to kiss all the people that work for me,� I explained.
 My dad walked in at the end of my speech.
 �Why don�t we just make it a rule that you can�t kiss Melanie? She�s too good an employee for you to run off with inappropriate stuff like that,� Dad suggested.
 �She said she needs me to kiss her for research.�
 If possible, Melanie got redder.
 �I need to talk to you,� Dad said to signal my fun was over.
 I rinsed off my dish and put it in the dishwasher. It was full, so I started it and then followed my dad to the office. I guess this would be a serious discussion because he shut the door.
 �I forwarded the recordings that you made of Stewart Chadwick�s and Coach Foster�s calls. Your lawyers were particularly interested in Stewart�s threat that if you didn�t help with his investigation, he would derail Wolf�s and Tim�s eligibility, as well as your own.
 �It surprised me when someone suggested that you might want to cave in to his demands to avoid his following through on his threats. The concern was more for Tim and Wolf than you because they received money directly rather than through charities,� Dad explained.
 �Has anyone figured out who the money came from?�
 �No, not that any of them know, but Ms. Addison said the FBI had what they needed, and we would get the money back soon. Ms. Dixon suggested that you keep the funds separate even then until this is all resolved,� Dad said.
 When I�d talked to Coach Foster from Southwestern Central State, I�d offered to return the money. I doubted he would take me up on that and risk exposing that the university or someone associated with them had sent it. My best guess was that the money came from Springbok, the shoe company.
 �If it�s Springbok, do you think they would be dumb enough to write it off on their taxes as a charitable contribution? Maybe we should ask if they want the appropriate tax form for their accountants,� I suggested.
 Dad and I had a good laugh because we both imagined Megan doing just that if I ever tried to do something shady. She was a stickler for keeping financial records. I imagined they had their own Megan somewhere.
 �I hope you told them I wasn�t going to roll over and let Stewart use me anymore,� I said.
 �They know. I think they made the suggestion to force us all to talk it through. Everyone�s on the same page. I just want to warn you that this might get messy if we don�t handle it right.
 �Mr. Morris suggested that we take an aggressive approach if Stewart makes good on his threat. He reasoned that the longer it drags on, the more entrenched the NCAA will likely become, and National Signing Day isn�t far off.�
 �I�ll do whatever they need me to. If we need to go to Indianapolis, then so be it. I have faith that the NCAA isn�t out to get me. It�s just Stewart trying to advance his career at my expense,� I reasoned.
 �Mr. Morris agreed. He said that when he worked there, the NCAA was careful to be evenhanded. They have to be seen as being well-reasoned in their approach to enforcement. Otherwise, they risk someone coming in and making them follow the rules all other organizations have to. They�ve spent a lot of influence and money to get themselves exempt from many of the antitrust laws,� Dad shared.
 I hoped that my dad and I were right, and the NCAA would be reasonable.
 �There�s something else I need to talk to you about,� Dad said. �Since my scare, your mom and I have had some talks about what we want to do. Almost dying makes you reevaluate things. I know your mom had a similar experience when she beat cancer, and you said that you did after the avalanche.�
 �Are we moving to Cincinnati so I can be near my girlfriend?� I asked, acting excited.
 �I understand my mom asked if she could move into your house in Malibu,� Dad stated, ignoring me.
 �Yep. It�s not every day your grandmother asks to move in with you, but I figure we�ll have plenty of room. She�ll take one of the apartments over the giant garage.�
 �What would you think about your mom and me moving in while you�re in college?�
 I considered it for a moment. While it would make it harder to see my boys, I would trust my parents to live in my house. If I ended up making that my main house, it would help settle the little ones in.
 �Do you think Scarlet, Ashley, and Peggy might join you?� I asked to see if I might keep all my kids together.
 �So, does that mean you�d be open to it?� Dad asked.
 �Yeah. What would you do with this house?� I asked.
 �We thought we might let Greg and his family move in while he�s in college. We�ll wait until after he�s done with school to decide what we�ll ultimately do. If he decides to move, we�d probably sell it.�
 �Have you talked to the girls yet?� I asked.
 �Not yet. I wanted to see if you were open to it before we talked to anyone else.�
 �Why do you want to move?� I asked.
 �We loved it in Malibu when we were there, and I�m sick of the weather here.�
 �If that�s what you want to do, I would welcome you and Mom.�
 I�d been a little worried about spending all that money to rehab the property and then have it rented out or sit vacant for several years.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday January 20 
 I officially had my license to fly. The check ride was a piece of cake, and Cassidy and I had plans to fly to Cincinnati to see Brook today.
 I kept watching the clock; it seemed like classes would never end.
 By the end of the day, Dare was both happy and concerned. He�d used my money to expedite the shipment of the super-stealthy blades for the drone. He was proven right when his Russian contact didn�t just take his bitcoins, as I had predicted they would.
 Dare would have skipped school today if his mom hadn�t forced him into the car this morning. I reminded him that when he put the drone back together�I knew he would take it apart this weekend�having leftover parts was bad.
 Dare was also happy because my original drone had arrived from California. He�d made an appointment with my mom to use it to photograph and video a farm she�d listed. I warned him that if my mom told him that she got to control it, he had to let her. Dare had heard enough stories about her that he solemnly gave me his word that he would do what Mom said. I figured Dare had about a fifty-fifty chance of living through the experience. He could be stubborn, and that didn�t work with my mom.
 What had Dare concerned was my advice on what to do with a girlfriend. I figured that we should leave the training wheels on before he messed up too bad. Since I wanted to limit his chance to say the wrong thing, I told him he was taking Chrissy to a movie this weekend. I�d called Dr. Rossetti, and we agreed that a matinee would be best. I told his mom that she had to make Dare leave his room and actually follow through.
 Then I also explained to her that she couldn�t go to the movie with them to make sure he was okay. Dare wasn�t happy that I�d called his mom on him. If he knew that she wanted to sit in the back and watch his date, he would have been mortified.
 Chrissy was all smiles when I made him ask her out. Cassidy told me that I probably shouldn�t have made Dare do it in front of everyone at lunch, but Mom was right; he needed to toughen up. I glared at everyone at the table, and they decided that they would keep their comments to themselves about the young love blossoming in our midst.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d hired Roy Tyro, my instructor, to fly with Cassidy and me on our first flight. He�d worked out a flight plan where I would fly us to Indianapolis, and then Cassidy would take over and pilot the plane to Cincinnati. He took us out to walk the airplane before we got in it. We each had a clipboard with our preflight checklist on it.
 �Has the engine been inspected?� I asked to be a smartass.
 Roy and I had run into engine troubles when his idiot brother-in-law hadn�t checked the fuel lines.
 �We should probably check,� Roy admitted.
 Cassidy wasn�t happy when I had to boost her up so she could examine the engine. We had our heads in the engine compartment when Roy�s wife came out with her bags.
 �What are you doing?� she asked Roy.
 �Making sure everything�s together in the engine compartment,� he said in a tone that dared her to say something.
 She didn�t comment on her idiot brother and went to the back of the plane to load her bag.
 Part of the deal I�d made with Roy was that I would spring for a hotel room, car rental, and food allowance. In exchange, I�d get a discounted rate on renting a plane. He was taking his wife, and they were having a mini-vacation.
 When it came time to leave, Roy let me handle everything while he sat in the copilot seat. It was a comfort to know that someone with his experience was with me. We were soon at altitude, and I relaxed. This was much better than driving.
 ◊◊◊
 When we landed in Cincinnati, Cassidy had an indelible smile plastered on her face. She might enjoy being a pilot even more than driving my Dodge Demon.
 I was helping unload everyone�s bags when I was almost pulled to the ground.
 �David!� Brook squealed as she wrapped me in a bear hug.
 �I see how I rate,� Cassidy pouted.
 Brook let go of me and gave Cassidy the same treatment.
 �Why don�t you guys take off? We�ll get everything set and order fuel for the return flight,� Roy assured us.
 I wasn�t about to argue with the man. I wanted to spend time with Brook.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook handed me her car keys.
 �Someone�s parents feel guilty,� I said.
 Before me was a Porsche 911 Turbo S in dark green with black stripes and a rear spoiler. The 911 had had the same look for over 50 years, but let�s be honest, why mess with perfection?
 We quickly found two of its shortcomings: it had a dinky trunk, and the back seat wasn�t much larger than Duke�s crate. Cassidy gave me the stink eye when she was forced to sit in the back.
 I fired it up and listened to the engine purr.
 �Oh, hell, yes,� I almost whispered and gripped the steering wheel.
 �Careful when you push it. Lola will drop into Sports Plus mode. The way it was explained to me is that the transmission and throttle program go into special aggressive modes; the suspension tightens up to its maximum setting; and the steering firms up. She basically becomes a beast.�
 I eased out of the parking space and took a minute to familiarize myself with how it handled. It felt lighter on its feet than my Demon but didn�t have quite the same raw power. It didn�t really need it, though, because it didn�t weigh as much.
 I loved how responsive it was. I also figured out that Brook was right. When you punched it, the car converted itself into a race car in the blink of an eye.
 I was a little pissed when a state highway patrolman pulled out of the airport right behind us. Fortunately, the trooper just followed us and didn�t pull us over�yet.
 �You can lose him, David,� Cassidy encouraged.
 �Don�t you dare,� Brook warned. �I�ve already gotten one ticket, and Mom said that if I get another one, I lose my car privileges.�
 �David�s the one who�ll get the ticket if he gets caught,� Cassidy said.
 It was like having the devil on my shoulder, encouraging me to do bad things. I so wanted to play with this car. In the end, Brook�s pleading look won out.
 She directed us to a road that ran along the Ohio River and then to a home on a bluff overlooking both the river and the city skyline.
 �We live across the street, but I want to go to my grandma�s house first. My cousins are dying to meet you,� Brook said.
 Brook pulled a remote out of the glove box and pushed the button. A wrought-iron gate slid back, and we pulled into a walled courtyard. There must have been an electronic eye because as soon as we�d cleared the gate, it closed behind us. I pulled up and parked. Even if we couldn�t stretch its legs, that was a fun ride.
 I took a moment to check the car out more closely and was startled when my door opened. I looked up at a man who appeared to be in his mid-thirties, but it was hard to judge because he had �old eyes.� Those deep, wise eyes made him look like he�d lived several lifetimes. I knew instantly that he was part of Grace Davenport�s security team.
 �Keys,� he said as he held out his hand.
 I pulled them out of the ignition and handed them to him.
 �Go ahead and take it across the street. We�ll walk home after I see Grandma,� Brook told him.
 He nodded and waited for me to get out. I chuckled as I watched Cassidy struggle to get herself out of the matchbox-sized back seat. While we waited for her, I took in the house�mansion, really. It had a look that said it had to be from old money, just like Brook�s family was. I didn�t think it was nearly as old as some of the homes I�d seen in New Orleans, but it had to have been built at least a century ago.
 Brook walked in like she owned the place. I heard a girl�s voice shriek, �He�s here!�
 I looked at Brook, and she rolled her eyes as two girls who looked very much like Brook came flying into the grand entrance. When they got close to me, they froze and then giggled.
 �David, I would like you to meet my cousins, Breanne and Chelsea,� Brook said as an introduction.
 �Are you brain-damaged? You broke up with him?� Breanne asked.
 �She must be. Seriously, what kind of douchetard dumps her movie-star boyfriend?� Chelsea asked.
 �Douchetard? I�m totally stealing that,� Cassidy said and pushed past me. �Hi, I�m Cassidy.�
 I looked at Brook and mouthed, �douchetard?� She looked like she was about to go off on her cousins.
 �I bet you two have all kinds of stories about Brook,� I said as I began to dig for dirt.
 Brook slugged me in the arm for my troubles. I was glad the girls decided to start telling tales.
 �You have no idea how lucky you are that she dumped you. When I was ten, we went to summer camp, and that bitch left a live raccoon in my bedroom on the first day,� Chelsea complained.
 �Please, woman. Rocky was delightful. He was your �welcome to camp� present,� Brook said.
 Chelsea made a rude gesture, and Breanne picked up the story.
 �Rocky was okay until they tried to catch him. I can still hear the critter-catcher guy screaming as Rocky bit him. Something I could never figure out was how you lured him into Chelsea�s bedroom. I know for a fact you would never have picked him up.�
 �Marshmallows,� Brook said, obviously proud of herself. �I left a little trail, and he waddled right in. All I had to do was shut the door. You�re lucky it wasn�t the skunk. Rocky scared him off when he saw free food.�
 �Bitch,� Chelsea said, which made us all smile a little more. �He was sort of cute.�
 It was going to be a perfect weekend with these two around.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 3 � Too Big  Saturday January 21 
 Brook�s parents had moved into an attractive three-bedroom home across the street from her grandmother�s place. Cassidy slept in Brook�s room while I got the next room over. I snuck into Brook�s bedroom before her parents had awakened.
 I found Brook awake, and she smiled at me. She put her finger over her mouth and pointed to Cassidy, sleeping next to her like a baby. We�d been up late with Brook�s cousins and the rest of her relatives. I learned that Brook wasn�t the only prankster in the family as they told stories of what they�d done to each other growing up.
 Last night had put me in the mindset to have a little fun myself. My sleeping friend Cassidy gave me the perfect opportunity. I also owed her because she�d gotten a little too comfortable bossing me around.
 It never really bothered me because I knew that Cassidy didn�t have a mean bone in her body. Yes, she would occasionally make a boy squeal in pain, but that was because she felt she was righting a wrong. Cassidy never did anything more than some light teasing.
 There were two reasons for her being bossy with me. First, she knew I was a softy and would do absolutely anything for her; I�d made it clear that all she had to do was ask. Unlike my other friends�Wolf and Pam were good examples�she took me at my word and would just tell me what she wanted.
 Wolf had grown up without much and didn�t ever want to accept what he considered charity. I hoped that on our last trip, he�d started to get past that attitude. Pam liked to get my attention, and we played a cute game of her coming to me with requests for my son. I sometimes had to reject her requests because I think she liked to see how far I would go.
 The second reason that Cassidy acted bossy was that she was trying to find a balance between her job as my security and us being close friends. I realized that once she figured that out, things would be easier for her � and me.
 Brook�s eyes got big when I stripped off and slid into bed behind Cassidy. She was sleeping in a flannel pajama set that kept her toasty warm. My well-thought-out plan was for her to wake up when I snuggled up to her. But she kept on lightly snoring.
 I decided to up the ante and slipped my hand inside her top and put my palm on her tummy. When she still didn�t wake up, I pulled her tight against me.
 Luckily, Mr. Happy was being well-behaved. He seemed to understand that Cassidy was a no-go zone for multiple reasons. I decided to wait Cassidy out.
 ◊◊◊
 I woke to Cassidy looking me in the eye. She leaned forward and kissed my nose.
 �As enjoyable as it would be to have you in my arms all day, we need to get up soon,� she said and then smiled. �And you better take your hand off my butt.�
 Yep. Somehow my hand had found its way under her pajamas, and I had a handful. I just left it there.
 �We should talk,� Cassidy said.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �Brook is having some problems with the girls at her school, two in particular. They�re implying that she�s a slut because that would be the only way she could land you as a boyfriend.�
 �What am I supposed to do about it?� I asked.
 �I don�t think she wants you to do anything, but we�re going to a party they�re throwing tonight. You should be aware in case she gets mad and takes them out,� Cassidy warned.
 �Destiny Crown learned the hard way not to mess with Brook,� I said with a little smile at the memory. �I can�t really see her doing that at an all-girls boarding school.�
 �No, she probably won�t. You can help her by being Mr. Charming and winning over her classmates.�
 �That I can do,� I agreed.
 �There�s something else. Brook doesn�t want to have sex with you this weekend.�
 I stuck my bottom lip out and pouted. Cassidy patted my cheek.
 �It�ll be okay. She doesn�t want to make leaving you any harder than it already is. She misses you,� Cassidy explained.
 �Her cousins are cute,� I said, perking up as dirty thoughts of a threesome ran through my head.
 Cassidy glanced down because someone decided to poke her in her stomach.
 �You do that, and I�ll snap your little friend off,� Cassidy advised.
 Just like magic, my swelling went away. The next time I had a problem at school, I would go find Cassidy and have her threaten to rip my manhood off. Who was I kidding? That would be a terrible idea. She might take me at my word.
 ◊◊◊
 We had breakfast at Grace�s, across the street. I fully understood why. Her cook had prepared a small buffet.
 I discovered something I�d never eaten before. The cook had split a cheese doughnut and made it into a sandwich filled with peanut butter, a soft Italian cream cheese called mascarpone, and banana, and then grilled it. I probably shouldn�t have eaten three of them, but they were too damned good to resist.
 Over breakfast, I took advantage of the opportunity to watch Ian and Ava more closely. He was trying to mend fences, but she still wasn�t happy. If it ended up being anything like my parents� case, they would have to work on building their trust back up.
 After breakfast, Brook�s cousin Chelsea got my attention.
 �Grab your coat. I want to show you something.�
 Clearly, she wanted to talk, so I did as she asked. Brook eyed her but didn�t interfere. We stepped out the back, and I discovered how special Grace�s home really was.
 It had been built on a bluff overlooking the Ohio River, with the courtyard and two-story section of the house on the same level as the road. When you walked out the back door, you stepped down a level to a semi-enclosed, covered patio that ran the length of the house. From there, you had a spectacular view of the river. From the terrace, you could walk down the hill to another level surrounded by trees and shrubs and sporting an at least ten-person in-ground hot tub. The next level down from that was the pool and the pool house.
 �Gram�s confused as to why you and Brook broke up. She said you two were perfect for each other,� Chelsea said, getting right to the point.
 I appreciated her direct approach, if only because the temperature hovered in the mid-30s today. That made it a little too cold for small talk.
 �What did Brook say?� I asked to stall, and if need be, to back up Brook�s story.
 �She�s not talking, which is unlike her. While we were growing up, we shared everything.�
 I pondered what to say for a moment. It wasn�t my place to share Brook�s family business and the real reason they�d moved. I decided on the indirect approach and explain the breakup itself.
 �I�ll make you a deal. First, you tell me about the girls bullying her, and then I�ll tell you what I know,� I said and looked around. �If I do tell you, you have to promise not to share it with anybody.�
 I�d pulled out my acting skills and was playing the nervous teenage boy. I�d gotten better at acting and could do the drowning puppy and get sympathy. If Chelsea knew me better, the act would never have worked because she would have expected my usual confidence.
 She shoved her hands into her pockets and got closer to me so we could be coconspirators.
 �Kaia Chamberlin is the one who sets the tone at our school. She and Brook clashed when they first met because Brook didn�t realize she was supposed to kowtow to Kaia�s royal status.
 �Kaia has nicknamed Brook �New Girl� and gotten everyone to use it. She has also said some nasty things about you breaking up with Brook, and that Brook has loose morals,� Chelsea said to enlighten me.
 Sometimes I forgot that I lived in a fishbowl, and people knew who I dated. One of the reasons I decided to pick Brook as my girlfriend was that she could handle the public scrutiny. Some tabloid must have said something unkind. Frankly, one reason I loved my hometown was that I never had to deal with that sort of BS.
 �Brook and I knew that our relationship would change at the end of high school. We agreed that when she was off to college and I left to film movies, we would end it � for now. Brook�s a great girl, and I admit that I still love her, maybe even more than she loves me. If anything, she dumped me,� I said, telling her the truth.
 Chelsea pondered what I said and nodded.
 �So, you didn�t dump her?�
 �No,� I said, and then Evil David appeared, and I put the insecure teen boy act into full swing. �There was one other problem.�
 I nailed the little quiver in my voice and the darting eyes�there would be multiple Oscars in my future. I had Chelsea�s full attention.
 �What happened?� she asked.
 �I shouldn�t have said anything,� I said, shaking my head as if I�d changed my mind. �It�s too personal. I�ll let Brook tell you.�
 Blood. Water. Teenage gossip-hound in the role of a shark.
 �You have to tell me. I promise not to say anything,� she said, pouncing on the bait.
 I bit my lower lip and looked at my shoes like Dare would have as I sucked in my breath. Then I let it out slowly, and our eyes locked. She reached out and grabbed my hand.
 �Brook is hurting. I just want to be there for her,� Chelsea added.
 I almost believed her. But she had a little quiver like Duke had when you put a treat on his nose and told him he couldn�t have it yet. If not for that, I might have fallen for it.
 �Brook can�t be a slut because we�ve never had sex,� I blurted.
 Chelsea blinked several times. I guess my declaration caused her brain to malfunction. She stepped to the edge of the balcony and looked up towards the sky.
 �What are you doing?� I asked.
 She held up a finger.
 �Hold on�I�m checking to see if pigs are flying.�
 I almost broke character when she called me on my bullshit. Then I had an inspiration.
 �It�s really my problem,� I said.
 �You can�t get it up?� she asked.
 What was it that Tami always told me? Never go with my first thought. Oops.
 �No. Nothing like that. I�m, well � how do I say this?� I wondered. �I�m well-endowed.�
 �You�re good,� she said, shaking her head in disbelief.
 �Hold up your hand,� I ordered her.
 She did, and I put our palms together to show her the size of my hand. Her eyes got big, and she sucked in her breath when she saw that my hand dwarfed hers. I think everyone believed that if you had big hands, you had big other things � or so the old wives� tale said.
 �It�s getting cold out here,� Chelsea said and bolted for the back door.
 Uh oh. I�d better go find Brook and warn her. I might have stepped in it.
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy figured out that something was up when Chelsea hurried in and grabbed Breanne. Combine that with my guilty face, and no way would I ever get rid of my little ninja to talk to Brook alone, so I just told them.
 �You said you�re � uh � too big?� Brook asked in disbelief.
 �As much as it pains me to say this, he might have solved your problem,� Cassidy said to defend me.
 �You amaze me sometimes,� Brook said, not letting this go. �I�m surprised you didn�t announce that you�re so good in bed that I wasn�t able to satisfy you on my own.�
 �See, that right there is why I love you. I should have talked to you first. That�s a much better explanation,� I said, to play it off.
 Cassidy jabbed me under the arm.
 �Ow!�
 �Quit being a �stupid boy� and shut up,� Cassidy told me.
 �So, I�m supposed to confirm that you�re too big down there?� Brook asked.
 I looked at Cassidy for some help. She tapped out when I made my hasty comment, so I was on my own.
 �I don�t expect you�ll have to say anything. I bet that your cousins will take care of that for you. All you have to say is it�s none of anyone�s business why we�re no longer dating.�
 �He�s probably right. If I had that kind of juicy gossip, I would share it with you,� Cassidy admitted.
 �Have you seen my dick?� I said with a big smile.
 �Ow! Stop doing that,� I said when she jabbed me again.
 ◊◊◊
 The girls made me fold myself almost in half to get in the back seat of Brook�s new car. I was being punished for telling Brook�s cousins why we�d broken up.
 At the time, I�d thought I�d come up with a genius excuse, but Brook wasn�t on board. I�d received a long lecture about what I was and wasn�t allowed to talk about with her new classmates at the party. Specifically, I couldn�t talk about my impressive �tackle,� as Chloe had called it.
 Brook drove us over the bridge and to an affluent neighborhood. The home where the party was being held was located on a golf course. I was appalled when I saw that several people had parked on the fairway. My dad would probably shoot them if they did that to his golf course.
 As we walked to the house, I noticed that the cars were much more upscale than I�d seen at any party I�d gone to back home. Brook�s Porsche fit right in.
 When I rang the doorbell, the door opened to reveal a stunning blond. My first thought was that she had to be a model. She was accompanied by a girl and a guy who looked like people you would imagine seeing in the Hamptons. I chuckled because I recognized that the guy was wearing last season�s Abercrombie. If you wanted to play the �ber-rich playboy, you didn�t wear last year�s clothes.
 �New Girl!� the blond said a little too excitedly.
 Cassidy rolled her eyes when the blond did the fake-cheek-kiss bit to Brook. She might have pulled off that they were frenemies if Brook hadn�t stiffened. You could tell Brook really disliked this girl, and she had no plans to play the fake-friend part. The blond then turned her gaze on me.
 �David A. Dawson! I must introduce you around,� she said and grabbed my arm and pulled me inside.
 I glanced over my shoulder, and Cassidy looked like she was about to take the girl down. It was rather rude to completely ignore her.
 Unlike her minion, I had worn a sports jacket from Dakora from this year�s winter line and an Abercrombie tall, fitted, button-up poplin shirt. I also wore my vintage jeans and the oxblood-red leather tennis shoes I�d bought while playing baseball for Team USA in Houston.
 Brook had asked that I bring and wear what she termed my �model clothes.� The whole effect made me look like I was ready for a photo shoot. I especially liked the blond highlights I�d received for my role as an American surfer-dude type in the J-drama.
 I confirmed that the ringleader was Kaia Chamberlin, and her two friends were Spencer Rhee and Sabrina Shiroma. Sabrina was the other girl who�d been talking trash about Brook. Spencer looked to be a typical preppie, although I found it odd that Kaia would have a male friend. She didn�t seem the type.
 As we made the rounds, people were hesitant around Kaia and her entourage. At first, they assumed I was just a recent addition, and so they acted standoffish. I made a point to turn on the Dawson charm, trying to put them at ease. It was only partially effective because they�d been conditioned to be wary of Kaia�s catty remarks.
 We walked into a game room, and over the fireplace hung a portrait of a woman who looked very familiar.
 �Is that �?� I asked.
 �Yes. That�s my mom, formerly Claudia M�ller. Everyone says I look just like her,� Kaia said, fishing for a compliment.
 I looked at Kaia more closely. Before I was born, Claudia M�ller had been famous for posing in a red one-piece swimsuit. In my dad�s youth, her poster adorned the bedroom walls of most teen males. I�d seen the poster in old photos of my dad and uncle in one of their bedrooms. While Kaia had model looks, she was not on a par with her mother. Claudia was stunning.
 �Thanks for introducing me around. I should get back to my friends,� I said to dodge the comparison and to rid myself of Kaia.
 �You should hang out with us. People with similar interests should stick together,� Kaia tried. �Don�t you agree?�
 Her minions dutifully nodded as they all turned to me.
 Several comments came to mind. This girl made me remember the first time I�d met Lexi. What was it with teen girls who thought they had to be mean to be the top of the heap? Lexi had changed, so I figured Kaia could too, at some point. Then again, she probably would turn out like one of those reality-TV �real housewives� my mom liked to watch.
 �I�m not going anywhere, but I�m not abandoning my friends, either. I�m sure we�ll have a chance to talk later,� I assured them�NOT.
 Kaia kept her mouthy opinion to herself as I flashed my most winning smile. Adrienne had taught me how to look my best. I figured that Kaia had big plans for me, and I would have to hide from her later.
 I found Brook with her cousins, looking put out, and Cassidy wearing an amused expression. Next to Brook stood another girl who looked like one of my fantasies: the naughty librarian. She had the requisite long dark hair and glasses. My fantasy girl looked at me and smiled.
 �So, your dick�s too big,� she blurted and then turned red.
 I got a shocked expression on my face and put my hand over my mouth like I was mortified. I glared at Chelsea, who had the good sense to glance away. Cassidy and Brook both barked out laughs as I scampered off. Maybe there were awards bigger than the Oscars. That performance surely would earn me a lifetime-achievement one.
 The real reason I left was I realized that I�d been at a party for nearly an hour without a drink. If this kept up, I would need something stronger than the Coke I planned to have. When I came back, Brook�s cousins were missing.
 �David, Makayla wants to dance,� Brook said.
 I didn�t have to be asked twice. I took Brook�s friend�my fantasy naughty librarian�out and began to shake what God gave me. Makayla was a total free spirit; there didn�t seem to be any rhyme or reason for her dance moves. No matter; I was having fun. The music slowed down, so I took her into my arms.
 �You�ve gotten Brook�s cousins in a tizzy. It won�t be long before everyone knows of your giant dick. Brook and Cassidy think it�s funny,� Makayla said to let me know she knew the truth.
 �That I have a giant dick?� I asked for clarification.
 Makayla laughed.
 �You�re fun. I can see why Brook dated you.�
 I sighed.
 �And I can tell neither of you was ready for it to end,� Makayla said.
 I nodded my agreement.
 ◊◊◊
 Without the �Mean Girl� around, the partygoers got brave and wanted to meet me and get to know Brook better. I counted my trip as a win when I saw her in an animated conversation with five other girls. She was going to be okay.
 I�d had enough of the festivities. It really wasn�t my scene. Everyone was posturing to see who was the richest and most connected. I�d learned that if someone had to play the one-upmanship game, they were a poser. People who had actually achieved something didn�t feel the need to act like most of these kids did.
 I had a bad feeling that this would be typical of parties when I got older. Back home, I was used to people just being themselves and not trying to put on airs.
 I went in search of a bathroom and made the executive decision to go upstairs when I saw the line. It turned out to be the right call.
 When I came out, I got curious and did a little exploring. I found an upstairs library, and a girl there curled up under an afghan, reading her tablet. One look told me she had to be Kaia�s older sister. I sat down in the chair on the other side of the fireplace and stretched my long legs out to get comfortable.
 �You�re not supposed to be up here,� she said without looking up.
 �I�m hiding from your sister.�
 That admission caused her to look up; she recognized me and smiled.
 �You�re the actor my sister plans to hook up with.�
 She laughed when I let my face show what I thought of her sister�s plan. She set her tablet down and considered me with an intensity that made me a little nervous. I held up my hands.
 �I just got out of a relationship.�
 �What makes you think I�d be interested?� she asked.
 I gave her my best sexy smile.
 �You�re interested.�
 �You�re a little young to have that much confidence. I hate to break it to you, but I�m really not. I�m looking for a real man, not a cute boy.�
 �David,� I said to introduce myself.
 �Lila.�
 �Do you have a �man� in mind?� I asked.
 I caught the frustration on her face.
 �He�s not interested?� I guessed.
 �He just doesn�t realize that he�s interested yet,� she clarified.
 �Now, who�s confident?� I teased.
 �My sister needs someone like you. It would do her a world of good,� Lila said.
 �You�re not a fan?� I asked.
 �Let�s just say that my sister and I are polar opposites. Kaia got all the attention when we were growing up, while I had to be the responsible one and look after her. Neither of our parents was around much,� she explained.
 �Tell me about this �man� who doesn�t realize he�s interested yet,� I said to change the subject.
 I really didn�t want to talk about her sister.
 �He plays hockey where I go to school �� Lila started and was off telling me all about this guy.
 She was going to school at Quinnipiac University in Hamden, Connecticut. Something like 200 alumni played professional hockey. That made the hockey players the big men on campus.
 Lila had a class with him and couldn�t figure out how to get his attention. I began to suspect that she didn�t date much because, let�s face it, with her looks, the guy would have to be an idiot not to want to date her.
 �Actually, the more I think about it, the more I believe you need to practice,� I said.
 �Practice? What does that mean?� Lila asked.
 �I play football and baseball. We would never go into a game without practicing. It�s the same with dating. You can�t expect to snag this McSkatey without practicing,� I explained.
 �This isn�t a stupid football game,� she said. �And don�t call him that.�
 I had no plan to quit making fun of the guy because I�d started to have ulterior motives concerning Lila. I also liked how she looked when she got fired up defending her �man� because her eyes would flare, and her cheeks would flush with color.
 �Talking to you, I get the impression that you don�t have a lot of experience. I�d say that if you want to win McSkatey�s heart, you need to at least practice kissing,� I gambled.
 �There�s no way that is happening,� she said as her eyes narrowed toward me.
 �I�m offering my service as a onetime thing,� I said and smiled. �Don�t you want to kiss me?�
 Her eyes flared again, and her mouth opened in a mix of outrage and disgust.
 �Like I said, not happening.�
 �I get it; you�re probably terrible at it,� I said with a straight face.
 �For your information, I�m an excellent kisser,� she said as she crossed her arms.
 �Really?� I asked skeptically.
 �Yes, really.�
 I could see the seed of doubt seeping in.
 �Show me,� I said as I pulled out all the stops, using my best sexy voice and look.
 ◊◊◊
 Looking back, I�m not really sure how it happened. One moment, the sexual tension had risen to an almost unbearable level. At the time, I wasn�t sure whether Lila would punch me or kiss me. In a blur, we somehow ended up in her bedroom.
 As soon as the door closed, I started to lose clothes. I pulled them off and threw them on the floor behind me. Lila was taking too much time. She still wore her panties, so I came forward and yanked them off of her. Lila backed up, and her legs touched the edge of the bed. I advanced on her, and she hopped up and scooted back while looking at me the whole time.
 I got on the bed and climbed atop her. Lila�s legs spread, and I found her warm sex against Mr. Happy. I shifted my hips, causing my member to slide along her slick folds. As soon as they parted, the scent of an aroused woman hit me.
 �You do have quite a package,� Lila said.
 �You heard about that?� I asked.
 �Oh, yes. I just figured you were acting like all men and exaggerating.�
 I shifted my hips again, and she moaned. Lila pushed back and began to add her own hip motions as she ground against me. She was about to wake the sexual beast inside of me as she did wonderful things to my friend. Before I could plan my next move, Lila slipped her legs around my hips.
 I sensed that she thought she was in control�time to dissuade her from that notion. I reached down, grabbed her hips, and flipped her over onto her stomach. Lila made a startled sound as I smacked her butt.
 �Condoms?� I asked.
 �In my nightstand,� she said, pointing.
 I got up and proceeded to put one on. Lila watched, and I saw the moment of hesitation touch her eyes. I was there with her. Was this the right thing to do or not?
 She got herself to her knees and presented me with her magnificent backside and her clearly aroused sex. I decided that it was the thing to do. No regrets, right?
 I came up behind Lila and pressed into her thighs as my member slid upwards between the cheeks of her firm, round bottom. My arousal increased as she wiggled her butt to force me into action. Instead, I gave her another swat to send the message that I was in charge. Lila looked back, and her expression said that I�d taken the right tack.
 �I had no idea. You�re not a little boy, are you? You�re all man. I was also wrong about you being right for my sister. She wouldn�t know what to do with you. I�m starting to wonder if you�re too much for me.�
 I lightly touched the skin on her back, which caused her to twitch in anticipation, and my erection throbbed. Then I realized that I didn�t just want a quick romp; I wanted to make her scream my name. I wanted to possess her.
 Suddenly, I had to taste her. Before I did that, I ran my member up and down Lila�s folds and found her nubbin. Her warm juices were flowing freely, and she let out a low moan.
 When my head dipped down and my mouth latched onto her sex, Lila yelped.
 �What are you doing? No one has ever �� was all she got out before she moaned.
 I turned my head and kissed her smooth inner thigh. I heard her heavy breathing as I got a better angle so I could lick her where she needed me to. Closing my eyes, I inhaled Lila�s scent.
 There was something special about her, something that made me want to ravage her yet protect her with everything I had. But I concentrated on helping her reach her first one. I wanted her more than ready when the main event finally happened.
 I got my reward when Lila moaned my name. She tasted so good, I wanted to feast on her. I drilled my tongue deep inside, again and again. That was when she made the sound you wait for, the one that told you that she was yours. A satisfied grin touched my lips.
 Then I decided to up my game. I pulled my tongue out of Lila�s depths and found her swollen little soldier. I pushed two fingers into that fantastic sheath where my tongue had just been, searching for that small, rough patch that marked her G-spot. When I found it, her slick channel gripped my digits. I aggressively stimulated Lila with my fingers as I ran my tongue over her nubbin. She pushed back to increase the contact. Lila was almost there.
 Then she exploded. At first, I thought from her cries of passion that Lila might have watched too much porn. I chuckled when she shuddered and flopped onto her side. I knew it wasn�t an act when she drooled. No woman drools when she�s trying to play at being a porn star. It was one of the sexiest sights I�d ever seen.
 I didn�t give her a chance to recover, but got on my knees and lined up with her sex. Lila gave a little jerk and gasped when I thrust Mr. Happy in to the hilt with a fast, hard push. She continued to spasm inside, and it felt like her core was trying to pull me in deeper.
 Lila felt so very good. I gave her two quick thrusts to make sure she could handle it before I got serious.
 When she moaned my name again, I knew I was golden. She was a treat. Her sex kept throbbing around my member as I plundered her.
 �You�re a big boy,� Lila said as she shook her head. �Please, do me hard.�
 We were on the same page. Lila screeched when I went to pound town. Just then, the door flew open, and in stormed Kaia. She had wild, crazy eyes.
 �You bitch, how could you?�
 �Get the hell out,� Lila said.
 �You knew I wanted him!� Kaia wailed and stormed out, leaving the door open.
 She left her posse rooted at the door, looking scandalized.
 �Shut the door,� I commanded.
 What the hell? Both the girl and the guy stepped in and closed the door behind them. For a split second, I wondered if they watched Kaia when she had sex. I decided to ignore them and got back to what I was doing. Lila didn�t seem to care that we had an audience. It didn�t take long for either of us to get there.
 When Lila came to her senses, she kicked them out.
 �What was that about?� I asked.
 �Honestly, I have no idea, but I suspect Kaia�s guy-friend, Spencer, is into you,� she teased.
 I�d picked up on a few tells that made me wonder about his sexuality, but I really didn�t want to think about it. I got up, took a quick shower, and came out to find Lila gone. As I walked down the hall, I saw her in the library, reaming her sister out. I didn�t want any part of that, so I walked downstairs to find Brook and Cassidy.
 �You are such a slut,� Cassidy said when she saw me.
 Spencer and Sabrina must have said something. I looked at Cassidy and shrugged; I couldn�t argue with what she�d just said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 4 � You�ve Been Nominated  Sunday January 22 
 This morning, Brook found her way into my bed. I pulled her into my arms, and she laid her head on my chest.
 �I figured you would stir things up if I took you to Kaia�s party last night. But I had no idea you would bang her sister,� Brook said.
 I checked to see if she was pissed, but her little smile told me she was amused.
 �Probably not my best idea,� I offered.
 �No, it was frickin� brilliant. You have no inkling about how much everyone hates Kaia. I don�t think anyone has ever been brave enough to say �no� to her. Then you pile it on by sleeping with her sister. Because of you, I think I made a few good friends last night.�
 �I did it all for you,� I said to show how humble I was.
 She slugged me.
 �You�re such a dork.�
 �I didn�t set out to let her sister seduce me. That just sort of happened.�
 �You were thinking with your dick,� Brook said, as if it was the most natural and obvious thing in the world. I had to agree.
 We both became quiet as we laid there in our own thoughts. Finally, she began to talk.
 �I�m sorry I left. We�d planned differently, but I had to leave for my parents. It almost killed me when I decided. It isn�t fair to you, but you must realize that I never intended to hurt you, don�t you?�
 �I�ve known that from the beginning, babe. Family comes first. It just happened sooner than we wanted.�
 �Can you do me a favor? Can you not come to visit me?� she asked.
 I had to admit that she was probably right. Coming here this weekend made me want to continue seeing her. It would be difficult, but we could find ways to visit each other now that we had our pilot�s licenses. I needed to get my instrument certification and would do that even if I didn�t come back to visit Brook.
 Then I reflected on what I�d done with Lila. I wondered if, subconsciously, I had tried to sabotage my desire to continue seeing Brook. If it had been almost anyone other than Brook, banging another girl so publicly would be the last nail in the coffin.
 �I shouldn�t have done what I did last night,� I said to apologize.
 �Actually, I�m fine with that. I took it as a sign that you�d be able to carry on. I don�t want you sitting at home, worried about what I think. We need to make it a clean break for now so I can focus on school and my parents� drama. If I have to face my feelings about how much I love you, it�ll be more than I can bear. If we can get past this and handle college, who knows what will happen in the future?� she said.
 I was instantly transported to my conversation about �someday� with Tami. If I hadn�t lived through that, I would have been shattered by Brook�s pronouncement. While it hurt, I knew that it was for the best. I was nowhere near ready to settle down. Luckily, Brook had seen that before I had and given me a reality check about our relationship while we were in LA. If she hadn�t done that, I would have been blindsided, and this would have been way too hard to face.
 �I�ll leave it to you to deal with everything as you think best. Just know that I love you and probably always will. If you ever need anything, let me know,� I said.
 �I love you too.�
 ◊◊◊
 Once Brook and I had some closure, we both felt better. It still sucked that she had moved.
 We walked over to her grandmother�s house for brunch. All of Brook�s extended family who lived close enough came each week for Sunday brunch. It was a nice tradition.
 Her grandmother�s cook put on another excellent spread. Everyone encouraged me to try the Cincinnati chili. At first glance, I wasn�t too sure I wanted any. It was made with some unique spices not found in regular chili, including cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice, clove, bay leaves, and dark chocolate. It was served over spaghetti and topped with raw onion and smothered in cheese. When I first tasted it, I wasn�t sure if I liked it or not. I guess I expected it to taste like regular chili.
 �It was brought here by Macedonian immigrants,� Grace explained.
 Once I grasped that it wasn�t the version I was used to, I was able to appreciate it. I might not go out of my way to order it, but I ate a large helping nonetheless.
 After brunch, Ava and Grace wanted a moment to talk about our business. We stepped into Grace�s home office for some privacy.
 �The transition is going well, and we�ll be ready to start expanding in a couple of months. I wanted to pick your brain about who you know that might be candidates to be brought on board as wealth-management clients,� Grace said to explain the meeting.
 �Are you expecting a list, or do you need me to reach out and talk to them?� I asked.
 �I think if you gave us a list with your permission to mention your name, that might be enough. Would it be okay if we had them call you for your honest opinion if need be?� Ava asked.
 �Would I need to disclose my ownership interest?� I asked.
 Ava and Grace looked at each other. I knew that in my mom�s real estate business, they had rules that basically assured no harm to clients. To that end, she always said it was important to disclose everything that might impact a customer�s decision. Knowing that I would make money because I owned part of the company might be important. At the very least, it would alert them to my potential bias, even if I was sincere.
 �Let us get back to you on that,� Grace said.
 �You know, the person you should talk to is my grandmother. She has many more connections than I do. I suspect that if I ever run for office, she already has a list of potential donors and contacts. They would be ideal candidates for what you plan to offer.�
 �That�s an excellent idea for phase two. We want to control the growth in the beginning while we work out any surprises. The next phase will be to expand quickly,� Ava shared.
 �Have you contacted your family?� I asked to see their commitment level.
 �Already done, and they all signed up,� Grace assured me.
 �I can see I made the right decision in selling the business. I�ll do whatever you need, within reason,� I said with the added qualifier.
 Right now, I still didn�t see myself getting involved in a business venture.
 �Can I ask you something off topic?� I asked.
 �Sure,� Grace said.
 �A friend of mine might be onto an invention. He�s modifying a drone to be super-quiet so it can be used as part of my security. I don�t want anyone to steal his idea, and I�d like to help him make some money off it. Do you know who I should have him contact and how he should go about it?� I asked.
 �I don�t, off the top of my head, but I have people who would. Did you want to make money on this too?� Grace asked.
 �Not really. I would like to get my investment back, though, and perhaps have access to purchase his inventions at cost. I could see buying several drones to help act as automated watchdogs for my properties. He programmed my old drone to follow me around. My security people love it,� I said to give them a little background.
 She called in the security guy I�d met the first night who�d taken the keys to Brook�s car. Grace had me tell him what the drone could do and how we used it. From his reaction, it sounded like Dare might be onto something. With his endorsement, Grace said she would start making inquiries on Monday.
 ◊◊◊
 Brook took us back to the airport. I was back in her good graces, and she allowed me to drive her new car. This time, without the state trooper following us, I was able to have some fun. Her Porsche was a sweet little sports car.
 We�d just entered the lobby of the Cincinnati Jet Center when I spotted Lila Chamberlin. Cassidy saw her coming and gave me some privacy.
 �Hey,� I said in greeting.
 �David, I promise I�m not stalking you. I�ve booked a private flight back to school,� she explained.
 �I just got my pilot�s license, and we rented a plane to come visit my friend Brook Davis,� I said.
 �Last night was out of character for me,� Lila said, acting a little nervous.
 �You�ll have to keep me up to date on your quest to snare McSkatey. If you need any advice or want to practice �� I offered.
 �Okay, thanks, oh wise one. There�s just one flaw in that.�
 I raised my eyebrows.
 �Only one?�
 �I don�t care how much my little sister wants you, I couldn�t in good conscience let her have you. She needs to grow up before she has to deal with the likes of you,� Lila said.
 �Does that mean you want to keep me for yourself?� I asked and did an excited little hop.
 �I better leave before I kidnap you and drag you back to school with me,� she said.
 �Seriously, Lila, call me. I�m not looking for more than friends right now, but I can tell that I�d like you to be one.�
 �That sounds like a plan,� Lila said.
 I hugged her and then had to go. I hoped I�d see her again.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday January 23 
 Cassidy and I had started our instrument training at the flight school. When I got home, my mom ambushed me.
 �I need your help. Darius and I used the drone on Sunday to video the farm I just listed over on Clark Road. Can you do your magic and turn it into a visual tour?� she asked.
 �Why don�t I show you some tricks so you don�t have to get me to do it all the time?� I suggested.
 �Someone�s cranky,� Dad said, coming in from the living room. �Did you forget to feed him?�
 �Melanie left you some food in the oven, and there�s a salad in the fridge,� Mom said.
 I grabbed the food and followed my mom to her office. I made her handle the keyboard because I knew that she would never learn if I didn�t. Mom absorbed information best by doing.
 She and Dare had done well in capturing everything. The problem was, it was almost thirty-minutes� worth of video.
 �Let me see the photos you took,� I said.
 Mom ran through them for me. Again, she had way too many.
 �We need to cut this down, probably more than you�re thinking. You always told me that you need to give them just enough information to contact you,� I said. �What if you created something like a trailer for a movie? Maybe two minutes max, and offer to give them a link to a longer video if they give you their contact information.�
 Mom agreed to my suggestion, so I left her to figure out what pictures and portions of the video would have the most impact on buyers. I found my dad watching a reality show.
 �Where are Peggy and the boys?� I asked.
 �She took them to Pam�s to go swimming. She mentioned something about them planning your demise.�
 Pam lived in the same building as my other two baby mamas, Ashley and Scarlet. While I was glad they spent time together, I was worried about my dad�s �demise� comment. Surely, I hadn�t done anything to make them irritated with me.
 �I�ve been thinking,� I said to change the topic.
 Dad reached over and felt my forehead.
 �Just checking to see if you were sick.�
 Dad imagined he was a comedian. I didn�t even reward him with an eye roll; that would only encourage him.
 �Remember when we all got together because I wanted to leave a legacy of excellence, and we laid out our plans to make Lincoln High special?� I asked.
 �Yes.�
 �We�ve put a lot of the plan in place, like the Field House. We also talked about building a legacy that would continue after I graduate. I�ve got an idea for the older guys to act as mentors, sort of like all the ones I�ve been lucky enough to have. I�d like to see us pass down our insights to the younger boys with the idea that they would do the same when they became seniors.�
 �Sort of like a big-brother type of arrangement?� Dad asked.
 �Yes, that sort of thing. For example, I plan to work with Phil and Trent and share my knowledge on how to play quarterback.�
 Dad got thoughtful for a moment.
 �It might be a good time to get more people involved to help you plan this. We really haven�t looked beyond what we�ve put in place already. It�s time we plan what�s next. Do you want me to set it up?� he asked.
 Sometimes, I didn�t fully appreciate my dad. He�d heard tidbits of my idea and already taken it and was running with it. When he mentioned getting others involved, it made me realize that I needed to open my mouth more often. I had to share my thoughts because I didn�t always have all the answers.
 Did I just think that? That couldn�t be right. My mom had pointed out on more than one occasion that I thought I knew everything. As a teenager, I had to acknowledge that my mom was right on that count.
 �That would be great. I�m sure they might have more ideas,� I said.
 Mom came in to get me. She�d picked out photos and the part of the drone video she liked. I helped her cut that down by about half, and we made the video for her website. It turned out we only used a small portion of the drone footage. We used it as an intro to show the farm, and then it soared over the house and captured a glimpse of all the outbuildings and the land behind it.
 The rest of the video was composed of the still photos my mom had taken. I had her add some introductory graphics and showed her how to do the soundtrack. At the end was a call to action. By the time we were done, Mom was happy.
 Before we finished, I showed her where she could learn more about the movie software. There were online videos that people had put together that presented how to accomplish different tasks step by step. I left her watching a video on how to add her voice so she could describe the property in her own words.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday January 24 
 �Question,� Tim said when he saw me at lunch.
 �Answer,� I replied instantly.
 �I haven�t asked the question yet, asshole.�
 Wolf�s phone chirped, and he looked at it.
 �Will you two dumbasses shut up? I just got a message from my mom. She says I got a letter from the NCAA telling me that they�re putting my eligibility on hold until they complete their investigation,� Wolf said.
 I said something I can�t repeat.
 �Yeah, I agree with David. I bet we all got them today,� Tim said.
 �Screw it, I�m hungry. Let�s figure this out after we eat,� Wolf said, making way too much sense.
 The three of us got in line. It was another mystery-meat day. Today�s offering had a bit of a green shimmer when the light hit it just right. My stomach threatened to revolt.
 �What would it cost me for you to make us sandwiches?� I asked the lunch lady.
 I flashed her a twenty, and she snatched it out of my hand and walked into the kitchen.
 �He�s handy, sometimes,� Tim said to Wolf.
 She came back with ham and cheese subs with a side of potato salad for each of us. Yuri was three people behind us.
 �How do they rate?� he complained.
 I ignored him, and the three of us made our way to the table.
 �You three look about as happy as a vegan at a steakhouse,� Gina said as we sat down.
 Cassidy and Dare looked at our lunches and then down at what they�d been served. I didn�t even explain; I just handed her money.
 �Come on, Dare. Let�s get something edible,� Cassidy said.
 �What�s going on?� Gina asked.
 I let Wolf explain that we had a slight snag with the NCAA and that I would get it fixed. I was happy that he didn�t tell her about the money or any of the details.
 Dare was back, and he looked uncomfortable.
 �What�s wrong?� I asked.
 He pointed to Cassidy. She caught my eye and held up her hand, making the sign that she needed more money. I peeled off a large bill, and Dare grabbed it and hurried over to Cassidy. Ten minutes later, they came back with a variety of subs and a giant tub of potato salad. They�d gotten enough for the whole table and then some.
 After I ate, I left the lunchroom to find an empty classroom so I could make some calls.
 My first was to my dad, but he was with a member at the club, so I called Ms. Dixon, my lawyer.
 �I wanted to give you a heads-up. Wolf got a message from his mom saying he received a letter putting his eligibility on hold.�
 �I�m assuming that you and Tim got something similar?�
 �I haven�t been home to check the mail, but if Wolf got one, then I�m sure Tim and I will, too.�
 �When you get home, scan it and send it to Mr. Morris and me. I�ll get started on what we planned to do in response.�
 �Please do. I�ve played along with Stewart�s games long enough. It�s time to end this. Do whatever it takes, and let me know when and where, and I�ll be there,� I said.
 �Okay. Let me go be the scary lawyer you hired me to be. I�ll get back to you once I have the meeting set,� Ms. Dixon assured me.
 I hoped that this didn�t mean we were going to war with the NCAA, but I wasn�t going to let that derail my plans.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, I suffered through another workout geared to jump-start my physical development since Ms. Marshall was worried that I�d plateaued. Then Cassidy made me wear my weighted vest and ran everyone through sixty minutes of hell for good measure. Between the two of them, they were going to kill me.
 After I�d finished, I drove to Dare�s. He was done with the drone and wanted to show it off. When I knocked at his door, he opened it and showed me he had the drone and controller ready. Dare pushed past me and we went outside.
 �Did you have any extra parts?� I asked.
 �I did at first, but I figured out where they belonged,� Dare admitted.
 �You happy with how it turned out?�
 He just smiled in response.
 Dare carried the drone to the middle of the parking lot and put it on the ground. He stood back, messed with the controller, and started its electric motors.
 The first change I noticed was that the blades were bigger, which allowed them to spin slower than my other drone, but it was still loud. I started to have doubts until it rose above my head, and the noise level dropped significantly. As it continued to rise to about twenty feet over my head, the noise faded to where I could barely hear it.
 Dare started to tell me all he�d done.
 �Hang on. I want to video you lifting it off again and then you explaining it. There are a few people I need to show this to,� I said, thinking of both Fritz and Grace.
 I didn�t want to get Dare�s hopes up that he might earn some money from this before I knew if he had something or not.
 He explained how both the rotor design and the sound-dampening material around the blades sent the sound upward into the sky. With the new blades he obtained, he was able to slow the rotation speed, further reducing the noise. He�d also added dampeners to minimize vibration noise.
 �When can I start using it?� I asked.
 �Give me until this weekend. I still need to program it so it�ll link with your Bluetooth and send a live feed to your security people.�
 �I want you to know that I�m impressed. It turned out better than I expected.�
 I didn�t expect him to hug me. The poor kid was starved for positive attention. I gave him a fierce hug back. Then, in typical Dare fashion, he was done with me. He had a drone to go work on.
 ◊◊◊
 On my way home, my phone chirped with an incoming call from a good friend. I punched it on and was about to say something, but an excited voice beat me to it.
 �Ohmygod, David!� Halle James squeaked. �Did you see the news?�
 �Uh �� was my brilliant response.
 �The Academy just put out their announcement of the Oscar nominees. Both your films got nominated,� she said in rapid fire and then took a deep breath, �and you�ve been nominated for Best Supporting Actor for The Royal Palm!�
 I didn�t need a video chat to tell how excited she was. I let her ramble on with the news, even while my phone was showing incoming calls from Saul, Frank, and Kent.
 It turned out The Royal Palm had been nominated for Best Cinematography and Best Picture, and Laurent Vance had been nominated for Best Director. My other film, The Secret Circle, had been nominated for Best Adapted Screenplay and Visual Effects. I was somewhat shocked that none of the other cast had received a nomination.
 What puzzled me was that after the initial media discussions that I would be up for awards for my role in The Royal Palm, I hadn�t heard a peep. I hadn�t been nominated for any of the film-festival or other awards to this point. I�d put it down to the likelihood that I was being shunned by the Hollywood movie industry for my part in what I privately thought of as �The Zander Debacle.�
 My only real concern had been whether anyone would try to submarine my roles in my upcoming films in the Star Academy and Bond franchises. I�d been assured that that wouldn�t happen, and those assurances seemed to have panned out. Privately, my take was that I seemed to be an up-and-coming �bankable� actor who made the studios money, and money always trumped attempted blackballs.
 Regardless, I had other fish to fry, namely the NCAA and the FBI, so I couldn�t get too worked up about it right then.
 �Halle,� I said to cut off her enthusiastic babbling, �that�s wonderful news, and if I can attend, I�d like you to be my escort if you�re willing.�
 �If you can attend �?� she started before I cut her off.
 �Baseball season is about to start, so I have to clear it with the coach, and there are some other matters I�m in the process of handling. I�ll check with my coach and have an answer for you tonight, I promise.�
 �You�re the most exasperating and �stupid boy� I�ve ever met. Of course I�ll go with you!�
 I had to smile at her excitement.
 �Let me get everything worked out, and I�ll call you back when I�m sure I can go.�
 �Hmph!� I heard before the line went dead.
 With that, I smiled and scrolled down to call Moose. I got the expected grumbling and mutterings about the need to focus on what was important, but he gave me permission to go, as I�d pretty much expected he would. What high school coach would prevent a guy from going to the Academy Awards and maybe getting an Oscar?
 My next call was to Lexi.
 �I was just about to call you,� Lexi said as she answered.
 �Halle beat you to it.�
 �She would be the perfect person for you to take,� Lexi said.
 �Already taken care of. Could you coordinate everything?�
 �That�s what I do,� Lexi said, sounding happy to be doing something other than grunt work for Kent.
 �Saul, Frank, and Kent have all called me, and I need to return those calls. I�ll send them your way to keep them off my back. I trust you can keep them in line.�
 �Thanks,� she said, not sounding nearly as happy.
 The problem child was going to be Saul. My hope was that between Lexi and Kent, they would act as a buffer when he wanted to push me into doing more roles now that I�d been nominated.
 After I hung up with Lexi, I took a moment before I called anyone else. Even if I didn�t win, I would always be referred to as an Academy Award Nominee. That was a big frickin� deal.
 ◊◊◊
 I came home to find Coby and Carol in the mudroom, engaged in a death match over a toy. Those two were going to make me old before my time. Neither one ever backed down. I was about to swat some butts when Duke slowly walked into the fray, snatched the toy in question, and took off with it. Both little ones looked around to see what had happened. Then Carol grabbed Coby and kissed his cheek, making me laugh. I worried that if they ever teamed up, the other three would be toast.
 I picked them up, which earned me kisses. We�d been working on that. I gave them each a kiss and found all the baby mamas in my kitchen.
 �It looks like you lost these two,� I said.
 �Duke would come tell me if they were up to anything,� Peggy assured me.
 I didn�t quite buy it. Duke had assisted Coby in his great escape when he climbed the baby gate and managed to go down a flight of stairs. I had a feeling that Duke only ran to get Peggy if one of them started to cry. Otherwise, he seemed to be in the middle of their trouble.
 While I grabbed my dinner, I caught up with the girls. After I shared my news, Pam filled me in on Tracy�s move to State. That reminded me that I�d promised to go visit her. I mentally put that on my to-do list. Ashley had sold another house and had picked up a couple of good listings. Scarlet was adjusting to being in charge of the businesses I�d retained from the merger, and Peggy had started her classes at State.
 After I ate, I asked Scarlet to come with me to my apartment for a private word. I had her sit next to me on the couch.
 �What happened with Chuck?� I asked. �I thought you two had hit it off.�
 �Yes, I did, too,� she admitted.
 It was apparent that this was bothering her. I put my arm around her and pulled her tight. Scarlet looked so vulnerable it broke my heart.
 �Do I need to kick his butt?� I asked.
 �Things were going well. He was the perfect gentleman, and we�d gone out on a few dates. He was also good with Carol, so I decided that it might be time to see if there could be more,� she explained.
 I took that to be code for sex.
 �Ashley took the kids and gave me the place to myself. I made him dinner, and everything was going well. I asked him to do something for me, and he changed. It was like he thought I was disgusting, and he told me that I needed to seek help. I have never been so humiliated in my life.�
  Scarlet looked like she was on the verge of crying.
 �It�s his loss. You�re better off knowing now than later how he felt. As far as what turns you on, there�s nothing wrong with that. We all have different tastes,� I said.
 �That�s what Ash said. It�s just that I�m starting to think that there isn�t anyone around here who likes what I like. I�ve been wondering if I need to move or something because I�m about to explode,� she said and then blushed.
 I took a deep breath. While I had no desire to complicate my relationship with my baby mamas, I didn�t want Scarlet to have to move to find someone who would provide what she needed.
 �I learned something new when I was in LA. Well, it�s not really new, but it was something I never saw myself doing. It�s called hooking up. It�s no-strings, no-guilt fun. Maybe you�ve heard of this,� I teased.
 �Are you worried that if you helped me with my problem, I would latch on to you?� she asked.
 �Was I that obvious?� I asked.
 Scarlet gave me a hug and kissed my cheek.
 �You�re sweet. You�re actually everything Ashley needs.�
 �I have toys,� I said as I waggled my eyebrows.
 I felt her stiffen. Until that moment, I�d danced around what her �special request� had been. I could tell Scarlet wasn�t sure what to do. I decided to push this forward.
 �Young lady!� I barked. �Get your ass in the bedroom, right now.�
 �But � yes, Sir,� she said and did as she was told.
 Scarlet just stood there as I slowly undressed her and positioned her on the bed. I tied her hands like they�d been the first time we�d had sex in Alabama. Next, I stepped over to my closet and found one of my ties that would work as a blindfold.
 My goal was to get her off. I didn�t have all night because Ashley would want to take the kids home soon, so I didn�t bother to get undressed. I reached between Scarlet�s legs and found that she was turned-on. Rather than the lovemaking I would otherwise do, I used my hand to pleasure her. I figured it was like when I needed a good hand-job. I could do the same for her.
 Apparently, girls are like guys in that when Scarlet finally got off, she soaked my comforter. She had a severe buildup of pressure I�d released. I now had a similar problem, but I remembered Cassidy�s threat to rip Mr. Happy off, and that curbed my �growing� problem.
 �Better?� I asked when I took the blindfold off.
 Scarlet gave me a sheepish smile and nodded. That smile was not coming off soon.
 ◊◊◊
 As soon as we got back downstairs, Ashley took one look at her friend and smiled.
 �Slut,� she accused.
 Pam�s eyes locked with mine. Oh, crud. I should have thought this through. If I weren�t careful, I would have all of them wanting sex from me. I shook my head because I couldn�t believe that made me worried. What guy didn�t want sex with multiple girls?
 �We need to go,� Scarlet said to head off an explanation as she blushed and smiled at the same time. Uh, oh �
 Pam caught a ride, and that left Peggy with me.
 �Help me put the boys to bed.�
 And so it began.
 ◊◊◊  
    Wednesday January 25 
 I did the walk of shame in the morning. Both my mom and dad were at the kitchen table.
 �If I remember correctly, he was wearing that yesterday,� Mom commented.
 �I think you�re right. David, do you need to do laundry or something? Or is this how big stars act?� Dad asked.
 I gave them a one-finger salute and trudged up to my apartment to shower and change.
 ◊◊◊
 I, too, had received a letter about my eligibility being put on hold. Dad assured me he would talk to everyone and get the ball rolling. By now, I was to the point that I wanted to lay waste to Stewart Chadwick. I didn�t like a bully, and he was sorely mistaken if he thought I would just roll over and comply with his wishes.
 Stewart had bragged that the NCAA wasn�t an organization I wanted to butt heads with. He was right. If I went in making threats, they would show me the door, and I would never play college ball. This would take some finesse, and I hoped that common sense would prevail.
 On the way to school, I called Coach Haber at Michigan.
 �How�s our future starting quarterback doing?� he asked.
 �I�ve been better. I need to give you a heads-up. The NCAA is giving me fits, and they�ve temporarily pulled my eligibility. I wanted to give you a heads-up before you found out from some other source.�
 �Is it just you?� he asked, suddenly getting serious.
 �Both Tim and Wolf got the same letter. I hope that this gets resolved quickly.�
 �May I ask what it�s about?� Coach Haber asked.
 I gave him a quick rundown of the drama surrounding Southwest Central State and how I�d provided information to the NCAA. I explained how the NCAA�s investigator had wanted me to continue helping in the investigation and how. Coach Haber wasn�t happy.
 �Do you need us to provide any kind of support?� he asked.
 �Not as of right now. I plan to go to the people in charge and provide them with evidence of what Stewart Chadwick has been doing in their name and hope they do what�s right.
 �When I was at their offices last year, I found that they�re good people. It looks to me like this investigator is just trying to make a name for himself,� I shared.
 �I suspect you�re right. I often worry that someone at the university will do something to hurt the football program. It only takes one mistake to create a mess. Do me a favor and keep me in the loop. We do have someone who can help get things done if need be,� he offered.
 I remembered that one of the people I met at the NCAA headed a committee and was either the president or athletic director for Michigan. I hoped this wouldn�t get to a point where we needed him, but it was encouraging to know that Coach Haber would speak on my behalf.
 �As soon as I know something, I�ll get back to you.�
 �Obviously, I want to wish you good luck, but somehow I doubt you�ll need it. If you get a chance, you have an open invitation to come visit. I�d love to get you here to see spring practice,� Coach Haber suggested.
 �I�ll put it on my to-do list. But I have to warn you, that list is starting to get long,� I said.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad had invited Tim and Wolf�s families over for dinner. Mr. Morris had scheduled a meeting with the NCAA for Friday. We had a quick conference call with Mr. Morris, Ms. Dixon, and Maddie Addison, my criminal lawyer who�d been handling the FBI contacts.
 �Who all do you think should be in the meeting?� Mr. Tams asked.
 �We should keep it small. Our goal is to get the investigator off our backs. We don�t want to go in with guns blazing right off the bat,� Mr. Morris said. �I would suggest that David, Rob, and myself go with either Ms. Dixon or Ms. Addison there as well.�
 �During the last meeting, we hammered out my amateurism issues. It took care of all the concerns they had about what I�d done and what I would be doing in high school. Do we want to handle the issues that�ll be coming up when I go to college?� I asked.
 �What are you talking about?� Mom asked.
 Mr. Morris jumped in.
 �The way I see it, David will have two problems when he goes to college. The first concerns the movies he will film before he goes to school. NCAA regulations, section 12.5.1.3 is titled �Continuation of Modeling and Other Nonathletically Related Promotional Activities After Enrollment.� According to that section, bullet point �d� states that David can�t endorse the product. In this case, it would be the films.
 �We need to get a waiver due to David�s unique situation. They�ve given them out in the past, so I don�t expect it to be something that�ll be hard to get,� he shared.
 �What�s the other problem?� Mom asked.
 �This is trickier. David has created an image unrelated to football and baseball that potentially has a substantial monetary value. He needs to protect that image from the collegiate vultures. Part of the paperwork you sign to play ball at a university gives them the rights to your likeness, et cetera. They do that so they can get away with showing a student-athlete�s image on TV without paying them for it.
 �We need to draft a document that strikes a balance between the university being able to show him in games and his need to safeguard his image. It must protect him in case they decide to misuse his image or to harm it in some way.
 �I would suggest wording that allows him to veto his image being used in ways that might harm him. We�ll include a specific carve-out with respect to his non-football and baseball image,� Mr. Morris explained.
 �Does he need a waiver from the NCAA for that too?� Dad asked.
 �If he did have one, it would help to get the same from, say, Michigan. We might also need to get a waiver from the conference since they have their own TV network. I could see them wanting to film a documentary similar to what David endured during the fall,� Mr. Morris said.
 That had my full attention. I hadn�t really ever considered that until now. All it would take was an unguarded moment being filmed where I thought I was �safe,� and I might have a problem.
 �Let�s talk to them about both of those when we meet,� I said.
 �As long as we don�t specifically link the Stewart issue with a demand for them to do this, we should be fine,� Mr. Morris said.
 I nodded as if I were satisfied. I could tell this was going to be a mess.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 5 � Food for Thot  Thursday January 26 
 The gang was all together at lunch, every one of them wearing sunglasses. I looked around, perplexed. Then Phil�s girlfriend, Jill, fanned her face dramatically and exclaimed with a fake Southern drawl, �Ah do declare, we are in the presence of a movie star!�
 Everybody started laughing and talking at once, but I had my own agenda.
 �Can it, everyone. The odds are high that I won�t get an award. Instead, for the privilege of not getting an award, I�ll probably get to take redeye flights, dress up in an uncomfortable monkey suit, and eat rubber chicken. Could we pleeeeze talk about anything else?�
 Gina shrugged and started giving Phil grief about being whipped. Phil�s girlfriend, Jill, looked like she was in college because she�d developed early. And Lord, how she�d developed. I could totally see why Phil would be whipped. If I was dating her, I might be too. I decided to save my little brother since I�d sort of caused this.
 So, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and brought up Lila�s number. I was unable to avoid the fond memories I had of the older sister I�d hooked up with in Cincinnati.
 �Are there rules for when you should text a girl?�
 I vaguely remembered we�d discussed this at some point. In fact, I might have laid down the rules at the time.
 �Three days unless it�s for a hookup, then any time after ten,� Wolf supplied.
 Phil gave me a little smirk because he realized what I�d just done for him by grabbing the gang�s attention. Everyone at the table turned and looked at me. Cassidy giggled.
 �Careful, Bad Girl,� I said, using Cassidy�s social-media handle. �Remember that what happens when you�re working security is like what happens in Vegas. You�re not allowed to talk about it.�
 She crossed her arms and pouted. I pointed at Don.
 �Distract your girlfriend before she does something rash, and I end up having to go see the trainers. Better yet, piss her off. I don�t believe she�s reached her quota for hurting boys this week.�
 Don leaned over and kissed her cheek. What an amateur. He needed to up his game if he was going to distract her. I turned back to Wolf.
 �What if she�s both?� I asked.
 �What do you mean?�
 �If it�s been more than three days, and I want to hook up with her?� I asked.
 �There it is. He�s back. Our David is working on being a slut again,� Gina chirped.
 I saw Dare furiously smashing his thumbs on his phone�s screen. I�d warned him earlier this week that I would block him again if he kept sending me messages. Then the phones of every girl at the table chirped, almost at once.
 �Why, you little shit,� Pam said and showed me her phone.
 �u so want 2b in d�s thot club u thk he tks bout u.�
 Attached was a photo of a t-shirt I would have to buy. It was orange with blue lettering, like our school colors, so it had the whole school-spirit bit going for it. The text said �Food For Thot,� with an arrow pointing down towards your package.
 �What does �thot� mean?� Gina asked.
 I busted out laughing.
 �Let�s just say it�s a woman who has many casual sexual encounters or relationships,� Wolf said, being surprisingly sensitive.
 Little Dare was too smart for his own good. All the girls turned and glared at him like he might officially be a �stupid boy.�
 ◊◊◊
 Mom had sent me a message from the hospital. She�d taken Mayor Duke with her so he could do his service dog job with the cancer patients. She let me know she had everything under control as far as my attending the Academy Awards was concerned. People were handling the arrangements for me so I wouldn�t have to worry about it until it was actually time to fly out there.
 Mom then shared that Billy Felton, Lisa�s little brother, was once again in the hospital. Mom said his cancer had come back.
 I hadn�t had time to make visits to the hospital in a while, so I used this as an excuse to go visit. I tried to devote my efforts toward the younger kids.
 Billy had been one of the first I�d visited. He�d been a little badass, throwing a tantrum because he thought his parents were treating him like a baby. It had taken some effort, but I helped him see it from his parents� perspective. They were worried sick about him and trying to protect him.
 Billy was the reason Lisa Felton and I had become friends. I�d taken her across the street to the diner to get her mind off her little brother. That started its own drama when everyone assumed she and I were seeing each other on the side. My friends were mad at me because Lisa had a bad reputation, and they believed it was true. There were rumors that she had done some things that good girls didn�t do.
 Turned out, Bill Rogers and his group of Neanderthals had started those rumors. This was the same Bill Rogers who�d messed up Tracy Dole. He and I�d had some memorable run-ins because he couldn�t get it through his thick head that Tracy wasn�t his personal punching bag to abuse and misuse.
 To this day, Tracy still had bouts of depression, and it all pointed back to the summer he�d bullied and brutalized her. If there was one guy in this world I actually wanted to kill, it was him.
 Long story short, Lisa and I had flirted with getting together for a while. There are a handful of girls that just do it for you, and Lisa was one of those for me. She wasn�t the best-looking girl at school, but she might have been the sexiest. That was until Brook Davis showed up. I�ll just say that Lisa made me want to be a naughty boy.
  When it did finally happen, the scary part was that the actual sex was better than the fantasy I�d built up in my mind. Lisa Felton and I clicked between the sheets so well that it frankly scared me a little. If I�d been more mature when it happened, we might have ended up being a couple.
 Everyone, and I mean everyone, actively told me that Lisa and I were a mistake, and I folded under the pressure like a house of cards in a stiff wind.
 Looking back, that might be one of my greatest regrets.
 Billy�s cancer had gotten me out of my head long enough to look at Lisa as more than the girl that got my motor running. Volunteering to spend time with cancer patients has a way of changing the focus of your thoughts from yourself to others. It allowed Lisa and me to take a step back and decide to be friends.
 So, when I got my mom�s message that Billy was back in the hospital, a lot of old feelings rushed back. I liked the kid and wanted to go see him. I bailed on my flight instrument training class with Cassidy and talked Paul into going with me.
 Of course, we had to take the Demon, and I had to drive. I worried that Cassidy would kill me later when she found out I�d taken it. I�d told her that there was probably salt on the road, and I didn�t want to worry about it rusting my baby�s undercarriage.
 When I got to his room, I found Billy watching TV.
 �David! I wondered if you�d come to visit me. Your mother stopped by with Mayor Duke this morning, and I asked about you. She wanted me to remind you that you haven�t been to church,� Billy said.
 Billy went to my church and was involved in the youth group there.
 �I was away shooting a Japanese drama series. I planned to be back this Sunday.�
 �Maybe I�ll get to see you there.�
 �Does that mean you�re getting out?� I asked.
 �Let�s hope so. I came in for a follow-up, and they found the cancer had returned. They caught it early, so they started me back up on the treatment that worked last time. They want me to stay for a couple of days to make sure there aren�t any complications. If my test results are good in the morning, I�m outta here,� Billy said.
 I was relieved when I heard the news. We chatted for a while, and I invited him to a baseball game in the spring after he got out.
 ◊◊◊
 I was starving, so I headed to the diner for some of their fried chicken and pie. From the restaurant�s entrance, through the window, I saw Joey Marshall sliding into a booth and getting a menu. I stood there like a stalker, watching her.
 �We going in?� Paul asked.
 �Go and grab a seat at the counter. Order what you want,� I told him.
 Paul followed my gaze and shook his head. He went in, and Kim Sun, a former cheerleader at Lincoln High, waited on him.
 Joey was my strength and conditioning coach, and technically off-limits. In my head, I played the �what if� game. What if I just walked away and did the right thing? What if I went in and sat down just to talk to her?
 The problem was, I couldn�t stop thinking about her. When I first met Joey, I didn�t know she worked for the high school. I had to admit I�d had impure thoughts. But I�d tried to push those aside because I wanted her help in getting me in shape to play ball this spring. I didn�t want my desire to get in the way of my success.
 Playing the �what if� game helped me convince myself that I could walk away if I needed to. I could just be friendly and stop by and say �Hi.� What would be the harm in that? I watched her intently read the menu. She looked on edge. I wondered if she was always like that. When we worked out, she was utterly focused. I wondered if she ever had any fun.
 I couldn�t just stand there and stare at her. Nor did I need to add anything that wasn�t professional to our relationship. I shifted and started to dig for the keys in my pocket, turning away. Then she did it. Joey reached up and ran her fingers through her hair.
 That simple act reminded me she was sexy as hell. Crud! I chuckled because she was my older version of Lisa Felton. I had a moment of clarity and realized I would burn in Hell for this.
 Rather than stand there and contemplate my likely damnation, I pushed through the door of the diner and found it filled with hospital staff. It was a weekday evening, so there were mostly nurses and doctors. Some glanced my way and smiled, but I ignored their looks and focused on my goal. I stopped behind her booth, but she was so engrossed in her menu that she didn�t notice me. But I knew it was just an act. I�d seen her glance up when I came in.
 I slid into the seat across from her. She looked up, and I saw a flash of irritation touch her blue eyes.
 �You need to leave. This doesn�t look right.�
 �It�s just dinner, Joey. No big deal,� I said.
 �David!�
 Why did her saying my name make me envision her calling it out in passion? This was wrong. She was right; I shouldn�t be here with her. Time to acknowledge it.
 �I should go,� I said, admitting defeat.
 I started to slide out of the booth.
 �David, wait.�
 Joey reached over and touched my hand, and I froze. Mr. Happy picked that moment to come awake. If I got up right now, everyone would see what she did to me. Why did I have this desire for Joey? I had a feeling that she would be trouble, the kind I wasn�t really ready to tackle. I made a move to swallow my pride and run.
 �Stop. Just stay,� Joey finally said.
 I grinned and slid back into the booth. Kim appeared with her order pad.
 �David Dawson, long time no see. Who�s your cute friend? Is she Brook Davis�s replacement?� she asked.
 I rolled my eyes at her, which gave her a satisfied grin. She was busting my chops.
 �This is Joey Marshall. Joey, this is a friend of mine, Kim Sun,� I said by way of introduction.
 �Joey, this one is trouble,� Kim said.
 �Who, me?� I asked innocently.
 Joey shot Kim an exasperated look that said she agreed but considered me harmless. I hated to tell her, but I was anything but harmless. Kim took our order. Actually, she took Joey�s order and simply assumed I was having the fried chicken. For a moment, I wondered if anything else on the menu might be better. No way could that be true, so I let it go.
 It had been ages since I�d been on a first date. I was counting this as a date because there was food and conversation that didn�t center on Joey torturing me.
 She had a degree in kinesiology, the study of human movement, from State. Her minor was dietetics, with an emphasis on sports and wellness nutrition. She�d interned with Coach Fletcher, and her job at Lincoln High was her first.
 Joey had been in a long-term relationship with a tennis player at State. He�d gone pro after college and decided he didn�t want to keep it going long-distance. From the way she described it, I would bet she expected it was leading to more. I could tell she wasn�t over him.
 After hearing her story, I knew that she was in the same spot in her life as Scarlet and Ashley. Joey wasn�t looking for a no-strings romp; she wanted the happily ever after. In a lot of ways, that made her even more attractive to me.
 The problem was that in just a couple of months, I would be leaving to film my movies. While I wasn�t opposed to having a little fun, or even a lot of fun, with Joey, I wasn�t going to push it. That didn�t mean I wasn�t interested in being her friend. I found I liked her.
 �You should come over for dinner some night. I bet you could use a home-cooked meal.�
 �I don�t think that would be a very good idea.�
 �Why not? Coach Hope has been to my house several times for dinner. How would this be any different?� I asked and waggled my eyebrows. �Unless you have inappropriate plans for me.�
 �That�s not it,� she blurted.
 �If you ever do, just let me know,� I teased.
 �It�s probably best that we keep this professional,� she said firmly.
 �No, I disagree,� I said, and saw her eyes flash again. �I think we can be more than professional. I think we can be friends.�
 Joey blinked a couple of times as her brain caught up, and then she smiled.
 �I�d like that,� she finally admitted.
 �Great. We�ll talk next week and find a night you can come over,� I said and grabbed the check.
 �I�ve got my dinner,� she protested at me buying hers.
 �Leave the tip,� I suggested. �I enjoyed this.�
 �It was unexpected. I think I�ll like you being my friend.�
 �I�ll explain what that entails later,� I said, giving her a wicked grin.
 �That�s what I�m afraid of. Thanks for dinner,� Joey said.
 While I went to the cash register, she left. Paul was suddenly at my side and handed me his check. I was willing to pay since he gave me my space to talk to Joey. That, and I�d sort of already said I would.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, we loaded the car and drove to Indianapolis. The plan was to meet first thing in the morning with my team and then tackle the NCAA.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday January 27 
 �Mr. Morris, Ms. Addison, glad you could make it,� Dad said.
 We�d booked a conference room at the hotel to use before we met with the NCAA later this morning. Mr. Morris, at first, wasn�t able to get us a meeting. I�d mentioned my talk with Coach Haber from Michigan, which led to Mr. Morris calling him and getting in contact with Jim Phelps, their athletic director. It just so happened that he was also a member of the NCAA Governance Committee. Through him, we finally got our meeting with Mark Ellison, the NCAA president.
 �I see Ms. Dixon sent you with Mr. Morris. Did she worry about the FBI getting involved today?� I asked Maddie Addison.
 �She wanted me in the room to prevent any trouble with them,� Ms. Addison explained.
 �We don�t have much time. Do you mind if we get down to business?� Mr. Morris asked.
 I smiled because you never saw a lawyer in a hurry. They billed by the hour.
 �Please,� I said to turn the floor over to him.
 �I just want to go over everything so we�re on the same page.�
 �I agree. Please keep in mind that this is my life we�re talking about. If I say something in there, don�t take it the wrong way or try to talk over me,� I said.
 We�d had an issue with Mr. Morris wanting to jump in when I didn�t need his help. I expect he thought of me as a kid with zero experience. If it were about anyone else, I would agree with him.
 �I�m sure we�re all on the same page,� Dad said to head off a confrontation before we even got started.
 Mr. Morris gave me a slight nod and continued.
 �What Stewart Chadwick is doing is extortion, using the legal definition. It is a crime in which one person forces another person to do something against their will. Extortion involves the victim�s consent to the crime, but that consent is obtained illegally.
 �We have to be careful not to do the same when we bring this up to the NCAA leadership. If we demand that they agree to your eligibility and/or request for waivers, our actions could be viewed similarly. The line between negotiation from a position of strength and extortion might be a fine one,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Can we even ask for what we want, then?� Dad asked.
 I wanted three things out of this meeting: my eligibility restored, a waiver that allowed me to act in and promote my movies, and to protect my image. Oh, yeah, and a fourth: I also wanted to protect my friends.
 �We can, but we can�t tie them together. We encourage the NCAA to do the right thing without conditions,� Mr. Morris explained.
 �There is also the issue of consent when you recorded the conversations. California is one of the states where you must obtain permission from all participants. If you ever were to decide to sue the NCAA, you�ll have problems using some of the recordings,� Ms. Addison added.
 �I would simply release them to the press and let the court of public opinion deal with it,� I shot back.
 �And you might never play ball in college,� Mr. Morris reminded me.
 �To be honest, that might help me. I would either go into acting full-time or play baseball professionally.�
 �Let�s get back on track,� Dad said.
 �The last untethered balloon we have floating out there is the FBI. I know we don�t plan to tell the NCAA that they�re looking at this, but we need to be careful,� Ms. Addison said.
 �Let�s be frank, the FBI only cares about its own interests. Individuals within the organization may feel some compassion, but they won�t buck their superiors if those superiors want certain things done or want them done a certain way. They�re worse than Stewart in that they don�t care about you if you should get in the way of their investigation.
 �If their actions end up causing collateral damage to your career, they might regret it for a millisecond, but no longer than that. The only limitation I can see is if the FBI feels its treatment of David would carry with it a significant possibility of adverse publicity for the FBI. In that case, it might curb or alter its tactics,� Ms. Addison explained.
 There came a knock at the door. Ms. Addison was closest, so she answered.
 �Were your ears burning? We were just talking about the evils of the FBI,� she said to the man at the door. �This is Special Agent Bryn out of the Chicago FBI office. To what do we owe this pleasure?�
 �A little birdie told me you planned to storm the walls of the NCAA today. I was sent to ask that you cancel the meeting. Mind if I sit down and we discuss my concerns?� he asked while taking a seat without permission.
 �Please, join us,� Dad said with raised eyebrows.
 �Sorry, that was a little presumptuous. I know that you plan to talk to the NCAA higher-ups about the connection with Southwest Central State and Springbok. With an investigation ongoing, the FBI doesn�t want anything elevated to that level,� Special Agent Bryn shared.
 �That means you found the connection?� I asked.
 �Sorry, I can�t discuss an ongoing investigation.�
 I bet everyone rolled their eyes at that one.
 �I guess I�m not clear about why you don�t want us to meet with the NCAA. To our knowledge, we�ve never made the connection to where the money that David and his teammates received came from,� Mr. Morris replied.
 �We�re meeting with the NCAA because one of their investigators threatened David. He said that if David didn�t help with their investigation to entrap Southwest Central State, they would pull his eligibility,� Mr. Morris explained.
 �I hadn�t heard anything about that,� Special Agent Bryn admitted.
 �Play him the recordings,� Ms. Addison directed me.
 After they�d been played, Special Agent Bryn contemplated his position.
 �I�m still inclined to order you to not have the meeting.�
 �You were right. They don�t care about what happens to me,� I said without thinking.
 �I take it from your comments you still plan to meet with them, no matter what I say?� Special Agent Bryn asked.
 �You�re damned right,� I said, not backing down.
 �I would suggest that you advise your client what it means if we decide to level obstruction of justice charges against him,� he counseled Ms. Addison.
 The agent and I stared each other down across the table. Special Agent Bryn blinked first.
 �We can�t have you sharing the videos with the NCAA and possibly the public. If that happens, I guarantee you will do jail time.�
 �Instead of us tossing threats back and forth, why don�t you go with us to the NCAA meeting? We play the tape of Stewart�s threat, and you look menacing. If they reinstate our eligibility, I won�t have any reason to go public with what I have,� I said to show I wasn�t backing down.
 �Is he serious? He�d risk jail time?� Special Agent Bryn asked Ms. Addison.
 Dad jumped right in.
 �First, I doubt you could get it to stick. My son has been forthcoming with the FBI throughout all this. And we haven�t mentioned the FBI to the NCAA at all, so the NCAA has no knowledge of the FBI�s involvement to this point. Nor, to our knowledge, does the NCAA have plans to disclose its investigation to Southwest Central State or to the shoe company.
 �So, I have no idea how the NCAA�s having knowledge of their minion�s attempted extortion would obstruct or jeopardize the FBI.
 �If anything, the FBI�s presence would make the NCAA more cautious regarding how it goes about its own investigation. Unless, of course, the FBI is also investigating the NCAA �� Dad said.
 As he said that, Dad got a surprised look on his face. Now I knew where I got my acting gene from.
 Special Agent Bryn�s look of disgust and the negative shake of his head were enough for me. I realized the FBI investigators didn�t wish to take on the NCAA if they didn�t have to. But they also didn�t want internal misconduct within the NCAA to screw their investigation up for them, either. The existence of the tapes made a big difference, I realized.
 Dad continued with his reasoning.
 �All David is asking for is your help to make this right. If you do the right thing, and if the NCAA is convinced to do that as well, then you have nothing to worry about.
 �But let�s say David gets pushed into a corner, and someone tries to force him to wreck his career and go somewhere that makes zero sense to anybody. In that case, what does he have to lose?� Dad asked.
 �I agree, there�s no need for this pissing match,� Ms. Addison added. �You�re here, anyway; why not make sure we don�t say anything we shouldn�t when we meet with them, and why not make sure they don�t do anything rash?�
 Special Agent Bryn didn�t look happy, but eventually, he nodded and left to make a phone call.
 ◊◊◊
 �Maddie, would you happen to be the �little birdie�?� I asked once the door had closed.
 �I�m so sorry. As it happens, I had a meeting at the FBI offices about another case and ran into Special Agent Bryn, and I mentioned that we had this meeting today. I had no idea he would show up. It was a total rookie mistake on my part,� she said, falling on her sword.
 �I don�t know what to say. You potentially have put our client in a position where he could be facing obstruction charges. If this goes south on us �� Mr. Morris said.
 �As the client,� I said to remind Mr. Morris that I was in the room, �I think it might have been a lucky break.�
 �How can you say that? Personally, I suggest we may want to cancel the meeting,� Mr. Morris said, showing his worry.
 I had a moment of clarity. If the FBI agent scared my sports attorney this bad, what would he do to the NCAA guys?
 �He came in here to shut us down, but why? Consider the evidence. As far as we know, the FBI can�t show a direct link between the shoe company, the university, and/or me. It�s all just smoke and mirrors until they can prove it.�
 �You heard him. He said that he couldn�t comment on an ongoing investigation. For all we know, they�ve uncovered the link,� Mr. Morris said.
 Ms. Addison disagreed.
 �They haven�t followed up with any inquiries to us at all. Usually, if they�re after someone, they do the initial interview, and there are a bunch of follow-ups. At the very least, you would expect them to have pulled Wolf Tams and Tim Foresee in to make statements, especially if they�re that close to making their case.�
 Some pieces of the puzzle came together for me.
 �From what you�ve said, and from the way he�s acting, I don�t believe we�re the primary focus of whatever investigation the FBI is involved in. His primary focus is keeping this from going public and keeping it quiet. Still, the FBI doesn�t seem to be focused on going hard after Southwest Central State. There has to be something else going on that the FBI doesn�t want anyone to twig to. But at the same time, the FBI�s worried about either me or the NCAA going public with what we know.
 �If that�s the case, he�ll want to do everything he can to keep a lid on this. All we have to do is convince him that the best way to keep it quiet is to attend the meeting with us. He can let the NCAA know that messing with my eligibility would be really bad for them, in the FBI�s view,� I said, looking Mr. Morris in the eye.
 I glanced over at my dad, and he nodded his encouragement.
 �How much do you trust Special Agent Bryn?� Dad asked Maddie.
 �I trust him to do his job. I don�t trust him to be an advocate for David.�
 �We need to convince him that our approach is the easiest way for him to do his job and accomplish his goals, then,� Dad said.
 �I�m still concerned that this may be a mistake,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Isn�t Indiana one of the states that requires only single-party consent for recordings?� I asked.
 �You aren�t planning to record this meeting, are you?� Mr. Morris asked.
 �I don�t think David should answer that,� Dad said.
 There was a knock on the door, and Special Agent Bryn came back into the room. He sat down and looked around at each of us.
 �I�ve just been on the phone with my superiors and have walked them through the situation. Given that you�re insistent on going through with this meeting, we�re going to go along with your suggestion. It seems to be the most straightforward way to keep everything out of the public eye.�
 Then he looked straight at me.
 �I hope for your sake, young man, that the FBI does not have cause to regret this.�
 I tried hard not to breathe a big sigh of relief. And I resisted the urge to smile over at Mr. Morris. Things were looking up!
 From this little meeting, something became crystal clear to me: if you ever got into a serious fight, you didn�t bring only your sports attorney. I would have to remember that he was only there for navigating the NCAA and other sports-related matters, not fighting battles with the FBI.
 My other thought was that what I�d always suspected was true. The FBI was way scarier than the NCAA. I just hoped that the NCAA believed that too.
 ◊◊◊
 Dad had privately volunteered to wear the bodycam for the meeting, and we hadn�t actually told our lawyers about it. He reasoned that the focus would be on me. I wanted the recording because I wasn�t in a very trusting mood. I was wary of both the NCAA and the FBI, and I didn�t want to be put in a situation where something wound up being forgotten or got twisted.
 We were finally invited into the meeting with the NCAA, and the tenor in the room was completely different from when I�d first visited them almost a year ago. I spotted the reason why when I saw that Stewart Chadwick there, smiling grimly at me. I was willing to bet my Dodge Demon that he�d been in their ears, relating his side of the story.
 In addition to Stewart, there were four others I�d met previously. Those four were Mark Ellison, NCAA President; Jim Phelps, Member of the Governance Committee and AD, University of Michigan; Jackie Davis, Chairman of the Initial Eligibility Waiver Committee; and Steve Anchorage, Chairman of the Amateurism Fact-Finding Committee. There was another man present who I�d not met before and later learned was Mr. Chadwick�s boss.
 Mr. Ellison introduced everyone on his side.
 �Normally, we let our investigative group handle something like this. It is out of courtesy to Mr. Morris that we are meeting with you. If he didn�t have such an outstanding reputation, and if he had not told us of the seriousness of the situation, we wouldn�t be here today,� he said.
 �Thank you for seeing me,� I said.
 �Before we get started, I want to introduce you to everyone on my side of the table. At the end is Rob Dawson, my father. Next to him is Mr. Morris, who helped arrange this meeting. Then there is Ms. Addison, my criminal attorney,� I said and glanced over at Stewart.
 I was happy to see the little smirk on his face falter, just a touch. I paused for dramatic effect.
 �Finally, I would like you to meet Special Agent Bryn of the FBI.�
 From the looks across the table, it was apparent I�d just set a fox loose in the henhouse. The only one who didn�t seem intimidated, although he�d apparently been surprised, was Mr. Ellison. Then again, as NCAA president, he was well-connected and had taken the government on a number of times�and won.
 �I am curious as to why the FBI would be involved,� Mr. Ellison said.
 �How about I show you some video and play you a few audiotapes? That might help you see why he�s here,� Mr. Morris said, taking the lead.
 Once he was in presentation mode, I was happy with his performance. He knew how to talk to the NCAA team and walked them through our recorded evidence while giving them background information to provide the proper context.
 Things heated up when we reached the tape of my conversation with Stewart Chadwick in California. Stewart looked like he was about to explode, and he apparently wanted to say something. But the FBI presence had him off-balance and out of his comfort zone. I surmised that he realized anything he said at that point might actually get him in more trouble with both his superiors and the FBI. He also didn�t know whether the FBI had been involved in its being recorded.
 Once we reached the point where he said he refused to be taped and I made my show of turning off all the recording devices, he finally couldn�t help himself.
 �Stop! You can�t show that without my permission,� Stewart barked.
 �This isn�t a legal hearing. It is simply information that has been gathered. I think you need to see this,� Mr. Morris said.
 �I have privacy rights,� Stewart complained.
 �And I have rights too,� I said and turned to Mr. Morris and glanced down at Special Agent Bryn to remind everyone who was in the room. �If I remember right, you said something about Mr. Chadwick�s actions meeting the legal definition of extortion.�
 �I recommend that you watch this video and listen to the audiotape of a subsequent phone call. You�ll want all the information,� Ms. Addison interjected.
 �I was only trying to convince David that it was in his best interest to assist in the investigation,� Stewart said. But he sounded like he was trapped and knew it.
 �Play it,� Mr. Ellison said.
 The way he said it made Stewart cringe.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we were done showing the NCAA everything we had, they wanted to take a break and left us in the conference room. We all sat there quietly as Special Agent Bryn did stuff on his phone. Ms. Addison had advised us on the ride over to not say anything in front of him.
 I leaned over to Mr. Morris.
 �Good job on your presentation. It appears they learned everything they needed to,� I said quietly.
 �Thanks.�
 Ten minutes later, the NCAA team returned without my nemesis, Mr. Chadwick. Mr. Morris reached over and squeezed my knee. I was almost positive he wasn�t hitting on me. It looked like he felt this might actually work out.
 When everyone was seated, Special Agent Bryn finally spoke.
 �Before we go any further, I want to make something perfectly clear. While I cannot comment on an ongoing investigation, I trust that the people in this room, and the NCAA as an organization, will keep the existence of any investigation confidential. And that you will do so until the FBI decides to act.
 �Furthermore, I trust that the NCAA realizes that any attempt to continue to use eligibility issues to extort extraordinary actions out of Mr. Dawson would be a grave mistake. That would apply to the NCAA as an organization, its personnel, and its agents.�
 Yep, the FBI was scary.
 �If we can come to a satisfactory conclusion, is there anything else you need?� Mr. Ellison asked.
 �I�m sure that Ms. Addison can fill me in. I�ll let you get to it,� Special Agent Bryn said, then gathered his stuff and left.
 The tension level in the room dropped several degrees.
 �What exactly did you want to achieve today?� Mr. Ellison asked.
 �I�d like to see all my clients get their eligibility back. They�ve cooperated with both the FBI and NCAA and will continue to do so. While I think we can agree that while Mr. Chadwick�s motives were laudable, his methods may have gone a little far,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Is that it?� Mr. Ellison asked.
 �We do have a couple of other issues we�d like to be heard on. They deal with David�s movies and personal image. We�d like to get a couple of waivers to make sure he doesn�t cross any boundaries that might cause problems in the future,� Mr. Morris added.
 �So, you�re just trying to be proactive?� Mr. Phelps, the Michigan AD, asked.
 �Why don�t you explain what you�re looking for?� Mr. Ellison directed to Mr. Morris.
 Mr. Morris spent a few minutes giving the details of what I was worried about.
 �The wording on the personal image waiver might get tricky, but I expect we can agree in principle and hammer out the details,� Mr. Ellison said.
 �As long as we can get Tim, Wolf, and David�s eligibility reinstated, we have time to work on the rest,� Mr. Morris agreed, and then he gave them some background.
 �When we met last year, it was because David is a bit of a unicorn, and the NCAA was struggling with his uniqueness. Besides playing sports, he has both modeling and movie careers, each of which started entirely independently of his football and baseball activities.
 �David also owns several successful businesses. We worked together to recognize this, and you declared that he met his amateurism requirements, and he was made eligible to be recruited to play college ball.
 �What we need to come to grips with is that when he enrolls in college, the rules change for him. He will then be subject to all the rules and regulations of the NCAA. Activities that were perfectly fine while he is in high school are forbidden as soon as he steps on campus.�
 �Are you talking about his modeling, acting, and the promotion of the movies?� Steve Anchorage asked.
 �Exactly, but there�s more,� Mr. Morris said.
 �What exactly do you mean by �more�?� Jackie Davis asked.
 �It still has to do with David�s image. We can�t allow a university to have sole control over it while he�s in college. In particular, there could be no justification for that university to have any access to or control over his acting and modeling images.
 �We realize that David will have to relinquish some of his rights so he can be shown in regard to football and baseball activities. We recognize that it would be silly to believe that a university wouldn�t want him to be the face of the program if he excels like we expect he will. What we want is a common-sense approach that affords him certain safeguards,� Mr. Morris explained.
 �I can see your point, but as an athletic director, I can tell you the image release is something we have to have in place,� Mr. Phelps explained.
 �We aren�t looking to infringe on your ability to run your programs. And we are willing to give you an image release concerning David�s college football and baseball images. However, we are not willing to grant releases or licenses with respect to his other images. That would include, in particular, his movie and modeling images.
 �As I�ve said, we are willing to separate out his college football and baseball images and to grant the university a release for those. However, we will still have to have methods in place that will allow David to protect those images too and to protect his overall image. He would want some control over how his image is used off the field,� Mr. Morris explained.
 �I�d need to see the wording on that, but it sounds reasonable,� Mr. Phelps said.
 �It seems apparent that it�s in all of our interests to accomplish those goals. However, there are a couple of things we would like. The first is both the video and audio recordings that were played today,� Mr. Ellison said.
 �And any others that pertain to this series of events,� Mr. Phelps added.
 �We would be glad to provide you with copies of everything,� Mr. Morris said.
 �No, I don�t think you understand. We want the originals, and for you to delete any copies you might have,� Mr. Phelps clarified.
 �As an officer of the court, I have a fiduciary duty to my client to maintain the chain of custody over the originals. You heard Special Agent Bryn; there is an ongoing FBI investigation. Until I am notified that the investigation is no longer ongoing, I can�t turn them over, and I most certainly cannot destroy them. We are more than willing to give you copies, though,� Ms. Addison said.
 �In that case, we will need for you to sign a nondisclosure agreement,� Mr. Ellison said.
 �That sounds reasonable,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Hang on,� Dad said to slow Mr. Morris�s roll. �Did you follow what the NFL did to Tom Brady? They forced him and the NFL Players Association to keep everything to do with the Deflategate investigation confidential.
 �But the NFL used that confidentiality to completely control what information was made available to the press. There was a lot of information �leaked� that made Brady look bad. It wasn�t until there was a court order to make all that information public that a lot of the truth came out in that case.
 �I�m sure the NCAA wouldn�t stoop to that, but I do think this confidentiality agreement needs to be a two-way street. If we start seeing �leaks,� and David is made to look like the bad guy, you can�t tie his hands and not let him defend himself.�
 �He makes a good point,� Mr. Morris said.
 Oh, dear Lord, this guy was worthless when he got outside his specialty.
 �The FBI agent was clear. If this gets disclosed to the press, we are all facing serious consequences,� Mr. Phelps said.
 �I agree, but that applies to David, too. This has to go both ways,� Dad shot back.
 The unspoken threat was that if they messed with me, I would release the tapes and let the chips fall where they may. In the end, the NCAA begrudgingly came around to our way of thinking. They really didn�t have a choice. An FBI agent had come out and said that Stewart had extorted me.
 I realized something else. Another positive side effect of the FBI agent sitting in the room was that it distracted the NCAA from delving deeper into the legality of the recordings I�d made. I�d been a little worried because the first recording involving Mr. Chadwick arguably wasn�t legal. I never intended to use those recordings in a court of law, but to use them in the court of public opinion.
 So I wasn�t as worried as I might have been. I might face some legal saber-rattling, but once the genie was out of the bottle, the focus would change to the scandal rather than how the recordings were obtained.
 There was some more discussion and a lot of drafting. But by the time I walked out the door of the conference room, I�d received written confirmation that we were all eligible. We�d also agreed in principle on the two waivers I requested. I had a letter to that effect that I could send to Michigan and the Big Ten. I would need to get written agreements from both the school and the conference concerning the protection of my image.
 ◊◊◊
 When we finally arrived at the lobby, Special Agent Bryn was waiting for us.
 �Did it all get worked out?� he asked Ms. Addison.
 �David and his friends are eligible to play college ball, and we reached an agreement in principle for the waivers he needs to continue the pursuit of his acting career. Here�s the part that will make you happy: everyone signed nondisclosures.�
 �That does make me happy,� he admitted.
 �Something you should know,� I said. �We had a slight hiccup because the NCAA didn�t want the nondisclosure agreement to be two-way.�
 �Meaning?�
 �They wanted David to sign a confidentiality agreement without signing one themselves. We worked out something a little less one-sided, though. They can�t leak anything that will make him the scapegoat for any of this. He can make the information public to defend himself if they try that.
 �We�re confident they won�t have any premature leaks to the public until they�re sure your investigation is done,� Ms. Addison explained.
 I smiled at him.
 �Just so we understand each other, I also know the FBI would never do something like that. Because if they did, I would be forced to take the necessary steps to protect myself.�
 Dad hooked Mr. Morris�s arm and pulled him away before he started to cry. The agent and I took each other�s measure, and then he finally smiled and stuck his hand out for me to shake.
 �You think you�re a total badass. I hate to break it to you, kid, but you�re not.�
 I just shrugged, shook his proffered hand, and turned to rejoin the rest of my crew. Ms. Addison hurried to catch up. Once we got outside, she was all smiles.
 �Why are you so happy?� I asked.
 �Ms. Dixon warned me you weren�t what I expected. She was right.�
 I was starting to like her. She was okay for a lawyer. Mr. Morris, on the other hand, looked like he needed a drink. I guess it was five o�clock somewhere.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 6 � Walk Like The Man  Saturday January 28 
 Chubby Feldman�s people had contacted me, saying that they were sending out a technical advisor to help me get ready for my upcoming James Bond movie. There were specific skills that I�d have to learn for my part. When he shared an outline of what I�d be doing in the film, I got excited. So, when I went down for breakfast, I had an extra bounce in my step.
 I found Cassidy getting cooking lessons from my dad. It looked like he was teaching her to make stuffed French toast. I also saw that we had a guest: Coach Hope.
 �Coach,� I said in greeting. �Decided to live on the edge today?�
 I glanced over at Cassidy cooking, and he smiled.
 �Rob assured me that I wouldn�t get food poisoning.�
 �Daddy!� Cassidy complained.
 �We�re going to go visit Brad at college after we eat,� he said, explaining why they were here.
 Cassidy rolled her eyes to show her excitement about going to see her brother. Duke led Mom and Peggy into the kitchen with the boys. Mom handed me Little David.
 �Dude, you�re getting big,� I observed.
 �Don�t get him too wound up. He�ll get enough stimulation today. All the little ones are going to the farm,� Mom explained.
 �Why are all of them going there? I hope you don�t plan to dump all of them on Yelena and Grandma Dawson,� I said, a little worried.
 �Ms. Lawrie and one of the ladies from daycare will be there,� Peggy said to explain that our new nanny would be working today.
 �What are you ladies doing with your free time?� I asked.
 �We�re going to Chicago and hitting the Magnificent Mile with Bev Mass. I made sure that Megan put more money on all our debit cards,� Mom teased.
 �Last I saw, Coby already had a new purse and matching shoes,� I complained.
 �Little David is jealous. I thought he might want the same,� Peggy added.
 �What are you doing today?� Mom asked to change the subject before I called Megan and had her shut off everyone�s �emergency� debit cards.
 I struck my James Bond pose, complete with a finger gun.
 �Bond, Ian Bond,� I said dramatically. �The studio is sending someone to teach me spycraft.�
 Cassidy looked at her dad, stricken. I didn�t blame her. Learning spy stuff sounded way better than seeing her idiot brother.
 �Please. Please, I want to help David,� Cassidy pleaded with her dad.
 �Never beg,� Mom coached. �You always want to at least pretend to have the upper hand when you�re negotiating.�
 �Your brother misses you,� Coach Hope said.
 I barked out a laugh that earned me a look from Coach. No one believed that Brad missed anyone who wasn�t Brad.
 �You�re burning them,� Dad warned as smoked poured out of the skillet.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul wasn�t happy when I told him he had to take my mom and baby mamas to Chicago to go shopping today. I would have to come up with something special for him as payment for being their pack mule.
 Cassidy had threatened to feed her dad the burned French toast, so he let her go with me today. She drove me to Hill Advertising, where the production company had reserved one of the studios. Cassidy got us there in record time driving the Demon. It would only be a matter of time before she got a ticket, but I wasn�t about to curb her fun.
 When we entered, we found Mr. Hill�s assistant waiting for us.
 �Mr. Dawson, welcome, and congratulations on your nomination. You�re in Studio C today. If you�ll follow me ��
 As we started towards the studio, she looked over her shoulder.
 �Mr. Hill warned me not to fall for any more of your tricks.�
 Someone wasn�t quite as innocent as when we last met. She�d been new, and I�d taken advantage of her wanting to fulfill my every request. I�d asked her to get a sippy cup for Kendal because she�d spilled coffee in my new Jeep.
 I let my amusement touch my eyes as I remembered the look on Kendal�s face when she�d been given said cup. If I remembered correctly, Mr. Hill had a hand in pulling off the prank.
 �I�ll be good,� I promised. Who knows, I thought, she might even believe me.
 We walked into the studio, and two things caught my eye. The first was an Asian woman in her twenties. She was rocking a hip urban vibe with oversized fresh frames, a graphic t-shirt with butterflies, and hip-hugger jeans that showed off her tiny waist. She gave me the impression of a college student you�d see at a New York university.
 The second was a table behind her with cutout door displays with several different locks.
 �David, good to meet you,� she said and shook my hand. �I�m JD Ma. The studio sent me to teach you skills you�ll be using in the movie. Who�s your friend?�
 �Cassidy Hope. When she heard you were going to teach me to be a spy, she had to come.�
 JD gave us some background on her experience. She was a third-generation Chinese-American, and both her mother and father had worked for �the agency.� I assumed she meant the CIA, but she wouldn�t confirm that. JD had grown up with them teaching her the family trade.
 When JD was in high school, she�d been caught stealing a car. Her parents decided they didn�t want her to follow in their footsteps, so they�d introduced her to a friend who worked as a technical advisor for movie studios. He taught actors how to look realistic doing various activities you wouldn�t learn in school.
 �Today, I�m going to teach you how to pick a lock. In the movie, your character breaks in a couple of times. I�ve found that if you understand how to really do it, it looks right when it comes time to film the scene. And believe me when I say that if it doesn�t, fans will let you know,� she explained.
 We spent the morning learning about different kinds of locks and the ways to defeat each type. It was eye-opening when JD showed us how easy it was.
 The first technique she taught us was to use a lock bump key. You inserted the key into the lock, began to turn it, and struck the back of the key with a blunt object until the lock opened. That made me realize why Fritz had installed keyless locks on the house and my apartment.
 For the next lesson, we used a lock set in a plexiglass door so we could see how the mechanism worked. JD introduced us to a lock-pick set and showed us how to manipulate the lock to open it.
 When you were able to see the lock mechanism as you work on it, it was child�s play to figure out what had to be done. When she had me try a lock on a wooden door, the result wasn�t nearly the same. I would have to practice.
 Towards the end of the day, she stopped her lesson.
 �Part of being a spy is becoming someone else. There are times you want to blend in or even disappear, and other times you�ll need to draw people�s attention to yourself. Mr. Feldman asked me to help you get into character. Ian Bond is supposed to be a posh lad with the attitude of a lady�s man,� JD said.
 �I can�t see it,� Cassidy said with a straight face.
 My expression must have been damned funny, given the girls� reaction.
 �You�ll have to learn to walk like the man, the guy who is cool, confident, with an edge. The kind of guy who�s also playful. Mr. Feldman said he wants it exaggerated and sent me clips from two movies for you to watch.�
 The first was from a classic oldie, Saturday Night Fever. It was set during the two minutes disco was big, way back when. There was an opening sequence where Tony, the lead character, struts his stuff.
 I laughed at what a douche he came across as. If a guy approached women with his aggressive style today, he would get kicked in the nuts. So, of course, I loved it. It takes a certain brazen confidence to pull that off.
 The second clip was more current, from a movie I hadn�t seen before called Baby Driver. The lead character was a kid a little older than me named Baby. He was sent to get coffee.
 Baby had an old-school music player with earbuds. JD explained it was like your phone, but only played music. She called it a �Walkman.� Getting back to the clip, he put his earbuds in and basically danced his way to the coffee shop.
 �Mr. Feldman suggested that we do the walk to Dark Horse. It�s sullen with a little funk to it. He picked it because it�s a really good track that has an even pace. I imagine you can slow your roll and add some flair to it. Remember, you�re the man, so walk like the man,� she suggested.
 I first recreated the scene from Saturday Night Fever. I used Cassidy and JD as the girls who were walking towards Tony that he would accost and try to pick up. Cassidy was worthless because she got the giggles. When I switched to Baby, I had more fun. I threw on a pair of sunglasses and just acted goofy and danced my way through life.
 Once we were done for the day, JD let me take all the locks home to practice on. I couldn�t wait until next time because she promised to teach me how to steal a car. I was sure that wouldn�t get me into any trouble.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday January 29 
 It was nice to be back in church. While I was in LA, I�d had the J-drama to film, so I never made it. On our way in, I heard a kid, probably twelve or thirteen, complaining about having to come to church.
 It made me ponder: why do people go somewhere they don�t like? Is it out of some sense of obligation, and they think they must? I thought of examples: the dentist, DMV, airport security, and for the young girl, church.
 How did coming to church turn into a chore?
 As I scanned the congregation, I saw others who looked like they would rather be anywhere else but here. I found it sort of scary that I, Mr. I�m-always-the-last-one-to-know, picked up on their discomfort. I wasn�t sure if it was because of my acting experience or if I had started to get out of my own head and actually paid attention.
 Then I looked around at the people who seemed happy to be here. The difference was stark in how they interacted with each other. They were acting like they were hanging out with family.
 While you couldn�t pick your relatives�who doesn�t have a family member they dislike�they were at least cordial. Whereas the ones that didn�t seem happy gave off the vibe to stay away, and it seemed to be working.
 Next, I thought about other situations, specifically football. When I�d been on recruiting trips, I�d gotten different vibes at each campus. Wisconsin�s fans had treated their rivals horribly. I wouldn�t be comfortable bringing my kids to a game there because of all the F-bombs that had been dropped.
 Oklahoma had been the mirror opposite. I�d seen them invite Ohio State fans to their tailgate parties. At Alabama, it was very professional, what I would expect to see once I made it to the NFL. USC was more laid back. Their fan base didn�t show up until nearly the end of the first quarter. People seemed more worried about themselves there.
 The place that stood out was Clemson. They had rabid fans, but what struck me was the culture within the football program. It was like family. If you were a part of the program, you were embraced and welcomed. That was why they had been successful in building their program. Clemson didn�t just recruit the best athletes; they recruited players that wanted to be part of the family. They recruited players who weren�t only in it for themselves.
 We�d seen that same difference when we played in our away game in St. Louis. Our opponent from Texas had been made up of individuals intent on highlighting their skills so they would get recruited to play college ball. On paper, we shouldn�t have won that game. I attributed it to us being a team; a family, if you will.
 In a moment of clarity, I realized that was what we needed to make Lincoln High special after I left. They had to continue to be a family. It applied to other things, like church.
 The reverend looked about to start his sermon when I stood up, stepped out into the aisle, and walked towards the pulpit. My mom�s expression told me that I probably shouldn�t have gone with my first instinct, but I�d already drawn attention to myself.
 �Mind if I say a few words before you get started?� I asked.
 Reverend Jackson just shrugged, which caused the congregation to chuckle nervously.
 �With a show of hands, how many of you would rather not be here today?� I asked.
 Of course, no one raised their hands.
 �Come on. Don�t worry about peer pressure; this isn�t high school. I bet there are a lot of you who would rather be sleeping in. Come one, raise your hands if you would rather be somewhere, strike that, anywhere else than here today?�
 A few people raised their hands.
 �Looks like some of you are brave. Don�t leave them hanging. Who else wants to skip out today?� I asked.
 I smiled when I saw the young girl raise hers, and I pointed at her.
 �You, get up here,� I said.
 �You can�t single people out like that,� the reverend said, coming up to stand next to me.
 �Of course I can,� I said to him and stared down the girl until she got up and came up.
 �Are you embarrassed?� I asked her.
 She blushed and looked away from me.
 �I bet your mom is like mine and loves to do that to you,� I said.
 The girl looked up at me and nodded.
 �You understand why it�s okay for her to do that?� I asked.
 She shook her head �no.�
 �Because she�s family.�
 The girl just blinked at me. Crud, this played out differently in my head. I decided we both needed a hug, so that�s what I did. At first, she stiffened, and then she relaxed and hugged me fiercely.
 �Thanks, I just needed a hug,� I said to her and turned to the congregation. �Most of us underestimate the power of family. Family is not just about unconditional love. You have to love your family, right?�
 �We�ll talk about that once we get home,� Mom said.
 That broke the tension of me hijacking the sermon. I kept going; I would face her afterward. At least she hadn�t marched up and pulled me out of the church by my ear � yet.
 �I look at the church like I do family. It offers understanding and safety, and it�s where I go when I�m feeling lost or out of sorts. By the show of hands, I�d say we�re falling down on the job.
 �We need to stop being solely a moral compass on how to live your life and turn this place into a home where people want to come. To do that, we need to become a family. Maybe not connected by blood, but by something stronger. By the unshakable spirit and unending love of God,� I said.
 I now had everyone�s attention.
 �It�s not enough to pay lip service. I want you all to stand up,� I said and smiled when they did. �Now, I want you to find someone you don�t know and give them a hug and tell them that you�re glad to see them here today. Try to make a new friend.�
 At first, everyone hesitated. Then the reverend came up and stood next to me.
 �You heard the man, get to know your brothers and sisters.�
 It wasn�t a complete success. There were still people giving the �stay away from me� vibe, but many took the opportunity to mingle. For myself, I must have hugged most of the congregation.
 We never heard the sermon. Captain Chaos had struck again, this time for good, I hoped.
 ◊◊◊
 I took Paul and Cassidy to Dare�s apartment so he could turn the drone over to my security team. He linked it to my phone so it could do that �follow me� bit. He also installed apps on our phones and tablets so we could fly it while seeing what it saw with the camera. It linked to the internet as well so Fritz and his team could monitor the video and audio from their main office.
 �I have an idea for another drone,� Dare said.
 �Okay, I�m listening,� I said.
 I wasn�t surprised he wanted another one. I knew he loved tinkering with them.
 �You told me that you thought it would be nice to have the drone act like a guard dog and supplement the security at your property. I got to thinking about what you said, and I believe I have a solution.�
 Now he had our attention.
 �The reason you would want a guard dog is that security cameras have blind spots and don�t sense danger. So, I thought about how drones might be used. My first idea was to have them roving the property like guard dogs. The only problem with that is their battery life. To have continuous coverage, you would need a lot of drones because you would need to rotate them.
 �Then I watched an ad on TV. You�ve seen those robot vacuums that automatically sweep your carpets?� Dare asked.
 �I want one of those,� Paul said.
 I filed that away for his birthday.
 �What caught my attention was that it would go back to its docking station to recharge when it was done. What if we did that with the drones? Instead of stationary cameras on poles, we made little birdhouses where they would charge?� he asked.
 �I get it,� Cassidy said. �The drones can capture video while they�re plugged in, and when they sense movement, they would undock and go check out the problem.�
 I got how that would work, but I wondered about something. Sometimes, I played �hide the ball� with Duke when we were playing fetch to keep him on his toes. I would fake throwing it one direction and then throw it another. He�d learned to not just go bounding after it until he�d made sure I�d thrown it. I imagined someone tossing something to get the drone�s attention and then going in where it had been.
 I explained my concerns to Dare, and I could see the gears turning.
 �Let me mull that over,� he said, and then his expression changed to one of pleading.
 �You know the drill. Get some estimates and turn them into Megan. I can see enough potential to spend money on figuring it out,� I said to make his day. �But not an unreasonable amount,� I said in a likely vain attempt to keep him somewhat grounded in reality.
 Cassidy and Paul played with the drone. I made them stop when Cassidy stress-tested its collision software by flying it at my head. I suspect both she and Paul were disappointed when it worked and came to a stop about a foot from my face.
 ◊◊◊
 As I was getting ready for bed, Duke perked up, and I heard the door to my apartment open. It had to be someone he knew because his tail started wagging. I was surprised to see Pam.
 �Peggy said that all she has to do is ask you to help put the boys down,� she said, obviously talking about our sleepovers.
 I had wondered when something like this would happen. Pam had figured out what Peggy and I were up to when I�d helped Scarlet. I didn�t doubt that she�d gotten Peggy aside and made her talk. Frick. The universe was laughing at me right now�rolling-around-on-the-floor laughing.
 There was no way that I would never turn her away, so I don�t understand why I hesitated. I guess I really did: I wasn�t over Brook yet.
 For some reason, Pam was different from Peggy. I didn�t consider Peggy as someone I might end up with. We were just friends, right? Pam was different, somehow. The question was, why?
 �Are you going to make me beg?� Pam asked as she crossed her arms and pouted.
 I felt like a dick.
 �You never have to beg,� I said and stepped over to her and pulled her into my arms. �I just want to make sure you do this with your eyes wide open. I love you to death, but I�m not looking for Brook�s replacement right now.�
 She kissed me as her answer. Well, okay then. Let the sleepover begin.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday January 30 
 My breath came in steady huffs as I ran along the path through the park. It was barely past dawn�my favorite time of day if I wanted to be alone�and I was out for my morning run. The park was quiet as I followed the path to the pond. The only noise I heard was the sound of my feet slapping on the pavement.
 It was typical for a winter morning, the air cold and dry. I�d started to prepare in earnest for baseball, so I hadn�t brought Duke. It would be a distraction to worry about him keeping up if I pushed myself, and I didn�t want that. I�d worn my weighted vest and had brought my Bo staff to increase the difficulty. I felt good and soon dropped into my thinking zone.
 This was the big week, the one everything football-related had been leading up to. I would officially announce I planned to play for Michigan. I�d promised Coach Haber that we would all make our announcement to help him with recruiting, even though we wouldn�t sign National Letters of Intent.
 Several people had asked me why we weren�t signing if we were making a commitment. But once I explained, the reasoning was obvious�at least to us. Wolf, Tim, and I would not enroll at Michigan until the spring semester of next year because we�d be working on the Star Academy movies. That meant we wouldn�t count towards this year�s class.
 Instead, we would be doing what was called �gray-shirting�: postponing our enrollment until the second term of our freshman year. That meant we couldn�t take classes during the fall term. The university could use all their available scholarships on other incoming players.
 The NCAA allowed college athletes five years to complete four years of eligibility after initial enrollment. We would get the whole time frame. That meant that if any of us needed to, we could redshirt if we suffered an injury or if we needed an extra year to develop our skills.
 The downside to not being able to sign our National Letter of Intent was that technically, our recruitment hadn�t ended. The act of signing meant that a recruiting ban would go into effect, and we would be committed to Michigan. In my book, that would be a win for both the university and us. I didn�t need the Southwest Central State Universities of the world hounding me anymore.
 Instead of signing our National Letters of Intent now, we would sign enrollment paperwork, including financial aid paperwork, right before classes started for the spring semester.
 I recognized that if my classmates were confused by how all this worked, we would clearly need to explain it to the public. In particular, I wanted our plans made clear to the Michigan fan base so they didn�t have a meltdown.
 I figured I should probably consult Frank Ingram, my public relations guy, to get the right words for the explanation. We also needed to organize an announcement event. That brought up a question. Who did I contact for that?
 In the past, I would just call Caryn, and she would coordinate with everyone. The problem was that she no longer worked for me. Did I call Kent, who was technically my manager; Scarlet, who ran my remaining businesses; or Lexi, who had been my personal assistant and would be again when I started filming?
 Suddenly, inspiration struck. If in doubt, dump it in my dad�s lap.
 I picked up the pace for the last mile and sprinted the final two blocks. I probably shouldn�t have pushed so hard since I had my strength and conditioning PE class first period. There was no doubt in my mind that Ms. Marshall would kick my butt again today.
 ◊◊◊
 I had Cassidy park the car in the lot, and once we�d parked, she played with the drone to make sure no one was trying to do me harm. When she gave me the all-clear, I got out of the car, put on my sunglasses, inserted my earbuds, and cranked today�s song for my entrance�Shake It Off.
 I began to snap my fingers, which caused Cassidy to look at me sideways. When the tune started, it had an upbeat feel that made me want to dance. I began to strut my stuff and shake and shimmy what God had given me as I practiced my �Walk Like TheMan� walk for the movie.
 Cassidy caught up with me and jerked the jack out of my phone so everyone would hear the music as we approached the school. Watching their reactions was fun. They ranged from �Oh. My. God. He is sooo cool!� to �Seriously?�
 Overwhelmingly, my entrance put smiles on their faces. I understood why they would want to take a video of me doing my thing. That way, they could say they were there when I first developed my signature walk for my James Bond movie.
 As I made my way to the school�s front door, I saw Mr. Palm, our vice principal, with his arms crossed.
 �Mr. Dawson,� he said in greeting, or at least that�s how I chose to take his tone.
 �Sir?�
 �What are you doing?�
 �I�m preparing for my role in the James Bond movie.�
 He contemplated his response.
 �Very well, have a nice day,� he said and opened the door for me.
 I strutted and danced my way towards my locker. When I was almost there, Destiny Crown stepped in front of me. She looked me up and down like I was something the cat had dragged in.
 �You�re so weird,� she decided, and then turned and walked away.
 That made my day. Weird was the new cool, right?
 ◊◊◊
 I�m just saying, people are rude. My �entrance� might need some work if social media was any indication. Even my own mother made some unflattering comments. She claimed this might be better than naked baby pictures at scaring off unwanted potential girlfriends.
 The thing was, I didn�t really care. People loved to give me a hard time. What could I say? Haters were going to hate.
 I was almost to the lunchroom when my day was really made. I spotted Tracy Dole talking to her BFF, Pam. Tracy saw me coming, crossed her arms, and began to tap her foot with a scowl on her face.
 �I have to come visit you?� she scolded.
 I hung my head. Of course, I realized she couldn�t be too mad because we�d recently seen each other in LA.
 �You�re right, I should have come to visit sooner,� I admitted.
 �Come here, you �stupid boy,� and give me a hug,� Tracy said, holding out her arms.
 �What are you doing here?� I asked when she let me go.
 �Lexi called me. We�re planning your signing-day event,� she explained.
 It sounded like my dad had gotten the ball rolling. Tracy had been our de facto press-facing spokeswoman since freshman year. She planned to go to USC in the fall with the goal of becoming a sports journalist. I couldn�t imagine anyone I would rather have introduce everybody on Wednesday.
 Once we finally got through the lunch line and found our seats, Tracy explained the plan for our announcement. Wolf, Tim, and I would share the stage in the field house. I suggested that Ty be a part of it because he was also going to Michigan, even though he had signed in the winter.
 Tracy had already spoken with Mr. Palm, and we would have an all-school assembly for when we made our announcement. Frank had contacted a streaming service that would host the event so everyone could watch it live on the web if they wanted to.
 When Tracy was done with her explanation of the arrangements, I reminded her that we couldn�t talk about anything having to do with acting or modeling. That included the upcoming Academy Awards and my nomination for Best Supporting Actor. She looked at me in her patented way that said, �you�re being a stupid boy again� and then smiled. I suspect Tracy must have desired some scoop since she was at State and didn�t eat lunch with us every day.
 �Who are you dating now?� she asked me.
 �No one wants me. I always expected you would be my backup plan. I was sort of planning to get you drunk, making it special,� I teased.
 �You�re hilarious,� Tracy said.
 �I thought you weren�t ready to date,� Gina said.
 �The problem is, I�m used to the women in LA. They dress better,� I said, to offer my opinion.
 �Oh, here we go again,� Tim mumbled as he shook his head.
 �Are you saying that we should dress better for you?� Gina asked as her eyebrows disappeared into her hairline.
 I was about to answer when Wolf offered his little gem of an observation.
 �I don�t think so. Women dress for other women. If they dressed for men, they�d all run around naked.�
 He received high fives all around. Okay, maybe just from the guys.
 �I miss this,� Tracy said, amused at our antics.
 �What? All the boys being dorks?� Pam asked.
 �Yep. College boys try to be suave and sophisticated. Sometimes you just want your boys to be �dorks,� as you called them. It�s a lot more fun,� Tracy said.
 After lunch, I took a moment to talk to Tracy one-on-one. She made me promise to come to visit her at college. I figured I would combine it with a trip to see my brother and his rug-rats while I was there.
 She shared that Lexi would be here tonight. While it was a little cumbersome that my PA lived in LA, I missed Lexi taking care of me. I liked having her around. Besides, I�d gotten used to having someone nearby to deal with my schedule and keep me in line. Kendal had spoiled me when she was my go-to person.
 ◊◊◊
 Okay. That�s it. Mr. Happy needed to be put into time-out, just like my niece and nephews, and go sit in a corner by himself. Seriously.
 After school, Cassidy and Ms. Marshall had made it their mission to kill me. I noticed that they didn�t seem to work anyone else as hard. I think they had it in for me.
 The problem was Ms. Marshall. Today she wore a little pair of exercise shorts and one of those sports bras. She had her hair up in a ponytail, and it swung from side to side with that jaunty little walk of hers. Damn! I imagined her hair down, flowing over her shoulders. I bet it would feel amazing with my fingers running through it. The problem was that Mr. Happy agreed with me and wanted to come out and play.
 �Someone needs an ice bath,� Cassidy observed.
 What the hell? She looked me in the eye and dared me to say something. Joey�aka the cause of the problem�looked confused. I wasn�t about to explain it to her.
 �Yeah, I may be getting a little stiff,� I said as my eyes dared Cassidy to comment.
 �After you get out of the ice bath, I should rub you down,� Joey said with a little worry in her voice.
 �Yes, rubbing would help,� Cassidy offered with a straight face.
 She was so going to die. I jumped off the machine I was on, and Cassidy bolted. Joey just shook her head when Cassidy shrieked as I caught her. I made her walk in front of me to the locker room so I could take a quick shower before I used the ice bath. I was sore, so it was a good plan.
 �You�re going to get into so much trouble if you do anything with Ms. Marshall,� Cassidy warned.
 I grunted my agreement. She stopped me at the locker-room door.
 �I�m serious, David. She works for the school, and she would get fired.�
 I nodded and pushed past my friend. Cassidy�s reminder took all the fun out of it, and Mr. Happy lost interest. At least I wouldn�t be on display in the showers.
 ◊◊◊
 Instrument flight rules (IFR) training was going well. They�d set Cassidy and me up on an accelerated course schedule, and Roy Tyro was teaching us. He kept asking, �What�s the next thing you do?� He wanted to hammer home that there was a general flowchart, plan, or procedure for every IFR flight. Roy kept telling us that when the items in the basic flowchart were memorized, mistakes were minimized.
 We�d touched on a lot of what we were covering today way back when we�d obtained our initial pilot�s licenses. Now, we were drilling down and learning things like how to make different approaches. There were a ton of acronyms like GPS, ILS, and VOR, to name a few. Each acronym had its own set of rules on how to fly the plane, and we had to learn them all.
 I liked that Roy thought the best way to learn was in the cockpit. Today, we�d been practicing approaches and landings. Because we both now had our first pilot�s licenses, he let each of us ride along while he taught the other. When we would land, we would switch seats to fly the plane.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we got home, I noticed several cars parked on the street. I came in to find the usual chaos a large family generates. Our added guests were Tim, Wolf, and their parents. Along with them were Tracy, Frank Ingram, and Lexi. Mom had ordered Monical�s pizza, which put a smile on my face.
 Lexi bounced out of her chair over to me and gave me a hug. I held her in my arms and looked her in the eye.
 �I�m glad you came,� I said.
 �Kent had me doing gofer work around the office. When you called about the Academy Awards, and your dad called about college signing day, I realized I would rather be here. Even if it is in the middle of nowhere, I�d rather be your PA because what you have me doing is a lot more interesting. So, I�ll stay even if it is only to help you through Wednesday, and after that, I�ll stay or travel as needed.�
 �You could always stay longer,� I suggested.
 �There is the middle-of-nowhere problem, though, and the Oscars to get through. I�m an LA woman, after all.�
 �Then I guess I�ll take you as long as you�re here and count my blessings,� I said.
 �Grab some pizza. Everyone�s been waiting for you,� Lexi said, pulling away from me.
 I turned and saw my mom had taken Lexi�s and my interaction in and had an unreadable expression on her face. I knew without a doubt that she had picked up on our attraction and suspected that we were more than we probably should be.
 Ignoring that for the moment, I made myself a plate of pizza and salad and joined the group. They were talking about the signing announcement.
 �We should do the whole hat routine,� Wolf said.
 �What�s that?� his dad asked.
 �You have hats from all the schools you�re considering, and then you put on the one that you pick,� Tim explained.
 �Better yet, we put on the wrong hat and then switch to the right one,� Wolf suggested.
 �That�s a terrible idea,� Frank said. �You�ll just piss people off, and they have long memories.�
 �Remember that basketball player who had narrowed it down to State and Kansas, and he did that?� I asked.
 Both Tim and Wolf got scowls on their faces. We�d been in grade school when it happened, and even now, it would occasionally pop up on the State message boards as someone who�d done them wrong. Despite the fact that they were pissed, they had added a touch of humor. Whenever there was a close recruiting battle, they would be guardedly optimistic. But they talked about wearing their cups so the kick in the nuts wouldn�t hurt so much if it went against them.
 �Ohio State will hate us anyway. Why not do it to them? The folks in Michigan will worship us as gods,� Wolf pointed out.
 That would be funny.
 �Would you want them gunning for you guys when you played?� Dad asked, playing his role of the pragmatic fun-sucker.
 �How long is the presentation supposed to be?� Tracy asked.
 �We scheduled the streaming service for thirty minutes,� Frank shared. �The announcement will be in the last couple of minutes.�
 �I would like you to play a video at the beginning while the student body files into the field house. It�ll give them a chance to get settled,� I suggested.
 �We have plenty of video of the three of you playing. Why don�t I put together a twenty-minute film and then have the last ten minutes live?� Frank suggested.
 �I don�t want the focus to only be on us. I�d like it to be on the teams we were a part of. We wouldn�t be here without them,� I reminded everyone.
 �We talked about building a legacy,� Tracy added.
 �She�s right. Yeah, it�s our big moment, but let�s do something better than making it just about us,� Tim suggested.
 That gave me a great segue to discussing what I�d been mulling over. I explained my idea of mentoring the younger guys and what I�d talked about at church. I considered Lincoln High to be a part of my larger family and wanted to reinforce that culture at our school. Tracy was right; we all wanted our success to continue after we left. It was all part of my �make a difference� life goal.
 We bounced around ideas and came up with a plan for Wednesday.
 After that, Frank cornered me to talk about his numerous ideas for the Academy Awards and the events surrounding the show. I quickly put a stop to that, which brought him up short in surprise.
 �Frank,� I explained, �this spring is the very last chance I�ll have to just be a high school kid, and I don�t want to lose that. I�m going to the awards ceremony, and I�ll hang around the rest of the night, but even then, I�ll probably have to catch a red-eye back here.
 �To handle all this, I�ve put Lexi in charge of coordinating everything out there. I�ve also asked her to keep a muzzle on Saul and his next batch of ideas. He�ll be after me to quit school and work my ass off to make him money.
 �I�m sure Lexi will be coordinating with you and listening to your thoughts, but I don�t want to be bothered with this until I have to be.�
 Frank nodded his agreement, so I continued.
 �For now, you should assume that I don�t want to pay much attention to the Academy Awards until I�m actually on my way to board a plane for LA. I trust that between you, Lexi, and Kent, you know what to do for something like this. I do reserve the right to override you if you make me look like a goof,� I said.
 Frank gave me a slow nod, which I took as acceptance. Thank God. The truth was, they had this, and I didn�t want to get in the middle of it.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi and I had gone up to my apartment to catch up.
 �Who�s the guy you�re dating?� I asked Lexi.
 Over the weekend, one of the gossip websites had shown her on a yacht with a South American playboy. I had an app that alerted me when there were stories about people I knew. It saved me a lot of time when I surfed the net. I was surprised when Lexi�s name had a hit.
 She looked at me like I�d lost my mind.
 �A friend of a friend of the guy got me an invitation. His name is Alejandro Sandoval. He�s a Colombian soccer player. Rumor has it Alex�s great-grandfather made his money in drugs, and his family owns half the country. His parents moved him to California for high school.
 �I never really got to know him because I didn�t hang out with the soccer guys. I did know that he was good enough that in his junior year, he made their national team and moved back to Colombia.�
 �Was he here looking for an American trophy wife?� I teased her.
 She shoved my arm.
 �If I were ever going to do something like that, he would be on my list for a sugar daddy. He�s not too bright, spends his time looking great, and has lots of guy toys to play with. I think you would like him,� Lexi said.
 �Guy toys?� I asked.
 �There�s the yacht you saw us on, and he lives on like a bazillion-acre ranch with horses and motorcycles. And, at last count, he had seven Bugattis�one for each day of the week. His ranch even has its own private airstrip. Alex has dated the who�s who of South American models and actresses.�
 �So, you know him through school?� I asked.
 �More through my dad. Alex�s father is one of the studio�s investors. I�ve met him at some of the parties,� Lexi explained.
 �Did you guys hook up?� I pressed.
 �I wish,� she said. Then she realized what she�d admitted and covered her mouth with her hand.
 I grinned at her.
 �Lexi Andon, you have a crush on him, don�t you?�
 �I do not.�
 �Puh-lease,� I said as I brought up the picture on my phone and showed it to her.
 �Is it obvious?� Lexi asked as she looked hopeful and then dejected. �Alex hooked up with my friend. I don�t think he even knew I was there.�
 �He thinks you�re hot.�
 �Shut up!� she said and then looked coy. �Does he?�
 I laughed.
 �How can you tell?� she persisted.
 �I�m a guy. Trust me, you�re hot,� I assured her.
 Lexi looked mischievous. By now, I was getting good at reading her.
 �I think you have a crush on me,� she teased.
 Pulling out all my acting talent, I gave her my best haughty look.
 �I have no idea what you�re talking about. I happen to have a girlfriend.�
 She bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing at me and shook her head �no.�
 �Nope, that�s not true. You used to have a girlfriend. As in formerly. As in single and dateless.�
 My mouth dropped open, and I looked at Lexi in mock horror.
 �Face it. When you let Brook get away, you messed up. No one will ever want to date you again,� she piled on.
 Her smile turned seductive, and the sight of it went straight to my dick. Jesus, I was in so much trouble. Every bit of moisture in my mouth dried up. I could see it now. Our casual hookups would transform into The frickin� Notebook. I knew better; sex changed things.
 I had a sneaking suspicion that Lexi had started this off as a fling. The problem was, I wasn�t sure she believed it would stay a fling. Honestly, I couldn�t remember why I�d agreed to the ground rules.
 If asked, Lexi would say what we had was just a hookup. She might even believe it. But the way she looked at me said that she thought it was more.
 The problem was, I didn�t want more with Lexi. Not right now. It would be best if she just stayed my PA because what her eyes promised would mess that up.
 I worried how it would go if this went south. Despite the fact that I�d never lied about my intentions or misled her, not even for a second, I would turn into the villain.
 I stood up from the couch, and she did the same.
 �Lexi �� I started as I held up my hands to try to slow her down.
 FRICK! I needed to just get out of my own head.
 �You�re hot, and I want to be naughty with you,� I said in a rush, knowing I would burn in hell for this.
 Lexi looked me in the eye as she tried to figure me out. Then she snorted and knelt in front of me. I looked down as she unzipped my jeans, reached in, and found what she wanted. Her devious grin told me I would enjoy this.
 �Oh, God, you�re the best PA ever,� I moaned when she took me in her mouth.
 At least one of us knew what they wanted. That someone was Mr. Happy, and Lexi had an idea she could go through him to get to me. After all, he had the whole �no-strings/make me feel good� bit down. I wondered if maybe I should let him drive the body ALL the time.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 7 � National Signing Day  Wednesday February 1 
 I was at my locker before school when Dare came rushing up, looking agitated. I scanned the crowd to see if anyone had been bullying him. When I didn�t see any of the usual suspects, I turned to him.
 �What�s wrong?�
 I could tell it was something serious because he looked like he might break down in tears.
 �I can�t tell you,� he mumbled.
 �Did Chrissy touch you in your special place? Do we need to go to the police and have you point it out on a doll?� I asked.
 He blinked a few times before his mind wrapped around the fact that I was giving him shit.
 �No,� he said with a scowl and shoved his phone at me.
 I frowned because we�d had this discussion like a million times. He needed to learn to use actual spoken words instead of writing down what he had to tell me. I looked at his phone and saw a message to Brook.
 �Now that you�re single I wanted to just say that I like you a lot and think you�re special. Not the friends kind of special but the kissing kind of special. I think you feel how special it is. We have a special bond. The kind of bond that allows us to do special things with each other like kissing and we could see where that leads because I love you and you�re special.�
 �You might have used the word �special� a few too many times,� I said.
 �Huh?� he asked, confused because I hadn�t taken his head off.
 �We also should talk to your English teacher about reviewing run-on sentences. Just because you�re sending a text doesn�t mean that the rules go completely out the window.�
 There he went again, blinking his eyes with his mouth trying to work out the words he wanted to say.
 �Did you actually send that, or was this a test run?� I asked.
 His face got a lovely shade of pink.
 �Dude,� I responded to let him know this was bad.
 I suddenly had a thought.
 �Is Chrissy aware of your �special� relationship with Brook?� I asked.
 If he could look any more miserable, I don�t know how.
 �I�m impressed. This is some high-level shit you�re playing with. Two girls at once is hard to pull off and not have it blow up in your face,� I said.
 I tried hard not to let my enjoyment of his epic fail show through.
 �Fix it,� he begged.
 �How am I supposed to do that?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. Call the police and have them confiscate Brook�s phone before she reads the message.�
 If they ever invented a way to pull back a text or email, it would be a billion-dollar idea.
 My phone rang, and it was Brook. I showed Dare, and he scampered off.
 �Told you,� I said triumphantly when I answered.
 �Shut up, �stupid boy.� I take it Dare showed you what he sent me.�
 �He wanted me to call the cops and have them confiscate your phone. I guess he has buyer�s remorse.�
 �Again, shut it,� she said rudely. �Is Dare okay?�
 �He�ll be okay. I sometimes forget that he�s so young. Then he does something like this.�
 �Well, tell him I think he�s special too, but ��
 �How about we use the long-distance excuse and that he is already dating Chrissy?� I suggested.
 �Just don�t be mean to him,� Brook warned.
 �My mom says Dare needs to be toughened up.�
 �Since when do you listen to your mom?� Brook asked.
 �Good point. I�ll go and see if I can talk him off the ledge � and Brook?�
 �Yes?�
 �I told you so.�
 �I heard you the first time. Yes, you were right for a change.�
 I would take that as a win. I really missed her.
 ◊◊◊
 When I arrived after last period, the field house was already filling up. They�d pulled out the bleachers on three sides and put folding chairs down the center facing the open end where the stage was located. The center was set aside for the press.
 I saw Jeff Delahey with a cameraman from Sports TV setting up along with some other reporters. To one side in the front, an area had been reserved for friends and family. On the other were our teachers, coaches, and VIP guests.
 The student body helped fill up the floor while the townsfolk sat in the bleachers. It was humbling to see so many fans had taken off early from work for our announcement.
 There was a buzz of anticipation. Many of my classmates wanted a word with me as I made my way toward the front, where Tracy was orchestrating everything. Once she�d gotten her okay, she and Lexi had worked with Frank Ingram to organize everything. Delegation is wonderful once you learn to trust it.
 When it was time, Tracy motioned for us to stand to the side of the stage. She first brought up the players that had signed in December: Ty Wilson, and Brock and Bryan Callahan. Tracy did an excellent job of highlighting their individual awards and where they would go to college. Tim Foresee and Wolf Tams received the same treatment, minus the college destination.
 To this point, the crowd had been polite and sedate in congratulating the players. AC/DC�s Thunderstruck began to play over the PA system, and the gathering got to its feet. I wasn�t escaping my entrance, not on the big day.
 The crowd sang along as the lyrics began. I bounced up on stage and started to take my place at the table, but Tracy grabbed my arm and made me stand beside her.
 �We have a surprise for David,� she announced as the music ended. �Gatorade gives awards to the best football player for each state. David is the first two-time winner of that award for our state. Last year, he was selected as the National Player of the Year for football, and to our delight, won the Male National Athlete of the Year for all sports. That only confirmed what we all knew: David was the best high school athlete in the nation.
 �Gatorade compares all the state winners and from those selects their national winner. We just got word that David is the first football player to win the National Player of the Year for Football twice. This puts him in line to possibly be the first two-time Male National Athlete of the Year,� she announced, surprising me.
 Tracy had to qualify the award as for a male because a track athlete from New Jersey had won the female equivalent twice.
 Tracy continued on, detailing all the All-American teams I�d been selected to. She next enumerated my other awards for being a top quarterback, including my Elite 11 Co-MVP last year.
 I started to get embarrassed when Tracy listed the national, state, and school records I�d set. She rattled off my records for passing yards, touchdowns thrown, and scoring, including my rushing touchdowns. She then talked about baseball and my MVP honors for the USA�s Under-18 Team at the Pan American Games.
 When Tracy had finished, I took my seat, and the video started. Jeff Delahey narrated.
 It began with our freshman year and included highlights of the games. We all laughed when Kevin Goode, our All-State linebacker, was shown. The other two leaders of that team followed: �Magic� Mike Wade and Luke Herndon.
 Everyone groaned when they showed the play that ended our season. I was at quarterback, the ball was snapped errantly, and I fumbled, preventing any last-minute heroics. I still contend that if I hadn�t been pulled from the game, I might have won it.
 Kevin, Magic, and Luke were all interviewed and had some kind words to say about Lincoln High and the six of us who�d landed Division I scholarships.
 The video jumped to sophomore year and our first state championship. Bill Callaway was the only player on that team who�d gone on to play college ball. The video showed him at USC. He gave a quick talk about what we were building here at Lincoln. He added how proud he was to have been a part of it at the beginning of the resurgence.
 From the junior-year team, Jim Ball had gotten a scholarship to play college ball for Alabama. After the highlights of the year were shown, he talked about the friends he�d made at Lincoln. I could see they�d taken my idea of building a family to heart by his comments. Jim made us laugh when he held up Alabama jerseys for the three of us to hint at our final destination.
 It was apparent from Jim�s video that Alabama had turned him into a beast over the last year. When you compared the film of him playing at Lincoln, he looked like he�d put on fifty pounds of muscle and was a legitimate three-hundred-pounder now. I had no doubt that he would be starting soon, now that his body had caught up with what it needed to be for the college game.
 Next it moved on to senior year. Jeff gave out some interesting facts about our team. We had more players�six�receiving Division I offers than any other school in our state this year. Our group of six equaled the combined number of players to receive football scholarships from Lincoln over all the years our high school had fielded a team.
 After the video, Coach Hope took the microphone to add his appreciation for the six of us and then focused on me.
 �When I came here, they told me that David was a bit of a prima donna. I learned that he was anything but. I also learned that not only was he the best football player I�ve ever seen in high school ball, he may also be the best leader I�ve ever coached. And that�s not only on the football field. Many of you are probably unaware that David was the catalyst behind all the facility improvements here at Lincoln, including this field house.
 �He�s the shining example of the phrase, �if you put your mind to something, you can get it done.� Because of that, I expect him to go on to college and make us proud.
 �What sets David apart is that he isn�t just about David. He wants to leave a legacy of excellence here at Lincoln High. David has forever changed the culture here to one of winning.
 �He and his teammates have laid the foundation. I, for one, plan to carry on his dream that Lincoln High be year-in and year-out part of the conversation as the best of the best,� Coach Hope said. Then he turned to us. �It�s time for you to announce your next conquest.�
 �We�re not going to play any hat games,� I started. �Let�s get the suspense over with.�
 Wolf, Tim, and I all stood up and put our arms over each other�s shoulders as we faced the camera and smiled.
 �We�re all going to the University of Michigan,� we said together.
 Then we pulled off our Lincoln High sweatshirts and showed that under them were Michigan jerseys. Ty did a fist pump and joined the three of us standing. It is extremely rare that two players from the same high school go to a college program of Michigan�s caliber, let alone four. We hoped the viewing public would recognize this for what it was. Bryan and Brock came up with their Western Illinois jerseys on so we could get a group photo.
 ◊◊◊
 After Cassidy and Ms. Marshall finished torturing me, and I�d gotten some batting practice in, Cassidy and I met with JD Ma. JD had me show her how I was doing using the different ways to open a lock without the key. After that, I showed her my �walk� for the movie.
 �Interesting take,� was her only comment, and then she moved on to today�s lesson, breaking into cars.
 She took us out to the parking lot and pointed at an older Pontiac Sunbird.
 �Notice the trim between the front and back window on that one. I can be in that car in under a minute,� JD boasted.
 �Prove it,� I said.
 She looked around and then walked up to the car, got her fingernails under the edge of the trim, and pulled. It took her only a few seconds to pop the window trim off, and she set it on the ground. JD pointed to the rubber seal around the edge of the window.
 �You work this loose, and the window will come out,� she said, and then demonstrated.
 I was horrified that it could be so easy. I looked over at Cassidy, and she was totally intent on what JD was teaching us.
 We spotted someone entering the lot, which triggered JD to quickly reverse the process.
 �One hard and fast rule: don�t get caught.�
 �Shit,� was my brilliant comment when I realized we could get into serious trouble doing this.
 Neither Cassidy nor JD appeared fazed by the danger.
 Over the next half-hour, she demonstrated how to use a slim-jim tool, a piece of string, a plunger, and even a tennis ball to pop the door lock. Then she showed us a new toy.
 �Can the pen be mightier than the sword? It just might if it�s a tactical pen,� JD said.
 The pen she had was made of a sturdy-looking metal, and the top was pointed. The sides had been textured to give you a better grip, and the ballpoint was fully functional.
 �In the movie, Q will give you one of these as a gadget,� JD explained. �The top can be used to break glass. If you need to break into a car and don�t care about noise, I would use this.�
 �Can we try it?� Cassidy asked.
 Both JD and I looked at her like she�d lost her mind.
 �I promise we won�t get caught.�
 �Your dad would kill me if we get arrested breaking into cars. Plus, this does real damage,� I reminded her.
 �We could do your car,� she suggested.
 �No. You�re not breaking my car window just to try out a new toy.�
 �Much like in the Bond movie, a tactical pen conceals itself in plain sight. No one will know as you sign papers that it�s also an extremely versatile tactical tool. Still, it isn�t your primary weapon. It�s simply handy for close encounters. Please remember that a regular pen doesn�t serve the same function. They�re too flimsy to be effective,� JD warned us.
 �You can use this to fight with?� I asked.
 �Yep. I�ll show you how another time. Today, I want to keep the focus on stealing cars,� JD said.
 �Good idea. You might have to get a couple more pens for our training, though,� I said as I pointed to Cassidy slipping it into her pocket.
 JD held out her hand, and Cassidy gave her a sheepish look as she handed it back.
 �I can get them in different colors: red, blue, black, and silver.�
 �Get us both one of each,� I said to make Cassidy�s day.
 �Now that I�ve shown you several techniques for breaking into a car, let�s talk about getting it started. The days of hot-wiring a car are over. Nowadays, you have to bypass the electronics.
 �Every new car sold in the past decade has been required to have a standard diagnostic port fitted. This is typically located in the front footwell. They�ve developed devices that plug into the port, boot up a vehicle�s software, and program a blank key fob.
 �In keyless cars, this can be used to start the engine as well as unlock the doors. The time needed for the programming process is as short as 15 seconds,� JD explained.
 Cassidy and I had our eyes opened over the next forty-five minutes as JD gave us a crash course on how to start a car without a key. It was frighteningly easy, and there were multiple ways to do it. Those ways included everything from using an app on your cell phone, to using the diagnostic port, to capturing the needed radio signals when someone locked their car doors. If a thief knew what they were doing, they could take your car in a surprisingly short time.
 ◊◊◊
 I came home to find Tracy, Lexi, and Scarlet in our kitchen eating ice cream with�wait for it�Cookie Butter.
 �You�ve been holding out on me,� Scarlet complained.
 �After he introduced me to this, I bought my dad a case of the stuff for Christmas,� Lexi said.
 While they talked about the yummy goodness, I made myself a bowl.
 �The Michigan fan sites are showing their love. Some are predicting multiple Big Ten championships and National Championships, now that you�re in the fold,� Lexi said.
 �I can�t believe that it�s finally over,� Tracy admitted.
 �Tracy has been with me dealing with this craziness from the beginning,� I told Lexi and Scarlet.
 �I only had to deal with it for the last few months. You need to do something nice for Megan since she handled all the mail,� Scarlet said.
 That reminded me that I was lucky to have people who handled all of that stuff. Dad and I had recycled piles of recruiting notes and letters. At the peak, some schools had sent twenty or more pieces of mail a day.
 It would have been insane if it had all shown up at the house. It was easy to see how all the attention would turn a teenage boy�s head and make him believe he was special. Of course, I already knew I was special, but Cassidy told me that just meant I was a prime candidate for the short bus.
 �While I have the three of you here, I want to thank you for all you did to insulate me from the worst of it. It was a big help not to have to deal with all that.�
 �I�ve been talking to Lexi, and she�s concerned that you don�t have a PA here. I was wondering if you would consider letting me fill that role?� Scarlet asked.
 �Don�t you already have a full plate?� I asked.
 �How much time would she really need?� Lexi asked.
 �You have a point. It�s not like I�m working, and the business restructuring has left me with many fewer things to worry about or keep track of,� I agreed. �What about your other duties? Would this interfere with them?�
 �Your aunt and grandmother handle the day-to-day issues for the farms; Granny and Mary Dole take care of the restaurants; your mom manages the real estate company; and Megan has the back office and accounting handled,� Scarlet said, listing everything she oversaw.
 �You�re saying you have some free time,� I said with a smile. �Recruiting is over, and once the Academy Awards are done, I can�t really see the PA role taking up much of your day.
 �If you want to do it, I would love to have you take it on. Lexi will be taking the lead on the Awards, and you can work with her to coordinate the travel, at least, and see how she handles everything else. Then, after the Oscars, she can bow out, and you can take it from there.�
 I caught Lexi�s look and put together that she�d orchestrated this. I suspect she was afraid I would ask her to move here. It also showed she was still looking out for me.
 ◊◊◊
 As they left, Tracy gave me grief about not visiting her yet. I promised to do it soon. She took Lexi to her hotel, which left Scarlet with me.
 �Your dad suggested that I make a surprise inspection of your Malibu house,� Scarlet said.
 �Why? What�s wrong?� I asked.
 �Jack Mass was out there for other reasons and stopped by. There had been some �improvements� started that weren�t authorized in the plan, so he put a stop to them. It sounds like a couple of the grad students thought they could make changes without getting them approved.�
 �Well, crud.�
 If they weren�t careful, I would ship my mom out there to deal with them.
 �While I�m out there, I want to spend time with Lexi and learn everything she does for you. She said one of the women in her office was your first PA and helped her learn the job.�
 �That would be Kendal Miller. She now works for the personal management company. The senior manager, who happens to be my manager, Kent Crain, was also my PA for a summer. He was a lot more fun,� I said.
 �Lexi said he has a reputation as a partier. I can see why that would appeal to you.�
 �Being a little judgy, are we?� I asked.
 �Your mom tells me that you don�t need someone who�s an enabler.�
 I raised my eyebrows.
 �I think you�ll make the perfect PA. It only took you five minutes to play the �mom� card,� I said.
 �So, can I go?� Scarlet asked.
 �You need to embrace something. As my chief operating officer and now PA, you�re in charge. If you think an expense is justified, then spend it. If it�ll break the bank, ask my dad first,� I reminded her.
 �But your dad said �� she started.
 I held up my hands.
 �You�re in charge.�
 �Okay,� she said, and seemed to stiffen her spine. �I�ll catch a flight on Thursday and be back either Sunday or Monday.�
 �Will Megan be okay all by herself?� I asked.
 �You are such a dick,� she said, which made us both laugh.
 ◊◊◊
 Before going to bed, I checked the recruiting websites to see how everyone had done. I admit I was interested to see if Southwest Central State�s use of shoe money was the big lure they made it out to be. Well, they never admitted to it, but Springbok made it clear what the deal was.
 When I scanned their list of commits, I raised my eyebrows. They�d gotten a couple of flips that were sure to have some of the big programs crying foul. Then a name caught my eye that made me laugh out loud. Mark, my archnemesis from freshman year who�d played ball at Eastside, was one of their signings.
 I clicked on his bio because I recalled that he was a year older than me. I also remembered he�d been caught on video taking money from a recruiter at the Elite quarterback camp in Houston. They�d kicked him out, and I suspected they�d turned the tape over to the NCAA. I had imagined he would never play Division I football because of that.
 Then again, the recruiter was from a big-time program, and I�d never heard a word about the official outcome. When I read Mark�s web page, it said he�d taken a gap year and gray-shirted, like I planned to do next season. The difference was that he would be part of this incoming class, which was why he signed a letter of intent.
 I was even happier I hadn�t considered them after seeing that Mark was the kind of player they were looking for. It was only a matter of time before they would end up on some sort of probation.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday February 3 
 Before school, Pam took me aside.
 �I talked to my dad yesterday,� Pam said.
 I guess I wasn�t surprised that she�d talked to him. But I was astonished that she would talk to me about him. Pam knew how I felt about her dad.
 �Okay,� I said cautiously.
 �He graduated from Loyola Marymount.�
 Oh, boy. I loved Pam, but there were times I got impatient when she had something to either tell or ask me.
 �Just say it,� I suggested.
 �Would it be okay if I went to school there?�
 Now I was confused.
 �I thought you were going to Pepperdine.�
 �Loyola Marymount is only about forty minutes from USC, and Tracy said I had to ask you if she and I could live together,� Pam said.
 �Ah,� I said, suddenly getting it.
 I�d talked to Tracy about living in Zander�s old place. It was a three-story, four-bedroom townhome within walking distance of the USC campus. I�d been worried about Pam living on her own and had offered to let her move into my Malibu house. I wasn�t exactly sure where Loyola Marymount was located, but if she could live with Tracy, I would feel better knowing they had each other.
 �David?�
 �Hm?�
 �Is that a yes?� Pam asked.
 �Sorry, of course you can. I only have one question.�
 �Yes?�
 �How does your dad figure into all this?�
 �Oh.�
 I raised my eyebrows.
 �You won�t be mad at me?� she asked.
 �No.�
 �He said he would help pay for my school if I went there.�
 �I thought he was paying for Pepperdine.�
 �He was, but I asked him if I could switch, and he said yes.�
 �Will this make you happy?� I asked.
 �Yes,� she said, and her eyes darted towards me and then away.
 �And?�
 �Coby will need a car.�
 �Ah.�
 �Tracy said he should probably get a Mustang,� Pam said and bit her lip.
 I bet she did.
 �That would be hard to get a car seat into.�
 �Oh.�
 �What do you want?� I asked.
 �Brook got a Porsche,� Pam said hopefully.
 This was one more reminder that the women in my life all talked to each other and compared notes.
 �The back seat is even worse in her car. Maybe Coby should get a minivan,� I suggested.
 She threw a face to reject that idea.
 �Tell you what,� I said. �Why don�t you and Tracy figure out what kind of car Coby really wants? I only have two requirements. One, that it�s something safe. And two, that you�ll actually be able to use a car seat in it for Coby without killing or maiming him or yourself in the process.�
 �You�re the best,� she said excitedly.
 �Go call Tracy and give her the good news,� I suggested.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare had been acting funny around me ever since he sent Brook the message telling her how �special� she was. I�d had enough, so I made him sit with me alone at lunch so we could talk.
 It was double cheeseburger and tater tots day in the cafeteria. That was the holy grail of lunches. Some politician�s wife had made it her mission to ruin lunch with healthy food. I chose to believe that the green shimmer on mystery meat was vegetable-based. I guess some days, the lunch ladies just gave up and gave us what we wanted. It seemed to happen on Fridays when they�d rather relax and not listen to us whining.
 Once we reached our table, I decided to get to the heart of the matter.
 �What�s your major malfunction?� I asked.
 Dare�s eyes darted around like a trapped animal planning its escape.
 �Dude, settle down,� I told him.
 He cocked his head like Duke does when he hears the mailman.
 �You�re not mad at me?� Dare asked.
 �About you going after my ex?� I asked, which caused him to turn an unusual shade of red.
 He studied his food as I let him ponder what I�d said.
 �You�re not mad because you know I have no shot with her,� Dare said as he looked out the window.
 �Look at me,� I said, and when he didn�t, I repeated myself. �Look at me.�
 I knew it was hard for him to make eye contact, but he did.
 �You trust me to tell you some uncomfortable truths?� I asked.
 Dare nodded.
 �Brook was out of my league.�
 He snorted and nodded his head in agreement. The little shit was going to die.
 �You think that�s funny, do you?� I asked.
 �No, not really,� he admitted as he sobered up. �It just highlights my point. Brook is way out of my league. It�s just that she�s so ��
 �I know � �special,�� I said seriously. �That�s why I dated Brook. I consider myself lucky that she put up with me.�
 �She thinks I�m a little kid,� Dare pouted.
 �No, she doesn�t. Brook and I have talked about your crush on her. While she wasn�t interested, she took it seriously. The last thing she ever wanted to do was hurt you. Brook likes you a lot, just not in that way,� I said.
 He looked at me and nodded.
 �How do I get someone like Brook to like me as more than just a friend?� Dare asked.
 I chuckled.
 �What?� he asked, mortified.
 �I just remembered what I was like when I was a freshman. I basically asked my brother the same question. He�s a few years older than my friends and me, and I always looked up to him because of his success with the ladies. Without his help, I would never have been lucky enough to date someone like Brook,� I admitted.
 �Do you think he would help me?� Dare asked.
 I wasn�t sure if I should be offended that he would bypass asking me and want to talk to my brother for dating advice. Then I had a revelation. It would be easier for him to speak to an �expert� who wasn�t his friend. I pulled out my phone and called Greg.
 �I need your help teaching someone about women,� I said when he answered.
 �Phil�s a lost cause. He thinks he knows everything,� Greg said, assuming I was talking about our half brother.
 �Not Phil, Darius.�
 �Oh, my.�
 Greg had met Dare and understood what he would be up against.
 �Here, talk to him,� I said as I thrust the phone to Dare.
 Dare gave Greg a couple of one-word answers and handed the phone back to me.
 �You�re going to owe me big-time,� Greg said.
 �Just name it.�
 �Let me get started, and I�ll figure out how much you actually owe me, depending on how this goes.�
 If it had been anyone other than my brother, I would have been worried. This was a big ask, but I trusted Greg to help Dare and not send him into a mental breakdown.
 �How goes the drone project?� I asked Dare to get onto safer ground.
 Dare was immediately off and running, describing the new drones. I debated telling him about the possible business interest in what he was doing, but decided to wait until I heard something from my people. I didn�t want to get his hopes up.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, I took some live batting practice with Justin pitching. He was our best pitcher, and I was hitting him with authority. After facing all the great pitchers last summer, I didn�t feel challenged by him.
 �You sure you�re not really left-handed?� I quipped as I ripped his latest offering.
 We�d drawn a crowd of onlookers because Justin had been mowing down everyone else today. That was until I stepped up to the plate and made him look human.
 He mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like �asshole.� I could tell he was about to lose his cool and throw at me. When he started into his motion, I opened my stance and leaned back. The ball flew where my head had been.
 �Quit being a baby and throw me something unhittable,� I challenged.
 Justin was all but shaking with anger that he couldn�t get me out. I anticipated his best fastball. As he released it, I recognized he�d overthrown it as it rose in the zone. I stood straighter to allow my natural swing to come into play and hit a crushing shot that would have been a home run anywhere.
 �Justin, I�m sorry,� I said, shaking my head in mock concern. �I thought you�d embarrassed yourself enough for one day already. But God apparently disagreed.�
 Moose suddenly appeared before Justin could get a chance to throw at me again.
 �I expect we can all agree that David might have picked up some skills over the summer and that you won�t face anyone that hits like he does this year. It�s a good thing he�s your teammate.�
 Justin took a second to remember that even though we were competing right at that moment, in the end, we played together.
 �Can�t I plunk him just once?� Justin asked.
 �Sure, why not,� Moose said with good humor.
 I made a show of pointing deep to indicate where his next offering was going. Justin tossed up a soft one, and I let it hit me in the center of my back. I�ll admit that flopping and rolling around on the ground might have been a little too much. When I acted like I would get up and charge the mound, Tim tackled me, followed by half the team jumping on the pile.
 Moose waded in and �saved� me.
 �It�s lucky for you I like you,� he said, shaking his head. �Let someone else rough-up Justin.�
 Justin wasn�t amused when everyone wanted to take their shot. If they weren�t careful, he would really drill them.
 I pulled Tim and Wolf to the side.
 �Are we all set for tomorrow?� I asked.
 �All the seniors and juniors will be at the field house. Your dad�s meeting with us and with Coach and a few others beforehand,� Wolf said.
 �My dad says our working to leave our mark is a good thing. Is it okay if he comes to the pre-meeting?� Tim asked.
 �I don�t see why not.�
 �Sounds good. Anything else you need, Boss?� Tim quipped.
 Joey Marshall, my most recent infatuation and current torturer, walked towards the office and passed by us in the process. She gazed into my eyes and slowly entered the office, using the best �look at my ass� strut I�d ever seen.
 �David,� Wolf warned.
 I looked back at my two friends, and they had their arms crossed over their chests with concerned looks on their faces.
 �That would be a terrible idea,� Tim said.
 �I have no idea what you�re talking about,� I said to play it off.
 They didn�t believe me but let it drop.
 �Do you have a date for tonight?� Tim asked to change the topic.
 �No. I�m going to the airport for flight school. I�m about done with instrument training and need that to be able to fly in all conditions,� I explained.
 �You know, I think Don is starting to get a little irritated that you spend more time with his girlfriend than he does. When are you going to steal her from him?� Wolf asked.
 �Coach would have a fit if I did that.�
 �It�s not like he�s your coach anymore,� Tim reminded me.
 �I know, but I made him a promise.�
 �That sucks,� Wolf added.
 �Besides, it�s complicated.�
 �Don�t you know that a woman loves a man who can express what he�s feeling for her? Why don�t you just tell her?� Tim asked.
 �What Cosmo quiz did you get that out of, dumbass?� Wolf asked.
 �Plus, Cassidy and I are just friends,� I said.
 �Whatev,� Tim said.
 �Why don�t you two worry about your own love lives?� I suggested.
 �That reminds me. Tami said you�re supposed to go to their Valentine�s Dance. She said to get a suite at the hotel so we can have a place to change and other things,� Tim said.
 I would have to get a two-bedroom or adjoining rooms because I wasn�t going to share my room with him and Tami again. It still irritated me that they�d used my apartment as their love shack and had left it a mess.
 �Sarah said that if you did, you might get lucky,� Wolf said with a big grin.
 I decided to take that exactly the wrong way.
 �If you�re okay with that, I�d be willing to do your girlfriend,� I teased.
 That earned me a punch in the arm.
 �Shut up, gutter-mind,� Wolf rumbled. �She said that some of the girls have been asking about you.�
 I hadn�t visited Wesleyan in a while. It sounded like fun.
 �Okay, count me in.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 8 � Fox Walking  Saturday February 4 
 Cassidy and I met JD first thing because I had a busy day planned. JD had us meet her at the park near my house.
 �Morning. What are we learning today?� I asked.
 �In the movie, you�ll need to act stealthily when breaking into different places. Chubby wants you to look as natural as possible when you�re doing it. The first thing I need to teach you is how to walk noiselessly,� JD shared.
 I perked up.
 �Finally! Fritz has been doing that ninja routine where he sneaks up on me. It might be time for payback,� I said, rubbing my hands together.
 �I�m glad you�re enthusiastic.�
 When I glanced over at Cassidy, her expression told me my plan to sneak up on Fritz had zero chance of success. I loved a challenge.
 We hiked to a wooded area with a lot of leaves and twigs on the ground to learn our craft. JD had Cassidy and me try to walk quietly, but we failed miserably. I didn�t see any way we could cover that ground without making some noise. When you stepped on a dried leaf, it crackled.
 �Most people, when they walk, don�t stride with their feet exactly straight,� JD explained. She demonstrated, first with an exaggerated toe-out style, and then with toes pointed in as she walked.
 The point was that because you weren�t walking with your feet straight forward, there tended to be a slight twisting motion, which caused noise. JD brought to our attention that if we went home, got out an old pair of shoes, and looked at soles, we�d see they didn�t wear evenly.
 �In martial arts, they teach you to use the toe-first method. Imagine putting your foot forward and slipping your toe under a rug,� she said, then demonstrated.
 When I tried, I lost my balance and almost fell.
 �Bend your knees and crouch down slightly to maintain your center of gravity,� Cassidy suggested.
 I should have known that. When I tried it again, it was much quieter.
 �I prefer what�s called �fox walking.� Native American lore talks about how they can move through a forest quietly. They studied animals and mimicked their movements. A stalking fox takes slow, careful, exact steps. When a fox runs, it uses precisely the same motion.
 �A fox�s feet touch the ground in a straight line. Let me use a football field to visualize. Imagine walking on a sideline. You have to keep your feet straight so you don�t step off the white line,� she explained.
 She took her shoe off to show us how our foot should touch the ground.
 �When you stride, the lead foot contacts the ground with the front outside of the foot. Your foot will naturally roll across the ball of the foot towards the big toe. Then your heel will come down to stabilize you and give you a good base to take the next step,� JD said as she demonstrated with the shoe.
 Cassidy and I practiced sneaking around. Cassidy was a natural. I contended that was because she weighed a hundred pounds less than I did, so she had an unfair advantage.
 ◊◊◊
 We arrived home to find the core group assembled that had kicked off the culture change at Lincoln High. Two people I wasn�t sure would make it were also there, Tom and Tracy Dole. Tom now spent most of his time in Chicago, working at Dixon and Dixon. Tracy had graduated and was now taking classes at State.
 It told me the level of commitment they had that they would come back to help like this. I hoped I would be as dedicated once I was off to college.
 Besides my dad, Coach Hope, and Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan, we were also joined by Tim, Wolf, and their dads. Once I arrived, Dad got us started.
 �When we first got together, Coach Hope had recently joined us as head coach. David had gone to Wesleyan and toured their field house and wanted to do something similar here. His goal was that Lincoln High would become the best sports program in the state.
 �At the time, we brainstormed to come up with a plan to turn the school into something special, and not just athletically. From that came what we have now.
 �David and I talked, and he wanted to touch base and make sure we�re still on the right path now that his senior year is almost over. He also has some ideas on how to continue our success,� Dad said.
 It was my turn.
 �Tim, Wolf, and I have seen some of the best college football programs in the country on our recruiting trips. We found there was a variety of approaches to success. It showed me that there isn�t any one hard and fast way to build a winning team. However, I did notice some things they all had in common, and a few I thought made some of their programs stand out.�
 �David�s right. The good news is that we now have in place a lot of what makes a successful program,� Tim assured everyone.
 �Thanks to the community and the Booster Club, we have the facilities,� Wolf added. �They�ve provided us with superior coaching and training to help us prepare. I think that we also cut down on injuries by staying in shape and doing things right. If I remember correctly, David got his shot at playing varsity freshman year because the players in front of him were hurt.�
 �It wasn�t only sports. The study groups have helped me raise my grades, and I know that without that, I might not have qualified to play ball at Michigan,� Tim said.
 �That all sounds good, and I agree we�ve put a sound program in place. What do you suggest we need to add or change, based on your travels?� Coach Hope asked.
 �Two things jumped out at me,� I said. �When we were at Alabama, we saw they had a system in place that developed players at each position. They start working with the freshmen on day one to begin to replace their seniors.
 �I mean, look at how they�ve transformed Jim Ball. He�s a beast now. At Alabama, when someone�s injured or graduates, there isn�t a falloff in talent. They simply reload. I contend it�s the system they�ve put in place that creates the players that replace the starters.�
 �That�s easy for them to do. They won�t suffer a falloff of talent like we will when you � uh � I mean � the three of you graduate,� Mr. Sullivan said.
 �Nice save,� Dad quipped.
 �I hear you, and that worries me too,� I admitted. �Then I looked at Alabama. They had standouts graduate, and it didn�t seem to hurt them. Yes, there was a drop-off in talent at some positions. But the system they have creates the next quarterback � or linebacker � or tight end,� I said, pointing at Tim and Wolf in turn.
 �We don�t have the staff that Alabama does,� Coach Hope pointed out.
 �Let me come back to that,� I said, acknowledging that he was right.
 I turned to Wolf and Tim.
 �What impressed you about Clemson?� I asked.
 �The whole place was football-crazy,� Tim said. �Not that other schools didn�t have passionate fan bases; Clemson just took it to another level. They talked in terms of the players being their guys.�
 �Their culture was different, as well,� Wolf said. �It was like you were part of a family. Don�t get me wrong; it felt like you were part of something at other schools, too. But at Clemson, you felt like you mattered. It didn�t feel like if you got beat out or hurt, they would plug in the next guy and forget about you. You might not be starting, but they had your best interests in mind.�
 �You�ve obviously got some ideas. What are they?� Coach Hope asked.
 �Over the last few years, I�ve made some mistakes. Some have simply taken me longer to recognize than others. I look back and play the �what if?� game. What if I�d not focused so much on my own preparation and had instead helped others more? What if I�d shared the leadership role with some of the younger guys? Would we have almost lost the Lakeview game last year when I lost focus? Or would others have stepped up?� I asked.
 �But you had an all-team meeting and made everyone responsible for their own success,� Tim said to defend me.
 �I still remind myself what you shared with us in that quote: �If it is to be, it is up to me,�� Wolf said. �In the future, when I reflect on my high school days and think about what made a difference, I�m sure that will be on the list. I remind myself of that whenever I can�t decide what to do about something. It helps me take charge and move forward.
 I nodded to my friends and looked them in the eyes. While I was happy to hear I�d made a difference, I wondered if others had learned from my example.
 �What if you both had worked more with the younger guys? Would we have freshmen or sophomores ready to move up to varsity? Think in terms of Alabama. Would sharing what you�ve learned over the last four years have helped to jump-start the younger players?� I asked.
 �Isn�t that my problem?� Coach Hope asked.
 �Didn�t you just say that you were understaffed?� Mr. Tams asked.
 �What David is suggesting is something similar to what we had at my fraternity in college: big and little brothers. My big brother helped me get acclimated to not only the fraternity but to college life as a whole. If it hadn�t been for him, I would probably need a liver transplant now, and I surely would have flunked out,� Dad shared.
 I mentally marked that down for someday when Dad made a comment about my drinking.
 �I�m not sure what we call it,� I admitted. �In my own case, I owe my success to mentors, and not only for sports. For most everything I�ve done, I�ve sought out an expert and asked them to guide me. Some have been formal, like when I hired Bo Harrington. Others were more informal. I asked one of the actors in LA to help me understand the Japanese culture so I could do a better job with my performance.�
 �So, you�re suggesting that older guys act as big brothers for younger teammates?� Tracy asked.
 �I want it to be more than sports-focused, and for more than the football team. Some of the seniors took the time to teach me stuff my freshman year that I had no clue about. I was lucky because I had an actual big brother. Not all kids have the benefit of an older brother who would tolerate their freshman sibling, let alone hold their hand and help them grow up.
 �With that in mind, I hoped we would build more of a family-like atmosphere. I�d like to get the upperclassmen on the team together to discuss it,� I said.
 �I want you to be careful when we define anything as a �family� type of dynamic,� Coach Hope said. �When I was in the military, we were taught different leadership styles. A family style does encourage personal relationships, a sense of community, and a feeling of security.
 �But it may also discourage competition, lower expectations, or struggle with accountability for the simple reason that we don�t hold family as accountable as we sometimes should. I�m sure we can all think of someone in our family who, if they weren�t a part of it, we would vote out because they don�t carry their weight.�
 �How is Brad, by the way?� I asked.
 I�d forgotten that Cassidy was sitting quietly in the back of the room until she dissolved in laughter. Coach glared at both of us in a way that promised pain later.
 �Coach is right,� Dad said, to get us back on track. �There has to be some accountability on all sides, or this won�t work. I think what David was getting at was that it must be about more than football or baseball. Some of my best memories were just hanging out with my big brother from my frat. It reminds me of when we visited Oklahoma, and our guide talked about how the teammates hung out in the locker room.�
 �Why would you want to hang out in a locker room?� Tom Dole asked.
 �It was a nice locker room. They had big-screen TVs, leather couches, pool tables � envision your best concept of a man cave, and you�ll get some idea of their locker room,� Dad said.
 �So, it was a sausage fest?� Tom asked.
 That made us all laugh. He had a point. Then again, it was a place you could go and just be a guy.
 �What do you hope to accomplish at the team meeting?� Mrs. Sullivan asked to get us back on topic.
 Poor Tom was reminded that she was in the room and that his �sausage fest� comment might not go over well in mixed company.
 �I want to see if the seniors are willing to help start this or if they just want to enjoy the rest of the year,� I said.
 �Trust me. Just tell them, and they�ll do it because you said so,� Wolf said. �Besides, I expect they want to leave a legacy as badly as you do. I don�t want to see our success end just because we graduate.�
 �That�s something we need to fix. We need leaders to step up. While I don�t think we want a bunch of chiefs running around, we do need more than one. We also have to train the new chiefs,� I said.
 �Didn�t you do that last fall when you made the younger guys lead the team?� Tim asked.
 �To an extent. There�s more to it than leading the team in warm-ups or doing the coin toss,� I reminded them.
 �I thought he was just sick of doing it,� Tracy said.
 I bit my tongue before I said what I thought of her smart comment.
 Once we finished discussing the mentor idea, Mrs. Sullivan was ready with a new topic.
 �I recently got a call saying that the school district plans to build a new middle school where the football practice field is.�
 �Where are we supposed to practice?� Coach Hope asked, apparently hearing this for the first time.
 �The city has a park three blocks from the high school.�
 �Why not build the middle school there?� Dad asked.
 �All the infrastructure for the school is already in place, as far as roads and utilities go. The park is in the middle of a residential area.�
 The biggest issue I saw right off the bat was getting the players to and from the new location. Back in the day, my dad said that he and Uncle John had either been dropped off by the bus or walked home.
 Now, they had ridiculous rules. The new one was that the bus driver wouldn�t let you off if your parent or a designated guardian wasn�t waiting at the stop for you. How would the little darlings survive walking three blocks in a residential neighborhood?
 The real issue they should�ve been concerned about was what would the neighbors do when a pack of unruly football players cut through their yards and trampled their prized rosebushes?
 That was when I remembered that Polish saying: �Not my circus, not my monkeys.� If the school board created this mess, it wasn�t my worry how it got fixed.
 �I take it you want me to write you a check for something,� I said to cut to the chase.
 Mrs. Sullivan just smiled. She knew to call my office.
 ◊◊◊
 I was suspicious when Cassidy handed me the keys to the Demon for the drive to the Lincoln Field House. While I drove, she gave me the latest news from Brook.
 �There was a big scandal at her school. There was a picture of a girl�s � uhm � you know � between her legs,� Cassidy stammered.
 �Okay.�
 �Someone printed it off and put it up all over the halls to shame some poor girl. Everyone was sure the culprit was Kaia Chamberlin because it is the kind of thing she�d do.�
 While Kaia did seem to be your typical caricature of a villain in most teen movies, that sounded like a bridge too far. This stunt was something Alan might do because of his lack of impulse control.
 Kaia didn�t strike me as someone who would risk getting herself in trouble. I took her more for the sort who would spread rumors or try to intimidate. More of a Destiny Crown type, but at Brook�s school.
 �They had a class assembly because of what the headmistress called �shocking behavior,�� Cassidy said.
 When Cassidy didn�t add anything, I glanced over and saw her smiling. She looked like she�d stolen the last slice of pizza from me and was waiting for me to realize the theft.
 �Don�t leave me hanging.�
 �Turns out the hairy pic was of Kaia, and her evil minion Sabrina had done it. I guess Sabrina had finally had enough of Kaia�s cutting remarks and had gotten her revenge. Sabrina got expelled for her efforts. Brook said Kaia disappeared for a few days, and when she came back, she was meaner than ever.�
 �So, it was hairy?� I asked, crinkling my nose.
 Of course, I was just giving Cassidy grief.
 �You�re such a guy. There�s nothing wrong with hair down there,� she chided.
 �I guess if you�re watching vintage porn, it�s okay,� I conceded.
 My odds of getting hit were fifty-fifty. I was happy when Cassidy decided to laugh at my rude comment.
 �Or married,� I added. �Word is that once a girl gets a guy to submit, she lets herself go.�
 I probably shouldn�t have shared that last one. Cassidy had a real gift of always being able to precisely find the right spot to jab me for maximum discomfort.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked into the Lincoln Field House and found we had more people than I�d expected. I�d asked for all the senior and junior football players to attend. What I was greeted by were all the upperclassmen from all sports, including the cheerleaders. The coaches for the different squads were also there.
 As I walked in front of the stands they were seated in, I didn�t say a word. I was impressed when they went quiet to hear what I had to say. On his best day, I doubted Coach Hope could have gotten them to be silent without either yelling or blowing his whistle.
 �I�m truly humbled that you would all show up. It tells me that our goal of leaving a legacy for success will happen with all your help. I realize that you took time out of your Saturday to be here, so I want to respect that and keep this meeting short,� I said.
 �Yeah, I was contemplating a serious nap,� one of the wrestlers joked.
 �I almost had high score on my video game. This had better be good, Dawson.�
 Both those activities made me jealous. I never seemed to find time for stuff like that.
 �I�m going to have Tim and Wolf share with you some of what we learned from our recruiting trips that might help us here at Lincoln High,� I shared.
 They repeated a lot of what they said at the first meeting and added a few more insights they�d thought of since then. When they finished their talk, I stepped back up and continued.
 �In college football, they only have 85 scholarships to fill 25 or so positions if you consider kickers and long snappers. Ideally, you would want twenty-five seniors ready to play each year.
 �Unfortunately, the numbers don�t work that way, and you need underclassmen to step up and fill roles. We need a way to accelerate the development of our underclassmen so we don�t have down years if a large class graduates.
 �Earlier today, Coach Hope pointed out that it was the coach�s job to make sure that didn�t happen. His issue is that he doesn�t have enough coaches.
 �I�ll use the quarterback position as an example. In college ball, they have a coach dedicated to quarterbacks. From what I understand, practice time goes mainly to the starter. When I walk onto campus, there might be as many as five other guys wanting to play my position.
 �Yes, at Lincoln, we have freshman and junior varsity teams. The problem is that there are only a couple of coaches to instruct all the positions,� I said.
 I looked in the stands and could see agreement with my assessment.
 �Can I share a funny story?� I asked. �When I first started to play football my freshman year, I�d never played before. I didn�t play any ball in middle school. So, on the first day of practice, the coach sent me in to play fullback. I had to ask the quarterback what I should do. I�d never run the option.�
 That made them laugh.
 �He said to just run into the line and keep running until I scored. Fortunately for me, that�s exactly what I did. I don�t want to take anything away from the coaches. When there�s only one freshman coach and a couple of volunteers, they�re not going to have time to individually coach-up 35 freshmen.
 �Here is where you come in. Each of you has been part of your respective program for three to four years. I want you to seek out a couple of underclassmen that play your position and be a mentor to them.
 �In my case, I�m going to work with Trent Buchannan, who�s a junior, and Phil Prince, who�s a sophomore. My hope is that Trent will pick another sophomore and a freshman quarterback and work with them. And Phil will work with a freshman and pick up another newbie next year to continue the process.
 �My dad had a good idea. When he was in college, his fraternity assigned him a big brother. The way he explained it to me was that his big brother oversaw teaching him about the fraternity.
 �He said it ended up being more than that. His big brother became a true friend, someone he could look up to and confide in. When my dad talks about his big brother, I can tell that he learned a lot from the guy.
 �I know fraternities are big on brotherhood, just as sororities are big on sisterhood. Tim and Wolf talked about the schools that stood out. You were made to feel you were part of something bigger. That you mattered, and someone had your back.
 �A quote I heard the other day seems fitting: �You have no idea what challenges someone faces just by looking at them.� I guess what I�m saying is that it�s all tied together.
 �I know my performance on the field is influenced by what�s happening off it. If I didn�t have people I could talk to, I�m sure my game would have suffered greatly. Think about it. Remember what a complete dumbass you were as a freshman?� I asked.
 That got chuckles because it was true.
 �Remember how there were times you could have used someone older, who was not an adult, to talk to? I was lucky because my big brother sort of liked me and I could go to him. Not many of you had that luxury,� I reminded them.
 I could see the wheels turning. I was encouraged when there weren�t any smart comments.
 �Here�s the deal. There are two things we need to do to make this work. The first is you must take this seriously. You set the tone, and don�t make it just a bullshit session. You need to make sure your charges are putting in the work. That they�re showing up to sixty minutes of hell and doing everything else we know will work, even if we hate to do them.
 �The second is, one size doesn�t fit all. What works for the football team probably won�t work for wrestlers. I want you to get with your coaches and figure out how you�re going to accomplish this,� I said and looked at the coaches. �And the coaches need to make sure everyone gets a big brother or sister or mentor or whatever you want to call them.�
 �And there should be plenty of bullshit sessions,� Wolf added.
 I rolled my eyes at him.
 �There�s a final piece to this. Our successes aren�t solely defined by how well we do in a sport. The same mentoring helped me be a success academically as well.
 �Now, some of us may be great big brothers in football or big sisters in cross-country but would make lousy tutors. But if we do it right as big brothers and sisters, we can see if our charges are having a hard time academically. Then we can steer them to people who can help them.
 �Hopefully, the coaches can talk with the school administration and figure out ways to make sure academic and even life help is available. And that big brothers and sisters know how to access it,� I concluded.
 At that, we split up to talk to our coaches.
 ◊◊◊
 I was a little surprised that everyone was so enthusiastic. Once we had wrapped up, Tim, Wolf, and I found a moment to talk about it. I shared my misgivings.
 �You forget that you are David Fricking Dawson. Of course they�re going to follow your lead and be happy doing it. It�s one of the perks of leading us to three state championships and being named the top recruit in the country,� Wolf reminded me.
 I shook my head, not wanting to believe him.
 �Just accept it,� Tim said, staring me down, then giving me an unreadable look. �You need to take your own advice.�
 �What are you talking about?� I asked.
 �When we were in LA, I heard you say you wanted to enjoy the rest of your senior year. I�ve seen you cut back on stuff, but we still never see you. What�s your current time-eater after school?� Tim asked.
 I bit my lower lip. He was right. I�d focused on getting my instrument rating for flying. It was all part of the pattern. Every time I gained some freedom, I found something to fill my time. And now, of course, the Academy Awards were coming up, with the potential to blow my �enjoy a normal senior year� idea entirely out of the water.
 �What were you planning to do tonight?� Wolf asked.
 �Up yours,� I said as I chuckled.
 �Let me guess. You�re reading ahead in your classes or something else equally stupid,� Wolf predicted.
 �So, who are you going out with tonight?� Tim asked to pile on.
 �Oh, guys. The burden of being David Dawson is that there is only one of me for all my lady admirers. Maybe one day, you�ll understand.�
 �You can�t find a date, can you?� Wolf asked.
 �Not even if I paid cash,� I admitted.
 �More like, you aren�t even trying. No one said you had to fall in love between now and graduation. You need to let go, have some fun, and maybe get laid,� Tim advised.
 �I know, call that crazy chick from LA. I bet if you reached out, she would slip out of the loony bin and be here in a jiffy,� Wolf suggested.
 �She was hot. I imagine I could get past the crazy part to spend some time with her,� Tim joked.
 I flipped them both off.
 �Just saying, Dude. Something has to give, and you only get one senior year. I seem to remember you were the one who reminded me of that.
 �Once you graduate, it�s off to the salt mines, and you�ll look back and regret not going a little crazy. Plus, I think one of your life goals is �no regrets,�� Wolf said, not playing fair.
 �You could start with baby steps and go out with us tonight,� Tim offered.
 �I am not going to be a fifth wheel and watch you two make out with your girlfriends,� I said.
 �Okay, so find a girl, or go to a party, or something. Just don�t sit at home tonight,� Tim coached.
 �All right,� I said, silently dismissing the idea.
 What could I do at the last minute? I would think about what they said�for next week.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 9 � Mercy Date  Saturday February 4 
 When I got home, my plan had been to have an evening in, order some pizza, and get ahead in my classes. I realize that sounded totally lame, but I wanted to be ready when baseball practice started. With that in mind, I told Cassidy and Paul they had the night off.
 �David? Can you come down to the house?� Mom asked over the intercom.
 �Sure, no problem,� I said and bounded down the stairs.
 Mom wasn�t around to yell at me for running in my apartment.
 When I made it to the driveway, I found Cassidy there, waiting for me.
 �Give me money,� she ordered and stuck her hand out.
 I peeled off a large bill and handed it to her.
 �You�re not going to ask me why I need it?� she asked, looking disappointed.
 �Nope.�
 �It�s because we have to take Dare and Chrissy with us to dinner and a movie tonight. If I have to babysit those two, I�m getting compensated,� she said as she crossed her arms and stuck her chin out.
 �I�ll bet you that Dare gets further with Chrissy tonight than you do with Don.�
 �That�s easy money. How much can you afford?� Cassidy asked.
 �How about I double what I gave you if you win, and you owe me a favor if I do,� I suggested.
 �Deal!� she said as we shook.
 Then Cassidy blinked because this seemed too easy. I knew that she and Don had done the deed, while Dare remained a virgin. She squinted at me as I rubbed my hands together and did my mad scientist laugh.
 �Muwahahahahaha!�
 �Two things,� I said, holding up two fingers. �First, Greg has been coaching Darius on the finer points of wooing women.�
 She still didn�t seem nervous, even though Greg was a legend. We were talking about Dare, after all.
 �Second, if you go parking, you�ll be doing it in front of Dare,� I said and paused for effect. �And you have to tell Brook that you corrupted him.�
 �I hate you!� she barked as she marched off.
 I was sure that would be in the back of her mind all night. But when she twirled around, I hesitated. Ruh-roh!
 �I�m not even sorry about what I told your parents,� she said mysteriously, then spun back around and stomped off towards home.
 That couldn�t be good.
 I walked into the house.
 �David, get in here and have a seat. We need to talk,� Mom said.
 �I didn�t do it!�
 �Crud! I owe you a dollar,� Mom said to my dad.
 I hated that my parents bet on what I�d do. Clearly, I was too predictable. Besides, that particular line hadn�t worked since I was ten.
 �Ms. Dixon called me, and she has some interesting news from Mr. Morris,� Dad said.
 Internally, I cringed. What did the NCAA need now?
 �Stewart Chadwick resigned yesterday,� Dad shared.
 That put a smile on my face. He shouldn�t have pushed so hard to get me to try to get the goods on Southwest Central State. Everyone could see he�d crossed the line when he tried to interfere in my eligibility. I expected his goose was cooked as soon as the FBI agent showed up at the NCAA meeting with us.
 �But that�s not why we need to talk to you,� Mom said to steal the joy I�d just experienced.
 �What did I do?� I asked as I flopped down in my chair with my best put-out teen persona.
 �Lighten up, Francis! We have a report from Scarlet about the problems with your house,� Dad said.
 �Oh,� I said, sitting up straight.
 �The two grad students spent over three grand on unauthorized miscellaneous items, including a big-assed fish to mount on the wall,� Mom explained.
 �Cool. I like the ones that sing,� I said.
 My parents ignored me. I was sure that just confirmed why I wasn�t in charge of decorating the house.
 �When Jack visited the site, he did a random audit of expenses and discovered it. What�s disturbing is the bank statements showed some of the money had been spent on items from a spy shop. Fritz and his team are going through the property to look for hidden cameras and other recording devices. They�ve already found one camera in the air duct in the master bedroom,� Dad said.
 �Dean Lloyd called me and basically fell on his sword, taking full responsibility. They�re going through the books to make sure no other discrepancies have occurred. They did find food and alcohol charges, and he plans to figure out who did what,� Mom said.
 �Fritz suggested that the food and drink were simply broke college kids letting off some steam. I tend to agree with him, and those charges weren�t for any more money than I�m sure you would have authorized if they�d asked.
 �The spy gear is another story. Fritz suggested that you take a hard line on that and let him press charges on your behalf. He wants it known that you take this sort of thing seriously. He said it would make his job easier down the road if you did,� Dad said.
 �What do you two think?� I asked.
 �Jack Mass said it would be cheaper to kick them out and let him manage the project. Your Uncle John, on the other hand, said that you�d made a commitment to Cindy and Ohio State and should see it through. Your mom and I are on the fence,� Dad said.
 �Do you think they did it on their own, or someone put them up to it?� I asked.
 �Good point,� Mom said. �If a paparazzo or gossip rag paid them, I say we definitely go after them.�
 �Do you want me to just use my best judgment, or do you want something specific?� Dad asked.
 I stopped to think for a minute. Looking at it one way, they�d been caught before anything bad happened, so no harm, no foul. But looking at it another way, it was a big deal. The two grad students, at least, I�d never be able to trust again, and I certainly didn�t want them continuing on the project.
 �Final question. Do you think Dean Lloyd was aware or was involved?� I asked.
 �No. He sounded thoroughly upset about the whole affair when I phoned him about it. This was supposed to be a big deal for them with the hope of doing some of your other properties if you need it. Getting kicked off the job won�t look good for him or the university, especially if the reason for their getting booted off leaks out,� Mom pointed out.
 That made it easier.
 �Okay, here�s what I think. First, the two grad students need to go. I can�t trust them around my property. As long as they�re gone, and if there�s a bit more faculty supervision, I�ll be fine with Ohio State continuing on the project,� I said.
 I had to smile over at my dad.
 �I also remember what you always tell me,� I said to him.
 �There will always be mistakes. What matters is how they�re handled,� he said, reciting it back to me.
 We shared a grin now.
 �If I haven�t said it in a while, I love you both. Every time I turn around, you�re there to help me, and I just want to tell you both that I am eternally grateful,� I said.
 �It goes both ways. Without you around, our lives wouldn�t be as interesting, and I mean that in the best possible way,� Dad said.
 �I just have one thing to say,� Mom said.
 She waited a beat for effect.
 �Wolf and Tim are right. You need to go out tonight and just be a kid.�
 That was what Cassidy had narked about. She�d been hanging around and had listened in when Wolf, Tim, and I had been talking after the meeting at the field house.
 �Okay, I give up,� I said, holding my hands up.
 Suddenly, I had an idea.
 �Would you be willing to watch the kids tonight? What if I took Ashley out to dinner and dancing? I heard there�s a good band at Our House tonight,� I said.
 Mom and Dad looked at each other. I resisted biting my bottom lip because I�d forced them into a corner. Ashley deserved a night off, and their son, who�d just said nice things to them, needed a night out.
 �Fine, but you�re paying for carry-out,� Mom said.
 I peeled off another large bill and counted that as a win. Dad never had a chance; Mom snatched the money off the table. On top of that, I bet he would end up paying for the food. I would have to settle up with him later.
 ◊◊◊
 I drove over to Ashley�s condo to pick her up. The plan was to bring Dawson, Allen, and Carol to my house. She met me at the door in a robe.
 �Can you take them to your mom�s and come back to get me?� she asked, looking frazzled.
 �Sure, no problem,� I said. I gathered up the giant diaper bag and loaded the little ones in their triple stroller.
 When I made it back to my house, Ms. Lawrie, our new nanny, was there with Peggy to help me take the munchkins in. It seemed my mom had learned her lesson about watching all five on her own. She�d recruited help.
 As I was leaving, Peggy stopped me.
 �Tell Ashley she can pick them up in the morning.�
 �I�m sure she�ll appreciate being able to sleep in,� I said.
 I swear the little rug-rats had internal clocks that told them when it was the crack of dawn.
 When I got back into the car, I sent Ashley a text to tell her I was on my way. When I got there, she was waiting downstairs. I jumped out of the car to open her door for her.
 �Careful. You keep it up, and I�ll think this is a real date,� Ashley said.
 �I�ll keep that in mind.�
 ◊◊◊
 Our House was the perfect place to take Ashley. She was older, so she didn�t really want to go to State and to a college hangout. Our House had become the local hot spot where the young professionals went on Friday and Saturday nights. Mary Dole tried to book bands that were fun to dance to, which turned the place into more of a bar-like atmosphere after the dinner rush.
 We had a great meal, and Ashley had ordered herself wine. By the time we�d finished eating, she was visibly starting to relax and enjoy herself.
 �Man, I needed a night out. Thank you for calling me, even if it was last minute.�
 �I was going to stay in and study. My friends and parents pointed out that I should do something fun. I thought about everyone I knew, and you were the most pathetic, so I figured you�d be willing to go out with me,� I shot back.
 �So, this is a mercy date?�
 �Absolutely.�
 �Even so, thank you, and next time you need a last-minute girl, give me a call. I am a little pathetic right now and am in no position to turn anything down.�
 The twinkle in her eyes told me that she was playing along. Any guy would be lucky to be out with her. When I first met her, she had my full attention. As I glanced around the room, I�d noticed some of the younger professional types checking her out.
 �Are you telling me that no one hits on you? I find that almost impossible to believe.�
 �When they find out I have two boys, they run. No one my age wants an instant family. I�ve had some older guys show some interest, but I�m not into that,� she admitted.
 �I thought all girls were into older guys.�
 �That might have been the case when I was in high school, and the boys there were so immature, but once I got into college, that lost its appeal.�
 �What about younger guys?� I asked.
 �I fell for that once but got burned. The guy slept with me, but he also slept with my best friend, knocked us both up, and then left.�
 �Well, the good thing about younger guys is they grow up.�
 She reached across the table and captured my hand.
 �That they do,� she said as the band started to play. �Dance with me.�
 That I could do.
 We danced for the whole first set the band played. Ashley was fun to be with. We returned to the table and found a couple had taken up residence since the restaurant had filled up with the �bar crowd.�
 �We hope you don�t mind we claimed seats. Your waitress said it would probably be okay,� the guy said.
 They introduced themselves as Bryce and Pat. It turned out that Ashley knew them. They were both real estate agents and worked for what my mom called one of the �big box stores��a branch of a prominent national chain. My mom always quipped that their agents were as full of hot air as their balloon logo. When she said that, I would smirk because she used to work for them before she went out on her own.
 Bryce looked to be in his late twenties and had packed on a few pounds, as tended to happen. He was full of himself. Bryce had just sold a house and gotten paid. I think he was trying to impress Pat. Pat was good-looking and knew it, and she clearly had zero interest in Bryce. I got the impression she wasn�t against spending his commission check, though.
 Things took a turn when Pat figured out who I was.
 �You�re the David Dawson?� Pat asked.
 I glanced over at Ashley, and her eyebrows were inching up as she picked up on Pat�s sudden interest. Bryce was too busy trying to flag down a waitress to notice. Thankfully, the band started again. Poor Ashley got pulled out of her chair to go dance with me.
 �You better watch that one, or you�ll soon be married to your first wife,� she teased.
 �I kind of feel sorry for Bryce.�
 �Don�t. I know him, and he�s a real douche. As it happens, I sat next to him during a training class at the Realtors Association, and he wouldn�t shut up about how good he was. I had your mom check his sales numbers, and I sold more than double what he did in January.�
 Inwardly, I chuckled because realtors were competitive. Mom kept hinting that I should get my real estate license. She knew that if I got started, I would be hooked.
 Someone tapped my shoulder. It was Bryce.
 �Mind if we swap?� he asked.
 �That sounds like fun,� Ashley said as she pushed me towards Pat.
 Ashley was so dead. If there was such a thing as defensive dancing, that was what I had to do. Pat seemed intent on rubbing her body parts against me in inappropriate ways. When the song ended, I all but ran off the dance floor to the men�s room. I took my time until I was sure I had grown my spine back and was ready to face �handsy��my new nickname for Pat.
 When I got back to the table, I found that Bryce had bought the table a couple of rounds of tequila shots. I had two sitting in front of me when I sat down.
 �Thanks, but I don�t drink,� I said.
 �That�s right, you�re too young. I forgot they let underage people into this place,� Bryce said.
 Ashley reached under the table and grabbed my knee before I reacted.
 �Why don�t you help me out? This is a celebration of your big sale, after all. As a matter of fact, let me buy a round,� I suggested.
 He smiled when I pushed the shots to him. He slammed them both. When my shots came, he�d had five shots in less than thirty minutes. Ashley and Pat had declined my offer. I successfully hid a smirk when Bryce decided that he and Pat should go back to his place and all but dragged her out of the restaurant.
 His act had put a cap on the night, as far as I was concerned. I was done having fun.
 �Can we get out of here?� I asked.
 �Yeah, I think we better. If I stay, I�ll probably get drunk and regret it in the morning,� Ashley predicted.
 On the way home, we spotted Bryce pulled over and taking a field sobriety test. Karma was a bitch sometimes.
 �Aren�t we picking up the boys and Carol?� Ashley asked.
 �Peggy said they were having a sleepover so you could have a night off,� I said.
 �Oh.�
 �We can go get them if you�d rather.�
 �Yes � no � it�s just that � I don�t know. I�m used to having them around.�
 �Take a night off,� I suggested.
 �Sort of like you?�
 She had a point. It was easy to just put my head down and do what I had to do. If I weren�t careful, I would wake up at graduation and realize I�d spent my whole high school career doing stuff other than having fun.
 �Want to come up, and we use the hot tub?� Ashley asked.
 �I don�t have my suit.�
 �No one uses it this time of night.�
 No regrets, right?
 ◊◊◊
 Once we got to their condo, Ashley put on a bikini and robe to head upstairs. She lent me Scarlet�s big fluffy robe, which I could barely close. Ashley also grabbed a bottle of wine and a couple of plastic glasses. When we got upstairs, the pool area was indeed empty.
 Ashley busied herself with opening the wine while I slipped into the hot tub. I turned on the jets and began to relax. Ashley handed me a glass of wine and joined me. The hot tub was designed for ten people, so I was a little disappointed when she sat across and not next to me.
 Then my mind did that thing where I contemplated whether I should make a move on Ashley or not.
 �Are you okay?�
 I jumped a little at the sound of her voice.
 �Yeah. I was just overthinking something.�
 �Want to talk about it?�
 �No, not really,� I said as I got up, slid across the hot tub, and pulled her into my arms. �Talking isn�t what I have in mind.�
 �Oh,� Ashley sighed and sank into our embrace, tilting her head as if she expected a kiss.
 I didn�t disappoint her; our lips came together. I teased her lips open with my tongue, and our kiss deepened. When we�d gotten back, Ashley had put her hair in a ponytail to keep it out of the water. I reached up and removed the band so her hair could fall down her shoulders. A stray hair had fallen on her face, and I brushed that away and looked her in the eye.
 �You okay with this?�
 Ashley licked her lips before responding.
 �You want to know something funny? I haven�t been with anyone since our little adventure,� she admitted.
 �Not even the guy your dad wanted you to marry?� I asked.
 �Especially not him. I would have slept with Kent, but I hear you stopped that.�
 �Yep, my bad. I gave him and Chuck the �you take a drunk girl home� speech.�
 �At the time, I wasn�t happy, but the next day, both Scarlet and I were grateful you�d done that. Not that Kent is a bad guy. It�s just that he was headed back to LA.�
 �Would it be okay if we quit talking about Kent right now? I want to rectify your not having sex for over a year.�
 �Oh, yes,� Ashley murmured as she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me into another kiss.
 I reached around her waist and picked her up enough that she could straddle my hips. Our bodies molded together as her tongue seemed to find my tonsils. I reached up and untied a string of her top from around her neck. Ashley leaned back so her breasts would pop free. I ducked my head down so I could capture one of her nipples between my lips. I then took her breast into my mouth and ran my tongue over her stiffening nipple. Ashley grabbed the back of my head and moaned her approval.
 I sensed her desperate need as she ground herself against my growing arousal.
 �Please. I need you now,� she whispered.
 That was all I had to hear. I reached both hands under Ashley�s bottom and kneaded her shapely globes, then found her lips again and engaged in another tongue duel. The realization that she wanted this every bit as much as I did broke through the last bit of doubt I had. She�d naturally come to the same conclusion because she reached between us and, in quick order, had Mr. Happy in hand. It was my turn to moan.
 I broke our kiss and skimmed my mouth down the side of her neck, dropping tiny kisses along the way until I reached the hollow right below her collarbone. When I licked that spot, Ashley whimpered.
 Instinctively, she wrapped her legs around my waist, crossing them at the ankle behind me. Ashley released her hold on my member as she reached up and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck. Mr. Happy pressed into her stomach as Ashley made little noises in the back of her throat. She wiggled a little to find just the right position to maximize her pleasure as she ground against me.
 �I want you,� I said huskily in her ear.
 She released her death grip on my neck so she could see my eyes. I reached behind her and pulled her bikini bottom out of the way with one hand. With the other, I reached between us and grasped my member. She let her legs open enough for me to pull her up and get into position. Then she moaned as I pressed my manhood to her slick entrance. At that point, Ashley took control. She wiggled her hips until she found the right spot and then pushed down as I entered her.
 �Yes,� she hissed. �Please.�
 I knew what she meant, but she needed a little payback for foisting Pat on me earlier.
 �Please what?�
 She opened her eyes and blinked. She saw my mischievous grin, which made her scowl in frustration.
 �Oh, please, David. Do me,� Ashley said as she gave up and begged.
 �Promise to never push me off onto a gold digger again?�
 �I promise, but I knew you could handle her. Now quit teasing me,� she ordered.
 I thrust upward. The exquisite sensation as I stretched her sheath was almost more than I could take. Ashley was frickin� snug. I don�t think she was prepared for my size because her shoulders hunched over, and her forehead pushed against my chest as she hissed. I held still until she signaled that she was ready. When I began a slow in-and-out, Ashley just repeated �yes� over and over. All the while, she tightened and loosened her thighs to meet my every thrust as I pumped into her.
 �YES!� she finally screamed at the top of her lungs.
 Frick! We were sure to get caught if she kept that up.
 I felt her shudder as she reached her goal. While I wished I were closer to mine, I wasn�t willing to push our luck. I didn�t want her to get kicked out of the condo for having sex in a public area.
 �We need to move this to your place,� I suggested when she finally looked me in the eye.
 �But you feel so good.�
 �I promise that when we get back to your place, I will make you feel good all night long.�
 That got her cute butt moving.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 10 � Birthday Boys  Sunday February 5 
 I guess Ashley figured she had to make up for the time she�d missed out on because she flat out wore me ragged. Once we finally woke on Sunday morning, it was nearly noon. I cringed when I thought about my mom and church and how unhappy she would be.
 �We need to get up,� I said.
 Ashley reached over and grabbed my package.
 �Not until ��
 I almost said no until I remembered that I was still a teenager. That meant I could be a complete dumbass and blame it on that, right? It wasn�t a surprise when my teen body responded to the call once again. In the back of my mind, I realized I had to replenish my fluids soon, or the dehydration would cause me to cramp up.
 �You have to explain us being late to my mom,� I warned her.
 Ashley smiled.
 �Your mom loves me. She�ll be fine.�
 Famous last words if ever I heard them. I decided that was good enough and did what she asked.
 ◊◊◊
 We made it home in time for lunch. Ashley walked up to my mom and hugged her.
 �Thank you. I didn�t realize I needed a break. Now I�m like a new woman.�
 I decided to go spend time with the little ones and found Peggy in the living room with the horde.
 �Welcome home.�
 I pulled her into a hug.
 �I think Mom is getting the 411 from Ashley right now,� I said.
 Peggy rolled her eyes at me but left to get in on the gossip. I sat down on the floor, and Allen promptly crawled over and sat in my lap.
 ◊◊◊
 After lunch, Uncle John and Aunt Bonnie showed up. He took me into the office to talk.
 �Your dad told me about your big-brother idea. How did it go over?�
 �Good.�
 �How�s school going?�
 �Good.�
 �You going to talk to me, or do I have to start asking you about your feelings?� he asked.
 �Dick.�
 �So, what�s new? And if you tell me everything�s good, I�ll go get your mother,� Uncle John threatened.
 �It�s all sort of � you know � good. I miss Brook. My classes are okay, but I do like the virtual business one. I�m working out and getting ready for baseball. The Bond movie sent someone to teach me how to be a spy, which is fun. I�ve been working on getting my instrument flight training certification. It�s all � just good.�
 �You sound bored.�
 �No, I�m not bored; I�m just � going at a slower pace than I�ve been used to. Tim and Wolf told me that I�m missing out on simply being a senior and having fun. The problem is, I really can�t imagine what I would rather be doing. It�s just not the same when I�m not going full steam ahead and when Brook isn�t around,� I finally admitted.
 �How do you feel about that?�
 I resisted my knee-jerk reaction to that question. How did I feel?
 �About Brook? Betrayed, lonely, confused. I mean, she just ended it. I get it, though. Her situation made everything, including breaking up, hard for her, and I want to make it easy on her. She had to pick her family over staying, and I�m completely on board with that.
 �But I miss her. Like this week, she called Cassidy to tell her about the drama going on at her school. I had to hear about it secondhand,� I rambled and had to look away because tears of frustration started to form in my eyes.
 �You still love her?� Uncle John asked.
 I just nodded, not trusting myself to say the words.
 �Mine was Gale Rife. I met her freshman year of college, and we fell for each other. I was sure she was the one until she went home for the summer and never came back. She married her high school sweetheart, who had no idea that she and I had been together in college. The poor sap believed she�d been the faithful girlfriend at school.�
 �Dude, that sucks.�
 �I dodged a bullet on that one. Gale popped out a couple of kids, and then he came home and caught her with his best friend.�
 �If Brook were anything like that, it would be easy to hate her and get over it. I didn�t realize how much she meant to me until she was gone. I keep catching myself thinking, �I need to share that with Brook� and then realizing that she isn�t around. What did you do to get over yours?� I asked.
 �Engaged in a lot of meaningless sex.�
 I looked at him to gauge the veracity of his statement. From his expression, he was telling the truth.
 �Did that help?� I asked.
 He just smiled. Yep, dumb question.
 �So, you�re saying I need to engage in a string of meaningless sexual encounters to get over Brook,� I said.
 �What do you think?� he asked.
 �That you�re the best uncle I�ve ever had!� I said with my sarcasm meter set on eleven.
 �Your Uncle Jim didn�t set the bar very high,� he reminded me.
 Yeah, my mom�s brother was a piece of work. He�d be the one who would get voted out of the family if that were possible.
 �So, all kidding aside, what do I need to do?� I asked.
 �If I were you, I would explore the sex angle. If that doesn�t work, then I suggest you focus on others.
 �Last year at about this time, we helped your friends set life goals. It might be time to revisit that and see where they are and whether anything has changed. At the very least, it will get you out of your head and focused on something other than Brook crushing your soul.�
 My uncle really did suck sometimes.
 �Oh, and your friends are right. You need to just be a kid,� he added.
 I wasn�t amused.
 ◊◊◊
 My phone rang as I was getting ready for bed. I was glad to see it was my former coach, Bud Mason. The last I�d talked to him had been in California, where my dad and I had dinner with him and Bo Harrington. We�d talked about my future options.
 Bud had come out surprisingly strong with the suggestion that I play baseball. He had some interesting stats about length of career and potential income. Those made it look like baseball might be my best long-term option, both financially and health-wise.
 �Isn�t it past your bedtime?� I teased when I answered.
 �You young people have no idea how little sleep old folks actually get. Plus, it�s not that late here,� he said to remind me of the time difference.
 �I�ll have to take your word on the sleep thing. What can I do for you?� I asked.
 �I wanted to congratulate you on picking Michigan. They are lucky to have gotten you.�
 �Thank you. It�s a big relief to finally make a decision.�
 �I also wanted to let you know if you ever need to talk football, or even something other than football, that I am here for you,� Coach Mason said.
 That meant a lot to me. He�d come out of retirement to coach me. It was a big honor to have a mentor like him in your corner.
 �I appreciate that, Coach. Over the last three years, you�ve become more than just a coach to me. I learned things I might never have been exposed to if it weren�t for you. If I make it to the NFL, a big part of it will be because you prepared me.�
 �If? You mean �when.� And who says you will end up in the NFL?� he asked.
 �What? You don�t think I can make it?� I asked, a little shocked.
 �Wait; I didn�t say that. I�ve been around you long enough to know that if you decide that�s where you want to end up, you will. What I am reminding you is that you have other options.�
 I chuckled.
 �I know,� I conceded. �But I would hate to have all your coaching go to waste.�
 �Son, I hope you realize that I didn�t just teach you about football.�
 �You�re right,� I admitted. �You taught me the proper way to throw a clipboard and some colorful phrases I can use when the need arises.�
 �Maybe you should stick to remembering the football stuff.�
 We both chuckled. I appreciated that Coach Mason thought enough to call and congratulate me. I would call him if I ever needed advice, and not only the football kind. He was someone you wanted in your life.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday February 6 
 Cassidy had avoided me all day. When she didn�t want to talk to me during flight training, I started to believe it was more than her usual snit about something. I knew it had to be serious when Cassidy handed me the keys to the Demon to drive home. Maybe she was sick.
 �Did I say or do something to make you mad?� I finally asked.
 �No,� she grumped.
 �Then why are you acting like I�ve announced I was going on tour as a Christian comedian, and you have to be my security?� I asked.
 Her eyebrows drew together as she tried to imagine that.
 �That would be less funny than Wolf already is.�
 �I�ve been practicing my material,� I said proudly and launched into my routine. �God always answers kneel-mail � funny, right?�
 She wasn�t buying it.
 �Okay, I�m not going to hit all of them out of the park on the first try. I�ll work on that one. How about this one? Seven days without prayer makes one weak,� I said. �Weak spelled W E A K � get it?�
 �David, it�s not funny if you have to spell it for your audience.�
 �Good point. I�m sure you�ll like this one. No time to pray makes you easy prey,� I said hopefully.
 She groaned.
 �I don�t understand why you�re not rolling around on the floor laughing. Coby loves my jokes,� I complained.
 �Coby�s a little giggle-box.�
 �That he is. I know � you�ll like this one �� I started to tell her my best one.
 �Stop! I�ll tell you already,� she said and hung her head. �Brook warned me. Tami told me that I made a horrible mistake. But I have to come clean.�
 �You ate my cookies that were over the fridge in my apartment?�
 I noticed they were gone, and I�d accused my mom. She�d denied it, so it had to be Cassidy.
 �That�s not it � but yeah, I ate them,� she said, giving me her pouty face.
 No wonder no one ever bought my drowned-puppy look.
 �So, what�s so terrible?�
 �I owe you a favor,� she said so fast I almost didn�t catch it.
 I all but ran off the road when I figured out what she was talking about.
 �The bet!� I yelled as I started to bounce up and down. �Tell me everything. Did Dare lose his virginity?�
 �No!� Cassidy scowled. �I couldn�t make out with Don with Dare in the car. I�m afraid Don wants to break up with me.�
 �Did he get to third base at least � OW! Don�t hit me.�
 ��Stupid Boy�! Darius was a gentleman. He did get a sweet goodnight kiss.�
 �How did Chrissy react to it? Did he slip her the tongue?� I asked as I blocked her jab.
 �I�m pretty sure she liked it. More might have happened, but her dad started flashing the porch lights when they went on forever.�
 I smiled because I imagined Dare remembered me telling everyone at lunch last fall how to kiss a girl goodnight after a date.
 �I can�t believe he didn�t tell me,� I complained, suddenly realizing this was the first I�d heard of this.
 �What was the first rule your brother taught you?� she asked.
 �Oh, yeah. Why didn�t Chrissy say something? I thought girls were the ones that blabbed.�
 �She did. We girls don�t always share everything with the boys,� Cassidy said smugly.
 �Gina always makes me talk. Why does Chrissy not get the same treatment?� I asked.
 �Do you really need to ask that?�
 �I guess not,� I grumped and then smiled. �So, you owe me a favor.�
 �Just ask it. I don�t need this to drag out.�
 �Hmmm � nope. I think I like you owing me a favor.�
 Cassidy smacked her palm against her forehead and groaned. I wondered if she might be getting a migraine. My mom seemed to get those in situations like this.
 ◊◊◊
 I dragged Cassidy up to my apartment so I could dress for dinner. Miss Joey Marshall, my hottie-hot-hot trainer, had relented and agreed to come to dinner tonight. I stripped down to my underwear and started rifling through my closet. By the look Cassidy gave me, she seemed to be enjoying the show.
 �Covered or uncovered?� I asked.
 �What?�
 �Covered,� I said as I pointed at my booty. �� or uncovered?�
 I pulled my underwear up to mimic a thong so my best asset showed. Going to my tippy-toes like I was wearing high heels made Cassidy laugh. I had to pick my underwear out of my butt to get it back to normal.
 �Or should I go with the old standby: silk boxers?�
 �Show me again?� Cassidy asked.
 �Covered � or � HEY! No pictures,� I complained.
 Cassidy shrieked when I lunged for her phone. She quickly rolled off the bed, rocketed through the living room, and darted down the stairs. My little ninja screamed when she saw I wasn�t going to stop just because I was only wearing my underwear. She only made it in the back door of the house because I almost killed myself on the ice on the driveway.
 Cassidy tried to lock me out, but I pushed the door open. She darted into the kitchen with me in hot pursuit. Cassidy ran behind my dad, and I came to a stuttering stop when I found my whole family in the kitchen, talking to Joey.
 �This is new,� Mom announced to the amusement of everyone.
 �You need to get in here and see this!� Angie called out.
 Suddenly I found Peggy, Ashley, and Scarlet all at the door separating the living room and kitchen, gawking at my state of undress.
 �Why do I never have my phone when I need it?� Melanie, our cook, complained.
 I scrambled to make a quick retreat when everyone started digging for their phones. Yep, my butt was still hanging out as I sprinted out the back door.
 ◊◊◊
 I debated what to wear and decided I would go with the Jersey Shore look. I put on camo pants; a black, instead of white, wife-beater shirt�the black option to give it a touch of class; and my Lincoln High baseball cap, put on backward, of course. Joey needed to see the guns to help erase the memory of my butt hanging out.
 When I walked in the back door, my brother was waiting for me. He took one look at me and burst out laughing.
 �Should I go change?� I asked.
 �Oh, hell no,� he said as he pushed me into the kitchen.
 When I stumbled into the kitchen, all conversation stopped as they turned to see my outfit. Angie got up and put me in a bear hug.
 �I�ve missed you,� she said, and let me go.
 Duke growled at me. I�d forgotten that my hats freaked him out. I took it off so he could see I wasn�t there to steal his toys.
 Coach Hope picked that moment to walk in our back door. He gave me the once-over and stopped.
 �What are you supposed to be?�
 �Is dinner about ready?� I asked to change the subject.
 Frick! Joey was going to peg me as a total freak. I had no idea why she made me act like a love-sick puppy. Then I glanced over at her, and it all came flooding back. I was such an idiot.
 ◊◊◊
 The reason my family had all gathered here was that Allen and Dawson, my twins, were birthday boys. They had no idea what was going on. My mom had made cupcakes to minimize the damage the kids would do to a cake. The boys did like the singing and cupcake mashing. Greg�s little ones, being older, were more excited than the younger crowd. Mac was sure there had to be a pony since it was a birthday party. I stayed out of it this time.
 Inviting Joey over to eat tonight wasn�t my brightest idea. Angie, Peggy, Ashley, and Scarlet dominated her time as they became friends since they were all about the same age. Greg pulled me aside to talk.
 �You realize you have zero chance with her?�
 �What? I have no idea what you�re implying.�
 �I could tell by the way you were looking at her.�
 �How was I looking at her?� I asked.
 �The way every guy in the room was looking at her�like you wished you had a few minutes alone with her, pants optional,� Greg said.
 My eyes widened in mock horror.
 �I was not.�
 �Okay, sure. Whatever.�
 We both laughed.
 �I wasn�t obvious, was I?� I asked.
 �Dude! First you bust in the back door with your butt hanging out, and next you come back dressed like a muscle-bound douche. Yeah, obvious is probably an understatement. My only problem is now my wife will be on me to go to the gym more,� Greg complained.
 �You are getting a little puffy,� I teased.
 �Angie tells me that there�s just more of me to love.�
 �Dude, not in a good way,� I assured him.
 �If I had Joey training me �� he trailed off.
 �You don�t want that. Joey�s an evil bitch when it comes to training. She is seriously kicking my ass to get me ready for baseball.�
 �I�d die happy.�
 My brother and I were too much alike as far as our taste in women was concerned. I�d dated several of his exes.
 He then filled me in on his kids. Kyle was done riding ponies. One of them had nipped him. Mac was still crazy about them and getting good at riding alone. Nate was happy spending time with grandma when his siblings went for riding lessons. Greg said they had several of Nate�s masterpieces on the refrigerator.
 I caught him up on what had happened with Brook and what Uncle John had told me. He perked up when I said I planned to talk to everyone about their goals and see if there might be anything I could help with.
 �I need help at the massage studio during the day. I�m in class, and Jill and Becky are busy at the high school.�
 Greg had hired our trainers over the summer so they could make some extra money.
 �I could ask Scarlet to help you screen applicants before you interview them,� I suggested.
 �That would be a big help.�
 I wanted to say that he should have Angie do it, but bit my tongue. Scarlet and my mom kept her busy helping them whenever she wasn�t in class or studying. If Angie worked for Greg, he would have to pay her, and they�d suffer a net reduction in their household income.
 The whole purpose of having her work for me was to supplement their income, so they had enough to get by while giving her a flexible work schedule. Greg knew that I wouldn�t bill him for Scarlet�s time. Besides, I�d promised Greg that I would keep Angie employed through college. If it weren�t for that, I would have fired her by now.
 ◊◊◊
 Coach Hope and Cassidy walked Joey out. I guess I would have to take it slow with her. Then something my brother told me once leaped into my mind. �Only people who don�t like you want to take it slow �� Frick! I had to get over this infatuation.
 Somehow, I got volunteered to clean up after dinner. I�d thought that was why we�d hired Melanie, but she left right after serving dinner, leaving a mess. I had a sneaking suspicion my mom was involved somehow. Right as I finished loading the dishwasher, Ashley touched my arm.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �Scarlet wants to talk to you alone for a minute. She�s in your apartment,� Ashley said, and handed me an envelope. �Cindy wrote you a letter. Scarlet said to read it once you get upstairs.�
 �That doesn�t sound ominous at all,� I commented.
 Ashley gave me a coy smirk.
 �I expect you�ll be okay with what�s in it,� she said and pointed to the back door.
 I couldn�t imagine Ashley or Scarlet having any evil intent, so I trotted up the stairs to my apartment and opened the letter from Cindy. Scarlet was nowhere to be seen, so I assumed she was using my bathroom.
David,
First of all, I want to apologize for what the grad students did. I heard what you said to Dean Lloyd about the limited perspectives of those who teach, as opposed to the broader frame of reference of those who actually do. 
At the time, it irritated him, but after the stunt those two grad students tried to pull, he admitted that you might have been right. If it weren�t for Mr. Mass checking on the project for you, I doubt it would have been caught. At least, not before some pics or videos got out, and that would have been a disaster for everyone.
I want to talk to you at some point about moving forward on your other properties, but I�m not sure I want the university involved. I�ll call you and share my ideas when I have them more fleshed-out.
Now to completely change the topic, I spent time with Scarlet and Lexi this weekend. To say it was eye-opening would be an understatement. First of all, you need to watch yourself with Lexi. That is a smart girl who is used to getting her way. She is very good at figuring out what people desire and how to give it to them, so she gets what she wants�just my observation. I�m not saying that�s bad, but you need to be aware.
Scarlet was a surprise. She and I talked, and I found out she�s into fantasy role-playing. She shared with me how you first met and the game you played. Scarlet has a little kink to her, but she needs someone she can trust to make sure the games don�t go too far. 
I talked to Ashley because she has been helping Scarlet to this point. Ashley is a great friend, but this is not really her scene. 
Scarlet trusts you, but she�s worried you�ll think poorly of her. To that end, I need you to do something. I�ve instructed Scarlet to give you a surprise. Please don�t reject her, and please do have fun.
Thank you for being my friend.
Love,
Cindy
 I took a moment to ponder what I�d read. While I had a good idea what Cindy had planned for my surprise, I wasn�t sure whether or not I should go along with it. I knew that she�d added the part at the end to guilt me into helping.
 As much as I was willing to help Scarlet, I hated being manipulated. Ask any teen, and they will tell you that they would prefer something to be their idea rather than being told. Then again, say to any teen boy that he might get to have sex, and he will ten out of ten times do almost anything for it.
 I decided to check my bedroom to see what Scarlet had in store for me.
 Oh! My! Goodness!
 I discovered Scarlet in a black corset that shaped her. It exaggerated her already sexy body by pushing up her breasts and squeezing her middle to give her a perfect hourglass figure. She wore a black leather collar, and at her waist, she had on a garter belt that held up her black stockings. Six-inch hooker heels finished the whole ensemble.
 The overall effect was made even sexier by the fact that she was kneeling, and she appeared to be sans underwear. Her face started turning pink, which told me she was nervous.
 I watched as the flush deepened and slowly spread down to the top of her corset. Scarlet was either turned-on or embarrassed, or my best guess�both.
 �You did all this for me?� I asked, somewhat in awe.
 �Yes. I wanted to play a little dress-up and be a very naughty girl,� Scarlet said hesitantly.
 I reached down and stroked her cheek.
 �You are my naughty girl, aren�t you?� I asked with affection.
 She blinked and licked her lips, and then it was like the sun suddenly came out as her face lit up. She figured out that I wasn�t going to judge her for wanting to play sexual games.
 �Yes, yes, I am,� she beamed.
 I took a deep breath because the sexual beast inside me had all kinds of deviant ideas flashing through my mind. While he distracted the big brain, Mr. Happy wrenched control of the body. My hands undid my pants, and my jeans and underwear were suddenly around my thighs. Scarlet looked like a largemouth bass as she inhaled my member.
 I pulled back, and she groaned in disappointment when my dick was suddenly freed. I leaned down and kissed her. When I broke the kiss, I tilted her head up and looked her in the eyes.
 �Scarlet, I just want you to be happy. Even if this isn�t what I�m used to, the end result for me is your happiness.�
 �David, I want to suck you now. I just want to please you, any way I can!� Scarlet pleaded, and then she got shy. �I�m feeling extra naughty tonight.�
 Scarlet�s absolute need was embodied in the expression on her beautiful face.
 I reached down, slid my hands inside the top of her corset, and pulled her breasts up until they popped out. Scarlet�s chest was utterly flushed, and her nipples were diamond-hard. At that moment, I�d bet she was dripping wet for me. What I saw before me was every guy�s fantasy.
 I reached down, grasped her head, and pulled her back to my junk. Scarlet eagerly opened her mouth as I pushed forward. Despite my excitement, I needed to remember that I was responsible for her safety. I could envision getting overly rambunctious and choking her, or worse, as I drilled her face.
 I began to slowly move my hips back and forth until I learned how much she could comfortably take. Once I figured that, I started to test her limits every few strokes. She would gasp when I finally pulled back.
 As I used her for my pleasure, I began to talk to her.
 �You have to up your game. I want you to let me know that you�re enjoying this,� I said.
 Scarlet moaned in response.
 I focused on my pleasure. My member felt like it was made of steel. Scarlet was giving me the sloppiest blowjob I�d ever had as she literally drooled all over my package. Once she got started moaning, she sounded like my own personal porn star.
 I saw Scarlet wince when I pushed especially deep. I suspected her jaw was getting sore. Since I wanted this to be pleasurable for her, too, I pulled out of her mouth. Scarlet looked up at me, confused as to why I stopped.
 I reached down under her arms, lifted her up so she could stand, and spun her towards the bed as I pushed her face-down on the comforter. Before Scarlet had a chance to even react, I fisted my dick, rubbed it up and down her sex, and filled her.
 �Oh, sweet baby Jesus on a unicorn!� she shrieked as I began to pound her from behind.
 ◊◊◊
 We were both a sweaty mess once we finally finished.
 �That was fun,� I admitted.
 Her head was resting on my chest, and she glanced up at me, then away.
 �You okay?� I asked.
 �You think I�m a freak,� Scarlet whispered her greatest fear.
 �Oh, Honey, I don�t think that at all,� I said, which caused her to look back up at me and search my eyes.
 �You really had fun?� she asked.
 �Yes.�
 Scarlet snuggled back down against my side and sighed contentedly.
 I squeezed her shoulder to get her attention.
 �Your being different is what makes you special. At least you�re brave enough to go after what you want,� I assured her.
 �You really think so?� she asked, looking me in the eye again.
 �Yes, I really think so.�
 �Thanks for understanding.�
 Scarlet blinked a few times, and I saw tears forming. Ah, crud!
 �Finding out I was pregnant was both the worst and the best thing that ever happened to me. It turned my world upside down, but it gave me Carol, and I would never give her up. It also gave me you. I don�t know anyone that would have been so supportive at your age. The boys back home would have disappeared if they found they�d gotten a girl in a family way.
 �Even most of the college guys I know would have left me high and dry. You were more into Ashley than me, and I sort of blindsided you when we got together. If I�d been you back then, I would have told me I was on my own. It wasn�t as though we had a history or anything. I guess I�ve been wondering why you�ve been so good to me,� she said.
 �I agree with most of what you�ve said,� I admitted. �At first, I was hesitant and not at all sure about you. In the beginning, it was all about Carol and making sure my daughter would be cared for. We really didn�t know each other.�
 �You wouldn�t be doing all this just for Carol. You could have thrown money at me and told me to go away. Instead, you gave me a place to live, a job, and a family.�
 I could see she was confused.
 �That�s all true. When you first came home with us, I kept you at arm�s length. But as I�ve gotten to know you, I�ve found a capable woman that I truly care for. Last fall, I would never have allowed you in my bed. I didn�t want to muddy the water with sex. Since then, I�ve become comfortable enough that you�re with me now,� I explained.
 �I feel the same,� Scarlet said and became quiet for a moment. �Thank you for not taking advantage. When I came here, I would have done almost anything to get out of what I was facing. You�re a kind man, David.�
 �Scarlet, I don�t want you to read too much into this, but I do love you. I don�t see us being life partners or anything, but I do see us being close and raising that little girl together. I hope you realize I would do anything you asked of me that I could possibly do. And I would do the same for Ashley,� I said.
 A little smirk touched her lips.
 �Ashley told me that you wore her out. She really needed you,� Scarlet said as she shared probably too much information.
 �Well, I probably needed it as much as she did,� I said to deflect.
 Scarlet had to go take care of our little girl. She climbed out of bed to take a shower, and I heard her singing to herself. I closed my eyes and let the afterglow of what we just did put me to sleep.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 11 � Be True to Who I Am  Tuesday February 7 
 �Do you have any idea how early it is?� Cindy complained.
 �You�re back in Ohio, right?� I asked.
 �Next year, you�ll be a college kid and understand. No calls before ten.�
 I just ignored her complaint.
 �Did you talk to Scarlet?� I asked.
 �Yes. You did and said exactly the right things,� she assured me.
 I sighed.
 �I hope so, but I think she needs to find a boyfriend,� I admitted.
 �If you aren�t careful, Scarlet�ll latch onto you,� Cindy warned me.
 �I get it. And you�re right, I don�t really have time to be more than I am with her right now.�
 �I have another question for you. Are you only into older women?�
 �What�s that supposed to mean?�
 �Do I need to go through the list?� Cindy asked, and when I didn�t respond right away, she started to enumerate them. �I mean, there was Beth, Suzanne, and me. When you were in LA, there was that crazy stalker actress, then the Baywatch girl with big boobs and her little friend you called Groper. Then I�m told you�ve spent time with Peggy, Ashley, and some college girl from back East.�
 Someone had been talking. My best guesses were Brook and Scarlet. Why should it surprise me that Cindy would know the roster?
 �Older girls are less drama,� I tried.
 �That may be true, but the old David I knew would be plotting to lay waste to the female population of Lincoln High. You have a legacy to uphold,� Cindy teased.
 �What, by getting married as soon as I graduate?� I asked.
 �Your brother was a dumbass,� Cindy admitted. �I�m just suggesting you slow it down and date someone. Go out with one of your classmates and act like a teenager. You have the rest of your life to grow up.�
 �Shit. You sound like my parents,� I complained.
 I heard laughter through the phone. I�d momentarily forgotten that my mom was working with Cindy on my LA home. Of all the leaks, she was the one that made me want to get mad. I thought we�d worked this out when Tami and I were at each other�s throats, and my mom kept interfering.
 I shook myself and remembered something Uncle John had taught me. We have control over how we react to something. Was it worth getting worked up about? Maybe, but I decided to let it slide � for now.
 �Can we talk about anything else right now?� I asked.
 �I talked to Caryn and your mom about your place in Canada. Are you looking to just use it for a vacation spot, or do you want to fix it up better?� she asked.
 Whistler Blackcomb was one of the best ski destinations in North America. I�d fallen in love with snowboarding when I�d done my photo shoots for Range Sports. The condo had four bedrooms, and, according to Caryn, a shuttle bus took you to and from the resort. I envisioned letting my friends and family borrow it when I wasn�t using it.
 My mom had mentioned that I might want to offer it as a short-term rental. She explained it would be cheaper for a family to rent my condo than get hotel rooms for everyone. She estimated that it should pay for all the costs of owning it and make a little extra. It was something I was kicking around for my other properties in New York, Monaco, and Greece.
 �I can�t see living there, but I can see someday using it as a place to take my whole family. If I�m going to do that, I would like to make it look better than the pictures Caryn sent me. Caryn said the skiing was fantastic.�
 �I�ve got some ideas for maximizing sleeping arrangements. One furniture company makes a queen-size bunk bed with a trundle bed that can be pulled out. We can put two each in two of the bedrooms, a queen in the smallest bedroom, and a California king for the master. The bunk rooms wouldn�t be ideal, but you are on vacation. You would only use them to sleep.�
 I did a quick calculation in my head, and this way we�d be able to comfortably accommodate all the little rug-rats plus some.
 �The only problem I see is having enough bathroom space for that many people. I�m not worried about the boys,� I said, and then slowed down because I remembered what a pain it was to share a bathroom with my brother. �I can see it being a source of conflict if someone hogs it.�
 �Okay, I�ll work on a solution.�
 �You might have to look at the kitchen, too.�
 We�d had to beef up the kitchen in my Malibu home. From the plans I�d seen, I suspected we could run a small restaurant out of the one my mom and Cindy had designed.
 �Why don�t you send me up there to check it out in detail? You could also buy a ticket for Kevin,� Cindy suggested.
 �I�m not sure how much work you�d get done if you take your boyfriend.�
 �He�s been complaining I don�t spend time with him. This would solve that plus give me an excuse to spend a weekend skiing.�
 �I see,� I said.
 �I am also a poor college girl,� she hinted.
 Cindy was full of it; her family had money. But if she was working for me, I should do what was right. I realized she probably didn�t want to go to her parents with her hand out all the time.
 �Call Megan. Have her book the tickets for the flight and ski lifts. Also, tell her that I authorized you to have a debit card. But be aware that Megan tracks everything. It�s for when you travel for me,� I said.
 �I had another thought,� Cindy said, sounding shy all of a sudden.
 �What�s that?�
 �Our spring breaks are the same week. Could we go to New York, Monaco, and Greece to check out your other properties?�
 �You know, that�s not a bad idea. I had planned to do something similar with Brook � before we broke up. Without her coming, I bet I can get out of having to let my parents tag along,� I said to agree.
 If Brook would have gone with me, there had been rumblings that our parents would go. Not that it wouldn�t have been fun. We�d survived last spring break sailing the Caribbean. Then I had an idea.
 �You should invite Kevin.�
 �He has his spring football game the week before, and he and most of the defense are going to Daytona Beach that week. I�ve been looking for an excuse to skip that,� Cindy admitted.
 The tone of her voice told me not to press her for details as to why she didn�t want to spend spring break with her boyfriend and his football buddies. I figured I probably didn�t need to know.
 Then I looked at the clock. I hadn�t planned to hang on the phone this long. I�d missed my time to run.
 �Hey, I hate to do this, but I have to go to school. Call Megan,� I said and paused. �And thanks for helping Scarlet. She clearly wasn�t happy, and I had no idea what to do for her.�
 �It�s all good. I�ll talk to you later,� Cindy said and hung up.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked into lunch to find Gina glaring at Wolf. What now?
 �Aren�t we supposed to be all open and crap with girls?�
 I snorted as I sat down.
 �Yes, the first sign of a good relationship is being open and crap,� Gina shot back.
 �What are you two fighting about now?� I asked.
 �Gina is trying to give me relationship advice,� Wolf said, as if that explained it.
 I just raised one eyebrow and let it go.
 Tim joined us and pulled out his phone.
 �You have to see the video of Wolf�s cat, Misery,� he said as he played me the clip.
 Wolf had taken one of Bandit and Precious�s kittens because he wanted a �guard cat.� The problem was the one he got turned out to be a complete klutz and scared of his own shadow.
 The video showed his cat on the kitchen table. It suddenly leaped to the counter where it slid and knocked off the toaster as it tumbled out of sight over the other edge. You heard Wolf�s mom say a bad word when she saw the damage.
 �Misery?� Gina asked. �Why would you name a cat Misery?�
 Wolf shrugged.
 �Because he loves company.�
 A collective groan arose from the table. That only encouraged my friend.
 �I�m going to break up with Sarah,� Wolf announced.
 �Why would you do that? You can�t do any better than her,� I advised him.
 �I�m not sure if that was a compliment or a backhanded slam,� Gina said.
 �Slam,� Dare chimed in.
 �Valentine�s Day is a week away, and he doesn�t want to spend money on her,� Tim reasoned.
 �He is a cheap bastard,� Gina offered.
 �Bite me, Princess,� Wolf said to Gina.
 �When did Wolf and Gina start dating?� I asked Tim, who busted out laughing.
 Both Wolf and Gina glared at me.
 �Tell me it�s not just me. You all see it, don�t you?� I asked.
 �That they bicker like an old married couple?� Tim asked, volunteering to be my straight man.
 �Exactly!� I spouted with a wide grin.
 �So, Dare, tell us about your new drones,� Gina said to change the subject.
 Tim and I both rolled our eyes when we noticed that Wolf looked at her, relieved that she�d gotten us off the topic. Dare was off describing his newest invention.
 �David posed an interesting scenario for his security drones. I programmed them to recognize movement and go investigate. David suggested that he would fool them by throwing something to attract their attention and then sneak in once the drone left its designated area. So, I called Hunter, and he had some ideas,� Dare shared.
 �Who�s Hunter?� Tim asked.
 �He�s this older guy who helps Dare out,� I supplied to keep the kid on task.
 I�d noticed that Hunter had been the catalyst for several of Dare�s ideas. He seemed to turn up when Dare got stuck. I would have to investigate that more at some point.
 �Hunter suggested I create what he called a �flock of drones.� It�s a group of drones with one that helps control the others. He also suggested that I not rely solely on a Wi-Fi connection to the drones. Hunter said that if someone wanted to break in or cause harm, they would figure out how to jam the signals that control them. It�s how some military drones have been taken down in the past.
 �His solution was programming them to continue on task if jammed and to communicate with each other via lasers,� Dare explained.
 I blinked a few times because this suddenly started to sound expensive.
 �How much is all this costing me?� I asked.
 Dare looked at me sheepishly.
 �Not too much more than I originally told you,� he said, and then sat up a little straighter. �Megan approved it and gave me the bitcoins to buy everything.�
 At first, I was shocked because Megan wouldn�t just cave to Dare�s begging for money. She stood up to all the people with their hands out for charities and the like. If she didn�t open up the bank for starving puppies, she wouldn�t hesitate to shut Dare down. He must have made a rational case for her to approve the expenditures.
 Then I had another concern. Dare had mentioned bitcoins.
 �Did you buy more stuff from the Russians or Chinese?� I asked.
 �Hunter suggested the Russians,� Dare admitted.
 I had visions of someone from the government showing up because Dare had purchased classified military-grade materials and technology. What he was describing had far-reaching implications. I envisioned a flock of drones attacking a military base. Even if the military jammed them, the drones would continue on target.
 I would need to talk to someone about all this. The programming alone had to be something that shouldn�t be floating around in my backyard.
 �I think I better see all this and maybe have a talk with Hunter,� I said to Dare.
 �They�re not ready yet. Give me till the weekend,� he said as the bell rang.
 Yep, Darius and I needed to talk.
 ◊◊◊
 During after-school workouts, Cassidy held up my phone. I put her in charge of it so I wouldn�t get distracted while I exercised. Joey was currently torturing me on the rowing machine.
 �It�s Magic. Do you want to take it?� she asked as she pulled it away from her ear and looked at me with a question on her face.
 I couldn�t imagine what my former teammate would want. Plus, my left leg was starting to cramp up, so I held out my hand.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �I wanted to give you a heads-up. We�re having a Valentine�s party for all the singles. Word is your girl dumped you.�
 I shook my head because I couldn�t see how my love life would be of any interest to football players at State. Of course, Magic couldn�t see my reaction.
 �I�m in training for baseball, and I don�t need to go to one of your bashes. The last time I did, my date puked her guts up from all the Jell-O shots she had,� I complained.
 �I understand, but you have to show up. Luke was talking to some Chi Omegas and mentioned you might be here. They told him that if you showed up, we would be swimmin� in women. You owe us,� he tried.
 �Owe you?�
 �Dude, we carried your butt freshman year. If Kevin hadn�t toughened you up, and I hadn�t volunteered to be your seven-on-seven coach, where would you be today?� Magic asked.
 �Whatever,� I said to dismiss his attempt to guilt me. �I promised my guys I would go to Wesleyan, where there would be more age-appropriate women. Besides, I�ve recently been told I need to quit banging older girls.�
 �I�ll be sure to tell Luke. I think he�s still jealous over all the older trim you snagged when we were in school,� Magic said, and then went in for the kill. �Can you put it out on your social media that you �might� swing by? That should be enough.�
 �Can I send some of my teammates to the party?� I asked.
 �Absolutely! You�re the man,� Magic said and hung up on me before I had a chance to put any more conditions on my help.
 I handed my phone back to Cassidy. Lily had changed my social media passwords again because I had been �reckless.� What she didn�t know was that my buddy Cassidy was the one who�d posted my butt pic from the other night.
 �Send out a message that I�m considering going to Magic, Luke, and Kevin�s place at State for their singles Valentine�s party.�
 �I thought you were going to Wesleyan?� Cassidy asked.
 �That�s why I said �considering going.��
 I was getting better at phrasing my statements so I wouldn�t break my word when I gave it. Cassidy wasn�t impressed.
 �You sure that�s a good idea?� she asked.
 She did have a point; they might get swamped with fans. I shrugged. It would serve them right for trying to draw in sorority girls with my celebrity. Cassidy decided to go ahead and tapped out the message and sent it. Well, we would see what trouble that caused.
 Joey was glaring at me. That didn�t bode well.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, Uncle John was waiting for me. I wanted to flesh out my plan to help others; hopefully, it would distract me from Brook taking off to be with her parents while they worked out their problems. We stepped into the office, and he handed me a sheet of paper. I looked up at him and shook my head when I started to read it.
 �Seriously?� I asked.
 �Part of making this work is you keeping your own goals up to date.�
 I hated to admit he was right. I read through them and saw how they had changed over time, as he had told me they would.
 Financial Stability 
      
      
 Comfortable Life 
 Good Education 
 Physically Fit 
 Solid Moral Foundation 
      
      
 Religion / Faith 
 Man of Integrity (Man of my word) 
 No Gossip 
 Think before saying �yes� 
 Learn to say �no� 
 Healthy Sex Life 
 No Regrets 
 Make a Difference 
 Be a Great Dad 
 I read through them all, and thought they still applied, so I told my uncle that.
 �We haven�t addressed your fame,� he prodded.
 �We�ve talked about this. You had me create my circles of trust and talked about watching for how people reacted to me. That was a big help, by the way,� I said to throw him a bone.
 Uncle John was as good as my mom at reading me. He rolled his eyes and then ruined my day.
 �These are your goals. How has your popularity changed you? Better yet, how do you want to have it affect you?� he asked.
 �I believe I�ve handled it pretty well.�
 He looked at me with an expression that said, �you�re a goofy teenager,� and told me I was missing the point. Next, he would say that when I got older, I would understand. What sucked was he was usually right.
 �Tami already had a talk with me about this,� I said. �She told me I had to realize that I wasn�t special just because I was a football savant or movie star. She made it clear that it would be a bad idea, long-term, for me to do stuff like jump a line just because I could.�
 Tami had called me out on a lot more stuff. She�d pointed out how I was bragging about what I was doing and how that looked. It was one of the more uncomfortable conversations I�d ever had. No one wants to have to look in the mirror and admit they were too full of themselves. Worse yet was having to recognize what a jerk you looked like when you did it. This conversation wasn�t quite as bad; it fell on the scale somewhere between discussing your feelings after two dates and having a perfectly good tooth removed.
 �David, people think they want to be popular. You�ll soon find out that popularity is overrated. I look back and laugh at how being popular was the end goal of almost everyone in high school, myself included.�
 �That may be true, but that�s exactly how I make a big chunk of my living right now,� I reminded him.
 �You�re missing the point. I�m talking about you right now, not David A. Dawson, the actor. I expect we can agree that that version of yourself is not who you really are. It�s merely a persona you have to put on. When you realize that, you�ll be able to consciously take it off to interact with your family and friends. It�s like what your mom has to do to sell houses. Even she knows that she couldn�t be her true self, or she would never sell anything,� Uncle John said.
 That started a lengthy discussion that I somehow survived with my dignity intact. We had a frank conversation about how I used and abused being popular. Before I began to hate myself, Uncle John explained it was okay to have people like me and want to do stuff for me. I just had to understand where to draw the line. From that, I created a new life goal.
 Be True to Who I Am 
 The way Uncle John explained it was that I knew deep down what was right and wrong, and I should consider each situation and bounce it off this goal. By doing or accepting something or whatever � how did I feel about myself if I did it? Was I okay with the consequences?
 He pointed out that I might not be a small-town boy anymore. I�d made changes to my life, like security and advisors. I might even fly on private jets or sit in first class when I traveled. Uncle John just wanted me to always remember who I really was.
 Personally, this was the stuff I hated to do. But my uncle was right. A good example was sending out that message for Magic�s party. I knew in my bones that there would be unintended consequences, like several thousand people showing up, but I did it anyway. Looking at it right now, that wasn�t the person I wanted to be.
 We then spent time brainstorming about what I might do to help people in my inner circle achieve their goals. I told him what I�d done for Cindy, Scarlet, and Greg. He was a little amused by the Scarlet revelation but kept his comments to himself.
 Afterward, I was mentally exhausted. As much as I hated these talks, they made me dig deep and examine myself. I hated to imagine what this would cost me if I were to go to therapy. All I knew was that my uncle had my best interests at heart and helped me discover my truths. I realized it sounded all new-age, but it was much better than him just telling me what I should do.
 ◊◊◊
 Once I returned to my apartment, I noticed I had a text from Pam that said she wanted me to call her.
 �How�s my favorite baby mama doing?� I asked when she answered.
 �I�ve had better days.�
 �Why? What�s wrong?�
 �Devin served Cora divorce papers today.�
 I bit back the response that jumped into my head. While it had taken longer than I predicted, everyone had seen this coming. I needed to bear in mind that Cora was Pam�s sister. When I considered how I would feel if Angie did that to Greg, it gave me a different perspective.
 �I�m so sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help?� I asked.
 �She�s talking about coming here to stay until she gets on her feet,� Pam revealed.
 The mere thought of her being in the same town with us made me feel like something was clawing at my guts, like a cat in a wet bag. Cora was the kind of trouble I didn�t need.
 �You can�t be serious,� I said.
 �Mom told her we only had a two-bedroom, and she would have to stay with me. That ended it, I hope.�
 �I can�t see Cora sharing a room with you. I�d wager you�d end up on the couch.�
 �Sadly, you�re probably right. Suddenly, I�m not so sorry for her,� Pam admitted.
 �Devin won�t just put her out on the street. That�s not who he is,� I assured her.
 �It depends on why he�s divorcing her,� Pam hedged.
 �Did she say?� I asked.
 �He finally had enough of her BS.�
 �Cora said that?� I asked, shocked.
 �No, but I can read between the lines. She was talking about redecorating his house, and Devin has been resisting.�
 I remembered the gorgeous log home he lived in and couldn�t imagine it any different. If she�d decided to drywall over the exposed wood, it would have been a crime.
 �I thought she�d decided to get pregnant,� I suddenly remembered.
 Pam all but choked.
 �She made it abundantly clear when I was pregnant that she was never going to let a baby wreck her body. I never believed the baby scam for a moment,� Pam shared.
 That did sound like something Cora would say.
 �Want me to send Cassidy out to kick her butt for being mean to you?� I offered.
 �If it ever comes to that, I plan on doing it myself.�
 Pam had hung around Tracy long enough that I had no doubt she could handle herself if things got physical with her sister. Heck, if it all went south on her, she had a Taser. Cora would be in for the shock of her life, so to speak, if she ever pushed Pam too far.
 �Let me know if you ever decide to do it. I want to capture it on video.�
 �Thanks, I think.�
 �You�ll need the video evidence to prove she provoked you. Plus, I want it so I can sell it to Sandy. She would pay big bucks for that one.�
 I finally heard Pam chuckle. I knew I�d goofed around enough to get her out of her funk.
 �David?�
 �Yes?�
 �I love you.�
 �I love you, too,� I said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 12 � You�ve Got A Friend  Wednesday February 8 
 It�s funny how your experiences can make you see things differently. My kids were all taking after Little David by learning to walk. Mom and I were in the living room watching Little David and Coby show off their skills while Cassidy, Peggy, and Dad made breakfast.
 Coby pulled himself up using the coffee table and promptly fell on his butt. That triggered his face to scrunch up and his tears to well up. Then my mom began to sing to him.
 Her choice of song surprised me. It was a classic I�d always thought of as a love song, but it fit perfectly with the little one�s newest adventure. The song was You�ve Got A Friend. The lyrics were sung to someone going through a difficult time, and they were unhappy.
 It started out talking about if you felt down and troubled that the singer would offer a helping hand. When my mom sang to Coby, he looked up and saw her with her hands held out to him.
 The little giggle-box forgot about wanting to cry as Mom continued to serenade him. I joined her when she sang the chorus where it told Coby to call out our names, and we would come running. Mom helped him stand and held onto both his pudgy little hands as they swayed to the music.
 In my mind, You�ve Got A Friend had forever changed to the baby walking song. I wasn�t sure whether the songwriter would appreciate that, but your perspective changes when life happens.
 �Breakfast!� Peggy called to break up our little sing-along.
 I scooped up Little David while my mom took care of Coby. Happy babies can brighten up even your darkest night, in both the song�s and my opinion.
 My happiness turned to concern when I saw my dad grab the countertop with both hands, his eyes close, and his head drop.
 �Rob,� my mom said with concern.
 �It�s just a dizzy spell. Give me a second,� he said.
 Mom handed me Coby and rushed over to my dad. He opened his eyes and gave her a sheepish smile.
 �I forgot to take my pills this morning,� Dad admitted.
 Mom sent me upstairs to get his medicine from their bathroom. I came back downstairs with them in hand.
 �I�ve been able to cut back because I�ve been getting better. Sometimes it reminds me I need to take it easy,� Dad said to assure my mom. �I just forgot to check my heart rate this morning.�
 They�d given Dad a battery-operated cuff he put on his forearm that checked his blood pressure and heart rate. Thankfully, he was responding well to the treatment plan his doctors had laid out for him.
 It was still early, but they expected he would be okay and live a long life. Dad was relatively young and in decent shape. They wanted him to lose some weight, but that wasn�t an uncommon issue for someone his age.
 Heck, my brother had put on a few pounds. It made me worry he might end up with problems similar to my dad�s when he reached dad�s age.
 �Should we talk to Greg about his weight gain?� I asked.
 My dad�s eyes narrowed at me, but then he let go of his initial irritation at the perceived dig and took what I asked seriously.
 �I�ll have a talk with him,� Dad assured me.
 I was relieved because my brother wouldn�t take me as seriously as he would Dad. Greg would think I was making fun of him. In truth, Greg wasn�t really overweight yet, but if he continued, he would be. With our family history of heart issues, keeping his weight down was something he could do to help. It was something we both needed to be aware of.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d decided today was put-up or shut-up time as far as dating a girl at Lincoln High. I�d run through the list of candidates in my mind.
 There were a handful of girls who would have made the decision easy if they were actually attending school with me. The short list included Halle James, my actress friend in Hollywood; Kara Tasman, a top model in New York; and Missy Stone, my favorite redhead at Wesleyan and now off to college.
 Locally, Gina Tasman had three strikes against her. She was Alan�s ex; even though he and I were on the outs, I couldn�t date one of Alan�s former girlfriends. The second problem I had with Gina was that she was Kara�s sister. And finally, I thought Gina and Wolf had something going. What that might be, I had no idea.
 What really sealed the deal was, let�s just say it: I thought she was a bit of a bitch. It was one thing to be friends with her, but dating � Nah, not happening.
 I decided to narrow the field and focus on someone whom I hadn�t dated before. The first girl that came to mind was Kylie Ruttier. She�d been one of the �frosh� cheerleaders that Tracy had put me in charge of my sophomore year.
 At the time, I�d thought they were all too young. In the last two years, they�d grown up, but in the back of my mind, I still thought they were too young. That�s when I added another filter: they had to be a senior. The underage aspect could potentially bite me in the butt.
 �Hey, want to have lunch together?� I asked my target.
 �Uhm � I�m not really part of your crowd. I�m not sure they would want me to come to your table.�
 �Did you forget who I am?� I asked with a mischievous look.
 �No, David. Everyone knows who you are, and I�m guessing that your friends would be nice if I had lunch with you. That doesn�t change the fact that I�m not really part of your crowd.�
 �We could get a table by ourselves,� I suggested.
 She gave me a skeptical look.
 �What do you want?� she asked.
 �Let�s cut to the chase. I was wondering if you would go out with me this weekend.�
 �Like on a date?� she asked as her eyebrows disappeared into her hairline in surprise.
 �Yeah, like a date,� I said, suddenly worried she might turn me down.
 �I guess,� she offered skeptically.
 I decided to take that as a win and pressed forward.
 �Now, it�s been a while since I�ve been on a first date. Is there something you�d like to do?� I asked.
 She barked out a laugh.
 �I�m not falling for that. Everyone knows that if you ask a girl out, you plan the dates, or they get canceled.�
 Wow, I�d forgotten all about that. The �frosh� girls had tried to set me up, and the one they�d wanted me to go out with kept asking what we�d be doing. The way I remembered it, she wanted to make sure it would be something fun, or she didn�t want to go. It seemed to me that she was playing games, so I had withdrawn the offer. I could see how someone who didn�t know all the details would think that about me.
 �Tell you what. This one time, it�s Lady�s Choice. I�ll take you anywhere you want to go,� I said.
 �Really? Anywhere I want to go?� she asked.
 There were some people to whom, if I�d made that offer, I would be sweating bullets. Destiny Crown jumped to mind. She might make me take her to Paris for dinner. Of course, I had a loophole for that one. There was a Paris in Illinois I would use if need be.
 �Sure. Why not? It�ll be fun for me to see what a girl wants to do on a first date. Besides, it also takes a lot of the pressure off of me,� I said with a little smile.
 It looked like she hadn�t thought this through. Planning a good first date wasn�t easy. I decided to give her an out.
 �If it�s too much �� I started.
 �No!� she blurted, and then her lips curled up in pleasure. �I�ll have to think about it, but I�ll plan the date.�
 �So, that means you�ll go out with me?� I asked.
 �Yes, David. Was there ever any doubt?� she asked.
 I waggled my eyebrows at her in response.
 �Now, leave me alone. I�m going to talk to my girlfriends to get some ideas,� she said as she walked past me.
 Well. I had an actual first date set. Baby steps, right?
 ◊◊◊
 I nonchalantly slid into my seat at the lunch table.
 �What do you call half of a colon?� Wolf asked the table and paused for effect. �A semicolon.�
 �Please, make it stop,� Gina begged.
 �What weight does an evangelist carry with God?� Wolf continued unperturbed. �A Billigram.�
 �I�ve got one �� I started with the intention to tell one of my religious jokes that I told my boys.
 Just then there came a big squeal from a table on the other side of the lunchroom as my date told her friends she was going out with me. The whole lunchroom turned to see why several girls were making a racket when the noisemakers all turned and looked at me. My tablemates, in turn, all looked at me.
 �I have a date,� I explained.
 �With Sun Ling?� Cassidy asked.
 �Yeppers,� I admitted.
 I was a little put out that my friends didn�t believe me. They couldn�t wrap their heads around the idea that I would date someone �normal� like Sun. I�d gotten to know her when she and I had math together, and I�d noticed something was up with her.
 Turned out, Sun was homeless. My mom had worked with our church to find her a family that would let her move in with them. While she wasn�t the type of girl I usually dated, I liked Sun as a person. It wasn�t like we were getting married.
 ◊◊◊
 My friends amused me. First, they�d pushed me to date someone at Lincoln High so I could enjoy my senior year. I imagine Tim and Wolf had visions of double-dates where I picked up the tab.
 Well, that wasn�t really the whole reason. They also recalled that I tended to do fun things, like motocross with Brook. I could always just plan a guys� outing, and we�d do something like that.
 But with this new development, the girls were confused. Sun wasn�t the typical cheerleader type I usually spent time with. I guess most guys have a type. I liked smart, athletic girls who have outgoing personalities.
 Sun was more of a quiet nerd who I suspected didn�t exercise other than when forced to in PE. I guessed her to be probably five-two and weigh about a hundred pounds. Me being over a foot taller and more than twice her weight made people wonder.
 I�d picked Sun precisely because she wouldn�t be my usual choice. Most people forgot that in middle school, I was the guy version of Sun. None of my friends from my former nerd life were still around. Tami and Alan went to Wesleyan, and Jeff was no longer with us. Sun reminded me of what my life might have been like. In some ways, I missed that.
 The deciding factor was that my former nerd self would have totally been into Sun.
 ◊◊◊
 After Joey and Cassidy abused me, Cassidy and I met up with JD, my James Bond spycraft consultant, to do more training.
 �Have you been working on your skills?�
 �Each day I try to pick the locks you gave me for a little while. I�m starting to get pretty good at it,� I said.
 �I�ve been working on fox walking,� Cassidy shared.
 That concerned me, and I looked at her sideways. The last thing I needed was for the little ninja to learn to sneak up on me.
 �Good,� JD said. �Today, we�ll do a field trip and test out your skills. Before we do that, I want to share with you the mindset needed for a good spy. Chubby wants you to be able to fall into the role naturally and asked me to share this side of the business.�
 �You were a spy?� Cassidy asked.
 JD gave her a noncommittal look and then looked at me to let Cassidy know she wasn�t going to answer that question.
 �A big part of the tradecraft is analyst work. You have to wade through piles of information that can be both contradictory and ambiguous to find the one key item that is relevant. The other side isn�t going to make it easy for you and will try to mislead or outright lie.
 �That�s why a systematic approach that considers a range of alternative explanations and outcomes is the best. Let me give you a few tips when looking at something to try to get to the truth.
 �Try not to go into a situation with an expectation of what you�ll find. When we do that, we find what we expect. We also fall into the trap of resisting the truth even when faced with new evidence,� JD taught.
 �I totally get that,� I admitted.
 �Another trap is to think that a small body of consistent data means it will hold true across a wider sample.�
 �Can you give us an example?� I asked.
 �Do you play cards?� JD asked.
 �I�ve been learning to play poker.�
 �Have you ever noticed that certain cards seem to keep coming up?�
 �Now that you mention it, I have.�
 Last time I played, it seemed a six came up on every flop. I�d actually hit trip sixes, which reinforced my belief that if I had a six in my hand, I should play it, even though that wasn�t a winning strategy.
 �The truth is that, over the long haul, the odds are equal for all the cards in the deck to come up,� she explained.
 �That makes sense,� I admitted.
 �What I�m trying to point out is that you need to be careful not to allow your bias to creep into your thinking. To help prevent that, challenge critical assumptions. Examine alternative outcomes, even those with low probability, to see if available data might support one or more of these outcomes.
 �Here�s a real-life example. In 2002, there was a sniper shooting people in the Washington, DC area. After the initial flurry of shootings, an operating assumption emerged. They believed that the shootings were the work of a single white male who�d had some military training and drove a white van.
 �Suppose that working theory had been locked into. In that case, they might have ignored new information that contradicted those key assumptions,� JD said.
 �What actually happened?� Cassidy asked.
 �Ten people were killed and three others injured. It turned out to be a two-man team. One was a 17-year-old from Jamaica, the other a black man who was a veteran of the Persian Gulf War and an expert marksman. They were driving a Chevrolet Caprice which had been modified so that a shooter could lie prone and fire, undetected, from inside the car,� JD shared.
 �So, the only part they got right was the military training,� Cassidy said.
 �And the other takeaway I�m getting from this is an example of why we should question assumptions,� I added.
 �Yep,� JD said and seemed happy that we�d understood her lesson. �Ready for a field trip?�
 We both nodded.
 ◊◊◊
 �You want me to do what?� I asked in shock.
 �I want you to break into one of the townhouses,� JD said.
 Cassidy had a look on her face that said she was glad it wasn�t her that had to do this task. I had to admit, this was crazy. I could get sent to jail for breaking into a house.
 �Chicken,� Cassidy goaded.
 �If you can�t even do this, how are you going to be convincing on screen?� JD asked.
 �What should I do?� I asked.
 �Figure it out,� JD said, being totally unhelpful.
 I got out of the car and walked around the townhouses. They backed up to my dad�s golf course. At least it was winter, so no one was playing. I identified a couple of ways in and made a decision. I walked back and got into the car, and they both stared at me.
 �Drive me to the clubhouse,� I said.
 �He�s not going to tell us what he plans,� Cassidy observed.
 �Why not?� JD asked.
 �That�s just David.�
 I kept a neutral look on my face, not giving anything away. After a moment, JD shrugged and drove us to the country club. The girls followed me into the Pro Shop.
 �Hey, David. I hear your dad took the day off. Is he okay?� one of the employees asked.
 �He just felt a little dizzy today. I bet he�s in tomorrow,� I said, and then got to why I was there. �I need to borrow a wedge. Do you have any that are in rough shape?�
 �Let me look in the back. Sometimes we have a few that are left on the course, and no one picks them up. How rough are you looking for?�
 �Something you won�t mind me dinging up a bit.�
 While he stepped into the back, both JD and Cassidy looked concerned.
 �You�re not planning on breaking a window, are you?� JD asked.
 I just ignored them.
 �If he were doing that, he would use his tactical pen,� Cassidy finally realized.
 He came out with one that looked like hell.
 �We found this one when we cleaned out the lakes at the end of the year. Will this work?�
 �Do you need it back? I can give it to my dad to bring in,� I said.
 �No, keep it.�
 We said our goodbyes and drove back to the townhouses.
 �You two stay here,� I said as I got out and walked around the back.
 I stepped up to the sliding glass door in the back and peeked in the window. It looked like no one was home. My training had taught me that most spring-loaded locking mechanisms have a significant flaw: they can fail against upward force.
 I leaned the wedge against the side of the house, slipped on my gloves, and grabbed the sliding glass door�s handle with both hands. I looked around again to make sure no one was watching and jerked upward, hard. My effort pulled the door off its track and popped the spring latch to the open position.
 I looked around again and, not seeing anyone, lowered the door back onto its track. Now that it was unlocked, I eased the door open until the dowel caught the bottom of the doorframe. After backing the door off a few inches, I slid the wedge through the opening and used the club�s head to lift the dowel out of the track. Then I opened the door the rest of the way.
 I quickly stepped through and closed the door behind me. I took a moment to scan the back to assure myself that I�d made it in undetected. Then I turned around and almost peed myself. In the middle of the room sat a cat, staring at me.
 �Meow.�
 �Hey, Buddy, what�s up?� I asked.
 Frick! I was talking to a stupid cat.
 �Meow.�
 �You hungry?� I asked.
 He got up and strolled to the kitchen. I followed him in, and he showed me his empty food and water dishes. I filled up his water bowl and then opened the pantry, where I found a bag of dry cat food, so I sprinkled some in his dish. The cat, now having what he wanted, ignored me as he ate. Typical.
 I returned to the sliding glass door, put the security dowel back in place, and locked the door. I grabbed the golf club and walked out the front door, making sure I secured the handle as I left.
 When I got back in the car, both girls stared at me. Finally, Cassidy couldn�t handle my silence.
 �What took so long?� she asked.
 �I had to feed the cat.�
 ◊◊◊
 �And then he says with a straight face, �I had to feed the cat,�� JD said and burst out laughing.
 She had Chubby Feldman on the line, and I heard him laughing too as JD related my adventure in breaking into a home.
 �The cat was hungry,� I said to defend myself.
 I should know better than to say stuff like that. My mom had roasted me many times. I rolled my eyes when JD, Cassidy, and Chubby all laughed at me.
 �David, good job,� Chubby said. �I also like your most recent �walk� video. I forwarded it on to a friend of mine who�s a choreographer, and he has a few suggestions. When I get a chance, I�ll send you a video of what he came up with.�
 �Thanks.�
 �I can�t wait to start filming. Already, I can tell you�ll be a lot of fun to work with,� Chubby added.
 �I just want to do a good job for you, sir.�
 �You will. Now go enjoy the rest of your day. I�ll see you at the Academy Awards ceremonies, and I�m sure I�ll have a chance to talk with you at one of the after-parties,� he said and hung up.
 Somehow, I got the feeling that last bit hadn�t been just an idle comment.
 �I�m hungry,� Cassidy announced.
 Sometimes, she reads my mind.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday February 10 
 I�d gotten some help with my �walk� into school this morning. I�d bribed Marshal and Curtis, who�d been in my photography class last semester, to video my entrance for Chubby Feldman. Some of the theater and dance kids were assisting me as well.
 I had Paul pull up in front of the school and wait. Cassidy had caught a ride with me. These days, she came over each morning, and Dad was teaching her to cook.
 My personal belief was that she just didn�t want to eat cold cereal at her house. I figured it only a matter of time before Coach Hope would be joining us for breakfast, too. He already ate dinner at our place about three times a week as it was.
 �Why aren�t we getting out?� Cassidy asked.
 I tried to suppress my grin.
 �I have a new walk to try out. Just wait for it,� I told her mysteriously.
 That was when I heard the drumbeat start. I made my exit from the car, spread my feet, dropped my head, and began to let my hips twitch to the beat.
 �Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.�
 The electric guitar began the opening for the old rock song Black Betty.
 I�d talked to everyone and was surprised when one of the guys suggested this song. When he mentioned it, someone had pulled it up on the Internet and played it. I�d been looking for something with a driving beat that I could walk to.
 My head came up, and I looked around. I pointed at a girl and gave her the come-hither sign with the crook of my finger. She was with a group of girls, and she looked around as if to say, �Who, me?� I nodded to the beat as she hurried over.
 I lifted my other arm and repeated the process. Cassidy remained behind me, snickering at my antics.
 Word must have gotten out. Almost everyone from the school was either at the entryway waiting to see my entrance or in classrooms looking out the windows at my helpers and me. They�d cleared the center area to give me space to do my thing.
 We�d timed it so the second girl would be at my side when they began to sing the lyrics.
 The girls each grabbed an arm, and we strutted in time to the music to the center of the area that had been cleared for us. Marshal and Curtis had set up two cameras on tripods, one facing us head-on and the other to the side. Marshal also had a handheld. Between the three angles, we figured we would edit it into a good scene.
 Once we were all in place, people from the crowd joined us, and we began a choreographed dance. We only had a few moves planned because we didn�t have much time to prepare. We�d worked in a few of the iconic James Bond poses so I could do my whole Ian Bond shtick. When our routine ended, I suggested we just freestyle until the end of the song.
 I spotted Destiny Crown with her arms crossed, looking like a sourpuss. I danced up to her and gave her my best smile.
 �Come on, dance with me. You know you want to,� I prodded.
 She rolled her eyes but soon joined me. Apparently, the rest of the student body took that as a signal to join in. When the song ended, everyone clapped, surprising me. Even Destiny had a smile on her face.
 �You really are a �stupid boy,�� Destiny told me. �I might have to transfer if you turn this place into the set of High School Musical Number 99.�
 That made me cringe. When I was a kid, Disney had put out a musical about high school kids who would break out in dance or song. Tami had made me go with her to the theater to watch it as payback for making her sit through some terrible monster movie.
 I didn�t complain because the monster film really was awful. I think sometimes Tami just wanted to remind me she was a girl, even though she usually liked action movies.
 Anyway, to get back on track, Disney had made several more of the movies. Many had been released straight to TV because, let�s be honest, who would pay to go see that? I only hoped that when our video was done, it would be better than that.
 The bell rang, so I had to hurry to get to class.
 ◊◊◊
 After Joey had almost made me throw up from going too hard today, she caught my attention before I left to shower.
 �You got a minute?�
 �Yeah, sure,� I said, and she led me into her little office in the training room. I knew something must be up when she closed the door.
 �About the other night �� she began.
 �When you came over for dinner?�
 �Yes,� she said, and then took a deep breath. �You seemed to act like it was more than it was. I want to make sure you understand that we can�t be more than friends.�
 �Because you�re working at the school,� I said.
 �Well, that, and you�re too young,� she said.
 I must have made a face because she hurried on.
 �David, it has nothing to do with you. Normally, you would be the type of guy I would go for, but we are in two different places in our lives.�
 �So, it�s you and not me,� I said as I shook my head.
 �Exactly.�
 I chuckled.
 �What�s so funny?� she asked.
 �I just realized that I�m a little too full of myself. I never thought you wouldn�t be interested in all this,� I said with my best smile to try to deflect the hurt I felt.
 �Sorry, but even with �all that,� not every girl is going to fall for your charms,� Joey assured me.
 �Wow! You�re harsh. Give me a minute while I wrap my brain around that,� I said and gave her my drowned-puppy look.
 She didn�t buy it.
 �It�s just that I had a good time meeting everyone and want to come back for dinner. If you think I would ever change my mind, I�ll pass,� Joey explained.
 �No worries. I�ll put on my big-boy pants and move on,� I said and huffed. Then I had an idea. �You know my brother thinks you�re hot, too.�
 �Do I need to talk to Phil?�
 �Not him, Greg.�
 Joey just blinked at me. Suddenly, I realized that she liked my brother.
 �But he�s married. I would never agree to be the other woman,� she confided.
 �Good. There are times I would be willing to swap out Angie, but for some reason, my brother loves her,� I said.
 �You don�t like her?�
 �She�s okay. She does get on my last nerve sometimes,� I said.
 �Oh.�
 �The reason I bring Greg up is that he needs to get in shape. My family has a history of heart issues. I lost my grandfather that way, and my dad was recently in the hospital for it. I worry about them.�
 �If you want, I�m sure I can help them.�
 �What would work best for you?� I asked.
 �If they can come to the high school before my day starts, I�d be willing to get them in shape,� Joey said.
 �Do you need to get permission from the school to let them work out here?� I asked.
 �I hadn�t thought of that,� she admitted.
 �No worries. If we have to go somewhere else, I have a gym membership I never use. I bet they�d let me do some kind of package deal for my family,� I said, and then realized something. �Let me know how much it is for you to train them, and I�ll have Scarlet get you set up on our payroll.�
 �I could use the extra money. They aren�t paying me what I�m worth here,� Joey said.
 �They never do, do they?�
 �No, probably not for your first job.�
 Well, our conversation wasn�t a complete loss, even though I�d been dumped before we even went out. I figured my debt to my brother for teaching Dare about girls was probably repaid in full. He would be secretly excited that I�d gotten Joey to agree to train him. I would bet he�d actually put the effort in to get into shape if she were there to watch over him.
 I also knew that all I had to do was tell my mom, and she would make sure both my dad and Greg showed up. She was handy like that, sometimes.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, Cassidy looked pleased with herself. She also looked like she was dying to tell me something, so I ignored her. Tim and Wolf followed my lead, which caused Cassidy to glare at us.
 �What�s up, Cassidy?� Darius asked.
 I think I liked him better when he was broken and afraid to talk.
 �I have video from this morning,� she announced. �David, get your tablet out so everyone can see.�
 She pulled her phone out and tapped at the screen for a second, and my tablet dinged to let me know I had an email. I opened the attachment so it would download. Once it had, I put the tablet on the table so everyone could see and hit play.
 �Is that from your drone?� Wolf asked.
 Sometimes I wished I carried around a sign like that comedian talked about for when someone asked a stupid question.
 �Seriously? That�s your question about this morning?� Gina asked.
 �You need to figure out how to make her nicer,� Tim said of Gina.
 �I read that when women are like that, they�re either having their period or need sex,� Dare said.
 I was impressed when Chrissy blocked Gina from her intended target, Chrissy�s boyfriend.
 �Don�t worry, I�ll explain it to him,� Chrissy said when Dare didn�t understand why Gina might want to do him harm for speaking the truth.
 �Maybe we should buy her a BOB,� I suggested.
 �Who�s Bob?� Phil asked.
 �Battery Operated Boyfriend,� Jill said to fill my half brother in.
 Darius looked confused.
 �A vibrator,� I supplied.
 While our side conversation had been going on, I watched the drone video. Paul must have launched it when Cassidy and I got out of the car.
 I hated to admit it, but Destiny was right. It came off too much like a bad after-school-special production. Still, my inner actor liked it.
 I would work with Marshal and Curtis and incorporate the drone footage. It would help with an establishment shot and be good for cutaways from a different perspective. The three of us would put it together and see what Chubby thought.
 The Bickersons�my new nickname for Wolf and Gina�were about to start round two when Sun came to the table.
 �You figure out what we�re doing tonight?� I asked.
 �I thought you would take me to dinner, and then we do an escape room. They recently opened one over by State.�
 �What�s that?� Cassidy asked.
 �They lock you into a room with a bunch of clues that you solve in order to escape. Their website says it�s a fun way to get to know people. You can either join a group or bring your own,� Sun explained.
 �That sounds like fun. Would it be okay if Dare and I tag along?� Chrissy asked to invite herself.
 �Me too,� Jill said and then turned to Phil. �You want to go too, don�t you?�
 Phil, being whipped, nodded.
 At that moment, Cassidy suddenly realized that the two couples that usually went out with her and Don were going out with Sun and me. Double-dating was the only way her dad would let her out of the house.
 �What about me?�
 Wolf and Tim looked at each other and said at the same time, �Not it!�
 �I guess you�ll have to take Gina and her new boyfriend,� I suggested.
 �Better yet, we could go out alone,� Don tried.
 Cassidy ignored her boyfriend. It was apparent they�d discussed this at length before. Coach Hope hadn�t budged on his group-dates rule, even when Cassidy had turned 18.
 I didn�t want to get into the middle of that. I was confident that if Cassidy decided she didn�t want to do it anymore, she would talk her dad out of it. It told me that she didn�t consider Don to be her forever guy.
 �I didn�t know you were dating,� Cassidy said to Gina.
 �BOB,� I supplied.
 That almost got me suspended � again � for fighting. I�d momentarily forgotten that Gina had two older sisters, and I was sure that they threw down when they were younger. She came over the table with my doom written all over her face. Luckily for me, I have cat-like reflexes, or she might have gotten to me.
 Cassidy made me get on my knees and beg Gina�s forgiveness. The group then decided that Dare, Chrissy, Phil, Jill, Cassidy, Don, and Gina would be joining us on our date. Somehow, for my atonement, I had to pay for dinner and the escape room.
 I was glad that Sun was a good sport about everyone horning in on our first date. If she had pushed back even a little, I would have put a stop to my friends joining us.
 Actually, it did sound like fun.
 ◊◊◊
 Sun picked a winner for dinner. It was both excellent and touched the adventurous side of my personality. She had us go to an Ethiopian restaurant.
 Watching everyone�s reaction was interesting. Chrissy, Gina, Don, and Cassidy were all eager to try it. When we sat down, Dare and Phil were doubters. Once we finished, everyone said they had enjoyed it.
 They brought out an enormous platter of food and served it family style. We had different varieties of wat�a thick stew�served atop injera, which is a large sourdough flatbread. The bread was made out of fermented teff flour. The idea was to tear a piece of bread off and use it to scoop up the stew. What kid doesn�t want to eat with their fingers?
 We would spin the platter around every few minutes so everyone could try something different.
 ◊◊◊
 The escape rooms had been built in the old IGA grocery store that had gone out of business when Walmart came to town. They had six different rooms where you attempted to solve their puzzles.
 When we came in, I noticed that they had a record time posted at the front desk. A group had escaped their room in twenty-eight minutes.
 �I have a feeling we�ll do well,� Phil said.
 �Why�s that?� Gina asked.
 �David is just a little competitive. I bet he sets the record.�
 I figured that with Sun, Dare, and Gina�s brainpower, the four of us should solve the puzzles quickly.
 One of the staff took us into a room and explained how everything worked. To escape each room, we had several puzzles we would have to figure out. Some clues would help in figuring it out.
 We only had an hour to solve the conundrums and make our escape. She told us only about forty percent of the groups were able to free themselves. She seemed pretty proud of that, which made me even more determined.
 The woman also shared that if it looked like we were stuck, they would give us hints, as they would be watching us on monitors.
 �I think we should look around the room to get the lay of the land before we start reading clues,� Sun suggested.
 We all agreed and began to investigate.
 �This has to be how we get out,� Dare announced.
 Against the wall stood a clear tube with a key at the bottom.
 �I bet we have to find something to fish it out,� Phil suggested.
 Looking around, I walked over to the desk and found a letter opener. I used it to unscrew the clip holding the tube to the wall and pulled it up. The key fell out, so I handed it to Sun.
 �Give it a try.�
 Sure enough, it unlocked the door. Sun walked out and hit a big red button to signal we�d succeeded. Seven minutes! We didn�t need any stinking clues.
 We got our picture taken for their wall of fame and then tried a new room.
 I was proud of my group for figuring out one puzzle in particular. They�d found a safe behind a picture that had a keypad to open it. We�d discovered the clue taped under a lamp.
 �To open the lock, you need a six-digit number that is perfect,� Gina read.
 �That makes no sense,� Cassidy complained.
 �What would make a number perfect?� Jill asked.
 They all looked defeated, and then Sun perked up.
 �Maybe they mean perfect numbers, like 6, 28, 428, and 8128?�
 Dare was the only one who seemed to get it.
 �They�re numbers that are the sum of their divisors,� Dare explained, and when we still looked confused, he grabbed a piece of paper to show us. �The easiest one to explain is 6. What is it divisible by?�
 �Two times three equals six,� Phil offered.
 Dare wrote down 2 + 3 = 6.
 �That only equals five,� Jill pointed out.
 �One. Do we count one when doing this?� Phil asked.
 �In this case yes,� Dare said as he wrote 1 + 2 + 3 = 6.
 �That only has four digits,� Sun said, looking defeated.
 �Try 28,� Cassidy suggested.
 Dare wrote 1 + 2 + 4 + 7 + 14 = 28
 �The keypad only is one through nine,� Don pointed out.
 �Punch in 1, 2, 4, 7, 1, 4,� Jill suggested.
 Don put the code in, and it opened the wall safe.
 Cassidy had said I couldn�t help with this next room. That lasted for the first forty-five minutes; then they allowed me to play. They were stumped on a four-digit lock. The group had figured out the first three digits. Cassidy threatened to hurt me when I began spinning the last dial at each number until I hit seven, and it opened. The others sent me to my corner again.
 I chuckled because this reminded me of what JD had taught us Wednesday: don�t let your biases get in the way of the solution. They were so caught up in solving clues they hadn�t stepped back and used common sense.
 We failed on the last one, but everyone had a great time. Even Don was happy. He�d made it clear that he really wanted to take Cassidy out alone. If that was what he wished, he would have to step up and face Coach Hope to get what he wanted. I doubted Cassidy would ever defy her father.
 I gave Sun high marks on planning our first date even though it turned into a group date. It had all the elements I felt made for a good first date. We had fun, we learned more about each other, and there were no expectations. I realized that I wanted to go out with her again. My night was complete when Sun agreed with me, and we planned a date for the next weekend.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 13 � Set Up  Saturday February 11 
 When I came down for breakfast, I had a pleasant surprise: Fritz was there with Paul.
 �Hey, stranger, what�s new?� I asked.
 �I wanted to give you an update on Chuck�s travels, and I understand young Darius is going to show you his latest in drones,� Fritz said.
 �He�s calling it a flock of drones. Personally, I think it�s just an excuse for him to buy more of them,� I said.
 Mom and Dad came down while I ran upstairs to get the boys for Peggy. When I came back, Fritz was showing my parents pictures of my properties. Fritz had sent Chuck to survey them to determine their security needs. While he was at it, he�d taken pictures we would send to Cindy for decorating ideas.
 �� it overlooks a clothing-optional beach,� Fritz said, catching my full attention.
 I bit my tongue when my mom gave me a warning look.
 �Is that typical in Greece?� Dad asked, saving me from having to dig into which property Fritz was talking about.
 �There are a couple,� Fritz admitted. �David just got lucky that it isn�t the men-only beach that�s two beaches down the coast from his condo.�
 �It�s not a bunch of old people, is it?� I asked without thinking.
 �What do you consider old?� Dad asked.
 �Like that nudist camp you were taking Phil to in Canada.�
 My dad gave me a look that told me we would talk later while my mom stared lasers into the side of his head. I didn�t feel bad because he had served me up to my mom�s wrath with the age comment. It didn�t help my dad�s cause any when Paul barked out a laugh.
 Paul had been on the trip where we pulled the joke on my younger brother. The website I had printed out had had pictures of older people playing volleyball. It just confirmed my belief that after a certain age, you should cover up.
 Thankfully, my mom was more interested in spending my money decorating than in worrying about the view of the beach. After breakfast, she went to the office to call Cindy and go over the pictures Fritz had come back with.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at Dare�s apartment complex, we found him already in the parking lot with a man I vaguely remembered. I suspected he was the mysterious Hunter who had been helping Dare.
 I got a better look at him. He looked to be in his late 50s and still had an athletic build. To be honest, he could be a model. He was my height, with blond hair and piercing blue eyes. I only hoped I would look that good when I got to be his age.
 �Hey. I�m David Dawson, and these are Fritz and Paul, two of my security people who will be operating the drones,� I said by way of introduction.
 �Hunter Jacobs. I�m an engineering professor at State. I like to tinker with drones as a hobby. Darius and I met at the flight school when they were selling a few of their drones, and I found a kindred spirit,� he explained.
 I had a sneaking suspicion he wasn�t telling me everything for some reason. I think he picked up on that and changed the topic.
 �Dare, why don�t you show them what you�ve done,� Hunter suggested.
 I took a look at my friend. Darius was slender and awkward, still only halfway through the metamorphosis that would spit him out as a man. I no longer got the vibe of him as a little boy who needed my protection. His confidence was evident when he began to talk.
 �David told me he wanted drones to help protect his house. They have a few drawbacks that make them impractical unless you want to spend a lot of money,� Dare said and glanced at me hopefully.
 I shook my head to tell him that I wasn�t about to let him bankrupt me. Dare continued.
 �The first issue was they were too loud; any bad guys would hear them coming. The answer was to make some modifications to help quiet them. The way I had to explain it to David was I basically caused the �noise� to be directed upwards.�
 �I think he just called you dumb,� Paul teased.
 �Darius just didn�t want to overcomplicate it,� Hunter said to rescue my socially inept friend.
 �The next problem was the battery life. We tried adding solar panels to an earlier version, but that didn�t extend it long enough and affected the aerodynamics,� Dare explained.
 �That�s when he came up with the solution modeled after the robotic vacuum cleaner. When it needs to recharge, it goes to a docking station and plugs in,� I shared.
 Dare showed us a drawing of what looked like a birdhouse on top of a pole to protect the drone from the elements. The diagram showed a charging station inside. Perched on a pole, a drone would work as a regular security camera with the added benefit of being able to periodically make surveillance rounds.
 �I�ve modified the programming too, so that it would investigate movement,� Dare explained.
 �We used that feature a couple of times when I was in LA. It proved to be pretty good at spotting paparazzi before they ambushed us,� I added.
 �David discovered a hole in my design. He suggested that if he threw something to activate the drone�s need to investigate, he could sneak past the security via the gap it left in coverage. That�s when I called Hunter, and he had some ideas,� Dare admitted.
 �The Russians?� I asked.
 Dare nodded.
 �Is this software legal?� I asked.
 Dare�s expression told me that hadn�t even considered it might not be, but Hunter smiled at me.
 �There currently aren�t any regulations against having the hardware and software we�ve included in these drones. A lot of this is still in the developmental stages, so rules haven�t been put in place yet,� Hunter said.
 That didn�t give me a warm and fuzzy feeling.
 �Did the Russians steal this? Is this poached technology?� I asked.
 �Wouldn�t you think it would cost way more than what you paid if it were?� Hunter asked.
 On the surface, he had a valid point. Being my mother�s son, I picked up that he hadn�t answered the question. Hunter pressed on again.
 �We used the basic framework that the Russian technology provided and tweaked it. I met a Hungarian researcher who was working on learning how animals moved in formations, like fish and birds. To do that, he decided the best way to understand it would be to create flying robots. From that research, he created what he calls �flocking algorithms,�� Hunter said and then had Dare demonstrate.
 In essence, the algorithms allowed the drone to fly without operator intervention. Dare showed us an example with the five drones he�d linked into what he called a flock. They lifted off as one and created a formation around the central, larger drone.
 Dare directed them to fly up his apartment stairwell. Since all five of them clearly wouldn�t fit through the staircase together, some of them hovered in place to wait their turn.
 The autonomous flying would prevent the drones from being jammed. They would continue on their last assigned task if the main drone lost its connection to the controller.
 �We�re still working out everything the software is capable of. We haven�t had a chance to test it all yet,� Hunter said.
 �Like what, exactly?� Fritz asked.
 �It�s supposed to have a search configuration,� Dare answered. �For example, if we link it to David�s cell phone to follow him, and later, he�s missing, the drones are designed to do grid searches to locate him.�
 �Could we use that for the kids?� I asked.
 Fritz had been working on tagging the little ones with tracking devices. Drones could cover a lot more ground than people on foot. He explained that to Hunter and Dare.
 �I don�t see why not. We just need to try it and see,� Hunter confirmed.
 �What if there isn�t a tracker?� I asked.
 �We could do something with thermal-imaging cameras,� Hunter suggested. �And it wouldn�t be all that expensive to add.�
 �One last thing we want to try is the threat assessment,� Dare said.
 They had Dare link the drones to my cell phone to follow me around. I jogged to the end of the parking lot, and the drones spread out with the control one over my head. Then they told me to turn around and walk back.
 Fritz, Hunter, and Dare were huddled around the controller screen when Dare turned on that part of the software. My phone beeped, and I opened the app. It showed me that it had identified four people ahead of me.
 Paul walked towards me, and my phone beeped again, and it showed a dot on his chest go from green to pink.
 �Draw your gun,� Hunter suggested.
 That got a reaction. My phone began to beep a warning, and the dot flashed bright red.
 �Raise your gun and point at the drones,� Hunter instructed.
 As the gun came up, they suddenly began to move erratically to avoid his line of fire.
 �Switch it to the full protection mode,� Hunter instructed Dare.
 The drones continued to dance, but two of them zoomed past Paul. I watched in disbelief when one of them suddenly dove towards the back of his head. Hunter�s hand flew to the controller and hit a button. The drone that had been dive-bombing Paul leveled off and rejoined the flock. They were back in observation mode, as if the mother drone had called them home.
 Paul turned on Hunter.
 �Did you know they would do that?� he accused.
 Hunter held his hands in front of him.
 �Sorry. The manual�s in Russian. I understood enough to gather that it had a full protection mode, but not enough to determine exactly what it would do.�
 �I don�t expect it would kill you, but I bet it would get your attention if it smacked into your head,� I offered.
 �So, you thought you�d try it out on me?� Paul asked, not exactly happy with Hunter.
 �You were the most expendable person here,� Hunter said with a straight face.
 Paul looked to be getting ready to express his displeasure with Hunter by the way he moved his feet. Hunter�s lip twitched, and I suddenly realized that Paul was about to make a mistake. I�d seen how fast Hunter moved when he stopped the drone from cratering Paul�s head.
 �Stop!� I barked. �You�ve underestimated him.�
 Fritz looked at me, then at Hunter, and suddenly became very still.
 �Stand down,� Fritz ordered Paul, and turned to Hunter. �You�ve had training?�
 Hunter didn�t answer. Instead, he looked at me.
 �Can I have five minutes of your time?� he asked.
 He was pretty good at the evasive nonanswer. I wanted to take him home with me and let him face off with either Tami or my mom. No matter how good he was, I was sure they could break him.
 I nodded, then followed him to his truck and got into the passenger seat so we would have some privacy. I looked to where Paul and Fritz stood and saw they were looking at Fritz�s phone, no doubt listening to our conversation.
 �Who are you, really?� I asked.
 �Officially, I�m a professor at State.�
 �Unofficially?�
 �I know Dr. Rossetti, and she shared with me what a special boy Darius is. She�s been worried that he wasn�t passionate about anything. That the last school he attended had damaged him, and he�d withdrawn to the point where she was afraid he�d become a social outcast and a recluse. It was simply coincidence that we met at Lincoln Flight School when they offered drone classes,� Hunter said.
 �You didn�t stalk him or anything, did you?� I asked.
 �In a past life, it was my job to discover truths. Before you ask and I have to give you a nonanswer, I can�t talk about it. Let�s just say that Darius interests me.�
 �Dude. You�re a fifty-year-old man hanging out with a socially awkward teen who�s seeking approval. You get why that sounds a little creepy, right?� I asked.
 Hunter looked shocked. Apparently, he�d never considered what I was implying. Then he found it amusing.
 �If you only knew,� he said and shook his head. �Actually, you probably have a pretty good idea. When I was in high school, I had a serious growth spurt, and ever since, I�ve been successful with the ladies.�
 �So, why help Dare? It�s not like you knew him or were dating Dr. Rossetti, and a lot of smart kids are socially awkward.�
 �When I saw Dare working with the drone, I watched him transform. As a teacher, I seek out people who have potential and try to nudge them in the right direction. There�s nothing better than seeing someone get it and be excited about something,� he explained.
 �Okay, I understand why you�re helping him. I�m still confused about the Chinese, Russian, and now Hungarian research that has helped him create these drones.�
 �What�s your real worry?� Hunter asked.
 �Two worries, actually. How did you know where to get what Dare needed, and is it going to come back and bite him in the butt?�
 �My specialty is aerospace engineering.�
 �And ��
 �You�re a smart boy.�
 �This is part of what you can�t talk about,� I supplied.
 �Yes. Let�s go with that,� Hunter said with a smile.
 The man was starting to get on my nerves, and he seemed to realize that.
 �David, I�m trying not to lie to you,� he explained and looked at his watch. �I have to get going, but I wanted to talk about you for a moment.�
 �I like girls,� I said with a straight face.
 Hunter shook his head.
 �Jesus, you remind me of myself at your age. I was too smart for my own good,� he said, and then changed the subject. �Are you planning to help Darius sell his drones?�
 �Why do you ask?�
 �Because it�s what I would do if I were in your position.�
 �I�ve got someone working on that,� I admitted.
 �Can I give you one piece of advice?� Hunter asked.
 �Sure.�
 �Don�t sell the rights to one of the big companies with military ties.�
 �Why?�
 �They have their own projects going on, and they�ll shelve what he�s put together here. When they do get around to digging into it, they�ll weaponize his design. I expect you don�t want Dare to have that on his conscience,� he explained.
 �That was one of my first considerations when I learned they could fly autonomously.�
 Hunter and I were on the same page with that. I would have a talk with Brook�s grandmother, Grace, to make sure we didn�t go down that path.
 �One last thing,� he said, and he suddenly got more earnest. �Your greatest strength is as a facilitator. Someone who can step back, see the big picture, and direct others. If you can�t solve something, you�re probably too close to it. Pull back, and you�ll see how everything should fit together and what needs to be done. Trust yourself.�
 Just when I thought I had him figured out, Hunter laid that on me. I couldn�t wait to share that with Uncle John. He�d been hammering into my head the power of leadership with delegation.
 Earlier in the week, JD talked to me about not letting my bias cloud my decision making. Uncle John had told me that sometimes you had to hear or read something from a different source for it to really click. Deep in my bones, I recognized that Hunter had just laid an important life lesson on me.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday February 12 
 This morning, I found myself in Sunday school. I hadn�t been since middle school, but Sun had asked me to come with her. I knew they had a teen group but never seemed to find time to make it there. Sun had become involved with the church after they helped her find a family to live with, so I agreed to go this morning.
 I realized something was up when Reverend Jackson came in with his wife, and they were all smiles.
 �Welcome. I�m glad you all came for the big event today. This is one of the best services each year, when you get up in front of the church and pledge your purity until marriage,� Reverend Jackson said.
 I groaned because this smelled like I�d been set up. Each year, the church held a grand service where the teens in the congregation promised to save themselves for marriage. I personally had never made that pledge. Besides, it was a little too late for me, anyway; I had children that proved that.
 �What�s wrong, Honey?� Mrs. Jackson asked me. �Just because you�ve strayed in the past doesn�t mean that God won�t forgive you if you atone for your sins and put yourself on a righteous path.�
 While I agreed with her, that was something I couldn�t do. The problem was that it would be an empty promise, even though it was what the scripture said. It might also be something I would adhere to for a while, but I knew myself.
 First, I had committed to trying to be a man of my word. If I got up in front of the church and pledged that I would wait to have sex until marriage, I would have to stick to it. This was one of those times that my other life goal of learning to say �no� was easy.
 Secondly, I felt that sex was a part of a healthy relationship. It was called �an act of love� for a reason. When Brook and I had expressed that love, it brought us closer together. I wasn�t advocating that for everyone, but it was right for me.
 Finally, I didn�t believe I was going to Hell just because I enjoyed sex. My belief was the balance of what a person did determined whether they were allowed into Heaven. No one was perfect, but I thought that if you did the right thing and were loving and kind, St. Peter would welcome you at the Pearly Gates.
 For the next hour, we were told about the dangers to our souls and read the relevant scripture. I did end up agreeing to lead the little lambs into the church for their pledge. Reverend Jackson and his wife were happy that they had browbeaten me into doing that.
 What disturbed me the most was that Sun seemed pleased with herself.
 Finally, the time came for us to enter the back of the church and walk up the aisle to the front, where the group would make their pledge. I noticed the shock on a lot of people�s faces when they saw me at the front of the line.
 I knew in my bones that when I bailed, the impression it left on the congregation would not be favorable for me in the long run. In retrospect, I should have thought of the optics of all this and refused to lead them in.
 I plastered a smile on my face and began the precession. When I saw my mom, I realized I couldn�t go through with this. I�d been put between a rock and a hard place. Either I had to go through with this or disappoint a lot of people.
 What�s the saying? Out of desperation comes inspiration?
 I joined everyone in the line when we faced the congregation. Reverend Jackson was about to talk when I stepped forward and nudged him to the side.
 �Reverend and Mrs. Jackson joined us today in Sunday school to prepare us for our pledge of abstinence before marriage. I was honored when they asked me, probably the poster boy for the need for the pledge, to lead everyone in today,� I said.
 It was clear that a few people agreed with my assertion.
 �I wholeheartedly agree that waiting to have sex until marriage is the right thing to do. And I want to congratulate everyone who is making the pledge today. I think it is an essential expression of your faith.
 �I urge the teens who are not up here to consider joining them; if not today, then when you are ready. God loves us all. He will accept your pledge when you�re ready, just as he takes you into his fold when you are baptized.
 �God be with you,� I said as I turned to the teens, and then I turned back to the congregation. �And God be with you all.�
 With that, I made my hasty exit to go join my mom in her pew. She grabbed my hand, and her expression told me she thought I�d done well. I glanced around, and everyone had smiles on their faces as the teens made their pledge.
 I knew that after today, Sun and I were not going to go out again. We would remain friends, but she should have known better than to try to manipulate me. I might have to take her out one more time because I�d asked her out, but there wouldn�t be further dates.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 14 � Valentine�s Day Massacre  Tuesday February 14 
 Paul was driving Cassidy and me to school.
 I hadn�t planned any grand gestures for Valentine�s Day this year.
 To be honest, I found it more depressing than anything else. It reminded me that Brook was in Cincinnati, and we were no longer officially going out. I�d learned from my breakup with Tami that chasing someone who didn�t want you was a waste of time and energy. Not to mention the broken heart that came along with it.
 That didn�t mean I couldn�t give Brook a call to just hear her voice, though. I could justify it as still being friends, or at least that was the lie I kept telling myself.
 �Hey, Hotness,� I said and cringed.
 Was I allowed to use my pet name for her now?
 �I was just thinking about you. Word is you were out on a date Friday night and had a good time.�
 Cassidy! I looked pointedly over at my little ninja.
 �Did the rumor mill tell you what my date pulled Sunday?� I asked.
 �No, what?�
 �She asked me to go to Sunday school with her, and they ambushed me with a purity pledge.�
 That seemed to make her day.
 �Seriously? You?� Brook asked.
 �Hey! Why couldn�t I?� I asked.
 �You did break up with her, didn�t you?� Brook asked.
 �We were never officially going out.�
 �David,� she said sternly. �Even if you weren�t �officially� anything, you still have to say the words to her.�
 This side of Brook I hated, the part that made me a better man, even if it was hard.
 �I�ll do it,� I reluctantly agreed.
 �There�s something I need to tell you, too. I have a date for our school�s Valentine�s dance.�
 �I�ll have my mom call Ian to give him pointers on how to talk to your date when he comes to pick you up,� I offered.
 Her dad was a complete pushover when it came to intimidating young men.
 �I�m a liberated woman. Did you not even consider that I might be picking him up?� Brook shot back.
 �I suspected you might be into younger men. I�ll let Dare know that he still has a shot.�
 She ignored my dig about her date being too young to drive.
 �You okay with this?� she asked.
 �Thanks for asking, but I don�t expect you to sit around and become a spinster. Go have fun tonight,� I said, surprising myself.
 I guess must have been growing up because I really did hope that Brook found someone who made her happy.
 �What are you doing tonight?� Brook asked.
 �Going to Wesleyan and being the fifth wheel. Tim and Wolf talked me into getting a suite at the hotel where the dance is being held. Sarah said it would be worth my while.�
 �Wolf is okay with you sleeping with his girlfriend?� Brook said to put a smile on my face.
 She did get my sense of humor.
 �I asked him,� I admitted. �I guess we�ll see tonight.�
 �You sure he didn�t put Sun up to the chastity pledge?�
 That caught me by surprise and actually made me laugh.
 �I miss you.�
 �I miss you too. Have fun tonight,� Brook said and hung up.
 I guess I had gotten lost in my thoughts after I hung up because Cassidy startled me when she touched my hand.
 �You okay?� she asked.
 �No. Not really,� I answered honestly.
 �I miss her too,� she said, and then added, �Brook�s just trying to move on. This guy tonight isn�t someone you need to worry about.�
 �It�s okay. She prepared me for this,� I said to Cassidy. �But I can�t stop thinking that she might be the one that got away, that we might have made it for the long haul.�
 �Nope,� Cassidy said, shaking her head. �You and I haven�t gone out yet.�
 That made me feel better.
 �We should probably wait on that. I need a little time to get over Brook,� I suggested.
 �Besides, you�re not ready to settle down.�
 �What high school senior is?� I asked.
 ◊◊◊
 When we pulled up to the school, I saw Sun waiting for me. I�d managed to avoid her yesterday. It hadn�t been hard because we ran in different circles and didn�t have any classes together.
 �Hey,� we said at the same time.
 �I should have warned you about Sunday school,� Sun said.
 I understood why Sun had invited me. The church encouraged the teens to �spread the word� and invite others. I had no issue with that, but I did have a problem with the topic. It was like Sun had asked me there to be judged, or it was some sort of intervention.
 �No, I get it, but that isn�t something I want to do.�
 �It�s not like you can pick and choose what you believe,� she said.
 I�d heard that many times and disagreed. God gave you free will for a reason.
 �Sun, I like you as a friend, but I don�t think we�re right for each other as more,� I said, to rip the band-aid off this relationship.
 �Is this because I won�t sleep with you?� she asked.
 Sun looked like she was about to start crying. The worst part was that because of my morning �walks� into school, most of the student body was out watching our little drama unfold.
 �Could we take this somewhere more private so I can explain?� I asked.
 �No, I agree. We aren�t right for each other,� Sun said, then twirled around and marched off.
 Well, hell, that didn�t go well. This Valentine�s Day was off to a terrible start. It had to get better from here, didn�t it? In the back of my mind, I remembered a saying about how if you want to make God laugh, you tell him your plans.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, everyone was sharing what they would be doing tonight.
 �We�re going to the dance and then the party at State,� Jill announced.
 I looked over at my dumbass brother.
 �You better have bodyguards for this one,� I said, tilting my head towards his girlfriend.
 �Why would I need bodyguards?� she asked.
 �Because there will be drunk college boys there,� Wolf explained.
 �We�ll be with him,� Yuri said as he pointed to Roc.
 �Keep an eye on things,� I said as I looked Yuri in the eyes to let him know I was putting him in charge.
 �We�ll be fine. Stop acting like my big brother,� Jill complained.
 Phil looked torn, but he was too whipped to tell his girlfriend �no.� Jill comprised a worrisome combination for the kind of party they were going to: hot, a flirt, and absolutely clueless that anything bad might ever happen to her.
 I knew for a fact that Kevin, Luke, and Magic planned to get women drunk and spend some quality time with them. I worried that things would get out of hand and was regretting telling the guys about their party without me there.
 Magic had called and let me know that it looked like a lot of people would be coming. My announcement on social media that I might attend had convinced the sorority Luke had been working on to come tonight. I would bet that they, in turn, would invite frat boys. Frat boys and college football players were a recipe for disaster, as far as high school girls were concerned. Even worse if the girls had been drinking.
 �The word on the street is that Sun dumped you,� Gina said to change the conversation. �Do you have anyone lined up for tonight?�
 Everyone turned and looked at me. I got the vibe that Gina asked that to see if I might take her out. That wasn�t happening.
 �I�m going stag tonight. Who knows, I might meet someone hot.�
 �Exactly how hot? Bang her against a wall because you can�t make it to the bed hot? Or merely take her home at the end of the dance when you haven�t found anyone else hot?� Tim asked.
 I smirked because Tim typically played the straight man to Wolf�s comedy.
 �Men are pigs,� Cassidy grumped.
 �Hey, don�t include me,� Don, her wimpy boyfriend, said.
 You know that sensation you get when the hair on the back of your neck stands up because your �spidey senses� are going off? And you�re sure you�re being talked about? Well, that�s what I suddenly felt.
 I looked across the lunchroom and saw Lisa Felton huddled with Sun, obviously getting the details on our breakup this morning. And by the guilty expressions on their faces when they spotted me looking at them, I knew I was right.
 Lisa stood up and began to walk over.
 I said a bad word.
 �What is your problem � oh, shit,� Gina said when she saw who was walking our way.
 �It looks like we have our answer as to �how hot,�� Cassidy said.
 �Dude, that is a bad idea,� Wolf warned.
 I put on my best smile and got groans around the table in response. Apparently, they�d all seen this car wreck before. There was something about Lisa that turned me on. It had been suggested numerous times that hooking up with Lisa was probably the wrong thing for me to do. The problem with that was we�d hooked up once, and let me just say, it had been spectacular.
 My ex-best friend Alan had posted Lisa�s private diary online for the whole school to see, which included her description of our encounter. The only positive to come out of that was that Lisa�s reputation had been rehabilitated as much as possible. From my friends� reactions, I didn�t think it would ever be fully fixed, and that made me sad. I still contended that Bill Rogers and his deviant friends had spread the unfounded rumors about her sleeping around.
 �Lisa.�
 �David.�
 �How�s your brother?� I asked.
 �They caught his cancer soon enough. They expect a full recovery,� she shared. �How�s your dad?�
 �Better. They say he should be good too.�
 Lisa and I had gotten to know each other better when I visited her brother in the hospital during his first cancer go-round. He�d been back in when he had a checkup that showed it had returned, and I�d gone to visit him.
 Our hospital wasn�t all that big, so I suspected she�d gotten the story about my dad while there. Then again, it might have simply been that we lived in a small town with no real secrets.
 �Call me when you get a chance.�
 �Sure,� I said, and she continued on.
 They say bad things happen in threes. Brook announced she had a date tonight, Sun and I broke up, and now Lisa Felton had announced to the world that she had me in her sights. Was the last one really all that bad?
 �Don�t you dare call her,� Gina said, giving me this holier-than-thou attitude as if I was some kind of, well, �stupid boy.�
 Cassidy shook her head in defeat.
 �Don�t ever tell Boy Wonder not to do something because it has the opposite effect.�
 �What�s wrong with her? I can totally see David taking her out,� Dare, my new best bud, said to defend me.
 We were both saved by the bell before Gina started explaining it to us. Of course, Gina didn�t realize that I was no longer inclined to bow to peer pressure. I could date anyone I wanted, or so I told myself.
 ◊◊◊
 Tim and Wolf drove to Wesleyan separately because they planned to spend the night and blow off school tomorrow. I had a mother who, while letting me do some stuff most parents wouldn�t dream of, would always draw the line at me skipping school.
 On the way, I took advantage of the chance it gave me to talk to Paul about Scarlet.
 �Paul, what do you think of Scarlet?�
 �I like Scarlet. Chuck was a complete knucklehead.�
 I was relieved when he said that. Scarlet had particular desires that I didn�t wholly understand. She was much more into role-play than I had ever experienced. While it sounded like fun, it wasn�t really for me. If it worked for Paul, I figured it would be a win-win. He was a nice guy and seemingly attracted to Scarlet too. I only hoped that Scarlet would like him.
 �I just want to make sure she�s happy,� I said to explain my interest. �Maybe you can give her a call.�
 �I�ll do that,� Paul said, and then became quiet.
 I turned on some music and kicked back to enjoy the ride.
 ◊◊◊
 Since I�d been volunteered to pay for dinner, I got to pick the place. I chose the Brazilian steak restaurant where the waitstaff brought around chunks of different meats on giant skewers for your dining pleasure. They also had an extensive salad bar. The bonus was that Harper had been drafted to be my �date� for dinner so I wouldn�t feel weird.
 Personally, I would have been fine being the fifth wheel. We were all friends, and I had no problem with my exes dating my best guy friends. I�d pushed the memories of dating Harper out of my mind after the incident in Chicago. That was when she hooked up with an old flame at a party I�d taken her to. Then, to top the sundae with a cherry, she�d dated my archnemesis, Mike.
 Somehow, Harper decided she needed to explain her and Mike�s relationship to me over dinner. That led to her voicing her confusion as to why I hated the guy.
 �I never got why you didn�t like Mike. He was good to me � well, until he wasn�t,� Harper said to defend him.
 �Isn�t this where you tell me Mike�s really a nice guy? And if I spent some time and got to know him now that he�s changed his ways, that I�d really like him, and we�d become good friends? And I�d forget the fact that he was having sex with my ex-girlfriend?�
 �David!� Tami chastised.
 �I�m sorry, Harper, that was cruel. How about we agree that I don�t like how Mike treats women? Nor do I like how he tries to stick it to people he envies by messing with their friends. And because of that, Mike and I will never be friends, regardless of whether he changes his ways.�
 �But he said that you used to be close,� Harper prodded.
 �We used to be close until he technically raped my girlfriend.�
 �Technically?� Harper asked.
 �She was drunk and in no condition to consent, and Mike had sex with her anyway. You�re right; there was no �technically� about it,� I said.
 �He sent David a picture of the evidence when he�d finished,� Wolf added.
 Harper looked confused, but Tami bailed me out when she whispered what the picture showed.
 �Okay, I understand now,� Harper admitted, looking disgusted.
 What got me was that Harper had broken up with Mike when she�d discovered that him hitting on another girl. I just didn�t understand girls not getting it when a guy is completely wrong for them.
 �Why are we talking about the douche, anyway? I thought we were going to have fun tonight,� Tim said.
 �What�s going on tonight?� I asked.
 �You guys go back to the hotel and change. We�ll meet you in an hour and go to the dance,� Tami said, taking charge.
 �When does Sarah make this all worth my while?� I asked.
 �What�s he talking about?� Sarah asked.
 �I shared with him that you�d told me that if he got a suite, it would be worth his while. The dumbass purposely misinterpreted what I said,� Wolf explained.
 I gave Sarah my sexiest look, which made her laugh.
 �I�d say you�re the one who�d better worry,� Harper teased Wolf.
 That was the Harper I�d dated. What I�d liked most about her was her sense of humor. Unfortunately, she had no chance to get a rise out of Wolf because he knew how my rule about going after other guys� girls.
 ◊◊◊
 We dropped the girls off at their dorm for them to change. I told Tami that I�d left keys for the hotel rooms for both her and Sarah at the front desk so that she and her friends could use them freely. I reminded everyone that if they took anything from the mini-bar, they had to pay for it. A bottle of water cost six bucks. They could get a glass and use the sink if they got thirsty.
 Tami had made it clear to me that Harper was going to the dance stag. The thought of her put a smile on my face as we entered the hotel. Despite our breakup, and her dating Mike, she remained one of my favorite girls at Wesleyan. I looked forward to getting reacquainted with her, even if only for a few dances.
 �Did you know the first French fries weren�t actually cooked in France?� Wolf asked and paused for effect. �They were cooked in Greece.�
 I groaned.
 �Did you read about David�s new movie called Constipation?�
 Tim shook his head �no.�
 �No? That�s because it hasn�t come out yet,� Wolf said proudly.
 �Get it out of your system. I doubt the ladies will appreciate your humor tonight,� I said, trying to get Wolf to tone it down.
 �Girls like a guy who has a sense of humor. I think I read that in Cosmo,� Wolf complained.
 �They like a guy who�s actually funny,� Tim retorted.
 I burst out laughing at the expression on Wolf�s face as the elevator door opened on our floor.
 �You guys are just jealous of my obvious talent,� Wolf said as I unlocked the door to the suite.
 I began to step in and then froze. In the middle of the living room stood Chloe Larkin, the British actress that Brook and I had met in Palm Springs. She wore a silk robe, and she was naked underneath. It was obvious because the garment did little to hide the naughty bits.
 �Did you miss me?�
 Aw, hell, no! What was I supposed to say to that? I was a little worried because I suspected Chloe had escaped the loony bin. Then I remembered that Paul was downstairs parking the car. Wolf and Tim pushed me into the room so that this little drama didn�t play out in the hall.
 I stood perfectly still. I didn�t want to be the guy who admitted she hadn�t even crossed my mind since the last time I saw her get heavily medicated and hauled off. Chloe�s eyes narrowed as her expression hardened.
 �It�s a �yes� or �no� question, David. Did. You. Miss. Me?�
 �Would you give us a moment?� I pointedly asked Tim and Wolf.
 �Tami would skin me alive if I didn�t stay to witness this,� Tim admitted.
 �Yeah, what he said,� Wolf agreed.
 I would deal with them later. I had crazy-town on my hands, and not the good kind of crazy if the twitch in her eye was any indication.
 �Look, Chloe,� I started.
 �Don�t �look, Chloe� me. I came to your place in Malibu, and now I�ve made this grand gesture on Valentine�s Day. I would think you would get what I feel for you.�
 �How did you get in?� I asked.
 �I told them I was your girlfriend and wanted to surprise you.�
 Sometimes, I forgot what star power could accomplish. We would have to add a warning at the front desk to not hand out a key card to my room, even if a celebrity asked for it. You would think that should already be a policy.
 My pulling a Dawson and going quiet caused her to transform into someone you would see in a horror movie. Specifically, the part where they become the killer who loses their mind and decides to go on a rampage.
 I wasn�t impressed when both Wolf and Tim took a step back. Then I watched in abject fascination as her facial features suddenly changed, and she gave me a sexy look and walked to me with her hips swaying. I imagined this was why she was such a good actress.
 One of the guys groaned in appreciation. No question about it; she looked damned hot. Mr. Happy must have been as confused as I was when she grasped my groin. His not being aroused seemed to confuse her. She looked me in the eye, and I saw the crazy start to come back.
 �You don�t want me?� she asked in a small voice.
 Seeing her so vulnerable almost made me want to wrap her in my arms and protect her. I caught a brief flash of an expression on her face that worried me and made me stop. Then she got determined.
 �I�m desirable, and I�ll prove it to you,� she said as she untied her robe and turned to Tim and Wolf. �You both want to spend time with me, don�t you?�
 She walked up to my two friends and checked their arousal. I momentarily flashed on Groper, the girl who had checked everyone�s package in LA. Was this something new no one had told me about? Tim and Wolf looked like they weren�t quite sure what to do as she got a firm grip. Then Wolf seemed to snap out of it.
 �Hell, yeah,� Wolf said.
 Chloe grabbed a hand from each of them and pulled Wolf and Tim towards one of the bedrooms. She turned her head and gave me the stink eye. The guys were focused on her magnificent body. In the past, they�d both commented on how they wished they could spend time with her. I imagine they�d been fantasizing about her since seeing her on screen. I stood in stunned silence as the three of them sashayed into the bedroom, and the door closed.
 Paul picked that moment to come into the room.
 �We have a security breach,� I told him.
 I explained about Chloe, and when we heard the unmistakable sounds of lust, I decided I�d had enough.
 �Let�s get out of here. I need to go for a drive to clear my head,� I admitted.
 ◊◊◊
 I really didn�t want to be pissed at my friends for taking advantage of the situation. Chloe Larkin was smoking hot, but I felt betrayed that they would be so easily led into having sex with her.
 My personal code would never have allowed me to do it if she�d hooked up with one of them before me. At least, not without checking to see if they were okay with it. I also had a small problem with wondering if she was in her right mind or not. The more I thought about it, the more it bothered me.
 We had stopped at a red light behind a couple of cars when I glanced out the window down an alley.
 WTF?! Did someone just fall out of a window and straight into a dumpster? Did they jump, fall, or were they pushed?
 I unlocked my door and hopped out to go assist whoever had dumpster-dived.
 �David � for shit�s sake. What are you doing?� Paul called after me.
 I ran down the alley, came to the dumpster, and heard a moan. Behind me, horns blared as Paul made an illegal U-turn and parked the car in front of the alley.
 �You need help?� I asked as I looked into the dumpster.
 A woman, on her hands and knees in bags of trash, looked back up at me. I guessed we must have been behind a bar because the stench of sour beer was overpowering.
 �Eww, I�m all wet,� she complained.
 Paul came pounding up behind me.
 �What the hell is going on?� he asked.
 I pointed at my dumpster find.
 �Someone threw a perfectly good girl in the trash. I figured we better claim her before someone else did,� I said.
 �I can hear you,� she grumbled.
 She stood up and looked at us.
 �Is one of you going to help me out?� she asked.
 Her tone said she thought we were mentally challenged when we just stared at her.
 Gazing back at us were sparkling blue eyes that captured my full attention. I wanted to simply gaze into them for the rest of the night. She had kinky black tresses that stuck out every which way, like a rag doll you�d just pulled out of the dryer with its hair full of static electricity.
 Her small frame and delicate features made her look more like a young girl than the full-grown woman she obviously was. One glance at the swell of her breasts and the curve of her hips confirmed she was older than me; I would guess in her early 20s.
 Before I had a chance to help her climb out, Paul stepped forward and offered her a hand.
 �Here. Grab hold,� he said and hoisted her out.
 When she landed on the ground, she stumbled back because one of her shoes was missing. I reached out and grabbed her before she fell down.
 �Oh, no. My shoe and purse are still in there,� she said as she hobbled to the side of the dumpster and looked in. She pointed. �See? Right there.�
 �I�ll help hoist you back in,� I suggested helpfully.
 We locked eyes. I hated her at that moment, mainly because Mr. Happy suddenly made his presence known. He wanted me to jump on my white charger and help her because he wanted to do naughty things with her later. The big brain couldn�t quite get over the fact that she smelled like she�d just come out of a dumpster.
 �You have something in your hair,� I said, pointing.
 �Get it out,� she said, freaking out a little.
 I looked closer and wrinkled my nose, which caused her to start running her fingers through her hair. When she touched the wet napkin�at least, that�s what I hoped it was�she almost lost it.
 �Eww!�
 Paul stepped forward and plucked it out, and it stuck to his fingers. I laughed when he tried to flick it off, and it sailed onto her blouse, causing her to flail around as she attempted to knock it away. It finally came loose and splattered on the ground, leaving a disgusting wet spot.
 I would have to throw my shirt away if it got something like that on it. She shivered in disgust when she inspected it more closely.
 Paul, seeing that she didn�t seem happy with him, did the dumbest thing I�d ever seen: he jumped into the dumpster to retrieve her shoe and purse.
 �You�re not getting in the car if you got that crap on you,� I warned him.
 I cringed a little because I sounded like my mother.
 Then my phone rang. I looked at the caller ID and saw it was Tami. Frick! I�d totally forgotten that she and Sarah had planned to come to the hotel after they changed clothes. I hoped they were in the lobby and hadn�t gone upstairs yet.
 When I answered, I heard crying on the other end. Could this day get any worse?
 ◊◊◊
 Against my better judgment, I let Dumpster Girl and Paul get in the car so we could drive to Tami�s dorm.
 �Why are we going to your friend�s dorm?� Dumpster Girl asked.
 �Their boyfriends got lured into a threesome with Chloe Larkin ��
 She began to shake her head.
 �Stop right there. There is no way that is true. Chloe Larkin is a sweet girl who would never do something like that,� she said, obviously confusing her character with real life. �Plus, why would she be here? I think she lives in Hollywood or something.�
 �She came to see me,� I said.
 �Are you putting me on?� she asked and then looked at Paul in the front seat. �Is he putting me on?�
 �Nope. She really did come to see David,� Paul assured her.
 �Enough about my drama. Why were you dumpster-diving?� I asked.
 �I went to that bar to meet a group of my girlfriends to celebrate the fact that men are a lower life-form, and we�re lucky to be rid of them. But then my ex showed up with his new girlfriend. I escaped to the bathroom so he wouldn�t see me. I figured I would climb out the window so I wouldn�t have to face him. Landing in the dumpster was an accident,� she explained.
 �I can see that. I would rather climb out a window and into a dumpster than have to face some of my exes,� Paul said.
 We pulled up to the dorm, and Paul parked.
 �I need to move the car,� Paul said, pointing at the sign that said that only people with Wesleyan parking stickers were allowed to park there.
 �Don�t worry about it, I�ll pay for the ticket if you get one. I just want to pop in, be supportive, and get out. While we�re there, maybe you two can figure out how to smell better,� I suggested.
 �Is he always a dick?� Dumpster Girl asked.
 �Pretty much,� Paul replied.
 I flipped them both off and led them into the dorm. The girl at the desk recognized me and waved me in.
 I found Harper consoling Tami and Sarah. The two wronged girls leaped into my arms and began to cry as soon as I walked in. I looked over their shoulders at Harper.
 �Can you help those two out?� I asked as I tilted my head towards Paul and Dumpster Girl.
 Once Harper figured out what was wrong, she became all business, and I could focus on my friends.
 �So, what happened?� I asked as I led them back to the couch and sat down.
 �We got the keys you left us. We first went into the adjoining room and didn�t find either Wolf or Tim,� Tami started.
 �The door was open between the rooms, so we went into the suite,� Sarah explained. �Harper said it�s nice and that she�ll tell her parents about it for when they come down for graduation.�
 �Wait. Harper was with you?� I asked.
 �Uhm, yes,� Tami said and then blushed.
 It didn�t take much to imagine what Sarah had meant when she said it would be worth my while to show up tonight. I was bummed the night hadn�t gone according to plan.
 �We heard � well, you know,� Sarah stumbled over her words.
 �We figured you were with someone,� Tami admitted.
 I could imagine what happened next.
 �You decided to spy on me,� I offered, letting them off the hook of spelling it out.
 It seemed like people found ways to watch my activities. The last time had been when I was at the party in Cincinnati with Brook. I started to wonder if I might be some female voyeurs� favorite target.
 �I can�t believe they were with Chloe Larkin. How am I ever supposed to compete with someone like that?� Tami asked, and it looked like she was going to cry again.
 Sarah also looked defeated.
 �You have to be kidding me,� I said indignantly. �I would rather spend time with both of you than touch Chloe.�
 Sarah looked at me disgustedly.
 �Did you catch what he said?� she asked, looking at Tami. �He said both of us.�
 Harper came back in with Paul in tow. I guess Dumpster Girl needed more cleaning up. I noticed that Paul now smelled like girly perfume, but that sure beat freshly dipped dumpster.
 Tami and Sarah looked at me suspiciously.
 �Hey,� I said, holding up my hands. �What did we do when Harper dumped me?�
 Sarah blushed. I turned to Harper.
 �Sorry.�
 �No problem. Sarah was just being a friend,� Harper said.
 I almost believed her. I wouldn�t be quite as forgiving if Wolf or Tim had slept with Brook to help her get over me. Suddenly, I saw it from her side and felt horrible.
 �God, Harper, I�m so sorry. I only now realized what a dick move that was,� I admitted.
 �It did seem like you were piling on,� Harper agreed.
 �I really am sorry. At the time, I was hurting and only thinking about myself.�
 Dumpster Girl had returned. It looked like she�d borrowed clothes from Harper, and she carried hers in a garbage bag.
 Tami shook her head in disbelief.
 �Why do you suddenly sound grown-up when all I want to do is have you kick their butts for me?� she asked.
 �Slow down,� I said, and smiled. �Someone wiser than me suggested that I not do what first jumps to mind.�
 �Don�t you start using my own words against me,� Tami warned.
 �Let�s step back for a moment. You both planned to dump them at the end of senior year,� I reminded Sarah and Tami.
 �That doesn�t mean that I wanted to be the one dumped,� Sarah said.
 I stifled my urge to laugh. Maybe I was the grown-up here. Then again, Wolf and Tim had cheated on them, and the girls had every right to be mad. It was clear they were hurting, so I decided to try to lighten the mood.
 �What did you expect them to do?� I asked with a straight face. �I mean, we�re talking about Chloe frickin� Larkin.�
 While I said that, I gave them my awed-teen look like I�d just been told that the baseball player had dumped Hannah Minacci, and she had come to her senses. Unfortunately, I�d forgotten that Tami had grown up a tomboy and had a vicious right hook. She slugged me in the chest. It might have been too soon to joke about this colossal mess.
 �Dang, Girl,� I complained. That would leave a mark.
 At that moment, my phone rang. I looked at it, confused. The caller ID said, �Cassidy.� I got worried that something had happened to my family, so I answered it.
 ◊◊◊
 I hung up and turned to Paul.
 �We have to go,� I said and turned to Tami and Sarah. �Are you going to be okay?�
 �No,� Tami grumped.
 Harper gave her a hug.
 �We�ll be fine,� Sarah assured me and then asked, �Where do you have to go?�
 Sarah and Wolf had been on shaky ground when we were in LA, so it didn�t surprise me that she wasn�t as hurt as Tami. Tami, on the other hand, had no reason to believe that Tim would ever pull a stunt like this. I foresaw a long talk with Tim and Wolf in the near future.
 Regardless of how that turned out, I vowed I would never again set them up with or allow them to date any girls I was close to. They�d lost my trust when they pulled this tonight. I didn�t care if it was Chloe Frickin� Larkin or some random girl they picked up. This was a total dick move if you claimed to have a girlfriend. I guess high school guys really are �stupid boys.�
 �Cassidy Hope just got dumped at a restaurant, and her date left her with the tab. She and the other couple with them don�t have enough money to pay it, and they need a ride,� I explained.
 �Is it your job to clean up everyone�s mess tonight?� Dumpster Girl asked.
 �It says something that David is the one we call when we really need something,� Tami observed.
 I gave all the Wesleyan girls one last hug and started for the door. Dumpster Girl surprised me when she said she�d be going with us.
 �Your night seems a lot more interesting than me going home and drinking alone,� she explained.
 I looked at Paul, and he simply shrugged.
 �Okay, let�s get going,� I said.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 15 � Valentine�s Day Massacre Part Deux  Tuesday February 14 
 On the drive to pick up Cassidy, Dare, and Chrissy, I wanted Dumpster Girl to talk to me. I wanted to find out her name, for one thing. Then the romantic in me wanted to learn all about her.
 What were her dreams? Was she in school, or did she have a job? Was she into younger men? What did her laugh sound like? What did she like to do when she wasn�t leaping into dumpsters? How would it feel to wrap her in my arms and kiss her?
 �I�d like to kiss you,� I blurted out before thinking.
 �We don�t know each other. You might have a serious girlfriend.�
 �I don�t.�
 �How is that even possible?� Dumpster Girl asked to slow me down.
 �That�s a long story. What I want to know is how can a woman who�s as stunning and amusing as you, and is irrational enough to jump through a bar bathroom window, be single?�
 �I�m not stunning.�
 �I have to disagree with you on that,� I said.
 �Don�t get me wrong; I�m pretty in the right light and the right makeup. Crawling out of a dumpster isn�t my best look,� she admitted and then killed me. �Besides, you�re too young for me.�
 �What about me?� Paul asked.
 WTF?! My driver/security was trying to steal my dumpster find. I rolled my eyes when she blushed. Frick! She was into him.
 �Pull over,� I ordered.
 Paul looked confused. He became even more confused when I got out of the car and walked around to the driver�s door. He rolled down his window.
 �What are you doing?�
 �I�m driving. Now get in the back,� I said.
 For once, he didn�t argue with me. By the time we�d gotten to the restaurant, the two in the back seat were starting to get a little frisky.
 �Just drive around for a bit,� Paul suggested.
 I now understood how my drivers felt when I asked them to do the same. I ignored him and got out of the car.
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy, Dare, and Chrissy were sitting in the lobby. Cassidy caught me entirely by surprise when she jumped up, put me in a hug, and began to cry. My fierce little ninja wasn�t one of those girly-girls who did things like cry over a guy. She was more the type that would kick him in the junk and leave him curled up in a little ball to think about what he�d done to her.
 �Let me pay the bill, and then you can tell me all about it,� I suggested as I worked to get free.
 �Shut up and hug me,� she ordered, so I did just that.
 Paul and Dumpster Girl came in.
 �Hey, go pay their bill for me,� I told Paul.
 The jerk pulled my wallet out of my pocket and left to pay. Cassidy let me go when she realized we had a girl with us.
 �Who�s that?� she asked suspiciously.
 �I found her in a dumpster, so I claimed her as mine,� I said, which caused both Chrissy and Dare to smile.
 �He found you in a dumpster?� Cassidy asked.
 �Yeah. It�s a long story,� she said, and then looked at me. �Aren�t you going to introduce us?�
 �Oh, yeah. This is Cassidy; Darius, who we call Dare; and Dare�s girlfriend, Chrissy. Everyone, this is Dumpster Girl.�
 They all gave me dirty looks.
 �Hey, if you pull them out of the trash, you get to name them,� I said.
 �She�s not a puppy,� Chrissy said.
 Paul came back and handed me a receipt to sign for the bill. I added a nice tip for their trouble.
 �Thanks,� Dare said as he handed me cash for his and Chrissy�s portion of the bill.
 I led everyone out, and Cassidy gave me a funny look when I got in the driver�s seat. She claimed shotgun.
 �Paul and Dumpster Girl are getting to know each other,� I said. Then I leaned over and told Cassidy in a low voice, �Keep an eye on them so they don�t do anything to scare the children.�
 We dropped Chrissy off. I was impressed that Mr. Bashful kissed her goodnight. Greg had done well in helping Dare figure out what to do with a girl. Next, we took the would-be Casanova home.
 On the way to Cassidy�s, I got another call, this time from Yuri. By this point, I was starting to dread answering my phone. I showed Cassidy the caller ID.
 �That can�t be good.�
 �This is David.�
 �Phil got the crap kicked out of him, and Jill is missing,� Yuri said.
 I turned on the Bluetooth to allow everyone else to hear his side of the conversation.
 �Tell me what happened.�
 �This place is a madhouse. The party spilled out into the parking lot, and there have been several fights so far,� Yuri said to give us a sense of what the party was like.
 �What happened to my brother and Jill?� I asked.
 �You�re not going to like this,� Yuri said and paused. �Luke and Mike kicked his butt. We think Jill�s in Luke�s bedroom.�
 ◊◊◊
 I didn�t want to walk into that party without backup, so I called Wolf and Tim. The only good news so far tonight was that they were almost home. Wolf started the call tree to get more help. We agreed to meet at my brother�s complex, a couple of blocks away from Luke and Magic�s. It didn�t sound like we would find parking anywhere closer.
 Yuri and Roc were tasked with taking care of my brother. They didn�t think he needed to go to the hospital, but his face was pretty bruised-up.
 Once we got to Greg�s, we went inside to wait for everyone else. I explained to my older brother what was going on.
 �Why don�t you just call the police and let them deal with it?� Angie asked.
 �Because this has to end. Mike and Luke need to learn not to mess with us anymore. If this continues to escalate, it might get nasty,� I said.
 �Inviting more people to go over there is a bad idea. Plus, you have to expect that if you start this, you will be videoed for sure. It�ll cause you more problems than it�s worth,� Greg advised.
 �What I want them there for is to keep everyone off me. I don�t need Luke�s football friends holding me while I get my ass kicked. If that happens, I won�t hold back, and someone will end up in the hospital. Someone other than me,� I explained.
 When Wolf and Tim showed up, they had several guys from the team with them. I explained this would be like baseball. I was the designated fighter, and they�d better not join in unless it looked like I needed help.
 ◊◊◊
 We got to the party and found it totally out of control. I think my original guess of a couple thousand people might be low. It was only a matter of time before the police showed up. As we pushed our way in, we saw a frat guy get clocked by what looked like a football player. This would soon turn into a brawl.
 �Make a hole,� Wolf barked.
 Paul led the way with Tim and Wolf right behind him; I was behind them with Cassidy at my back. The other football players from Lincoln were on my sides and behind Cassidy. The partygoers parted to allow us through.
 I guess I should have been happy we made it as far as we did before someone noticed me.
 �It�s David Dawson!� a sorority girl squealed.
 That caused everyone to take notice, and we were suddenly surrounded. I was glad that Paul doggedly kept pushing through, or we would have been trapped. For once, I didn�t want to deal with fans.
 I spotted Luke and Mike. Luke said something to his brother, and Mike took off into the apartment building, while Luke came out to meet us. I saw he had some State football players backing him up.
 �Where�s Jill?!� I barked.
 �Calm down. She�s sleeping it off in my bedroom,� Luke said as we faced off.
 �If your rapist brother has touched her, I will kick the shit out of both of you,� I said.
 Luke took a swing at me. My first instinct was to pound him into the dirt, but I knew that would be all this party needed to turn into a free-for-all. There was already too much testosterone and alcohol flowing for it not to.
 I saw the punch coming, so I deflected it and jabbed Luke in the back of the arm. There�s a bundle of nerves there that, when struck, causes your arm to go numb.
 �Shit!� Luke complained as he shook his arm to get feeling back in it.
 When he tried to protect his arm, I grabbed his hand and got hold of his thumb. Luke�s backup surged forward. Then Luke let out a blood-curdling scream as I applied some pressure.
 �Back off, or I�ll end his football-playing days,� I warned.
 �Stop! Do as he says!� Luke begged.
 He was a true believer, and his buddies saw I wasn�t playing around.
 �I understand you held my brother while your brother beat the hell out of him. Give me one good reason why I shouldn�t rip off both your thumbs and shove them up your ass?� I asked.
 �Please, no. I�ll do anything,� Luke begged.
 Frick! I saw a few people with their phones out.
 �If�and I mean IF�Jill hasn�t been touched, we�ll call it quits,� I said loud enough to be picked up on the recordings. I then bent down to talk to Luke without anyone overhearing. �You do realize that I�m going to kick the shit out of Mike, right?�
 �Yeah.�
 �You and I aren�t going to have a problem later, are we?� I asked.
 �Just don�t do any permanent damage,� Luke said.
 �Deal,� I said as I released him.
 �We�re good,� Luke said to his friends to let them know to stand down.
 I turned to Wolf, Tim, Paul, and Cassidy.
 �Mike�s inside Luke�s apartment. I need you to clear it out and keep everyone outside. Mike and I need some alone time.�
 �Finally! Someone has needed to do this for a long time,� Wolf said.
 Mike wasn�t happy when Luke unlocked his apartment door to let us in.
 �What the hell, Luke? Are you going to let all of them beat me up?� Mike asked his brother.
 Luke shook his head, turned around, and walked out. Mike looked like he might start crying. Tim and Wolf quickly got everyone out. I sent Cassidy and Paul out so it was just Mike and me.
 �Did you think I would let it slide that you went after my brother�s girlfriend and then used him as a punching bag?� I asked.
 Mike must have been drinking because he suddenly had his beer muscles.
 �She�s too much woman for some pencil-dicked wimp like your brother.�
 �Is getting them drunk and passed out the only way you can get a woman?� I shot back.
 �You think you�re something special, don�t you? My brother banged your first girlfriend, Tracy, like a drum. I showed Mona what a real man is. Harper, she said you came up short in the equipment department.
 �Now, I�m going to kick your ass and then show your little brother that he isn�t man enough to keep his girl,� he sneered. Then he added, �And my old man banged your mom.�
 I think he expected I would be the one to start this fight. I couldn�t. Paul had warned me that Mike had to hit me first. Once that happened, I was free to defend myself.
 �I was with Harper earlier tonight. She said you were as quick on the draw as your brother. You realize that you have to last more than a minute to satisfy a woman, right?� I asked.
 Yep, that did it.
 When you get into a fight with someone who isn�t trained, there are usually only a couple of styles you see. The first is where they lean back to keep their head from being punched. Cassidy had taught me to sweep their legs to get them on the ground and then go all Krav Maga on their ass.
 Another style was to bull-rush your opponent. With that, I would use my judo moves to throw them and again get them on the ground.
 Mike fancied himself a boxer. When I saw that, I wasn�t worried. That was until he jabbed, and I made the mistake of taking that as an opening to close with him. The uppercut all but put my lights out. Mike must have thought he was a professional boxer because he instantly came in for the kill, raining punches down on me.
 Mike should have known that I had worked with Cassidy long enough that I would know how to defend myself. Little head and body movements could negate wild punches. If I didn�t do something soon, though, the cumulative damage would begin to take its toll.
 I figured I had taken enough punishment that I could now go on the offensive. I threw a vicious overhand right that hit his left eyebrow, splitting it wide open. Mike staggered back as I closed and threw a left that bloodied his right cheek. Mike suddenly realized that I wasn�t going to be a pushover. He made the mistake of standing straight up, which opened up his ribs for me.
 Over the last four years, I�d worked on my strength training, quickness, and endurance. I�d also been in a car accident and had experienced firsthand how excruciating it was to get hit in the ribs. I threw three devastating right hooks into his side, which had Mike crying out in pain.
 He dropped his elbow to try to protect himself when I came over the top and smashed his nose. I was shocked at how much blood suddenly gushed all over the front of his shirt. For it to bleed that much, I had to have broken it.
 �Enough,� he begged.
 �Did you stop with my brother?� I asked.
 Mike knew we both could guess he hadn�t.
 �Get out of here. If I ever hear you pull something like this again �� I left hanging.
 �It will never happen again,� he said, and stumbled toward the door.
 As much as I wanted to beat him senseless, I recognized that was a bad idea. My bodycam would show that he started it. I didn�t need it to show that I continued to kick his butt after he�d given up.
 ◊◊◊
 As Mike left, Paul, Cassidy, Tim, and Wolf came in.
 �We need to get going. The police have been called,� Paul warned me.
 He must have been listening to his police scanner app.
 �Give me a minute. I need to check on Jill and get her home,� I said.
 �Okay, but we don�t have all night,� Paul said. He turned and told Cassidy, �Go get the car.�
 I tossed her the keys and walked back to Luke�s bedroom.
 When I opened the door, I came to a stop. I�d expected to find Jill passed out, but what I saw was something entirely different. In fact, I had to step back into the hall for a moment just to make sure I hadn�t imagined what I found.
 I looked back in and confirmed my eyes weren�t deceiving me. Jill lay in the middle of the bed, blouse gaping open, eyes closed, earbuds plugged into her phone, with her hand down her panties.
 I licked my lips as the sexual beast in me held me in place while she squirmed in pleasure. What was it Scarlet said? �Holy sweet baby Jesus riding on a unicorn.� I suddenly got what she meant. Jill Lacier was magnificent to behold at that moment.
 What should I do? I contemplated my options as I began to breathe hard. I could do the right thing and close the door until she finished. That way, I could act like I never saw my brother�s hot girlfriend pleasuring herself. I would take that image to my grave.
 Better yet, I could use it to fuel my fantasies when I wanted to pleasure myself late at night. I would have to somehow get my bodycam footage of this out of my security�s clutches. They never let me keep the good stuff. Her being underage might be a slight problem, but I felt confident I�d find some way to overcome that obstacle.
 Then I remembered something. Tami always said I shouldn�t do the first thing that popped into my head. My second through fifth choices were to watch. I won�t even mention what number six was. I would probably burn in Hell for that one.
 Seven, I could go out to the kitchen and down a couple of Jell-O shots. Or � choice eight was still to perv out and watch.
 Better yet was number nine: I could tell Jill that I�d arrived to save her. I contemplated how I might manage to do that. Mr. Happy and the Sexual Beast both had some fantastic ideas that would definitely alert her to my presence. All that stopped me was that I was sure it would embarrass her to be caught in the act.
 Or � I could watch.
 The big brain finally figured out that the evil twins were distracting me into inaction. Mr. Happy and the Sexual Beast had paralyzed me so they could watch. At least, that was the story I would tell if anyone caught me.
 Jill was getting close to her goal because I saw her bite her lower lip and push her hand in deeper. She was almost angrily abusing herself.
 Jill then reached up and pushed open her blouse, so I got a full view of her breasts. They were as spectacular as I�d imagined, and when she began to play with her nipple � let�s just say I was a big fan of how Jill pleasured herself.
 She gasped in short and desperate breaths, and her hips bucked as she twisted in on herself. The moan she let out caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up.
 Jill frantically used both hands to push her jeans off her hips so she had better access. If her panties had come down, it would have been game over.
 I found myself rubbing the bulge in my jeans, but I resisted the urge to get a grip on myself as I watched her hand gain purchase. Every fiber of my being wanted to come with her.
 In the throes of her pleasure, she accidentally flipped her phone over, and I caught a glimpse of the video she was watching. From the shock, I grasped my length, squeezed hard, and moaned with Jill. She was watching my love scene from The Secret Circle. My brother�s girlfriend was jilling off to me.
 The male ego is a funny thing. Knowing that Jill would use me to help satisfy her masturbatory fantasies was one of the greatest turn-ons I�d ever experienced. The old me might have had to share that little tidbit with my friends. It would kill me not to tease my brother about this little factoid.
 Surprisingly, learning what she was doing with my video allowed the big brain to reengage and keep me under control. That didn�t mean that Mr. Happy wasn�t impersonating a steel rod trying to rip through my jeans. I shuddered when Jill finally reached her goal, and her eyes popped open.
 Jill shrieked and promptly fell off the bed when she saw me in the doorway. I walked around the side of the bed as she frantically worked to get her shirt and jeans back in place.
 �You okay?� I asked as I grasped her wrist to help her stand up.
 Jill jerked her earbuds out. She almost fell down again, which told me she had to be either stoned or drunk. The look of confusion in her eyes made me worry she might bolt. I made gentle noises like Zoe had taught me to use with a young colt that wasn�t sure of people yet as I tried to tame it.
 Mr. Happy wrenched control of the body. I pulled her hand up to my lips, sucked her fingers into my mouth, and closed my eyes as I tasted Jill. That was the closest I would ever get to those glorious lady-bits. When I opened my eyes, she blinked and began to giggle, which broke the tension.
 �You really are a pervert,� she drawled as she accused me.
 I gave her a lopsided grin. What could I say to that?
 Suddenly, it was as if everything from tonight came rushing back to her, and Jill collapsed on the floor.
 �Oh, God. You warned me.�
 �Come on. Let�s get you home,� I urged her.
 Jill was dazed as I led her out. Paul, Wolf, and Tim worked to get us through the thinning crowd. When the cops had shown up, the horde had scattered. I guess college kids were the same as high schoolers in that regard.
 Cassidy was able to pull up to the building. I saw Dumpster Girl in the front seat with her. She�d stayed at my brother�s place while I�d taken care of Luke and Mike.
 Cassidy got out and helped Jill into the car. I turned to Wolf and Tim.
 �Thanks for having my back,� I said, shaking their hands.
 �No problem,� Wolf said.
 �How mad is Tami?� Tim asked.
 �Dude. Don�t get me in the middle of that mess. Suck it up and call her,� I suggested.
 �Are we okay?� Tim asked.
 �What did I say I would do if you ever hurt her?� I asked.
 He hung his head, and Wolf looked worried.
 �Look. I�m really not cool with what went down. Even so, it matters that you both showed up when I needed you. Give me some time to sort it out for myself.�
 They relaxed a bit.
 �Tell the guys I appreciate them showing up, too,� I said.
 �We�ll take care of it. I need to get home,� Tim said.
 ◊◊◊
 Jill�s dad wasn�t happy when I dropped her off. I shared with him how Phil had defended her, which calmed him down some. Still, I was betting there would be hell to pay come morning.
 I didn�t tell him that I suspected someone had given Jill some sort of drug. As much as I was tempted to, because the repercussions for Mike and Luke would�ve been severe, the consequences for Jill would�ve been almost as dire.
 Our next stop was Cassidy�s house. I got out of the car and told Paul to take Dumpster Girl home and that I would walk to my house. I still hadn�t learned her name.
 Cassidy looked at me funny when I followed her into the house.
 �I need to talk to your dad,� I said.
 �Why?�
 �He and I need to straighten something out.�
 That didn�t make her happy, but she stepped inside and got her dad.
 �Coach.�
 �What can I do for you, David?�
 �Your rule about Cassidy only going on group dates needs to stop.�
 �Son, I hate to say this, but she is my daughter and ��
 �Just listen to me for a minute,� I said, cutting him off. �Cassidy isn�t a little girl anymore. Both you and I know that none of her dates are ever going to force her to do anything she doesn�t want to happen. And tonight, she got dumped because she can�t even go out alone with her boyfriend on Valentine�s Day.�
 �Don broke up with her?� Coach Hope asked, clearly dumbfounded.
 �Yeah,� I said and sighed. �She�s pretty torn up about it.�
 �If this is a big deal for her, why didn�t Cassidy tell me?�
 �Because you�re her dad, and she looks up to you and wants to please you. I want her to keep looking up to you, but that won�t happen in the long run if you keep this up. I realize you want to protect her, but what you�re actually doing is stifling her and stunting her social growth.�
 Coach shook his head and frowned for a second, processing what I�d said.
 �Okay. I�ll talk to Cassidy about it,� he assured me.
 I�d made it halfway down the drive when the front door burst open, and I suddenly had my little ninja in my arms.
 �Thank you.�
 I chuckled. For as bad as this day had been, at least something good had come out of it.
 �You�re welcome. Now you better get back inside before your dad decides he needs to track me down.�
 �Daddy would never hurt you,� she said, and then bounded back into the house.
 I knew he was about to change his dating rules for her. There was no way he could say �no� now. No father could when they saw how happy their little girl was.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 16 � Aftershock   Wednesday February 15 
 I was mindful of Frank�s tenets of getting out in front of the news and preparing for the worst. So, I got the bodycam video of the previous night�s fight from my security and emailed it to him. I accompanied that with a message to call me once he�d had a chance to review it. Luckily, he was still asleep, Los Angeles being two hours behind our time.
 The events of last night had already reached my parent�s ears by the time I came downstairs. That was something I hated about growing up in a small town: trouble always beat you home. I told them I�d sent the bodycam video to Frank, �just in case.�
 I was saved from having to talk about it further because my dad had his morning workout with Joey. Mom had started to go with them to make sure Greg and my dad took this seriously. Both men had some weight to lose, and there was the specter of my dad�s heart issues to contend with.
 Joey had talked to my dad�s doctors and gotten the dos and don�ts of his rehabilitation. She�d worked with athletes to help them recover from injuries but had never before dealt with someone with a heart condition. She had him riding a stationary bike and walking on a treadmill for now so he could build up his stamina while not overdoing it.
 As my parents walked out to go to the gym, they informed me that we would talk tonight. Great, I had that to look forward to all day.
 ◊◊◊
 The Lincoln High grapevine proved itself in fine form as the various versions of last night�s massacre made their way through the student body. Dare filled me in on what he�d been told.
 �Did you really fight both Luke and Mike Herndon last night?� he asked.
 �Why? What did you hear?� I asked.
 �That it was payback for what they did to Phil and Jill. You made Luke get on his knees and acknowledge you as the Alpha Male, and then you beat Mike bloody. Luke had to take him to the hospital after you were done exacting your vengeance,� Dare gushed.
 Crud! It sounded like I was some kind of comic-book werewolf or something that had come to life and decimated the Herndon clan.
 �Did you really pass on Chloe Larkin and give her to Tim and Wolf as a reward for being your loyal servants? Could you get Brook for me? I promise to be a loyal servant,� Dare babbled on.
 �Settle down. I didn�t give them anything. You�re aware that they lost their girlfriends last night, right?� I asked.
 �But it was totally worth it. They got to have sex with Chloe Larkin,� Dare pressed.
 �So, you�re willing to lose Chrissy as a girlfriend if I snap my fingers and give you Brook Davis for a night?� I asked.
 This was something that teenage boys did. You asked, �Would you give up your left nut if you could have sex with {insert random name}?� I didn�t expect Dare had ever played before because his brain finally caught up with his motormouth, and he didn�t catch on that I was teasing him.
 This chattiness was a new side of Dare that I found both amusing and irritating. Next, he would be like Alan and never shut up.
 �No,� he said dejectedly. �I don�t want to lose Chrissy.�
 A couple clever retorts came to mind, but let it slide because it was Dare.
 �I guess there�s no talk about Dumpster Girl?� I asked.
 �Oh, there is, but you finding a new girl is no big news. Everyone says that they seem to throw themselves at you. She does get high marks for getting your attention by jumping into a dumpster,� Dare said, looking at his shoes, and then he looked up and smiled. �We all thought it was funny that Paul stole her from you.�
 I put him in a headlock and rubbed the top of his head, which made him squeal. My little ninja appeared and made me let him go. Dare was giggling like a little girl. It pleased me to see that he could now take something like that and know I wasn�t trying to hurt him. The kid had come a long way from the introvert that arrived at Lincoln High. He still didn�t talk to many people, but he�d opened up to Cassidy and me since Brook left. He�d even become brave enough to make comments at lunch.
 �You�re not hurting him?� she asked.
 �No. Dare was being a smartass,� I said.
 �I pointed out that David lost his dumpster find to Paul,� Dare said to fill her in.
 �Are you going to try to fix things with Don?� I asked to change the focus from me to Cassidy.
 �As if. Not after he walked out like that. He should have taken us home at the very least,� Cassidy concluded.
 �If you listen to Dare, I�m some sort of avenging angel. I can go kick his butt if you want,� I offered.
 �No. You�ve reached your limit on hurting boys this week. I�ll take care of it,� Cassidy said.
 �There he is,� Dare supplied helpfully.
 The three of us looked at Don as he walked into the school. He saw us and turned white. Don impressed me when he used his sister as a human shield while he hustled inside. She looked every bit as impressed as I was. I suspected that we would be dealing with the aftershocks from last night for some time.
 ◊◊◊
 Joey and Cassidy sent me to lift with Tim and Wolf during PE because the training staff was busy evaluating my little brother�s injuries from last night. I�d caught a glimpse, and Mike had done a number on him. The only difference from what I�d done to Mike was that Phil didn�t look to have any serious cuts or a broken nose, though he did have a split lip.
 My friends had already begun lifting when I came into the weight room. They both gave me a wary look.
 �Joey told me to rotate in with you today,� I said to explain my presence.
 �We�re doing upper body today,� Tim said.
 I just nodded.
 Everyone in the weight room remained quiet as we worked out. It took about ten minutes for me to notice the silence. Typically, when there was a bunch of high school guys lifting, there would be constant banter going on.
 Wolf was doing bench presses with Tim spotting when Don appeared at my side.
 �Can I talk to you for a moment?� he asked.
 I glanced over, and he looked like he was afraid I planned to kick his butt or something.
 �Sure,� I said, and let him lead me into the hall.
 �Is Cassidy really angry enough to beat me up?� Don asked.
 �Well, I offered to do it for her,� I said with a straight face, and he noticeably flinched, �but she told me she would take care of it herself.�
 �I messed up. I should never have left Cassidy at the restaurant without paying,� he admitted. �It�s just that I got frustrated. I wanted last night to be just the two of us, and once again, we were on a double date.�
 �Did you ever try to talk to Coach Hope about that?� I asked.
 Don looked at me like I�d told him one of Wolf�s jokes that made no sense.
 �He would never agree to that.�
 �Then why are you bitching about something that�s never going to change? That�s part of the deal if you date Cassidy.�
 Don knew the score, and I thought he�d finally come to grips with it. I wasn�t about to let him in on the fact that I�d asked Coach Hope and gotten her out of the double-date rule.
 �I might have made a big mistake. Do you think she�ll ever forgive me?� he asked.
 I shrugged. No way did I want to be in the middle of this. I imagined that Cassidy would forgive him, but they would never date again. Don�s best course of action would be to apologize and move on.
 �Are we okay?� he asked.
 �Just because you dated Cassidy and broke up with her doesn�t mean we can�t still be friends and teammates. Now, if you do something to hurt her, that will be a whole different story,� I warned him.
 �Thanks,� he said, and left me in the hall to collect my thoughts.
 When I walked back into the weight room, I noticed the conversations had started again. They must have wanted to see what would happen between Don and me. Wolf and Tim, on the other hand, remained focused on working out. That was probably for the best, since I wasn�t quite sure how I felt about them right now. I had a little too much of my mom in me and feared I would say something I�d regret if they set me off somehow.
 I spotted Yuri and Roc buddied-up on one of the weight machines and strolled over. They looked up at me expectantly.
 �Did either of you or your dates take any pictures of Phil or Jill last night?�
 Roc nodded slowly and pulled out his phone to show me.
 My anger rose again when I saw the pictures of Phil�s battered face. Only the thought that Mike now looked every bit as bad kept me from punching a wall.
 �Send copies to me, store the originals in a safe place, and don�t spread them around. Tell your girlfriends to do the same. I�m betting there will be some fallout from what I did to rectify the situation. Being in the public eye sucks sometimes,� I shared.
 They both nodded their agreement.
 �I�m sorry it got out of hand,� Yuri said to remind me of his promise to look out for Jill.
 �Yeah, Luke�s friends kicked us out,� Roc explained.
 �Did they �?� Yuri asked.
 �No. They didn�t touch her, but I suspect they may have slipped her something.�
 �Really?� Roc asked.
 I just nodded.
 �That sucks. If I�d known �� Yuri started and trailed off.
 �You did the right thing by calling me. It all turned out okay,� I assured him.
 I knew the guilt that the �What if?� game started in your head if you let it. The two of them were no match for Luke, Mike, and Luke�s football teammates. They would have ended up like my brother, with their butts beat. They also had to worry about their dates. With that in mind, Yuri had made the right choice.
 �Hey,� I said. �Thanks for being Phil�s friend. You two were there when he needed you.�
 ◊◊◊
 I was cooling down from my own workout when Frank�s call came in. He was almost hyperventilating with worry, but calmed down when I took him through what had happened and why. I told him I�d been practically surrounded by my teammates, so I doubted that anyone would have gotten any decent video of the parking-lot activities. Despite his concern, I did manage to reassure him that no one but me had any film of my confrontation with Mike.
 I also shared that I was sure both Luke and Mike would be every bit as interested in burying the story as I was. They both had scholarships and playing time to protect, just as I did. Publicity that they had drunk underage girls in their bedrooms would get Luke expelled and risk destroying Mike�s Michigan ride before it even started.
 �Yeah,� Frank grumped. �It�ll keep them quiet only until they have nothing to lose and everything to gain by making it public. That might happen as early as two years from now.�
 We talked it over and agreed to create a �defense� file, with its own packet of films, pictures, and statements. That was what we�d done for both the feminazis and the underage actress Laurent Vance had set me up with the previous summer. Frank promised to call me if anything at all came up.
 By the time we hung up, it was halfway through second period. Great.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, Pam sat down next to me before everyone else joined us.
 �Three things: You�re taking me to State tonight, and we�re taking Tracy out to dinner. The second is that you and I are going out on a date Friday. Finally, you�re babysitting all the little ones Saturday night so that Angie, Ashley, and Peggy can have a girls� night with Joey.�
 �That sounds fine. Why aren�t you and Scarlet joining them?� I asked.
 �I�m too young, and Scarlet is going out with Paul,� Pam informed me.
 �And I take it Greg and his little ones are coming over as well.�
 �I think that�s the plan,� she confirmed.
 I would have to make sure our new nanny was available because I didn�t see Greg and me surviving a night alone with all eight of the ankle-biters. Not with five of them just learning to walk.
 On second thought, I might need more backup than just our nanny. Maybe I could convince some grandmas to show up and help. When we�d gone shopping for Halloween, they�d had a good time. Greg could order Monical�s, and we�d make a night of it.
 �Good,� I said, which seemed to shock her. �Ask your mom if she wants to join us. I�m thinking of inviting the grandmas to come help.�
 Pam wasn�t impressed.
 �You just don�t want to have to deal with all of them at once,� Pam said, and then got an evil glint in her eye. �Are you sure you want the grandmas to get together and compare notes?�
 I shrugged. It wasn�t like they were their daughters who knew me a little too well. What was the worst that could happen? Plus, the grandmas all loved their little ones. Surely, they would be focused on their grandkids and not me.
 ◊◊◊
 How I ever thought Joey was attractive escaped me. The evil woman tried to kill me after school. She wanted to demonstrate to Cassidy how far I�d come in only a few weeks under her tutelage. Yes, baseball practice started next week. Yes, I wanted to be in top condition so I could focus on baseball and not on getting in shape. And yes, I agreed to let the two of them change up my training.
 But I hadn�t signed up for them to torture me. I didn�t realize that the rowing machine had different levels of difficulty. Joey let me warm up at my normal level, which I already considered damned hard, then she cranked it up to eleven.
 When I first tugged on the �oars,� they didn�t budge.
 �I think you broke it,� I said, unaware of their evil plan.
 �Try harder,� Cassidy urged.
 I settled in and figured I would jolt it free. I gave a mighty pull, and it was like rowing in quicksand.
 �What the heck?� I complained.
 �Quit being a baby and see how far you can go,� Joey ordered.
 The rowing machine is a complete body workout. After I�d gone five minutes, I was about to hyperventilate and completely soaked in sweat. My legs and butt muscles seemed to be on fire, my stomach screamed for relief, and my shoulders were on the verge of cramping up.
 �Fight through it!� Joey yelled.
 That caused everyone in the gym to take notice of the pain and suffering I was being subjected to. This reminded me of the Elite 11 football camp when they ran us through different exercises with the knowledge that our bodies would fail us. It had been a way for them to gauge how we faced adversity. For many of the guys, they�d never crashed and burned before. Some didn�t handle it well. I�d dug down and refused to give up and somehow pushed through to the finish.
 �Come on, David. You can do it,� Cassidy encouraged.
 What was it that made athletes push so hard? Without their desire and willpower to improve their performance, all the other mental factors�poise, intensity, focus, and passion�were meaningless. To become the best, an athlete must be motivated to do what it takes to push past where others stop. I�d read about many rising stars who had peaked early and became disappointments when their development leveled off. I wasn�t going to be one of them.
 Being the number-one football recruit in the land put a target on my back. It would be easy to get by on my talent. I might even become a fantastic college quarterback or college baseball player. If I played in the pros, I didn�t want to be the guy they said had a lot of potential and didn�t live up to it. I�d worked too hard to allow that to happen and had an inner desire to prove myself the best.
 To get there, I had to face each challenge head-on. If Joey thought that killing me on the rowing machine would get me closer to my goal, I would grit my teeth and do it. My heart seemed like it might burst from my chest as I pushed beyond anything I�d ever done before.
 �Time!� Joey finally called.
 I gave it two more pulls and then collapsed. I felt like I�d sprinted a marathon.
 Joey had a huge smile on her face.
 �I�ve never had anyone at any level last that long at that setting. We might actually be getting somewhere,� she shared.
 Cassidy handed me a water bottle. I took a swig and poured it on my head to help cool down. When I could finally stand up, I did, and pulled my shirt over my head. I caught Joey checking me out, which secretly pleased me. Even though I�d put her out of bounds in my mind, now that she was no longer actively trying to kill me, my attraction to her reasserted itself.
 They sent me out to the field house track to run a few laps to cool down. As I left, Joey was sharing with Cassidy my progress and what she planned for me next. Cassidy was like a sponge, hanging on every piece of wisdom Joey uttered.
 When I finished, I took extra time stretching. If I didn�t, I would be sore tomorrow. I almost certainly would be anyway, but stretching helped prevent the worst of it. After that, I took a quick shower and jumped into an ice bath.
 It had been a good workout.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d slipped my security. Cassidy had been assigned to watch me, but I told her what I planned to do, and she let me off my leash. It gave me a chance to drive my Dodge Demon, which was always a treat. I swung by Pam�s condo and picked her up so we could take Tracy to dinner. I�d promised I would stop by her dorm room since Christmas break but had been a complete slug, and not gone.
 When we got close to Tracy�s dorm, Townsend Hall, Pam sent her a text.
 �We�ll see her dorm after,� Pam said.
 I pulled up on Gregory Street and found Tracy waiting for us. She jumped into the back seat.
 �Where to?� I asked.
 �We�re going to the Krannert Art Museum first. My roommate is having a show of her photography, and I promised to bring you to her opening,� Tracy explained.
 �Do we get to eat?� I asked.
 �Yes, David. I promise to feed you,� Tracy said, acting put out.
 I glanced back in the rearview mirror, and her face betrayed her. She was just giving me a hard time. I�d missed her.
 �David is taking me out Friday night,� Pam shared.
 �Is he? Do tell,� Tracy responded.
 I tuned them out as I drove through campus. This time next year, I would be at the University of Michigan, experiencing all this firsthand. I was jealous that Tracy got to do it now.
 The Krannert Art Museum, or KAM for short, was one of the few cultural hot spots in our area. Tracy�s roommate�s exhibit was being held in the lower-level lobby. She displayed a series of photographs using a technique called �horizontal mirror.� The idea was simple: you took the image, flipped it over, and then butted the two images together to create art. It was as if the photo was a reflection of itself.
 The end result was not something you usually saw, so it had a noticeable impact that was oddly beautiful. The first photo had been taken from atop a grain silo. It was a simple picture of a fence row, slightly off-center. The converging halves of the mirrored image made fascinating and unexpected forms from an otherwise �ordinary� rural setting. It had the vibe of one of those art pieces meant to trick your eye. The fence seemed to merge into itself.
 �Hey, Big Hands,� a female voice said behind me.
 I turned around to see Destiny Crown�s cousin Jocelyn. She was the girl in the sorority who had invited our baseball team to a frat party last year. Then, on the date Destiny won by gathering signatures for Duke�s candidacy for mayor, she�d taken Destiny and me to another party. I�d teased Jocelyn and her friends with the old wives� tale that big hands and big feet equaled being big in other areas of your anatomy.
 �Hey.�
 �David, meet Jocelyn. She�s my roommate, and this is her exhibition,� Tracy said.
 �We�ve met a couple of times,� she said.
 �Why didn�t you tell me?� Tracy asked her roommate.
 �Because I was afraid he wouldn�t come to visit if he knew I was your roommate. I think I scared him the last time we met.�
 �Tell me about your photographs,� I said before we had to talk about my big hands.
 �The marketing piece I wrote explains that the mirrored images are meant to represent the duality of life. There are always two sides to every story. The yin and yang of it, if you will.�
 �What�s the real meaning?� I asked.
 �I just liked how it looks,� Jocelyn said.
 �Well, I agree. How did you do it?� I asked.
 �I found it works best with a wide-angle lens. Stitching the images together isn�t too hard with the right software. When my photography professor saw the images, he loved them.�
 �Show me the rest,� I urged.
 The next image was of one of my favorite old covered bridges that crossed a small river only a few miles from us. The picture had been taken on a cloudless day, so the clear blue sky looked like calm water that captured the reflection of the bridge.
 �How did you do this one?� I asked.
 �That was the hardest one to do. I had to frame it so it showed only the bridge. I actually waded out into the river up to my waist to get the shot.�
 Then Jocelyn showed me a picture of the reverse. This one showed a tailgate party at a football game with an RV next to a canopy where a group of people barbecued and drank adult beverages. She�d taken a great picture that told a story and then twisted it when she flipped the image upside down and it looked to be crashing down on everyone. Jocelyn had taken a cute picture and given it a sense of being both claustrophobic and intense.
 She walked me through several others, and they were equal parts disturbing and beautiful.
 �What do you think?� she asked.
 �I have two thoughts. First, you need to immediately find a publisher and create a coffee-table book with these pictures. It�ll sell like crazy. Second, your next endeavor should be done in video. If you were to add movement to this technique, it would take it to another level,� I said.
 �Young man, you have an eye,� I heard as someone came up from behind to stand beside me.
 �David Dawson, this is my professor, Dr. Garrison,� Jocelyn said.
 The next thing I knew, I was in an in-depth conversation about her art and different ways to tweak it. Before we concluded, I�d called Mr. Hill at Hill Advertising and introduced him to Jocelyn and Dr. Garrison. I�d also bought the covered bridge picture and the rights to it. Both Jocelyn and Dr. Garrison were excited. I mentioned that I could help her sell more of her artwork if she were so inclined. I was thinking of Mrs. Hill and Mrs. Wesleyan and their design businesses, along with the internet resources I might use to sell this particular type of art.
 If my stomach hadn�t loudly announced that it hadn�t been fed, I might have spent the rest of the night talking. I was going to love college.
 ◊◊◊
 Jocelyn came to dinner with us. College kids do not pass up free food.
 Tracy picked Alexander�s Steak House, making me a happy boy. While in no way did it compare to some of the steak places I�d been to, it was budget-friendly. They also had a salad bar that you could fill up on. The restaurant was unique in that they gave you the option to cook your own steaks. Somehow, the girls put me in charge of that.
 When I came back to the table, Jocelyn was grilling Tracy and Pam.
 �You never told me that you dated him,� she said pointedly to Tracy.
 �Pam did too. We actually have a son together,� I said as I sat down. �Want to see pictures?�
 Jocelyn looked at me funny, but I no longer felt any guilt about having kids at my age. It was what it was.
 �I think someone did say something about that,� Jocelyn said.
 You would imagine that whipping out your wallet and showing a girl pictures of five little ones would slow her down. Think again.
 �Does he really have a big � uh � you know?� Jocelyn asked.
 Both Pam and Tracy looked at me.
 �Please! You know that as soon as she gets you back to your dorm room, you�re going to tell her,� I said.
 �Well, okay, then. Yes, David is big all over,� Tracy shared.
 �I knew it,� Jocelyn said triumphantly, and then locked eyes with me. �Word is you�re currently single.�
 Oh, Hell, No!
 �I�ve been put on notice that I can�t date anyone older than I am until I graduate high school. So, don�t even go there.�
 �He�s taking me out this Friday,� Pam added to slow Jocelyn down.
 �Send me the video,� Jocelyn said.
 I suddenly liked her. She had a sense of humor and seemed just the right amount of slutty. I was ready to drop out of high school right now.
 ◊◊◊
 This evening confirmed that I should have visited Tracy sooner. I ended up having a great time. The best part was that my parents were in bed by the time I got home, so I didn�t have to rehash the Valentine�s Day debacle.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday, February 16 
 The rehash finally happened at breakfast. Phil had managed to hide what happened from his parents for a day, but last night, his mother had finally seen his bruised face and split lip. This was followed shortly thereafter by a call to my dad, who wanted to know what had happened. Even though Phil wasn�t Mom�s child, she seemed almost as concerned as Dad.
 I told them how Phil had been beaten up and what I�d done to rescue Phil�s date. Then I explained that I�d made sure that both Mike and Luke had taken the first swings. I was telling them that I�d sent the recordings to Frank when, speak of the devil, he called.
 �I got a call from someone at Hollywood Central last night, asking me for videos and a comment about David�s fight. Luckily, I smelled a rat and said I couldn�t possibly comment without seeing what they had. It turns out the video doesn�t show David doing anything other than walking up to Luke. And later, it shows David walking to the door of an apartment. Everything else is blocked by a bunch of other guys crowding around.�
 �I called Hollywood Central back. I said that David was just getting his little brother and his brother�s date away from a college party where they�d gotten in a bit over their heads. He agreed it didn�t make for much of a story, but said that I owed him for not running it. I promised them an exclusive when you come to town for the Oscars,� Frank said.
 His tone said he was pleased with both turning this into a nonstory and roping me into an interview. Frank also knew that I wasn�t about to fight him because when your PR guy is relaxed about something, it�s good�trust me. I hoped this would put an end to it, at least as far as the media and my parents were concerned. How I felt about Mike being a teammate at Michigan was another matter entirely.

 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 17 � That Makes My Head Hurt  Friday February 17 
 By Friday morning, I�d given the events a lot of thought and had decided that I didn�t want to play ball with someone like Mike. I�d gotten a chance to talk to Phil, and he told me how Luke and Mike had gotten Jill drunk. The way he described it, I still suspected that they�d slipped her something like ecstasy.
 Phil said that he�d stayed close to her, and they were having a good time. The next thing he knew, she�d gone to the bathroom and didn�t come back. When he�d gone to look for her, Luke and Mike had jumped him.
 The long and short of it was that Phil had had enough and decided to break up with Jill. She�d made a comment over the phone to him about him abandoning her and that I�d had to save her. When Jill had come to school and seen his condition, she�d regretted saying that.
 Before I did something drastic, I wanted to talk to Wolf, Tim, and Ty about Mike. I�d arranged to meet them at Granny�s West for breakfast before school. When Cassidy learned about my plans, she insisted that she had to be my security today. I suspected she just wanted a cinnamon roll.
 We were the last to arrive, and the other three already had their drinks and a starter roll each. Our server came right over when she saw me and took our order. Cassidy was happy when they brought us our rolls.
 �I�ve had a couple of days to cool off over what Mike pulled. But even having calmed down, I�m still having a problem envisioning him as a teammate,� I said to kick our meeting off.
 �You�re not planning to back out of your commitment, are you?� Ty asked.
 �Ideally, they would pull Mike�s,� I said.
 �Do you really believe they would? He�s already signed a National Letter of Intent. I think they�re bound to take him,� Tim said.
 �But we already said that it didn�t really matter if he went to the same school because he was one of 85 players,� Ty reminded me.
 �Mike was given multiple chances to straighten out and ended up quitting the team and going to Wesleyan,� Wolf said. �I thought that his BS was over with. What he and his brother did to Phil was a step too far, and I really detest that he�s hurting people you care about, trying to get at you. If he�d do it to you, I�m sure he�ll do it to all of us. Heck, he messed with Jim last year. That�s just asking for trouble. I don�t need to be around someone like that.�
 �What are you saying, exactly?� Ty asked.
 I thought it was pretty clear, but apparently, Ty needed to hear the words.
 �I�m not talking for Tim or Wolf. They need to decide for themselves,� I qualified. �But if Mike is at Michigan next year, I�ll go somewhere else.�
 �Even though you gave your word?� Ty asked to dig at my core values.
 �Ty, I realize this doesn�t make you happy, but I respect you too much not to talk to you first. If Mike hadn�t said what he did to me in that apartment, on top of what he did to my little brother, I might let it go,� I said.
 Ty threw a face.
 �Hold on, Ty,� Tim said. �What would you do if Luke held your little brother and Mike beat the crap out of him? Would you want to forgive and forget?�
 Ty let out an exasperated breath.
 �No. I get it,� he said, looking defeated. �Are you two saying you would follow David somewhere else?�
 �I think so,� Wolf said.
 �Yeah. I want to play ball with David and Wolf. If they decide to go somewhere else, I�ll go with them. But I want to go on record that I hope Michigan can work this out,� Tim said.
 �I admit that I�m also torn, but I�ve signed,� Ty said.
 �I think we all agree that Michigan is our choice,� I said, and everyone nodded. �If they can convince Mike to go elsewhere, I wouldn�t look back. Just between us, I might still go if they convince me they can manage him. How they would do that, I have no idea.�
 �Before we do anything, we need to tell them our position on this,� Wolf said.
 �Would it be okay if I call and talk to them since I�ve already committed?� Ty asked.
 �Ty, I don�t want this to affect your decision. I know you�ve wanted to go there from the beginning,� I said.
 �I appreciate that, I really do. When I heard what Mike did, it made me have some doubts. To be honest, if Mike goes to Michigan, I�ll be disappointed, but I will go. They�ve been my dream school since I was little.�
 �David�s right. We want you to do what�s best for you,� Wolf said.
 �Now that the Mike-Michigan situation is somewhat settled, Wolf and I want to apologize for Tuesday night,� Tim said to me.
 �Yeah. Hindsight being what it is, we didn�t use our best judgment. Tami has to be pissed because her original plan was to join us at Michigan, but now, probably not,� Wolf said.
 This was news to me. Tami had never told me that she planned to join us at Michigan. That only highlighted how far apart we�d grown.
 I hadn�t even thought to ask her; instead, I simply assumed she would be going somewhere like Johns Hopkins University for her undergraduate. I remembered having a discussion with her about doing what was best for her and not to tie her decision to mine like we�d originally discussed.
 That�s when it struck me: Tami had planned to go to school where Tim did, not where I did. And Michigan was an excellent school for her to get her undergraduate degree. This was a reminder for me that even though the teenager in me thought I was the center of the universe, I wasn�t.
 �Where�s she going?� I asked Tim.
 Tim shook his head to indicate that she hadn�t shared that with him.
 �Stanford,� Cassidy supplied. �She applied to a handful of schools, but if she�s accepted, that�s where she�s going. Everyone says she�s a shoo-in, she just needs to get the official notice.�
 Cassidy saw our confusion as to how she would know and turned to me.
 �Your mom told me.�
 And there it was. Every time I considered myself past the feeling that my mom was closer to Tami than to me, something like this raised its head. I tapped that little upset back down since it wasn�t worth digging into any deeper. I�d come to understand that Tami and my mom would always be close, and there was nothing I could do about it. Frankly, I shouldn�t do anything about it if I didn�t want to cause even more hurt.
 �Hey,� Cassidy said. �That girl you found in the dumpster � she ghosted Paul.�
 That made me laugh.
 To be honest, it made a certain amount of sense. She wasn�t looking for another guy, and she�d made it a point not to tell us her name. Dumpster Girl had told me she didn�t want to spend the night alone after she�d made her dramatic escape from her ex. I could see where following me around and watching everyone else�s relationship implode would be much more entertaining than going home to your own thoughts.
 Besides, it served Paul right for stealing my dumpster find. I had always understood that possession was nine-tenths of the law.

 ◊◊◊
 When I got to school, Dare was in a tizzy.
 �What�s his problem?� Cassidy asked.
 �We have a test in AP Calculus second period.�
 �What are you learning in there?�
 �We�re covering differential calculus right now. It�s about the rate of change of one quantity with respect to another. We�re also learning about using linear functions to approximate more complicated ones,� I explained.
 Cassidy blinked at me.
 �Most of the functions can be formed by starting with three basic functions �� I began.
�Go away. That makes my head hurt,� Cassidy said as she bailed.
I had to agree with her. What was giving Dare headaches was the whole �approximation� part. The kid wanted to know the exact answer. I tried to explain to him that sometimes close was good enough, but he didn�t buy it.
Of course, I oversimplified my explanation, which caused Dare�s head to explode. 
�I should go and fix what you told her,� Dare said.
�As a friend, I�m telling you to leave it alone.�
�But ��
�Shouldn�t you be focused on not obsessing if your answers aren�t exactly right?� I asked to distract him.
Dare had complained that Ms. Lowden rounded her calculations to a greater extent than he did. It didn�t matter that the little brainiac also rounded. He just went a few more decimal places deeper, so his answers sometimes differed from hers by a small margin. Dare still didn�t agree that the �right� answer was the one closest to what he got. Hence, he stressed.
 �But if it�s wrong ��
 �Buddy, I love you like a brother, but you have to understand that Ms. Lowden doesn�t care. She already told you to pick the best one and write your answer down to show your work. We�ve talked about this,� I said, getting a little frustrated.
 At times like this, I really missed Brook. She would tell him the same thing, and he would accept it.
 �But ��
 I held up my finger and called Brook. Surprisingly, she answered.
 �What�s up?� she asked to answer her phone.
 The background noise said she was between classes.
 �Tell Dare to pick the closest answer. We have a calculus test in an hour. If he gets one wrong because he�s being hardheaded and then cries about it, I might have to do something evil to him,� I said.
 Then I handed him the phone.
 �Hey � sure � Hey, David said that he could snap his fingers, and you�d date me � Oh � Yeah, here he is,� Dare said and handed me the phone.
 �It sounds like you have your hands full,� Brook said.
 �I don�t really know what to say about him right now,� I said as I gave him the stink eye.
 �Just give him a hug from me � and not a bear hug, a nice one � and tell him everything will be okay with his test today.�
 In the background, her bell rang.
 �Gotta go,� she said and hung up on me.
 I gave Dare a hug. He stiffened, worried I might be acting like a bully, but relaxed when I didn�t try to crush him. Not that I ever had; he was just skittish about stuff like that.
 �Brook said everything will be okay today and to listen to me,� I said.
 �She didn�t say the last part,� Mr. Smarty Pants shot back.
 �Maybe, but you should.�
 He waved me off as our bell rang.
 �I�ll see you in an hour. And quit stressing out. If I end up with a better grade than you, it won�t be the end of the world,� I teased.
 His look of disbelief that I might get a better grade made my day.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, Dare was comparing notes with Gina and me about the AP Calculus test.
 �What did you get for number eight?�
 �587,� I answered.
 Gina shook her head.
 �You made a significant-digit mistake on that one. I almost did the same, but caught it. The correct answer is 5.87,� Gina said, and Dare nodded solemnly.
 �Dang it!� I complained.
 According to these two, I�d missed half the answers on the first eight questions.
 �Did you study?� Dare asked.
 I was being played and quickly realized who was responsible � Brook! She and Gina were helping Dare get some back on me for teasing him. I looked over at Cassidy, and she suddenly appeared very interested in the mystery meat surprise we were having for lunch.
 This was big. Darius Rossetti was pulling a prank on me. It was one thing for him to quip about what he observed at lunch. Most of the time, he was just calling it as he saw it, with no idea he was being funny. But now Dare was actually punking me. Me, the guy who stood up for him. It made me suddenly proud of my little misfit. This was a big step toward him fitting in and no longer being afraid of his own shadow.
 What I shouldn�t do was reveal that I�d figured it out. Dare needed to have his big moment pulling one over on me. Fortunately, I was an actor.
 I sighed.
 �I must have taken this too lightly. Instead of worrying about academics, I was focused on getting ready for baseball and lost sight of the importance of a good education. I hate to imagine what my mother will do to me. She�ll most likely ground me for the rest of the semester,� I all but moaned.
 �This will probably make Gina valedictorian,� Dare added sadly.
 Brook Davis was dead to me. That was the little touch that sold it. Darius would never have been that mean to me on his own. I looked over at Cassidy and spotted her phone on the table. I�d bet anything that Brook was listening in.
 �That�s okay. Gina will give a great speech at graduation,� I said, and almost laughed when Gina flinched.
 I suspected that she�d tanked PE so that she wouldn�t have to give the speech. While she loved to hear the sound of her own voice, she didn�t like to speak in public. Gina always seemed to find a way out of doing that. I�d figured that out when we had a group project, and she�d volunteered to do all the work if someone else would present it.
 I slapped both my hands on the table, startling everyone.
 �Screw it! This means I don�t even have to try anymore. I have the grades to get into college and have the scholarship to play football, so why should I worry about school? I should just go out and get drunk tonight,� I said, turning to Pam. �You�ll go drinking with me, won�t you?�
 �Uh,� was Pam�s witty reply.
 �Hell! I haven�t gotten high since middle school,� I said to a tableful of suddenly worried faces. �Phil, you probably know where I can get some drugs.�
 �No, not really,� my little brother replied.
 �You know what? Why am I still here?� I asked, looking around. �I�m a senior! If that�s the way it is, I should just skip this afternoon and go get baked. I used to love getting high and not giving a flying leap. I mean, really. If everything I�ve worked for has gone down the drain academically, why shouldn�t I?�
 My phone chirped with a text. I pulled it out and saw the message was from Brook. I must have gone a little too far with my meltdown.
 �Stupid Boy�
 I let a little smile touch my eyes.
 �He knows,� Gina proclaimed to ruin my fun.
 �We aren�t skipping out to smoke ganja?� Wolf asked.
 I touched my forehead with two fingers to represent tipping my hat to Darius and Gina.
 �Well done. Tell Brook that paybacks are hell.�
 �You got 587 for number eight?� Dare asked.
 �Yep,� I said, and Gina nodded her agreement.
 Now Dare wasn�t happy. I think our boy genius had actually missed one. That might have just made my year. He would be pouting about that for the next week. It gave Gina and me a shot at getting a better grade than him � of course, only if we were both right. I crossed my fingers and said a silent prayer that we were. Though I wasn�t really worried; I was pretty confident about that one.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d come to Pam�s building early so I could spend some time with Carol, Allen, and Dawson. The added benefit was hanging out with Ashley and Scarlet. It also meant I didn�t have to buzz Pam to get into the building.
 �How did you get in?� Pam asked when she opened her condo door.
 �I know your neighbors,� I reminded her.
 �Oh,� she said, realizing her misstep. �Mom, I�m leaving for my date with David!�
 �What time are you going to be home?� Lacy called from the other room.
 �She�s sleeping over,� I said.
 That brought her mom out of the kitchen.
 �Okay. You kids have fun,� Lacy said.
 I grabbed Pam�s hand and pulled her out the door.
 �How do you get away with that?� she asked as we got in the elevator.
 �Moms love me.�
 �Next time I want to do something I�m sure my mom won�t like, you�re talking to her for me.�
 ◊◊◊
 Pam had a fun idea for dinner: we were going restaurant-hopping. We started at my favorite Italian joint and had antipasti and bruschetta. Then we shot over to Washington and had blue crabs for dinner. We ended up at Our House, where we had Meyer lemon-cranberry cake for dessert.
 At Washington, Paul had to join us for dinner because the place was packed. When we got to Our House, he managed to grab a barstool and keep an eye on us.
 For some reason, they put us at a table for four. Our House was pretty full, and the band would be starting soon. I would have been happier with a table for two.
 After we finished eating our dessert, Tracy and Jocelyn showed up to crash our date. Pam saw my look, grabbed my hand, and leaned in close.
 �She misses you,� she said of Tracy.
 I just nodded that I was okay. If Pam wanted her best friend and Tracy�s roommate to join us, I could live with that.
 They�d barely sat down when Mary Dole appeared at our table.
 �Do me a favor,� she said, looking at me. �Introduce the band.�
 I gave her a startled look like I wasn�t sure I could do it, and both Tracy and Pam laughed at me. Mary handed me the microphone and headed toward the back. I got up and followed her. When I got backstage, she gave me a piece of paper and pointed for me to go out front and do my job.
 Mary cut the house music and dimmed the lights. As I walked out on stage, she turned on the stage lights, almost blinding me.
 �Welcome,� I said as I waved at everyone to get their attention. �I�m David A. Dawson, and I thank you for coming tonight. I know you have a lot of other options for spending a Friday night. It means a lot to me personally that you would come to my restaurant to have some fun.
 �Tonight, we have a special treat for you. There�s a local band that�s blowing up, and it won�t be long before you start hearing them on the radio. Please give a warm Our House welcome to Five Odd Cats!�
 I stepped aside as the band came out from backstage. I personally had never heard them play, but from the crowd�s reaction, they were popular. The group was made up of two sisters and three brothers, and they played their version of Indie Pop. They were loud, energetic, and their music had a good beat, perfect for dancing in a club.
 Paul ended up joining our table and helping me dance with the girls. We all had a great time.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul pulled into the drive. I saw a light on through the back door.
 �Let�s pop in and say goodnight to my parents,� I suggested.
 �Let�s not. Take me upstairs and make me a happy girl,� Pam said to suddenly change my plans.
 �I think you can go,� I told Paul.
 He scoffed at me.
 �I�ll see you Monday,� he reminded me.
 I grabbed Pam�s hand and dragged her through the apartment door and up the stairs. Once we got inside, I pressed her up against the wall and leaned my body against hers, trapping her so there was no escape. I put my mouth next to her ear.
 �I�m warning you, Surfer Girl,� I whispered gruffly in her ear. �Don�t say something like that if you don�t mean it.�
 Her eyes were full, bright, and showed her desire. Pam�s mouth parted enough to let her tongue glide over her lips, making them glisten in the light. Her cheeks were flushed, giving her a healthy glow. I nuzzled her neck and felt her pulse beating rapidly as she anticipated what came next.
 She licked her lips again, her red tongue inviting me, mocking me, teasing me. Mr. Happy rushed full of blood, diverted from the big brain. I was moments away from him taking control. All rational thought faded as full-blown lust began to rule the day.
 �I mean it,� Pam replied, her voice husky with yearning.
 That did it: Mr. Happy wrenched control of the body. Our lips locked as my last coherent thought fled. I was now in the moment. Better yet, I dropped into the sexual zone where pleasure ruled. Pam took full advantage as she thoroughly kissed me. I�d once said that when Tracy kissed me, it was like my mind was erased. Tracy had nothing on Pam.
 Pam playfully sucked on, nipped, and licked my lips and tongue as I lost myself in her clutches. I suddenly wondered who was the captive. She rubbed up against me, causing me to whimper and moan. The big brain woke up enough to complain that it was my job to produce the whimpering and moaning, not Pam�s.
 I became a happy boy when she moaned into my mouth. My ego restored, I found I wanted to hear more of her cries of passion. Pam found the buttons of my shirt and fumbled with them. I chuckled when she got frustrated and ripped it open to expose my chest. She bit my lip and dug her nails into my flesh to grab my full attention.
 I didn�t plan to be a passive participant. My hands traveled down her sides, and she shivered as they slid down until I could grope her glorious ass. Pam should be the poster-child California girl. She�d grown up on a surfboard, giving her a lean, athletic appearance. Together with her striking good looks, the combination had earned her runner-up status in the Miss Teen California beauty pageant a couple of years back. If I were just looking for arm candy, Pam would be right at the top of the list. She was precisely the right combination of tomboy, girly-girl, and innocent that appealed to me.
 In some ways, Pam was a mystery to me. She would freeze up and become passive if she was threatened. Then at other times, she would stand up to me. I believe it was because Pam understood that I loved her and would never do anything to harm her. I�d asked if she wanted to get married when she was pregnant with Coby, and then again last summer. Both times, Pam said she wasn�t ready.
 I�m sure she knew I had asked out of obligation. I knew she loved me. But I wasn�t sure that it was the kind of love where she would be my one and only, and we would become more than we were now. Exactly what that was, I wasn�t sure.
 I came out of my head and focused on what was at hand�specifically, her magnificent ass, which was perfectly molded in her tight jeans. I jerked her up and against my hips. Pam trusted I had her as she opened up her legs and wrapped them around my waist. I pressed her against the wall and ground my hardened length into her soft core. The added stimulation made us both groan in pleasure.
 �Bedroom,� she ordered. �Fewer clothes.�
 It was a good thing she was thinking for the both of us. I pulled her tight and spun her around, carrying her towards my bed. Pam gripped my shoulders and burrowed her head into the crook of my neck. She kissed below my jaw and then sucked there.
 �You better not give me a hickey,� I warned.
 She wrapped her arms around my neck and tightened her thighs around my waist as she sucked on my throat like a vampire. I would have to spank her butt for leaving her mark on my neck. She giggled when I peeled her off me and tossed her onto my king-size bed.
 The brat looked up at me with hungry eyes. Her sun-kissed blond hair fanned out to form a sort of halo, reminding me that the little devil really might be an angel. Pam bit her lower lip as her blue eyes took me in as well.
 I reached down and pulled my shirt open. I noticed that she�d popped several buttons. If I hadn�t gotten this shirt on a photo shoot, I might have been mad. I would have to get someone to sew the buttons on later.
 I removed my jeans and boxer briefs. Her eyes dropped to Mr. Happy, who stretched out and stood proudly for inspection. Pam gave him an appreciative appraisal.
 �You look like a Greek god who has come down from heaven just for me,� Pam purred.
 She had better be careful with what she said because things like that would go straight to my head. Speaking of which, my member seemed to grow a little because of her praise.
 �Clothes off,� I said, reverting to a caveman.
 She grabbed her jeans, got them open, and pulled them off her hips. I grasped them and helped her pull them off her long, shapely legs. It pleased me to see she wore sexy black lace panties. I reached between her legs and slipped my finger under the lace; she was wet.
 �I feel your need,� I growled.
 Pam sat up so she could remove her top, tossing it to the floor. I took in her exposed body as I gently stroked her wetness. A few tiny blond hairs peeked over the minuscule briefs framing her taut tummy, causing an interesting effect in the light. She glowed.
 My eyes traveled up, and her breasts were encased in a matching black lace see-through bra. The outline of her areola showed through. Her thick nipples looked diamond-hard and pushed out to make that fact evident.
 I gave Pam a knowing little grin and slipped my finger inside her as I leaned down. I used my other hand to pull her bra away from her nipple so I could take it into my mouth. Her hand reached up, and she ran her fingers through the hair on the back of my head. She arched her back and spread her thighs, granting me complete access to her core.
 �I love your long fingers,� she muttered as I pleasured her.
 I pushed her bra straps off her shoulders to release her breasts from their confines. Pam gripped a handful of hair and directed my mouth to her other nipple, apparently worried that it seemed to have been left out. How I�d missed it escaped me; they deserved equal attention. Her skin smelled of lavender, and its taste was a sweet, salty mixture. I rolled her stiff nipple with my tongue as my thumb found her button.
 Pam pushed her hips into my hand to increase the contact, which made her gasp as her body went rigid. I nipped the side of her breast, and her core muscles spasmed around my fingers as I focused on stroking her G-spot. She signaled I�d found the right place when she cried out and all but ripped a bald spot on my head.
 Pam pushed my head back to her breasts when I lost contact. I wished she�d make up her mind. Then she grunted and almost broke off my fingers when she peaked. Pam drew her legs together, squeezing them to hold my hand in place as she enjoyed the aftershock of her climax.
 I crawled up onto the bed and kissed her. I waited for Pam to come back to me, and when her eyes opened, I whispered into her ear.
 �Roll over.�
 She complied as I reached into my end table and grabbed a condom. Latex soon sheathed my member. I straddled her thighs and nudged the blunt head against her still spasming entrance. I grasped her at her hips, letting my fingers dig into her flesh, while I pushed my hips forward and sank into her.
 Pam made happy sounds as I took my time. Her muscles clenched around my girth, and I slowly pushed into her until my groin made contact with that hot, taut, surfer-girl butt.
 �I love doing this with you,� I groaned as I was finally entirely inside her.
 She constricted her inner muscles to hold me in her depths. I gasped and almost lost control for a moment. Then I began to move. I pinned her to the bed with my hands tight on her hips as I began to pound into her. Pam arched her back to give me a better angle as she gripped my comforter.
 �Faster. Harder,� she commanded.
 I did as she wished. My conditioning was having a positive effect; otherwise, I would have been breathing hard by now as I worked to bring her pleasure. When you have vigorous sex, it works your core muscles.
 I would have to share with Joey that her workouts made hot caveman sex easier for me. I was sure she�d be proud that my athletic abilities in the bed had improved.
  Pam�s arousal had her soaking wet as I pistoned into her. I loved this position, and from the sounds Pam was making, she agreed. To think, my church wanted me to give this up.
 �You�re amazing,� I complimented Pam as I pushed all the way in and ground against her backside.
 Pam began to clench her inner walls around my length, signaling that another orgasm was imminent. I reached around so my fingers could find her wet sex. I parted the tops of her nether lips, found her most sensitive spot, and began to rub her little nubbin. It didn�t take long to set her off, and she buried her face into the folds of the comforter to muffle her screams of passion.
 When Pam stiffened as the first wave of her climax took her, I slammed my hips forward and exploded deep inside her. My release was of epic proportions as I throbbed in rhythm to her clenches, as if our orgasms were in sync.
 Finally spent, I collapsed on top of her with my face next to her neck. My hot breath hit her damp skin and sent shivers through her. As I recovered, I reached down, grasped the condom, and pulled out as I rolled off Pam so I wouldn�t crush her. I gave myself a moment as I looked at the ceiling, replaying what had just happened. This was one of the reasons I loved Pam. The sex was extra special.
 I rolled off the bed to clean up and dispose of the condom. I glanced back and saw Pam checking out my butt as I walked to the bathroom.
 �Damn, that�s a nice view,� she chirped.
 When I came back out, Pam stretched like a happy cat who�d just woken from a good nap. Sex did that for her. I was a little surprised when she got up, pulled back the comforter, and climbed back under the sheets. It looked like we were indeed having a sleepover. She patted the bed.
 �Come on, Sexy. Come snuggle with me.�
 I slid in next to her and gathered her close. I loved how she willingly molded her sexy body against mine. As I settled in, I let out a contented sigh. Pam touched my chin to turn it to her and planted a long, slow, deep kiss on me. She laid her head against my chest as I pulled her tight into my arms. This just felt right.
 We drifted off to sleep, tangled together. If it were possible, I was even closer to Pam after what had just happened.
 ◊◊◊
 I woke up in the middle of the night to a call of nature. When I slid back into bed, Pam woke up.
 �What time is it?�
 �A little after three.�
 Pam reclaimed my chest as her pillow and reached down and grasped Mr. Happy. She began to give me little kisses on my chest and then started to suck on my skin. I swear that if it didn�t feel so good, I would complain about the little hickeys I was sure she was leaving.
 Pam worked her way down my stomach as she stroked my member into arousal. I reached my arm around her and down her hip so I could grab her glorious tush.
 Pam continued to work her way down and took me into her mouth. I laid back and enjoyed the bliss. She seemed content to slowly nurse on me and extend the pleasure. Pam seemed in no hurry, which worked for me.
 As she worked her magic, I reached into her wet folds and began to tease her into an aroused state. Being tall and having big hands had its advantages.
 Pam finally released Mr. Happy from her prolonged slow torture and rolled on top of me. She straddled my stomach and reached back to grasp my member. She�d guided my manhood to nudge her entrance.
 �Pam,� I murmured into her hair as she leaned down to kiss and suck on my neck. �Hey, we need a condom.�
 She let out a disgusted breath, sat up, and pushed Mr. Happy down as she slid back. Her wet folds slid along my length. The little tease was about to get taken advantage of. It was everything I could do not to just grasp her hips and have my way with her, consequences be damned.
 Pam knew where I kept the condoms and grabbed one. I watched as she opened it and then sat up, which allowed Mr. Happy to stand up. She slid his protective glove on and gave him a few practice strokes to assure the condom was in place. Pam gave him a squeeze as a reward for being a good boy.
 I had sat back long enough. I grabbed her hips and pulled her forward, positioning her for my thrust home. Pam gasped as I filled her up.
 She squealed when I again grasped her hips and rolled her under me. I grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head, then looked deep into her eyes. I gave her an evil smile as I began to move my hips. Pam lifted her head for me to thoroughly kiss her. I briefly considered a little payback and giving her a massive hickey on her neck but thought better of it.
 I began to move with purpose, long and slow, as my tongue mimicked the motion into her mouth. Pam showed her approval by the happy little grunts she made each time our hips came together. It didn�t take long for me to work my own magic as I pushed Pam closer to her goal.
 �No one else will ever make me feel like this,� she whimpered her need. �You make me have naughty ideas.�
 �I�m right there with you, Pam,� I said as I picked up my pace.
 She wiggled her hands so I�d let them go, then reached down and grabbed my butt to guide my efforts. Pam wrapped her legs around my waist so that she could get me even deeper inside her. This opened her up to me completely and tilted her pelvis so that Mr. Happy rubbed her swollen button. I began to move faster as my climax got closer. Pam wasn�t passive; she gave as well as she got, which made it even better for both of us.
 I pounded into her, and her inner walls tightened around my member before they began to flutter as her orgasm hit. The intense waves of pleasure were all I needed as I began to throb within her. To extend her release, I kept going until her body became limp and spent.
 I rolled off her, and she mewed her complaint at the loss as I slowly pulled out. I hopped out of bed to deal with the condom. When I came back, she sighed with contentment, relaxing in my arms.
 �David?�
 �Yes?�
 �Tracy thinks I can get a child car seat into the back of a Mustang.�
 �Okay.�
 �We can get one?� she asked and looked me in the eye.
 �For you � anything,� I confirmed.
 If girls ever learned that if they gave their guys great sex and then asked for stuff, they would always get it � I would have to beg Pam not to share that tip with the other baby mamas, or I would be in trouble.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 18 � Quarter Beers  Saturday February 18 
 Duke and I came back from our run to find Fritz drinking coffee with my parents. Peggy had taken the boys to Greg�s, where Angie had agreed to watch them so Peggy could go to a study-group session. When I�d heard about it, I was amazed that college kids would get together that early in the day on a weekend. I suspected she might be meeting a guy for breakfast, but decided not to say anything about it.
 �I don�t know why we don�t just go ahead and plant trackers in their little butts and be done with it. If any of them turn out like their father, they�ll be running off naked,� Mom said.
 �Naked?� Fritz asked me.
 I ignored them and began to make breakfast. According to my mom, I�d been an exhibitionist, starting at an early age.
 Fritz had been working on finding GPS trackers for the little ones. We figured it was only a matter of time before one of them got lost or kidnapped, God forbid.
 I heard the back door open. Duke, our trusty guard dog, raised his head and then flopped back down to continue his post-run nap. When I saw his lack of reaction, I stuck my head back into the refrigerator because it was probably Cassidy.
 �What are we making?� Cassidy asked as she came up behind me. She peeked over my shoulder to see what we had to use for breakfast.
 �We could make a frittata. It looks like Melanie roasted some veggies for us to use this weekend.�
 I was starting to be a fan of roasted vegetables, which intensified the flavors. I especially liked tomatoes done that way. Recently, the ones at the grocery stores weren�t that great. I expect it was because they didn�t get a chance to ripen on the vine, robbing them of flavor.
 �That sounds a little complicated. I should probably get your dad to show me how to make it,� Cassidy decided.
 My dad had been teaching her to cook like he�d done for Greg and me. Far be it from me to interfere in that. Dad was a good sport and took my place while I made myself a cup of tea. When it was ready, I joined Mom and Fritz at the table. He had three little watches laid out.
 �These would be better for Greg�s kids because they�re older. You download an app on your phone, and you can see where they are. The watch has an �SOS� button that allows the child to call you if needed,� Fritz explained.
 �If Kyle and Mac figure that out �� I left the rest unsaid.
 Their idea of an emergency and mine were probably different. Fortunately, the call would go to either my brother or his wife and not me. I envisioned getting a call from Mac saying she needed to go ride her pony.
 �It also allows you to create what they call �security fences.� You can designate safe areas, like their daycare. If they leave the area, you�re alerted,� Fritz explained.
 �What about mine?� I asked about my five younger ones.
 �Coby has been a problem,� Fritz said, shaking his head. �He seems to figure out how to take them off.�
 Fritz had been testing ideas. If it survived my son, we would have our winner.
 �As I said, we should just shoot a tracker into his butt,� Mom suggested again.
 �I�m not sure that would be safe,� I said to voice my concern, once again, on the matter.
 �Maybe we put one in you to test it,� Cassidy said to offer her unwanted advice.
 �Nope, not happening.�
 Fritz reached inside his bag and pulled out two different trackers. The first looked like security tags you saw on clothes so they couldn�t be shoplifted, and the second was a baggy full of rice.
 �This one has a magnetic lock that takes a special tool to remove. Coby won�t be able to puzzle it out,� Fritz said proudly.
 We�d see.
 �What�s the rice?� I asked.
 �Backup. These are tiny trackers that we will sew into their clothes, jackets, backpacks, shoes, and the like. If one of them is kidnapped, the kidnappers will remove any obvious tracking devices. These rice-like ones are unobtrusive and unlikely to be noticed. But they don�t have the range and features of the larger models.
 �Another advantage of the snap-on one is that, unlike the others, it uses a satellite phone system, so you don�t have to rely on cellular service for GPS tracking. It also lets you listen in, like a baby monitor, so you can check up on them,� Fritz explained.
 I foresaw that Carol would need this when she discovered boys so I could monitor her activities. Hopefully, that discovery wouldn�t happen until she was thirty and out of the house.
 �We need to clip one onto David,� Dad said.
 �Stay out of this, Old Man,� I shot back, suddenly seeing the downside of the eavesdropping device.
 Funny how your perspective made you view everything differently. Honestly, though, until my kids were older, I wouldn�t feel bad about being able to check in on them.
 �We already record him 24/7,� Fritz said, reminding us of the bodycams and surveillance cameras in the house.
 The only saving grace with that was Fritz and his team would never �leak� anything to my parents. Heck, they wouldn�t give me the video of when I found Jill. I�d been told they�d actually deleted it since she was underage.
 �David, I�d like to talk to you about getting more drones. I want to install them here at the house, the farm, your Malibu home, and I�d like to get them for Rita James� two properties.�
 �We need to talk to Darius and find out if he wants to start making some money doing this,� I suggested.
 That reminded me that I should call Brook�s grandmother and see about moving this drone project forward. I hadn�t shared with her what his latest iteration of the �flock of drones� was capable of. I bet that Grace would want a flock at her place in Cincinnati, as would several of her relatives who had security concerns.
 My flock was currently on chargers in my apartment because Paul and Cassidy had been �working� with them. Those two were worse than Dare. They seemed to spend more time goofing off than actual security work when it came to the drones.
 If Dare wasn�t game, we wanted a fallback plan for creating them. Actually, if Dare turned us down, I would have to check to make sure he wasn�t sick or something.
 �I bet he has already figured more ways to improve them,� Fritz guessed.
 �I�m sure it involves more bitcoins.�
 �What are you talking about?� Mom asked, latching onto the bitcoin comment.
 �Dare met this professor from State who put him in touch with some people that live overseas. It�s easier to pay them in bitcoins,� I explained.
 �People really do that?� Dad asked. �I thought it was risky.�
 �So far, we�ve been lucky. Megan has been overseeing it,� I said to assure my dad. �Besides, it hasn�t been more than I was willing to risk.�
 Mom gave me a stern look. I would bet a beach house that the amount she was willing to risk was much smaller than mine.
 �The professor disappeared,� Fritz said.
 �Hunter?� I asked, suddenly concerned.
 �Well, �disappeared� might be too strong. Hunter suddenly turned in his resignation and left State. When I tried to check on him, I got a visit from the FBI. They made it clear that further inquiries weren�t a good idea,� Fritz shared.
 �Back up and explain all this. You aren�t mixed up with the FBI again, are you?� Mom asked.
 I spent the rest of breakfast explaining how Hunter had helped Dare with the drones. The main reason I didn�t freak out was that Hunter hadn�t given off any signs of being someone to worry about. Though it did bother me when he couldn�t give me straight answers.
 I guessed that he was involved in something classified. The logical conclusion was that he was off working on some top-secret project. That made my inner geek do a little happy dance. It was why I looked forward to playing Ian Bond. That was the closest I would ever come to being a secret agent.
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy and I had finished with our secret-agent training for the movie, so she wanted to get me into the dojo. I�d been lax in my martial-arts exercises for the last several months, having cut back when I hurt the recruit�s father in Oklahoma. I�d heard through the grapevine that the kid had ended up going to Rice University in Houston. Oklahoma had pulled their offer after his father had acted up.
 I knew it was going to be a long day when Cassidy got on me as soon as we started doing our forms.
 �Bend your knees, straighten your back, and lift your elbow. You�ve gotten sloppy,� she observed.
 I predicted that before we finished, I was in for a butt-kicking to remind me that I should train more often.
 �We should do something Sunday night. You need to get out of the house,� I suggested to break the building tension.
 �Concentrate,� Cassidy warned.
 �How about bowling? We could get a group of people together �� I started and suddenly found myself on my back.
 That would leave a mark.
 �This is my time. I expect you to respect that,� Cassidy said, sounding tough.
 From my position on the floor, I leg-swept her, and she landed on me. I proceeded to tickle her.
 �David!� she barked as she squirmed to get away.
 My little ninja didn�t try too hard because I didn�t end up in extreme pain or bleeding. She lost her bossy teacher cred when she giggled.
 Then she realized what I�d done and jabbed me under the arm.
 �Ow!�
 Cassidy kissed my nose, and we got back to it. She lightened up, but as predicted, I got an ass-kicking. I really did need to practice more to maintain my edge.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d decided I would make dinner for the grandmothers who were coming over to help watch the little ones. Since Mom and Dad were going out, I was able to make something with carbs. Lasagna with garlic bread sounded like a solid plan. That way, I would have leftovers to take to school for lunch.
 I decided against making a salad to go with it. Melanie had bought a large bag of fresh green beans, and Mary had shared a recipe I wanted to try. It was fried in a pan with bacon and garlic to give it some color. Then you added chicken stock to finish and topped the whole thing with parmesan cheese.
 I�d made two lasagnas, one with the roasted vegetables, and the other with meatballs for Greg. He contended that lasagna shouldn�t be ruined with green stuff.
 Dad came into the kitchen, sniffing like Duke does when bacon starts to cook.
 �What are you making?�
 �Lasagna,� I said, and then whispered conspiratorially. �There�ll be leftovers.�
 �I heard that. That�s not on your diet, Rob,� Mom said, sauntering in.
 She wore a cute dress. It looked like Dad would be spending some money tonight if her attire was indicative of the class of place he was taking her. He had on a sport coat.
 �Where are you guys going?� I asked.
 �The country club. Don�t wait up for us,� Mom said as she dragged my dad out the door.
 Everyone began to arrive. My grandmother had brought Yelena, whom we were reintroducing to the idea of grandkids for when Yuri finally got busy. Lacy, Pam�s mom, came next. She volunteered to make a Caprese salad to help out. Both of Little David�s grandmas came. They�d been getting along better over time. Mitch still didn�t want anything to do with his son, but his mom did, so I invited her.
 The back door crashed open, startling my guard dog.
 �Unca David! Unca David! Come help,� Mac called.
 Worried something was wrong, I ran to the back door, only to find that Ashley had just arrived. Greg and Angie were helping her get Carol, Allen, and Dawson out of their car seats as Kyle and Nate supervised. Greg handed me Carol, who grabbed my neck and gave me a big slobbery kiss. We�d been teaching them about kisses, and I wondered if it was such a good idea as I wiped the wet spot she�d left.
 I noticed that both Angie and Ashley wore skimpy dresses.
 �Where do you two think you�re going dressed like that?� I asked in my best judgmental dad voice.
 �I asked the same thing,� Greg said.
 Ashley looked a little worried. Angie, not at all.
 �Ignore them. They have SDS,� Angie told Ashley.
 �SDS?� Ashley asked.
 �Swinging Dick Syndrome.�
 Greg and I ignored Angie. Peggy came outside and smoothed down her short skirt while looking worried.
 �Do you think this is too short?� she asked.
 �Yes/No,� was said simultaneously by me/Angie.
 �Quit being so bossy,� Angie said, glaring at me.
 �You could all come in and eat. There�s plenty of food,� I offered.
 �Not on your life,� Peggy said and turned to the girls. �It smells delicious, but we can have some when we get in later.�
 I started to wonder whether my leftovers would survive if they came back drunk and hungry. I might have to hide some of the lasagna if I wanted to take it for lunch.
 �Let�s go before he tries something else to get us to stay,� Angie said.
 I waggled my eyebrows at her. Greg slugged me in the arm to remind me she was married. Angie handed me Dawson and left us to babysit while she and the others went to dinner and clubbing for a girls� night.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d had the brilliant notion of calling Greg and Ms. Lawrie, our nanny, to come to help. She�d worked at our daycare before we hired her and could juggle all the little ones with ease. Greg had more experience than I did with interpreting �kid speak.� For example, when Coby grunted and held out a hand, Greg knew it meant the ball he�d been chewing on had rolled away.
 First of all, gross! Because it was Duke�s ball. How Greg deciphered what Coby wanted filled me with awe.
 With those two busy watching the kids, Lacy and my grandmother were able to go to the basement and raid the wine racks. The grandmothers kicked back and had a glass while I finished getting dinner ready. Frankly, when I had my own grandkids, this was how I wanted to watch them.
 Dinner was a success. The only incident was when Allen somehow dumped his juice on his head and needed a bath. Fortunately, mine were all about the same size. I borrowed some of Coby�s clothes to change my dirty boy.
 While I gave him a bath, the grandmothers cleaned the kitchen for me. When I came down, Grandma Dawson pulled me aside.
 �Mayor Duke has a volunteer project I was hoping you would help with.�
 �Sure.�
 �Great,� she said and thrust a piece of paper with an address on it into my hand. �If you could get it taken care of before Monday, that would be ideal.�
 Her little smile told me I�d been had. I trusted my grandmother not to take too much advantage of me, or I wouldn�t have agreed so readily.
 �I might need a few details,� I suggested.
 �Duke announced a beautification initiative yesterday,� she said, and left me still hanging.
 �First I�m hearing of it,� I admitted.
 It cracked me up that she always attributed everything to our mayor, who Dawson was currently using as a climbing structure. Duke had made some improvements to the town. The first was clearing up all the unpaid city fines by allowing people to drop off food items that were donated to charities. They�d also fenced off an area at the park close to my house for a dog park.
 �We have some run-down properties that the city has decided are eyesores. I looked through the list, and there are a handful where the occupants can�t afford to make the improvements. I thought that you might be able to help them so we don�t have to levy fines,� Grandma Dawson explained.
 �When you say help ��
 �I mean, volunteer your time to help clean up. Like at the address I gave you. Sidney Hytong is an elderly man on a fixed income who isn�t ready to go to a nursing home. His yard has been neglected for the past couple of years because he isn�t able to take care of it.�
 �How bad is it?� I asked.
 �Well, we�ve sent out a lot of notices to people, but I don�t think anyone has received more than Sidney�s 43. I talked to Margaret Rice, and she said that you can borrow what you need from the city. Mike Perovich suggested that you would need a brush hog to knock it down and a truck to take the debris to the dump. Oh, and a power washer,� she said with a straight face.
 This project sounded like more than a one-man job. Then I remembered my suggestion earlier in the day to Cassidy. What if I got a group of my friends together to help, and then we went bowling afterward to make a day of it? It might be fun to do some good and then hang out.
 I smiled when I remembered what Hunter Jacobs had told me: I could solve problems if I took a step back to see the big picture. This fit with enjoying my senior year, hanging out with my friends, and also doing good.
 �Okay,� I said, without elaboration.
 Grandma looked shocked. I expect she thought I would push back when she started to list off all the equipment I would need.
 �I�ll let Margaret know and have her load up a truck with everything you need. What time should I say you�ll be by?�
 �After church. How about I pick it up around noon?� I suggested.
 �Okay. When you�re close to finishing, give me a call. The mayor will want to swing by and inspect the results.�
 This time, Grandma couldn�t keep a straight face. I stuck my tongue out at her and left her to call whoever she needed to get me the tools for the job.
 I knew exactly who to call. Several of them owed me for Valentine�s Day.
 ◊◊◊
 When the kids had wound down, and the grandmothers had finished off another bottle of wine, Greg and I got a chance to talk.
 �How goes Darius�s education?� I asked.
 I�d asked my brother to help Dare learn about girls like he�d taught me freshman year.
 �You owe me for that one.�
 �I considered us even when I got Joey to be your personal trainer,� I fired back.
 �It might have been fine if everyone hadn�t horned in.�
 �What are you talking about?� I asked.
 �Mom invited everyone at her office, including Megan, and all your baby mamas. Angie has even been making noise about working out in the mornings,� he complained.
 �But you get to see Joey each morning,� I reminded him.
 �Yeah,� he admitted. �Thanks for that. I just can�t imagine what all that is costing you.�
 �Honestly, I don�t care what it costs if it means you and Dad are healthy.�
 �I appreciate it. I hadn�t realized how much weight I�d gained. Angie has me on the same diet as Dad to get the pounds off,� Greg shared.
 �I won�t tell her about the lasagna then,� I assured him.
 He just laughed. I�d forgotten he had three rug-rats who would let that slip. We had no secrets with them around.
 ◊◊◊   
    Sunday February 19 
 Mom and I went to early church and then picked up Dad for brunch at Granny�s West. I almost felt sorry for him when I had to eat his cinnamon roll. Almost. When I got home, Cassidy looked unhappy.
 �What�s eating you?� I asked as I got into the Demon�s passenger seat.
 �Do we really have to volunteer today?� she asked.
 �It�ll make you a better person.�
 She didn�t think too much of my reasoning. We picked up Dare and then Chrissy. They were a little too happy for Cassidy�s mood, which put a smile on my face.
 Dare impressed me when he picked up on her bad mood. He tentatively leaned over the back of the seat to show me his phone. I burst out laughing when I saw his calendar: it noted when Cassidy�s period would start, which was today. She glared at me, and I shut up. The little dumbass showed Chrissy.
 �I have some Midol if you need it,� Chrissy told Cassidy.
 It was a good thing we were all strapped in because the tires smoked when she slammed on the brakes. I heard her heavy breathing as she struggled to get herself under control.
 �Going on the pill is supposed to help PMS,� Dare offered.
 �Bless his heart,� I said in my best impersonation of Grandma Felton when I said something that set my mom off. I�d learned from some of my Oklahoman Team USA baseball friends that when a Southern woman says, �Bless your heart,� it translates to, �You�re an idiot.�
 Luckily for all of us, Cassidy found the humor in that and began to giggle. It wasn�t a fun giggle, more the unhinged variety, which made the hairs on my neck stand up. Chrissy handed me the bottle of Midol. Cassidy stopped her giggling for a moment and gave me an icy stare. My expression must have been funny because she started again, uncontrollably. I wondered if the mental hospital that Tracy stayed in for her depression took walk-ins for PMSing teens.
 ◊◊◊
 Upon our arrival, we discovered everyone had waited out front. My group designated me to go talk to the homeowner. Sidney Hytong was an elderly man with leathery skin, shiny gray hair, and beady brown eyes. He answered the front door in a pair of plaid boxers and a �wife beater� undershirt with food stains on it.
 My first impression of the man was that he gave me the creeps. I would guess he sported a nasty frown 24/7 and always reeked of stinky old-man sweat. He looked at me and then my friends and frowned even more.
 �What do you brats want?�
 �We�re here to clean up your yard so you don�t get fined by the city,� I answered patiently.
 �I pay my taxes, and you should have never let my property get like this,� he barked.
 �That�s not how it works. The government doesn�t keep your lawn cut and yard clean because you pay taxes,� I said, shocked at his attitude.
 �I don�t appreciate you lecturing me when you�re wrong. I�ve lived a long life, and I�m entitled to be taken care of. What I don�t need is a bunch of kids bothering me,� he said.
 I considered calling Cassidy up to the porch and letting her talk to him. Her current mood and mine started to match.
 �Are you saying you don�t want us to clean up your yard and just let the city fine you?� I asked.
 His eyes narrowed, and he got a calculating look.
 �Are you trying to con me? What�s this going to cost?� Mr. Hytong asked.
 �We�re volunteers. It won�t cost you a dime,� I assured him.
 �I�ll be watching you. If you do a bad job, I�ll call the police and have you all arrested,� he threatened.
 If I hadn�t promised my grandmother, I would have left. I almost did anyway when Mr. Hytong slammed the door in my face. His nasty attitude and sense of entitlement rubbed me the wrong way. He should appreciate that we had reached out to help. It was much better than the alternative where the city fined him and forced him to pay to have his yard cleaned up.
 Maybe �cleaned up� understated the magnitude of the job needed. I�d wondered when Grandma Dawson had mentioned a brush hog. They were typically used to clear land that had become overgrown to the point you couldn�t get a lawnmower to cut it. I�d used one on my uncle�s farm to reclaim acreage for pasture. Mr. Hytong�s yard was full of weeds over waist high. Small trees had also sprouted, making it impossible to just mow.
 Another problem was that people had used his lot as a place to dump their garbage. We put Yuri, Roc, and Phil in charge of picking up the trash. Since I�d run a brush hog before, I was tasked with cutting down the yard so that Wolf could use his lawnmower. Tim took charge of Dare and Chrissy, and they helped him trim back the bushes that had gotten out of control. Cassidy returned to the car to take a nap.
 Thankfully, it was February, and all the weeds were dead, making it easier to cut them all down. Wolf followed behind me and bagged up anything too big for his mower to chop up. We made the executive decision not to rake the yard. Wolf ran his mower over it a couple of times, and nature would turn the clippings into much-needed lawn fertilizer.
 I got the power washer out and started to clean the hard surfaces. Mr. Hytong�s sidewalks and driveway were black with mold.
 ◊◊◊
 When we were almost done, I called my grandmother so Mayor Duke could come to inspect our work. I should have known that she would show up with the press to highlight the excellent work our mayor was doing. I was equally impressed when the cops arrived and was glad to see my favorite policeman, Billy.
 While my grandma and I walked over to talk to Billy, Duke greeted all the workers to show his appreciation. Then again, it might have been that he wanted his ears rubbed.
 Billy wasn�t happy when he saw a couple of local reporters follow us.
 �Hey, good to see you,� I said in greeting.
 �We got a call about kids trashing Mr. Hytong�s yard. I take it you�re the chief vandal?� Billy asked.
 I rolled my eyes because the crazy old man was on my last nerve. My grandmother stepped in before I said what I really thought. She explained what was going on. Billy then walked up to the house to deal with the recipient of our free work.
 My grandmother talked to the press and then gathered us all around for a group photo with our esteemed mayor. Cassidy jumped right into the middle of the group picture. Her contribution had been not hurting anyone while she took a nap.
 As we were about to leave, Billy came to find my grandmother and me, shaking his head.
 �After I explained that I wasn�t going to arrest you all, he had the nerve to ask when you would be back to fix stuff around the house. �I pay my taxes,�� Billy said as he did air quotes around Mr. Hytong�s rant.
 �Sounds like someone needs to do a wellness check,� Grandma Dawson suggested to Billy.
 �You�re probably right,� he admitted. �I�ll tell the appropriate folks at the station, and they�ll have someone come evaluate him.�
 There were safeguards in place for people who were no longer able to take care of themselves. The problem was that people like Mr. Hytong flew under the radar because they were shut-ins or had very little interaction with others. If he weren�t such an unpleasant person, I would feel sorry for him.
 I thanked Billy for not arresting us and drove home to take a shower.
 ◊◊◊
 I invited everyone who helped with the volunteer work today to go bowling tonight. It had been a long time since I�d gone bowling. I also asked Gina, Pam, and Tracy so my dateless guys�Phil, Tim, and Wolf�would have someone to hang out with.
 Cassidy had declared me perfectly safe and bailed on her security duties for the rest of the day. With her PMSing, I made the executive decision to cover for her and risk an outing. If I�d been anywhere else, like LA or New York, I wouldn�t have done it.
 The person I worried about a little was Lisa Felton; I�d invited her as my date. While I was willing to date her regardless of my friends� opinions, it would be better if they accepted her. I hoped that a group outing like this would make it easier.
 We were going to Bulldog Bowl, which had seen better days. Back in my grandmother�s day, bowling had been a big thing. Dad had told me that his mom had belonged to a women�s league when he was a kid.
 Over the past several years, bowling alleys had started to go under. There were exceptions, though. When I�d spent time in Chicago, I�d been to a place that was a combination bowling alley, bar, and laundromat. It was the place to go on Friday and Saturday nights. They�d geared themselves to young single professionals and provided a unique way to meet other singles.
 When we got there, we were the only ones bowling. There were a few older people in the bar.
 �This is kind of sad,� Lisa observed.
 I shrugged.
 �I never promised going out with me was going to be fun.�
 �You keep taking me to dives like this, and I�ll have to agree with you,� she said and then gave me a dick-hardening look. �Of course, this means you have to make it up to me.�
 �Keep it up, and we�ll be skipping bowling,� I threatened.
 �Don�t tempt me like that,� she fired back.
 I could already tell I was going to enjoy dating Lisa.
 That was when I spotted Dare coming in with Chrissy � and, wait for it � his mom.
 �Hold that thought,� I said and pointed at Dare�s mom. �I have to go deal with that.�
 I handed Lisa money to go reserve the lanes and get us snacks.
 �Dr. Rossetti,� I said in greeting.
 �David,� she said, and then had the presence to look embarrassed. �When I saw the outside, I wanted to make sure it was safe for them to come in.�
 I did see her point. I hadn�t realized how run-down the place had become. It wouldn�t be long before they shut the doors unless they did something to reinvent themselves.
 �I�ll make sure Dare doesn�t touch anything he shouldn�t,� I teased.
 She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
 �Thank you. You don�t know how much you�ve helped him. I�ll leave him in your capable hands,� Dr. Rossetti said and turned to leave.
 �Hang on. Just so we�re clear, I�m not babysitting Dare. If he messes up, it�s on him.�
 She smiled at me.
 �But I know you won�t let anyone pick on him. If he should �mess up,� it might be good for him,� Dr. Rossetti said and then left.
 I got my shoes and picked out a bowling ball. I quickly discovered that they didn�t have any balls that fit my hand, so I picked the best one I could find. Lisa had claimed four lanes for us. I was a little confused when I found ten 10-ounce beers on a tray.
 �Where did you get that?� I asked.
 �They have a special on Sunday nights. If you bowl, it�s quarter-beer night,� she explained.
 �And they sold it to you?� I asked.
 �They didn�t even ask.�
 I started to get a bad feeling. If the high school crowd figured out they had quarter beers and didn�t card � It didn�t take too great an effort to connect the dots to that train wreck. Then again, I wanted to enjoy my senior year.
Gack! 
 It was skunked beer; it had a wet-cardboard taste to it. Lisa tried a sip and wrinkled her nose.
 �We should buy a few good beers before we start drinking this,� she suggested.
 I wasn�t sure how much I would have to drink to not gag on that. And I had planned to only have one or two to be social because I was in training.
 �Yeah. Go get something decent,� I said.
 I noticed she hadn�t brought me any change. She had money to spring for something better.
 While she was gone, everyone else started to show up.
 �Dude,� Tim said in shock when he saw the beer.
 I flipped him off. He was confused because I never drank when training.
 Wolf came up and smiled.
 �You read my mind. I need a beer after today,� he said.
 I had a big grin when I saw their faces as they tasted it. They looked at it and then at each other and shrugged. I cringed when they downed their first one.
 �It�ll taste okay after a few,� Wolf said sagely.
 Lisa came back and handed me a bottle of beer.
 �They didn�t card you?� Tim asked.
 �No, and if you�re bowling, they�re having a special. Those cost a quarter each,� Lisa shared.
 So much for this being a secret. Tim took a picture of the tray of beers and announced it to the world on social media. I tried to stop him, but he reminded me that baseball started on Tuesday. Once that happened, Moose would enforce the no-drinking rule. Plus, tomorrow was President�s Day�meaning no school. It looked like we were having one last party before the season began.
 ◊◊◊
 Within an hour, the bowling alley was packed. By the second hour, parents started to show up. How do I know that? Guess �
 Yep. My mom sat down beside me, catching me completely by surprise. It sucked that she was social-media savvy. Either that or someone like Angie had clued her in to what we were up to.
 �Somehow, I knew you would be in the center of all this,� she said.
 I just pulled a Dawson and blinked at her.
 �Aren�t you going to get me a beer?� she asked.
 I reached behind me and grabbed a new beer out of the bucket. Lisa had discovered that they sold a bucket of six decent beers for ten bucks. I sat in stunned silence as my mom took a long draw, and then we locked eyes.
 �Everyone drinking is not driving. You are responsible for collecting car keys. There will be rides for everyone in �� she checked her watch, �two hours.�
 Apparently, I�d just entered some kind of alternate universe where my mom was cool with having a beer with me. I might have to have another one to help wrap my brain around that.
 She gathered all the other parents, and they traipsed into the bar. What they didn�t see wouldn�t get them put in jail. I put Phil, Yuri, and Roc in charge of car keys, giving up mine first, and then kicked back and enjoyed all my friends and my date with Lisa.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 19 � Straighten Me Out?  Monday February 20 
 When my parents had shown up last night and made everyone drinking turn in their car keys, I�d decided to have a few more beers. I shouldn�t have been surprised when I found myself a little hungover when I woke up.
 Duke had finally trained me, so he now slept on my bed at night. I rolled over and put my arm around him to give him a chest rub.
 �How about we skip running this morning?� I asked him.
 He looked up at me, and his tail wagged in agreement.
 I rolled out of bed and stepped carefully to the bathroom where I took a couple of aspirin before getting into the shower. When it was hot, I began to soap up and enjoy the sensation as I started to become human again.
 I still had a small smile on my face as I remembered Dare�s mom. Later in the night, she�d come to pick up Dare and Chrissy and found him drinking a beer. Apparently, neither of the Rossettis had been schooled in how to handle a situation where, in her book, he had misbehaved.
 Dr. Rossetti finally decided that he needed a good scolding, and Dare looked like he might start to cry. Brook was right; he needed toughening up. If my mom ever took him to task, Dare would undoubtedly end up in the same mental health facility I planned to send Cassidy to.
 The best part had happened when his girlfriend had stood up for him. Evidently, this wasn�t Chrissy�s first rodeo as far as getting into trouble went because she calmly talked to both Dare and his mom. When she was done, mom and son hugged it out. It looked like Chrissy was good for both of them.
 Lisa had taken on my role as social butterfly. Word was out that she was my date, and my friends made an effort not to be so judgmental. I knew all would be well when she and Gina had a long, animated discussion, and both were smiling when they finished.
 Speaking of Gina, she finally laid claim to Wolf. Tim had joined me to advise me that it had at last happened.
 �I give it two weeks,� Tim predicted.
 �I don�t know. The Bickersons have a better shot than most. They already know how to argue with each other,� I observed.
 I�d nicknamed them that because they bickered back and forth. I�d heard my grandmother use the term before about an arguing couple. When I asked her about it, she said she wasn�t sure exactly where it came from, but her parents had used it. I looked it up, and it was from an old-time radio show before they had TV.
 �I hate to ask,� Tim started to change the subject, �but would you be okay if I asked Pam out?�
 �You�re asking me that one week after you cheated on Tami, and she kicked you to the curb?� I asked, doing the one-eyebrow-raised look.
 �Forget I asked.�
 �No, no. Pam is her own person, and I don�t control who she dates. Just be aware that if you go two-for-two hurting girls I care about, I will string you up.�
 �I promise not to do anything that�ll make you mad,� Tim assured me.
 I knew that though Tim had made a mistake, deep down, he really was a good guy. If he weren�t, I would never have allowed him to date Tami. Of all the guys I knew at Lincoln High, Tim was the one I would trust with Pam.
 I also expected that Pam would see it for what it was: two friends dating until school ended. She was headed back to California for college, and Tim planned to go to Michigan if we could get the Mike situation figured out. So, this relationship had a limited shelf life.
 I got out of the shower and dried off.
 I had to take care of talking to the Michigan coaches today. Ty had spoken to them on Friday, so they�d had enough time to think about it. I wanted to find out if we had to restart the recruiting process or were finally done with it.
 ◊◊◊
 I called Coach Haber�s direct line, and when he didn�t answer right away, it transferred me to the receptionist.
 �University of Michigan Football Offices, how may I direct your call?� a pleasant female voice asked.
 �Coach Haber, please.�
 �May I ask who�s calling?�
 �David Dawson.�
 �Oh, hey, David. He�s having a coaches meeting. Let me see if he�s done,� she said and put me on hold.
 I listened to the University of Michigan fight song as I waited.
 �David, Coach Title. Coach Haber asked me to straighten you out.�
 �Straighten me out?� ran through my brain.
 �Maybe I should talk to Coach Haber,� I said before I got mad.
 �David, you need to get used to something. Coach Haber is a busy man, and you�ll have to work with me frequently. So, if you have an issue with something, it�s me you have to talk to,� he said to explain the chain of command.
 Coach Title was the offensive coordinator for Michigan. I realized I would have to work with him on an ongoing basis once I got to Michigan. If that were the case, I would suck it up and talk to him about my issue with Mike.
 �I wanted to discuss the problem I�m having with Mike Herndon,� I started.
 �David, let me give you a piece of advice. Ty Wilson called and said you weren�t happy with Mike. First of all, in the future, man-up and don�t have others do your complaining. Secondly, college ball is not like high school. There will be some players that you don�t necessarily like at first. What you�ll find is that once you start working with them daily, with the goal of winning, you will soon forget your differences.
 �We have a culture at the University of Michigan of working as a team. We�ll help you get your head on straight if you expect you�re going to come in and hold a grudge against a teammate. It simply won�t be tolerated for team chemistry�s sake. Am I clear?� Coach Title asked.
 �So, you�re not interested in knowing exactly what the problem is that we have with each other?� I asked.
 �When I talked to Mike, he told me you were just upset that he was interested in a girl he met at a party. I don�t really give a shit about some girl. I give a shit about the University of Michigan and what it takes to win football games. Some girl should be the least of your worries. There are plenty to go around,� Coach Title said.
 �Sir, I think you�ve been misled. There is quite a bit more going on between Mike Herndon and me than just some girl.�
 �Let me stop you right there. I don�t care,� he said, shocking me. �High school bullshit doesn�t matter to me. You�ll play with him on the team and like it.�
 �No, I won�t.�
 �Son, I hate to break it to you, but you don�t have a choice in the matter. The sooner you figure out that you�re not running the football team, the better. Everyone on the team was the big man on campus when they were in high school. They might even think they�re entitled to make suggestions. When you get to campus, you�ll be just one of 85 scholarship players, all equal. You�re nothing special,� Coach Title explained.
 He should have shared this during the recruiting process. I�m sure everyone would rush to sign up when told they weren�t �anything special.�
 �Actually, Coach Title, I do have a choice. I can choose to play ball somewhere else.�
 He laughed, which surprised me.
 �If you do, you�ll lose a year of eligibility. Plus, you�ll be labeled a troublemaker,� Coach Title threatened.
 I didn�t need to think about this any longer. Even if they fixed it so that Mike wouldn�t play at Michigan, I would never have Coach Title as my coach. He�d made an ass out of himself at the Michigan camp held at Lincoln High, and now he showed his true colors once again. The guy was a jerk.
 �Thank you for the clarification,� I said.
 �I�m glad we could clear that up. Is there anything else you wanted?�
 �Yes. I wanted to thank you and the University of Michigan for offering me a scholarship to play football. It saddens me to say that I will be playing elsewhere next year. I want to wish you and Mike the best of luck. If he�s an example of what your team is like, I won�t be associated with it,� I said.
 I tried to sound as businesslike as possible, even though I was seething.
 �I thought you understood. What part of �you signed a letter of intent� did you not get?� Coach Title asked.
 �I never signed one. I just verbally committed.�
 �� Oh.�
 �Please tell Coach Haber how helpful you�ve been,� I said as my parting shot and hung up.
 Well, I might have dodged a bullet on that one.
 ◊◊◊
 I had twenty minutes to step back and consider my options before I received the expected call from the head coach at Michigan.
 �I just received some disturbing news and wanted to confirm it with you. Did you just pull your commitment?� Coach Haber asked.
 �Yes, sir.�
 �Is there some way we can fix this?�
 �Short of firing Coach Title and pulling Mike Herndon�s scholarship?� I asked.
 �Short of that,� he admitted.
 �Then, no.�
 �Do you have any idea where you plan to go to school?� he asked.
 �I might not go to college. I might just see about entering the Major League Baseball draft,� I admitted to what I was considering.
 �Might I ask one favor?� he asked.
 �You can ask,� I said, not committing to anything.
 �Will you let Wolf Tams and Tim Foresee make up their own minds?�
 �They always do, but I will give you a heads-up. They don�t like Mike, either.�
 �Duly noted. I�m starting to wonder if we have made a mistake,� Coach Haber shared.
 �Could be,� I said and then added, �Coach, thank you for offering me. I was excited to play ball at Michigan and for you. I believe you�re on the right track, and if I play college football, just know that I will enjoy putting a beating on you.�
 He barked out a laugh.
 �I bet you will. Who knows, you might end up playing for me before it�s all done. I hope you and I will remain in touch. I also hope you decide to play football. You have a gift, and it would be a shame if you didn�t. I say that even if you do go to our hated rival,� Coach Haber said, putting a smile on my face.
 Of course, he was talking about Ohio State.
 �Thanks, Coach,� I said and rung off.
 ◊◊◊   
    Tuesday February 21 
 I�d held off talking to Wolf, Tim, and Ty about my talk with Coach Title because I wanted to make sure I felt the same way this morning. During PE, I got us excused so we could talk. We grabbed one of the coaches� rooms.
 �I talked to Coach Title �� I began.
 I spent the next fifteen minutes recounting our conversation and my decision to pull my commitment.
 �After hearing that, I can understand why you decided to do what you did,� Ty said.
 �I wanted to make sure you understood this isn�t a knee-jerk decision. I was looking forward to continuing to play ball with you,� I said to Ty.
 �Thanks. I�ll leave you guys alone so you can talk,� Ty said and left.
 �I got a call from Coach Haber,� Wolf told us.
 �Me too,� Tim added.
 �And �?� I asked.
 �I told him we were with you and gave him the complete rundown on Mike. He explained that if he�d known before Mike signed, they would have gone in another direction,� Wolf said.
 �They�re just hiding behind that. I�ve seen schools pull scholarships before,� Tim said.
 Florida�s former football coach, Jim McElwain, was a prime example of a coach who pulled scholarships. He�d made it a practice to reward walk-ons who played well enough by offering them a scholarship, only to yank it if a better recruit became available.
 I�d also seen other schools pull one for an incoming player who did something that would bring trouble to a program. Mike assaulting my brother and giving his underaged girlfriend alcohol�and, I suspect, drugs as well�should rise to that level. In this case, the only difference was it hadn�t been made public, so it gave Michigan cover for not doing anything. The coaching staff had the power to decide who did and didn�t receive a scholarship.
 �I agree. What did you tell him?� I asked.
 �That we were going elsewhere,� Tim said, and Wolf nodded his agreement.
 �Before I commit to another school, I plan to explore Major League Baseball,� I said.
 �I think you should,� Wolf said, surprising me. �You�re good enough to get paid, and going to college might be a mistake for you.�
 �You�re sure?� I asked.
 �Yeah. Tami sat me down a while back and explained it to me,� Tim said.
 That didn�t surprise me.
 �Are you going to consider football too?� Wolf asked.
 I took a deep breath.
 �Of course. I need to. I�ve invested too much not to take it seriously,� I admitted.
 �Where?� Tim asked.
 �I�m good with our final two besides Michigan,� I said.
 �Oklahoma and USC,� Tim confirmed.
 �Either of those would work,� Wolf added.
 �I need to get my lawyers in touch with the schools and explain my requirements for my image and other special needs because of movies and the like. I don�t expect there�ll be a problem because the attorneys talked to them before. But I want to make sure before we get back into it with them,� I said.
 �Did you ever get the NCAA straightened out?� Tim asked.
 �They agreed in principle, and I have a letter to that effect, but we haven�t finished negotiating. They�re dragging their feet,� I explained.
 �What happened to that guy who blackmailed you?� Tim asked.
 I smiled.
 �They fired him after investigating him. Seems I wasn�t the only one he�d strong-armed,� I shared.
 �So, Lisa Felton?� Tim asked.
 �So, Gina and Pam?� I asked back.
 �Let�s go lift,� Wolf said.
 I chuckled because they hadn�t yet closed the deal. I hadn�t either, but Lisa and I would be fine. On the other hand, Tim and Wolf were still in that �not sure if she likes me� phase. I predicted that by this time next week, they would be on surer footing.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, Moose had us all go out to the practice field. Moose gathered us all around to give us his opening speech of the season. I held up my hand.
 �Yes, David,� Moose said to acknowledge me.
 �Can I give them your annual speech to start practice?� I asked innocently.
 There were chuckles all around. He eyed me.
 �By all means,� he said, turning it over to me.
 I slowly walked to the front, mimicking our coach.
 �Okay, settle down. I�m Moose. Just so we�re clear, I answer to Coach or Moose. Either one is fine. Coach Haskins is going to work with the outfielders. Coach Herndon will work with the pitchers and catchers. The rest of the infield will be with me. The JV team will go with Coaches Stevens and Hope.
 �I also want to clear something up for you freshmen and first-year players. You will not be playing varsity ball. I don�t believe in throwing anyone onto the varsity squad before they have at least a year of high school ball under their belts. This is nonnegotiable. The first one of you that has his momma or daddy call me about it will be running until they either drop or quit, I don�t really care which.
 �There will be two teams this year, varsity and JV. Normally I try to put only first-year players on JV. If you�re cut from varsity, I�ll consider�did you hear that? I will consider letting you try out for JV. I use the JV team to give first-year players a chance to learn. If I feel that you could still develop, I�ll let you play JV ball. I know that sounds harsh, but it has worked for twenty-eight years. Are there any questions before we get started?� I asked.
 The older players clapped at my rendition of Moose�s annual kickoff talk with the team. Someone in the back raised their hand, so I pointed at him, staying in character.
 �Yeah, I think I can win a spot on varsity. I was the best player in my summer league last year. I�m sure I can contribute.�
 �No,� I said to mimic Moose�s expected one-word answer.
 �I�m serious. No matter who you have playing at any position, I�m sure I can beat them out.�
 I looked closer because I smelled a rat. I suddenly realized it was Tristan Pratt, the left fielder from Team USA. Tristan had been the youngest player to make the national team, and we�d become friends. He had an older sister who made me nervous. I wondered if she had come with him.
 �I�ll take his challenge,� Ty offered.
 �Okay. Let�s have a little batting practice,� I suggested.
 Only Moose, Coach Haskins, and I knew who Tristan really was, so when Coach Herndon grooved a fastball and Tristan parked it, everyone suddenly became interested. The sound a ball makes when it�s hit with authority is a distinctive crack.
 On the next pitch, Coach Herndon threw a curveball. I kept a straight face as I walked over to stand next to Ty as we watched the ball clear the centerfield fence with ease.
 �The nerve of that upstart, thinking he can just come in and play for us,� I said indignantly.
 �Uh � yeah,� Ty stammered when Tristan hit a solid line drive that would have been a double.
 I looked over at him.
 �You�re not worried, are you?� I asked.
 �That kid can hit,� Ty whispered to me.
 �You want me to take this?� I asked.
 He nodded.
 When Tristan finished hitting ten pitches, I stepped into the box.
 �You�re going down,� I called to Tristan.
 Smartass had said he was the best this past summer. He had awakened the competitive beast.
 �You might think you�re good, but I�ve got your number,� Tristan quipped.
 Coach Herndon gave me an identical fastball to the one that Tristan had seen. I concentrated on my hitting steps and crushed it. My teammates had been nervously murmuring to each other as Tristan put on a hitting clinic. Now it was my turn. I wanted to remind everyone there precisely why I was named MVP last summer.
 �You still got it,� Tristan admitted.
 That was when everyone put together that we knew each other. I decided to come clean.
 �Everyone, this is Tristan Pratt, no relation to Peggy. We played ball this past summer. He was the starting left fielder for Team USA.�
 It felt great to be back on a baseball field. Moose let the older guys go early so he and the staff could evaluate the younger players.
 I was glad to see that my �little brothers,� Phil and Trent, had come out as promised. We�d made a deal that I would help them with football if they would come pitch for the baseball team. If we planned to win it all, we needed the depth. The two of them had been practicing for seven-on-seven football. I�d kept my end of the bargain and spent time working with them to get them ready for next year.
 Tristan had hung around and worked with the outfielders alongside Coach Haskins. They treated him like a rock star and hung on every word he said. He explained that he was in the area because he was on a recruiting trip to State. They had a good college baseball program.
 As we strolled to the locker room, we found Cassidy waiting for us and blocking the entrance.
 �Ah, shit,� Wolf moaned.
 �What�s wrong?� Tristan asked.
 �You are about to see what sets us apart,� I explained.
 �What�s that mean?� Tristan asked.
 Cassidy was in rare form. Tristan turned out to be a total wimp and was dry-heaving after only fifteen minutes. That made Cassidy�s day.
 ◊◊◊
 I invited Tristan and his family to my house for dinner. His sister hadn�t come with them, making me happy. I also asked Moose and Coach Haskins so we could reminisce about last summer.
 After dinner, Tristan and his family said they had to leave, and I asked my coaches and parents to join me in our office.
 �I need your advice. I�m considering exploring baseball for next year,� I said.
 �You mean professionally?� Coach Haskins asked.
 �Yes, sir.�
 �Is this for sure?� Mom asked.
 �No, but I just pulled my football commitment from Michigan and decided I want to explore my options,� I explained.
 Surprisingly, not a single one of them asked why. The events surrounding the Valentine�s Day Massacre didn�t seem to be the secret I�d imagined they were.
 �You must realize this will be a distraction,� Moose said.
 �That�s why I�m talking to you before I do anything.�
 �It can�t be any worse than last spring,� Dad reminded him.
 When the Star Wars video of Dad and me stealing the Millennium Falcon had hit, we�d had to move our games to State to accommodate the crowds.
 �You are a pain in my ass,� Moose said, making my mom laugh.
 No way was I touching that comment.
 �Let me call my contacts and get some advice on how to manage this,� Coach Haskins said to offer some structure to what could turn into chaos.
 �You�re sure?� Mom asked another time.
 �I need to at least get some others� opinions. If it doesn�t look likely that I would make the majors anytime soon, I�d be better off going to college,� I said to explain my thinking.
 �Make the calls,� Dad said.
 He would talk to my mom. I expected her strong pushback at the notion of me not going to college. She had to accept, though, that I loved to play baseball. It was still a game for me. While I also loved football, it took a lot more effort. Not that I wouldn�t have to work at baseball. I guess baseball felt like I was out playing ball with Tami, while football was more of a job. The kid in me just liked baseball better.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 20 � Boss of Me  Wednesday February 22 
 I came back from my morning run to find I had a text to call Scarlet.
 �When were you going to warn us that you�d opened your recruiting back up?� she asked, sounding unhappy.
 �How about now?� I asked, trying to be smart.
 �How about next time, you keep me in the loop? Did you forget I�m your PA while you�re going to school here?�
 �Sorry, I�m not used to you being my go-to person yet. I should have called you,� I admitted.
 �I called Lexi, and she suggested that I get in touch with Frank. She said you need to handle the narrative � whatever that means,� Scarlet said.
 �It means we need to make sure the true story is out there. I don�t want someone from the University of Michigan trashing my character because they�re upset with me,� I explained.
 �Is that possible?�
 I remembered Coach Title saying that I would be labeled a problem. That was hard to imagine since I�d never stepped foot on campus as a player. Yes, recruits could be fickle, but guess what, they were teenagers.
 I at least had a reason not to go, and Mike being a douche-nozzle only made up half of it. The whole �my way or the highway� attitude rubbed me the wrong way. Coach Title might preach that we all get along, but that wasn�t happening on either Mike�s or my part. Mike beating the crap out of my little brother was the last straw.
 �Unfortunately, yes. Then there�s me wanting to explore the possibility of playing baseball instead of going to college. If that isn�t handled right, it might become a big deal,� I surmised.
 I then explained everything that had happened to catch her up.
 �Is it okay if I get Lexi to help me?�
 �She works for Frank at the management company. You�ll have to ask him, but I think it would be wise,� I said.
 �No, Caryn is running the management company now. Brook�s grandmother did some restructuring, and Caryn wanted to move back to California to be closer to her family,� Scarlet said, giving me news I hadn�t yet heard.
 I understood the logic in that. Frank would be able to focus on his PR side, and Caryn really didn�t have a spot within the organization once they bought me out. Moving her to head the personal management business made a great landing place for her.
 �That�s great news. Caryn will do a good job.�
 �Is there anything else you need to tell me?� Scarlet asked.
 �Did you have a good time on your date with Paul?� I asked.
 �None of your business.�
 �If there were a problem, you�d tell me, wouldn�t you?� I asked.
 �Yes,� was her one-word answer.
 �Then I don�t have anything else to mess up your day.�
 I chuckled when she hung up on me. Scarlet was about to get a taste of what it really meant to be my PA. Up to this point, it had been pretty easy. I�d made sure that Lexi handled my Oscar nomination workload; that fit better with her expertise and made sense. Lexi had sent me messages that the studio and several reporters wanted me to make myself available. I�d held firm to this point, with the promise that when I took my trip to LA, I would do whatever they asked.
 Scarlet would find out that football had its own set of issues. I suspected that the Michigan message boards were in meltdown mode, and that football fan sites across the country were probably speculating where the three of us would land. I could hardly wait until I announced my intentions to look into going pro in baseball. Yep, this would break in Scarlet.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got to school, Gina was waiting for me.
 �How�s pouty?� I asked.
 Dare had skipped lunch yesterday because Gina and I had, in fact, gotten a higher score on our math test. He was a funny kid, sometimes. Dare was even more competitive than me when it came to academics. I remembered my nerd days in middle school. If it hadn�t been for my circle of friends, I might have been an outcast like Dare. Being the smart kid tended to piss people off.
 For Dare, being the smartest kid in the room was something to cling to when he was being bullied. At the very least, he knew that his brains would pay off down the road.
 So, when the inconceivable happened�not just me but also Gina getting a higher score�he hadn�t handled it very well. I wished Brook was still here to help him through this. It wasn�t like he could come to me and complain that I�d done better than him. Well, he could, but he would get the tough love my mom thought he needed.
 �Still in meltdown mode. I talked to Chrissy, and she said to leave him alone until lunch. If he tries to skip out again, she�ll make him join us,� Gina shared.
 That sounded like a plan.
 ◊◊◊
 Joey went old-school on me today. She took me out to the football field, where an enormous tire sat on the goal line. Joey demonstrated how to flip it over safely. If a girl could do it, so could I. She stressed safety because the behemoth weighed close to 500 pounds. If I lifted it wrong, I might mess up my back.
 Joey directed me to flip it end-to-end until I reached the far goal line. By the time I made it there, I�d decided I would rather be tortured on the rowing machine at level eleven.
 �Good job. Take a quick break and rehydrate. When you�re ready, put the tire back where you found it,� she ordered.
 She didn�t seem amused when I wanted to stand it up and roll it back. At least Cassidy thought it was funny. Because of my plan, Joey upped the ante and complained I wasn�t going fast enough.
 I found that by mixing up my training, she prevented me from falling into complacency. Once you learned how to do an exercise, there are techniques you can use to make it a little easier. Joey kept introducing new ways to work me out that required me to go full out. While I hated her for it, I loved the challenge.
 When she took my measurements on Friday, I discovered that I�d lost weight but had gotten stronger. I also knew my endurance had improved. Joey was turning me into a lean beast. I wished I�d met her sooner.
 ◊◊◊
 �There he is. Everyone, welcome back Dare,� I announced when Chrissy all but dragged him to the table.
 We ignored Dare for the first half of lunch. His body language radiated his desire for everyone to leave him alone. Finally, Cassidy had had enough.
 �What�s your problem?� she asked Dare.
 The whole lunch table got quiet as Dare mumbled something. My eyes got big in horror.
 �Shit, is this it? Dare just declared there�s a zombie apocalypse coming,� I said.
 Tim and Wolf helped sell it by looking scared. I would have to work with them on their acting skills. Dare couldn�t help himself.
  �If zombies want brains, they won�t be coming after you,� he said, trying to cut me to the quick.
 Everyone burst out laughing. Dare didn�t talk the rest of lunch, but he would glance up every now and then. He would be fine.
 ◊◊◊
 After baseball practice, Paul was waiting to pick me up. I�d agreed to go with Cassidy to the dojo tonight, so she was at my side.
 I had almost reached the car when a large man rushed towards me.
 �David Dawson!� he yelled and reached into a bag.
 �Gun!� Cassidy yelled and knocked me to the ground.
 When I finally looked back, Paul had taken him down and had him subdued. Cassidy ran to the back of the SUV and got zip ties to restrain the man. I was in shock when Paul took two guns off of him, one on his hip and the other in an ankle holster. While they did that, I called 911.
 Cassidy made me get into the car while she released the drones to make sure no one else lurked nearby.
 A police car came roaring into the parking lot with lights flashing and siren blaring. You can guess what that did to my fellow students � they decided that watching Cops live beat going home and playing video games.
 I was happy to see that the police officer was Billy, my friend on the force. That stopped him from shooting Paul with his one bullet. With Billy on the scene, I figured it safe to get out of the car. I cringed when I saw a news reporter with his phone out taking pictures. I started to have a bad feeling this was a setup.
 �Well, look who we have here. Deputy Sheriff Anson Park,� Billy said.
 �Get these restraints off of me,� he barked at Billy. �I want to press charges against this man for unlawful restraint and assault of a police officer.�
 �Three quick questions,� Billy said.
 I noticed that he hadn�t made a move to release Deputy Park. When the deputy started barking orders, I had a bad feeling this might go south in a hurry.
 �Did you identify yourself as a police officer?� Billy asked.
 He glared at Billy in response.
 �Are you on duty?� Billy asked next.
 Another icy stare.
 �What were you trying to do?� Billy asked.
 �I have papers to serve on David Dawson,� he finally said.
 It suddenly became clear, and I smelled a rat. I wondered where Thomas Fox was lurking. This was the same tactic he�d used when they served me the restraining order to stay away from Pam a year and a half ago. That explained why the reporter was taking this all in.
 �Bringing guns onto school grounds is reason enough to arrest him. I subdued him because he was rushing David, and he was armed,� Paul explained.
 Even Deputy Park blanched at that. Every time there was a school shooting, the politicians postured and made noises about one side of the issue or another. They didn�t agree on much, but they all agreed that if you brought a gun on campus, it was something you should do serious time for.
 Billy became all business and put his cuffs on Deputy Park and called his supervisor. Great! I wasn�t getting to leave just yet.
 ◊◊◊
 While the entire local police force showed up and Detective Kitchens took charge, I did what I probably shouldn�t have: I talked to the reporter.
 �Care to comment?� he asked.
 �I�ll give you full access if you answer one question for me. Who tipped you off?� I asked.
 �Sorry, I can�t do that.�
 �I�ll just call another reporter and give him my story,� I said like I didn�t care.
 �Wait!� he said when I pulled out my phone and showed him that I had Jeff Delahey�s number on speed dial. �Thomas Fox.�
 That confirmed my suspicions.
 �I was walking to my car in the school parking lot when an armed man called out my name and rushed me. Luckily, I had my security team with me, or who knows what he would have done,� I said dramatically.
 Frank was always preaching to get out in front of the story. I made sure I mentioned the man rushed me, was armed, and on school grounds, to do just that. Lost in all the noise that would create would be the reason Deputy Park had been there: to serve me papers of some kind.
 The reporter nearly peed himself when I told him that my security team wore bodycams, and I would see if I were able to get him the video. Of course, I would have to ask. He gave me his card and then rushed off because he had to get his story in before he got scooped. I promised I wouldn�t give the video to any other reporters before he saw it. I left unsaid that he probably wouldn�t see it, either.
 Once he left, Cassidy suddenly appeared at my side.
 �Aaron, your former manny, is suing you.�
 I suddenly was mad all over. Aaron had signed an agreement not to sue me, or anyone else for that matter, if my parents didn�t press charges against him for assaulting my son and dog. In return, we paid for his medical insurance, and we picked up any additional fees due to his injuries.
 Cassidy had popped his elbow out of its socket, which was both painful and potentially life-threatening. He could have ruptured a blood vessel and bled out. He had recovered and moved on with his life, from what I�d heard. Aaron did get in a spot of trouble when the soccer mom he was banging at our house turned out to be married, and her husband found out.
 I suspected that our little weasel Thomas Fox was desperate for cash and figured he would get me to pay Aaron off to make him go away. Thomas Fox had become more than a problem for me. He needed to learn that he shouldn�t expect me to play nice when he tried stuff like this. I planned to fix this problem once and for all.
 I made a phone call.
 ◊◊◊
 After that conversation, I made my next call to Scarlet.
 �Ready to be my PA?� I asked.
 �Megan tossed your recruiting phone into a drawer this afternoon. We�re hoping the battery runs down overnight.�
 �That�s what I always suggested, but Caryn was a glutton for punishment and thought it unprofessional not to answer it,� I shared.
 �Oh.�
 I smiled because I could almost see the gears grinding in Scarlet�s head when she heard that Caryn felt it �unprofessional� to ignore the deluge of calls. Personally, as long as they weren�t calling me, I was okay with it. I would make sure Scarlet or Megan found out who had called so I could call them back when I was ready.
 �I need you to do something for me and not tell anyone else,� I said.
 �No problem.�
 This was much different from Caryn. I should have put Scarlet in charge a long time ago.
 �Book a round-trip ticket for P�draig O�Malley out of LAX and into Chicago. Text him the information when you get it booked. He�s on the way to the airport now and will return tomorrow night. Also, rent him a car at O�Hare and a hotel room locally.�
 �Anything else?� Scarlet asked.
 �I need you to get cash for Paddy when the bank opens,� I said and gave her the amount.
 �That�s a lot of money. Are you sure you don�t want me to just write him a check?�
 �No. That�s his requirement. I�m not sure why he wants it in cash. It�s not like people wouldn�t be able to figure out we�re paying for his travel if they looked hard enough,� I said.
 �This isn�t anything illegal, is it?� Scarlet asked.
 �It might be a gray area,� I admitted.
 I was hiring Paddy to speak to Mr. Fox, and Aaron, if needed, to fix this before it became a thing. I�d hoped to never use Paddy�s services as a fixer. But Thomas Fox wasn�t going to stop his efforts to get his pound of flesh from me however he could.
 ◊◊◊
 When I finally got home, Cassidy and Paul stayed for dinner. Everyone else had already eaten, but my mom and dad joined us.
 Cassidy told them about the sheriff�s deputy and that he was trying to serve me papers.
 �I�ll call Ms. Dixon in the morning,� Dad said.
 �No need,� I said without thinking.
 �I thought you�d finally figured out that it�s better to call your lawyers early rather than when it�s too late,� Dad said.
 �I think one of you also told me not to spend money until I had to,� I said to deflect.
 �But �� Dad started, and I held up my hand.
 �Remember, I haven�t been served yet.�
 I thought I was brilliant. I�d headed off my dad�s argument for starting to pay lawyers.
 �You should call Fritz and warn him that your �fixer� is showing up tomorrow,� Cassidy said.
 �Fixer?� Mom asked.
 Shoot me now.
 That led to a whole discussion of how I knew a �fixer.� I might have glossed over how I�d gotten Zander to agree to the settlement when I talked to my parents.
 �David Allen Dawson!� Mom said, signaling I was in trouble.
 �I know where the popcorn is,� Cassidy told Paul.
 My dad saved me from a public dressing-down when he barked out a laugh at Cassidy�s comment that said, in essence, our show was about to start. She and Paul planned on sitting back and watching our family drama unfold.
 �Office, now!� Mom said, pointing.
 Cassidy started to get up to follow until my mom gave her a pointed look.
 �Uh, I need to get home and do my homework,� was her witty response.
 Even my mom didn�t buy that Cassidy ever actually brought homework home.
 �I�ll give you a ride,� Paul said as they left.
 We never made it to the office because Mom tore into me before I got out of my seat.
 �What the hell do you need a fixer for? You aren�t paying to have Thomas Fox�s legs broken, are you?� Mom asked.
 �I wish,� I said, and my dad reached over and smacked me on the back of the head.
 �Hey, if someone did it, you wouldn�t lose any sleep over it, would you?� I asked.
 �Maybe not, but you have to be careful about how you handle something like this,� Dad said.
 �That�s why I hired a professional. I met him because Zander sent him after me to begin with,� I said in my defense.
 �Just because someone else does something doesn�t mean you have to respond in kind,� Mom said.
 I groaned. Next, I would get the whole �not jumping off a bridge if my friends did it� line, or even better, �turn the other cheek.�
 �David,� Dad warned.
 I put my face in my palms and rubbed my cheeks before looking up to respond.
 �Here�s the deal. Paddy is being paid to talk some sense into Thomas Fox. If you ever meet him, you�ll understand why a visit from him will make a believer out of you. Heck, Fritz had almost everyone that works for him attend a meeting I had with the guy. They were loaded for bear and still nervous they might not be able to handle him.
 �If Fritz gets that worried, think about what a pencil-neck like Thomas Fox will do. My hope is that Paddy will convince him that messing with me is futile, and we can stop worrying about nuisance lawsuits every time something happens.
 �In the long run, one visit from Paddy will be far cheaper than hiring Ms. Dixon and her team,� I said as my parting shot.
 If my mom was anything, it was tight with a dollar.
 �Why do you think it will only take one visit?� Dad asked.
 I chuckled.
 �Trust me, it will only take one. If you don�t believe me, call Fritz.�
 �I want you to call this off,� Mom said.
 �He�s already on his way. I�ll have to pay him regardless of whether or not he has a quick talk with Thomas Fox. I�d hate to waste so much money,� I said, and then told my parents how much it cost.
 When Mom heard the amount, she got a determined look on her face. Wait until she found out that I�d agreed to buy Pam and Tracy a Mustang to drive at school in California. When she�d jokingly said I owed her a Cadillac, I think I�d said something along the lines of, �if I wasn�t buying them a car, then she wasn�t getting one.� I might just need to go ahead and have her pick hers out.
 ◊◊◊
 I called Lisa Felton and was disappointed when her phone went to voicemail, so I left a quick message. Next, I flipped through the channels on my TV, finding nothing of interest, and tossed the remote on the coffee table. I stared at my phone pathetically for a few minutes, hoping Lisa would call back. Then I decided to call Tami instead.
 �It�s been over a week since we talked. I wondered if you had forgotten about me,� she chastised.
 �A phone is a two-way street,� I responded.
 �Wow. When you were younger, that would have worked,� Tami teased me.
 �When I was younger, you were the boss of me.�
 �Who�s the boss of you now?�
 �I think that depends on who you ask.�
 That was true. Right now, it was my mom.
 �What did you do to make Mike mad again?� Tami asked.
 �I threw him under the bus with Michigan. I tried to get them to pull his scholarship,� I admitted.
 From his perspective, that was a pretty sucky move on my part.
 We spent the next fifteen minutes catching each other up on what had happened since Valentine�s Day.
 �Someone told me you plan to go to Stanford for your undergraduate,� I said.
 �Looks like it, assuming I get in. Everyone says I�m a slam dunk, but we�ll see. I just got word that a couple of my scholarships have come through, though I�m still waiting to hear on the grants. My mom is hoping that I won�t have to get loans to pay for school. I just have to keep above a B average for the scholarships, and I should be okay,� she explained.
 �You would have to become a serious partier for that not to happen. Do you even have a party animal anywhere inside you?� I asked.
 �Just shut it, �stupid boy.� You�re more straitlaced than I am.�
 �When are you starting?� I asked.
 �My mom asked me to come home for the summer, so I�ll start in the fall.�
 She and I had talked about powering through and going to summer school when we were in college. I�d assumed that that would allow me to graduate early and use my football scholarships to help pay for either law or graduate school. Tami planned to be a doctor, and she needed a significant amount of education to become one. The faster she completed her schooling, the sooner she�d be able to practice medicine.
 My original plan had been to take it slow and not hurry to grow up. Since then, I�d been taking AP classes and had a ton of kids. If the kid factor didn�t make you realize that you needed to grow up, I didn�t know what would.
 When my parents had agreed to raise Coby for Pam and me, I�d only had him. Now our lives were in constant flux because of five little ones. Plus, Greg�s three demanded serious time commitments from my parents. I needed to hurry up and take over the full responsibility for my children.
 This became even more apparent when my dad had his heart issues. While he loved all of his grandkids, they were just that�grandkids. Watching all their grandmas interacting with them last Saturday night made me realize that was what my parents should be able to do. That is, kick back, drink some wine, and enjoy the little rug-rats from afar. It made me recognize that they were going way above and beyond for me, and frankly, I didn�t know what I would do without them. My best guess would be I�d have to hire a bunch of help.
 All I had to do was remember what happened with Aaron to determine that was probably not the best course of action. Someone being paid to watch your kids was completely different from having someone who loved them watch them.
 I didn�t stress about it too much, however, because my mom seemed to relish the role of hands-on grandma. All I had to do was look at what she�d done when the flu had gone through the daycare. She watched all of them for a week and didn�t break. If she survived that, I expected she could survive just about anything. Then again, I dreaded their becoming surly teenagers. Especially when one of them was my little princess. What did you do with girls at that age? Lock them in a closet?
 �If you decide you need a break from home, let me know. I�ll be traveling all over for the Bond movie. Most likely I won�t have much time to hang out, but I bet you�d figure out what to do and act like a tourist. I can send you a plane ticket to come join me,� I suggested.
 From what Lexi had passed on about the shoot schedule, I was going to be a busy boy. It usually took upwards of eight months to shoot a James Bond movie. I would only be on set for three of those months before I had to fly to New Zealand and film the Star Academy movies. Chubby was making a considerable effort to accommodate my schedule, so the deal was he could work my butt off.
 �I would enjoy that. Thank you, David.�
 My phone told me I had another call. Lisa Felton.
 �Hey, I gotta go. New girlfriend calling.�
 �At some point, we need to talk about that,� Tami said.
 �Can�t wait,� I said and hung up to her laughter.
 She knew I would rather go to the vet and get fixed than to have that conversation.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 21 � So It Begins  Thursday February 23 
 When Paddy got into town last night, we arranged to meet at my house first thing this morning to talk. Paddy wasn�t too excited about the early meeting because of the time difference. For him, it was five in the morning.
 Fritz, Paul, and Cassidy showed up a few minutes early.
 �Are you sure you know what you�re doing?� Fritz asked.
 �That was my question last night,� Mom chimed in.
 The gate-call buzzed, and Paul went to let Paddy in. When Paddy walked in the back door, my parents glanced at each other and then at me. Paddy looked like the movie version of mob muscle in a thousand-dollar suit. He had a beard and shoulder-length hair and wore a white button-up shirt without a tie. Instead of business casual, he had pulled off classy hitman casual.
 �Mr. O�Malley, I would like to introduce my parents, Rob and Carol. Of course, you�ve met my head of security, Fritz, and these are two of his people, Cassidy and Paul.�
 �Morning,� he said back.
 �Can we get you something? Coffee? Some breakfast?� Mom asked.
 �No. I�m good,� Paddy said. �I would like to talk about what we�re dealing with.�
 I had Fritz run the video of when Aaron knocked down Coby and then kicked Duke. It also showed my avenging angel, Cassidy, come in and all but snap his arm off. Dad handed Paddy the contract Aaron had signed. I was surprised when he read the whole document before he looked up.
 �You say he�s trying to sue you?�
 �Mr. Fox, his lawyer, is the problem. He tried to have me served yesterday, which started all this. It�s my guess he�s trying to shake me down,� I explained.
 Then my mom launched into everything she knew about our dealings with Thomas Fox and her low opinion of him. I�d been right yesterday that if someone broke his legs, she wouldn�t lose any sleep over it. I think that overnight, she�d come to grips with how I planned to approach this.
 �You don�t plan violence, do you?� Dad asked.
 �I doubt it will come to that,� Paddy said.
 The room became silent. Dad and I had fallen into the Dawson silence routine. I think everyone else just tried to wrap their heads around me hiring a fixer.
 �Fritz told me he knows how to take care of a dead hooker if they turn up in my trunk, so if �� was all I got out.
 �David Allen Dawson!� Mom snapped.
 Wow, I�d gotten the full-name treatment two days in a row. I hadn�t done that since middle school.
 �I�ll keep that in mind,� Paddy said, and then left.
 We all looked at each other. Paddy seemed dead serious when he responded to my offer of Fritz helping dispose of the bodies. I vowed this would be the last time I did something like this. If I�d given myself a day to think about it, I would never have called in the big guns for Thomas Fox.
 For some reason, I was put in charge of making breakfast. While I did that, everyone else speculated about what Paddy O�Malley would do to get Thomas Fox and Aaron to agree to back down. I�d also asked that Paddy see about convincing Mr. Fox to stop his nonsense. Everyone expected he would be successful.
 Fritz took me aside and suggested I never mention his name and dead hookers around my mom again. I�d already come to that conclusion due to her reaction this morning. My excuse was that when I got nervous, I tried to joke around. Like Wolf, I was hit or miss.
 ◊◊◊
 In PE, Joey had her hair down. I was reminded of how much I was attracted to her. The truth was, Joey�s long soft waves had taken me by surprise. Usually, she wore her hair up in a ponytail, and I�d never noticed the curls like I did this morning.
 When I was close enough to take in the scent of Joey�s hair, I�d leaned in to get a better smell when she turned around. I let out my breath when I figured out I hadn�t been caught sniffing her hair, though I startled her when she realized how close I was. Well, Joey didn�t catch me. Cassidy was another story.
 �Sorry,� I mumbled and tried to play it off that I hadn�t been paying attention to where I was going.
 For once, Cassidy kept her mouth shut about my perving on Joey.
 Today, the gruesome twosome had me running sprints. They used my morning PE class for cardio types of activities, and then after school, I usually lifted. This was the opposite of what most of the other players did. Joey reasoned that lifting took longer than an hour to do right. I think they just enjoyed torturing me twice a day on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.
 Before Joey had come along, I lifted five days a week. I would alternate between legs and upper body. She wanted my body to �rest� between using weights. It was a little unorthodox, but I felt better because of her approach. Of course, the cardio tended to be all body types of exercises, so I needed the breaks from lifting.
 Joey contended that for baseball, I had to be more explosive and concentrate on my core, which was critical in batting and throwing. I didn�t need to beef up as much as I did to take a pounding on the football field.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, Tim and Wolf stopped me before we joined the table to show me the text Frank planned to send out. I�d told Frank to get their approval before I saw it, since the whole mess involved them too.
�The road to your dreams is often not straight and narrow; frequently, it has bumps, curves, and dips. Thank you, Wolverine Nation. You made us feel welcome, and we looked forward to joining the team. But circumstances outside our control have caused us to reopen our recruitment. We want to thank the University of Michigan, their coaching staff, and fan base, and wish you luck moving forward. Please respect our decision as we reopen our recruitment. #WhyNotUs�
 �Why did he add the last line about respecting our decision?� Tim asked.
 �So that we don�t have a bunch of trolls doxing us, which leads to people showing up at our homes to give us grief,� Wolf explained.
 �You should be okay,� I said.
 �Do you even read your own social media?� Wolf asked.
 �Hell, no! If I wanted that kind of abuse, I would go home and let my mom have a free shot at me.�
 �Sometimes I forget the crap you have to put up with,� Tim said, shaking his head.
 �I�m just lucky I live here. I shudder to think what it would be like if I lived in LA, where the paparazzi would stalk me 24/7.�
 �You poor thing,� Wolf teased.
 �Have you asked Gina to be your girlfriend yet?� I asked to turn the discussion from me.
 The wimps both decided that they had to hurry up and get in the lunch line. I was still eating leftover lasagna, so I went to sit down with everyone else.
 �Dad said that someone from the St. Louis Cardinals is coming to practice tonight to talk to you,� Cassidy shared.
 Being a Cubs fan, I made a face. My worst nightmare would be to play for them or the Yankees. I think everyone hated the Yankees. Then again, they did pay their top talent. I could probably hold my nose and live in New York if they offered me a couple hundred million.
 �Want to trade lunches?� Chrissy asked to sidetrack me.
 She was eyeing my lasagna. Today, I had the roasted veggie version.
 �What do you have?� I asked.
 �Kal-guksu. It�s Korean knife-cut noodles. My mom used to take me to a market in Seoul, and all the vendors there sold a version of it,� she explained.
 I looked at it and wasn�t sure if it was a good trade or not. When I hesitated, Chrissy explained the history of the dish.
 �During the Korean War, the country was devastated. Many of the women were widowed, so they had to find a way to make a living. One of the alternatives was selling food. Part of the aid from the United States was flour, and not knowing what else to do with the flour, they started making knife-cut noodles.
 �My mom makes a traditional recipe. The broth is made with dried anchovies, shellfish, and kelp,� she finished with a smile.
 �Dude!� Phil complained when I made the trade.
 The best way to describe it might be a noodle soup with a lot of different vegetables in it. My fellow tablemates thought I�d gotten the short end of that trade, but I occasionally traded with Chrissy to try something different. I was happy with the deal, and she loved the lasagna.
 When I was almost done, I received a call from someone using a Chicago area code.
 �David, is it true you�re thinking about entering the draft, and the Cardinals� scout is coming to your practice today?� Lucas Kite, one of the scouts from the Cubs, asked.
 �I�m exploring my options since I decided not to go to Michigan to play football,� I explained.
 �But the Cards?� he asked.
 �I didn�t set that up. Coach Haskins used his contacts. He used to manage in the minors,� I explained.
 �Mind if I drive down?�
 �I would love to see you again. When you get here, look up Moose. You met him in North Carolina,� I reminded him.
 �Your head coach?�
 �Yes. He�s who you need to talk to.�
 �Okay, see you this afternoon,� Lucas said as he rang off.
 I figured if Lucas left the Cubs� offices right now, he would miss the traffic and be here in less than two hours. Plenty of time to get down here and make it to practice.
 ◊◊◊
 Ms. Saunders met with me right after school because I wanted to talk to her about the pictures I�d seen at Tracy�s roommate�s exhibit. The Krannert Art Museum had a website that showed several of the photographs.
 �She said I had to get a wide-angle lens and software to recreate her shots. I wanted your take on what I needed,� I explained.
 �You already have the software, and I would be happy to show you how to create the mirrored effect. I�m glad to see you�re expanding your lens options. Most new photographers focus on zoom. They want to be able to pick out a bee on a flower from thirty yards.�
 �I might want one of those, too,� I admitted.
 �I agree, a telephoto zoom lens is something you should own, and I suggest you at least get a good one. They�re not the only or even the first one I would recommend for you as you expand your lens collection. If you want to capture the action of a football game from the bleachers or the vista of a landscape, wide-angle is the way to go.
 �I want to caution you, though, that there can be distortion when using wide-angle lenses,� Ms. Saunders added.
 �What do you mean?� I asked.
 �Because a wide-angle lens takes in such a broad field of view, there can be a noticeable bend where straight lines should be. It can also alter the relationship between objects. You have to monitor your pictures closely.
 �Then again, you sometimes want your picture to have that distorted look,� Ms. Saunders said.
 �So, what do you suggest I get?� I asked.
 She made her suggestion, pointing to a lens in an online catalog.
 �This is the kind of lens that you can buy once, use all the time, and never need to replace. It provides a moderately wide angle of view, usually with less distortion, and it�s fairly cheap. This is the kind of lens you can just leave on your camera all the time. It�ll give you a chance to try out wide-angle photography. If later you decide you need something better, get it then,� she suggested.
 I planned to take my camera on spring break and also when I traveled for the upcoming movies. If I was going to be traveling around the world, I wanted to capture the memories.
 ◊◊◊
 I dressed early for practice and was pleasantly surprised to see my favorite reporter there with a cameraman.
 �Jeff, what are you doing here?� I asked.
 �Frank Ingram hired me to document your tryout today, and I get to interview you about what happened yesterday,� he shared.
 �I promised the reporter from last night an exclusive,� I said to try to get out of it.
 �Perfect. My editor took it away from him and gave the assignment to me,� Jeff said, smiling.
 I looked across the field and spotted Paddy O�Malley.
 �Excuse me, I need to take care of something,� I told Jeff and jogged off to meet Paddy out of earshot of everyone.
 �It�s been taken care of,� Paddy said.
 I stared at him, and he smiled.
 �I like you. You�re smart enough to keep your mouth shut. I�ll only tell you two things. The first is that I followed your father�s instructions.�
 That meant he hadn�t hurt anyone. I must have visibly relaxed. While it sounds cool to act like The Godfather and order a hit on someone, in reality, my stomach was all twisted up with worry about what I�d unleashed.
 �And the second?� I asked.
 �When I �fix� something, it stays fixed. If either of them causes you any trouble, let me know, and I�ll take care of it, no charge.�
 From the way he said it, I�m sure my dad wouldn�t be happy if he had to come back. Then I let out a giggle.
 �Sorry,� I said. �I just never expected you would give me a no-cost satisfaction guarantee.�
 �If we�re through here, I�ll get my money and take off,� he said and turned around and walked away.
 I watched until he had gotten into his car and driven off. Cassidy came up beside me.
 �You have your phone on you?� I asked.
 She unlocked it and handed it to me. I sent Scarlet a text telling her to pay Mr. O�Malley.
 ◊◊◊
 I had just finished stretching when a jeep pulled up, and a crusty-looking old man wearing a Cardinals jacket got out. Coach Haskins walked out to greet him. It was apparent they knew each other.
 Coach Haskins led him to me as they talked. When we met, my teammates somehow found they had nothing to do and gathered behind me.
 �David, I would like you to meet Joseph Riggs, a longtime scout, and most recently with the Cardinals� organization.�
 �Shall we get started?� Joe asked.
 �Can we hang on just a moment? Lucas Kite, from the Cubs, is joining us,� I said.
 �I didn�t realize that anyone else would be here,� Joe said, acting peeved.
 �Did you expect him to put all his eggs in one basket?� Moose asked. �He wants to find out if baseball is in the cards. I think you would agree that David should do what�s best for him and his family, not what�s best for you and the Cardinals.�
 Joe had the good grace to look a little embarrassed. He mumbled something about being caught off guard. It wasn�t as if I would be a hidden gem that he could take credit for uncovering. After all, I had made the USA�s Under-18 team and won the MVP honors at the Pan American Games last summer.
 I was impressed when the Cubs contingent rolled up in a stretch limo. I shook my head when five men got out of the car. Lucas led the way and made the introductions.
 �Joe,� Lucas said to acknowledge his competitor. Then he turned to me. �David Dawson, I would like you to meet Theodore Rosenstein, President of Baseball Operations. Next is Jace MacCallum, Senior Vice President of Player Development and Amateur Scouting.
 �Finally, this is Nevaeh Jefferson, a pitching prospect, and Kaptain Samuel, his catcher. They play for our Triple-A affiliate and have volunteered to throw some batting practice. Could you point them to where they can get changed?�
 The Cubs had pulled out the big guns for this tryout. It made me a little nervous to be in the presence of Mr. Rosenstein. He was the architect who pulled together the first Cubs World Series in way too many seasons. When it came to baseball management, he was the equivalent of Babe Ruth for Chicago Cubs fans.
 I began to relax when Joe and Lucas started by checking my measurables; this was familiar, the same old drill. I was six-four and a quarter and weighed 209 pounds. I�d lost nearly fifteen pounds due to the training regimen Joey had me on.
 Baseball measurements were similar to those they made for football, with slight variations.
 The first drill they had me do was the sixty-yard dash. In football, it was forty yards. Before it started, Jeff asked Lucas and Joe to explain what each drill measured.
 �David will get into an athletic base-running stance. Timing will start on his first movement,� Lucas explained.
 �What are you looking for? And what�s considered good?� Jeff asked.
 �We want to see how fast he is and find out if he�s quicker at the start or finish of the run. That knowledge will help us train a player so they can lower their time. We�re looking for a time of seven seconds or better. An average player in the league will run between 6.7 and 6.9 seconds,� Joe explained.
 I stepped up to the line as my teammates began to yell encouragement. I glanced around and spotted Joey looking nervous. During Team USA tryouts, I�d clocked a time of 6.37, second best among the players. One of the kids had run a 6.28.
 I relaxed and remembered what my speed coach had taught me about running fast. I took a couple of deep breaths as I dug my cleats into the turf so I would get a good start.
 �When you�re ready,� Lucas said.
 I noticed that not only the scouts had stopwatches out. It seemed the Cubs� brass wanted to time this themselves. No pressure, right? I shook my hands out to help release some of my nervous energy and focused on the task at hand. I blocked everything out as I dropped into the zone. Once I was ready, I exploded into the run and concentrated on my form. In a blink of an eye, it was over.
 �I have 6.32,� Joe announced.
 �6.33,� Lucas said.
 �That�s fast, right?� Jeff asked.
 The scouts and back-office people laughed.
 �That�s more than fast,� Mr. MacCallum confirmed.
 They ran me through two other timed drills that included the shuttle run to time how quickly I could change direction, and my home-to-first-base time. That was where I hit a pitch and then ran to first. They were looking for fast times because speed put pressure on the defense.
 They asked me to do the broad jump to test my lower body strength and explosiveness. Other activities included grip strength, exit velocity�clocking a baseball that I hit off a batting tee�and arm velocity. They then got serious and sent me to the outfield and hit balls to me to see how I moved in the field.
 Finally, it was time for the Cubs� pitcher to come in so they could see how I fared against him. Once he had warmed up, Lucas called me to the batter�s box.
 �Nevaeh, groove him some fastballs. We want to see his power,� Lucas called out.
 On his first pitch, I discovered that Nevaeh�heaven spelled backward�had a sneaky rise in his fastball. I hit under the ball, sending it into the stratosphere as I tried to crush it.
 �Straighten it out,� Moose encouraged.
 I glanced back and saw that the stands behind home plate were full of my teammates, coaches, and fellow students. Word had gotten around about me trying out today. It helped that they were getting loud with their support.
 Nevaeh offered up ten straight fastballs that I started to hit with authority.
 �Throw him the curve,� Joe yelled.
 Nevaeh smirked.
 �You�re about to learn what a major league curveball looks like,� Kaptain said from behind the plate.
 Many star players in high school look mortal when they face a good curveball. Learning to hit that is one of the primary aspects of batting taught in the minor leagues. Instead of watching the first one to get a feel, I decided to be aggressive. He threw a nasty one that clocked at 12 and 6 and dropped suddenly through the strike zone.
Crack!
 Nevaeh�s head snapped around as I hit a line drive that just kept climbing as it exited the park.
 �Well, shit. I think he got all of that one,� Kaptain called out to his pitcher.
 They let Nevaeh loose at that point so that it better simulated an actual game. He made me look silly at times, but I got my licks in.
 �I�ve seen enough,� Lucas said to end the tryout.
 �Me, too. Good job, David,� Joe said.
 Jeff did a quick interview with Joe while I talked to the Cubs contingent with Moose and Coach Haskins.
 �I understand you want to get an idea of what to expect if you decide to enter the draft,� Lucas said.
 �I see a lot of talent, and you have a high ceiling. As of right now, I would say you�re at least two if not five years away from getting called up. I think you�re a third- to fifth-rounder as of now,� Mr. MacCallum shared.
 �Before we would move you higher on the board, we would have to see how you perform this season. That doesn�t mean you aren�t capable of being a first-rounder and being called up by the end of the season. That�s usually the time when we expand the roster.
 �Of course, that�s if you decide to do baseball full time. I understand that you have other commitments,� Mr. Rosenstein said.
 �Yes, sir. I have movies to shoot starting in May and finishing around the end of the year,� I confirmed.
 �That means that the first ball you could seriously participate in would be winter ball. With that in mind, I doubt anyone will risk drafting you,� Mr. Rosenstein said, which crushed me. �What I will say is that if you decide to enter the draft, we would be willing to draft you in a later round based on what we saw today. The problem with that is your salary would be slotted at a lower starting level than you deserve. We would be willing to renegotiate when you show up and start to produce.�
 I just bet he would. He was offering to sign me to a bargain-basement contract. And when it came time to look at compensating me for what I was worth, I would be stuck unless they kept their word. From historical examples of professional sports antics, baseball included, if they could get you on the cheap, they wouldn�t hesitate to take advantage of it. A bad first contract might cause me to be underpaid for years, and I might never catch up.
 ◊◊◊
 After the Cubs left, Joe Riggs, Coach Haskins, Moose, and I went into one of the coaches� conference rooms so we could talk.
 Jeff and his cameraman had thankfully left so he could file his article for the paper and get the video of the tryout to Frank and his team. Frank planned to put together different-length cuts and provide them to the news outlets. This was part of his plan to show me as an All-American boy right before the Academy Awards this coming weekend.
 I quickly summarized what the Cubs had told me. Joe had a big smile on his face.
 �So, it begins,� he said.
 Coach Haskins just shook his head sadly.
 �What are you talking about?� I asked.
 �About half of what they told you was true. Yes, it may take a few years for you to reach the majors. Even world-class athletes like Michael Jordan can struggle. What they�re worried about is that you haven�t really played enough baseball. You�ve spent the majority of your time on football-related activities. It is true that your natural talent gives you almost no ceiling as to how good you can eventually be. But skills like hitting a baseball usually take countless hours to do at the highest level,� Joe said.
 �Who�s Michael Jordan?� I asked.
 �Probably one of the top three NBA players of all time. He quit basketball to try to play professional baseball and failed,� Moose explained.
 �Oh. I didn�t know he did that. I thought you were talking about someone else,� I said.
 �Getting back on track before I�m reminded that I�m old again,� Joe said, showing he had a sense of humor. �Based on what I saw today, I would rate you a top 100 prospect for this year�s draft without a doubt. If you dominate the competition this year, you could rise as high as a first-rounder.�
 �The Cubs said they were concerned that no one would draft me because of my movie commitments,� I said.
 �It�s not ideal and will cause a lot of teams to shy away. You want your top-round draft picks to contribute as soon as possible. Normally, even a first-rounder rarely jumps straight to the big leagues. They play a year or two in the minors until they�re ready unless they played college ball,� Joe said.
 �My mother would love you for saying that,� I said.
 �Here�s my advice. Put the word out that you�re seriously considering playing baseball professionally. By the end of your baseball season, you�ll know whether or not the movie commitment is going to push you out of the first round. If it does, go to college. It�s not worth it for you to sign a lower-round contract.
 �What you have to realize is that in ten rounds of the Major League Baseball draft, each team will spend between two and fifteen million on bonuses and starting assignments. We estimate that the top player taken will be given a contract in the seven million range over three to four years. The top pick in the second round will be offered under two million. And money offered at the top of the third round will be around 750 thousand,� Joe enlightened us.
 I knew that in theory, but to have it laid out like that hammered home what I would be giving up by signing a much-lower-level contract offer. The kicker was that the average contract locked you in for a minimum of at least three years. This was due to a rule in the collective bargaining agreement, calling this period �pre-arb.�
 Major League Baseball categorized your ability to negotiate contracts into three phases. Those phases were based on how long you had played professionally. Years one through three were pre-arbitration, four through six were eligible for salary arbitration, and everything after that fell into the free-agent category.
 What that meant for someone new to the league was that under the collective bargaining agreement between the teams and the players union, your initial contract couldn�t be renegotiated. Of course, there were loopholes in the complicated agreement. But in essence, I would be stuck with my initial contract for a minimum of three years. That was why climbing up to the top tier of the draft was so important, money-wise.
 �What does David need to work on?� Moose asked.
 �Just continue working hard and improve in all phases of your game. You don�t have any glaring weaknesses. You battled a high-level minor-league pitcher, and you more than held your own. I can�t imagine that very many high school pitchers will be much of a problem for you. Most of them won�t be any trouble at all.
 �I would armor up because even in high school ball, they will throw at you to get you off your game. I would hate to see you injured in a meaningless game,� Joe offered.
 With that last piece of advice, Joe had to get running. I thanked him for taking the time to talk to me, and I thanked Coach Haskins for arranging it.
 ◊◊◊
 I arrived home to find Scarlet and Fritz in the kitchen, talking to my parents; we were catching a flight to LA tonight. I�d made Frank a promise to do the whole press routine this weekend if he�d managed to hold them off until just before the big event on Sunday.
 �How did it go?� Dad asked.
 I caught them up on all things baseball. Mom had a little smile when she heard the comment about college. Wise woman that she was, she didn�t offer her opinion. I suspected she knew I would go to college, even if I played baseball.
 �Paddy stopped by and said that it was taken care of.� When my parents glared at me, I quickly added, �And no one got hurt.�
 �The State�s Attorney decided not to charge Deputy Sheriff Park,� Dad said.
 �That�s probably for the best if you want this all to go away,� Fritz said to offer his opinion.
 He was right. If this became a bigger news story, the press would dig into why the sheriff had been at the school.
 Scarlet became my bossy PA when she reminded me that we still had to drive to Chicago to catch our flight. I quickly ate and ran up to my apartment to grab my bags.
 The thought of going to LA this weekend filled me with equal portions of excitement and dread. I was excited because I�d been nominated for an Oscar. That was a rare honor, something that no one could ever take away from me. I didn�t even want to think about actually winning.
 The dread was due to the way it highlighted how my life had changed. I had been living in a cocoon here in our small town, unexposed to all the trappings and distractions fame brought. In my small town, I was David, the kid who made them proud. Out there, I was the movie star. My other worry was that I might end up losing my small-town values. I�d already gone a little wild in LA before, and that had been before my movies had started to come out.
 I�d been trying hard to be nothing more than a high school kid for just one semester. In a sense, I wanted normalcy so much I could almost taste it. Now I was coming face to face with the reality that my life likely would not be normal for a long, long time, if ever.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d explained to Scarlet what to expect once we arrived in LA. We hadn�t checked any bags because we wanted to get through the airport as quickly as possible. Past airport security, we were faced with a gauntlet of cameras. The paparazzi were out in force, trying to catch celebrities as they arrived in town for the awards.
 Fritz led the way as we pushed through their insistent shouts for a reaction.
 �Is this your new girlfriend?�
 �What are you going to say if you win?�
 �Is it true that you sleep with all your costars?�
 And they got ruder as we got closer to freedom. Then the stoner dude for Hollywood Central rushed up.
 �Hey � my girlfriend said she would get naked too if you did her podcast.�
 That one made me stop and laugh. Scarlet didn�t know what to do, so she grabbed my arm to pull me away. I could understand her concern because if I didn�t know who he was, I might confuse him with a homeless person.
 �I need to see some pictures to determine whether it would be worth my while.�
 He handed me his video camera and dug out his phone. While he did that, I turned the camera on the paparazzi. When the light came on, they made like cockroaches and scattered.
 He smiled as I put the camera on him and held up a picture of his girlfriend.
 �She seriously goes out with you?� I asked because she was smoking hot.
 He laughed because he knew he was a lucky guy.
 �Tell her I�ll do it if I have time. I�m only here through Sunday,� I said, and gave him Scarlet�s number.
 Fritz had gone ahead and secured us a car to take us to Rita James�s house. She�d offered to put Scarlet and me up for the long weekend.
 Once we were finally in the car, Scarlet wasn�t able to hold in her curiosity any longer.
 �What was that grungy guy talking about?�
 �His girlfriend does a podcast where the guests are naked. He�s been after me to do it for quite a while. I kept telling him that I would only do it if she were naked too.�
 �You would get naked?� Scarlet asked.
 Once again, why had I not fired my security team yet? Scarlet looked confused at Fritz�s inappropriate laughter.
 �I�m a model and not body-shy,� I tried.
 �David will take his clothes off at the drop of a hat,� Fritz added.
 �Oh,� Scarlet said.
 Then she did the wise thing and shut up.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got to the James household, I just walked in.
 �I�m home!� I called out.
 �David!� Halle called from the kitchen and came bounding out to greet me.
 Bandit beat her to me.
 �Buddy,� I said as I scooped up the cat.
 �Hi, you must be Scarlet,� Halle said as Rita and Rosy followed.
 Scarlet was starstruck; she gaped when I hugged Rita. Bandit didn�t like not being the center of attention and meowed to remind me that I was supposed to be loving him up.
 �That cat is spoiled,� Rosy said.
 �Do you have anything good for a starving boy?� I asked.
 �I made empanadas,� Rosy said to make my day.
  �Sometimes I think the only reasons David likes to visit are Rosy�s cooking and my cat,� Halle teased.
 I handed Bandit to Scarlet and then pulled Halle into my arms and kissed her.
 �Hello, gorgeous,� I said and kissed her again. �Still worried I don�t I want to see you too?�
 Halle gave me a playful shove, then grabbed my hand and took me to the kitchen where Rosy had a big platter of one of my favorite treats.
 This made the trip to LA worthwhile.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 22 �The Naked Truth  Friday February 24 
 My alarm woke me even earlier than my usual time, which made it particularly frickin� early here in LA. I found Bandit sleepily looking at me from my other pillow, which he�d claimed as his.
 �Does your mom know you abandoned her?�
 He stretched and then accepted a tummy rub. For a cat, he was about as good as it got.
 I got dressed to run and left Bandit snoozing. Unlike my trusty hound, a cat�even one like Bandit�is all about what�s in it for the cat. Bandit wasn�t willing to follow me wherever I might go, especially this early.
 When I hit the street, it looked like there wasn�t anyone up yet in this upscale neighborhood. I heard traffic off in the distance as my feet slapped the pavement. As I relaxed into my run, I noticed that the birds weren�t yet chirping, meaning the sun wouldn�t be up for a little while. Even at this time of the morning, the temperature had already climbed above the forecast high back home today. That was something that I loved about being here.
 I�d gotten a glimpse of my schedule for the next three days. It looked like Frank had sought out every reporter he could find, or more likely owed a favor to, and set up an interview. It all started this morning at IDC � Public Relations� offices. Frank and his team kept a room configured for remote interviews. I would start with the morning shows on the east coast and work my way west as the day wore on.
 This afternoon would find me at Hollywood Central, where they did their live broadcast each day. Frank had an in with them, and they�d always treated me right, so I had no problem with it. I would hang out with Hollywood Central for a couple of hours as a guest host. Then I had to go do the tapings for the late-night talk shows. Finally, I was going to do the vlog/video podcast run by the Hollywood Central cameraman�s nudist girlfriend.
 Social video sites had given people the ability to express themselves in a whole new way by doing video blogs�vlogging. Video podcasts were essentially the same thing, though some say the difference is in the method of distribution. People would sit down in front of their video or web cameras and talk about anything, from daily events to comedy skits to politics. Then they would upload their videos to social media and share their opinions with the world. Some of the more successful ones had several million followers, which would earn them decent money in the form of advertising revenue.
 A vlogger could gain a considerable audience overnight, and they could lose it just as quickly. The key was keeping people�s attention. The one I agreed to do was an adult version where the guests got naked, called The Naked Truth with Lux. Besides the obvious catch of the nudity, her guests were in the entertainment industry. Several household names had taken it off and been interviewed.
 When I first told Frank that I might do it, he was opposed to the idea. It wasn�t that I would be exposing my junk to a national audience because it had to be tastefully shot so it could be posted on the major sites.
 Frank was worried about my image. He didn�t want me to seem like one of those Disney kids trying to break out of teen roles by doing crazy stuff. Several of them had attempted something similar and frankly failed when the change was too drastic. I had to remind him that I�d already done a love scene that reports said was �real� when I filmed The Secret Circle.
 When that didn�t sell him, I forwarded Frank some of my modeling pictures. That hadn�t worked either, even though Frank wanted to portray me as the all-American bad boy.
 I finally convinced him when I showed him a picture of Lux and told him of my requirement that she also be naked. Suddenly, he thought he should be there to help me with my talking points.
 It was funny; once Frank got on board with me doing it, he switched gears and put his whole team on working out what would generate the most positive press. He even started talking about using bots to increase the initial views so the social media sites would move the vlog into their �suggested� category. It seemed a little sneaky and underhanded to me, but I liked that my team had figured out how to job the system in my favor.
 Tomorrow would be much the same, except I was doing print media. From the list of interviews, I apparently was big with preteen and teen girls. The remainder fell into two categories: entertainment and national. The one that didn�t fit was Sports Week. I planned to ask Frank what that was all about when I got a chance.
 As I rounded the corner to finish my run, I spotted Fritz standing at the gate with his arms crossed, not looking happy. Bandit must have ratted me out. There would be no kitty treats for him.
 ◊◊◊
 After my scolding and shower, I came downstairs to find that Rosy had made breakfast, and that Lexi had joined Scarlet and me. I smiled when I saw what Rosy had prepared. I think she secretly loved me. She had a platter of molletes, a Mexican open-faced sandwich made with refried beans, tomato slice, egg, cheese, and bacon bits she�d put on bagels.
 Rosy had also made a large bowl of chicken chilaquiles with tomatillo sauce. It was a traditional dish intended to use up leftovers. Day-old tortillas were put into salsa verde and cooked until they were slightly softened. Rosy topped them with shredded chicken and queso fresco, a mild, white, fresh Mexican cheese that finished the dish.
 I pulled both of the offerings to my place at the table. Rosy made a playful swipe at my hand with a wooden spoon.
 �That�s for everyone.�
 Lexi snatched the platter of molletes out of my hand.
 �Ladies first,� she said, acting haughty.
 �Good call,� Scarlet said. �I�ve seen this boy eat.�
 �What did you do to your tongue?� I asked Lexi.
 She blushed.
 �I got a tongue stud,� she said, and showed us.
 Lexi had a silver ball in the middle of her tongue. I got half-hard thinking about it. When I saw one, my first thought was that it signaled a willingness to give oral sex, something I liked a lot. I�d read somewhere that it was the second most common piercing after the ears.
 �Did it hurt?� Scarlet asked.
 �It wasn�t that bad. My nipples hurt a lot more,� Lexi said, and then blushed even more when she realized she�d just dropped that little factoid on us.
 �I want to see,� I said, acting a little too excited.
 �David!� Rosy scolded.
 Both girls laughed when they saw me become a little gentleman once Rosy used her �mom� voice on me. It must have been an ingrained response.
 Frick! I would be thinking about Lexi�s piercings until she showed me. Maybe I could get her to either demonstrate the tongue stud or expose her breasts when we were stuck in traffic. Better yet, she could do both.
 Crud!
 Mr. Happy was fully awake, and no matter what I tried, he wasn�t standing down.
 ◊◊◊
 By the time we pulled into Hollywood Central�s parking lot, I�d realized two things. One, getting nominated for an Academy Award was a much bigger deal than being named Gatorade Athlete of the Year, and by a wide margin. Two, Lexi and Scarlet were finished after this weekend. Just as I would get Mr. Happy to calm down, one of them would mention Lexi�s tongue stud or do something else to get me going again. When Lexi licked my earlobe with her new stud, it was a step too far. She was almost sexually harassed in the middle of my PR firm�s offices.
 Fritz stopped us outside of Hollywood Central.
 �Either you two stop teasing David or help him.�
 We all looked at him in stunned silence. I think the girls sometimes forgot that this was a business setting. It didn�t help that while I took what I did seriously, I still had fun when I could.
 I raised my hand.
 Fritz had to turn away, or he would have laughed at me.
 �I vote one of them help me out,� I suggested.
 Scarlet mumbled something and wouldn�t look me in the eye. I leaned closer, and she whispered, �If you have a hard-on, I can be your naughty girl again.�
 I�d all but forgotten about telling her that when Cindy had sent her to me the last time Scarlet had come home from LA. Once Paul volunteered to date her, I�d washed my hands of her as a sex partner. Right now, Mr. Happy thought she made a lot of sense.
 It turned out we had just enough time for me to get a quick hummer. Fritz said he would guard the bathroom door, while Lexi would tell Hollywood Central that we�d arrived so they wouldn�t worry. It was wonderful when your team came together.
 Only one problem: Scarlet was dating Paul. Well, I wasn�t sure if they were really dating since they�d only gone out once that I knew of. I decided this wasn�t the time to ask about their relationship.
 Okay, there might be more than one problem, but Scarlet was in charge of my HR, so I figured I had to be okay. Then again, I�d been told not to sleep with the help. I knew that there must be exceptions to that rule because both Peggy and Lexi were willing to bend it.
 I was ready to go with the �no regrets� get-out-of-jail-free card when my conscience kicked in. Somehow, it felt like I would be taking advantage of Scarlet when she said she would be my �naughty girl.� History showed that I was more than capable of finding someone who wanted to play with me. I didn�t want to feel like someone was doing it out of some sense of obligation.
 I caught myself and chuckled. For most guys, their first instinct would have been to take matters into their own hand. Mine had been to check out the girls around me and assume I would find someone to help me out. I mentally kicked myself for falling into the Hollywood mind-set.
 �Don�t worry about it. I have a way to take care of the problem,� I told Scarlet.
 When she didn�t fight me on it, I felt a little guilty. I wasn�t sure that she really wanted to perform oral sex on me on demand. Then again, she had been part of the problem this morning. Grrr.
 Thankfully, I had actually calmed down by the time the Hollywood Central interview started. Surprisingly, to me at least, no one mentioned anything about the Valentine�s Day massacre, as I called it; instead, we had a straight-up interview focusing on the Academy Awards.
 Note to self: ask Frank how he managed that. Whatever he did, it was a trick I wanted to learn.
 The rest of my time at Hollywood Central, I acted as a guest host. I shook my head at the report that Justin Bieber thought he could fight a fan. Fortunately for him, his security bailed him out.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we finally finished with the traditional media for the day, we drove to Canoga Park in the San Fernando Valley, where The Naked Truth with Lux was filmed. We pulled up to a dilapidated apartment complex. I think we all had second thoughts when a group of teens eyed our car as we pulled into the parking lot. Lexi had her phone out.
 �Last weekend, four cars were stolen, and seven others were broken into within a ten-block radius of here. On top of that, someone got robbed.�
 �Back home, you wouldn�t see that much crime in a year,� I observed.
 �Just don�t leave anything in the car and be aware of your surroundings. We should be fine,� Frank said.
 I�d found that to be good advice whenever I found myself in a bigger city.
 The group of teens seemed interested in us until the paparazzi showed up. A group of about ten had been following me today.
 �Any chance for some nude shots?� one of the paparazzi called out.
 He must have figured out they shot the nude vlog here.
 �The night is young,� I shot back.
 Frank grabbed my arm and hustled me into the apartment building. He didn�t want me feeding the local wildlife, as he called the vultures who made a living off people in the entertainment industry.
 Frank led us to the apartment and knocked on the door. Lux answered it in a silk robe. I had a flash that this must be what it was like if you dropped by a hooker�s house for an appointment.
 �Oh, wow! It looks like I�m outnumbered,� Lux said when she saw everyone with me.
 We walked into a tiny one-bedroom apartment with all the furniture pushed to one side to accommodate her �set.� It consisted of a tripod with a small video camera, sheets tacked to the wall, and two chairs.
 With the five of us crowded in the room, Lux started to look a little nervous.
 �Should I strip off here or �?� I asked.
 �Oh � yeah � about that. You can�t actually be fully naked on my social media feeds. They have rules against that,� Lux explained.
 I turned my attention to her and smiled when she handed me a little bag. I peeked in and found a penis pouch. In the movies, men wore this sort of thing when doing a love scene that called for nudity. It basically had a sack for the twins and a one-finger glove for Mr. Happy. I chuckled when I read the tag: Minion Peter Heater. It was yellow and blue with one eye and a little smile on it, just like the little helpers in the Despicable Me animated movies.
 �That was all they had in stock at the adult bookstore when I stopped there today,� Lux explained.
 She sent me off to put on my wardrobe while she and Frank put their heads together to plan the vlog.
 Everyone seemed disappointed when I came out in my boxers and a t-shirt. They expected me to prance around in my penis pouch before going on air. I might be na�ve sometimes, but even I knew better than that. I wouldn�t put it past Scarlet and Lexi to snap some pics if I did.
 Though I wouldn�t blame them because when I looked at myself in the mirror, I cringed. It would have been almost as bad if Lux had given me little-boy superhero underwear to put on. I couldn�t imagine anything more embarrassing than wearing a cartoon-character penis pouch.
 Then I found another problem: Lux either didn�t realize that they came in different sizes like condoms, or she really only had the one choice. Let�s just say that it fit as well as little-boy superhero underwear would have. If Mr. Happy decided to come out and play, the situation would get uncomfortable in a hurry.
 �We about ready?� I asked.
 �Give me a minute while I turn on the camera and make sure it�s recording,� Lux said.
 Frank showed me which chair was mine. He blocked the view as I shucked my boxers and took off my t-shirt.
 �Any last words of advice?� I asked.
 �Just be yourself.�
 I did a quick double-take because the Frank I knew wanted to control my talking points. Lux seemed satisfied that her equipment was working properly and joined me on set. She lost her robe, and I smiled.
 First, her body was spectacular. Lux wore flesh-colored pasties to cover her areolas and nipples, but opted to go free-range down below. I noticed that Frank couldn�t take his eyes off her. It looked like my guy had a crush.
 �I�m going to count down from three and then wait ten seconds before I say anything. That�s to allow time for the intro music I�ll add later,� Lux explained. Then she started her countdown.
 I quickly figured out that we weren�t really �live� like I�d assumed. That made me happy because it meant that if I said anything too ridiculous, Frank would get her to delete it.
 �We have a real celebrity with us today,� Lux said, becoming animated. �David A. Dawson, the Academy Award-nominated actor, decided to finally�finally�join me on The Naked Truth with Lux.�
 �Finally?�
 �My people have asked you several times to be on, but you kept dodging me. I guess you must be scared of the hard-hitting questions I might ask you,� she teased.
 �I�m sure it had nothing to do with getting naked,� I said skeptically.
 Lux ignored me.
 �So, how are you doing?� she asked, serving up her first �hard-hitting� question.
 �I�m special,� I said.
 �Looks like someone rides the short bus,� she quipped.
 �Wow, you�re one of those mean girls,� I said as my face lit up. �How are you?�
 �I�m awesome. You can�t spell �awesome� without �me.��
 This was either going to be the weirdest interview I�d ever done or the best. Lux at least didn�t take herself seriously and didn�t try to get me to say stuff Frank warned me to never divulge.
 �I understand you�ve done several interviews today. What types of questions have they asked you?� Lux asked.
 I groaned in response.
 �What�s wrong?� Lux asked.
 �They�re all so boring. Reporters ask the same questions over and over again,� I complained.
 �Like what?�
 �I see you�re fishing for questions,� I said with a smirk. I started going through the list as though I was being asked the question, mimicking the reporters from earlier today. Then I would put on a serious face and answer.
 ��How do you feel about being nominated?� It�s such an honor. I recognized that we had something special with The Royal Palm, and I was lucky enough to get the role. Did you know that the director didn�t want me?�
 ��Why ���
 I did four of those, where I praised everyone else in the movie like Frank had taught me, before Lux stopped my monologue.
 �You forgot to thank God.�
 �He is in everything I do,� I fired back automatically.
 Football and baseball had once again proven invaluable when it came to having clich�s handy when needed. Next, I might pull out the old standby: �We make movies one at a time,� which equated to �We play them one at a time� in sports.
 �What should they have asked you if they wanted an honest answer?� she asked.
 �I see how this works. You get me to spill the dirt without you even trying.�
 �How�s it working so far?� Lux asked.
 �Let�s see,� I said as I pondered my answer. �You could ask about Cuba � which was a trip of a lifetime. We could talk about Laurent Vance, the director. He hated me. Oh, I know � you can explain why you�re dating the guy on Hollywood Central. You�re obviously way out of his league.�
 �The thing is, he knows it. We�ve been a couple since we were fifteen. I�ve never wanted anyone else, and it�s wonderful to be loved for being you and not for what you can do for someone,� Lux explained.
 �Why hasn�t he locked you down and asked you to marry him?� I asked to cause trouble.
 �He has. We�re getting married next weekend.�
 �Look at that. We did break some news,� I said.
 At that, Frank deflated a little. Believe me, I understood how it felt when your crush announced they were marrying someone else. I still couldn�t believe that Hannah Minacci had run off with that baseball dork.
 We wrapped it up, and when she announced that she�d turned the camera off, I jumped up and ripped off the penis pouch. The damned thing itched. No sane man would wear that on purpose.
 Lexi suddenly appeared in front of me with my boxers, which I quickly put on.
 �How was it?� I asked.
 �I almost burst out laughing when you were spot on with the voices and mannerisms of the reporters who asked you the stupid questions. If I didn�t know better, I would say you might be an okay actor someday.�
 �Did Frank seem happy?� I asked.
 �Oh, yeah. I think Frank plans to skip tomorrow and work with one of his other clients. You have the BS down for doing interviews,� Lexi said. �Plus, you come across as likable on camera.�
 �As opposed to off-camera?�
 �Hey, I�ve seen you at three in the morning, after being on set for 18 hours, and a janitor stops you. You treated him the same way you would any fan. I suspect you�re always likable,� Lexi assured me.
 �Can we get out of here? I�m starved,� I suddenly realized.
 �Why don�t you come back to my place, and I�ll fix you dinner? I can take you home later,� she suggested.
 I wasn�t sure Lexi knew how to cook, or it would have been an easy decision. Especially with her new toy.
 �Do we need to stop and pick something up?� I tentatively asked.
 �Shut up, �stupid boy.� Trust me to feed you and not kill you in the process.�
 �Okay, I�m in.�
 ◊◊◊
 Turns out, Lexi had called my mom and asked her to find the most straightforward meal she might make that I would love. Lexi made me grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup. She got extra points by serving the soup in a coffee mug. While she cooked and then ate, we caught up. Lexi was splitting her time between my old management team and working for Frank at the PR firm.
 Warning bells rang when she announced that Kent had given Lexi her first management client: none other than Chloe Larkin, my very own stalker.
 �Did she share with you that she broke into my hotel room on Valentine�s day? And when I wouldn�t see reason, she slept with two of my best friends?� I asked.
 �What!?�
 �You remember her breaking into my bedroom and having to be committed, right?� I asked.
 �Yeah, but she said that was because she�d been on set constantly for several days, taken some pills, and went a little nutty,� Lexi said.
 �I bet she was really convincing,� I said to let her off the hook.
 �She was.�
 �She�s an outstanding actress,� I reminded Lexi.
 �Shit!�
 �Look at it this way: your first client will break you in quickly.�
 �It�s not that. I, uh, well, sort of invited Chloe to come see you tonight,� Lexi said.
 �Hold that thought,� I said as I got my phone out and hit a button.
 Lexi�s phone chirped, and she looked down to see that I�d hit the panic button.
 At my insistence, Lexi explained to me how Chloe had worked in that she and I were terrific friends and how I would love to see her again. In the meantime, Fritz called and confirmed that I wasn�t in immediate danger since Chloe wasn�t here yet.
 We both jumped when the entrance buzzer to Lexi�s building rang. When Lexi confirmed that Chloe was indeed downstairs, I called 911. Their response time impressed me when a short while later a squad car pulled into the lot with flashing lights. I admit that both Lexi and I watched as the two police officers got out of the car to talk to Chloe.
 I just shook my head as she talked her way out of it. Soon she had the two young guys laughing at something she said.
 That was when she struck. She held a Taser in each hand. I cringed when she hit both guys in the nut sack and juiced them. That would leave a mark. I hoped they were both done having sex for the rest of their lives. If someone had lit the twins up like that, and I flopped on the ground like a carp out of water, Mr. Happy would revolt and never get stiff again.
 We watched as Chloe stepped out into the parking lot and looked up until she spotted us looking out the window. I gave her a little wave and opened the window slightly.
 �David. You�ve been a bad boy, calling the police on me. If I didn�t know you were playing hard to get, I might have the wrong idea about your feelings for me. Why don�t you come down so we can straighten this out?�
 I opened the window a bit more.
 �I just saw you tase those two. If you did me like that, how would you ever get me into your car so you can kidnap me?� I asked.
 In retrospect, I was being way too helpful in planning my own demise.
 �Good point. Why don�t you come down and we talk in my car?� Chloe asked.
 �Is she insane?� Lexi whispered.
 �It might be easier if I came down and just hopped into your trunk,� I suggested.
 �That would be very helpful,� Chloe said brightly.
 �Okay, hang on, and I�ll be right down,� I said.
 This time, the boys in blue weren�t messing around. Three cars screamed into the lot. Chloe, to her credit, took off running. I cringed again when the first officer to get close to her got nut-shot with the Taser. It was eerily similar to Cassidy shooting me in the jewels with a paintball gun. How did girls know that getting tased in the nuts would make guys flinch? I�m sure the blood-curdling scream from the flopping man in blue also helped to sell it.
 The next policeman tackled Chloe, and he cuffed her in short order.
 At that point, she went totally berserk. They had to cuff Chloe�s legs together and then cuff them to her hands when she tried to kick out the police car�s window to escape. I predicted that she would be in a psych ward before the night was over.
 Word must have gotten out that Chloe and I were involved in something. Somehow, the number of paparazzi had grown substantially. Our contingent grew from the handful who had followed Lexi and me to her place to ten times that number in the space of a half-hour.
 My day got even worse when Lexi confessed that the real reason she�d invited me over was to try out her new piercing. I really wanted her to try it out on me, too. That wasn�t happening now because Fritz insisted that I come home to Rita�s place after the police got our statements.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 23 � And The Oscar Goes To �  Saturday February 25 
 When I stepped out to run this morning, Manaia was waiting for me in a golf cart. I was glad to see him. We�d gotten off to a bit of a rocky start when we first met this last winter. That was when I had come to LA to shoot my most recent J-drama. Towards the end, we had become friends.
 �We have some press waiting down the block,� he informed me, falling right back into his role as my security.
 �Why down the block?�
 �The neighbors have some pull with the police,� Manaia said and shrugged.
 I�d turned on the morning news while I got dressed, and our little drama was front and center. Someone in the police department had released the dash-cam video of Chloe tasing the three officers. The more I saw her tase them in the nuts, the funnier it became. I mean, seriously, you could go to any social media site and find a whole library of videos of guys getting hit in the balls. Using a Taser raised the cringe factor.
 I say �we� because it was widely reported that Chloe had come to the apartment complex to see me. Frank wouldn�t be happy when he saw how they put our pictures up side-by-side. Chloe�s was her booking picture with her hair going twelve different directions. Mine was a press-release photo of me done up as a surfer dude that the J-drama had sent out to promote their show.
 The one bit of good news was that the police had sent Chloe for a psych evaluation. I contended that crazy was no defense for tasing even one guy in the nuts, let alone three. I expected, though, that Chloe would never do any time. If Zander could order his driver to crash into the car I was riding in and get a slap on the wrist, surely Chloe could light up a few cops.
 Now, if she were an average person, that would be a different story. She would be locked up for sure.
 When Manaia and I saw the crowd of reporters at the end of the block, we decided to skip my run today. I�m not sure Fritz had enough security people for me to be able to run safely with all those reporters following me.
 ◊◊◊
 Frank made the executive decision that since I was in the news for having a stalker, he should be with me today. During the early sessions, the questions seemed to be evenly split between �Oh, my GOD! You have a stalker� and �Oh, my GOD! You�ve been nominated for an Oscar.�
 My responses were, �Stalkers are bad� and �Oscars are good.�
 Frank took off after my first generic interview to work with one of his other clients. My day became more interesting when I had my interview with Sports Weekly.
 I walked into the conference room and found one of the new breed of sports reporters. These were smart, articulate young women who were beginning to break into the boys� club that was sports journalism. I wished Tracy was here to meet her, as my friend�s goal was to someday fill that role.
 The reporter bounced up from her chair and put on a winning smile.
 �Jordan Leahy with Sports Weekly.�
 We shook hands and sat down at a round table where she had her notes for the interview, a tablet, and her phone sitting out. She turned on her phone�s recording app and set it in front of my seat. I liked that she didn�t plan to waste my time with small talk and got right to the interview.
 �You�re in a unique position for me to ask you about the NCAA and its athletes making money related to a student-athlete�s name, image, and likeness. One of my sources at the NCAA told me that they�re in the process of giving you a waiver regarding that,� Jordan said, obviously having done her homework.
 �I need to stop this interview for a moment and get legal advice,� I said as I gave her my most disarming smile.
 I�d signed a nondisclosure agreement and wanted to make sure of what it covered before I got myself into trouble. As I interpreted it, it only involved my knowledge of the FBI�s interest in the shoe companies. Specifically, the shoe companies paying players in the hope they would become big stars and endorse their products after graduation.
 �Why would you need to talk to your lawyer?�
 �Because my eligibility is more important to me than answering your questions,� I said to put it bluntly.
 �I agree. I don�t want to get you into trouble.�
 She got up and left the room. I smiled when I saw that she �forgot� to take her phone with her. I reached over and turned off the recording app.
 That taken care of, I called Duane Morris, my sports attorney with Woodford & Morris. He suggested that I not confirm anything going on with my situation until it had been finalized. We planned to talk when I got back home so he could give me an update as to his progress. Well, more like lack of progress in hammering out the wording for my waiver.
 Manaia stuck his head out the door to tell Jordan that I was ready for her.
 �Can you confirm that you are getting a waiver from the NCAA?�
 �You might want to turn on your recorder,� I said.
 She blushed.
 �You must think I�m awful. I honestly forgot I left that turned on,� Jordan said.
 Either she was a great liar or telling the truth. I chose to believe she was being honest with me and that she�d made a mistake. She turned it on.
 �I can�t really talk to you about what I may or may not be doing with the NCAA concerning my image rights. I can talk to you about my opinions, though,� I said to give her an opening.
 �What is your view of the issue?� Jordan asked.
 �Like everything, there are two sides to it. The NCAA is protecting its member institutions. Part of that is the student-athlete giving up their image rights so that the schools can broadcast games to generate revenue.�
 �That�s just it. Football is a huge moneymaker. Shouldn�t the players get a piece of those revenues?�
 �How would that work?� I asked.
 �What do you mean?�
 �Should each player get an equal payout? Do you pay starters more than bench players?�
 �Shouldn�t everyone get paid the same?� she asked.
 �In the NFL, does the star quarterback make more than his backups, or do they all get paid the same?�
 �Are you advocating that you should be paid more than other players?� Jordan asked.
 �No. What I�m trying to do is figure out how you think it should work,� I said and could see Jordan�s confusion. �Let�s just agree that the schools aren�t going to start paying players like they are in professional sports.�
 �Why not? Why not give student-athletes a living stipend at the very least?� she asked.
 �How much money are we talking?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. How about a thousand a month?� Jordan suggested.
 �Let�s call it $10,000 per year to make the math easy.�
 �Okay,� she agreed.
 �Because of Title IX, you couldn�t pay only the revenue sports like football and basketball, or you would get sued. I think I read that there are 400,000 student-athletes nationwide. That�s four billion dollars a year. At an average university like Kansas, for example, they have 17 sports and over 700 student-athletes. Their bill would be at least seven million a year. Most middle-of-the-road university athletic departments are either running at a deficit or barely breaking even.
 �I realize that they have donors that make up the difference. I�m just saying that I don�t see pay-for-play happening in college athletics,� I explained.
 �So, you don�t think student-athletes should be paid?� Jordan asked.
 �No, I didn�t say that at all. I said that the universities won�t pay them. I think they should follow the Olympic model and allow star athletes to sign individual endorsement deals and sponsorships.�
 She took a moment to absorb what I�d said. If they did that, it would make this whole FBI situation go away. There would no longer be an incentive to do under-the-table deals. Just bring it out into the open and let capitalism work. That would stop the �black market� from needing to exist.
 �Something else I think is that student-athletes should have the same rights as other students. Suppose a computer student develops a new app on his own time and without using university resources other than the library. In that case, he can start a business and get paid. On the other hand, suppose a student-athlete should happen to be an actor and make a movie. In that case, they typically can�t endorse that movie without risking the loss of their eligibility,� I added.
 �Is that what your waiver is about?� Jordan asked.
 �I can�t talk about that,� I said with a straight face.
 �Would you be surprised to learn that the state of California is pushing a bill that would allow its student-athletes to earn income from endorsements or sponsorships?�
 �If that law survives the NCAA�s challenge, it might be the first step in getting athletes paid,� I said, and then thought about it for a moment. �The NCAA might even welcome it. I don�t see any way they will ever agree to direct payments to players from the schools. But there is precedent with Olympic athletes. I would suggest that�s the road map they should follow to solve this problem. It�s only a matter of time before the NCAA is forced to do something. If I were them, I would want to get out in front of it. I�d want to have some say in what happens instead of letting there be fifty different laws enacted around the country with fifty different rules,� I said.
 Our time was up, so we said our goodbyes.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got back to Rita�s, Halle was waiting for me at the door.
 �Pick me,� she said excitedly as she waved an engraved invitation in front of my face.
 It announced that Chubby Feldman would be hosting a pre-Oscar party at his mansion tonight. Getting an invitation to one of his legendary parties was how many celebrities measured their star power. The who�s who of Hollywood would be at tonight�s festivities. I�d been invited because of my role in Chubby�s upcoming Bond film. The invitation was for David A. Dawson plus one.
 �Of course,� I said.
 Halle bounced up and down and grabbed both Scarlet and Lexi�s hands.
 �Come help me pick out an outfit,� she said as she dragged them upstairs.
 I really must have been a �stupid boy� because Lexi stuck her tongue out at me to remind me what I would be missing by picking Halle. Ah, well, that was what making choices was about. Each path taken meant others were passed up�at least in the short-term. That last thought seemed to keep Mr. Happy from being totally disappointed in me, at least.
 ◊◊◊
 We arrived at Chubby�s right on time. It was a Midwestern thing. My parents had hammered into me since I was little that it was rude to be late. Halle explained that we should come later so we could make an entrance. It didn�t matter, though, because the place was already packed, something atypical for LA. Most people usually followed Halle�s plan and showed up late. The difference was, everyone wanted to be at this party.
 We walked in, and Chubby greeted us. He was talking to none other than Terrence May, two-time Academy Award winner and currently nominated for another in my category of Best Supporting Actor. Terrence was the odds-on favorite to win his third. I knew this because I�d read in one of the trade magazines that Vegas had him as the 5�1 favorite. They had me as a long shot at 36�1 to win, meaning for each dollar bet, you would win 36.
 �Aren�t you Halle James, Rita James�s daughter?� Terrence asked.
 �Yes, I am. She should be here later. Didn�t you and my mom make a movie together?� Halle asked.
 While they talked, Chubby pulled me aside.
 �You ready for tomorrow night?�
 �It should be fun. I expect Terrence has it locked up.�
 Chubby gave me a knowing smile.
 �You might want to have your speech ready, just in case,� he suggested.
 �Why? Do you know something?� I asked.
 To this point, I hadn�t even given it a second thought. I was flattered to be nominated, but never in my wildest dreams had I imagined I had a chance to win. I hadn�t really done anything that people in the know called �serious� work until I�d done The Royal Palm. Although it leaned a little towards an action/spy thriller, it wasn�t the kind of movie that most people expected would produce an Academy Award. Not in any of the big four acting categories, anyway.
 �No, but I�ve been in this town too long not to see that your performance was the best of the ones nominated. I have a feeling that they�ll discount Terrence because his film is also nominated for Best Picture, Best Actress, and several of the lesser categories. It�s seldom that a single movie garners that kind of hardware. Besides, he has won twice before. Once he�s out of the way, the field is wide open for you to step in and take it,� Chubby said to explain his reasoning.
 �I didn�t even think I had a chance,� I confessed.
 �The studio thinks you have one.�
 �What are you talking about?�
 �Didn�t they tell you they were pushing for you to win?� Chubby asked, looking surprised.
 �Gabe Francis told me that they were, but I figured it was just talk.�
 Gabe Francis was the head of the studio that had made The Royal Palm.
 �They don�t do it in public. They contact all the voters directly,� Chubby enlightened me.
 �How do you know?� I asked and instantly realized how na�ve I sounded.
 �I�m one of the voters,� Chubby confessed.
 �You don�t think that the Zander Lewis incident caused any of the voters some heartburn?�
 �It did at first, but everything was handled quietly after the initial flare-up. They spun it that you�re someone who stands up for what�s right but is smart enough to work within the unspoken rules of Hollywood,� Chubby said.
 �I�m not sure how to take that,� I admitted.
 �Take it as a compliment to your handlers. If Zander hadn�t been handled correctly, it could have wrecked not only Halle�s career but also yours,� he said.
 He could tell this didn�t sit well with me.
 �David, I only have your best interests in mind. Not only because you�re about to act in one of my biggest movies, but because I�ve gotten to know and like you. What Zander did was way out of bounds, and he needed to be taken care of. You did that without turning it into a media frenzy. And the collateral damage to the other studios and to the industry as a whole was kept to a minimum.�
 I could see his point. Every instinct I had told me I should blow the lid off the worst-kept secret in Hollywood: if you were a woman, sexual favors were expected to get ahead. What had stopped me was the worry for my friend Halle.
 �Is Halle going to be okay?� I asked to voice my biggest concern.
 Chubby gave me a wan smile.
 �I�ll be honest with you. If Halle weren�t Rita�s daughter, she would have a problem.�
 �Is there anything you or I can do to help her?� I asked.
 Chubby looked away for a moment to consider his response.
 �Would you be willing to do me a favor at some point in return?�
 �As long as I won�t object on moral grounds, and as long as it wouldn�t interfere with school or sports,� I said to set the ground rules.
 I�d added the last part because Saul, my agent, considered going to college a waste of my time. I didn�t need Chubby hounding me about doing a movie until I graduated.
 He chuckled.
 �What good are you if you have a moral compass?� he teased.
 �All kidding aside, Halle�s a good friend, and I would do almost anything to help her. I hope you realize that I would do the same for all my friends. That includes you,� I assured him.
 Chubby gave me a measured look.
 �You�re one of the very few people I know who would say that because he meant it. Most would consider it a good bargaining chip to play and later throw away,� he said.
 Chubby was lost in thought for a minute, which to me meant whatever he said would be a straight commitment of his own.
 �I�ll see what I can do,� he said and then smiled. �Did you know that Mia Hilliard is here tonight?�
 Mia would be my love interest in the upcoming Bond movie. When we�d done our little press junket to announce Devil May Care, she�d made it sound like she had a big crush on me. When she pulled the same act over and over again, I figured it was just that�an act.
 That didn�t mean I wasn�t interested, though. Everyone knew what Bond Girls looked like. Heck, Rita James had been one. Mia would land in the top five easily.
 I caught Halle�s eye. She was at that moment talking to Garrett Conrad, who had recently been in Manchester by the Sea. I signaled that I was going to mingle. She gave me a little smile and returned to her conversation.
 It was surreal, walking through the party. Every time I turned around, I spotted another star. It blew my mind that they were eager to meet me.
 It had finally sunk in that I wasn�t just David Dawson, high school kid. I was David A. Dawson, actor and Academy Award nominee. To these people, that made me a rock star. If they only knew that before I flew out here, I�d been changing diapers, cleaning up dog puke�God only knows what my hound ate�and taking high school classes. They would realize I wasn�t anything special.
 Then I spotted Mia. She wore a silver-colored silk dress that clung to every curve of her body like they�d had to sew her into it. The old bird dog, Mr. Happy, pointed out his quarry. She looked across the room at me and gave me a little smile. Our eyes locked, I motioned my head towards the stairs, and she nodded. I went first and found an empty bedroom. I jumped on the bed and posed myself as a joke.
 She stuck her head in and rolled her eyes.
 �Admit it. You think I�m sexy,� I teased.
 �You�re Ian Bond, every girl�s fantasy,� she fired back.
 �And you�re a Bond Girl.�
 �Oh, my. What would Ian Bond do with a Bond Girl?� she asked as she fanned herself excitedly.
 I waggled my eyebrows, and she spotted my arousal.
 �Why, Mr. Bond, you�re going to make me blush.�
 I was starting to like Mia more than I probably should. Evil thoughts kept jumping into my head. But she was someone I would be working closely with this summer. I didn�t want it to be weird if we had sex now, and she regretted it later.
 �I should probably dial it back.�
 She tilted her head to the side, confused.
 �I thought we had sexual energy going on here,� Mia said.
 �We do,� I admitted. �But I don�t want to mess things up for the movie just because we decide to do something out of curiosity.�
 �Wouldn�t being curious be worse? Shouldn�t we figure out if we�re even interested and get that out of the way?� Mia asked, being way too sensible.
 I mentally kicked myself. Since when was the guy the one who put the brakes on in a situation like this? A really nice guy would, I guessed. Wasn�t there a saying that nice guys never got laid? Who wanted to be a nice guy if that were true?
 �What are you curious about?� I asked in my most sexy voice.
 She tapped her lips with her index finger as she pondered her response. It took all my willpower to keep a straight face at her blatant acting. Then she brightened.
 �I want to see you naked.�
 It was my turn to roll my eyes.
 �Every girl makes me get naked,� I whined.
 That made her laugh. Before she changed her mind, I jumped off the bed and took my clothes off. When I made the big reveal, she sucked in her breath as she took me in. I hopped back on the bed and gave her a come-hither look.
 She sat down on the edge of the bed next to my arousal. Our eyes locked as she leaned down and her mouth hovered just above my manhood. She suddenly transformed into the sexy Bond Girl I fantasized about.
 �How do you like your blowjobs? Hard-suctioned with a big helping of teabag action? Or do you want it wet and sloppy with lots of deep-throating?� Mia asked as she batted her eyes at me.
 The innocent look sold it. I gave Mia a leer that promised all of Mr. Happy�s evil intentions towards her.
 �Curiosity just might kill me,� I said as I lewdly reached down and stroked myself a few times. �I�m a greedy boy. Give it all to me, Mia.�
 She moved my hand off my package to signal that that was her job. Then she looked me in the eye and got serious.
 �I have a couple of conditions.�
 �Do tell,� I said.
 �I paid a fortune for this dress, and my hair stylist took forever to make me look like this. Under no circumstances are you to touch my hair or get anything on this dress,� she scolded.
 I put my hands behind my head and nodded to Mr. Happy.
 �I promise not to touch a strand of your perfect hair.�
 Mia licked her lips and lowered her mouth to my little head. She licked around it in slow, teasing circles to get me wet before she suddenly plunged downward.
 I groaned as the pleasure became almost too much. She popped off and smiled at me.
 �Does Mr. Bond like?� she asked playfully.
 �Hell, yes!�
 Mia took me into her mouth again and looked confused when she realized that she only had about half my length. Mia looked determined, as though she was contemplating what to do, closing her eyes and taking several deep breaths. It seemed like she was visualizing her plan of action.
 As the tip touch the back of her throat, I hissed in a breath. Mia sucked hard and then released the pressure, only to repeat that a couple of times. The pleasure made me almost delirious, to the point that I caught myself before grasping her head so I could drive.
 My hips bucked up on their own volition as my member entered her throat. Mia shook her head and lifted off Mr. Happy. She then stuck her tongue out, swirling it around my length as she moved upwards until she only had the tip in her mouth. Mia looked up at me as if to say that I�d been a bad boy.
 She licked the mushroom head and drooled on my shaft to get it even wetter. Next, she grasped my member and leaned down to take my sack into her mouth. Mia used her tongue to bathe the twins.
 I so wanted to take control. I would buy her a new dress if it came to that. While she paid attention to my dangly parts, she kept busy using both hands to stroke me. Mia had me in a baseball grip with one hand over the other so she could grasp most of me.
 She began to use her tongue to flick the boys, causing them to bounce back and forth. Mia changed tactics as she used her vacuum technique to all but swallow my family jewels.
 �Frick!� I hissed.
 I�d never had anyone pay so much attention to the twins, and I loved it. My cry of pleasure signaled Mia to release my scrotum with a loud popping sound. She returned to sucking me with her suction technique that I was starting to love.
 Mia bobbed up and down several times, took a deep breath, and plunged hard, taking all of me. I�d had other girls accomplish this feat, but I got the impression that Mia had never taken something that big before. She impressed me when she stuck her tongue out and licked my jewels.
 That did it. The sexual beast inside of me took over the body. Mia yelped when I pulled her off me and flipped her onto her back. It took all of my willpower to pause long enough to get a condom out of my pants and put it on.
 She looked up, half afraid as I pushed up her dress, spread her legs, pushed her panties aside, and took her, all in one motion. I jammed myself deep inside her. Mia�s head fell back, and she let out a moan mixed with pain and pleasure as I stretched her to her limits.
 She clenched down on my invading member. I ground my pubic bone into hers, causing Mia to push harder into me. She was frickin� snug and deliciously wet. I reached down and used my thumb to tease her little nubbin as I began to move deep within her core.
 Mia�s legs fell up and back so I could get even deeper. You know you�re doing it right when they make that sound, the sound of a woman satisfied as you give her pleasure. I began to move with purpose, and Mia couldn�t help herself as she screamed my name. I became possessed with the maniacal desire to pound her into submission.
 �Let it take you. Give yourself to me,� I ordered.
 Mia suddenly curled up and used her hands to fend me off as she exploded, soaking her silk dress. Welp, she wasn�t going to be happy about that. Her hair was a mess as well. It looked like I was batting a thousand.
 As I sat back watching her legs twitch, the door opened, and Halle walked in.
 �Slut,� she said to me and then looked at Mia. �Did you break her?�
 �I gave her a good orgasm.�
 �I call next,� Halle said.
 �Please, I need a break,� Mia said.
 I love LA.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday February 26 
 I woke up and was greeted with Halle�s mind-altering kiss. Then I heard someone clear their throat. I looked over at Mia and blinked. Oh, yeah. I was still at Chubby Feldman�s house. Now I remembered why I hadn�t gone back to Rita�s last night. Hot damn, the sex! They took me places that I didn�t know existed. Mia leaned in and gave me an equally lovely kiss.
 I�d no idea what time it was last night when Manaia had finally come in to make sure I was still alive. All I knew is that the two girls had killed my little soldier. I was a goner when they started to play �Anything you can do, I can do better!�
 Mia totally cracked me up. When she came, she would begin to shake all over and curl up in a ball. She didn�t want anyone to touch her. On the other hand, Halle was the queen of multiple orgasms and loved to roll right from one to another.
 I jumped out of bed and took a shower. Just as I got lathered-up, the two girls joined me.
 �Before we do this too many more times, I need to eat something,� I warned them as they helped get me sudsy.
 ◊◊◊
 When we finally made it downstairs, we discovered we weren�t the only guests who�d spent the night. We found Manaia sitting at a huge dining table, eating his breakfast. He pointed to the kitchen when he saw me eyeing his food. We walked in on Chubby making omelets to order.
 �Coffee,� I begged.
 Chubby pointed at a giant urn.
 �If you don�t want to wait for an omelet, pancakes, hash browns, and bacon are in the oven to keep them warm,� Chubby said.
 I grabbed a stack of pancakes and a handful of bacon to get started. The girls wanted eggs. I figured I could come back for that.
 Manaia didn�t say a word, which I much appreciated. When Mia joined us, she had what looked like a platter�s worth of food. Halle, on the other hand, had an omelet and some fruit.
 I must have made a face because Mia stopped right before taking her first bite and glared at me.
 �I�m fueling up for more sex. Obviously.�
 Manaia snickered but stopped abruptly when I looked over at him. I watched Mia take a healthy bite of her pancakes. She closed her eyes and moaned.
 �Oh, God. It�s so good.�
 Both Halle and Manaia had to turn away.
 �You should be careful, moaning like that around me,� I warned her.
 She looked at me a defiantly, popped a piece of bacon in her mouth, and licked the grease off her fingers as she moaned again. Seeing her wrap her lips around her fingers was almost too much. Then she stopped and gave me a confused look.
 �Did you want some of my meat?� she teased.
 Halle choked on her juice.
 Just as I started to say something in return, Mia floored me.
 �I was thinking we should have a June wedding.�
 OMG! Another stalker.
 Both Halle and Manaia burst out laughing. Then I saw a twinkle in Mia�s eye. She�d gotten me. She�d heard about Chloe, obviously.
 ◊◊◊
 We ended up hanging out at Chubby�s until lunchtime. Other people had spent the night, either because they�d imbibed too much or had been up to the same thing I�d been up to. I won�t name names, but a few overnight guests shocked me. I was positive that at least three of them were reported to be happily married�to people other than their apparent hookups. What amazed me was everyone acted like it was no big deal and not unexpected.
 Mia had to get going, so we said our goodbyes. I looked forward to seeing her on set. We agreed that we would play it by ear, but last night had been more about curiosity than anything more. I suspected that once we began to work together, our relationship would be about the work.
 Of course, I would be politicking for Chubby to add more sex scenes with Mia. It was a Bond movie, after all.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got back to Rita�s, I discovered my parents were there.
 �This is a nice surprise,� I said as I came in.
 �Rita finagled two extra seats and invited us,� Dad explained.
 Rita came sashaying in.
 �There you two are,� she said, and then turned to her daughter. �The stylist and all her people will be here in twenty minutes. Go take a shower.�
 Halle gave me a kiss on the cheek and bounded up the stairs. She was excited to be going to the Oscars as my date.
 �Carol, why don�t you do the same? They�re bringing some dresses that should work,� Rita said, obviously in full command of what had to be done.
 I looked at my watch and realized that with the time difference, we would be walking the red carpet in just a few hours.
 �You two better go eat because it�s going to be a long night,� Rita ordered and then went upstairs.
 I took Dad with me to reacquaint him with Rosy and her cooking.
 ◊◊◊
 While Dad and I ate and caught up, Stewart Thatcher arrived. He and I had met in Cuba when he played the MI6 agent. Stewart would be playing James Bond in the upcoming movie. As a happy coincidence, he and Rita James, his love interest in the film, were now officially a couple. Stewart was a great guy to boot.
 �I hear that you and Halle didn�t come home last night,� Stewart said.
 �We went to Chubby Feldman�s party, and it got late, so we decided to just crash there,� I said.
 Neither my dad nor Stewart were buying my explanation, but I wasn�t talking.
 �What have you been up to?� Stewart asked to change the subject.
 �Finishing high school, baseball season is about to begin, and I still have to figure out where I�m going to college. Just trying to live a normal life.�
 �I bet the last few days have shown you that your life isn�t going to be normal.�
 �It has been eye-opening. It makes me appreciate where I live and how everyone acts around me. Last night at Chubby�s, I was shocked when actual stars sought me out to talk to me like I�m some big deal or something,� I said.
 �I hate to break it to you, but you are a big deal,� Stewart said.
 �You still have to take out the garbage when you get home,� Dad warned me.
 That was what I loved about my parents. They would always keep me grounded if I ever got too full of myself.
 Our phones all chirped. Rita had sent us text messages telling us the stylists were ready for us.
 ◊◊◊
 I was a nominee at the Oscars. It suddenly became real. Halle and I had our red-carpet moment, then we were whisked inside where we had photos taken in front of giant Oscars. I made sure that our group all had our picture taken together. I enjoyed the photographer�s comments.
 �All right, get together,� she ordered.
 My dad put his arm around my mom.
 �No, like this,� she said, repositioning his arm. �You don�t want your jacket sleeve to bunch up. And you must only touch her dress with your fingertips so you don�t change the flow of the fabric.�
 �Modeling�s not as easy as I make it look,� I quipped.
 Dad and Greg had made comments in the past about how easy modeling was.
 Up next, we did more interviews. After that, we were taken into a room where I had a surprise waiting.
 The 20 Oscar nominees were given swag bags with an estimated worth of between $100,000 and $200,000. Some of the more outlandish gifts included travel packages to Hawaii, two vacations to Italy, a week-long stay at a California spa, and a ranch vacation in Northern California.
 There were also less-expensive gifts, like a customized crayon pack that I figured the kids would enjoy, apples, jewelry, and a bunch of other stuff. One caught my eye. It was a car rental for a year. I figured they would have a Mustang, which would save me from buying one for Pam and Tracy until next year.
 The mystery gift was art from Allana Megginson, a well-known artist. The card said that she would do a portrait of the recipient. Her goal was to �convey the emotions of what my subject must be feeling at that moment.� She would try to show, in a simple portrait, what the subject had been through in their life.
 ◊◊◊
 The host of the show was Barry Boudreau, a comedian who had his own late-night talk show. In his opening monologue, he told us that the show was being broadcast in 220 countries. If I wasn�t nervous before, that got me there. Then Barry decided to single out all the nominees in funny ways.
 He made fun of Meryl Streep for �phoning it in for over fifty films,� and then it was my turn.
 �A little spy thriller named The Royal Palm gave us this year�s youngest nominee, David A. Dawson. As you know, David has been nominated as the Best Supporting Actor in a role that David didn�t think through very well. Somehow, I doubt he�ll be in The Royal Palm II. Not to give anything away.�
 Well, yeah, I mused as I grinned for the cameras. It would be hard to write me in if my character was dead.
 I learned a couple of interesting tidbits about the Oscars. The first was they hired people to sit in your seats if you needed to get up and go to the bathroom, just to make the place look full.
 The second was that it was LONG. Dear Lord, everyone thought they had to make some kind of statement with their few minutes of air time. Which made me realize why I�d never watched the whole broadcast from start to finish.
 After the first hour, we escaped and found most of the celebrities drinking in a VIP lounge. We should have found this place forty-five minutes ago.
 When the time for my category to be announced finally arrived, we all made our way back to our seats. As we sat down, I grabbed Mom�s and Halle�s hands for support.
 �You got this,� Mom said.
 My clip was shown first. I imagine the Academy�s goal was to gain dramatic effect by showing the most intense monologue they could find. In the scene they showed, I was talking to Stewart about feeling conflicted over stealing the proof that the Russians planned to bring missiles into Cuba. I managed to keep it together when the clip ended and the audience applauded.
 I had a fleeting thought that I was at that moment being seen by more people all over the world than I could even fathom. It probably wouldn�t be a good idea to puke like I did before a big game. God only knew that I felt like I needed to.
 When the final clip had been played, I heard �
 �And the Oscar goes to � David A. Dawson!�
 ◊◊◊
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�And the Oscar goes to � David A. Dawson!�
 I pinched myself to make sure I wasn�t dreaming. Halle all but tackled me as she laid a kiss on me. Between the pinch and the kiss, I had to assume this wasn�t some kind of made-up dream sequence where you suddenly forget what you�re supposed to do. This was a real-life example of forgetting how to function. My mom saw I was stunned and wasn�t getting out of my seat.
 �Look at me!� she ordered.
 I blinked and then focused on her.
 �Just be yourself and accept graciously,� she said, then stood and pulled me up.
 I heard laughter when Mom pushed me out into the center aisle to make my way to the stage.
 Rita James had tears running down her face out of happiness for me. That made me realize I needed to get moving. I probably committed a faux pas when I leaped onto the stage instead of walking to the stairs on the side.
 A pretty black girl had announced the winner, but for the life of me, I couldn�t remember her name at that moment. She handed me the Oscar and gently pushed me to the lectern.
 I held the trophy over my head and put on my best smile, taking a moment to absorb the scene as the audience gave me a standing ovation. It felt surreal to have so many household names clapping for my award.
 Then I saw the cameras pointed my way, and that reminded me I was live in front of a worldwide audience. I now understood why people would take this moment to push their personal agenda. When else would you get a chance to make a statement and reach so many people? If I hadn�t been utterly floored at actually winning, I might have talked about the plight of the homeless or pets needing to be rescued. But being selfish with a favorite cause wasn�t really me. I wanted to play this straight and thank the people who helped me get here.
 �If you can�t tell, I�m in complete shock that I won. I want to thank the Academy. To my fellow nominees, you are all so extraordinary that I look up to you and admire you all more than I can put into words. Due to the years of quality work you�ve all put in, in my honest opinion, you were all worthy of winning this award. I wasn�t sure how I would stack up in this talent-laden field. My win is a testament to everyone who helped me get here ��
 I ran through everyone associated with the picture except Laurent Vance. I simply couldn�t bring myself to include him because of what he�d forced Kimberly Fillmore to do. Laurent telling her she had to sleep with me � I simply couldn�t get past it. Everyone had advised me I should thank him since he�d lost his life on set, but at that moment, I couldn�t find it in me to forgive him.
 It didn�t help that I couldn�t stand the man. He�d made my life miserable on set. I next thanked everyone else, including my agent, Saul Gessler; my publicist, Frank Ingram; and my then manager, Caryn Buckley. As I acknowledged my parents and family, the music started to tell me to wrap it up.
 �Finally, thanks to everyone back home and to my classmates at Lincoln High � Go Bulldogs!�
 They led me off stage, and one of the production people wanted the trophy. They smiled when I didn�t want to give it up.
 �This is only a prop. Yours will be engraved and sent to your home later this week,� she assured me.
 An usher led me to an area where they had set up to do interviews. Before I could talk to the lady, my parents, Halle, and Rita put me in a group hug.
 �David! David! We�re live!� the interviewer said to get my attention when they finished their commercial break.
 I untangled myself and stepped over to where she wanted me to stand to talk to her.
 �Sorry. We�re a little excited I won.�
 �How does it feel to be the youngest Best Supporting Actor winner ever and to have won your first of what I suspect will be many Oscars?�
 �Youngest?� I asked.
 �Yes, the youngest before you was Timothy Hutton, who won for his role in Ordinary People at the age of twenty.�
 �I don�t think age matters when you win one of these. It�s a great honor just to be nominated. For the top four awards, only 20 actors were selected. To win � words can�t describe it,� I said.
 �I understand you have a Netflix series coming out called College First.�
 �Yes,� I said and changed my focus to promoting that project. �Netflix picked it up. It�s a Japanese drama that�s currently airing there. Word is they�re enjoying it. I understand that it will begin showing on Netflix this coming Friday.
 �The miniseries is centered on a girl who experiences a lot of firsts. Her first time away from home, her first time at college, her first kiss, her first boyfriend. I hear it�s getting good reviews.�
 �What is your role in that one?�
 �I play the romantic runner-up. I worry that I might get typecast as that.�
 �The romantic runner-up?�
 �Yeah, I�m the sexy arm candy, but I don�t get the girl,� I complained. �I realize that actors can make a career playing that kind of role. It�s like another film I�m in that�s wrapping up, Love Letters, where I play the same sort of character. I don�t want to keep being cast in that sort of role, though.�
 �That sounds awful. Why wouldn�t you get the girl?� she asked.
 �Halle � Halle James, come over here,� I said, motioning for her to join us. �Explain to America why you don�t pick me as your guy in your latest movie.�
 I made my best puppy-dog expression for both Halle and the camera.
 She just started shaking her head.
 �If we weren�t friends �� she started while scowling at me and then gave the reporter a winning smile. �As you can see, it�s obvious that he�s trouble. Girls need to be warned away from him. He pulls you in with his �aw shucks, I�m just a small-town good ol� boy� act. But then you find out he has both a brilliant mind and a wicked sense of humor. No girl should be subjected to that.�
 �You know � Rita James, Halle�s mom, is involved in that movie as well. I think she might be responsible for my not winning Halle over,� I said, motioning Rita towards me.
 �What role did you play in this new movie?� the reporter asked Rita when she joined us.
 �I�m one of the producers,� Rita said. �Love Letters is a romantic comedy that stars these two, along with Ben Doman, and will be in theaters this summer. You have to go see it if only to figure out why Halle picked Ben as her love interest.�
 With that said, we were done.
 �How do you get yourself into these situations?� Halle asked.
 �I like to think it�s my wit and charm, but in this case, it might have been my big mouth,� I said with a �what can you do?� shrug.
 Rita had a different take on it.
 �He was a genius! David plugged two projects to a worldwide audience. At some point, I�ll have to admit that he knows what he�s doing.�
 ◊◊◊
 Frank, Lexi, and Scarlet appeared. They must have been on standby in case I won. Frank guided me to numerous interviews. All the major entertainment TV shows had people there and wanted to talk to the winners. That was an hour of my life I would never get back, but Frank was all smiles once we finished. What I�d done to make him happy mystified me.
 �Don�t have too much fun tonight,� he said as his parting advice.
 The hotel adjacent to the theater where the Oscars took place had a large ballroom set up for the Governors Ball, the official Oscars after-party. Many of the nominees and their entourages had gathered there to get a drink before leaving for the unofficial after-parties. I walked in with my group and froze when everyone stopped talking for a moment as I entered the room.
 If I�d learned anything from my dad, it was how to work a room, and those techniques applied to such gatherings as after-parties. Never stay up front; the good stuff is always in the back. And always make a full sweep of the room before you stop to chat. Tonight, those lessons flew out the window. Instead of working the room, the room came to me.
 Lexi again proved herself the best PA in the world. She planted Halle James at my side and coordinated the people as they approached me. It was like I was in a receiving line. Lexi put Scarlet in charge of capturing everyone�s information with the nifty phone app that would scan their business card if they had one. Otherwise, she would enter their contact info by hand.
 My parents and Rita James stood back and watched as the elite of the entertainment industry congratulated me. Many made reference to wanting to work with me someday.
 My fifteen minutes of fame came to a screeching halt when Grace Moreau entered the room. She�d just won Best Actress, so I was no longer the new and shiny thing in the room.
 My parents and Rita joined us.
 �You do realize that your desire for a �normal� senior year just took a major hit,� Dad said.
 I looked at Rita, and she nodded her agreement.
 I sighed. It was the whole notion of �unintended consequences.� To this point, I�d been lucky that I lived in a small Midwestern town. While everyone knew me, they respected my privacy.
 In contrast, when I�d been in either New York or LA with people like Rita James or Adrienne, people would just walk up and ask for an autograph. Or want to have a picture taken with me. They considered that behavior okay. I had a sneaking suspicion that winning the Oscar would change my life in that regard, maybe even in my hometown.
 If I had any doubt of that, I only needed to remember the craziness after the video of Dad and me �stealing� the Millennium Falcon came out. The Star Wars fans had come out in force. We�d ended up having to play our baseball games at State because of the crowds that stunt generated.
 What was that little prayer? �God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.� No matter how much I wished for �normal,� I would have to accept that wasn�t going to be my lot from this point forward. Not if this crowd�s reaction was any indication.
 That prayer helped me realize I wasn�t going to change how people reacted to me, so I might as well relax and enjoy the moment. I gave my dad a lopsided grin and shrugged.
 �Which parties should we go to?� I asked.
 I should have known that Lexi would have a complete list. She and Rita debated the pros and cons of each venue while I just sat back and watched. The two of them decided that we must go to the party thrown by Gabe Francis�s studio. It would have been wrong on too many levels not to attend the party of the studio head who�d worked behind the scenes to get me the win. Rita wanted to go to the party that the studio responsible for Star Academy and Love Letters was throwing.
 Lexi said that her dad, Paul Andon, had been put in charge of organizing it. She admitted that he�d ordered her to bring us. Rita, Halle, and I all agreed that we needed to at least make an appearance. We owed them that much because of what they�d done for us in helping move Love Letters to their studio after the unpleasantness with Zander.
 Our final stop would be at Jess Geiger�s party. He was noted for having legendary parties where anything could happen. Halle had pushed for that party because they were ultra-exclusive, and she�d never been. It made me happy when the parents all said they would skip that one.
 ◊◊◊
 Before we started our party tour, I needed to stop at the men�s room. As I stood at the urinal, the door opened, and Amelia Coe walked in and locked eyes with me. Funny how once my mind had unfrozen, I could remember her name. She�d announced my Oscar, after all.
 �Out,� she ordered an older man washing his hands at the sink.
 After he left, she locked the bathroom door, turned on me, and gave me a predatory smile. I may be na�ve as to the ways of Hollywood, but I wasn�t born yesterday. I could only think of a couple of reasons a woman would walk into a men�s room and kick everyone else out. And I suspected she wanted to have some sexy fun, not kill me.
 Not that I had any complaint. If what I guessed she wanted was about to happen, I was more than willing. Amelia was one of the top twenty women on my �if I ever got a chance �� list.
 Every guy has a top-twenty list of women he would like to spend quality time with. Mine was special, sort of a rolling tabulation that changed every time I thought about it. Sometimes, someone like Joey, my trainer, filled slots one through twenty. That happened when she would show up with her perky little ponytail and wearing shorts that were probably illegal in most states.
 But I digress. My point was that the top-twenty list changed. For example, Wolf had read that there were actual butt models on social media. He discovered that trolls discounted the veracity that the butts in question hadn�t been Photoshopped. One girl had actually gone to a doctor to have him verify that her butt was every bit as gorgeous as her pictures showed.
 We had a long discussion at lunch, to Gina�s utter irritation, that this might be a viable business opportunity. The conversation then morphed into whose butts we should offer our services for. It didn�t take us long to put a list together.
 Needless to say, at this moment, Amelia stood right at the tippy top of my list of women I would like to �
 I finished my business and began to put Mr. Happy away.
 �No need for that,� she said as she stepped forward.
 Amelia pushed me against the wall and quickly took my member into her mouth to bring it to life. If this was the result of becoming an Academy Award winner, then I wanted many more.
 She got me fully hard, stood up, and pulled up her dress. She then grabbed the sink, presenting her backside to me. Yep, Amelia had now made it onto the butt list, too.
 I wanted to take a moment to admire her beautiful derri�re. We�d come up with a detailed process as to how we should check them for defects. From my cursory visual inspection, Amelia had a spectacular specimen.
 �Hurry, we don�t have much time,� she ordered.
 Luckily, the big brain retained some functionality, so I fished out a condom and put it on.
 What occurred next may not have been my best work, but my best wasn�t what Amelia wanted. I grabbed her hips and did it hard and fast. She did say that we should hurry.
 ◊◊◊
 My mom spotted me leaving the bathroom with Ms. Coe.
 �Hi, I�m Carol Dawson, David�s mom.�
 �Oh, uh, hi.�
 �May I ask what you and my son were doing?�
 My usual MO would have been to pull a Dawson and clam up. In this case, I recognized that my mom was just pulling Amelia�s chain. Between Greg and me, she had a pretty good idea of what either of her sons would have been doing in a locked bathroom with a girl.
 �We need to get going,� I prompted.
 �Uh, me too!� Ms. Coe said a little too excitedly and then bolted.
 �That was rude. I was just getting to know her,� Mom said as she watched Amelia quickly leave and then turned on me. �And you, Buster.�
 I raised my hands in defeat.
 �She made me do bad things,� I said in my little-boy voice.
 My mom couldn�t help it; she burst out laughing. �Cute little David� only worked when she was in a good mood. I knew I�d dodged a bullet at that point.
 �I bet she did. You need to start using better judgment,� she said as her parting shot.
 I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Mom was right. Banging someone in a public bathroom was not the best idea I�d ever had. I expected that at some point, we would discuss my wayward ways.
 Thankfully, we had a party to go to, and my mom was loving meeting all the celebrities. When Mom got home, I expected Mrs. A would hear all about it.
 ◊◊◊
 Gabe Francis must have been told we were on the way up because the music stopped when we walked in.
 �David, get over here,� Gabe called.
 Gabe�s party was being held on the roof of the Ritz Carlton, next to their pool area. In one corner they had a DJ, and along another wall was a buffet and bar. The view from the rooftop was of downtown LA, and you could see the hills off in the distance. In my mind, it looked like a movie set. That only made sense, because that was what Gabe did.
 When I got to Gabe, he wrapped me in a bear hug and slapped my back. He seemed as excited by my win as I was.
 �David, on behalf of everyone at the studio, thank you. Thank you for the hell you went through, and thank you for showing such surprising maturity and professionalism for someone so young.�
 �I appreciate that you believed in me and gave me a chance,� I responded.
 �I never had any doubts. You were my pick from the get-go, and you proved me right.�
 �It wasn�t me alone,� I said and pointed to people in the crowd. �You all had a hand in this.�
 Gabe introduced me to his wife and then let me go talk to the other cast and crew from the movie. Many of them I hadn�t seen since Cuba. Halle accompanied me, and my two helpers, Lexi and Scarlet, tagged along. I made it a point to spend a few minutes with everyone.
 Gabe had a photographer following me around, documenting the evening as I met the team. I would ask Lexi to get me copies so I could remember this evening.
 Once we finally finished making the rounds, Scarlet shook her head.
 �How did you learn all their names?�
 �David taught me that if you got to know the crew and made friends with them, it would pay off. They generally would want to get the little things right that would make you look good in the movie,� Halle said. �Besides, that�s just him. If you haven�t noticed, he�s never met a stranger.�
 �I thought I saw food,� I said to head off this conversation.
 While I loved to be the center of attention, we were at a party. I wanted to eat and then drag someone out on the dance floor. I planned to experience the whole Hollywood rooftop party experience. It fit my life goal of �no regrets.�
 ◊◊◊
 If I thought the rooftop party was cool, what Paul Andon had organized was maybe even better. His studio held their after-party at the Hollywood Museum, located in the historic Max Factor building.
 The museum mostly focused on older cinema, with exhibits on Marilyn Monroe, Lucille Ball, Jean Harlow, and movies from that era, though they did have some more modern displays. And they had some even older ones, going back to silent films. They had a lot of memorabilia, including costumes and props, from some of the classic movies in Rita�s collection of DVDs she�d given me.
 I realized that some of my friends wouldn�t be too excited about this place. But for any sort of movie buff, it was both educational and entertaining.
 We�d barely begun to get the lay of the land when Bree Steno and Elizabeth Paul, two of my costars in the Star Academy movie, found me.
 �Congratulations,� Bree said as she gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. �It didn�t take you long to let your award go to your head.�
 The cast of Star Academy had become known for their pranks. When we were in Canada, they�d convinced me to take part in a lip-sync challenge. It turned out to be just a way for them to haze me. With that in mind, I gave my two castmates a speculative look.
 Elizabeth handed me her phone to show me that Amelia Coe had posted something on her social media site.
 �Just banged the sexiest actor in the bathroom at the Academy Awards. David A. Dawson is even hotter with his clothes off!�
 I showed Lexi.
 �On it,� she said, and instantly had her phone plastered to her ear, calling Frank.
 �What is she thinking?� I asked.
 �She either is looking to up her Q-score or isn�t thinking,� Bree said.
 �Did you really?� Elizabeth asked.
 I glanced over, and both Halle and Scarlet had unreadable looks on their faces. Crud!
 My expression must have told on me because Halle threw a face.
 �I need a drink,� she said, and left me to talk to my castmates.
 �Sorry. I didn�t realize you were a �real� couple, or I wouldn�t have said anything in front of her,� Bree said.
 I shrugged.
 �Honestly, to the best of my knowledge, we�re still just good friends. We dated for a while, and I believe if we lived in the same town, it might be more,� I admitted.
 ��Stupid boy,� you should go after her,� Scarlet prompted.
 �I�d better �� I started, and both Bree and Elizabeth waved me off.
 I spotted Halle as she entered the women�s room. Letting out a disgusted sigh, I hurried to follow her in. What was it with me and bathrooms tonight?
 I found her looking into the mirror.
 �I�m sorry,� I blurted out.
 She looked at me sadly and shook her head.
 �No. I�m sorry,� she said as a woman came out of a stall and gave me a dirty look.
 That was until she recognized me. Frick! Even when it was apparent that you were having an intense moment, people felt the need to get their picture taken with you. Frank would have a cow when she posted a bathroom photo of me with her. I guess Halle must have found it funny because she volunteered to snap the shot.
 When I finally got rid of my �biggest fan,� I grabbed Halle and pulled her out of the bathroom. We found a quiet little alcove in which to talk without interruption for a moment.
 �I knew better. I�m afraid I made this weekend more than it was,� Halle said.
 �Halle, I feel awful. You must know that I care for you,� I said.
 �Yes, I do, and I realize that we never said we were more than friends with benefits.�
 �I don�t consider you a casual hookup,� I assured her.
 �Look, David, I�m a big girl and have lived here all my life. The rules are different for people in this business.�
 I recalled this morning when actors who were married showed up for breakfast with someone other than their spouse, and no one even batted an eye. If you went by that as an indication, the rules were indeed different for them. I also knew that back home, no �good girl� would post that she �banged� someone, either. Maybe Halle was right. The rules of normal behavior didn�t apply to celebrities in the bubble known as Hollywood.
 �David, I realize this isn�t how you normally act, and I don�t want you to think that I feel like you�re a Hollywood douche.�
 �Thanks, I think.�
 �This was me being oversensitive. Neither one of us promised that we would see only each other. If that were the case, I would have been upset about Mia luring you into her slutty plans,� Halle said with a half-smile.
 �I do have more fun when you�re with me,� I said, waggling my eyebrows.
 �Let me make you a deal. Tonight, do whatever you want, and don�t worry about me. If some A-list celebrity wants to drag you into a bathroom, do it. You only get a few nights in your life like this one, and it�s not right for you to be focused on worrying about me. I want you to let your freak flag fly and have some fun,� Halle suggested.
 �Freak flag?�
 �Bite me. I was on a roll.�
 �Does that mean we can skip this place and go to Jess Geiger�s? I�m sort of over the corporate party scene. I doubt they would appreciate me ripping my shirt off and dancing on the bar,� I teased.
 �There are probably some older ladies who would pay good money to see that.�
 I kissed Halle.
 �Think your mom would �� I said with one eyebrow raised and trailed off as I saw her expression. I had to grin at that. �Too soon?�
 �Shut up and kiss me. I need to get the image of my mom putting hundred-dollar bills in your underwear out of my mind.�
 ◊◊◊
 All my castmates and crew from both The Secret Circle and Star Academy had come to the party, so we didn�t get to leave as soon as I wanted to. I also had to talk to the studio execs, including Lexi�s dad, Paul.
 My mom and dad and Rita and Stewart were having a good time, so they decided to stay. When I mentioned my invitation to Jess Geiger�s after-hours party, Ben Doman and Zak Verwood announced I�d be taking them with me.
 Neither Isabel nor Bec looked too keen on the idea. If this party turned out to be as wild as advertised, I wouldn�t want my boyfriend anywhere near the place, were I them.
 I told Scarlet and Lexi that they could come if they wanted, but I didn�t expect them to work anymore tonight. Lexi had to deal with the Chloe meltdown tomorrow, so she said she would pass. It made me happy when Scarlet decided to hang out with my parents at the museum party. She really was a smart girl.
 Ben and Zak had used Uber, so they caught a ride with us.
 �I heard this is like the Playboy Mansion on steroids,� Ben shared.
 �It can�t be as good as the party David took me to where they had porn stars,� Zak said.
 �Zip it,� I ordered.
 Obviously, I wasn�t quick enough because Bec�s eyes narrowed.
 �Porn stars?�
 �Wasn�t that was for your friend�s bachelor party?� Zak asked.
 �Dude! You are so going to be my best man,� Ben chirped.
 �I hadn�t heard you were getting married,� I said.
 �He�s not,� Isabel said. �At least, not to me.�
 Her comment reminded them that their girlfriends were in the car.
 �So, congrats on winning �� Zak started.
 ◊◊◊
 When we pulled up, there was a security guy at the gate.
 �Name?�
 �David A. Dawson,� Manaia said.
 �I need to see Mr. Dawson.�
 The security guy held a tablet with my picture displayed. He counted the number of people in the car and checked my invitation. I must have rated because he let us through after giving Manaia instructions to drop us off at the door.
 Manaia had to park in a lot across the street. I thought that was a great idea if you threw a lot of parties. This way, the neighbors wouldn�t be pissed when cars lined the street. It also meant that drunks weren�t wandering around, peeing in their bushes.
 When we walked to the front door, a young gal greeted us.
 �Welcome, Mr. Dawson. Here is your key fob. It gives you access to room seven upstairs for your personal use. Wave the device in front of the keypad, and it will unlock the door. If you need anything, just push the button, and someone will be there. Do you prefer blonds, brunettes, or something different?� she asked.
 Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy! It sounded like the rumors about these parties were true. Party hos!
 Isabel and Bec immediately grabbed their boyfriends� hands to slow their roll. I looked at Halle and could see her trying very hard not to let on that that last question had bothered her.
 �Thanks, I�m good.�
 She let us in with a nod as she noted my preference.
 Jess Geiger had a mansion in the hills that rivaled Chubby�s place. But this place wasn�t designed to be lived in, it was set up to throw parties.
 The main floor was essentially a giant ballroom. The only other rooms on that floor consisted of an eat-in kitchen, a man cave with numerous TVs, and bathrooms you might see in a nice restaurant or nightclub. It made a lot of sense to have multiple toilets and urinals for the crowd of people in attendance.
 I could already tell that to survive this party, I needed a drink. We searched for the bar. Once I had a beer, I looked around and saw bad decisions being made all around me. Zak and Ben probably regretted bringing their girlfriends to this type of party. I wasn�t sure how I felt about Halle being here, but I knew I was glad that Lexi hadn�t come. My inner Alpha Male wouldn�t have reacted well if someone had hit on her.
 Halle and I walked out back and found where the real party was. They�d strung white lights over the pool area to provide enough ambient light that you weren�t stumbling around. But there wasn�t so much that you couldn�t slip off at the edges of the yard if you needed some privacy. In the dim light, we saw couples taking advantage of the situation.
 We walked through to the rear of the backyard and found a seating area that overlooked the valley behind the home. If it had been light enough, we probably would have seen the ocean off in the distance. I loved that they had an open gas fire pit in the middle of the small, isolated setting.
 In the background, we heard the music pumping from the house. It made for a comfortable place to sit down in relative quiet and reflect on what had happened today.
 Halle sat on the couch next to me, and I put my arm around her. I�d noticed that she�d been talking to the other two girls as we wandered through the gathering. She giggled.
 �I think that couple over there is having sex.�
 I glanced in the direction she had nodded, and sure enough. Jess�s party didn�t disappoint if you were looking for no-holds-barred wildness. His parties were noted for their orgies. Frankly, I was surprised that more wanton behavior hadn�t broken out.
 �You understand that it will only get worse,� I warned.
 �The girls and I have been talking ��
 Oh, boy.
 �And?�
 �Isabel knows about my thing for Ben ��
 �And?�
 �Well, you�re aware of Isabel and Zak�s history.�
 �Yes,� I said. �Isabel also has a history with me.�
 �What�s your opinion of Bec?�
 �I think she�s perfect for Zak and would never want to interfere in what they have,� I said.
 �You�re just being difficult,� Halle said and slugged me in the arm.
 I understood what she was driving at, but honestly wasn�t interested in swapping partners. It had nothing to do with the level of my interest in Bec. If she were single and we met, I would hit on her without question. The problem I had was with Halle and Ben hooking up.
 The two of them had headed down this path already, and I thought Halle had seen reason. Ben would be a mistake for her. Halle was in the unenviable position of being more into him than he was into her. He had all but come out and said that he was for having her on the side but wouldn�t leave Isabel. Halle deserved better than that.
 As far as how Zak and Bec�s relationship would be affected � let�s just say that I was surprised that Zak hadn�t ruined it already. I really did like him, but I recognized he had the morals of an alley cat when it came to the opposite sex.
 When we had been filming The Secret Circle, I knew for a fact that he would get laid at least once, if not multiple times a day, by random women. Heck, Ben and Isabel broke up for a while because Ben discovered that Zak had slept with Isabel. Zak was one of those Hollywood types who could literally charm the panties off almost any girl.
 �If you want to spend time with Ben, go for it. Just don�t pull me into this.�
 �Come on. You were willing to do Amelia Coe already tonight. Why won�t you with Bec?� Halle asked.
 �You know my rules. I might not always follow them, but I try to, and they�ve served me well. I don�t see the upside of sleeping with Bec,� I explained.
 �Will you be mad if I do sleep with Ben?� Halle asked.
 I pulled her into a hug and kissed her forehead.
 �No, but that doesn�t mean that as a friend, I wouldn�t advise against it.�
 Halle�s face showed her disappointment.
 �Look, I�m not trying to be a dick about all this. You know I only want what�s best for you. If you decide you want to have sex with Ben and go into it with your eyes wide open �� I said and trailed off.
 �Do you plan to hook up with some random chick instead?�
 I pondered that for a moment and came up with a better plan. I sent a text and received a happy-face reply.
 �Halle, I�m going to take off. I�ll have Fritz send a car for you,� I said.
 �Why don�t you just move to LA to save me from stuff like this?� she asked, half-serious.
 �I don�t know that I can and still be me,� I said as I stood up, pulled the key fob from my pocket, and handed it to her. �Room seven. I�m gonna bounce. Later.�
 It was hard to keep the sadness from my face and posture as I walked back to the entrance. I just didn�t think that Halle and I were in the cards, so why even go there?
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 25 � I Wish I�d Said �  Sunday February 26 
 I knocked on the door, and Lexi opened it with a coy little smile.
 �You didn�t stay at the party very long. I can�t imagine you couldn�t find someone to hook up with at a Geiger event.�
 �It started to get weird. I decided I�d better leave before I completely turned into everything I hate about Hollywood,� I said.
 She stepped back to let me into her condo.
 �Want something to drink?� she asked.
 �A glass of water would be welcome,� I said, following her into the kitchen.
 �I wish I�d said something more to Halle. I think she�s about to make a mistake with Ben,� I said, letting a bit of disappointment show.
 Lexi let out a little snort.
 �That train wreck has been in the making for months. I know that you and Brook both talked to her. I thought she realized that he didn�t have honest intentions towards her,� Lexi said.
 Standing in her kitchen, I really looked at Lexi. She�d made an effort to look stunning tonight, and I�d not noticed till now. She�d been so busy being �PA Lexi� that it caused me to not look beyond that. I didn�t want to play �I wish I�d said� or did with her like I�d done with Halle. Like Halle, she deserved so much more.
 I took a deep breath and tamped that feeling down. Lexi had made it clear that we were only meant to hook up. She didn�t want anything more.
 It made me a little sad, but I could work with that. I couldn�t think of anyone but Brook I would rather be spending time with tonight. But Brook might be the one that got away. I had to move on, and what better way than to be with Lexi?
 Lexi grabbed my hand and led me to her bedroom. Yep, best PA ever. She�d read my mind.
 When we entered her room, I almost burst out laughing. Lexi was a little girl at heart. She had done up her bedroom in pink, and I could see her being a princess in the big canopy bed that dominated the room.
 She distracted me as she pulled me into her arms. Having Lexi�s body pressed against mine got my mind back on track. This just felt right; comfortable, even. Amelia Coe had been a mistake even before she announced to the world that we�d hooked up. This was the opposite of a mistake.
 Lexi snaked her arms around my waist, and I smelled the floral shampoo she�d used as she laid her head on my chest. We had no need to rush this. We had plenty of time for me to make her scream my name, and she would. I managed to pull away from her a bit, just enough to talk.
 �You know,� I said, �you and Scarlet were bad girls, teasing me with your new toy. My secret plan tonight was to seduce you into showing me how it felt.�
 She teased the hem of my shirt with her fingers and bit her lower lip. She was so cute when she acted shy. The thing was, I knew Lexi was anything but. She was doing this little act to turn me on.
 �Lucky for you, I don�t need to be seduced. I want to show you as much as you want me to,� Lexi said.
 �Can I get a guarantee on that?�
 �I can do better than that,� she said.
 I recognized that expression, and it made Mr. Happy stiffen in anticipation. With her eyes filled with mischief and locked with mine, Lexi took a couple of steps back and unzipped the back of her dress. I groaned as she began her little reveal. I wanted to see her nipple piercings. Lexi was about to bring out the caveman in me as she slowly slid one shoulder out, followed by the other.
 I almost forget how to breathe because the dress slipped off her body completely. Lexi wore a sexy matching bra and panty set. She reached back and unclipped her bra, shrugged her shoulders and let it fall into her hand, revealing her hidden treasures.
 Lexi had gone with silver nipple rings. It was frickin� sexy as hell. She looked so perfect standing there that I should�ve probably kept still and enjoyed the sight of her, but I couldn�t. I had to touch her.
 I reached up to heft her perfect breasts in my hands, thumbing her nipple rings gently. Lexi looked down at my hands as if mesmerized and then smiled a hopeful little smile up at me.
 I took a step, and she was in my arms. Two more, and the backs of her knees rested against her princess bed. I nudged her again, and she sat on the bed. Lexi looked perfect with those not-so-innocent eyes looking up at me.
 I took my shirt off; she wasn�t the only one who could look sexy. Lexi spread her legs apart so I could get closer. In that position, it allowed her to reach me quickly. I sucked in a breath when she trailed her fingernails across my chest.
 �I have a little secret,� Lexi confessed.
 �Really, what�s that?� I asked.
 �Before I ever met you, I had a poster made of you in your Superman getup. You have the most amazing body. I�ve always thought that.�
 I�d dressed up for Halloween, seemingly ages ago. Lexi saw me make the connection that she was a stalker, too. She flashed me a smile. I didn�t get a chance to tease her.
 �I�ve wanted to try out my new toy on your hot bod,� Lexi said as she flashed me her tongue.
 She leaned forward and licked me. I instantly approved of her new addition. That one lick of my chest was like a jolt of electricity that turned me on. If I hadn�t been hard before, I was now.
 Lexi made happy little noises while she used her tongue stud to lick down my chest as she moved further down my torso until she got to my belly button. Mr. Happy made a play for the body. He wanted those lips around him. If the navel felt that good �
 �I love it,� I said to assure her that I appreciated her purchase.
 Lexi continued to lick me as she worked my belt open. She had my pants around my knees in short order.
 �Hang on,� I said, and took my shoes and socks off.
 One of my pet peeves when watching porn was a guy who leaves his socks on. I got why someone might forget, but it wasn�t a good look. I tossed my pants in the pile with the rest of my clothes.
 When I returned to Lexi, she continued to tease me with her tongue stud as she licked along my waistband. She grasped me through my boxers. I shook my head and made her stop.
 �Not yet.�
 �But �� she said with a slight pout.
 �With great power comes great responsibility,� I said, quoting Spiderman. I guess it was me channeling another superhero that made Lexi roll her eyes. �I�ll let you in on a little secret of my own.�
 �This should be good.�
 For some reason, she doubted me.
 �Even though I have the bod of Superman, that doesn�t mean I shouldn�t work at making sure you�re happy. It�s not classified intel that I�m well-endowed,� I said proudly.
 Lexi was more than a little amused at my antics.
 �The secret to my success I learned in baseball,� I said.
 �Here I�m about to send you to heaven, and you want to talk to me about baseball?�
 I ignored her disrespect of our national pastime.
 �You can�t just wave something like this around like a big bat. You�ve got to bring out the big guns later in a game, like where a baseball manager brings in a closer.
 �There�s a reason that closers make the big bucks. They�re your secret weapon. You first use the rest of the lineup, and when you have the other team where you want them, you bring out your star,� I said, grinning.
 Lexi seemed to follow my analogy.
 �That means Mr. Happy isn�t used early on. My focus is on you. I want to utilize all of my tools. My hands, fingers, mouth, lips, and tongue are used to get me through the early and middle innings.
 �When I have you where I want you, my closer comes in to finish you off. My hope is that it�s a tight game,� I said with emphasis, causing an intense look of desire to appear in Lexi�s eyes. �If it�s an epic game, it goes way into extra innings.�
 �So ��
 �Later,� I promised her because, believe me, there would be a later.
 The soft flush of her chest and neck said it all. Time for Lexi-girl to have her world rocked. In the back of my mind, I could hear myself on the big screen. �Bond, Ian Bond, at your service.�
 I gently pushed Lexi back so she was lying on the bed.
 �Oh, God, David,� Lexi huffed, �your mouth feels so good.�
 I smiled while kissing a path down the center of her belly, taking time to dip my tongue into her belly button before moving further down. I figured she deserved a little payback. If it was this good for me, I imagined she would like it too.
 By her scent, I didn�t doubt Lexi�s arousal. If I hadn�t made that little speech, I would have been deep inside her and pounding her with abandon, but not yet. Take it slow, I reminded myself.
 I slipped my fingers underneath the waistband of her panties and tugged them down. Lexi lifted her hips to help me remove them. I lowered my face to her promised land, taking a deep breath so I could fully enjoy her scent. I hunched down so I was level with her sex, smiling when I saw goose bumps appear on her gorgeous stomach.
 �Girly-girl, you�ve seriously got it going on. You ready for me to rock your world?� I asked.
 She gave me a little nod, biting her lower lip again unconsciously. Soooo sexy.
 Lexi had recently shaved, leaving herself bare. It was hella hot, and almost like she planned for us to get together. My fingers ran over her hips, tracing first the crease of her leg and then from her hip to between her thighs as she spread her legs for me. I leaned forward and used my tongue to give her pleasure.
 �Holy shit, David,� Lexi cried.
 Her hips bucked towards me as my tongue made contact. I grabbed them to hold her in place while I buried the tip in deep to get a good taste. Then I began to lick her with my greedy need.
 �I can�t believe I doubted you,� Lexi murmured.
 I smiled against her core, then ran my tongue between her puffy folds and circled her nubbin. Her hands came down and grasped the back of my head. I chuckled because this reminded me of when I received an exceptional blowjob and wanted to control the action. Seemed it was no different for girls.
 Lexi breathed in sharply as I closed my lips over the tight nub and teased her entrance to heaven with my finger. My digit slid through her slickness and into her. She made a grunting sound as her back arched, and she pressed her hips towards me, wanting more.
 I added another finger and continued my mouth-play as I sucked on her love button. This was my favorite part of sex: when you got a girl�s body to sing with pleasure.
 It was suddenly game on when her moan told me I�d found her G-spot. I curled my fingers and began to aggressively bring her off. Lexi began to squirm as I amped-up her pleasure.
 I swear Lexi began to pant as she moaned. She grasped my hair, and I winced when she almost ripped it all out as she pulled me tight so that I made more contact.
 �David!� Lexi screamed.
 She shook as an intense orgasm rolled over her. It seemed she expected me to stop because she�d gotten her cookie once. Her eyes snapped open as I dove back in for round two.
 �Oh, my God,� she whined. �David, please.�
 Lexi had her hands pressed to my forehead.
 �What are you doing?� she asked. �I�ve already got mine. Isn�t it time for the closer?�
 I chuckled.
 �It�s still only the middle innings,� I said with a wicked gleam in my eyes.
 Sometimes you really can read someone else�s mind. Lexi�s face said she just realized she was in for it. I dipped my finger back inside her and pulled it out wet.
 �See this?� I asked.
 Her mouth gaped.
 �That tells me you love what I�m doing to you. Admit it, Lexi. Your body isn�t lying to me. You want me to bring you off over and over again. You want to have the best sex of your life, and you want me to make you happy because I love the fact you enjoy what I do to you.
 �So, I don�t think we need to rush the closer. Let�s see how middle relief works out,� I explained.
 �You know what�s best,� she nodded solemnly.
 The fake sigh girls make when they want you to know they are put out made me bark out a laugh. Challenge accepted, Lexi-girl. I went back to work, and it didn�t take long before the telltale signs of an impending orgasm began to show. Her internal muscles tightened, her breathing became ragged, and her wetness became a flood. It made me increase my efforts.
 �David!� she cried again as her core clamped down on my fingers.
 I kept up my efforts until the pulsing of her climax slowed. I rocked back to take in what my actions had wrought. There was nothing more gratifying than seeing a girl you care about have the look she has in the afterglow. Lexi stretched like a cat waking from a nap and looked at me with hooded eyes.
 �It�s time for the closer,� she said.
 How can a girl coming down from her second orgasm seem so demanding?
 I didn�t need to be told twice as I moved off the bed and pulled down my boxers. Mr. Happy bobbed willingly, preening under her hungry gaze. I found my pants, grabbed a condom, and rolled it on. I took a moment to pose luridly for Lexi as I gave my buddy a couple of strokes. She didn�t miss anything as she scooted back onto the bed and spread her legs in invitation.
 �That�s a big bat. You sure you can get it around and connect?� Lexi teased as I nudged the tip into her opening.
 I just slid home. Her slick wetness made it easy for Lexi to take me all in one go.
 �David,� she gasped as I filled her.
 I began the old in-and-out, too far gone to think anymore. For the moment, my world consisted only of Lexi and me.
 �You�re perfect,� I pronounced, leaning down to suck on her breasts and tongue her nipple piercings.
 I loved her nipple rings. Lexi ground herself against me each time our bodies came together. I leaned back and let my hands grasp her ribs right under her breasts. This gave me the leverage to go to pound town. Lexi�s legs came up and spread wider, then suddenly snapped together and held me in place as she climaxed again.
 I waited a moment, then reached down and grabbed her thighs to spread them apart. She groaned as I began again. I pushed her legs back so I could thrust deep into her core. Lexi screeched out a scream of pleasure as she rolled into yet another orgasm. This time, I didn�t slow down my assault.
 I should have known when she stretched like a cat that I should be wary of her claws. Lexi raked my chest. I powered through the pain.
 �Hey!� I barked to get her attention. �You�re getting one more. Touch yourself.�
 Her hand unclenched and quickly slid between us. Lexi was a woman possessed. She vigorously attacked her little nubbin as our bodies crashed together.
 At that point, all either of us heard was the sound of flesh smacking together, heavy breathing, and unmistakable moans of pleasure from both of us. A throaty cry ripped from her depths as she had the mother of all orgasms. Her velvet tunnel clamped down hard on my member, and she began to milk me in the best possible way.
 I was right there. Pushed hard into Lexi�s depths, Mr. Happy began to throb and released a torrent. I hadn�t climaxed that hard in maybe ever. It was definitely in the top five.
 Lexi went limp, spent, only slightly conscious of her surroundings. I wasn�t getting anything else out of her. I gave a little internal cheer as my closer had won the game.
 Before I rolled over and fell asleep, I pulled out of her and went to dispose of the condom. I grabbed a washcloth to clean up and swaggered back into the room, crawling into her princess bed. I intended to pass out with Lexi in my arms. Instead, my phone rang.
 ◊◊◊
 �David, I need your help.�
 Halle sounded both sober and worried.
 �Are you at the same party?� I asked.
 �Yes, please get out here quickly!�
 I looked down at Lexi, debating internally. I might very well need her expertise here.
 �Lexi, Lexi,� I said as I sat her up and shook her semi-gently.
 �Wha�� she responded, and frankly, I hadn�t expected anything different.
 �I have friends in trouble and need to help them, and you have to drive me.�
 That snapped her out of it like a splash of cold water. If I�d had time to reflect on it, I�d have been amazed at how quickly she was dressed and ready to go. Her knees buckled once as I helped her out the door, but she seemed to gather energy as we walked to the elevator.
 Lexi drove me back to Jess Geiger�s house because I�d let Manaia go home when I planned to finish the night with her. On the way, I called Fritz to give him a heads-up. We were only a couple of minutes away.
 When we arrived, Fritz was in a standoff with Geiger�s security.
 �He�s with me,� I said and brushed past them.
 Fritz and Lexi followed in my wake. I spotted Halle looking worried by the door to the media room.
 �You okay?� I asked.
 �No, but that�s not why I called you. I didn�t know what to do. Grace Moreau is in there and drunk out of her mind.�
 I didn�t hesitate; I threw the door open and walked in. Inside stood nine older men, all big-time studio execs, directors, and producers, whose eyes suddenly turned toward me. I gave an internal sigh of relief when I saw Ms. Moreau sitting on the couch that they were all in front of. It didn�t take much of a leap of logic to see where this had been headed.
 �There you are,� I thundered.
 Grace squinted and then smiled.
 �It�s sexy boy,� she slurred.
 I gave my best smile and walked over to her.
 �Sorry, I got busy talking to people. You promised to dance with me,� I said, pulling her up.
 �I did?�
 �Yep, come on,� I said as I led her out.
 We stumbled right out the front door; well, she stumbled, I walked.
 �You said we were going dancing,� she complained and then slumped against my side.
 If I hadn�t had a hold on her, she would have gone down. Fritz ran to get our car. I wasn�t happy when Ms. Moreau barfed up all the alcohol she�d ingested tonight. The volume was quite impressive. At least she�d done it before she got into the car.
 At the door to the car, I turned to Lexi, who stood by holding her arms, bemused.
 �I hate to say this, but I need to go back to my place,� Lexi said. �You already know I have a long day tomorrow.�
 I had to smile at that.
 �You really did well, and I had a nice time tonight,� I said.
 �Me, too,� Ms. Moreau said.
 Halle, Lexi, and I all laughed. I just bet she did. The only problem was, she would never remember any of it.
 I thought my night of drama was over until Ms. Moreau stood straight up, wrapped me in a hug, and her lips locked with mine. Gross! She�d just puked. Then I caught a flash as a paparazzo took our picture.
 �I�ll let Frank know,� Lexi said and left as Fritz opened the door to let us in.
 My publicist was going to love that I looked like such a busy boy tonight.
 We poured Drunkie into the car. Halle made the wise call of sitting up front with Fritz. We weren�t sure if Grace had finished puking or not.
 ◊◊◊
 We decided to take her to Rita�s. When we arrived, both my mother and Rita were waiting to take her off my hands.
 �Where did sexy go?� she asked as they took her upstairs to bed.
 Halle chuckled.
 �Want to talk about it?� I asked.
 �Not really. How about I make some food? I�m sure you�re hungry.�
 Nice deflection. Food was an excellent way to distract me. I waited until she started to cook the eggs before I probed more.
 �Just tell me,� I said.
 �You were right.�
 I knew better than to crow about that right now, because what I was right about made me sad. I would tease Halle about my being right later.
 �First, it was terrible. Ben just shoved it in and got his rocks off.�
 I should have won my second Oscar for not laughing. Clearly, Ben needed to have the closer rules explained to him. Assuming, of course, I was still talking to him after he�d hurt my friend.
 �Sorry to hear that.�
 Halle�s eyes narrowed because she suspected that secretly, I was pleased. Which I was.
 �Second,� I prompted.
 �What makes you think there�s a second?�
 I sighed.
 �Because no one says �first� if there isn�t a �second.��
 �Oh.�
 �And �� I prompted.
 �Everyone got mad at each other, and I think they all broke up,� she said, and then paused. �Again, I think you were right.�
 She shouldn�t keep saying that. Once, and a guy thinks he got lucky. Twice, and we start believing we�ve been right all along.
 �What triggered all that?� I asked.
 �It might have been me,� Halle said as she served me scrambled eggs and toast.
 �And �� I had to prompt again to move this along.
 �I got mad at Ben when he acted like he did me a favor by being a two-pump chump. I made it clear I should have stuck with you because you at least knew what you were doing. Then Isabel agreed that you were a much better lover. Ben got pissed and left,� Halle explained.
 Great! Somehow, I got put in the middle of all that, despite not being there.
 �What happened with Zak and Bec?� I asked.
 �Oh. Bec caught Zak with some random chick. He blamed it on you bailing because if you�d stayed, then Isabel was going to be with him. He felt he was owed some �strange,� as he put it.�
 Again. Great!
 �So, it was all my fault?� I asked.
 Halle just nodded.
 �The guy who warned you this was a bad idea and wanted nothing to do with it?� I asked, to clarify.
 �Pretty much,� Halle agreed and showed me a satisfied smile.
 There it was, the cost of being �right.� I should have known.
 The universe had self-corrected once again.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday February 27 
 I came downstairs to find my parents drinking coffee and talking to Rosy. She pushed a plate of huevos rancheros in front of me. If I lived in LA, I would steal her away from Rita because this woman could cook.
 �Have you checked social media or any of the entertainment sites this morning?� Dad asked.
 It had to be bad if Dad was the one asking.
 �No. What�s going on?� I asked.
 �There are �reports,�� Dad shared with air quotes, �of you going wild last night. Did you go skinny-dipping?�
 �Not last night.�
 I was proud of how I�d lawyered that response. My mom caught it, but Dad just kept on with the litany of my reported transgressions. Most were made up. Some I wished I�d done, like riding a crotch rocket while being chased by police at three in the morning at speeds exceeding a hundred miles per hour.
 �Here�s my favorite. It says that you got drunk with Grace Moreau and the two of you now are an item. The story goes on to say that you two were seen last night leaving a party together. You�re the new Demi Moore and Ashton Kutcher,� Dad said with an amused expression.
 That was probably a fair comparison. I think the age difference between those two was about fifteen years. My guess was that Grace was in her early thirties.
 �I only had one beer last night.�
 �I, on the other hand, can�t remember what happened last night,� Grace Moreau said as she walked into the kitchen.
 Rosy ran and grabbed Grace a cup of coffee as she joined us at the table.
 I don�t know which I found more entertaining. There was the look on my dad�s face when he assumed that I�d hooked up with her. Then there was my mom�s grin at having kept Grace�s presence a secret from him. And finally, we had Grace herself, who looked like something Precious had dragged in. Thankfully, she�d at least had the chance to shower and borrow some clothes from Rita.
 �David brought you home, and Rita and I helped you to bed,� Mom said.
 Halle came down with Bandit. He jumped into my lap for his morning chest and ear rub.
 �What was the big talk you gave everyone on New Year�s Eve? Take a drunk girl home?� Halle asked.
 �I�ll let Halle explain what happened last night. I need to go do my interviews, and then we have a flight to catch,� I shared.
 ◊◊◊
 We went to IDC � Public Relations� in-house studio for my remote interviews. Frank and his team had managed to get a giant poster made showing me in The Royal Palm, with a tag proclaiming I was an Academy Award-winning actor.
 Before we got started, Frank took me aside.
 �Grace Moreau�s publicist called. He requested that if anyone should ask, we should say that she�d eaten something that didn�t agree with her. And that was why she had some tummy trouble outside of the party.�
 �Like a bottle of vodka?� I asked.
 �I think they�re trying to avoid the discussion about her drinking,� Frank clarified.
 �So, are we a couple now or what?� I asked.
 Frank barked out a laugh.
 �You�re getting better at keeping a straight face,� he said to praise my acting ability. �No. You were just her friend and helped her last night.�
 I gave him a dramatic sigh, even though it was easier to keep close to the truth. The only flaw in his narrative was that Grace Moreau and I were not, nor would we probably ever be, friends.
 �I haven�t had a fake girlfriend in like � forever!� I said, doing an overly dramatic valley girl impersonation.
 �What�s up with him?� Scarlet asked.
 �I get a little goofy when I don�t get enough sleep,� I explained.
 Frank looked worried, but I ignored him. I paid him big money to worry. I had this.
 ◊◊◊
 During the endless interviews, the subject of Grace did come up a couple of times. I played it off that until last night, she and I had never met. I got the impression that the various reporters were surprised when I didn�t claim that we were now an item. In La La Land, celebrity couples seemed to form and break up the same day.
 Fortunately, no one asked about Amelia Coe and me hooking up in the bathroom. I guess morning shows didn�t delve into those particular topics.
 On the flight back, Scarlet drew the short straw and got to sit by me.
 Both Manaia and Fritz were flying back with us. Paul had called and said that people were showing up at the house again. Fritz wanted to install the drones, while Manaia would provide extra security until we figured out how crazy it would get with the announcement of my Oscar win.
 Right before we boarded the plane, Cindy had sent me a long email about Scarlet. Seems someone�Scarlet�had tattled on me.
 Once we�d taken off and the flight had settled in, I read the email. It gave a lot of reasons why Cindy thought Scarlet craved role-playing. Bottom line, she desired someone to take charge and guide the experience. Cindy said I would be the logical choice.

 ◊◊◊
 We chartered a plane from Chicago back home because our flight from LA arrived just in time for rush hour. Scarlet became my hero when she announced our mode of transportation. I certainly wasn�t in favor of sitting in traffic for hours just to get out of the city. And on top of that, having to drive another hour and a half to reach home.
 At our local airfield, Roy Tyro flagged me down.
 �Did you remember that you scheduled your check ride for your instrument rating today?�
 I blushed. I�d set up the test thinking I would be back much earlier today. At no time had I given any consideration to the possibility that I might win.
 �Nope. Is the examiner still here?� I asked.
 �She�s up with Cassidy. They should be done any time.�
 Paul had brought the SUV, and I spotted my Dodge Demon in the parking lot. Cassidy must have driven that. I found my parents and informed them about what I planned to do. Cassidy would wait and give me a ride home when I was done.
 An instrument rating would lift the limitations I had on flying in weather where visibility was poor to nonexistent, including flying at night.
 When Cassidy landed and got out of the plane, her swagger told me that she�d passed. As I walked out for my turn, I met her and gave her a high five.
 �Anything I should worry about?� I asked her as the examiner exited the plane.
 �No. Roy covered everything. You should be fine.�
 �Mr. Dawson?� the examiner called.
 I took a deep breath to calm my suddenly racing heart. I don�t know why I was nervous; after all, I was getting comfortable flying.
 When I got my IFR certification, I could pilot instead of charter shorter flights. Down the road, I envisioned getting my multi-engine certification and jet ratings for longer trips. Roy had shared with us that more jets were purchased by individual businessmen than commercial carriers.
 If you traveled a lot, even with the security passes to get through TSA, you soon realized that flying private or charter was much less of a pain. When flying private, you generally were driven right to the plane, boarded, and were in the air within minutes. I think they recommended that you had to be at least an hour early, if not more, when you flew commercial.
 The examiner was all business. I focused on her commands, answered her questions, and it was soon over, at least if you call a little over an hour �soon.� After we came to a stop by the hangar, she finally smiled.
 �Would it be okay to get a picture with you?� she asked. �My kids are both big fans, and they�ll be jealous when they see who I flew with today.�
 �Did I pass?� I asked.
 �Yes.�
 �Then absolutely,� I said.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at my house, we were met by a group of about fifty well-wishers waiting outside the gate, as well as the local affiliate with a TV truck. I recognized most of the people as neighbors, so I jumped out when Cassidy slowed down.
 �David!� she snapped when I bailed.
 I gave her a dismissive wave and waded into the crowd. They just wanted to get a chance to congratulate me and get their picture taken. I made the news crew wait while I quickly made my rounds, then gathered everyone behind me so they could all be in the shot for the nightly news. I suspected that some of them would DVR it so they could point and show that they�d gotten on TV.
 When I came into the house, Cassidy was pointing at me while telling on me to Fritz. He�d seen this before, so I was happy when he didn�t call me on the carpet in front of everyone. Fritz had tried that before, and I�d reacted badly. It was only the neighbors, for Pete�s sake.
 I came in the back door and crouched down as I prepared for my hound, Duke, who by now was barreling at me. He was overly excited, with his tongue hanging out to slobber all over me.
 �Hey, buddy. You miss me?� I asked as I wrapped my hands around his broad neck and rested my head on top of his.
 Duke needed a bath. He smelled musty, like he�d been digging in the back yard again.
 �Unca David!� Mac, Kyle, and Nate yelled all at once.
 Duke knocked Mac down. I swear that Labs have no feeling in their tails. That thing was a weapon.
 �Bad doggie,� Mac said, sitting on her butt with her hands on her hips.
 I scooped her up and gave her a hug.
 If people hadn�t realized I was home before, they did now. My house was full of family and friends. It looked like they�d gotten into my swag bag.
 �You should have your portrait done with all the kids,� Grandma Dawson said, holding up the card for the artist to do my portrait.
 Sitting in the middle of the table was my Oscar.
 �Where did you get that?� I asked.
 �Lexi dropped it off while you were doing interviews,� Dad said.
 �Enough grabbing stuff!� Mom announced. �Sort it all out. The small stuff like jewelry, perfume, skin care, crayons, and such can be divided. If I hear any fighting, I get it. The big-ticket items you have to ask David about.�
 What the heck? This was like Halloween when the adults sorted through the candy after the little ones had gone to bed. I glanced through the stack, grabbed the car rental card, and handed it to Pam.
 �Use this to get your car for school,� I told her.
 That earned me a sweet kiss. Pam scampered off to give Tracy the good news.
 While everyone gathered in the kitchen, I found my kids in the living room. The advantage of their being mobile was that all I had to do was sit on the floor, and they all came to me. Dawson needed some one-on-one daddy time, so I was holding him, talking softly, when Pam came to me with a sheepish expression.
 �Did you even look at this?� she asked.
 �It said you could rent a car for a year.�
 �It�s for platinum-level rentals. The website�s list of cars at that level included Bentley, Mercedes, and Bugatti. You could lease a Mustang for multiple years for what this is worth.�
 That, in a nutshell, told me everything I ever needed to know about Pam. Instead of taking the windfall, she was looking out for me. I knew that if it had been Greg�s wife, Angie, I would never have been the wiser until she showed up in a quarter-million-dollar car.
 �Thanks, go pick something else out,� I said, taking the card.
 �There�s nothing left.�
 �You poor thing. I�ll just have to buy you a gift,� I said, playing along.
 �Coby said he liked an outfit I saw at the mall, but my mom said it was too expensive.�
 It sounded like she didn�t see anything in the swag bag she wanted, so she was trying a different tack.
 �Our son does have good taste. If he liked it, then I say you go back and get it,� I suggested.
 �You sure?�
 She had a debit card that I�d given her. Its primary purpose was for anything the kids might need, but I made it clear that she could use it for personal items as well. Megan kept me up to date on what Pam used her debit card for. She also kept me up to date on the ones I�d given my mom and dad, Peggy, Scarlet, Ashley, and Cindy. My dad never used his. Pam was a close second, so I didn�t begrudge her buying something for herself.
 �Since you�re my favorite,� I assured her.
 Pam would be sure to tell the others who the �favorite� was.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 26 � Weirdo  Tuesday February 28 
 The alarm went off and sounded like a truck was backing up over my head. My travel back and forth to and from LA in such a short time seemed to mess up my internal clock. I lay there, stretched out, face down, as I let out a moan of frustration. It felt frickin� early.
 I rubbed my eyes and then blinked them open. It was too bright, which meant I�d seriously overslept. That might explain why my alarm had to wake me up. I attempted to roll over to get out of bed but couldn�t move. My legs were pinned to the bed, as though someone had dumped a bag of concrete mix on them.
 I looked over my shoulder and spotted my hound, Duke, sound asleep, having a puppy dream. It must have been the one where he chased a squirrel because he made soft growling noises, his front paw twitching as he ran in the dream.
 �Duke, get off me.�
 All that company last night must have worn the poor boy out because he didn�t stir. I lifted my legs up, which caused Duke to slide off of them. He slipped off the end of the bed bonelessly and made an �oof� sound as he landed on the floor, making me cringe. I put my feet on the floor and looked at my hound. Duke�s head came up, and he gave me the �what were you thinking?� look.
 �Sorry, buddy,� I said as I hoisted myself up and smothered my face in my hands, trying to clear out the morning cobwebs.
 I shuffled into the bathroom, and five minutes later came out with a towel wrapped around my waist. I took a moment to check myself out in the full-length mirror. Ever since the summer before high school, when my uncle had used me as free child labor and my growth spurt hit, I�d been pleased with my appearance. My work using a posthole digger had filled out my upper body and thighs. Over the last few years, I�d put on muscle and become more defined. The school�s trainer, Joey, had taken my development to a whole new level.
 What I saw looking back at me showed that I�d matured. I had almost no body fat, and the muscles under my skin looked like corded steel. Joey�s efforts had caused me to lose weight, which would explain why my pants were getting loose in the waist. Despite being lighter, I hadn�t given up any of my strength. As a matter of fact, I was much stronger than I had been this time last year. Joey had helped me continue to improve, rather than level off in my development as we�d worried I might. All my measurables showed progress.
 There wasn�t time to run today, so I wandered downstairs to get something to eat. Precious had waited for Duke. I let the two of them explore the backyard while I strolled into the house to the kitchen. Someone had made coffee, so I poured myself a cup. I inhaled the aroma, and it smelled like vanilla. That meant my mom had made the pot. I gulped a mouthful of steaming hot coffee, thinking about how much I needed it this morning. It was like liquid heaven and helped wake me up.
 As I looked through the kitchen window at Precious stalking my hound, I heard someone come downstairs. I turned to find Peggy putting the boys into high chairs.
 �You ready to face your first day back?�
 �What do you mean?� I asked.
 �I imagine it�ll be nuts now that you won your award. All my friends have been after me to introduce you to them. I expect it�ll be the same at school,� Peggy said.
 She knew how much I hated that kind of attention, but I�d grown somewhat inured to it by now. I wasn�t worried about my friends or classmates so much as about what the crowds would be like for our first game tonight. We always started off the year playing Lang Academy.
 I looked forward to seeing Ray, Harper�s best friend, who went there and played on their team. It would be good to catch up.
 The troubling part was that Lang Academy was where you got sent when your parents threatened you with military school. I was concerned because the last couple of years during the Lang Academy games, there had been behavioral problems with sexual harassment and fights. With a large crowd, the odds of a repeat performance on their part were high.
 �It should be fine,� I said dismissively.
 Peggy�s expression said that I was a �stupid boy.� I just hoped those weren�t my famous last words on the matter.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia was quicker on the uptake than my previous security guys. Then again, he�d basically lived with me while I�d been in LA over Christmas break. He showed up at the house and ate breakfast. He even survived Cassidy cooking it.
 As we got close to the school, it became clear we might have a problem. Out front, our local police force had set up barricades to keep the people and reporters back. Every car that entered the lot had to be stopped so the officers could verify they were supposed to be on school grounds. It was a frickin� zoo.
 �The safest way would be to drive around back. I�ll go in the front and open the door for him,� Cassidy suggested.
 After we dropped Cassidy off, I directed him to where he could pull up and I could get inside quickly. After we received the �all clear� text, Manaia walked me to the door, and Cassidy let us in. Vice Principal Palm waited for us inside.
 �Are you part of David�s security team?� he asked Manaia.
 �Yes.�
 �Go park your car and then come to the office, please. I�d like to talk to you.�
 �You might want to invite Fritz, too,� Cassidy suggested.
 That was probably the right call. Vice Principal Palm told me that as soon as everyone was in the school, no one would be allowed to leave. That was especially true for me. Not that I ever really left, but telling a teenager they couldn�t leave wasn�t the best way to get them to go along with your plans.
 As I headed to my locker, I got stopped several times to receive congratulations and shit in equal proportions. It seemed my yelling, �Go Bulldogs!� was a big hit. After the initial flurry of attention, everything seemed to settle down.
 As I dropped off my books at my locker, I overheard the rehashing of the previous weekend�s conquests. My classmates swapped stories as if comparing video game scores, each seemingly trying to one-up the other with adventures of college parties, hooking up, and the usual adolescent boasts. It made me happy that everyone just accepted me and went back to their same old routines.
 ◊◊◊
 Joey let me know that I wasn�t anything special in her eyes, if the workout she put me through was any indication.
 Immediately after that, I got called to one of the team meeting rooms. There I met Vice Principal Palm, some suits from the district office, Fritz, and Manaia. Plus, there were people from every police force around: our local force, the county sheriff, and the state troopers. They were all there for security reasons, but it surprised me to see my grandmother also attending the meeting. She must be there to represent the city.
 �Everybody take a seat. I�m Detective Christopher Kitchens.�
 Detective Kitchens had been the lead investigator when Pam�s dad and Thomas Fox had made up the rape charges. I owed him a debt of gratitude for not falling for their ploy. He had also gotten the goods on Brandon Rigby by collecting Brandon�s DNA from his trash.
 �With David A. Dawson winning an Academy Award, we are expecting larger than normal crowds for tonight�s game. Last year, we had to move the games to State to accommodate the crowds. We�ve brought in more bleachers in the hope we can handle it. The reason you�re all here is so we can plan security and crowd control,� Detective Kitchens said.
 �Why am I here?� I asked.
 �Good question,� the detective acknowledged. �We wanted to make sure you didn�t put anything out on social media or other means that might compound our problem.�
 �So, no Star Wars videos,� I said solemnly.
 �David,� Grandma Dawson said.
 Damn! Her �mom� voice was every bit as scary as my own mother�s.
 �The other reason you�re here is that Manaia is going to be with you all day,� Fritz said.
 That put a smile on my face.
 �You are so going to love going back to high school,� I predicted.
 Manaia didn�t seem nearly as excited for the opportunity as he should be. Wasn�t going back to high school every adult�s secret dream?
 Ah, well. Now that I�d been told to be good and been given a babysitter, I had to get to Calculus.
 ◊◊◊
 By lunchtime, people had taken notice that I had a big Samoan man following me around. His scowl at having to attend classes with me made him stand out even more. Even Dare hadn�t bothered me all morning. Every time he seemed to want to say something to me, he would glance over at Manaia and think better of it.
 So, when Lisa Felton came strolling up in that sexy way that she�d mastered, I was a little shocked.
 �I have something very serious to ask you,� she said, then stared at me with wide eyes.
 I stopped walking, and Manaia almost ran me over.
 �Okay?�
 She continued to stare at me, her eyes locked on mine.
 �Do you think I should get bangs?�
 My mind blanked out for a moment. I�m sure every guy has been faced with something like this. The classic was �does this dress make my butt look big?� Laughter was probably not what she wanted to hear.
 �I�m serious! It�s a big decision!�
 �Picking what college to go to is a big decision. Deciding what you will major in is a big decision. Cutting your hair is not a big decision.�
 �If anyone would understand, I would expect it to be you, Model Boy. It�s going to affect the whole framing of my face and, therefore, how people see me.�
 That got a snort of amusement out of Manaia, which captured Lisa�s attention.
 �Hi, I�m Lisa.�
 �Manaia.�
 �What do you think?�
 �I hate to say this, but that kind of answer is above my pay grade,� Manaia, the wimp, said.
 I would definitely steal that line the next time I got asked something like this. Lisa turned back to me and gave me a look that said I was supposed to solve all her problems.
 �Let�s get something to eat and give me a chance to think on it,� I reasonably suggested.
 That earned me an eye roll, but she went along with it. If in doubt, either shut the hell up or delay.
 ◊◊◊
 All the guys were giving me dirty looks because all the girls wanted to talk about was whether they should get bangs done. Somehow, that was my fault.
 Lisa changed from public enemy number one to the best girlfriend ever when she saw I�d had enough with hair talk. She reached down and squeezed my hand, which made me realize that she�d set this up so I wouldn�t have to rehash the weekend�s events. I really didn�t blame her. Besides, if I did that, the women from the weekend would assuredly come up, and I didn�t want to shove that in her face.
 At that point, I decided to solve their problem.
 �Why don�t you just do faux bangs and see whether you like it or not before you get your hair cut and hate it?� I asked.
 All the girls at the table narrowed their eyes at me, and then one by one, realization set in. I might be on to something.
 �How?� Lisa asked.
 �Cassidy, give me your hair band,� I said.
 She had her hair in a ponytail. She handed it over while I stood up behind Lisa and began to run my fingers through her hair to separate it into sections.
 �What kind of bangs do you want?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. What kinds can I get?� Lisa asked.
 I took a section of her hair in the back, put it in Cassidy�s hairband, and then flipped it forward so it fanned out over her forehead. I made some adjustments so it landed right above her eyebrows.
 �Someone take a picture so I can see it,� Lisa ordered her partners in crime.
 Gina snapped the shot and showed her. I wanted to have some fun, so I did my hairdresser impersonation. One of the guys who�d done our hair on The Royal Palm was a drag-queen wannabe who kept me in stitches with his over-the-top antics.
 �Honey, I call this my �eye-grazing fringe� look,� I said and then scrunched up my nose. �Sugar, I don�t think this is right for you.�
 I messed up her bangs so there wasn�t such a severe straight line across her forehead.
 �Sweetness, I call this creation �wispy bangs.��
 Gina dutifully took a picture.
 �Saccharine ��
 Lisa turned and looked at me askance. I momentarily dropped out of my hairdresser persona.
 �Sorry, I couldn�t come up with any other �sweet� nicknames.�
 �Sweet pea, lollipop, sugar lips �� Wolf offered before I shut him down.
 �Sweet pea,� I said, dropping back into hairdresser mode, �the final creation is called �sideswipe delight.��
 I pulled her hair to one side so that she had more of her forehead exposed. I liked the way that looked on her.
 �You look fabulous,� I said as I clapped my hands excitedly.
 �David, it�s not nice to make fun of gay people,� Gina warned.
 I rolled my eyes and put my hands on my hips.
 �I�m surprised at you, Gina Tasman, putting labels on people just because they do hair,� I said, shaking my head. �Here I thought you were more enlightened than that.�
 Gina�s mouth worked, but no sound came out. I�d turned the tables on her. I hated when people tried to impose their �politically correct� views on others. It just made you into someone no one wanted to hang out with. It fell into the �making people wrong� category of behavior. Not the best way to win friends or influence people, trust me.
 Gina knew me, so I thought her comment was uncalled for. I treated everyone as an individual, or at least tried to. Someone�s sexual orientation was of no concern or issue to me unless they attempted to force it on me.
 I turned to Lisa with a bright smile to ease the tension.
 �Which do you like best?� I asked in my normal voice.
 �Sideswipe delight.�
 �The good news is that it�ll eventually grow out,� Dare said.
 We all busted out laughing. We laughed even harder when Dare tried to figure out what was so funny. He was absolutely right, though. If they didn�t like how their hair turned out, it would eventually grow out.
 �Me next,� Pam said.
 �Lollypop, you are not touching that gorgeous hair,� I said as I waggled my eyebrows.
 Pam had that whole California surfer-girl image that would be criminal to change. She looked pleased and nodded.
 �Do you want to try bangs?� I asked Gina as a peace offering.
 She nodded. I played hairdresser until the bell rang. As I walked out of the lunchroom, Destiny Crown walked past me.
 �Weirdo,� she said under her breath.
 I was okay with being thought of as weird.
 ◊◊◊
 We found our baseball uniforms in our lockers. Mine had the �C� to indicate I was the captain; that left me a little confused.
 �Did I miss a vote or something?� I asked Tim and Wolf as I pointed at my jersey.
 �Who needs to vote when we all know that you�re going to lead us?� Tim asked.
 �That might be true, but I didn�t want to assume anything,� I admitted.
 They acted like it wasn�t any big deal, so I let it go.
 �Dawson!� Moose bellowed. �Take them out to warm up.�
 �Yes, sir.�
 We walked out as a team to stretch and get the blood pumping. The first game of the doubleheader would be our JV squad against Lang Academy�s, then we would play in the second game against their varsity. After the full-team warm-up, Moose told the varsity they were free until the top of the fifth. That was when we had to head to the locker room to get ready for our game.
 The varsity decided to go over to the football field and run some drills before we came back and watched the game. Ty was standing next to me when his little brother and friends rode up on their bikes.
 �Ty. Ty. Ty.�
 I almost laughed as Ty glanced over. Only a big brother could give that look to a younger sibling who was getting on his last nerve.
 �Get lost, Stranger Things.�
 That was too funny. Until he said it, I didn�t make the connection. Ty�s younger brother and his friends looked eerily similar to the TV characters. It reminded me of when Alan, Jeff, Tami, and I would ride our bikes to baseball games. They looked like four geeks just waiting to get picked on.
 �Ty, give us some money so we can get something to eat,� his brother whined.
 �I said get lost.�
 �But we�re hungry.�
 Ty turned to me and shook his head.
 �You would think the kid never gets fed. The little shit eats more than I do.�
 When I�d been about his age, my mom actually took me to see a doctor because she thought I might have a tapeworm. She next asked the doctor to check to see if I had a hollow leg.
 I wondered some days why child services didn�t take her away. Tami had been kind enough to clue me in that my mom was just giving me a hard time. I�ll admit to having been a little gullible back in the day.
 �Go to the food tent and find Mrs. Sullivan. Tell her I said you could each have two of the big hotdogs and a drink,� I said.
 They took off without even a thank you.
 �You just made a mistake. Now they know you�re a soft touch and will feed them. You�ll regret it, I promise you that,� Ty predicted.
 �That�s okay. If he gets to be too much of a pest, I�ll tell him he has to be a batboy to work off his food debt.�
 Ty grabbed his stomach.
 �David. David. David.�
 I punched him in the chest. Okay, maybe I was a �stupid boy.�
 ◊◊◊
 I was the world�s worst dad in the making. The varsity talked me into feeding them all at the food tent before the JV game. I would have to get better at saying �no� to starving children, or I would go broke.
 While we hit the food tent, the crowd began to arrive. For a chilly Tuesday evening, we had a good turnout. All the bleachers along the lines pretty much filled up. The outfield bleachers had also filled up, mainly with younger kids. When I trotted out to center field to start the game, I spotted three older guys in the stands wearing baseball jackets for the Reds, Mets, and Blue Jays� organizations. I tipped my hat and then turned to focus on the game.
 Moose had posted the lineup for tonight�s game, and there were no surprises.

 (Order) Name � Position
 (1) Ty Wilson � 3rd Base
 (2) Bryan Callahan � Shortstop
 (3) Wolf Tams � 1st Base
 (4) David Dawson � Center Field
 (5) Johan Bauer � Designated Hitter
 (6) Brock Callahan � 2nd Base
 (7) Milo Bauer � Right Field
 (8) Don Crown � Left Field
 (9) Tim Foresee � Catcher
 Bert Nelson � Pitcher

 Our JV team had won the opener easily, 6�3. I expected a similar result tonight. Lang Academy rarely got a chance to establish team chemistry because of the nature of their student body. Many of the boys were only there for a short time. Finding out that their parents weren�t making idle threats was usually all it took before they decided to make amends.
 The first batter we faced turned out to be none other than Harper�s friend Ray. I�d met him a few times and liked him personally. He wasn�t the most responsible guy I�d ever met, but if I hadn�t been sent to my uncle�s farm, I might have turned out like him. Ray had a drug problem in that he liked them way too much. His parents had sent him to Lang Academy in a last-ditch effort to get him cleaned up.
 On Bert�s first pitch, I heard the crack of the bat, indicating a well-hit ball. I did a drop step to my right because the ball was over my head. I had to use all of my speed to catch it just as Don yelled, �wall� to warn me of my impending collision with the fence.
 �Nice jump on that ball. Good job,� the Mets scout called out.
 Bert got the next two to strike out. When we came up to bat, I watched their pitcher. He was a tall, lanky kid who had a slow delivery. It looked like he had one pitch, a fastball. His slow delivery made it easy to pick up the ball as it left his hand. His length gave him enough leverage to put a little more heat on his pitches than most high school kids had. This reminded me of using a pitching machine. I was confident that our guys could handle him.
 Ty was up first. From the bench, I watched what I would have called a strike get called a ball. A man in the stands got up and hollered about the umpire being blind. The second pitch was the same deal. I began to wonder what I was missing. Moose flashed a sign to Ty to put the bat on his shoulder and take the next two pitches. He shook his head in disbelief when he was walked.
 By now, the Lang Academy parents were on their feet, yelling at the umpire. I decided they might have a case when both Bryan and Wolf were walked as well.
 When I got into the box, I was determined not to walk. I concentrated on my five hitting steps: rhythm, seeing the ball, separation, staying square, and weight shift and transfer. I quickly visualized what I had to do and planted my back foot. The problem with only throwing fastballs was it allowed the hitters to time the pitch, meaning they knew when the bat head should be over the plate to make contact.
 As soon as his arm reached its apex, I began my stride. I concentrated on not overswinging. With my quick hands and the ball�s velocity, I would have a solid hit if I made contact. I slapped it over the first baseman�s head, down the right-field line, and the ball rolled to the fence. I saw that the right fielder hadn�t picked it up cleanly, so I raced around the bases. He tried to be a hero and gun me down at third instead of hitting his cutoff man.
 Coach Haskins waved me around third. The reason why became apparent when the ball flew over the third baseman�s head. Neither the catcher nor the left fielder had come down the line to back him up, so I easily trotted home.
 Johan was up next. Moose indicated that he should take the first pitch. He�d made that part of his strategy to settle the hitters into the game by letting them see a pitch first. This also raised the pitch count of the opposing hurler. High school pitchers weren�t noted for having great stamina, and we wanted to get into their relievers in the later innings.
 Of course, after we got our feet wet batting, Moose would cut us loose, hitting-wise. There was no need to get behind in the count if you had a good pitch to hit. He treated the Lang Academy game more as a practice game than anything else. This was the first time this season we�d faced anyone other than ourselves, so it provided valuable experience for the team.
 When the umpire called the first pitch a ball, a commotion arose along the first base line. Three men jumped the fence and ran for home. Out of nowhere, Manaia and Fritz were on each side of me, pushing me out of the dugout and down the third base line, away from the problem. I felt like the president when shots were fired.
 The three men began to pummel the umpire as I watched in disbelief. I knew that parents often were the worst fans, but I�d never seen them jump a fence to beat the crap out of the guy calling the game. I guess I understood why the coaches stayed focused on getting the teams off the field. But I couldn�t comprehend why the other umpires stood back and let their colleague get punched repeatedly.
 �Either you go break that up, or I will,� I told my security.
 Manaia, Fritz, and Coach Hope all reached the three parents at about the same time. The three of them made short work of the parents. I followed right behind them and grabbed the umpire when he tried to kick one of the parents in the head while Fritz held him in an arm bar.
 �Bad idea,� I said as I wrapped him around the waist and pulled him back.
 I ended up having to put him down when he thought I was an attacker and took a swing at me. Just then, our local police showed up. I�m sure no one expected that they would have to worry about a father jumping the fence to start a fight. The police were stationed in the parking and entrance areas to help people get in and out.
 What followed can only be described as pure insanity. Lang Academy simply loaded their team on the bus and forfeited the game. Then the umpire informed us that I was out of the game for touching him. I wanted to get mad, but both Moose and Coach Haskins lost their minds at the idiocy of what had just happened.
 �He kept you from kicking a defenseless man!� Moose bellowed.
 �I don�t care. The rules state you can�t touch an umpire!�
 Similarly constructive comments were made when the umpire announced that we would have to forfeit the game for unsportsmanlike conduct.
 �You can�t do that! Lang Academy has already forfeited!� Coach Haskins screamed.
 �I can do whatever the hell I want to do! You�re both ejected!�
 �You can�t eject us; the game is already over!� Moose responded.
 The team was all sitting on the bench watching this train wreck unfold. Reality TV had nothing on a Lincoln High baseball game.
 �Someone go get us some popcorn,� I suggested, which made my teammates all laugh.
 If we were going to watch a show, we might as well do it in style.
 �Let me get this straight. Lang Academy forfeited, you ejected David because he prevented you from going to jail �� Moose said.
 �I�m about to come down there and touch you,� Mom yelled from the stands.
 That got EVERYONE�S attention. If you got my mom started, watch out.
 I think the umpire realized he had better back down, or he�d be in for a second butt-whupping. Personally, I would rather face three men wanting to punch me than my mom�s tongue when she got started. And she looked to be about to go into full mama-bear mode. He threw up his hands and made a hasty retreat.
 I had a suspicion that he wouldn�t be invited back to umpire any of our games moving forward.
 Here I figured I was done for the night when Manaia pointed at Scarlet. She waited at the end of the bench with a stack of baseball photos and a Sharpie for me to sign autographs. I must have blocked that responsibility out as a bad dream. I sucked it up and accommodated our fans. The line moved quickly because my mom was standing three rows back with her foot tapping and arms crossed, a clear sign of �hurry the frick up or die.� Everyone hurried.
 ◊◊◊
 Lisa Felton was waiting for me when I got out of the locker room.
 �Take me to dinner.�
 I spotted my parents, and my mom was still fuming. I made the executive decision that I would rather spend time with Lisa than go home. Dad could deal with my mom when she was in one of these moods way better than I ever did. She and I would be verbally sparring before we even got to the house.
 I had a momentary worry about my dad�s heart condition, but figured it was every man for himself tonight.
 Manaia drove us to the diner next to the hospital. I was in the mood for fried chicken and pie. Lisa knew the place because she�d gone several times while visiting her little brother. Manaia grabbed a stool at the counter while we claimed a booth.
 Once we ordered, Lisa launched into what she wanted to talk about.
 �How do you see us working?�
 �I thought that we would just play it by ear. Go out, have a little fun, and we go our own ways after graduation,� I said.
 �Does that mean you�ll see other women?�
 I shrugged. I didn�t necessarily want to come right out and say it, but I wasn�t going to lie to Lisa, either.
 �So, I can do the same?�
 I gave her a little smirk and waggled my eyebrows.
 �I would encourage it,� I said and watched her eyes get big with disbelief. �Hopefully, you would bring the other women with you so we could play.�
 She closed her eyes and shook her head.
 �That�s not what I meant.�
 �I got that. I just don�t want to turn this into a thing, if you know what I mean. If you want to spend time with another guy, I�m not going to stop you,� I said, and surprised myself when I meant it.
 For some reason, my feelings for Lisa didn�t trigger the possessive Alpha Male inside of me. I meant it when I said I just wanted to spend time with her and have a little fun. There was no future between us that I could foresee.
 �Did you really sleep with all those movie stars?� she asked, digging for dirt.
 �Let�s make each other a deal. When we�re together, it�s just about us. What we do with others has nothing to do with what we have going on, so let�s not talk about it,� I suggested.
 She got quiet, and I did the same. Lisa had to decide if what I offered her was enough. I didn�t want to influence her decision. When our food came, we talked about everything but us. This Lisa, I liked. I enjoyed our banter because she had a sense of humor and didn�t fawn all over me because of my celebrity. It felt like a �normal� date.
 ◊◊◊
 Over dessert, which was pecan pie for me and cherry pie for Lisa, the subject of sex came up.
 �Do you expect me to jump your bones?� Lisa asked.
 �Expect? No. Hope? Yes.�
 �Wouldn�t that mean our relationship had advanced to the next level?�
 �If you mean from �friends� to �friends with benefits,� I�m on board,� I answered.
 We traded quips, with Lisa playing hard to get. We both knew she was just leading me on, or I would have backed off.
 I paid the bill, and we walked to the car, where she balked.
 �I don�t know. If I get in the car with you, I�m afraid you�ll make me do terrible things,� she said, shaking her head.
 I looked her in the eyes, not giving anything away.
 �Just get in the car,� I said.
 Lisa�s eyes widened, then filled with delight.
 �Really?�
 �Hell, if we�re going to do this, we might as well make it classy and do it in the backseat like every other teenager,� I answered with a sigh.
 �And you�re always classy.�
 It made me laugh how quickly she moved her cute little butt to get into the backseat. I chuckled and reached over the backseat to find the first-aid kit, popped it open, and grabbed the strip of condoms stashed there. As I did that, Manaia got into the front seat to drive us home. Lisa was torn between him getting in the car and the strip of condoms I had in my hand.
 �Are those non-latex?� she asked, and I nodded. �Okay, I think I might be mad about this, except I probably shouldn�t be because you at least have the right kind. But � seriously? You keep condoms in your car?�
 �Of course I do,� I said, and could tell she needed a fuller explanation. �What if I�m driving along one day and come across Hannah Minacci stranded on the side of the road?�
 Lisa still had a speculative expression.
 �What about him?� she asked, nodding at Manaia.
 �You want him to join us?�
 My mouth dropped open when she considered it for a moment. She was such a bad girl. Lisa was also absolutely perfect for me to be dating right now. She finally gave me a little shake of her head to tell me �no.�
 �Sorry, Big Guy,� I said to Manaia.
 �No problem. Want me to just drive you around?�
 �That would be perfect,� I said, and turned my attention back to Lisa.
 In the back of my mind, I thought I should have had Manaia as my security for all the times my driver had refused to do just that. Manaia was my guy now.
 Lisa licked her lower lip and looked unsure what to do next. She was so lucky she had me with her to help her decide. I followed the path of her tongue, and Mr. Happy came awake. Up till now, he�d been good because he knew I probably wasn�t going to do her right in the middle of the restaurant. Now, if we�d gotten close to a bathroom � that might have been another story.
 Lisa caught me checking out her tongue action and let it slide over her lips again. Mr. Happy made a play for the body when he thought of her using that mouth and tongue on him. For once, the big brain was entirely on board.
 I found myself undoing my jeans and bringing my closer out in the first inning. If you�re in a playoff game, you might well start your closer, I reasoned. This felt like game seven in the World Series, so hell, yes, the closer was coming out early. I just prayed he had the stamina to remain in the game.
 �Eek, a penis!� Lisa yelled and acted afraid.
 Poor Manaia almost wrecked us.
 The twinkle of mischief faded from her eyes and was replaced by something smoldering. Lisa scooted closer to me and pushed my hands to my side to signal that she was in charge right now. When she reached down and grasped my member, I became a willing participant. Lisa proceeded to roll the condom on me.
 She placed her hand on the back of the seat, lifted her leg over me, and straddled my lap as her skirt streamed over my pants. In the past, Lisa hadn�t worn jeans or underwear because of skin allergies. That was why she�d asked about the non-latex condoms. I�ve no idea why she chose to go commando this evening, but I approved.
 When Lisa came to rest, I was in heaven, with Mr. Happy snugly enfolded in her sex.
 My hands reached for her hips to reposition her so I could get deep inside. Lisa slapped my hands away as she leaned forward. Our lips came together, and it tasted like summer. She�d just eaten cherry pie, and it brought back memories of picking them right off the tree and gorging myself. I wanted to do the same with her.
 I groaned when her hips moved up and down and she rubbed against my package. Lisa was driving me insane.
 �You�re about two seconds from me losing control,� I warned.
 �I�d heard you were quick on the draw,� she teased.
 Yep, time for me to fire all my security.
 I let out a low warning growl like Duke would if one of the little ones had been actually hurting him. I smiled when Lisa stiffened, and it was like a raging river had been released all over my manhood. She slumped against me with her head on my chest. I took advantage of her momentary distraction to scoot her back enough that Mr. Happy could find paradise.
 Lisa made a satisfied, grunting sound as I filled her. While she was a hottie, she wasn�t the most beautiful girl I knew; regardless, she just had something about her that got my motor running. The one and only time Lisa and I had hooked up, it had been even better than I�d expected. It was like our bodies were just meant to have sex together. I was a pleased boy when the second time was even better than the first.
 ◊◊◊
 After we dropped Lisa off, Manaia drove me home. I saw the lights were still on in the house, so I walked in and found my mom sitting at the kitchen table with Angie.
 �You stink,� Angie said to draw attention that I probably smelled like sex.
 She could be an evil � witch � sometimes.
 �Greg finally get smart and kick you out?� I shot back.
 The look on Angie and my mom�s faces told me I wasn�t too far off the mark.
 �Did he say something to you?� Angie asked.
 I raised my hands.
 �There�s no way I�m getting in the middle of whatever is going on. I�m going to bed,� I said as I turned and escaped.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 27 � I Don�t Want to Know  Saturday March 4 
 My morning run gave me time to think. It had been a busy week. The fallout from the Lang Academy game ended up causing some real pain. The rule book said that because the ejection occurred after play concluded, I had to sit out the next game.
 Our state�s governing body privately told Moose that we had grounds to challenge the ejection. But they also said that technically, my actions in restraining the umpire might be considered fighting or aggressive physical contact. If that were the case, I would be ineligible for the team�s next two games. Such action against an umpire could mean I would be suspended for the year.
 With that in mind, we didn�t fight my one-game suspension against Marshal on Thursday. Coach Hope got the honor of being the manager for the game because both Moose and Coach Haskins had to sit, too. We did manage to win the game 2�1.
 I think someone must have had a word with the umpire who�d caused all this because he retired. It was the right move for him because we taped each game. The center field camera tape showed clearly that he had botched calling balls and strikes in the bottom half of the inning.
 The popular theory circulating in the locker room�I think Yuri started it�was that he had it in for someone on the Lang Academy team.
 Umpires at the high school level typically fell into one of two categories. The first were those trying to work their way up to umpire at higher-level games, like college or the minors. The second group did it because they loved the game. You had to, or the grief you received wasn�t worth it.
 Regardless, it was just high school baseball. No one would make or break their baseball career based on one play or even one game at this level. So, in the big picture, it really didn�t matter.
 Whatever their motivation, high school umpires generally tried to do their best. Did they make mistakes? Absolutely. But the tape showed something completely different. The man had intentionally made wrong calls for reasons known only to him.
 Today, we had our first conference game against Washington. I remained under strict orders not to do anything �provocative,� as Vice Principal Palm put it, to attract a larger crowd. Everyone remembered the number of people who showed up at Washington last year for their fundraiser, and no one believed we could handle that right now.
 My grandmother did tell my dad that since I won the Academy Award, the increased security at the games and high school cost the city money, money it didn�t have. Our former mayor had embezzled funds, and most of those funds hadn�t been recovered. Our former mayor had apparently decided that if he had to do the time, he was keeping the money. In a way, I couldn�t blame him.
 City government was supposed to be nonprofit, so the loss of the funds and the new strain on public safety combined to make a significant financial problem. Dad said Grandma had been in contact with both the county and state to see if they would somehow help out. But that was just a shot in the dark with no real financial help for the city on the way.
 On the football front, Michigan approached me and suggested that if I recommitted, Mike�s scholarship would be revoked. They�d done some digging and discovered that Mike wasn�t really �Michigan material.�
 If I hadn�t talked to the offensive coordinator I would be working with, and seen the abysmal way he dealt with control issues, I would have accepted. Michigan was a good fit for the three of us, but I sadly realized I really had to go in another direction.
 The other bit of information I did dig out of their head coach was that if I didn�t recommit, Mike would keep his scholarship. As much as I hated the guy, he was a good athlete. Mike was more of a pocket passer than me and looked like a top-tier quarterback when you saw him throwing the ball to Damion. Heck, with Damion as my receiver, I could do it left-handed, and he would make me look like a pro, too.
 Mike, being a pocket passer, fit Michigan�s style of play better than I did. Michigan really wanted my mobility because their offensive line needed a serious upgrade. All too often against better competition, their quarterbacks were running for their lives.
 Hearing that I held Mike�s scholarship in my hands almost made me want to suck it up and recommit. However, that wasn�t who I wanted to be, and it left a bad taste in my mouth that Michigan would even make the offer. Somehow, this seemed like they were going back on their word because they�d already told me Mike was staying. In the end, it wasn�t hard to say �no.�
 Wolf and Tim talked to me about our next step. With the NCAA dragging their feet on issuing waivers for my image rights, I needed to confirm that wherever I went, I wouldn�t have a problem.
 Mr. Morris had prepared draft documents and a summary sheet that laid out what I would need in place. Those agreements would ensure I could meet my nonathletic commitments and not have them conflict with the university�s needs. He�d sent both USC and Oklahoma the information, and we�d received confirmation that they were both willing to provide us with what we wanted.
 With that worked out, we planned a trip to Oklahoma next weekend and in-home visits from both schools next week. Personally, I felt this had dragged on long enough.
 Major League Baseball represented another iron in the fire. I gave that avenue a slim-to-none chance, but wanted to explore my options. I wouldn�t consider skipping college unless it looked like I would slide into a high spot in the first round. Otherwise, it made more sense to go to college and keep both my baseball and football options open.
 We�d been told to expect several scouts to attend today�s game. They wanted to put eyes on me now to see whether I would fit in their organization. At least Coach Haskins had agreed to manage their visits, which made me happy. It saved me from having yet another thing to juggle in my life.
 On top of all that, I was also flying to Cincinnati today. Grace had some news on Dare�s drones and asked that he and his mom accompany me so we could discuss it. I�d arranged the rental of a plane to take advantage of my new license.
 I glanced down, and my trusty hound looked ready to drop, so I slowed to a walk.
 �You okay?�
 Duke looked up at me expectantly, panting like a freight train. I walked him home and opened the back door. We stepped inside, and I saw his water dish was empty, so I walked into the kitchen to fill it for my buddy.
 I found Angie sitting at the kitchen table, looking pissed off. I didn�t need to deal with her drama today. She�d claimed the boys� upstairs playroom as her bedroom for now.
 I still couldn�t figure out why my parents had let her move back in. No one had said anything about why Angie and Greg had �taken a break.� More importantly, it was a mystery to me why Greg stayed in their apartment and still had the kids. My mind went places it probably shouldn�t in that regard.
 �Don�t you even care why I�m upset?� Angie asked when I ignored her.
 I filled Duke�s water bowl and put it down for him. The idiot sloshed out about half of its contents when he dove in. I grabbed a towel and began cleaning up as he lapped up the bowl�s contents.
 �Greg �� Angie started.
 �Zip it. I don�t want to know.�
 She glared at me as I walked out the back door, tossing the towel on the washing machine. I was content to leave that drama to others and go take a nice, cleansing shower in my apartment.
 ◊◊◊
 I came out of the bathroom to find Cassidy sitting on my bed.
 �Your dad said you had to take me to breakfast,� she said to explain her presence.
 It sounded like Angie was acting up, and my parents wanted me out of the house while they dealt with it.
 �And you couldn�t have waited in the living room?� I asked.
 �Please. I�ve seen it before.�
 I just dropped my towel. If Cassidy was going to perv on me, I might as well give her the full show.
 �Oops,� I said as I pulled my underwear out of the drawer and somehow dropped them next to my towel.
 I didn�t bend my knees to pick them up. I glanced back, and Cassidy�s eyes appeared glued to my butt. She was being a naughty girl. I took my time getting dressed.
 �Happy?� I asked.
 She smiled and nodded and then frowned at me.
 �When were you going to tell me that we�re flying to visit Brook?� Cassidy asked.
 �I�m not going to see Brook. I�m taking Darius and his mom to meet Grace and talk about his drones.�
 Then Cassidy brightened.
 �You didn�t say anything because you wanted to surprise Brook and were afraid I would tell her,� she correctly guessed. Then she scowled again. �You can trust me with secrets.�
 �I was thinking about you, not Brook.�
 �This will be good,� Cassidy predicted.
 �I didn�t want to put you in a situation where you had to keep a secret from your best friend. Friends shouldn�t have to do that.�
 �Wolf is right; you�ve been reading too many women�s magazines.�
 Wolf just earned himself a nut shot when I went to baseball today.
 �It�s still true.�
 �I didn�t say it wasn�t true; I said you�re a wuss,� Cassidy clarified.
 Her misspent youth hanging out with Marines was coming through this morning.
 �I�m trying not to prove you right by saying that you would have shared with Brook that I was coming.�
 �Ah, ha! I knew it! You�re going to spy on Brook and her new boyfriend,� Cassidy said, proud of her powers of deduction, and then she scowled once again.
 �Don�t think I haven�t noticed that you keep saying �I� and not �we.� You can forget about not taking me because I want to see what this douchebag looks like, too.�
 I hadn�t expected that. I would have bet that Cassidy was on Team Brook. It was good to know she really was on Team David on this one.
 �Okay, then. Let�s go eat.�
 ◊◊◊
 Our trip to Cincinnati had another hiccup. Scarlet had arranged for our rental plane, and I thought we were all set. That was until I got a call from Roy Tyro.
 �David, I understand you�re flying a group down to Cincinnati. How many people are going?�
 �Five, including me.�
 �I�m told this is an overnight trip, so I guess you�re taking bags.�
 �That�s right.�
 �Your PA arranged to rent a Beech Bonanza V35B, the V-tail model. Do you know what pilots call that airplane?�
 �Uh, no.�
 �The �forked-tail doctor-killer.� The Bonanza is slick, fast, and relatively inexpensive for its performance. So doctors, who tend to have more money than flying experience, like to fly them, but they don�t have the skills to match the performance.�
 I began to see where he was going with this.
 �Don�t get me wrong, the Bonanza�s a great little airplane, and I really encourage you to get acquainted with it. But it�s probably not the best idea for you to make that acquaintance with a full load of passengers and bags. It�s an entirely different animal from the flying club�s trainers with their fixed landing gear and fixed-pitch propellers. The Bonanza has retractable landing gear and a variable-pitch propeller.
 �And I don�t believe you�ve flown with a full load. Flying with a full load is like loading up your Dodge Demon with all the seats filled and a trunk full of sandbags. On ice. You won�t build speed or altitude as fast as you�re used to, your takeoff and landing rolls will be much longer, and you�ll feel like you�re wallowing in turns.�
 �Okay, Roy, you�ve convinced me. What are my options?�
 �For this trip, I suggest you take a more forgiving and less complex aircraft, like the Piper Saratoga. It�s more like the planes you�ve been flying. Well, to be honest, it�s more like a flying minivan. Do you remember how to calculate weight and balance?�
 �I think I do. Do you mind if I send you my calculations to check over?�
 �I was going to suggest it, David. Check your e-mail. I�ve sent you the numbers for the Saratoga so you can do the arithmetic. See how much fuel you�re going to have to carry to make it to Cincinnati without overburdening the plane. I�ll watch for your calculations.�
 I ran the numbers and texted everyone to limit themselves to ten pounds of baggage. It looked like we�d be able to make the flight with half a tank of fuel, which would solve most of the weight issues. I did find one balance problem. We could only make it work if Cassidy rode in the back seat. I was doomed.
 I called Cassidy to give her the bad news where she couldn�t reach me to hurt me.
 �David, that�s insane! I�m the only other pilot that�s going! Of course I should be up front! You can sit in the back seat, and I�ll fly the plane.�
 �Uh, Cassidy, check your e-mail. I�ve sent you the numbers. If you can do the math so that we can get off the ground with you up front, I�ll go along with it.��
 She hung up on me but called back about a half-hour later and admitted defeat.
 �Roy double-checked my numbers and agreed. He said that until we gain enough experience to handle a bigger and more powerful plane, we�re stuck with something like the Saratoga for this kind of flight,� I explained.�
 Cassidy wasn�t happy but reluctantly agreed. She made it a point to tell me we had to get the experience quickly because she wasn�t riding in the back after this trip.
 ◊◊◊
 �What the hell, David?� Wolf asked as he doubled over after I�d slapped my glove into his crotch.
 �I hear I�ve been reading too many women�s magazines.�
 We were getting ready to warm up before the game, and I had the team gathered around, goofing off before we got started.
 �Yeah, you have,� Phil agreed.
 The little dumbass thought he was out of reach. I just flipped my glove at him and nailed him in the nuts. I had a baseball in my right hand.
 �Anyone want to agree with them?� I asked, showing them the ball.
 Tim was in his catcher�s gear, which made him brave. When he raised his hand, I nailed him. I don�t care if you have a cup on, a baseball to the nut area gets your attention.
 �Dawson!� Moose bellowed.
 �They were picking on me,� I whined.
 �Okay, carry on.�
 �Who wants to go next?� I asked, turning on my teammates.
 �He�s out of stuff to throw,� Yuri said.
 When I lunged for Yuri, he impressed me when he shoved Roc in front of me so he could escape and run behind Moose. I would catch up with him later.
 �Enough goofing off,� Coach Haskins ordered. �Finish warming up.�
 Fun-sucker.
 ◊◊◊
 It surprised me when Moose announced that I would be the starting pitcher today. In the first inning, I did okay. The box score read one walk, one hit, and no runs. We did no better in our half of the first, as we were facing the best pitching we�d seen to date. The Washington kid had control of his pitches and did a good job mixing them up.
 The second inning didn�t go quite as well for me, though I quickly got the first two batters to ground out. I don�t know if I was trying to get too precise or what, but my pitches were just missing the edge of the strike zone. I had no complaint with the calls because even I realized I wasn�t throwing strikes. After I walked the next two batters, Coach Herndon came out to the mound.
 �Quit trying to pitch perfectly. Just throw strikes.�
 �David, you got this. The guy up next is their worst hitter. Throw it past him,� Tim added his encouragement.
 I took a deep breath.
 �I�ve got this,� I said, sounding more confident than I felt.
 On the first pitch, I tried to smoke a fastball past the batter. I think the kid was surprised when he somehow got the bat head in front of the ball, and it jumped out of the park. We were down 3�0 when the top of the inning ended.
 In the bottom half, I finally got up to bat and was drilled on the first pitch. I�d prepared for this tactic by gearing up with Range Sports products. I was wearing an impact-absorbing vest under my jersey made out of the same material used in my batting gloves. You could punch a brick wall and not feel it. The gel filling dispersed the worst of it, so I didn�t react when the pitcher dropped his glove, ready for me to charge the mound.
 Sorry, but that wasn�t going to happen. If you got ejected from too many games, you would get permanently suspended from play. I wasn�t taking the bait. That didn�t mean that Moose didn�t share his perspective with the umpire, though.
 I got my revenge with my legs. On the first pitch, I stole second base. I then began dancing back and forth to distract the pitcher, making him worry that I planned to take third.
 There�s a reason you try to keep early-season games simple. You haven�t had enough practice time to work on anything more than the basics. Picking off someone at second base obviously wasn�t something Washington had practiced, if the result was any indication.
 The pitcher twirled and fired behind me to try to catch me. I�d been prepared and dove back to the base. Unfortunately for Washington, both the second baseman and shortstop thought it their job to cover the bag. Their gloves collided, and the ball bounced into center field. I got up and raced to third, where I was safe. Sadly, I was stranded there.
 Pitching-wise, I settled down and was now painting the corners with consistency. My curveball was breaking well, and for high school hitters, it was almost impossible to hit. It came in looking high and then broke right into the top of the strike zone as it crossed the plate. The only ones making contact were popping it up for easy outs.
 I came up to bat again in the fourth. We�d managed to tighten up the score so we were only down 3�2. Once again, on the first pitch, I was hit. This time, the pitcher threw at my head, and I got clipped on the top of the helmet. If I hadn�t reacted, it would have been in my ear. That one got my dander up.
 �Are you intentionally trying to hurt me?� I yelled as I pointed my bat at the pitcher.
 The pitcher didn�t act as tough when he saw the bat in my hand. I honestly didn�t plan to beat him with it, but the umpire wasn�t taking any chances. He wrapped me up.
 �Easy. Let me do my job.�
 �He better be gone,� I said so that only he and the catcher heard me.
 �I got this, son. Go take your base,� the umpire said, and then ejected their pitcher.
 The umpire pulled both coaches together and read them the riot act. The next errant pitch, and both the pitcher and coach would be gone.
 I stole second again. This time, I was rewarded when I ended up scoring to knot it up, 3�3.
 In the bottom of the seventh, the score remained tied, and I was up again. I stood in disbelief when they drilled me for the third time. The pitcher tipped his hat to me and jogged off the field, knowing he�d been ejected. Their coach gathered his charge in and started to the locker room, as he�d been kicked out as well.
 Yuri had taken my spot in center field and followed me two batters later. The latest Washington pitcher had done a better job of holding me at first, so I hadn�t advanced as yet.
 The count was even at one-and-one when Yuri got a pitch he could handle. He hit a slow roller to third. All the third baseman had to do was scoop it up and throw Yuri out at first, and we would have been going to extra innings. Instead, he tried to force me out at second.
 Neither the second baseman nor the shortstop expected him to throw them the ball, so it flew into the outfield. I got on my horse and raced around third. Coach Haskins taught us that we had to be aggressive on the base paths and force the defense to make plays.
 I might have been a little too aggressive because the throw beat me home. The catcher braced himself, expecting me to try to knock the ball loose. Instead, I slid to the side and reached with my hand. It slid across the plate before the catcher could put the tag on me.
 We�d fought our way back to win 4�3 against a conference rival�all in all, a good day.
 ◊◊◊
 After we�d shaken hands, I�d signed autographs and then showered. We quickly left for the airport. Darius and Dr. Rossetti were waiting for Fritz, Cassidy, and me when we pulled up.
 Manaia had flown back to LA to pack for a more extended stay. It had been decided that he would help supplement my security here because I now had fans showing up at school and our house. Today�s game had been our first sellout. If you follow high school baseball, you realize how unusual that is. Usually, you�re lucky if parents show up for games.
 With all that going on, Fritz made the call to add to our security. Fritz had also supervised the installation of the drone security stations. That was the novelty that drew the neighbor kids to our property. They would come to watch as the drones would either react to something or do a routine run around the yard.
 If nothing else, I predicted the kids would help Dare figure out how to program the flock so it did its job. He and Fritz had been busy all week, working out the bugs.
 Fritz would be flying with us today to help Grace�s security team configure their own security, utilizing Dare�s drones. The kid looked about ready to jump out of his skin when we boarded the plane, he was so excited. This was his first time in a smaller plane, and he acted like my niece when you let her fill up on sugar. I put Cassidy in charge of answering all his questions as I ran through our preflight checklist.
 I appreciated that Roy came out and quizzed me on everything just to confirm what I already knew. After making sure all the luggage was stowed and everyone was secure, I got into the pilot�s seat with Fritz on my right while Cassidy fumed in the back seat. I looked back, and Dare was white-knuckling the armrest when the engine turned over. He was watching me like a hawk. I glanced over at Fritz and winked at him.
 I put a confused look on my face. After all, I�m an actor.
 �How come the �check engine� light is on?� I asked.
 Fritz reached forward, tapped one of the gauges, and looked at me with concern. I just shrugged.
 �I�m sure it�s nothing.�
 Poor Dare about peed himself.
 I guided us to the runway and waited for clearance from the tower. Once they gave it to me, I let off the brakes and advanced the throttle, and the plane jolted down the runway. I knew from experience riding with Cassidy and Roy that my passengers would hear the muffled responses from air traffic control. His voice would be barely audible over the noise of the propeller.
 I checked outside the cockpit to verify our position on the runway. At my request, Fritz called out our airspeed, and when it reached takeoff velocity, I eased the stick back, and we lifted off.
 As we gained altitude, the feeling of a weight being pushed into my chest from the acceleration eased. From the cockpit window, our view was nothing but sky until we reached altitude, when I leveled the plane off.
 I was all business when we were flying. It was both fun and serious at the same time. This was something I really liked to do with my money.
 ◊◊◊
 Grace had one of her people pick us up at the airport. Once we pulled through her gate and up to the house, Grace came out. The driver must have let her know we�d arrived.
 �Welcome, welcome,� she called as we piled out of the van.
 We made our introductions, grabbed our bags, and Grace showed us to our rooms for the night. Dare and I would share a room with bunk beds. The room had probably been decorated for when Grace�s grandkids visited.
 �I get the top bunk,� Dare informed me.
 �You don�t still pee the bed, do you?� I asked.
 �Shut up, �stupid boy.��
 I hid my grin. Dare had come a long way from the kid who wouldn�t even look at me six months ago.
 �Just checking.�
 �Am I really going to make money from selling my drone ideas?� he asked.
 �That�s the plan. We�ll see what Grace has to say.�
 �Should I unpack the drones so I can show them to her?�
 I think he just wanted an excuse to go fly them.
 �Why don�t we go down and ask Grace?�
 ◊◊◊
 Grace totally won Dare over by having an assortment of little sandwiches and snacks waiting for us when we came downstairs. He was growing like a weed and had that long, gangly look teen boys get when they sprout up. Once we�d stuffed our faces, Grace walked in with a young guy who looked to be fresh out of college. She motioned for us to join them.
 �Darius, Dr. Rossetti, I would like you to meet Carl Buchanan with Drone Security Tech. My people found Mr. Buchanan and his company and thought your project would be a fit for what he does.�
 �Darius, good to meet you,� Carl said as he shook his hand.
 �Dare.�
 �Sorry?�
 �I prefer Dare.�
 �Oh. Sorry. I like that,� Carl said. �I�ve heard good things about your drones.�
 Dare chose that moment to go quiet and look at his shoes. He wasn�t really used to being the center of attention. When it happened, it usually wasn�t in his best interest. Grace saved the day.
 �Why don�t we all sit down, and Carl can tell you what he and his company do.�
 Once we were all situated, Carl began his presentation.
 �We�re a start-up company with a focus on using drones for security purposes. We think it�s the evolution of the next phase in cutting-edge security ��
 I tuned him out as he tried to sell us on his company. But he caught my attention when he used the term �start-up.� If I were a betting man, I would say that Carl wasn�t just here for Dare�s ideas. Start-ups always needed financial backing.
 Then he told us an interesting tidbit about the current drone market.
 �You have to become an FAA-Certified Drone Pilot and register your drone with the FAA in order to legally fly a drone commercially.
 �Current certification data shows a breakdown as to the types of companies having their staff get certified. As you might have guessed, photo-related businesses make up nearly half at 43%. Next are realtors, at 27%, followed by utilities, construction, and agriculture companies with between eight and ten percent of the market. All other types of companies, security included, are just getting started.
 �What that means is there is very little competition right now. We have an opportunity to penetrate the market and establish ourselves as the dominant player,� Carl shared.
 �Another way to look at it is that there isn�t a market,� I said without thinking. When everyone looked at me, I realized my mistake and added, �Yet.�
 �That�s a very astute observation,� Grace said, and then smiled to break the sudden tension. �It just so happens that�s what I specialize in.�
 I had a suspicion that Carl just lost a big chunk of his company at that moment. The hope he had in his eyes that Grace would back him was apparent to everyone in the room.
 �Before we go any further, everyone needs to sign nondisclosure agreements, and then Dare can demonstrate his drones,� Grace said.
 I was impressed that Grace had everyone�s names, including mine, on the document we all signed.
 �Why don�t you all go out in the courtyard so Dare can conduct his demonstration? While you do that, I�ll get everyone a copy of the document,� Grace said, and everyone started for the door. �David, can you stay for a moment?�
 �Yeah, sure.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 28 � Shut the Door, Have a Seat  Saturday March 4 
 I followed Grace to her home office.
 �Shut the door. Have a seat,� Grace said.
 I was impressed. If I were trying to set up an office to show I was a big deal, this was how I�d do it. My only change would probably be to go with more of a natural wood look to make it more masculine, instead of the cream palette Grace had used. She had an informal seating area off to the side with a view of the river. I could envision sitting there smoking a cigar as I had an after-work scotch. I could tell our meeting was going to be more friendly than business when she picked that area to sit.
 Before she joined me, Grace stepped to her desk and hit a button on her phone.
 �Phyllis, I need you to copy some documents for me.�
 The side door opened, and a stunning woman in her mid-thirties came in. Grace handed her the papers.
 �I�ll need these in about an hour,� Grace said, and then noticed that Phyllis was looking at me.
 �Where are my manners? Phyllis, this is David Dawson ��
 Phyllis all but knocked Grace down to rush over to shake my hand.
 �I�m a big fan. I loved the first episode of College First,� she gushed.
 Well, I was a big fan of hers. If I were fifteen years older � Grace saved me by clearing her throat. Phyllis reverted to business mode.
 �I�ll take care of this,� she said and briskly walked out.
 �She�s my weekend person,� Grace said, as if that explained something to me.
 In my mind, I was deciding I needed a weekend person if they looked like that. Then again, I might never get any work done. I mentally smacked myself in the back of the head. In this day and age, that kind of thing got you in trouble.
 �I take it you�re considering going into business with Carl,� I said.
 �Yes, and your comment about there not currently being a market for security drones was something I�d talked to Mr. Buchanan about earlier this week. At the time, he pushed back on that idea. When you said what you did, I could�ve kissed you.�
 �Caryn�s replacement, Scarlet, told me her granddad taught her that if you were going to do business with someone, you should seek an ownership interest. It was because of her that we partnered with our insurance provider,� I said.
 �That�s a smart strategy, so long as you do your due diligence. Not every business opportunity is a good one. I�ve been burned a few times, but I�ve learned my lesson and know what to look for now. That doesn�t mean I don�t lose money now and then, but it happens a lot less,� Grace explained.
 �What do you look for?� I asked.
 �For an investment, or if you want to be an entrepreneur, you must be passionate about the business you�re building. It�s not enough to believe that your service or product is a good idea. That�s because any good idea attracts competition. If your competitors are zealous about doing it better, you don�t stand a chance.
 �If you find something you love, the next requirement is to be customer-obsessed. You don�t just want customers who like your product or service. You want them to love it, enjoy the process of buying it, and sing its praises to everyone they know. And to think of you the next time they need it again,� Grace said.
 �That�s all good, but if there�s no market for what you�re proposing, you�re bound to fail,� I said.
 Grace gave me a knowing smile.
 �If you come up with a business plan and eliminate all the risks, it�s probably already been tried and failed. Either that, or it�s flooded with competition, and it will be nearly impossible to enter the market. You must be willing to take risks. The key is recognizing whether there�s a real opportunity or not.
 �I expect you know this, but another critical factor is to make sure the right people, or mix of people, are involved at the right level. I�ve seen some good ideas blown by a start-up because the team starting it lacked in one or more respects or because key players didn�t get along.
 �In the case of your businesses, you recognized there was a need for the various services your people provided and that bundling them together would be attractive to potential clients. Typically, they would need to go to different people for each of these services, assuming they recognized the need in the first place.
 �I never really considered how daunting gathering all those resources could be for an individual. That�s because I�d been able to use the staffs of my various businesses to provide those individual services for me. I simply hadn�t applied the concept to my personal life, so I hadn�t realized that others would have a need that I didn�t necessarily have. Phyllis, for example, is one of my company�s employees, but I�m using her today to support me in an individual capacity.
 �You�d taken your business as far as you could before you would start attracting attention, which would mean competition. It won�t be long until the larger wealth-management companies begin to copy us. You needed someone like me to take your idea national,� Grace said.
 �What about the drone company?� I asked.
 �They�re only in the beginning stages. Frankly, if you hadn�t brought me this idea, I would have passed. You must realize that I�m an old lady, and the technology isn�t something I�m familiar with,� she said and then looked at me askance. �You could�ve objected to the �old lady� comment.�
 �Don�t take it personally. After all, Phyllis seems old to me.�
 �Fine,� she said and got back on topic. �When I had my people dig into it, we found this is an emerging technology that�s starting to insert itself into our lives. I foresee a lot of innovation will occur over the next few years. Not so long ago, the idea of a device that could be carried with you that connected you to the world was science fiction. Now, we have tablets and phones that do just that.�
 �So, you think drones are the next tablet?� I asked.
 �Maybe not on that scale, but we�ve only scratched the surface of all that they�ll do in the future. In ten years, people will wonder how they lived without them,� she predicted.
 �Does that mean you expect Mr. Buchanan will help lead that change?� I asked.
 �Probably not, but I wouldn�t bet against Dare being a key player. Right now, Mr. Buchanan is his best option to get started with the limitation you put on me. I could have sold this to a company tied to the military without a problem. We can all make a little money and see where it goes.
 �Then again, it could fail. The key to failure is learning from it. Either way, Dare will have learned something important,� Grace shared.
 �Quick question: if Carl isn�t the guy to lead the change, why not go with someone who can?� I asked.
 �Because Carl Buchanan is the son of Brian Buchanan. I bet you�ve heard of BB Security Systems.�
 �Aren�t they the guys who advertise wireless home security systems you can install yourself?� I asked.
 �That�s the company.�
 �Why didn�t we go directly to them instead?� I asked.
 �Because that innovative system has them in court right now. It seems they took a meeting with someone, like this one with Dare, turned that person down, and then went back and reverse-engineered it to get their current product.�
 �What�s to stop Carl from doing the same?�
 �My involvement and money. Carl understands that my help is contingent on him treating Dare right. I also have the resources to go up against his father if and when we sell the drone idea to someone like his father�s company,� Grace said. That eased my mind.
 �Did you want me to share in that risk?� I asked.
 �Would you say Dare has a good idea that he�s passionate about?� Grace asked to bring the conversation back full circle.
 �That would be an emphatic �yes.� The kid is all about drones,� I said.
 �In that case, you must ask yourself, do you want to invest in Dare?�
 �I don�t even have to think about it.�
 �When you can say that, then you put your money in and follow up to make sure the people you�re backing don�t lose it. That�s why you have me involved, if you hadn�t figured it out yet,� Grace said with a smile.
 �You make a key point. If I gave Dare a blank check, he could burn through a lot of money without even trying. I don�t know Mr. Buchanan, but I do know you. Have your people talk to mine, and we�ll work it out.�
 She laughed.
 �You�re learning,� she said and became serious. �David, I like you. I want to talk to you about a few things before you leave this weekend. Why don�t the two of us have dinner tonight so we can do that?�
 I agreed, and we had Phyllis bring in the NDAs. We joined everyone as Dare was showing off everything the drones could do.
 �We need someone to act as an intruder,� Fritz said as he looked at me.
 �I�ll be inside.�
 I could tell when I wasn�t needed. While I was interested in the business opportunity, I certainly didn�t want a drone planted in the back of my head.
 ◊◊◊
 After Dare agreed to work with Mr. Buchanan, I went for a run to absorb everything Grace had told me.
 When I came back, I saw a sporty cherry-red two-door BMW parked in Brook�s drive with top-40 music blaring. Sitting in the front seat, with the driver�s window rolled down, was a girl with curly light-blond hair. Her arm hung out the window as she patted the side of the car to the song�s beat.
 I smiled when I heard her singing with the music. I loved to people-watch when the person being watched thought they were hidden from the world. Right now, she imagined she was a rock star as she belted out the song, slightly off-key.
 The girl�s curly mop of hair bounced with the tune, and it obscured her face. As I got closer, my movement must have caught her eye. Her head stopped bobbing, and she was no longer singing as she glanced my way. She seemed to think she was being crafty as she checked me out. I caught her looking me up and down in a predatory manner.
 Recognition set in as our eyes locked. I stumbled a little because her eyes were gorgeous. They were the most unusual shade of blue. They must have distracted the big brain because my feet seemed to take me toward her car. That was when Brook came out of the house.
 When we saw each other, we both stopped in our tracks. I noticed that the radio was suddenly shut off as the girl in the car looked back and forth between us.
 �I guess you came back after all, huh?�
 It sounded like Brook didn�t expect me to travel back to Cincinnati after my last trip.
 �I guess so,� I said, and there was an awkward pause as we both tried to figure out what to say. �How is everything here?�
 �My parents have separated again. Otherwise, it�s all good.�
 �Good. That�s good � I just wanted to tell you that I�m back until tomorrow,� I said, then decided to leave her alone. �I�ll see you around.�
 �Hey. Why did you come here?� Brook asked, stopping me as I was headed across the street to her grandmother�s.
 �I wanted to see you.�
 �So say that.�
 �I want to see you.�
 �Well, now you�ve seen me. Now what?� Brook asked.
 �Yeah.�
 How the hell did Brook Davis tie me in knots like that? I sounded like Dare right now.
 �What are you going to do now?� Brook asked.
 I took a deep breath and slowly let it out.
 �I�m going to go take a shower. If you�re going out, you should call Cassidy. She�s here with me. Oh, and Dare came with us,� I said.
 �I�d like to see them.�
 �Okay. See you around,� I said and walked across the street.
 Brook didn�t stop me. It suddenly felt like my heart had been torn out of my chest once again. This was a mistake. If I hadn�t promised Grace I would stay overnight, I would have headed for the airport and flown home.
 ◊◊◊
 After I took my shower, I found Dare changing clothes in our room.
 �You need to hurry up. Brook will be here in a few minutes,� he said.
 I was glad to hear that she was including Dare in her plans for tonight. This might be one of the best days of his life to date. Grace had worked out the skeleton of a deal with Drone Security Tech that would also involve our company, and now he was going to spend time with his crush. I was about to make it even better for him.
 �I�m not going. You�ll have Brook all to yourself tonight.�
 I could see a wide range of emotions cross his face in a moment as he took that in. He ended on his default setting: worry.
 �I�m not sure what that means,� Dare blurted out.
 �Call Greg,� I suggested.
 I wasn�t about to give him advice about my ex. I noticed he didn�t ask me why I wasn�t going. He was still at the age where everything was about him.
 Dare got his phone out and called my brother. I didn�t want to listen to his call, so I put my earbuds in and stretched out on the bed to relax for a bit. As I was about to drift off for a power nap, someone touched my shoulder. I opened my eyes to a worried Dare.
 �I don�t have a condom.�
 My brother was dead to me.
 Cassidy picked that moment to just open our door and walk in. Had she never learned the concept of knocking before entering a room with a closed door?
 �What�s going on?� she asked when she saw I was clad in only my boxers.
 �I was asking David for a condom,� Dare shared.
 Cassidy blinked a couple of times as her brain caught up with what he�d just announced and the implications.
 �You sure you only need one?�
 Dare�s head snapped around and looked at me. Cassidy stuck her tongue out to let me know she was teasing. I sighed as I got up and rooted through my bag until I found my box of rubbers. I got three out and gave them to Mr. Optimistic.
 As soon as he had them, he grabbed Cassidy�s hand and almost dragged her out of the room. He wanted his big night with Brook to start immediately.
 ◊◊◊
 When I came down for dinner, I found it was just Grace and me. It was a little strange to be eating in the big dining room. There were two place settings, one at the head of the table and another next to it. At least we wouldn�t be separated by the full length of the table.
 As soon as we sat down, we were each brought a salad and a glass of wine.
 �Is this normal?� I asked.
 �No. Most nights, I fend for myself, but I didn�t want to worry about it tonight. I wanted to spend our time getting to know each other better. This was something Phyllis set up, so I decided to go along with it,� Grace said and leaned closer to me. �I imagine she thinks this is how you expect to be treated.�
 �All she would need to do is come home with me to get a dose of reality. We rarely use the dining room, and I would be shot if I expected someone to serve me dinner.�
 �I figured as much, but it�s nice to do something like this every now and then.�
 We had an enjoyable dinner, and Grace gently quizzed me about what had happened between Brook and me. I got the impression that she wanted to get my side of what had happened. From her comments, it sounded like Brook had told her the same thing. I got the feeling that Grace thought we were a good fit, which I knew to be true.
 After our meal, we retired to her study, where a fire was burning in the fireplace. We grabbed two large comfy chairs next to it.
 I looked around the room. Everything about it created a warm, cozy, reflective atmosphere that reeked of old money. This was a room that spoke of subtle, comfortable power. Somehow, it encouraged both relaxation and focus at the same time. I was more intrigued than ever to discover Grace�s reasons for inviting me into this place.
 �Would you like some cognac?� Grace asked.
 �I�m really not much of a drinker.�
 �Have you ever had it?�
 �No.�
 �You should give it a try. I think you�ll like a glass. It�s a nice after-dinner drink.�
 �I�ll try it,� I said.
 As she poured the glasses, she gave me a lesson on how it should be enjoyed.
 �Cognac comes from France and is a brandy distilled from a really terrible wine. Like wine, it gets better with age. This bottle is older than you are,� she shared.
 She handed me a tulip-shaped glass and sat across from me.
 �You hold it in your hand to warm it,� Grace shared as she demonstrated how to cup the glass. �The flavors and aromas will intensify as your body heat slowly warms the cognac. You normally wait at least ten minutes before you take your first sip.�
 �Sort of how Scotch tastes better with a touch of water.�
 �That�s a good comparison,� she said, and then gave me a lesson on color, aroma, and taste.
 Grace was right; it did warm me up when I finally started enjoying it. I would have to get a bottle for special occasions.
 I found I was totally relaxed at that moment. Until just now, I hadn�t realized how tense I�d been.
 �This is nice,� I said.
 �I need time like this to unwind.�
 �You�ve fed me, plied me with liquor, gotten me to let all my guards down. Now would be a good time to tell me why you wanted to talk to me.�
 �I hadn�t really thought of it that way, but I see a certain logic in it. I did want to talk with you and have us both feel comfortable doing it. What I really wanted to do is to get to know you better,� she explained.
 Without much prodding, she got me talking about myself, my hopes, dreams, and fears. For some reason, I felt I could tell her anything. It felt good to open up and share with her.
 When I finally wound down, I became quiet. It wasn�t an uncomfortable silence. It was more that we both were taking in what I�d just said and processing it. Finally, Grace spoke.
 �Why does your celebrity bother you?�
 �I don�t really worry about what the outside world thinks. I�m more worried about how it affects my friends and family. My worry is they�ll view me differently and, in turn, react to me differently than if I were a regular friend. I also want to just be normal, if that makes sense,� I confessed.
 She nodded and considered what she was going to say.
 �I applaud your efforts at trying to be normal. It shows you�re grounded and haven�t been caught up in all the attention your celebrity brings you. But, on the other hand, it�s na�ve to believe that you�re ever going to have a normal life. You�re not average and never will be. Because of that, people will look to you for leadership,� Grace explained.
 I stared into the fire and watched the flames dance as I became silent again. Grace gave me a moment before she offered more advice.
 �I completely understand why you worry about your family and friends. You need people around you who will treat you like you�re just you. Not David, the movie star or football hero, but David, the guy they all knew before all this attention. I want you to stop worrying because if they weren�t truly in your corner, you would have sensed it, and they wouldn�t be close to you,� Grace said.
 This sounded like my conversation with my uncle when we were in Canada, and he talked about circles of trust. An excellent example of someone I didn�t fully trust right now was my brother�s wife, Angie.
 �Here�s what I�ve concluded,� Grace continued. �This weekend has reinforced my belief that you�re a leader in the best possible way. You�re someone an old lady like me wants to do things with because I see your potential. Younger people will gravitate to you precisely because of your leadership. Others see what I see, a chance to leave a legacy.
 �Reflect for a moment on all the older people in your life and why they have mentored or attached themselves to you in some way. They all see a chance to leave their mark, to help create something that will live far beyond their own lives.
 �That�s regardless of whether they are people you�re in business with, people in sports, entertainment, or even politics. You can be the catalyst for change, do big things, and they recognize that.�
 �Let�s say I buy into what you�re saying. You�ve run one of the largest and most profitable companies for many years. How did you manage it all? I find that I have to pull back because it all becomes too much. That was the main reason I sold you my company,� I admitted.
 �I didn�t manage it.�
 She saw my confusion and smiled.
 �David, there�s a difference between being a manager and being a leader. You hire or enlist people to act as managers. Your job is to find them, see that they�re trained, and then to oversee and guide them�without managing them.
 �A leader�s job is to look out at the horizon and set the tone and direction of those he or she leads, based on what they see. You turn over the management to others,� Grace said.
 My solution had been to wash my hands of it after I turned my business over to others. The part I was missing was the overseeing.
 There was an adage out there that fit: trust but verify. I hadn�t been verifying because it seemed like it took up too much time. The reality was that I had people whose judgment I trusted. I needed to at least touch base occasionally to check whether we were on a course to achieve our goals. And I was all about goals.
 I shared my thoughts with Grace and told her about my life goals.
 �What I can�t figure out is why more people don�t have them,� I said.
 �Life goals?� Grace asked, and I nodded. �Most people have learned to manage their own lives and cope with mediocrity. They can�t be bothered with taking the time to plan ahead in more than a haphazard way.�
 I raised my eyebrows at that.
 �That wasn�t meant in a bad or negative sense. It simply is what it is. Most people have developed ways to accept and cope with the minor insults and failures life has presented them. But very few people can plan for or handle success well.
 �You need to accept that you are already successful and embrace that fact. The worst thing you could do is consciously or unconsciously bury your success. You should welcome it,� Grace said.
 �What do you mean by that?� I asked.
 She smiled.
 �Phyllis actually found this example for me. She said you would relate to Tom Brady.�
 �The NFL quarterback?� I asked.
 �That�s the one. There are two excellent lessons you can learn from his life,� she said and paused. �If Tom Brady decided to run for office, do you expect he would win?�
 �Yeah, no problem,� I said.
 People loved him, and he came across as a great guy. I wasn�t sure about his politics, but on name recognition and likeability for his fans, he would be a shoo-in. Now, if he left the state, all bets were off. Around the country, people loved to hate whoever beat their team, and that hate extended to their opponent�s on-the-field leader.
 �What if I told you he had three children with two different women?�
 �I still think he would win.�
 �What if I said he had four with three different women?�
 I blinked a few times. She was talking about me.
 �Let me come back to that. I want to talk about the first lesson we can learn from Mr. Brady.
 �I didn�t know this, but when he was at Michigan, he had stiff competition at quarterback. Phyllis found me an interview he gave about his college days. Mr. Brady was quoted as saying that if he wasn�t good in practice any given week, he didn�t know if he would play on Saturday. He learned early to be prepared.
 �When he joined the Patriots in 2000, he was the fourth quarterback on their roster. The next year, he�d worked his way up to being the primary backup. There were six quarterbacks selected before him in the draft the year he came out. Several of them weren�t ready when they finally got their shot to be on the field on Sundays.
 �Tom learned from his experience at Michigan and vowed that if he ever got his shot, he would be ready. I expect you would agree that he took his opportunity and ran with it,� Grace said.
 �He did all right,� I admitted, if you considered a hall-of-fame-caliber career to be just �all right.�
 �I�m sure you�re aware of this little lesson because I have it on good authority that no one works harder than you do; that it�s not only your talent and smarts that carry you through. You prepare, and the results show on the field, in a classroom, or in a movie.
 �I want to reinforce that you need to continue to do that and not assume you can stop working hard,� Grace said. �Your greatest enemy, other than self-doubt, very likely will be complacency.�
 �I got it.�
 �Now, to the second lesson you can learn from Mr. Brady. He has worked hard to normalize, for the lack of a better word, how people perceive him. He makes a conscious effort not to make controversial statements or get whacked with a golf club in his driveway. Mr. Brady is the perfect example of what advertisers are looking for if they want a football hero. That�s part of why the Patriots and his fans love him.
 �Mr. Brady was able to overcome the issue of three kids with two different women because he made a point to show he was a family man. If you scroll through all the photos on the internet of him off the field, it�s him with his wife, kids, friends, and family. You need to start doing the same.
 �They�re young now, but as they get older, you won�t be able to hide the fact that you have children. You need to embrace that if you ever want to have a shot at politics someday.
 �Mr. Brady has diligently worked to create the image he has, and even you said it wasn�t a big deal that he had children with different women. You have a larger hurdle to clear, but lucky for you, it happened when you were young. By the time you�re old enough to run for office, if that�s what you decide to do, you�ll have had time to set the narrative,� Grace predicted.
 �I figured when Scarlet and Ashley showed up with their three, I was done,� I admitted.
 �That possibility comes with a caveat. You need to hide your wild side,� she said seriously.
 �Me? Wild?� I asked, acting shocked.
 �I�m smart enough to realize that you�re not innocent. Your people did a good job hiding your exploits after the Oscars. I hate to imagine what really happened that night. My point is you need to keep that sort of thing out of the news, and if you haven�t already learned, get an education on how to prevent unwanted pregnancies.�
 �Damn. Here I thought you were a nice little old lady,� I teased.
 She gave me the �mom� look and continued.
 �If you plan it, I would suggest that when you get married, you have one child and then get yourself snipped.�
 �My mom told me she was taking me to the vet for that very procedure when she learned of the last ones,� I shared.
 �Smart woman. Which reminds me of something. You�re not always as funny as you think you are.�
 �Oh, please. I can be funny as hell,� I said, acting wounded.
 I was really starting to like Grace. She didn�t hold back, and her advice was spot on.
 �You can be. You did a good job when you talked to everybody the night before their game against the Texas team in St. Louis,� she shared.
 I must have looked surprised, and she smiled. �Yes, I know all about it, and I didn�t hear it from Brook.�
 Grace warmed to her subject.
 �When you give that kind of talk, you�re successful. When you make off-the-cuff remarks, some miss the mark. I�m not saying you shouldn�t be talking in front of groups where you might be recorded. Just be aware.�
 I gave her the �whatever� look, which made her smile.
 �Brook messed up when she let you go,� Grace said to make my day.
 �No. Brook did what she had to do.�
 Grace nodded her agreement and shifted gears.
 �David, if you�re willing, there�s something I�d like you to do, but it�s not for me, it�s for yourself.�
 Now, she had me intrigued.
 �What�s that?�
 She looked into the fireplace, smiling bemusedly.
 �My mentor asked me to do this when I was your age. I�d like for you to research four articles on the differences between leadership and management. When you�ve found four you like, write down at least seven things a leader does differently from a manager. When you�ve done that to your satisfaction, give me a call, and I�ll tell you what I�d like you to do with the list.�
 I looked at her and nodded mutely. She gazed at me briefly and then nodded back, seemingly satisfied.
 �One last thing. I want to talk to you and Brook together tomorrow before you leave.�
 �About?�
 �College.�
 I figured, why not? Grace had proven to be a smart woman. I would welcome her input at this point.
 ◊◊◊
 After our talk, I walked up to my bedroom and grabbed my school books, intending to get ahead on my reading. I thought the room we�d just been in was an excellent place to kick back and knock out a few chapters before going to bed. I wasn�t surprised when Dr. Rossetti joined me.
 �Darius has asked me to let him go to college next year. I wanted to ask you about your thoughts on the subject. Do you think he�s ready?�
 �Has he said where he plans to go?� I asked.
 �Princeton.�
 I groaned.
 �Why? What�s wrong with Princeton?� Dr. Rossetti asked.
 �That�s where Brook is going to school. I suspect she wouldn�t want him following her around 24/7. If you hadn�t guessed, he has a crush on her.�
 She looked like I�d just told her that her little boy smoked crack. The concept of Dare chasing after a girl was not in the realm of possibility in her world.
 It was bad enough that he was dating Chrissy, who was as sweet a first girlfriend as a mother could want. Brook Davis was a whole different story.
 Not that she would lead Dare astray. It was that she had been the head cheerleader and dated the captain of the football team. That was not what the mother of a shy nerd would ever picture as someone her son had a crush on.
 �Can I make a suggestion?� I asked.
 �That was why I asked you.�
 �Have him go to State. They have an excellent engineering program, and I�m sure his credits would transfer if he decided he really wanted to move away for school. It would be better that he not live in a dorm until he�s more confident about how college will work. This way, you can keep tabs on him.
 �If he finds he can handle the social aspects of college, then I would encourage his going away. But when he�s starting out, he might need a safety net. Call it college on training wheels,� I said.
 �That makes sense.�
 �I would also not let him go to Princeton. He�d just be setting himself up for heartbreak. He needs to go to either MIT or CalTech, someplace where he isn�t the smartest kid in the room.�
 She knew what I was talking about. Dare�s greatest flaw was he assumed he was smarter than everyone else. I was sure that was why he�d been picked on at his previous school, to the point he withdrew into himself. Being surrounded by other brainiacs would be good for him.
 ◊◊◊
 I woke up at three in the morning when Cassidy helped Darius into the room. Someone had drunk too much.
 �David, get up. I don�t think Dare should sleep in the top bunk in this condition.�
 I chuckled at the thought of him having to relieve himself in the middle of the night and crashing to the floor. It would serve the little dumbass right.
 I got up barely in time for him to collapse into my bed. Dare was out before his head hit the pillow. I predicted a hangover come morning. I grabbed a trash can and put it next to the bed, just in case.
 �If he gets sick, you have to clean it up.�
 �It wasn�t me. He and Brook did shots,� Cassidy explained.
 �Then you sleep with him,� I said, pointing at the top bunk.
 �How about you sleep with me?�
 I was tired, so that didn�t sound entirely out of bounds.
 �Fine,� I said and followed her to her room.
 Well, I�ll be a monkey�s uncle. Cassidy�s room was ten times nicer than the one I was sharing with Dare. It had a king-sized bed, a little sitting area, a huge walk-in closet, and a private bathroom. If I�d known that, Cassidy would have been in with Dare from the get-go. I could at least stretch out instead of being crammed into that bunk bed.
 I got into bed and was asleep before she exited the bathroom.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 29 � A Mouth Full of Ashes  Sunday March 5 
 Grace, Brook�s grandmother, had sent me across the street to get Brook. Grace wanted to talk to the two of us after her weekly Sunday family brunch. I�d smelled something yummy coming from Grace�s kitchen and figured the sooner I got Brook back to Grace�s home, the sooner I could have whatever it was. Plus, her cousins were being pests and flirting with me.
 I knocked on the front door, and Ava answered.
 �The rumors are true. Young Mr. Dawson is in town and is only now coming to say hello.�
 �Actually, your mom sent me to get Brook for brunch,� I said.
 �She�s in the kitchen. Come on back and tell me about winning your Oscar,� Ava said.
 I followed her and found Brook looking hungover. Cassidy had told me that she and Dare were doing shots last night.
 �What�s your dad doing here?� Ava asked Brook as she looked out the kitchen window and saw his car pull into the driveway.
 Brook shrugged. It was probably the right call to not get into the middle of her parents� problems.
 Ian didn�t bother to knock. From the expression on Ava�s face, that was a misstep.
 �Ava.�
 �Ian.�
 There was an awkward silence as they both stared at each other. I could see the tension starting to get to Brook. If I felt it as an innocent bystander, it had to be wearing on her.
 �I�m David, and I think you know Brook.�
 Hey, I thought we were doing introductions. Brook let out a sigh at my antics. Ian was obviously trying not to smile, but Ava was too wrapped up in her own world to recognize my comedic genius. Last night, I�d been told that my humor was an acquired taste, so I simply chalked up Ava�s reaction to her not having acquired any.
 �I�m taking David across the street for brunch,� Brook announced and grabbed my hand.
 She must have overheard what I told Ava when I came in. I dutifully followed my ex out the back door. We made it three steps before we heard the raised voices.
 ◊◊◊
 After we had brunch with Grace, she asked us to accompany her to her study for a chat.
 �David said you wanted to talk to us. I�ve been puzzling over what about,� Brook said.
 �I wanted to start planning the wedding,� Grace said with a straight face.
 Give her full props because I was taken aback at first. Then Brook began to laugh at me. I hadn�t realized that Grace was such a prankster.
 �You two think you�re so funny,� I said, red-faced.
 �So, what�s this really about?� Brook asked.
 �This is basically a talk about what you want to be when you grow up and the best way to get there from an education perspective.�
 I�d been prepared for this, so I was okay with it. Brook, not so much.
 �I already know what I want to do. Get my degree in public policy, go to law school, and eventually run for office. I had been contemplating political science, but I�ve concluded public policy is a better choice,� Brook shared.
 Grace and Brook looked at me.
 �Well, that�s the question. I�m sort of keeping my options open.�
 �What he means is that he�s been kicking that can down the road until he�s forced to make a decision,� Brook said.
 �Is that true?�
 I just shrugged.
 �I find it hard to believe that you�re the same guy who told me about the life goals he uses to help him with his decision-making. That guy has no idea what he wants to do?� Grace asked.
 �When he was a kid, he wanted to be a Canadian Mountie and ride a horse. He knew it would be boring, so he planned to ride around with nitroglycerin in his pockets,� Brook said, totally throwing me under the bus.
 If she weren�t careful, I would share some stuff with her grandmother that I was sure she never wanted to see the light of day. I decided to use my Jedi mind powers on her and put my fingers on my temples.
 �These aren�t the droids you�re looking for,� I said, and Brook smirked.
 �What is that about?� Grace asked.
 �He�s warning me that he�s about to start sharing some of my secrets if I keep it up,� Brook said.
 �Please do,� Grace suggested.
 �These aren�t the droids I am looking for,� Brook said as though in a trance.
 �This is an example of what we talked about yesterday,� Grace said with a smile.
 �What do you mean?� Brook asked.
 �Your grandmother said I shouldn�t try to be funny.�
 �That�s about all he has going for him. I mean, seriously. He�s socially awkward, has unfortunate looks, and had to pay me to go out with him,� Brook said.
 �I think you�re talking about that guy you went out with last weekend,� Grace said to become my hero.
 �Grandma!�
 �Just stop, you two,� Grace said to end our banter.
 I�d missed Brook�s sense of humor.
 �This,� Grace continued while pointing at the both of us, �is why I�m sure you two will do things together in the future. Even if it�s only as friends.�
 Brook and I glanced at each other to communicate that we agreed with her assessment.
 �The reason I wanted to talk to you two is that I see a lot of potential in both of you. David, have you decided on where you plan to go to school yet?� Grace asked.
 �It�s down to either Oklahoma or USC, along with skipping college and entering the baseball draft as a long-shot third option.�
 �I didn�t know you were considering skipping school. I believe that would be a mistake,� Brook said.
 �It depends on how high I would go in the draft,� I explained. That didn�t seem to work, so I added, �I have to think about my family.�
 �He�s just hardheaded,� Brook decided. �David secretly loves the idea of being the best, and this would be one more validation of his supremacy. His mother would never let him not go to college, no matter how much money baseball threw at him.�
 When she said it that way, it gave rise to two thoughts. First, my mother did not run my life; it was simply easier to go along with what she told me to do. Second, I realized Brook was probably right. My competitive side wanted to shine. Someday, I might play baseball. For now, I just wanted to go to college and not have to enter the �real� world too soon.
 �I realize that you will need to consider football, but it�s a no-brainer, education-wise. You would be much better served by going to USC,� Grace said.
 My mom had left me an article from US News that ranked universities based on the quality of education. USC was in the top 25, while Oklahoma hadn�t even made the list. They only rated the top 300. Northwestern, Stanford, and Notre Dame all ranked ahead of USC, with Michigan close behind it. Georgia and State were in the top 50, with Clemson just outside that. Alabama was in the 125 range, according to the article.
 �My mom made sure I knew which was the better school to get an education. But you�re right; football will play a big part, along with how I feel I�ll fit in on campus. Oklahoma has a lot to offer in both regards.�
 �You took several AP courses. How did you score on your AP exams?� Grace asked me.
 �I scored all fives.�
 At the end of an Advanced Placement class, you had to take a standardized test called an AP exam. They scored them on a one-to-five scale, five being the highest. Most universities required you to get at least a three for your course to count.
 How universities handled the courses varied. Some would simply allow you to take the next course in their curriculum. For example, if you received the necessary score in economics, they would allow you to skip to the next course. But you didn�t receive credit for the AP course towards graduation. If you needed X number of hours for a degree, the university made you take an additional class to make up for the one you skipped.
 Other universities would give you the credit hours for the basic course that would count toward graduation. I�d accumulated enough AP credits to be considered a sophomore when I entered college, if the school I chose allowed both.
 Oklahoma worked on a sliding scale. If your score was a three, you might or might not get any credits. But for a class like calculus, if I scored a four or five, it would count as two math classes. USC only accepted scores of four or better, and each score only counted for one course.
 Grace looked me directly in the eye to make sure she had my full attention. I sensed Brook squirm next to me. My guess was she�d been under this scrutiny before. If I hadn�t known that Grace was in my corner, I might have been nervous.
 �You need to get your head out of your butt and decide what you�re going to do in college. If I have it figured right, you will start your major classes when you start college because you�ll have gotten credit for most of the basic requirements. Am I correct in that assumption?�
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 �Given that advice is free and you don�t have to take it, would you want my advice on what you should do?� Grace asked.
 I nodded. That was why I was here.
 �I suggest you do a 3/2 program and get your BA/MBA at the same school. In your case, that could actually be a 2/2 program if you took a heavy load during summer school. My recommendation is that you minor in marketing or marketing management,� Grace said.
 �I was toying with the idea of getting my law degree after my undergraduate,� I said.
 �I really don�t see the need. It�s not the right career for you. I see you hiring lawyers when they�re required,� Grace said and then smiled. �Look, you�re too nice a guy to be a lawyer. You have a lot of advantages most young lawyers don�t. You have the resources and connections to make a go of it.
 �But consider what a lawyer does. He helps people either protect their butts or go after other people�s butts. It wears on you after a while, and you may often be compelled to do something that creates bad karma. You can only crawl in the mud so many times before it sticks to you.�
 �My thought was maybe to use it for politics,� I admitted.
 The job of a lawyer never really appealed to me. I�ll admit that I liked the sound of it more than I really wanted to be one.
 �The last thing we need is another lawyer-politician,� Grace said.
 I smiled because that made sense to me, and that was what Brook had said she wanted to do.
 �Now do Brook,� I said.
 �What did I do to you?� Brook complained.
 �You said I was socially awkward and had unfortunate looks. Besides, I would like to hear your grandmother�s take on your college plans.�
 �Fine.�
 �I had my staff do a little research. Did you know that no current sitting governor has a public policy major?� Grace asked. �In fact, if you�re planning on running for office, the data supports a political science major. More sitting governors have that undergraduate degree than any other.�
 �Interesting,� I said, sitting forward to watch the show.
 �You stay out of this,� Brook warned me.
 �Would you agree that your primary focus is on the politics and the people side of government?� Grace asked.
 Brook nodded her assent.
 �In my opinion, getting a political science degree is the old-school approach. And, if you should choose to practice law, it won�t be of any help to you. If your focus is on politics and people, then sociology and history are two majors I suggest you consider,� Grace said.
 �Why those? I�m not interested in social work.� Brook asked.
 �I said sociology, not social work. Sociology is the study of the development, structure, and functioning of human society, and sometimes the study of social problems.
 �As for history, it�s something you might consider for at least three reasons. First, it may be where your particular intellectual strengths lie. Economics might be another option for you, but my impression is that the field doesn�t play to your strengths.
 �If I�m wrong, then it would be worth considering, especially if you approached it from a historical perspective. The fact is that a lot of different government policies will work well enough for the country to function. The hard part is lining up people behind any one set of policies and getting them enacted and implemented, instead of legislators and executives just dithering.�
 Warming to her response, Grace continued.
 �A second reason is that exploring history, when done in conjunction with more focused graduate work on the political or policy side, would make you more well-rounded. It would also give some depth to your work in the political field.�
 �A final reason is personal to me, but one I feel strongly about. I really do believe that those who do not know history are condemned to repeat it. Their historical illiteracy is usually combined with arrogance and not thinking through the consequences of their actions.
 �For example, I shudder when I realize how much in common our decision to invade Iraq had with the Bay of Pigs decision. And how much our strategy of occupation resembled the strategy used in the Vietnam War. Iraq cost this country and its people how many trillions of dollars, and how many lives? And for what result?�
 I wasn�t sure what to say about that since both Vietnam and Cuba happened before I was born. Maybe learning history wasn�t all bad. For that matter, the reason we went to war in Iraq occurred when I was in diapers.
 �That makes sense,� Brook said.
 �I would also strongly suggest that you pursue an internship with either a senator or a congressman. You might even consider a year-long internship, which, with your AP credits, you can do and still graduate with your class. I might be able to help you get one.
 �After you get your undergraduate degree, I recommend you consider getting your master�s in economics, business, or international relations. I have some ins with the folks at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard and the Fletcher School at Tufts who may be able to help. It�s very prestigious,� Grace said.
 �Princeton and Harvard?� I asked.
 They both ignored me.
 �If I go the internship route, I�d really rather do it on my own merit,� Brook began, only to be brought up short by Grace�s swiftly raised hand.
 �Brook, you have always impressed me with your intelligence and common sense, so I�ll ask you to listen a bit more and use them both now. Do you honestly believe anyone having a congressional or senate internship in Washington got it purely on their own merit, simply by mailing in a r�sum�?
 �Consider this Chinese saying: �The smart man knows everything. The shrewd man knows everyone.��
 �If I were to recommend you to someone in DC, they would know that I personally believe you have what it takes. They will be placing their trust in what they know of me. You would then be in an entry-level situation where they could observe you and draw their own conclusions from that point on. That�s the way it works in Sodom-on-the-Potomac.�
 Grace shook herself slightly and continued.
 �Once you graduate, you have another set of options. People with an MA in either IR or economics often wind up in administrative positions in the international or national sectors. Or they work for think tanks, politicians, or campaigns,� Grace continued.
 �Some of those positions can be quite influential, and those careers can be quite personally satisfying.�
 �You would be good at managing a campaign or running for office yourself,� I said, and suddenly had an inspiration. �I can see you talking about politics on TV.�
 �As a reporter?� Brook asked.
 �No. As an expert, the person the reporter asks to explain it to them and their audience.�
 �Really?� Brook asked.
 �Think about it,� I suggested. �The camera would love you.�
 �I could see that,� Grace agreed. �You�re photogenic and articulate, and you�re both smart and level-headed. Far more level-headed than most of my grandkids.�
 �Someone is buttering you up to come work for her,� I faux-whispered to Brook.
 �I would love to have her work for me,� Grace admitted and then smiled at me. �I would love for you to, as well.�
 Damn, did she look predatory at that moment, but I fired back.
 �I know. Brook and I could get married and take over your vast empire.�
 �I would need someone to rub my feet when I got home,� Brook teased.
 Sounded like I was relegated to being a kept man. Grace was a smart woman; she didn�t say a word. She just got up, smiled, and left us alone.
 �I expect your grandmother would be happy if that happened,� I said half-seriously.
 �David, I doubt that�s in the cards. We need to move on and not hang on to what we had. I will always love our time together, but we both need to live our lives,� Brook said.
 Suddenly, I had a mouth full of ashes. I�d made the mistake of mentally falling back into having Brook at my side. I just nodded and started to get up.
 �David, don�t be like that. I don�t want you mad at me,� Brook pleaded.
 �I�m not mad,� I said and left the room to go pack.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got back to my room, Dare still lay in bed.
 �Get up and take a shower. You stink,� I said.
 �I don�t feel good.�
 �Dare, if you don�t get moving, I will leave you here, and you�ll have to take a bus home.�
 I�d figured out that Dare had hung out with me after school because he�d had bad experiences riding the bus home at his former school. He�d talked Cassidy into giving him rides home this semester, which she gladly did because it meant driving my Dodge Demon. The bus comment sufficed to get his skinny derri�re moving.
 When we got downstairs, everyone was loading into the van that would take us to the airport. Brook was talking to Dare and Cassidy. I tossed my bag into the back and got in on the far side of the van. I didn�t feel like talking to Brook right now.
 �Everybody out,� Brook said and then pulled the far sliding door shut.
 Grace�s driver, Fritz, and Dr. Rossetti got out, so it was just the two of us.
 �You�re not leaving here mad at me.�
 �I said that I�m not mad.�
 �Then, what are you doing?� Brook asked.
 �Respecting your wishes. You live your life, and I�ll get on with mine. I�m sure we�ll both be much happier,� I said.
 �See? You�re mad.�
 �Am not.�
 �Are too.�
 I took a deep breath and sighed.
 �What did Tami teach you about me being mad?� I asked.
 �To leave you alone because you get over it quickly.�
 I raised my eyebrows.
 �Okay, I�ll stop pushing,� Brook said and got out of the van.
 �You look like you need a hug � ow!� Dare said.
 Cassidy had grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and directed him away from my ex. The little shit was about to get on my last nerve. In some ways, Dare reminded me of one of my kids at their brattiest. One minute, you were sure all you needed for your life to be fulfilled was this tiny version of yourself; the next, you completely understood why parents murdered their children. Dare might not make it home.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got to the airport, I discovered that Cassidy was flying us back. I was okay with that because it was a good way for her to log flight time, and I frankly wasn�t in the right frame of mind. It seems she had arranged for all our baggage to be shipped home so that she could keep the weight and balance within range.
 I did focus long enough to double-check her preflight checklist and waited until we were in the air before I let my mind wander.
 This weekend had been interesting. I�d found another mentor in Grace, who�d helped me realize some things that had been staring me in the face. The first was that baseball wasn�t really in the cards right now. It wasn�t like I couldn�t make a sunglasses advertisement and earn probably more money than I would playing ball. Nevertheless, even though the chance for a baseball career might be only a slim one, I still didn�t want to officially close that door.
 My dad was big on saying that you should never burn any bridges. At the very least, the contacts I made with scouts now might pay off later when I was ready for whatever I planned to do after college. Plus, I�d never said I planned to play ball. I�d only said I wanted to explore my options.
 The second revelation was that I didn�t need to be so black-and-white about my businesses. I didn�t have to be immersed in the daily decisions, but on the other hand, I didn�t need to completely relinquish all responsibility. I could still be involved at a high-enough level that I could keep my finger on the pulse.
 At the same time, it was important not to step on my dad�s or Scarlet�s toes. It would be good practice to spend time now working out the right level of involvement I should have, so I would make that a priority.
 Next, I wanted to talk to Frank about my image. Grace was right when she suggested that I should follow the Tom Brady roadmap and let people see that I really am, deep down, a family man. The best part of this decision for me was that it involved no deception. All I would be doing would be to make visible a reality that I�d kept somewhat hidden.
 I�d kept it hidden to this point because I wanted both myself and my family to be as normal as possible. But people whose judgment I valued quite highly had helped me see that it was time for me to start embracing who I was. Part of that was letting others see the real me. I would leave it mainly to Frank to help figure out how to do that.
 I�d also realized I had grown tired of football recruiting. It had gone on for far too long. I decided to pick a school by next week. As of that moment, it was a coin flip.
 Some aspects of my celebrity status also needed to be addressed. There were two that stood out. The first was that it was costing the community money. The second was that everyone feared I would do something to attract even more attention. That would, in turn, draw more people to show up for events than could safely be handled.
 We�d been playing it by ear to this point, and I wanted more control over that. I would sit down with my dad and grandmother and get their take on it. I might also have some ideas. Vice Principal Palm almost certainly wouldn�t like them, but hey, you only live once.
 ◊◊◊
 �Jacob Jeffrey Dawson!�
 Coby froze. He was just about to launch himself out of his high chair when I walked into the kitchen. Mom grabbed him before he made good his escape. My son picked that moment to have a meltdown, so Mom handed him to me.
 My baby whisperer superpowers must have left me because he wasn�t having any of it. I agreed. Today hadn�t been the best day for me, either. Both Little David and Duke looked concerned and were only moments away from joining Coby in his hysterics. I turned around and took my son to my apartment before we had a bigger mess on our hands.
 When I got upstairs, I lay down on the couch with my little escape artist on my chest. I�d guessed right; he was tired. It didn�t take long for both of us to fall asleep.
 ◊◊◊
 Worst father ever! I woke to find my son missing.
 At that moment, my imagination jumped into overdrive. I leaped up and ran for the stairs with images of Coby�s lifeless body by the back door. Someone had forgotten to close the baby gate. When he wasn�t there, I decided that we wouldn�t point any fingers at whoever had failed to secure Coby�s safety and ran to my bedroom.
 I was both irritated and relieved to find him sound asleep in the middle of the floor. The irritation was because he�d gotten into my closet and had pulled out everything within his reach. I wasn�t happy when I found my oxblood-red tennis shoes had had their laces gnawed on. The shoestrings would have to be replaced.
 I picked him up, put him in the center of my bed, and began to clean the mess up. The amount of mischief he�d been able to get into in such a short time was actually impressive.
 I heard the back door open, and my hound bounded up the stairs.
 �David?� Pam called.
 �In the bedroom.�
 My hound was happy to find me sitting on the floor, folding clothes. He wiggled into my lap so he could receive the loving he�d missed when I got home. Pam came into the bedroom and smiled as she watched Duke try to lick my face off.
 �Is he always this happy to see you?�
 �Not always, but I was gone this weekend,� I explained.
 She checked on our son and then sat on the edge of the bed.
 �How come Tim asked me out? Did you have anything to do with that?�
 �After Tami dumped him, he asked me if it was okay for him to ask you. I told him if he hurt you, he was a dead man. I figured you could make up your own mind as to who you date,� I said.
 �He made it sound like you were behind it.�
 �Nope. He did that on his own.�
 Duke had finally settled down and lay down next to me.
 �That�s what I figured,� Pam said and then gave me �the look.�
 Yep. Worst father ever! I hoped that it was true that kids under the age of three didn�t remember what they saw when they got older. We were just wrestling, honest.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 30 � An Embarrassment of Riches  Wednesday March 8 
 I didn�t have a game Wednesday; we�d played yesterday and won 4�0 with no drama, for a change.
 After practice, I�d spent time with Phil and Trent as part of my agreement to act as their �big brother,� for lack of a better description. I was glad to see the other seniors following my lead and working with their �mini-me� clones. My two guys wanted to play quarterback next year, and part of our objective was to build a legacy of success. That meant passing down our knowledge to the younger boys.
 I did have my own selfish motive, though. I knew that come the end of the year, we would play a lot of games if we went deep in the state baseball playoffs. Most high school teams suffered from not having enough pitching, which proved to be their downfall. I�d extracted a promise that in exchange for my mentoring, they would come to baseball practice to work on their pitching skills. I�d made the deal in the hope that they might make a difference for us late in the year.
 When I finally got home yesterday, I�d talked to my mom and dad about what my grandma had said. My celebrity was costing the city money they didn�t have, and I felt responsible. The guy in me wanted to fix it.
 Dad had organized a meeting for tonight. The attendees included my grandmother (the de facto mayor), Detective Kitchens (the police representative), Vice Principal Palm, and Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan, head of the Booster Club. We met at city hall in one of their conference rooms. I�d asked my dad to come, but he assured me I could handle it. At first, I was taken aback but decided to take it as a compliment.
 Grandma Dawson opened the meeting.
 �I had the city treasurer run a report on our financials, and it isn�t good. As I�m sure you remember, our former mayor embezzled money set aside for the retirement fund. He also siphoned off money earmarked for rainy days. If it hadn�t been for a surprise audit, he might have gotten away with it.
 �With the need for increased security at the school, we�re in danger of either having to lay people off or stop providing nonessential services,� Grandma Dawson shared.
 �I hadn�t realized money was that tight,� Mr. Sullivan said.
 �We are looking at cost-cutting measures. But I�m told we need an infusion of cash, and I�m not interested in raising property taxes just because the past mayor was a crook,� Grandma Dawson said.
 �Do you have plans for how to come up with the money needed?� Mr. Sullivan asked.
 �David,� Grandma Dawson said to turn the meeting over to me.
 �I have a couple of ideas. The first is that when I won the Oscar, they gave me a swag bag valued at over a hundred thousand dollars.
 �Since the additional security is needed because of me, I am willing to donate some of the high-end items. We could use them for some sort of fundraiser to help make up the shortfall,� I said.
 Then I pulled out the cards with the vacations on them. I�d kept the week at a spa, which I planned to give to my parents. I�d also held onto the one for a stay at a ranch. That left vacations to two different resorts in Italy and one in Hawaii. Once the cards had been passed around, I continued.
 �I�ve been asked not to cause a stir that might overtax the resources we have for crowd control. I had a long talk with someone I respect, and they suggested that I should embrace my celebrity.
 �What I�d suggest is for the Saturday games, we start doing something big where the city, school, and Booster Club would all share in the work. In turn, they would share the money such events would generate.
 �I expect we could do something that rivals the Washington fundraiser last year but plan it much better,� I said.
 �They�d planned for a couple thousand people, and over twenty thousand showed up. It was a disaster, but we survived it,� Mrs. Sullivan said.
 �If we plan for that many, we should be able to accommodate them. Their biggest problems were traffic, parking, restrooms, and not enough food. If we know to expect a large crowd going in, we should be okay,� Mr. Sullivan added.
 �We regularly have about half that number at football games. We would need to figure out where to park more cars. Even if we park them on the practice fields, I�m not sure it�ll be enough,� Vice Principal Palm said.
 �Could you park them at the other schools and provide shuttle service back and forth?� Grandma Dawson asked.
 At that point, I sat back and took it in. This was what Grace had been talking about. Leadership meant setting the direction, and then you turned it over to the competent managers to execute. Not that this group would consider me their leader.
 I had one of those life-lesson epiphanies. Leadership didn�t necessarily mean I had to be in charge. Some thought or comment I made might set the tone and direction. But it was freeing to recognize that it didn�t mean I had to take on the responsibility of shepherding everything through to completion.
 That had been my biggest stumbling block when it came to my businesses. We employed a lot of people, and I didn�t want the burden of knowing my decisions could harm them somehow.
 In the back of my mind, I worried I might make some rookie mistake, and everyone would pay for it. Yes, my dad and Caryn�well, now Scarlet�were there to save me from myself. Nevertheless, I had been making the mental mistake of thinking I was responsible if something went wrong. I�d been putting a mental �the buck stops here� sign on my virtual desk.
 I�d been thinking that way, even though I�d already given up full control of my companies. And that was despite recognizing I had smart, seasoned people in charge who�d been doing most of this stuff for years.
 My realization that I could let go of that misguided need to control freed me. I didn�t have to figure out how the people who actually had control did what they did. It was a subtle lesson, but one that significantly lowered my stress level.
 By the end of the meeting, the group decided we wouldn�t try to do an event this weekend. Everyone needed time to plan. My only further input was that whatever I was going to be associated with had to be family friendly. That shot down the idea of a beer tent.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia dropped me off at the house. I found my Mom and Dad in the kitchen, eating cheesecake.
 �I didn�t realize cheesecake was on your diet,� I teased Dad.
 �I told you we shouldn�t have saved him a piece,� Dad fired back.
 �Have you eaten?� Mom asked.
 �Yeah, Grandma Dawson, Manaia, and I stopped at Granny�s West.�
 �How�d your meeting go?� Dad asked.
 I caught them up on the plan to raise money to get the city out of debt.
 �That sounds like something your granddad would have done. He was big on practical politics,� Dad said.
 �What does that mean?� I asked.
 �He knew how to cut through the BS and come up with a workable solution. Most politicians try to finagle something extra or add conditions just to make them look good. It�s why nothing seems to get done,� Mom said.
 �What you just saw was the private and public sectors working together to do something that made sense for everyone. It�s kind of a big deal, if you think about it,� she added.
 �Your mom is right,� Dad said to earn brownie points, I was sure. �Politicians too often have a need to �win.� If you watch the news about any negotiation, they talk about winners and losers. Too many times, there is no consideration of how it will affect the people who elected them. It�s all about winning.
 �Your grandfather was about the results, not trying to make the other side look bad. It was why everyone turned to him whenever they wanted to get something done.�
 �Did you give away everything left in the swag bag?� Mom asked.
 �I offered them the trips to Italy and the one to Hawaii.�
 �So, I take it you�re keeping the trip to the ranch?� Mom said.
 To end her questions, I handed her the card for a week at the spa. Dad and I bit our lips so as not to laugh when she acted surprised.
 �For me?�
 �You deserve it, Mom,� I said solemnly.
 It was like living in a bad sitcom. I got rewarded with the last piece of cheesecake. If I were a politician, I would have said I�d won that one.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday March 10 
 Can I just say that teachers are evil? Why do they all think they have to give tests on the same day? And why on Fridays? Friday should be reserved for planning your weekend, not being grilled about your knowledge.
 I was on my way to lunch when Frank finally called me back. I�d left him a message earlier in the week to discuss the Tom Brady idea that Brook�s grandmother had suggested to fix my image. He�d said he needed some time to consider it and that he was working with a client who was having a crisis.
 It was Grace Moreau. Someone from her past had said she had a drinking problem. She�d also been caught on tape admitting that she didn�t remember everything that happened the night she�d gone home with Halle and me.
 For a movie star, an accusation like that could end your career, even if you were an Oscar winner. No one would hire you if they had to worry you might be unstable in any way. Too much was riding on your performance.
 That was why when some reporters had tried to contact me, Scarlet, acting as my PA and gatekeeper, had referred them to Frank for no comment. Halle and my names had appeared in a Vanity Fair article stating that we�d helped Grace home. From what it said, Frank suspected the information had to come from one of the men who�d been in the room. Evidently, he wasn�t happy we�d pulled her out of whatever sick games they�d had planned.
 Frank worked his magic, and the story had soon been replaced in the public eye. Some child actor, trying to show she was an adult, was drunk, belligerent, and almost totally nude at one of the more popular LA nightclubs. She wound up as the subject for numerous amateur photographers, bumping us from the gossip pages.
 �Sorry to take so long to get back to you, but you haven�t done anything recently to warrant my attention,� Frank said.
 �You mean, like winning an Oscar?� I asked.
 �Smartass.�
 �Did you get a chance to consider what I called about?� I asked to get down to business.
 This needed to speed up because I wanted to go to lunch.
 �I can see the value in what you suggested as a long-term strategy. I suggest that we should ease you in to the �family man� image.�
 �It is who I am,� I said.
 �I agree, but you are still just in high school. As you get older, I can see us switching gears, and that being the primary focus. Right now, I imagine if we chose that route, it would be hard for people to wrap their minds around it,� Frank advised.
 �So, I should hide that I have kids?� I asked.
 �No, that�s not what I�m saying at all. What I am saying is that we need to take it slow and be sure of what we�re doing. Public relations and building an image don�t happen overnight. This is done step by step, and brick by brick, over weeks, months, and years.
 �I would suggest we begin to show you being a dad, but I would limit showing different baby mamas when you�re seen with your children. I do agree, though, that over the long haul, we need to get the public seeing you as a more serious, caring man, and that eventually will include family.� Frank said.
 �What should we focus on?� I asked.
 �You�re a good-looking, athletic young man who�s about to be in a James Bond movie. While women realize that the actors who play James have children in real life, they don�t want the fantasy ruined. As you and your kids get older, we organically begin to insert them into your public image.�
 �What do you mean by �organically?�� I asked.
 �Pictures of you at your son�s soccer game, or taking your daughter out for ice cream, or just playing at home with your kids. We want to show you as an everyday dad.�
 �That makes sense. So, what you�re saying is I�m too young to push the family image. Instead, I should focus on being every woman�s fantasy,� I said to sum up.
 Frank chuckled.
 �I can see how you would hear that,� he said, and then paused before continuing. �I want you to think about girls your age or younger, who make up a big part of your target demographic. Do you believe they�re looking for a boy who comes to the table with an instant family?�
 I knew for a fact that Pam didn�t want that, and she was Coby�s mom. And I was sure it wasn�t only girls who felt that way.
 �I see your point. Let�s focus on the �every woman wanting me� approach for now. Then we sprinkle in some reality of my kids so it doesn�t look like I�m hiding them,� I suggested.
 �Let�s leave out hooking up with actresses in random bathrooms,� Frank suggested.
 �Hey! Isn�t that exactly what I should be doing right now?� I asked.
 �If you want to write large checks to me to cover it up, have at it,� Frank said.
 He was reminding me that when I forced him into crisis mode, the cost of doing business with him rose significantly.
 On that note, I chuckled and hung up on him.
 ◊◊◊
 I debated skipping lunch when I saw it was ham loaf, the much worse cafeteria version of meatloaf. I pulled out some money and flashed it to the lunch ladies.
 �You got anything else?� I asked.
 �Spaghetti and meatballs.�
 �Sold,� I said, handing my money over.
 One of them walked into the back and came out with a heaping plate of food.
 �What the hell, David?� Phil called out behind me.
 I�d learned my lesson from Ty about feeding little brothers and just shrugged, which earned me a finger in response.
 When I arrived at the lunch table, I found Lisa had saved me a seat.
 �I�m just saying if a child has a toy box with a hundred grenades in it, does that make it right to hand them one more?� Gina asked.
 I knew I would regret this.
 �What are you talking about?�
 �Gina was making a flawed analogy about you being nominated for Best Kiss by MTV,� Dare explained.
 �Flawed?� Gina asked Dare and then turned on me. �How many awards do you need?�
 �My publicist just said that I was every woman�s wet dream,� I embellished.
 �That�s EXACTLY what I�m talking about. It�s an embarrassment of riches,� Gina crowed.
 The guys all looked confused but elected to leave me to fight my own battles. I was about to make a retort when Phil sat down.
 �How come you get a better lunch than the rest of us?� he asked.
 �See! Another example,� Gina pointed out.
 �Just because I was smart enough to ask ��
 �More like, pay for,� Phil said to cut me off.
 �What? We can pay for better lunches?� Cassidy asked.
 I didn�t like where this was going, as everyone turned on me. I was about to stand my ground when I realized that the optics of what I�d done were all wrong. David, the privileged one, had gotten special treatment. The flip side was I�d worked for what I�d done to gain that privilege.
 In the end, it was the sight of everyone not eating their lunch that swayed me. Ham loaf really was terrible. I just handed Cassidy money and made her take Phil, the loudmouth, to help her get enough for everyone.
 Next time, I would take my �upgraded� lunch and eat elsewhere.
 ◊◊◊
 Once I had completed my gauntlet of tests, I checked my email before baseball practice. I�d completed the assignment Brook�s grandmother had given me to find and summarize four articles that showed the differences between leadership and management. I�d written a brief report and sent it to her.
 She had responded this afternoon, and I was interested to see what she thought.
 I opened up the attached document and saw she�d redlined through everything I�d had to say about what managers do, leaving only my summary lines about leaders.
What Leaders Do
Create Vision: Leaders paint a picture of what they see as possible and inspire and engage their people in turning that vision into reality.
Self-Motivate for the Long View: Leaders stay motivated toward significant, often very distant goals. They remain motivated�without receiving regular rewards.
Act as a Catalyst: Leaders are change agents. They are proud disrupters, and innovation is a part of their being. They embrace change and are always seeking a better way forward, even if everything is working already. And they understand and accept that their ideas may create waves. They are not complacent.
Are Willing to Take Risks: Leaders are willing to try new things even if they may fail miserably. They recognize that failure is often a step on the path to success.
Embrace Personal Growth: Leaders feel that if they aren�t learning something new every day, they�re falling behind. They remain�curious and seek to stay relevant in an ever-changing world. Leaders seek out people and information that will expand their thinking.
Are Self-Aware and Self-Accepting: Leaders work actively to build their own unique and differentiated personal brand. They are comfortable in their own skin and are willing to stand out.
Are Authentic, Transparent, and Worthy of the Trust Others Have In Them: Leaders build loyalty and trust by consistently delivering on their promises. They do what they say they are going to do, and they make no bones about it, either through false modesty or by bragging. What people see in them is real, matter-of-fact, and is not hidden away.
Build Relationships: Leaders focus on people, not results�influence, not control. They focus on all the stakeholders they need in order to realize their vision. They know who their stakeholders are and spend most of their time with them. Leaders know that people who work with them have the answers or are able to find them.
Empower Others: Leaders see their people as competent and are optimistic about their potential. They resist the temptation to tell their people what to do and how to do it. Leaders take a great deal of interest in their followers� success, enabling them to reach their goals to satisfaction�regardless of whether those goals are individual or organizational.
Build a Following: Leaders have people who go beyond following them. Their followers become their raving fans and fervent promoters�helping them build their brand and achieve their goals.
Inspire Others: Leaders have a passion for what they are doing and instill that passion in others.
Communicate Inclusively: Leaders keep others informed and help them feel like they are in the loop and part of the vision. They show people how they can be part of something bigger.
 Grace had included only one question and a comment at the bottom:
Now read through it again and tell me�what does a leader do that you haven�t already been doing in your life?
I expect you know the answer as well as I do if you�re brave enough to say it. There is nothing you need to do or become that is different from what you already do and what you already are.
If you ever need anything, please ask. If you ever have an idea or a thought you think I or our companies could benefit from, contact me.
Grace 
 The last part was huge. Grace Davenport was a titan in the business world. There was no way I would lose her number.
 ◊◊◊
 Lisa had picked a little Italian restaurant for dinner tonight. The server recommended Saltimbocca alla Romana, a chicken breast that has been deboned, butterflied, and pounded out to make it even. Then they roll it up around a prosciutto stuffing and fry it in butter to get the outside browned. They season them, add white wine to the pan, and finish it off in the oven.
 As I savored the Italian deliciousness, Lisa decided it was time for us to have a talk.
 �When will we be able to go out on a Saturday night?�
 �We�ve only been going out a couple of weeks. Two weeks ago, I had the Academy Awards, and last weekend I helped Dare with his drones. I hope to be free after this weekend,� I explained.
 �Everyone said that Brook got to go on all those types of trips with you,� Lisa said, revealing her true intentions.
 The problem was, I didn�t really want Lisa tagging along.
 �This weekend is all about football. I doubt we do anything but tour the campus, check out the facilities one last time, and talk to the players and coaching staff. You would be bored stiff.�
 �Over spring break, my cousin�s getting married. I was wondering if you wanted to be my plus-one?� Lisa asked.
 �Well, here�s the thing. I�ll be gone that week,� I said.
 �Where are you going?�
 If I told her, she would want to go.
 �We just need to set some boundaries,� I said to try to divert her.
 �Like no anal, right?�
 I wasn�t expecting her to say that.
 �Uh, okay. That�s a good one to know.�
 �Good,� Lisa said as she nodded, then looked concerned. �Why? What boundaries did you want?�
 �This is a little awkward,� I admitted.
 �There�s only one solution for awkward.�
 �Anal?� I asked, trying to be funny.
 �Like I said earlier, that�s way out of bounds,� she said, then looked at the bulge in my jeans.
 Whatever it was that made me attracted to her was in overdrive. She looked up at me and continued.
 �I thought you could do me from behind.�
 I looked around for our server and held up my hand.
 �Check!� I called out.
 All thoughts of spring break had left my mind.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia wasn�t happy when I told him to get his food boxed up so he could drive Lisa and me around.
 Of all the �normal� things I could do, having sex in my car was right up there. Well, it was as normal as having your driver/security in the car when you did it could be. I did my best to think of it like double dating, where the couple in the front seat ignored you.
 My breath fled my chest when her fingers touched my manhood. Lisa had a mischievous look on her face, like she was opening a gift. I wanted every woman I was with to feel that way.
 �Lisa �� I said and then sucked in my breath as she squeezed my length.
 �David,� she whispered.
 In the dim light, I looked down at her pouty lips and watched as she let her tongue slowly graze them so that they glistened. Frick! Mr. Happy flooded my mind with images of those lips on my member and her hair spilling across my legs as her head bobbed up and down. The big brain said, �F it� and turned the body over to Mr. Happy.
 ◊◊◊
 I was a firm believer that Mr. Happy should make more of my decisions in the future, consequences be damned, if what I had just experienced was the result. Sex with Lisa was always top-notch, but whatever it was we did in the back of that car was on a whole �nother level.
 We were a sweaty mess, and the car reeked of sex. I was glad it had leather seats that would make cleanup easier. Angie�s minivan had numerous stains on the upholstery where her little ones had spilled. I had a suspicion that it would be a little harder for me to explain these away.
 All I really knew was that it was a great way to end my Friday.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 31 � That Voodoo That You Do  Saturday March 11 
 When I got back from my run, Manaia was waiting in the driveway.
 �Yeah, I know, we need to get moving,� I said as I left to take my shower and pack.
 Manaia stepped into the house. I expected he would eat quickly and then grab my dad so we could all get going. I�d rented a plane again for this weekend. Flying on your own schedule sure beat having to travel at the whims of commercial airlines.
 ◊◊◊
 I did my external preflight check of the airplane with Roy because I had only recently been checked out on it. The plane was a Cessna Caravan, an overgrown single-engine Cessna typically used for light cargo and lifting skydivers. It was also pretty much the smallest aircraft with the capacity for three football players, their dads, and an oversized Samoan.
 Right as we were finishing up, I saw my Dodge Demon pull up, and Cassidy get out. We�d kept the trip on the down-low with the idea it would be a guys-only weekend. Someone had obviously opened their mouth.
 She strolled up with her bag and stowed it under the plane, then approached us and smiled.
 �Thanks for the heads-up. I forgot to put this flight on my schedule,� she said to Roy.
 He picked up on the fact that I hadn�t invited her.
 �I just assumed �� Roy said and suddenly had something else to do.
 Cassidy turned to me.
 What could I do? I just shrugged.
 She smiled, got onto the plane, and sat down in the copilot�s seat.
 Maybe Manaia could haul her off the flight. Then again, Fritz wouldn�t be happy if she hurt one of his guys.
 Tim and Wolf both appeared, one on each side of me.
 �What�s going on?� Wolf asked.
 �If one of you is brave enough to tell her she can�t go, have at it,� I suggested.
 �Not it,� Wolf said.
 Tim rolled his eyes.
 �Looks like she�s going,� I said.
 �You better explain the rules to her,� Tim said.
 I scoffed.
 �Why are you worried? It�s not like you�re dating anyone.�
 �Not the point, jackass,� Tim said.
 �It�ll be fine. David will talk to her,� Wolf said and quickly walked away.
 I looked at Tim.
 �Not it,� he said, and followed Wolf.
 You would think we had planned a weekend to Vegas and had hookers lined up the way they were acting. I had received a call from Hayden Walsh, the current starting quarterback for Oklahoma who came in fifth in last year�s Heisman voting. Since this was an unofficial visit, meaning the university wasn�t paying for anything, we were free to do what we wanted. Hayden had invited us to a party tonight to give us a feel for campus life.
 I figured it would give me a chance to get his take on going to school at Oklahoma. The rumors were that next year would be his last, and he would move on to the NFL, just like my buddy Ridge Townsend at USC. Part of the appeal for both schools was that I could slide in as a starter my first year on campus.
 The early mock drafts had both Ridge and Hayden going in the first round. Another plus in my book. What was it Coach Mason used to say? RSP? Repeat Successful Plays? I was counting on that, meaning that both USC and Oklahoma would continue to produce NFL-caliber quarterbacks in the near future.
 Wolf and Tim were convinced that Hayden might hook them up with some college girls. Hence, the need for no witnesses in the form of Cassidy Hope.
 Somehow, Wolf was still dating Gina. I�d warned him that communication was the key in a situation like this. Somehow, they always found out.
 I, on the other hand, was dating Lisa. The big difference between Gina and Lisa was that I�d never even implied that Lisa and I were exclusive. Believe me, I remembered that conversation. When she�d asked for the same leeway, I�d told her to go ahead. That was when I�d known we were never going to be more than convenient for each other until the end of the school year.
 I climbed into the pilot�s seat.
 �You know the rules of recruiting trips ��
 �Shut up. That just means you have to do the same for me,� Cassidy said.
 Well � I guess that solved that.
 �Okay, then. Let�s get this party started.�
 Cassidy checked to make sure everyone had strapped themselves in. Roy waved to indicate we were all clear, so I turned the engine over. Cassidy contacted the tower as we made our way to the runway. There was no other traffic, so we quickly got clearance.
 I looked over at Cassidy, and she smiled. She loved this as much as I did.
 �Next stop, Norman, Oklahoma,� I said.
 On our first trip to OU, we�d flown into Will Rogers Airport, situated a half-hour from Norman. With a private plane, we could actually fly into Westheimer Airport, which the university owned and operated. I made a mental note of the proximity of the airport to the campus and put that in the plus column for Oklahoma over USC.
 ◊◊◊
 After we landed, the tower directed us to our assigned parking spot. As we got closer to our destination, we saw a crowd of people.
 �What in the world is that?� Cassidy asked.
 I wasn�t sure until we got close enough to see Oklahoma�s crimson and cream colors. There had to be a couple hundred fans gathered around where we were going.
 �That�s our welcoming committee,� I announced to everyone.
 �Let Cassidy and me get out first,� Manaia ordered as we came to a stop.
 I rolled my eyes at Cassidy, who shook her head. Fritz had had a long talk with me privately about listening to my security after the last time Cassidy had told on me.
 I waited to get off the plane until everyone else had disembarked. When I exited the plane, the crowd made their presence known.
 Oklahoma really should consider flying recruits into this airport if their fans would greet them the way they did us. The amount of love you felt from the loyalists wanting you to attend their school was impressive. Of all the recruiting tactics I�d experienced, this was one of the most effective.
 I watched Tim and Wolf take in the adulation. You couldn�t help but like a school that turned out two hundred people on a Saturday morning to greet you.
 Before this turned into a meet-and-greet, John Mercer, the Director of Football Operations and the person who organized campus visits, stepped forward.
 The man was good. He remembered everyone�s name with personal welcomes. Then he whisked us away to the football offices. We were to meet with the trio of Head Coach Bob Michaels, Offensive Coordinator and Quarterback Coach Nick Riley, and Defensive Coordinator Tom Michaels.
 �Welcome!� Coach Bob Michaels boomed as we entered the building. �You just made my day by walking through those doors.�
 That seemed an odd comment, but I waited until we were all in a conference room before asking about it.
 �What did we do to make your day?� I asked.
 �We just lost our top quarterback recruit to some legal problems that will prevent him from attending college anytime soon,� Coach Riley shared.
 Oklahoma had received a verbal commitment from a four-star recruit out of Texas. There had been some controversy when he�d been suspended from his high school football team for unspecified reasons. He�d convinced Oklahoma that he had everything under control, so in December, they�d signed him to a National Letter of Intent. From what Coach Riley had just said, his problems must be worse than anyone had let on.
 I wasn�t na�ve enough to ignore my potential competition at my position. His absence made my path to starting that much easier. It seemed like the football gods were looking down and showing me that Oklahoma might be the place I should pick.
 �Tell us what happened with Michigan,� Coach Riley said.
 I let Tim and Wolf explain why we pulled our commitment.
 �If you commit again �?� Coach Bob Michaels asked.
 �Then we are coming,� I said to reassure them.
 �What will it take for you to pick Oklahoma?�
 �We are here this weekend to confirm what we�ve learned so far. Next week, we have you and USC in for in-home visits. If need be, we�ll fly out to USC next weekend,� Dad explained.
 The USC visit would have to be on Sunday because we had our annual baseball tournament on Saturday.
 �To save time, we�d like to split you up and show you how you would fit in,� Coach Bob Michaels said.
 Dad, Cassidy, Manaia, and I stayed with Head Coach Bob Michaels. It must get confusing around here when you said �Coach Michaels,� given that the head coach and defensive coordinator were brothers. We were joined by one of the support staff who ran the video equipment.
 For the next three hours, I was in football heaven. Coach Michaels broke down how they ran their offense, and we dug into the intricacies from correct reads to foot placement to all the rest. Coach Michaels wanted to see how I evaluated film by asking probing questions, which got us into the weeds sometimes. It was interesting to see Cassidy taking it all in, while my dad and Manaia tried their best not to look bored.
 �The progression is wrong on that play,� I said.
 �Exactly!� Coach Michaels said. �I wish Hayden was here because I have told him a hundred times that he wasn�t doing it right.�
 I understood why Hayden would do it the way he did because they scored on the play each time, despite him doing it wrong. As if he knew we were talking about him, Hayden Walsh entered the room.
 �Hey, David. Coach,� he said.
 Coach Michaels shared with him that I�d picked up on his skipping reads in his progression.
 �How would you evaluate Hayden? What does he need to work on this coming year?� Coach Michaels asked.
 That caused me to raise my eyebrows because I didn�t want to come across as a know-it-all rookie.
 �I�d like to hear that too,� Hayden said.
 I gave them a little smile and decided to go ahead and tell them exactly what I thought.
 �You have an NFL-ready arm. I�ve heard the knock that you can only perform out of a clean pocket. But the film showed you being elusive enough to move in the pocket, and that you can think on your feet. You have a knack for throwing an accurate ball so it leads your receivers to where they need to be,� I said.
 �Sounds like you don�t think I�m fast enough,� Hayden said.
 �I have no doubt that if you and I raced, I would beat you ten out of ten times,� I said.
 Coach Michaels had a big smile on his face. Hayden gave me a look that said I was toast, and then he smiled, too.
 �What else is wrong with my game?�
 �I�m sure you�ve been told you aren�t tall enough, and you have small hands, both of which are nitpicky complaints you hear NFL scouts spouting. You�re the same height as Drew Brees, and he�s done all right.�
 �Okay, what else?� Hayden asked.
 �You�re overaggressive at times. I saw it more with your deep balls where you thought you could force it in for a score. Sometimes, it�s better to take what the defense gives you instead of trying for it all.�
 I couldn�t believe I�d just said that. Bud Mason had hammered that into me since I started going to camp with him. Maybe I�d finally seen the light.
 �Have you seen him for enough film work?� Hayden asked of the coach, who nodded.
 �It has been helpful, but it looks like my entourage is done,� I admitted.
 �It does feel like beer o�clock,� Dad agreed.
 �Why don�t the dads do that, and we go out and toss a ball around?�
 That sounded good to me. Coach Michaels turned me over to Hayden but held my dad back to talk for a minute. Hayden and I walked to the locker room to change into shorts and t-shirts.
 ◊◊◊
 On a visit like this, you couldn�t any longer do �official� workouts. Schools could only get away with that by doing camps and what they called �Junior Days� for the younger players. They did allow unofficial workouts with team members as long as the coaches weren�t involved.
 Another rule was that you couldn�t do the regular drills to measure you like I�d done at numerous camps.
 I soon found they had figured out ways around that.
 �Hey, Hotshot. I seem to recall you flapping your mouth in there, and you said something about beating me in a race,� Hayden said.
 He did so in front of his and my teammates.
 �I believe the exact quote was that I would beat you ten out of ten times,� I fired back.
 That started some good-natured ribbing.
 �You can�t let some kid stroll in here and disrespect you.�
 �I don�t know. If I were you, I�d be scared.�
 I looked around to take it all in. We were in the Everest Training Center, which had a full-sized football field indoors. One of the cool things was that it had LED 40-yard timing devices, which one of the players just happened to know how to operate.
 �It�s not too late to back out,� Hayden offered.
 �You might want to rethink this, Old Man. I would hate to come into your house and embarrass you,� I said.
 �Isn�t that what we do?� Wolf asked as he tried to hide his smile.
 �Yes, it is,� I said and then got a contemplative look. �As a matter of fact, I bet all three of us can beat you.�
 That stirred up the hornet�s nest. We all knew that the coaches wanted to see the three of us timed. Hayden no longer looked like he was playing.
 �Tell you what. If all three of you beat me, I�ll buy you all dinner at Fuzzy�s Taco Shop and a lap dance at Sugers. We�ll do that before we go to the party tonight,� Hayden said.
 �And if we lose?� Tim asked.
 He was our weak link, speed-wise, and wanted to make sure he understood what was on the line.
 �You have to pay for the first keg,� Hayden said.
 �I can eat a lot of tacos,� I said.
 �Who do you want to race first?� Wolf asked.
 I liked that because it would force Hayden to run three times instead of racing all of us at once.
 �Nice try,� Hayden said, wise to our devious plan. �We�ll run it all at one time.�
 �You sure you don�t want me to race you ten times?� I teased.
 �Just line up and let�s do this.�
 Word got out that Hayden was upholding the pride of Oklahoma against high school kids who had smarted off. Hayden found over half the team lining the forty yards to cheer him on. I was impressed; he didn�t look nervous at all.
 As we started, we were all even, and his teammates stood on the sideline, yelling their support. Ten yards in, it became evident that both Wolf and I would beat Hayden easily. We�d been working on our speed drills and were both taller than Hayden. Our longer strides ate up more ground than his shorter legs.
 Tim, on the other hand, was the same height as Hayden at six-one. They were neck-and-neck.
 Wolf and I focused on our form and finished the race. I looked back, and Tim had Hayden by a nose�until Hayden dove for the finish line. It was close. I checked the LED displays, and they both read 4.88. That might be a personal best for Tim.
 Tim helped Hayden stand up.
 �Shit, I thought you had me,� Hayden admitted.
 �What do we do in the case of a tie?� I asked.
 �I say we still hit Fuzzy�s and Sugers before the party, but you have to pay your own way,� Hayden said.
 Come to think of it, that was probably the best solution since we were on an unofficial visit. It might be an NCAA violation to buy recruits lap dances.
 ◊◊◊
 We caught up with the dads to talk about where we stood after we played some seven-on-seven.
 �It�s everything I remembered. I like it here,� Tim said to kick things off.
 �Seems to me we fit in better than we would in LA,� Wolf added.
 �I agree it�s a better place football-wise. My only concern is how it stacks up educationally,� I said, and then shared with them the report my mom had found.
 �Once we move into the house in Malibu, it would be closer if you were at USC,� Dad reminded me.
 �It would be easier for us to come to games if you go here,� Jared, Wolf�s dad, said.
 �The girls were better looking at USC,� Conner, Tim�s dad, pointed out.
 �I like the weather better in LA,� Cassidy said, and when we all looked at her, she added. �I�m going to school wherever David does.�
 �Did you apply to USC?� I asked.
 �Brook helped me, and I�ve been accepted at both schools,� Cassidy said.
 I would have to dig into how Brook �helped� her get into USC because they only admitted thirteen percent of applicants. While Cassidy�s grades were okay, she didn�t quite fit their criteria for acceptance.
 It was different for athletes; they didn�t go through the usual process to get accepted. I, on the other hand, met the qualifications for admission based on my grades and college board exam scores. I even had a few extracurriculars, such as winning an Oscar, that would help me get in if I didn�t go the football route.
 The better question was, how did Cassidy plan to pay for USC? It cost nearly fifty thousand dollars a year more than Oklahoma. The last thing I wanted was to see her going into significant debt to follow me to college. I would pull her dad aside and make sure that wouldn�t happen.
 Our high school was proactive in identifying scholarships and grants to help pay for higher education. And Coach Hope must be aware of her alternatives. He was about to have two children going to college at the same time. He�d surely planned for this.
 Then I stopped myself. Cassidy was a big girl who I knew for a fact had the smarts to figure this out. Heck, she never seemed to need any money when she was around me. Of all the people I knew, she was the one who would puzzle out on her own how to get her college paid for. I had to stop trying to save everyone before they even asked.
 �If it�s simply a football decision, then Oklahoma is where we need to go to school,� I said.
 �Do you think that going to Oklahoma would make it easier for you to get to the NFL?� Conner asked.
 I took a deep breath.
 �In some ways, yes. Defense isn�t something that�s played at a high level in their conference. Look at Hayden�s numbers from last year. They were good enough to put him in the top five for the Heisman voting. The downside is they play a spread offense from the shotgun. The NFL wants quarterbacks that play under center.
 �For Wolf, Oklahoma is his best option because of the offense, while I would expect Tim would want to go to USC. In the last ten years, USC has put almost twice as many linebackers into the NFL as Oklahoma has,� I said.
 �We need to decide whether the NFL is a realistic goal,� Jared said, being the voice of reason.
 From the looks on their faces, neither Tim nor Wolf liked his point. The odds of any one of us making it to the NFL were slim at best. The smart play would be to go to USC and get a better education.
 ◊◊◊
 Our dads made plans to go to a sports bar to watch college basketball. The NCAA tournament started next week, and there were a ton of good conference tournament games on TV. It seemed they were using this trip to have a dad bonding weekend.
 Manaia had insisted on renting a car for the rest of us so we wouldn�t have to ride with Hayden if he planned to drink. Hayden met us at Fuzzy�s Taco Shop, located in the historic Campus Corner area right across the street from the campus. I loved their tag line: Welcome to your new addiction!
 �What do you recommend?� Wolf asked Hayden.
 �The spicy pork taco and fish tempura tacos are good. You have to order them with the habanero butt-burnin� sauce. It gives it precisely the right amount of heat.�
 Cassidy looked over at me and rolled her eyes. She wasn�t buying the story about it being the �right amount of heat,� either. Anything that claimed it would burn my butt was not going in my mouth.
 �What about this drunken pig soup?� Tim asked.
 �It�s made with borracho beans and the spicy pork. �Borracho� means drunken. They make the beans with Mexican beer. You should try it,� Hayden suggested and then smiled. �Of course, get some of the habanero sauce to give it a little zing.�
 �Of course,� I said skeptically.
 None of us fell for the butt-burnin� sauce gambit. I love tacos, so I was happy with the choice of Fuzzy�s for dinner. It was good, but I�d had better tacos. Thankfully, you couldn�t really mess them up.
 After we ate, we walked down an alley next to Fuzzy�s to get to Sugers.
 �Are we going to be able to get in?� Tim asked.
 Hayden stopped us before the door.
 �Here�s the deal. You�re my guests, so they�ll give you a pass at the door. Once inside, be respectful to the talent,� Hayden said.
 �He means dancers,� Cassidy clarified.
 �The owner is a former stripper herself and can be a real ball-buster who doesn�t take any bullshit. She has little tolerance for anyone who makes the mistake of �denigrating her property,�� he said with air quotes.
 From the way Hayden said it, he apparently had firsthand experience with the owner�s wrath.
 I�m not sure what I expected when we walked into the club. Inside the door, there was a wall of pictures of female anatomy in all its glory. The club was dimly lit by different-colored lights.
 Over the music, you heard pool balls clink as they crashed into each other and men talking. There was a faint smell of sour beer and the funky scent of old sweat.
 On the stage, a young woman danced in sexy lingerie, her barely concealed assets shaking for the world to see. Frankly, I wasn�t impressed.
 �This is great!� Wolf chirped, offering another point of view.
 Tim and Wolf were staring at the woman as she did a sexy shimmy on stage. When I looked closer, I saw she was older, maybe in her late thirties.
 �Hayden!� a scantily clad woman yelled as she came bounding up.
 We all got big smiles on our faces when Hayden seemed to be embarrassed that he�d been outed as a regular.
 �Mercedes reserved you VIP seating because of your guests,� she continued and then recognized me. �Oh, My God! You�re that actor.�
 �Hi. I�m David,� I said as I shook her hand.
 Frick! I had a new fan.
 �Would it be okay if I got a picture with you?� she asked.
 �That would be fine,� I said.
 The girl must have thought �right now� because she left us standing there as she ran to the dressing room to get her phone.
 �Where did Ginger go?�
 An older woman who I assumed was the owner was standing behind us.
 �She wanted to get a picture with David,� Hayden said and nodded at me.
 She squinted, and it dawned on her who I was.
 �I had no idea Hayden had come so far up in the world. Would you be willing to have a picture taken so I could put it behind the bar?� the owner asked me.
 That was wrong on so many levels. Frank would kill me.
 �I�ll have to pass,� I said.
 �No problem,� she assured me. �Come on, we have a table reserved for you.�
 She took us to a table in a room along the back wall. They had three VIP rooms with the kind of glass that allowed you to watch the action without people seeing you. Three couches lined the back wall and the two side walls, with an open area in the middle. My best guess was that was where private dances took place.
 Once we were finally alone, Hayden wanted to talk to us.
 �Hey, just so you know, if the coaches found out I�d taken you here, there would be hell to pay. This isn�t the kind of thing that Oklahoma ever does. I don�t want you to get the impression that this is some inducement for you to come here. It�s just that I made a promise to show up tonight and forgot you were coming today. I hope you don�t take any of this the wrong way.�
 �I get the promise and respect that you followed through on it. Keeping my word is important to me as well,� I shared.
 Wolf and Tim decided they�d had enough of the bonding that Hayden and I had going on.
 �David, go do that voodoo that you do and get us some women,� Tim said.
 �David has to get you women?� Hayden teased.
 �He is the ultimate chick magnet. I bet he walks out with the hottest woman here on his arm by the time we leave,� Wolf said to support me.
 �Sorry to disagree, but that�s not happening because Hayden is walking out with me tonight,� Cassidy said and glared at all of us.
 I hadn�t noticed, but she�d claimed the seat next to him. I wasn�t about to challenge her assertion that she was the hottest girl in here. So far, from what�d I�d seen, she might be right. Before either Tim or Wolf got themselves maimed, the door opened, and the girl who�d met us at the front door came in with her phone.
 I had turned to get up when she climbed onto my lap.
 �Say �cheese�!� she said and snapped the pic. �Is it okay if I do a velfie?�
 �A what?� Hayden asked.
 �A video selfie. Keep up with the times, Old Man,� I said with a smile.
 �I can hurt him for you,� Cassidy offered.
 �Sorry, Dude,� I said, acting scared.
 Hayden looked totally confused.
 �Guess who I�m with?� the hostess asked as she turned the camera on me. �David A. Dawson. He is much sexier in person � and the bod! Let me just say that along with being tall, dark, and handsome, his muscles are hard.�
 She wiggled her butt to try to get a rise out of me. Mr. Happy must have been in shock like the big brain was because he didn�t even twitch. It would be a race to see if my mom or Frank would get to me first if this hit social media.
 �Hey, can you can keep that video between us? I�d hate for your boss to get into trouble,� I said.
 �Ah, I get it,� she said and nodded. �Is there anything I can get you?�
 �A waitress, and my friends need lap dances,� I said.
 �Coming right up!� she said as she bounced off my lap and scampered out the door.
 �Someone forgot to take their medication,� Wolf observed.
 �Any chance she doesn�t post that?� Tim asked.
 �Not a chance in hell,� I predicted.
 I sent a text to Frank to expect it. He sent me one back with five dollar-signs and a happy face. There had to be other PR people out there.
 ◊◊◊
 Strippers aren�t cheap. Hookers would have cost less money than Manaia, Tim, Wolf, and Hayden shelled out.
 I also had to pay an additional �tip� for the one that Wolf touched inappropriately. Cassidy jabbed him under the arm, which sent a message to the rest of them that there would be no repeat performances.
 After the girls left, we were kicking back, just being guys. Well, except for Cassidy, of course. We were about ready to take off and go to the party when a new song came on for the next dancer. Hayden perked up and smiled. The song had my attention because it was the theme from Skyfall, a James Bond movie.
 �This you have to see.�
 The lights all went dark, and then a spot pointed up towards the ceiling where an angel, complete with giant wings, sat on a swing. I�d seen plenty of models in person, and they never affected me. It seemed to be the same with these strippers. They were all there to do a job, and I simply ignored the nudity. This girl was completely different.
 First of all, she was stunning. If I were to draw a fantasy perfect girl, one that would personify sex, the drawing would be of her. The perfection started at her toes with her nails painted ruby red. Her sensual calves went up to thighs that reached all the way up to her perfect derri�re. There was a family of reality stars that would have killed to have a butt like hers.
 Her hips narrowed to a tiny waist that sat under the world�s most perfect tatas. I�m talking about those just-the-right-size C-cup breasts that sat high and firm on her chest�the perfect size for a stripper�s body.
 What really set her apart, though, was her face. My first thought was that she had to be a direct descendant of Helen of Troy, who was said to be the most beautiful woman in the world. Helen had indirectly caused the ancient Trojan War.
 She looked down as though searching all the faces below, trying to find her prince, for she had to be royalty. You caught a glimmer of her disappointment at not seeing him tonight, and then she smiled. All thought left my mind.
 If I had lived back in the time of Helen of Troy, I would have marched right up, jumped onto that stage, and claimed her as mine. If anyone challenged me, they would have died on the spot.
 �Oh, shit,� Cassidy mumbled, and when I looked at her, she said, �You�re going to do your voodoo, aren�t you?�
 �Good luck with that. I�ve been trying to get Mercedes to go out with me for months,� Hayden said.
 My entourage all chuckled.
 �Just sit back and watch the show. You might learn something,� Tim told Hayden.
 I looked back up, and Mercedes was performing acrobatics on the swing. That meant she was in good physical shape, a big plus for what the sexual beast inside of me wanted to do with her. She finally landed and lost the wings and most of her clothes.
 Mercedes was down to a thong and sheer bra that hid nothing. She next began to do pole work that was of the same caliber as you would see at Cirque du Soleil. Mercedes was a true artist.
 Mr. Happy took control of the body when she backed up to the pole and pushed so her butt cheeks spread. I sucked in my breath when, with straight legs, Mercedes folded in half and wiggled her bottom suggestively. I had a pole that would love to take its place. At that point, I got up and left the VIP room.
 Both Manaia and Cassidy hurried behind me when I walked to the stage. Mercedes faltered for a moment in her dance when she saw me looking up at her. She danced over to the side of the stage, reached down, and took my hand. I took that as an invitation to jump up and join her.
 Then I saw the first flash as someone took a picture.
 Frick!
 ◊◊◊
 When the crowd began taking pictures, the owner had a meltdown. It was clearly posted that no photographs were to be taken of the talent. I was impressed when she made everyone delete the pics. It might have been the menacing bodyguards, or maybe the threat of lifetime bans. I hated to tell her, but that didn�t mean they were really gone.
 I sent everyone but Manaia out of the club first so that Hayden could get clear with my teammates. If I was seen leaving the strip club alone, the brunt of the coaches� displeasure would be directed at me.
 We waited thirty minutes before we headed to the door. The owner stopped me on our way out.
 �Still won�t take that picture?� she asked.
 �I will, but I suggest you reconsider your request. If those pictures get out showing I�m in a strip club, it�s asking for trouble because I�m underage. You know it, I know it, but what�s more important is that everyone else in the world will know it or can easily find it out. I don�t want to cause you that kind of headache.�
 She�d dealt with this before, this being a college town.
 �Well, no matter how old you really are, you act a lot more mature. How �bout I just take one for myself,� she said.
 �No problem, but you also better check the video your cocktail waitress took. I don�t think you�ll be able to tell where we�re at from looking at it. But it�d be a good idea for you to make sure,� I said with a smile to soften the tone.
 She looked at me and nodded her head.
 Mercedes came walking up in street clothes.
 �You taking off?� the owner asked her.
 �Yeah, I have to get to bed. There�s church in the morning, and I have a paper to write.�
 I nodded at the owner and walked out. Manaia wanted to get to the car.
 �Hold up.�
 Mercedes came out and smiled at me.
 �Want to go to a party with me?� I asked.
 �I�m assuming you�re going to Hayden�s ��
 �That would be the place,� I admitted.
 �He lives in my building. Why don�t I meet you there?�
 �I�m looking forward to it.�
 Manaia looked happy when we got to the car.
 �What are you smiling about?�
 �Cassidy owes me twenty bucks.�
 �Good luck getting that out of her,� I said to warn him.
 He didn�t seem concerned.
 ◊◊◊
 Hayden�s place was a zoo, with wall-to-wall people. Manaia once again proved handy for punching a hole in a crowd. I got behind him as he pushed his way to the kitchen.
 For the most part, the party-goers left me alone after they spent a moment saying hello. That is all except four girls who seemed to think I should slip off and spend time with them.
 That was until Mercedes made her entrance.
 It was almost humorous to watch as the four checked her out and decided they had no shot with her around. All I can say is, if looks could kill, Mercedes would be dead four times over.
 �Did you really want to party?� she asked me.
 �I don�t normally drink. Why? What did you have in mind?� I asked.
 �Come upstairs, and I�ll order a pizza. I�m starved.�
 I told Manaia which unit I was going to and that I would call him if I planned to leave. Quickly scanning the room, I saw that Tim and Wolf chatting up some girls, and Cassidy standing at Hayden�s side.
 ◊◊◊
 Whoever built these apartments knew what they were doing. Once we closed the door, we barely heard the party going on right below us. Mercedes had a nice place. It wasn�t at all what I�d expect in a complex like this. She invited me to sit on the couch so we could talk until the pizza got here.
 �I heard you say you had a paper to write.�
 �It�s for my Business Strategy class.�
 �You go to OU?� I asked.
 �Does that surprise you?� she asked. �Dancing pays the bills better than anything else I can do.�
 �Is Mercedes your real name?� I asked.
 �No. We have stage names so creeps can�t track us down. I�m Tawny Greenwalt.�
 �I like Tawny. It�s unique.�
 �Did you really want to talk, or did you come up here to try to have sex with me?� Tawny asked.
 �I�m up for either,� I admitted.
 �Really?�
 �Really.�
 �I make it a policy not to sleep with men I meet at the club,� Tawny explained.
 �Is that why you keep Hayden at arm�s length?�
 �You ask a lot of questions.�
 �Would you rather we did the other?� I asked.
 �So, you do want to jump my bones.�
 �I never said I didn�t. What I said was we could do either, and I would be fine.�
 �Word is you�re here this weekend trying to decide where to go to school. What do you plan to major in?�
 �Business, and then get my MBA.�
 �That happens to be my plan. Want to talk about that, unless you�d rather �?�
 �We have all night to decide about the other option. Tell me about going to school here,� I said.
 �You�re not what I expected. I figured you would try to jump me as soon as you came upstairs. By the way, that would have been a mistake. I�ve never had someone want to just talk.�
 �I didn�t come here this weekend to get laid. In the next couple of days, I have to decide between going to school here or USC. I really am interested to get the scoop on school here from someone who won�t just tell me what they think I want to hear.�
 �Why don�t we make it a game? I ask you a question, and then you ask one of me. That way, you can learn about going to school here, and I get the dirt on a Hollywood star. I�ll go first. Did you sleep with all those movie stars?� she asked.
 I raised my eyebrows and shook my head.
 �Are we playing the game?� she asked.
 �Okay, Hotshot, you�re on. But don�t start crying if I ask you personal questions, too.�
 �How else will we get to know each other enough for me to sleep with you?� she teased.
 �You play dirty.�
 �You have no idea.�
 ◊◊◊
 We were up until nearly two in the morning, when her roommate came home. She was a dancer too, with the stage name Lyric.
 �What have you been up to?� Lyric asked her roommate.
 �Get your mind out of the gutter. We�ve been talking all night.�
 �You had him to yourself all night, and all you did was talk?�
 �What do you think?� Tawny asked.
 �I think that if you don�t plan on doing him, I should.�
 �No, I�m not doing anyone right now. I need to get some sleep,� I said and got up to leave.
 Tawny stood up too.
 �Don�t mind me,� Lyric said as she went to her room to give us some privacy.
 �If you promise to be good, you can stay here tonight,� Tawny offered.
 �I�m not really feeling like sleeping on a couch,� I admitted.
 �Who said anything about a couch?�
 �Count me in,� I said as she led me to the bedroom.
 Once we were in her room, she quietly shut the door and sat on the end of her bed.
 �I think it�s only fair that if I stripped for you earlier, you do the same for me,� Tawny suggested.
 Her eyes got big when I began to sway my hips and slowly undress. I might not have a pole to dance around, but I had my moves.
 �How come I�m not getting paid?� I asked when I got down to my boxers.
 �We�ll see about that in the morning. Let�s go to sleep.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 32 � Make One Promise  Sunday March 12 
 I woke up to the smell of coffee and an empty bed. I found my phone to check the time. Shit! I needed to get going.
 I got dressed and walked out to the living room, where I found Lyric doing yoga. Somehow, I suspected that she happened to be doing downward dog because she heard me come out of Tawny�s bedroom. I looked around, and there was no sign of my new friend.
 �Tawny said she was going to church and then the library. She said you were free to spend some quality time with me this morning.�
 �As much as I would like to, I have to go. Can I borrow a pen and paper so I can leave Tawny a note?� I asked.
 �Yeah, sure,� she said and left to get what I needed.
 I wrote a quick note and gave Tawny my number in case she wanted to get hold of me.
 �She said I wouldn�t get anywhere with you. You really are a good guy,� Lyric said.
 I gave her my sexiest smile.
 �I can be bad, too. Take care,� I said and left.
 I took the stairs down to Hayden�s apartment. On a hunch, I tried the door, and it was unlocked. I would bet that if I lived in LA, that would never happen. I found Tim and Wolf sleeping on couches.
 �Get up!� I barked.
 �Shut the frick up,� Tim complained.
 �Where are Manaia and Cassidy?� I asked.
 �Cassidy is in Hayden�s room, and Manaia�s in the other bedroom. I can�t believe the three of you got lucky, and we struck out,� Wolf complained.
 �We just talked,� I said.
 �My head hurts too much for your bullshit,� Tim said. �There�s no way you would have been able to keep your hands off her. She was smoking hot, even by your standards.�
 �That she was, but she made it clear she didn�t sleep with anyone she met at the club.�
 They dismissed me.
 �Go get your security and take us to breakfast,� Wolf said.
 That sounded like a good plan.
 I walked over and opened the door to Hayden�s bedroom.
 �David!� Cassidy yelped.
 �If you want privacy, you have to give me the same consideration,� I said and smiled at Hayden.
 �Dude. Not cool,� he complained.
 �I�m buying breakfast. If you want some, you have five minutes,� I warned.
 When I got to Manaia�s room, his door opened.
 �I�ll go get the car,� he said as he blocked my view into the bedroom and softly closed the door.
 �You don�t want to invite her?� I whispered.
 He gave a little shake of his head to tell me �no.� It was hard to believe that when we first met, I couldn�t stand him. With Manaia as my security and Lexi as my PA, I had the dream team working for me.
 ◊◊◊
 �Did Mercedes work her magic and talk you into coming to OU?� Hayden asked.
 �David claims he wasn�t able to close the deal last night,� Tim shared.
 There was a flicker of what looked like relief on Hayden�s face. Cassidy caught it and didn�t look happy. I can�t imagine why she would care since I assumed she�d just hooked up with him.
 �Would I tell you if I did?� I asked Tim pointedly.
 �No, probably not,� Tim admitted.
 �It�s hard for me to believe that all you two did last night was talk,� Wolf said. �If it were me, I would have been trying every move I have to get with her. I mean � damn, man. I�ll be jerking off to the memory of her dance last night for years to come.�
 After he blurted the last part out, he seemed to suddenly realize he�d said that out loud. That brought a chuckle to the table.
 �She did invite me for a sleepover,� I said, and got a faraway look.
 I�d learned that one in Acting 101.
 �Dick! You did bang her,� Tim said. �I wish I had half your luck with women.�
 �You slept with her?� Hayden asked, sounding distressed.
 �Settle down, everyone. Emphasis on �slept.� It was like two in the morning, and we just crashed. No big deal,� I said.
 �She let you into her bed?� Hayden asked for clarification.
 �Yeah, she did, because she trusted me to be a gentleman.�
 �Huh,� Hayden said as he contemplated what I�d said.
 �Like I�m sure you and Cassidy just slept together,� I said.
 Hayden suddenly realized that she was sitting next to him and at least had the decency to blush. From the look he got, I was sure the bloom was off that relationship.
 ◊◊◊
 After breakfast, we collected our dads and flew back.
 As soon as I got through the door, I was informed that I was watching all the little ones for the afternoon.
 Duke and I had them pretty much corralled in the living room when there was a ring at the front gate. I checked the video, and it was Mitch, Little David�s father. I buzzed him in and met him at the front door.
 �David.�
 �Mitch.�
 We stared at each other. Finally, Mitch decided to tell me why he was here.
 �I want to see my son.�
 �Why?� I asked.
 �Come on, man, don�t be like that. I have a right to see him.�
 �I didn�t say you couldn�t. My question is why you are here. To my knowledge, you�ve never set eyes on your son. Why the sudden interest?� I asked.
 �Just let me see him.�
 �Does Peggy know you�re here?� I asked.
 �What does that have to do with anything? He�s my son. I can see him whenever I want to. Now let me see my son.�
 Judge Mom would have disqualified his argument because he kept repeating himself.
 �Are you only here to cause trouble, or is it something else?� I asked and then had a thought. �Do you need money?�
 �If you�re offering.�
 I thought about throat-punching him, but realized my first reaction was probably wrong. Then why was it my next three options? I sighed.
 �Wait here,� I said as I closed the door in his face and locked it.
 We kept cash in the office that our housekeeper/cook had access to for household expenses. It had a couple hundred bucks in it, so I grabbed that. I opened the door and handed him the money.
 �Thanks.�
 �Mitch?�
 �Yeah?�
 �Don�t make this a thing.�
 �Okay,� he said, and left.
 I returned to the living room, settled back on the couch, and turned my cell phone back on. Lordy, it looked like it had blown up. I saw there were several calls from Cindy, and a few texts as well, all to the effect of, �Call me, dammit!� The calls from Frank I ignored for now.
 Cindy picked up on the first ring.
 �There you are! You�re lucky I knew you were going down to that awful place, or I�d be mad right now. I�m mad anyway. Kevin�s been bugging me to convince you to commit to Ohio State, now that you�re done with that foolish romance with the Blue Monster up north.�
 It was interesting that she�d caught the bug. Now she couldn�t call the University of Michigan by name. The last time they�d played each other, Ohio State had handed Oklahoma their ass, so I guess that�s how they became �that awful place.� Anyway, I hadn�t known Cindy had it in her.
 �Not happening because they won�t commit to my guys as well as me,� I responded.
 To get her back on track, I asked her how Scarlet was doing.
 �The reason I had to talk with you is that there�s something you have to do for her, and that�s to comfort her.�
 �What?� I asked, perplexed.
 �In spite of how happy she is, she desperately needs to be reassured, and I mean reassured by you personally. She needs to know you still approve of her,� Cindy explained.
 Cindy had told me I represented an authority figure in Scarlet�s life, effectively replacing her father after he let her down and tried to force her into marrying. My approval was important to her well-being.
 �Call her and invite her over. When Scarlet gets there, hold her and tell her she has your approval,� Cindy explained, detailing what my role had to be.
 I honestly couldn�t say I fully understood Scarlet�s needs. My world view had been shaped by women like Tami and my mom. Those two both needed love and support but were clearly different from Scarlet.
 If she needed me to reassure her, I would do that. I thanked Cindy for her help and took my laundry downstairs.
 ◊◊◊
 Because I�d missed church the last few weeks, my mom decided we were going to the Sunday evening service. Those services tended to draw a younger crowd for two reasons. The first was the music: they played Christian rock.
 The second was that Reverend Byron, who had recently joined our congregation, preached at the late service. He was a couple years out of college, so he related to the younger members better than Reverend Jackson.
 �I want to give you a piece of advice today, something I was given by my grandfather when I graduated from high school. You had to know my grandfather to realize that he wasn�t the person you usually took advice from. He was more the cautionary tale used to keep us in line when we were kids.
 �I can still hear my mother saying, �Don�t do thus-and-such because you�ll turn out like your grandfather.�
 �My grandfather worked in a factory. From all accounts, he was at best an average worker. The problems started when he got off work. He was a hard man, a drinker and a gambler. My mom remembers a time when she was twelve when they had to live in their car for a few weeks because he�d lost their home in a card game.
 �When I was growing up, my grandfather was the crazy uncle everyone has. He would show up at family events half in the bag and become abusive. I was half afraid of the man until I got older and realized he was deeply troubled.
 �So, you can imagine that when he showed up at my graduation party, I was more than a little nervous when he said he wanted to talk to me. To be honest, he was probably half drunk because he had a strong smell of cigarettes, whiskey, and body odor.
 �Funny how you remember the oddest things,� Reverend Byron said and then paused.
 He stared off into space as if he were remembering that day. Then he smiled and looked at us as if he were self-conscious for being caught doing something wrong.
 �He took me aside and told me this: �Make one promise to yourself and keep it.��
 He suddenly had an intense look, and his voice raised to make his point.
 �At the time, I had no idea what a profound impact that would have on my life. I chalked it up to the ravings of my �crazy� grandfather. Then I had someone break a promise they�d made to me. I�ll just say it was a pretty horrible feeling.
 �It made me reflect on all the promises I�d made to myself and had broken. I promised to be better with my money and promptly blew it on a new phone I decided I had to have. I promised I would spend more time with my friends and family, but found other things to do. When we don�t live up to our personal commitments, we are only hurting ourselves.
 �So, instead of making a lot of promises, I decided to follow my grandfather�s advice and just make one and stick to it. It needs to be something that means the world to you, something that makes you, you. Find that something in your life that would make you a better version of yourself, or happy, or content.
 �It taught me how to work towards something with a purpose. I can do one thing at a time. What gets me in trouble is when I get overwhelmed with too much stuff pulling me in different directions. My current promise is to save enough money to buy a house.
 �I want you all to go home and make one promise to yourself. It can be big or small. No rules. But make it something that you feel will make a difference in your life,� he concluded.
 When we had sermons like this, I really liked church. Maybe I could talk my mom into doing Sunday evenings instead of dragging our butts out of bed.
 ◊◊◊
 On my way home from church, I sent Scarlet a text to tell her I would be back at my apartment shortly. I said goodnight to my mom and went upstairs. A few minutes later, Scarlet walked into the living room, wearing a nice dress. She seemed nervous, as if she were afraid I might be upset with her.
 I smiled softly and silently motioned her over to me. She walked to me, her hands clasped in front of her. I indicated I wanted her to sit next to me on the couch. Scarlet sat down, curled her legs under herself, and laid her head on my chest. Wrapping an arm around her, I reached up with my free hand to gently stroke her soft hair.
 I started talking to her softly, telling her how much I cared for her and stressed that I would always keep her and Carol safe. Scarlet didn�t say a word but kept her head on my chest.
 Cindy was right. Scarlet looked truly happy and content. It was as if all her troubles had fled, and she was finally able to let go of whatever had been worrying her.
 I relaxed with her in my arms. After a while, I realized she�d fallen asleep. I gently eased her off my chest, placed a couch pillow under her head, and covered her with a throw blanket. It was the most peaceful moment I�d had all weekend. I felt my heart do the Grinch thing and expand in my chest. I promised myself that I would figure all this out so Scarlet would be happy.
 Then I smiled. It was funny how the sermon came into play so soon after hearing it. What I had to realize was all of my family needed various things from me, unique to each of them. If I wanted this to work, I would have to find out what those were so they could be happy.
 Family relationships were a give and take. I was no longer alone in the center of my universe; others had joined me. What I knew was that I wanted them all to be there with me. My life would be empty without them.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday March 13 
 Manaia drove Cassidy and me to school. We were in the back seat, and I was checking social media on my phone. I was impressed that nothing about me being at a strip club seemed to have leaked out. Frank would be disappointed he didn�t get to gouge me for extra money as my PR guy.
 �Hey,� Cassidy said to get my attention.
 �What�s up, Buttercup?� I asked.
 �Is it always like that for you?�
 �Sorry, but I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
 �I�m trying to figure out why I threw myself at Hayden. It may have been a mistake,� Cassidy admitted.
 Several responses ran through my head. Logically, she should have known that if she hooked up with him, it would never go anywhere. Long-distance relationships never worked, as far as I knew. Especially when they�d just met, and she was still in high school, and he would turn pro in a year.
 I was a great example. Brook and I cared for each other deeply, and we separated when she moved to Cincinnati. But this clearly wasn�t a matter of logic for Cassidy.
 �Did he mistreat you? We can rent a plane after school, and I can have a one-on-one talk with him for you,� I said, acting tough.
 �No. It wasn�t that. I think he�s secretly in love with Tawny.�
 She did pick up on that.
 �You may be right.�
 That didn�t make her happy, but I wasn�t going to lie to her.
 �Hey,� I said. �I don�t think he has a chance with her, if it makes you feel any better.�
 �Why�s that?� she asked.
 I chuckled.
 �You know, what I was about to say would end up making you kick my butt.�
 �Just say it.�
 �I didn�t get the impression that she would be interested in someone like him. She doesn�t want a guy to just sleep with her, and her to become another notch on his bedpost.�
 �Are you saying I�m ��
 �Hell, no!� I said, interrupting where that was going.
 She looked me in the eye to see if I was telling her the truth. Then she slumped back in her seat.
 �Honestly, I thought he would be a lot like you.�
 �But he had small � uh � hands,� I said with a straight face.
 That earned me a slug in my arm.
 �Shut up! I�m not talking about that,� she complained and then slugged me again when I got a big smile.
 �I can�t help that he came up short in the bedroom � ow!� I yelped.
 �Don�t make me come back there,� Manaia said from the front seat, doing his best dad impersonation.
 That cracked us both up.
 I reached over and pulled her into my arms.
 �You know I love you,� I said.
 �Yeah, I do.�
 �Next time, just treat it as a hookup and have fun.�
 �Like you and Lexi?� Cassidy asked.
 �Exactly like that.�
 �You really are a �stupid boy� if you believe it�s only a hookup for Lexi,� Cassidy said.
 �Pfft. Lexi has no interest in me beyond my mad skills in the sack,� I said dismissively.
 �Whatever lets you sleep at night,� Cassidy said.
 My ego was stroked when Cassidy didn�t contradict that I had �mad skills.� But we would have to agree to disagree about Lexi Andon. She wasn�t interested in a relationship beyond a professional one and the occasional hookup. How did I know? She told me so.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, I had to take a conference call with Ms. Dixon, my lawyer; Mr. Morris, my sports attorney; and my dad. They had news on my exemption.
 �We�ve come to an impasse in our negotiations with the NCAA,� Mr. Morris said to kick off the call.
 �I thought they signed a letter of understanding,� Dad said.
 �They�ve had some new developments that have made them reconsider what they�re willing to agree to.
 �The state of California has passed a bill granting student-athletes the right to negotiate endorsement deals. From what I can glean, the NCAA plans to fight that vigorously. Rumor has it they may ban schools in California from participating in NCAA-sanctioned championships,� Mr. Morris shared.
 �Wow. That would be a double-edged sword. I can see where in basketball, the one-and-done types would probably want to go to school in California so they can start getting paid legally. I doubt they would care if they won a national championship. For the majority, they would go elsewhere,� I reasoned.
 �The good news for you is that if you pick USC, the law won�t go into effect until after you graduate,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �So, if that�s the case, why are they backing off on what they agreed to?� Dad asked.
 �They aren�t totally. They�ve agreed that any work David does before he steps on campus, he can continue to either do or promote. What they�re not willing to do is give him the right to continue to do acting or modeling while he�s in school. They are afraid that it might be used as a precedent when they take the state of California to court,� Mr. Morris explained.
 �What about David�s agreements with Oklahoma and USC? Do we need to worry about those?� Dad asked.
 �No. They signed agreements that protect his full image rights, as long as it doesn�t interfere with their ability to do their normal sports and event marketing. Those apply while he goes to school at either place. I would, however, advise that David not do anything new when he�s in college,� Mr. Morris said.
 Schools wanted your image rights for games so they could be shown on TV, which made no sense to me. I mean, some of my high school games were shown on TV. My guess was it had to do with other things, like jersey sales.
 �This is so frustrating,� I complained.
 �I recommend you go ahead and take what they�re offering. If anything changes, you can come back at them. But keep in mind that it would probably end up in court,� Ms. Dixon advised.
 �You didn�t plan to do any movies or anything while you�re in school, did you?� Dad asked.
 �It might be nice to have the option to do something like the sunglasses commercial if I suddenly needed extra money,� I said.
 �This will allow you to finish the projects you started. I got an education from Saul Gessler, your manager,� Mr. Morris said. �He explained that you might have to go back and do CGI or voice work. Saul explained that part of your contracts to do the movies included promoting them. That made sense to the NCAA, and they are granting waivers for those activities.�
 At a bare minimum, that was what I needed.
 �Okay. Do the deal and let�s put this to bed,� I said.
 �Tell them that this is literally as far as we are willing to go. If they try to go any further, tell them we�ll have to put David�s side of the story out there,� Dad said, looking out for me.
 Mr. Morris and Ms. Dixon both started talking at that point, but Dad cut them off.
 �Look, every dealing we�ve had with the NCAA has been an exercise in frustration and broken promises. They need to understand that enough is enough,� Dad said.
 I knew in my heart I wouldn�t take it that far, but if push came to shove, I would back up what my dad had said.
 �I�ll get the paperwork completed,� Mr. Morris said.
 �Duane, go ahead and drop off the call. I need a moment with David and his dad,� Ms. Dixon said.
 When Mr. Morris hung up, Ms. Dixon told us what was on her mind.
 �I didn�t want to say this in front of Mr. Morris because he�s negotiating your deal with the NCAA. I didn�t want him to feel compromised in any way,� Ms. Dixon said.
 That didn�t sound ominous at all.
 �Compromised how?� Dad asked.
 �They�re leaving a huge loophole in their agreement. It says you can�t do anything new.�
 �I don�t understand,� I said.
 �You currently have contracts to model for Range Sports, Dakora, and Jade,� she said to clue me in.
 �But those are annual contracts,� Dad said.
 �What if you were to sign a ten-year deal?� Ms. Dixon asked.
 �You would have to drop Range Sports,� Dad said to me.
 Whichever school I attended would have an agreement with a shoe company, and that company would frown upon me doing advertisements for a competitor. While I might legally get away with it, it would be a huge distraction at the very least.
 �You didn�t want to tell Mr. Morris because he isn�t as devious as you are,� I said.
 �I�m only looking out for your best interests,� Ms. Dixon said reasonably.
 �I agree; he doesn�t need to know about this to get David his partial waiver. But I�m not sure it matters because I doubt he�ll be doing anything but going to school and playing ball,� Dad said.
 �I won�t even deign to comment on that,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �Remember that I�m his father. I have to tell myself that he won�t make the same mistakes we did when we were in college,� Dad said.
 �Good luck with that,� Ms. Dixon said.
 �Please! I�m much more responsible than either of you were at my age,� I said.
 �Like going to a strip club over the weekend?� Dad asked.
 Frick! He�d done an excellent job of not letting on he�d heard about that. He obviously hadn�t told my mom.
 �Uhm, I have to go if I plan to get any lunch today,� I said and hung up.
 ◊◊◊
 I had a meeting with Mr. Quiroz, my business teacher. He wanted to talk to me about my class project.
 �How is your project going?�
 �Good. We�re about to launch the shopping app for the convenience store,� I said.
 �What do you mean by �we�?� he asked.
 �My team. Everyone who helps run my businesses,� I said.
 He shook his head.
 �The purpose of this project was for you to do all the work on it, not to parcel it out to others to help you,� he said.
 �I did all the planning myself, but the actual implementation I left to the people who do that kind of stuff,� I said.
 �Then I�m not sure I can give you a passing grade on this.�
 I took a moment to wrap my head around what he�d just said.
 �Let me ask you something. Has anyone else actually taken their plans and made a real go of it, or is it all just on paper?� I asked.
 �That�s not really the point,� Mr. Quiroz said.
 �Did you look at my plans on paper? Were they �A� work?� I asked.
 �Well, yes, but the project was to do it all yourself. Not involve others.�
 �So, if I hadn�t told you we were actually going to implement my idea, I would get an �A�?� I asked.
 �Like I said, it really isn�t the point. When you told me others were involved, I have to wonder how much else they helped with.�
 This guy was a dumbass.
 �Wasn�t part of the project to talk to actual business owners?� I asked.
 �Yes. To get ideas, but not to do the work.�
 �Who said anyone else did my work?� I asked.
 �Well, no one ��
 �You just assumed,� I said.
 Mr. Quiroz gave me an exasperated look.
 �Can I ask if you�ve ever run a business?� I asked.
 �You don�t need to have practical experience to teach the theory of business.�
 I sat back in my chair at that revelation. I had so many responses I wanted to make to that comment, none of which would endear me to my teacher at that moment. Making him wrong would only make matters worse, so I tried a different tack.
 �I obviously took my project too far for what you wanted. I apologize for that and will confine my class discussion to the business plan and not the implementation. For the plan, I did all the work myself,� I said to reassure him.
 �That works,� he said, seeming happy. �You�re actually the only one done with your class project. Would you be willing to assist some of the other students to get their projects done?�
 This was almost too much. First, Mr. Quiroz threatened to fail me, now he wants me to help my classmates. If I�d done such a horrible job, why would he want my help?
 Then there was the whole �you have to do your work yourself� tidbit. How would my helping them be them doing their work on their own? I needed to graduate from high school as soon as possible before my head exploded.
 �Sure,� I said.
 That seemed to make his day. If he could fob off his work, he seemed happy for it. If he worked for me, I might fire him. Then again, the old saying��those that can, do; those that can�t, teach��might have come into play here.
 ◊◊◊
 USC was making their in-home visit tonight. The plan was for them to meet with Wolf and Tim separately and then come to our house. At the appointed time, I was somewhat surprised when only Head Coach Clayton showed up.
 �Rob, Carol,� he said as he shook my parent�s hands. He then turned to me and smiled. �David.�
 �Coach,� I said.
 �I thought we would be most comfortable in here,� Mom said as she led us into the kitchen.
 She had picked up cinnamon rolls from Granny�s West on her way home and had made a fresh pot of coffee. Coach Clayton made a mistake when he turned down a pastry. He had no idea what he was missing.
 �Before we get started, I wanted to tell you that I reaffirmed my offers to both Tim and Wolf. I can�t imagine a better way to kick off next year�s class than to have the three of you ��
 Coach Clayton went on to expound on the virtues of USC and their potential when it came to football. He made sure to point out the excellent education you would receive at one of the nation�s top business schools. I could tell by the questions my mom asked that she was on board with me going there.
 Education-wise, I was, too. The finer weather and closeness to where my parents were moving in Malibu also added to the USC side of the ledger. It would only take an hour and a half to go home for a weekend and be with my kids. Add the lure of surfing, and I was almost there.
 My biggest concerns were football-related. USC had once been one of the go-to locations in college football. They hadn�t really been relevant to the title hunt since Pete Carroll was their head coach. There was some crazy stat that in the month of November, he had a 25�1 record.
 His leaving for the NFL had hit the football program hard, with the added hit of NCAA sanctions. USC had been banned from making bowl appearances for two years and had been required to forfeit 30 scholarships due to a scandal involving Reggie Bush receiving improper inducements.
 Since Pete Carroll left, they�d put together some good seasons, and they always seemed to be in the chase for the conference championship. But they couldn�t seem to get over the hump and get into the top four at the end of the year so they could play for the National Championship.
 There were positive signs, though. They continued to land impressive recruiting classes, and most teams would kill to have their talent. On paper, they should be dominating their conference. They should be right up there with Ohio State, Alabama, and Clemson. From what I could see, it had to be the coaching.
 After Pete Carroll, they�d hired an egomaniac who crashed and burned. Their next hire turned out to have alcohol problems. I hoped Coach Clayton would turn the program around and get them back to being the old USC.
 My other issue was they�d signed Matt Long. While I felt I was a better quarterback, Matt was not someone I could or should take for granted. He was the best pocket passer, other than me, in my class. Of course, I considered myself both a pocket passer and a dual-threat. He had all the tools to make it to the NFL and be a successful starter.
 Matt would also benefit from working out with and learning the playbook from Ridge Townsend, the possible first draft pick in next year�s draft, for a season. That would happen before I stepped onto campus. His experience in the system would be hard to overcome if I planned to start as a true freshman.
 While I had no doubt that I would eventually become the starter, Matt was good enough to delay that goal. My other concern was how Coach Clayton planned to handle having two high-level quarterbacks on his roster. So, when he�d finished selling the virtues of attending USC, I asked him.
 �How do you see Matt and me working together?� I asked.
 �It�s not ideal. I told you that if you had committed, I would have passed on Matt. I�ll be honest with you. Matt will enroll this summer and will gain experience sitting and learning this fall. The way I coach is to give the lion�s share of practice and coaching time to our starter. While you will get your shot, I would expect Matt will be in that role when you arrive.
 �I would guess that your best option would be to redshirt your first year. That way, you would possibly be our starter your junior or senior year when Matt heads off to the NFL,� Coach Clayton explained.
 Coach Clayton had just become someone I felt I could trust to be honest with me, even when what he said wasn�t what I wanted to hear.
 �Is there a chance I can beat him out?� I asked.
 Coach Clayton chuckled.
 �It would be an uphill fight unless Matt falls on his face. If you put in the work, and I suspect a lot of it would be on your own time, I�m not a fool. If you give us the best chance to win, you will be starting and get the majority of the coaching. The short answer is that you would have a shot to start. I just want you to come into this with your eyes wide open,� Coach Clayton said.
 �Could I play defense?� I asked.
 �In the short term, that might be your fastest way to get on the field. I watched your film going up against the Roth kid in the state championship game, so I�m torn. On the one hand, I can see you having an impact on that side of the ball. On the other, you might be too valuable to risk. We would have to talk about it once you got on campus.�
 �So, that means you would consider it?� I asked.
 �Absolutely. My job is contingent on winning games. If you playing defense will do that �� Coach Clayton trailed off.
 Dad always said you should have a Plan B. While the thinker in me loved to play quarterback, the caveman liked the idea of hitting people.
 We wrapped up the visit, and my parents wanted to talk.
 �I�d say it�s an easy decision,� Mom said.
 I still remembered when we�d gone to my uncle�s farm and talked to the old guys at the diner. They were big Notre Dame fans, but my mom had informed them that I would end up at USC. I had a pretty good idea where she was leaning.
 �Let�s see what Oklahoma has to say tomorrow before David decides,� Dad said to head her off.
 We spent the next half-hour talking about USC. My parents confirmed what I�d been thinking; it was good to know we were on the same page. Mom was pushing for a better education for the long term, while my dad advised we wait before I decided.
 Somehow, it sounded like they thought it was their decision to make. I kept the reality to myself because I couldn�t stop the voice in my head from whispering that USC wasn�t the best place for me to go.
 I�ll admit that voice might have been Mr. Happy, who wasn�t talking to me right now after I only �talked� to Tawny last weekend. The thought of her � let�s just say that it had crossed my mind.
 ◊◊◊
 I did something I hadn�t done in a while when I had a decision to make: I called Tami. She�d been my childhood best friend and pretty much ran my life through middle school. I figured she would be someone I could bounce things off and get an honest answer.
 �This is a surprise. I�d begun to think you lost my number,� Tami teased as we jumped onto video chat.
 �I need you to tell me where to go to school,� I said, folding like a house of cards in a hurricane.
 She burst out laughing.
 �Just when I think you�ve moved on and can run your own life, you come crawling back. Tell me what�s bothering you so I can fix it for you,� she said.
 I made a rude comment in response and then laid it out for her. She waited until I was done making my case for both schools before she commented.
 �Tell me about the stripper,� Tami said.
 �How the heck � you know what? Never mind. I�ll figure this out myself.�
 �Quit being a baby. Even though Tim and I don�t see each other anymore, we keep in touch. He mentioned some gorgeous stripper that you just talked to. When I heard that, I knew you were interested in her,� Tami explained.
 �Tim has a big mouth.�
 �Is it true?� Tami asked.
 History told me I either talked to Tami, or she would talk to my mom. I didn�t need Mom learning that I�d gone to a strip club, and one followed me home.
 �Sounds about right. She�s a business major and plans to get her MBA. I wanted to learn about Oklahoma�s business school.�
 �Tim said you slept with her,� Tami dug.
 �All we did was sleep. Nothing untoward happened. I was a perfect gentleman,� I said to defend myself.
 Tami rolled her eyes when I said, �untoward.� Sue me. I�d worked on my vocabulary before I took my college entrance exams. Untoward was a great word.
 �Do you love her?� Tami asked.
 �Jesus! What made you come up with that?� I asked.
 �It�s a reasonable assumption. You�re the one who falls for a girl instantly. Just answer the question.�
 She might have a point, but that didn�t mean I was about to admit to it.
 �I like her, and if I go to Oklahoma, I would want to see if there is something there,� I said.
 Tami gave me a big smile that meant she�d gotten her gossip fix, so she was now ready to give me her take on my school choices.
 �The safe pick is USC. They have good football and baseball teams; it would be close enough to drive home; and it is the superior choice, educationally. Oklahoma is a better fit, though. It�s in the Midwest and in a smaller town. There is nothing else to compete for their fans� attention.
 �If you help them get a National Championship, you would be a football god there. It would also be easier for you to win the Heisman at Oklahoma because the East Coast voters don�t see many West Coast games. And finally, your quarterbacking would get you a lot more NFL attention there,� she rattled off.
 �You don�t think that USC�s education would outweigh Oklahoma�s?� I asked.
 �For you, I don�t believe it matters. I look at a college education as a foundation, but real-world experience will soon win out. Whether you go to USC, Oklahoma, or the University of Pennsylvania won�t matter for most people when you�re wheeling and dealing in the real world.
 �Can it open doors for you? Absolutely. But I suspect that you being David A. Dawson will do more of that than which college you go to,� she explained.
 I thought about everyone I knew in business, and I honestly couldn�t tell you where they went to college, or for that matter, if they had gone at all. It never came up in conversation. I take that back; I knew the Wesleyan clan all had gone to Kentucky, and that Caryn graduated from Berkeley. Maybe I should ask my parents if they used what they learned in college to do their jobs now.
 �So, you�re saying that the level of education isn�t important?� I asked.
 �To my mind, college is more about growing up and getting the necessary skills to survive in whatever field you decide to go into. Having a degree from USC over Oklahoma might very well make a difference when getting your first job.
 �After that, it�s all about your work experience and whether you have a degree, no matter where it�s from. Like I said, you wouldn�t need the edge having a better degree would afford you.
 �The only exceptions are if you�re going into a technical or professional field, but even then, most of those fields require you to go to grad school. And especially for you, if you go that route, your grades will be a lot more important than whether your degree is from Oklahoma or USC,� Tami explained.
 �You think it�s more of a football decision, then?� I asked.
 �Absolutely not. In the grand scheme of things, football, and for that matter, baseball, is not what you should use to decide. Wherever you go, I suspect you�ll be fine. I suggested Oklahoma because of the quality of life. Going to that strip club is a prime example of what I�m talking about.�
 �This should be good,� I said.
 �Think about it. If you�d pulled that stunt in LA, how fast would it have been all over the Internet?� she asked.
 I blinked a few times as that settled into my brainpan.
 �Think of the paparazzi,� Tami continued. �Did you see any when you were on your visit to Oklahoma?�
 �No,� I admitted.
 �How did everyone treat you? Were you swarmed with people wanting a piece of you?� Tami asked.
 �Four girls wanted something,� I said with a smile.
 �I bet they did.�
 �Okay, I get it.�
 And I did. USC was very attractive to me, but at heart, I still was a small-town boy. Every time I went to LA, there were temptations to go wild. I was sure I would find enough excitement in Norman, and if I needed something extra, I could fly to either New York or LA.
 Tami was right. For me, I would fit in better in a smaller town.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 33 � Made My Decision  Tuesday March 14 
 This morning, the rain was cool, and the air crisp against my skin. Typical for March. I needed my run, though, so from my perspective, this was terrible timing. Even Duke was smart enough to go back inside.
 With my toes pointed out toward the street, I stood at the edge of the driveway. A chill wind whipped through my hair. I wanted to shiver, but I steeled myself and ignored the cold.
 Rain puddled at my feet, soaking my running shoes. I usually enjoyed the rain during the summer. I liked walking barefoot through puddles in the lawn and the smell of rain mixed with fresh-cut grass. This morning, it was miserable.
 I took off at a brisk pace. I wanted to get this over as quickly as possible, so I planned to push myself.
 While I ran, I contemplated what Tami had said to me. I�d been focused on comparing and contrasting only things related to education and football to pick where I�d go to college. Quality of life seemed to be an afterthought until Tami pointed it out.
 She was right that if I lived in LA, I would, in effect, be living in a fishbowl. I would also need more security, and the traffic was terrible. But there was a lot I liked about LA, too. Besides the weather�which was a huge deal, really�I already had a circle of friends there.
 I had to ask myself, would I really be happier in Norman, Oklahoma? Or did I need to step out of my comfort zone and embrace life in LA?
 Right now, I wasn�t sure what I would do. But no matter what, I would make my decision tonight.
 I sprinted the last block when the wind and rain picked up. Even with my protective gear, I was soaked through. I wondered if anyone else was dumb enough to be out running this morning. Hopefully, it would dry out in time for our game tonight.
 ◊◊◊
 I felt much better after a hot shower. I walked down to the house and found Cassidy cooking while Manaia and Paul were drinking coffee.
 �Why are all of you here?� I asked my security people.
 �We had someone come over the fence this morning while you were out running,� Paul explained.
 Mom and Dad came into the kitchen carrying the boys.
 �You�re going to have to do something about that alarm, or you get to deal with the boys� hysterics,� Mom said.
 �You said someone came over the fence. What happened?� I asked.
 �While you were out on your run, the drones alerted us about someone at the back fence. I saw them start to scale it, so I set off the alarm and locked all the doors remotely,� Paul said.
 �I got here first and subdued the intruder,� Manaia said.
 Cassidy snorted.
 �What�s so funny?� I asked.
 �It was Brock Callahan. His brother tossed his hat into the yard. Brock climbed the fence to get it. He seemed a little pissed when Manaia body-slammed him,� Cassidy shared.
 That would explain why the place wasn�t swarming with police.
 �It was a good test run,� Paul said, to try to put it in the best light.
 �Fix the alarms, or you two can calm down Little David and Coby next time,� Mom warned.
 Manaia and Paul both flinched.
 Angie and Peggy came down, and we all had breakfast. Cassidy�s cooking had improved a lot.
 Paul drew the short straw and had to take Cassidy and me to school while Manaia helped Peggy load the boys into the car seats to go to daycare.
 �Jill Lacier wants to talk to you,� Cassidy said.
 Oh, boy, that couldn�t be good.
 �What about?� I asked.
 �I don�t really want to know. She just asked me to tell you.�
 �Couldn�t she have just left me a note in my locker like all my other stalkers?� I asked.
 �Girls leave you notes?�
 �I have a whole stack of them,� I admitted. �I can�t imagine why I would want to talk to my little brother�s ex. Speaking of which, do you know what�s up with Angie and Greg? Greg sent me a text that he wanted to talk to me.�
 �I don�t really know,� Cassidy said, looking guilty.
 Apparently, she knew something, but wasn�t talking.
 �What about you?� I asked Paul.
 �Your mom gave us orders not to talk to you about it. She said if you asked, to send you to her.�
 I would wait to talk to Greg.
 ◊◊◊
 We found Dare waiting for us at the back door. There were still people showing up at school, so my security team had been given keys to this door so I wouldn�t have to face the gauntlet out front. I noticed he didn�t have his coat on was as he stood there, shivering. By now, it had stopped raining, but it was cold enough he needed his jacket.
 �Dare, where�s your coat?� I asked.
 I had a moment of clarity in my relationship with Dare. It was almost as if I were practicing to be a dad with him.
 �I forgot it,� he mumbled while looking at his feet.
 �Darius,� I said with more authority because he was obviously lying.
 This was good practice for when my munchkins got older.
 �Pete took it.�
 �Pete Yoder?� I asked.
 He nodded. Pete was the bully who�d harassed Dare last semester. Pete and his posse had been warned what I would do if they continued to bully Dare.
 �I�ve got this,� Cassidy said as she pushed past us.
 It was probably best that she took care of it because I would have ended up suspended when I got hold of him.
 Dare and I had just cleared the door when we heard the commotion.
 �It�s mine now, bitch!�
 �Fu �� I said and ran down the hall.
 I arrived in time to see Pete take a swing at Cassidy as his two butt-buddies closed in on her. A white-hot rage filled me when his fist clipped her temple and staggered her. Just as I started to launch myself into the middle of the fight, Wolf tackled me. He almost got his butt kicked as we tumbled down in a heap.
 From under Wolf, I heard the screaming start. It sounded like someone was gutting little girls. Wolf got tossed aside as I leaped up to go save my friend.
 What I found was carnage. Pete was screaming as he held his arm, which stuck out at a funny angle. Butt-buddy One was clutching his throat as he turned purple, while Butt-buddy Two was curled up in a fetal position, gripping his crotch. Cassidy had a cut over her eye that bled profusely.
 I got pissed when I spotted several of my teammates with their phones out, videoing what had happened instead of stepping in and helping Cassidy. I took my t-shirt off and pressed it to her eye because she was bleeding pretty bad.
 Dare walked over to Pete and took his coat and book bag back. I shook my head in amazement when Dare scurried off to his locker to get ready for class. I guess he got what he needed. Yep, just like a kid.
 ◊◊◊
 By lunchtime, news of the fallout from today started to leak out. Of course, everyone had been suspended for a minimum of three days because of the �no tolerance for fighting� rule. Pete�s arm was broken, and both his accomplices had some bruising but would be fine. Cassidy had to get three stitches over her eye.
 I secretly wanted to give her shit about letting Pete lay a glove on her. Cassidy had preached to me many times to take an opponent down hard to end a fight. From what I saw, she could have easily avoided Pete�s clumsy punch. I say secretly because I didn�t need her to show me the error of my ways if I pointed out what she�d done wrong.
 When I got to lunch, I whistled loudly to get everyone�s attention.
 �I want to make something clear to everyone. If you see a guy punch a girl and you do nothing about it, you will answer to me.�
 �But it was Cassidy, and she had it taken care of,� someone was brave enough to say.
 �I don�t care. Even Cassidy shouldn�t have to face three guys alone,� I said, showing my displeasure.
 Everyone became silent until I moved to sit down. Tim, Wolf, Yuri, and Roc wouldn�t meet my eye because they could have helped.
 �Gina, what dumb thing did Wolf say or do today?� I asked to change the topic.
 ◊◊◊
 For tonight�s game, we were playing St. Joe�s B team. For some reason, they must have had most of their boys go out for baseball. They fielded three varsity-level teams, and this one was supposed to be their second best. All three St. Joe teams would be at our tournament this weekend.
 We�d gotten off to a great start at 6�0. We�d won our game on Saturday 3�1 on Justin�s arm. Tonight, we were sending my brother Phil to the mound for his varsity debut. I wandered out to the bullpen to check up on him as he warmed up. The JV game had nearly finished, so we would play shortly.
 �I hear my ex wants to talk to you,� Phil said and glanced over at me to gauge my reaction.
 �I can�t believe she�s still single,� I said, being a big brother and giving him a hard time.
 That shot got me a glare in response.
 �What does she want?� I asked.
 �How would I know? We aren�t dating anymore,� Phil complained as he uncorked some heat.
 �Dude, take it easy. Save it for the game,� Johan, his catcher, complained.
 �I thought you were dating Lisa, anyway,� Phil said.
 �Jill�s too young for me,� I said to deflect this conversation.
 Believe me, Jill didn�t look like a freshman.
 Phil tried to throw a curveball, but it didn�t break. I took a moment to show him what he was doing wrong. He only needed a minor adjustment. When he threw it again, it snapped off nicely.
 �It�s almost like you know what you�re doing,� my brat of a little brother said.
 �You need to listen to your elders,� Johan said to defend me.
 Phil gave me a knife-like smile, quick and darting.
 �Emphasis on �elders,�� Phil quipped, and then he got serious. �Do you think I should get back together with Jill?�
 That voice in my head started up again. It had some witty comebacks, but I could tell my brother was serious.
 �I thought you were a �stupid boy� when you broke up with her. She�s finding her way and made a mistake. I don�t think she fully realized that our warnings about how she looked would end up getting your butt kicked. Word is that she�s turned down every guy who�s asked her out,� I said.
 �I was thinking the same thing.�
 �Really?� I asked with an expression of wonder and surprise.
 Johan about gave me away when he snorted at my act.
 �So, it works, then?� I asked.
 �What works?� Phil asked, confused.
 �My Jedi mind trick. I�ve finally gotten you in sync with my thinking,� I said seriously.
 �Bite me,� Phil said, not amused in the least.
 �All I can say is, you�d better get to her before I talk to her. I would hate for you to play �what if?� later.�
 �You said she was too young for you.�
 �Have you seen her? She could pass for twenty-one, easy.�
 �Out. Get out before I have to beat your butt,� Phil said.
 I smiled because my day was almost complete. I could check off tormenting my little brother from my daily to-do list.
 ◊◊◊
 After the rain this morning, it had turned into a beautiful spring day, perfect for playing baseball. The crowd reflected that: for a Tuesday afternoon game, we had about eighty percent of the seats filled. As I took center field to start the game, I looked behind me and saw a handful of major-league scouts and the coaches from Oklahoma. I tipped my cap and got ready to play.
 Moose signaled for me to move to shallow center field because their leadoff hitter was a small quick kid who didn�t have much pop in his bat. I watched my brother settle in to pitch, and he looked nervous. I remembered the first time I pitched a varsity game and could sympathize.
 On the first pitch, he broke out his curveball. I honestly expected him to overthrow it, but smiled when it broke like he wanted it to. It surprised the kid at bat, and when he saw it drop into the strike zone, he took a half-hearted hack at it. Somehow, he connected, but hit a high lazy pop-up right to me. Phil was all smiles as I threw him the ball.
 It seemed to relax him, and Phil began to throw his game. He was smart because he listened to the calls Tim made behind home plate and simply threw what he was asked for. Tim had caught long enough that he had a feel for the pitch and location needed to keep the batter guessing. With Tim�s help, Phil got out of the first inning unscathed.
 When we came up, the St. Joe pitcher was having the opposite kind of day. Ty hit the first pitch up the middle for a base hit, Bryan battled his way to a walk, and Wolf hit a double to score the first two batters. When I came up, their guy was rattled.
 I stepped into the box, and the crowd got loud with their support. The pitcher looked around, and from his expression, he had gone from rattled to unnerved. I was ready when he uncorked a wild pitch that was actually behind me, which allowed Wolf to take third.
 The umpire was mindful that I�d been hit eight times in the five games I�d played. He warned each bench that if someone got plunked with a pitch, the pitcher and head coach would be headed to the showers.
 I didn�t expect the second pitch to come straight for my head. I dropped to my butt to avoid getting beaned. The pitcher was either a great actor or truly sorry. He convinced the umpire that it was an accident.
 By now, I was starting to get mad. I�d been hit too many times to not begin to take it personally. When you considered that both teams together had only had one person hit by a pitch, you began to figure out the other teams were trying to send a message.
 On the next pitch, karma turned into a bitch for the kid. He grooved a high outside fastball in hope that I would chase it. It was the first pitch that hadn�t been thrown in my direction, so I ripped my bat through the zone and crushed it.
 �Well, I think you got all of that one,� their catcher said.
 I stood and watched as the ball soared over the fence and cleared the centerfield bleachers. I smiled when a bunch of middle school kids scrambled to find my ball as a souvenir.
 Like I said, karma had it in for the St. Joe pitcher. I ended up hitting four home runs off of the kid as payback. I had to wonder why the coach left him in, but figured they must be saving their other pitchers for the tournament. When I came up the fifth time, he drilled me in the back.
 I was a little pissed when they invoked the mercy rule after their at-bat in the fifth inning. At the time, we led 18�0. We had just sent a clear message to the teams we would play in this weekend�s tournament that we were the ones to beat.
 ◊◊◊
 After I�d fulfilled my commitment to sign autographs, I hurried to take my shower so I could get home to meet the Oklahoma coaching staff. This time, they would come to our house first and then go to Tim and Wolf�s.
 Cassidy picked me up wearing a big bandage over her eye where she�d gotten stitches.
 �Come here,� I said and pulled Cassidy into a hug.
 �Don�t be mad at Wolf.�
 �Why?� I asked.
 �I knew this day was coming with Pete. He�s been picking on Dare more over the past couple of weeks. I told Wolf and Tim that their job was to keep you out of it, no matter what,� Cassidy explained.
 �Why didn�t anyone tell me?� I asked.
 �Because Pete planned to get you suspended.�
 �How do you know that?� I asked.
 �A little birdie told me,� Cassidy said and then laid her head on my chest. �I let him hit me first.�
 �Why?�
 �Fritz said your security couldn�t be seen starting a fight, but we could finish it.�
 �Hey, hands off my boyfriend,� I heard behind us as Lisa came up, swaying her hips as she approached.
 Cassidy pulled me tighter. I looked down, and she winked at me before she let me go.
 �I�m coming home with you,� Lisa announced.
 Well, okay, then. If my girlfriend wanted to come home with me, I guess that was what we were doing.
 ◊◊◊
 We got home to find Coach Hope, Uncle John, and my dad had the grill out, cooking steaks and drinking beer with the Oklahoma coaching staff. It looked like Uncle John had brought half a cow to barbecue.
 I gave them a quick wave before running up to my apartment to drop off my book bag while Cassidy and Lisa walked into the house. For some reason, I imagined I would get some reading in tonight. I found Angie sitting in my living room with the lights off, just staring off into space.
 �Feeling antisocial?� I asked.
 �We�re getting a divorce,� she said, ignoring my jab.
 �Okay,� I said noncommittally.
 �I�m going to finish out the semester, and then I�ll move away.�
 �What about Kyle, Mac, and Nate?� I asked.
 �They�ll stay with Greg. I�m too young to have a family,� she said.
 �You know what? That�s nothing but selfish bullshit, and you know it. If anyone is too young, it�s me, and you don�t see me abandoning my kids,� I said with probably more heat than I should have.
 �It�s easy for you because you have all this help,� she fired back.
 �You don�t get it, do you? Even if I had to drop out of high school to raise my kids, I would. Don�t make excuses for yourself just because I�ve worked to make money that allows me to have the help.�
 �You just got lucky. All the money you make should be given to mothers like me so our lives would be easier. You don�t deserve it,� Angie said.
 �I see where this is going. You�re looking for another handout. Or, better yet, to steal from a charity organization instead of taking responsibility.�
  �I�m sick of living in campus housing when I see you with a Malibu estate.�
 �You decided you wanted to go to college. There�s a reason that college students are broke for the most part. They are enduring their time in college to get higher-paying jobs so they can have better lives down the road.
 �If you don�t want to wait, then quit school and get a full-time job. If you want handouts, prepare to be broke and envious of the people who get off their butts and make something of themselves. You�ll be doing it for the rest of your life,� I said.
 �But it�s not fair,� she said, on the verge of tears.
 �Angie, there are always going to be people better off than you are. There�s a saying that the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence. What they don�t tell you is that it�s probably because their septic tank is leaking.�
 She took a deep breath, so I asked what I knew to be true.
 �This has nothing to do with you being envious of my lifestyle. What�s really going on?� I asked.
 �You�re right. I guess I�m lashing out at everyone right now because I don�t want to admit it might be my fault. The truth is, I met someone, and Greg found out.�
 That confirmed my worst fears.
 �I hate to do this, but I have guests I need to get to,� I said, wanting to be anywhere but here.
 �I understand,� she said and then looked up at me. �David, I�m sorry.�
 I nodded and then ran down the stairs and out the back door as quickly as possible. This wasn�t something I wanted to be in the middle of.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d just been on the Oklahoma campus and had spent half a day talking football with their coaches. I was glad that they didn�t try to give me a heavy sales pitch. The coaching staff spent time getting to know my parents, family, and friends.
 After dinner, they left to go to Tim�s house, followed by Wolf�s. Once they�d left, everyone gathered in the living room.
 �Have you decided where you plan to go to school?� Uncle John said, cutting to the chase.
 �Oklahoma,� I said without thinking.
 I wondered if this was one of those instances Tami had warned me about where my first thought was the wrong one. Then I mentally slapped myself. This back and forth had to stop. If it didn�t, my brain would wind up telling me that either choice would actually be the wrong one.
 Both schools had benefits and very few weaknesses. I�d had it with dithering; I�d made my decision.
 �We should talk about this,� Mom said.
 She thought I�d made the wrong choice. I gave her a smile.
 �I�m done talking. Oklahoma is where I plan to go to school,� I said.
 �You�d better tell Tim and Wolf,� Dad said.
 I got out my phone and sent them a text. So much for a group decision. They would understand.
 ◊◊◊
 Twenty minutes later, Tim, Wolf, their families, and the Oklahoma coaching staff had returned to our house to celebrate our decision.
 I�d promised Jeff Delahey that once we decided, I would give him the scoop. He showed up shortly after everyone else and did a quick interview with the three of us about our decision. We promised not to �leak� it on social media until tomorrow afternoon.
 It felt like the weight of the world had finally been lifted from my shoulders. I discovered that when I�d picked Michigan, that weight hadn�t gone away. I think that little voice in my head that I usually ignored had been warning me that going to the same school as Mike and Alan would be a mistake. Somehow, picking Oklahoma had silenced that voice for now. That had to be a good thing, right?
 ◊◊◊
 Lisa and I escaped from the crowd gathering downstairs. Locally, word was getting out, and people were coming over to congratulate us and meet the Oklahoma contingent.
 We both only had one thing on our minds. Lisa wrapped herself around me and pulled me into a deep kiss as soon as we crossed the threshold. We remained in a clinch as our mouths clashed, somehow stumbling upstairs without killing ourselves.
 I pulled up her t-shirt to expose her breasts while she undid my belt buckle and freed Mr. Happy. Once Lisa had me in hand, she guided me to the couch, where she pushed me back until my legs hit the cushion, and I sat down. She took off my shoes and socks and then pulled off my jeans.
 Lisa dropped to her knees with a wicked grin plastered to her face.
 �I love it that you turn to jelly when I have you like this. It�s a huge turn-on that the big man on campus�s member is hot and hard in my hand, and he�s ready to go � for me,� Lisa said. Then she took my whole length into her mouth, gagging as she sucked hard.
 I spread my legs a little further apart to give Lisa better access as I grabbed a fistful of hair. I used it to move her head back and forth around Mr. Happy as she used her oral skills to lick, suck, and stroke me.
 Lisa reached up and fended off my hand in her hair so she could get closer and sit up higher. I approved when she nestled my length between her breasts, pressed them together, and began to move up and down. Mr. Happy was sticking out of the top, which allowed Lisa to take him between her lips and suck on the tip.
 Lisa was so focused on giving me pleasure that she didn�t hear the door open. I expected Angie�s head to peek over the stair rail to spy on us and was surprised when I saw Greg. I raised my eyebrows when he plopped down on the couch next to me, causing Lisa to let out a little yelp and cover her breasts with her hands.
 �Please, don�t stop on my account,� Greg said. �I have to admit, I haven�t gotten any in a while and ��
 Lisa looked at me, and I didn�t indicate one way or the other what I thought about him joining us. This was up to her.
 We�d talked about our relationship being open. If we ever had a threesome, I�d always envisioned it being with another girl. Of all the guys I knew, my older brother was probably the one person I wouldn�t have too much of a problem with joining us. I also didn�t have any worries about him cheating on Angie. She�d already wrecked their marriage if what she�d said was true.
 Lisa uncovered her breasts and took me back into her mouth as she reached for my brother�s jeans. He got the idea, stood up, and took them off. Then he rejoined us on the couch. Lisa grasped his member and began to stroke it as she sucked on me. She lifted her head off my shaft and looked me in the eye.
 �I need you in me.�
 �Help Greg out,� I suggested.
 She scooted over between my brother�s legs and went down on him while I got up and got behind her. Lisa raised her butt up off the floor as I pushed up her skirt, which showed she wasn�t wearing panties. I grunted my approval as I leaned forward.
 I ran my tongue along her sex and found she was swamped. As I pulled back to take a closer look, she moaned around my brother�s junk, making known her displeasure that I�d stopped.
 Lisa was dripping all over my floor. The little wanton loved this.
 Greg had reached down and was toying with one of her breasts, so I cupped the other one before going back down on her. She was on a hair trigger and came hard from my oral attention after just a few seconds. Lisa pulled off my brother to focus on her own pleasure. Greg and I gave each other mental high fives.
 When she�d recovered, she turned back and smiled at me.
 �I love sucking your brother,� she announced.
 �Why�s that?� I asked without thinking.
 I winced when a smile came to my brother�s eyes.
 �Because he�s smaller. He�s exactly the right size to suck,� Lisa said. I struggled to keep a straight face as I envisioned years of teasing that were about to commence. �But I love to ride yours because it�s so big.�
 �You�re the best girlfriend ever,� I announced as I scooted behind her.
 I pressed Mr. Happy to her opening and thrust home. Greg grabbed the back of Lisa�s head and guided her down onto his member. Once I got a good rhythm going, I began to mercilessly pound her from behind. I watched as she took all of Greg without gagging. I snaked my hand around her waist so I could rub her nubbin to add to her pleasure.
 Lisa took to our double-teaming her like a champ as we went at it like animals. Our three bodies moved together to the sounds of grunts, moans, and gasps. I leaned forward and kissed her between the shoulder blades.
 Greg announced his climax with a long-tortured moan of pleasure. Lisa, if anything, took him even deeper into her mouth as he released. She shuddered to signal her own completion, which was too much for me, and I joined them. We were a sweaty, sticky mess once we finished.
 �Damn, that was hot,� Greg said with a chuckle. �What the hell just happened?�
 �Didn�t Dad already give you the talk?� I quipped.
 He flipped me off, which made Lisa laugh. She glanced over and noticed the time.
 �Shit! I have to get home. It�s a school night.�
 We got dressed, and I drove her home. Greg rode with us, and I chuckled when she kissed him and then me once we got to her house. She snuck around the back of her house to go in. As we pulled away, Greg and I were finally alone.
 �Sorry about that,� Greg said seriously and then smiled, �but I needed tonight. I haven�t gone this long without since I started high school.�
 �What, a week?� I teased.
 �More like a month and a half,� he overshared.
 �Angie told me she cheated on you,� I said.
 �That bitch! I suspected it, but she refused to tell me.�
 �Technically, she said she met someone. I just assumed that meant she cheated,� I clarified.
 He slumped into his seat.
 �I think she�s feeling sorry for herself and regrets what happened,� I added.
 �She regrets that I figured it out,� Greg said with some venom.
 I could only imagine how hurt he was right now. Frick! This was a mess.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 34 � Cheatin� Heart  Wednesday March 15 
 I came into the kitchen to find my dad going off on a rant.
 �No, I don�t want tomatoes instead of hash browns. I want toast for breakfast, and I want bread and French fries with my hamburger. That doctor�s crazy if he thinks I�m sticking to this diet.�
 �He didn�t say no bread; he said you had to cut back. You need to make healthier choices,� Mom said in a surprisingly calm voice.
 I swear, someone had to have slipped her something. Mom wasn�t the peacemaker in our family.
 �The doctor�s nuts. He wants me to lose too much weight. I haven�t been that skinny since I was David�s age,� Dad complained.
 �How much weight does your doctor want you to lose?� I asked.
 �A little over forty pounds,� Dad admitted and then began to complain again. �I tried to tell him that I�ve already lost an inch on my waist since I�ve been working out. Muscle weighs more than fat, right?�
 �Rob, he said it would help your heart,� Mom said.
 �Hang on. I have an idea,� I said and walked out the back door, leaving my parents looking confused.
 When I walked back in, I handed my dad a vest.
 �Put this on and wear it this morning,� I said.
 �Jesus, what do you have in this thing? Weights?� Dad asked.
 �Yep. Bo Harrington gave it to me to wear for workouts. I put forty pounds in it so you can see what a difference it would make.�
 �You�re such a good son,� Mom said.
 That might have been a bridge too far. I gave Mom a ten for execution but a one for content. Dad didn�t buy it for a minute.
 �More like a pain in my ��
 �Rob,� Mom warned.
 �Put it on, and walk up to your room and back,� I challenged.
 �If it�ll get me hash browns for breakfast,� Dad said as he put it on.
 �Am I making hash browns?� Cassidy asked.
 My mom and I both shook our heads �no.�
 When Dad came back down the stairs, he was flushed. He took off the vest, sat down, picked up the paper, and proceeded to read, ignoring Mom and me. Cassidy nodded and returned to cooking.
 �What are you doing here?� I asked Cassidy. �I thought you got suspended.�
 �Daddy forgot to go grocery shopping, so I had the choice of either coming here to eat or going hungry.�
 None of us was buying what she was selling.
 �You forgot you were suspended,� I ventured.
 �Don�t antagonize the cook,� Dad warned me.
 �Why did we tell Melanie that she didn�t need to cook breakfast for us anymore?� I asked.
 �Because I�m teaching Cassidy to cook,� Dad said.
 More like my parents had adopted Cassidy.
 Angie came strolling in and grabbed a coffee. It seemed lately that she had a permanent scowl on her face.
 �Go help Peggy with your kids,� she said to me and then turned to Cassidy. �I like my bacon crispy. None of that limp stuff.�
 Her acid tongue burned my ears. While I was more than happy to help Peggy bring the boys down, hearing it from Angie pissed me off.
 As I prepared to tell Angie what to do with her �crispy� bacon, my mom caught my attention. Mom�s expression conveyed her thoughts loud and clear. I kept my comments to myself and left to get my boys.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d noticed that Lisa had been missing in action today. She�d eaten lunch with her old crowd, which included Destiny Crown. I didn�t need Destiny filling Lisa�s head with her nonsense. So, at the end of the day, I was waiting out front when Lisa came out. When she saw me, she tried to go back inside, but I stopped her.
 �What�s going on?� I asked.
 Her expression told me our days were numbered. She led me into the school, and we found an empty classroom so we could talk.
 �Last night was wrong,� she said.
 �You mean with Greg?� I asked. �All you had to say was �no.��
 She blushed.
 �It wasn�t that,� she said, and then bit her lip before she looked me in the eye. �I didn�t want to say �no.��
 Now that confused me.
 �What exactly is wrong, then?� I asked.
 Lisa looked down at her hands, which she was wringing, before she answered.
 �Since last spring, you�ve helped me fix my reputation. The running joke in this school had been whether you or I was the bigger slut.
 �The truth of the matter is, they never thought that of you. Bill Rogers and his friends started those rumors about me, and everyone believed them. They all thought of me as the bike of Lincoln High�just talk to Lisa and get a ride. If you wanted to look like you�d given up your V card, you said you had been with me,� she said, getting emotional.
 �I told everyone it wasn�t true,� I said to defend her.
 �I know, and thank you for that. The truth is, Bill was mad because I wouldn�t put out for him. Everyone assumed that because of how I dressed, I was easy.
 �I figured that if I dated you, the rumors would stop, or more likely, just not be said out loud. Everyone assumes that you and I do stuff,� she said.
 I shrugged because she was right, and there was no use denying it.
 �The trouble is,� Lisa continued, �last night reminded me of what everyone said about me.�
 �I still don�t get why you�re upset. You said you didn�t have a problem with what happened. Greg will never say anything, if that�s what you�re worried about,� I said.
 �The problem is that I know,� she said and saw me blink because it made no sense to me. �I end up doing things with you that I�ve been denying I did.
 �This has nothing to do with you except that you make me feel like I can do this kind of stuff. I�ve worked so hard to not be looked down on. I�m afraid they�ll find out that I really am capable of doing everything they�ve accused me of.�
 �So what? In a few years, they�ll all be doing the same if not worse.�
 �That�s just it. In a few years, it might be acceptable. Until then, I need to hold on to what I�ve worked so hard to rehabilitate � my reputation,� Lisa said.
 �So, no more Greg or anything like that?� I asked to get clarification.
 She got a pained look.
 �I want to break up.�
 Well, screw me sideways, I hadn�t seen that one coming. Lisa didn�t wait for me to say anything back, just pushed past me and hustled out of the school.
 When I entered the hall, I found Destiny waiting for me.
 �You okay?� she asked.
 �I take it you knew?�
 �Not for sure. I just wanted to tell you that if you need to talk ��
 �Thanks. I need to get to practice,� I said while thinking I would never be looking to Destiny for emotional support.
 ◊◊◊
 At baseball practice, everyone seemed to be walking on eggshells around me. Suddenly, it hit me: Destiny had told her brother, who, in turn, had told the team about Lisa and me. Never underestimate the speed at which the Lincoln grapevine would spread news about a couple breaking up.
 While we stretched before practice, my brother came over to check on me.
 �You okay?� Phil asked me.
 �I�m good,� I said.
 It surprised me, but I was. After all, I hadn�t been dumped in a few weeks, so I was due.
 �To completely change the subject,� I said with a smile, �did you ever talk to Jill and get back together?�
 �Not yet,� Phil admitted.
 �I wonder what she wanted to talk to me about. Maybe I should give her a call.�
 �Sometimes I hate you.�
 That made me chuckle.
 �So, you�re really okay?� Phil asked.
 �I�m fine,� I said. We were done stretching. �Call Jill.�
 He nodded and left to join the pitchers. As I headed toward the outfield, I spotted Devin Range of Range Sports talking to Moose and our trainers. Moose waved me over.
 �Mr. Range has some equipment for the team,� Moose said.
 �I heard a rumor that you�re getting drilled while batting.�
 �Nine times so far. If it hadn�t been for your protective shirt, I would be out of action by now,� I said.
 �We have something new we want you to try out. You remember that material I showed you for the gloves?� Devin asked.
 I nodded. You could punch a brick wall, and your hand would be okay. I loved them.
 �We made shorts and undershirts out of the stuff,� he said, handing me a duffle bag from a stack he had for the rest of the team.
 I pulled the gear out of the bag to check it out. The shorts were similar to bicycle shorts in that they were formfitting and reached to your knees. They also had a pocket for a cup. They were made of material thicker than that of bicycle shorts, more like the wet suit I wore when surfing. The bag also held an elbow guard and a helmet with a chin guard.
 �The helmet and elbow guard have a soft rubber shell with a hard-plastic interior that covers the same material that�s in your gloves and other gear. I�ve been told that you could be shot with a .22, and it would protect you,� Devin shared.
 When he first showed me the gloves, he said the material had been designed originally for military flak jackets.
 The helmet and elbow guard appeared to utilize the same type of technology as my football helmet. The soft rubber acted like a car bumper to slow the ball, while the hard plastic stopped it. They designed the padding to disperse the impact over a much wider area to protect your brain. The chin guard would protect me from getting hit in the face like a facemask would in football.
 Most ballplayers didn�t use one because it might obstruct their view of a pitch. I saw the value, though, because I was being thrown at a lot. Getting a fastball in the face was one of the quickest ways to be put out of commission for the season.
 �This is great,� I told Devin. �But why are you here? Sandy always mailed us gear to try out.�
 �Cora wanted to visit her sister and mother. Plus, I couldn�t pass up my chance to see my nephew.�
 Cora was Pam�s sister and married to Devin.
 �Coby is about big enough for a four-wheeler,� I suggested.
 Devin chuckled and left me to baseball. I would have to pay Pam to work on him. I was sure my mom would be okay with a four-wheeler. It wasn�t a motorcycle, after all.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got home, Mom told me that Pam had picked up Coby, and he�d be staying the night with her. She also said I�d gotten a package.
 Duke was watching Little David. I didn�t think twice about the irony of that. Of late, he might actually be a better babysitter than me if my having lost Coby in my apartment once was any indication. At least Duke would come to get someone if it looked like a little one was up to no good. My hound was the ultimate tattletale.
 That allowed Peggy to do her homework at the kitchen table while Melanie cooked.
 I opened my package. Inside, it had t-shirts for my J-drama, College First. It had been airing weekly on Netflix on Friday nights. I�d gotten an email saying last week�s show had been the number two downloaded program, right behind a superhero movie that had just been released. Asian TV shows were a big hit on Netflix.
 I put the t-shirts on the table. Peggy grabbed one and ran her palm over the Japanese characters.
 �What�s this shirt say?�
 �It says girls are stupid. Throw rocks at them.�
 �David,� Mom warned.
 �I�ll take this one,� Peggy said.
 �I want the pink one,� Melanie said.
 Mom handed it to her and gave me a look that dared me to take it back. Not that I would anyway, because they�d sent me about twenty of them. I found a note that suggested I wear the t-shirts when I might run into the press. The letter told me that the t-shirts said �College First� and had different tag lines like �First Kiss.�
 I had the women all put their new shirts on, and I put one on myself. I took a selfie with them and sent it off to my castmates. Of course, they would �leak� it to the various Japanese fan sites.
 Melanie had me send the picture to her so she could forward it to her reporter friend in Chicago. Next, I texted it to Frank for him to work his magic with my social media.
 �This promoting my show is exhausting,� I complained as I rubbed my thumb, sore from all the texting.
 Haters are going to hate. No one had any sympathy for me.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday March 17 
 After second period, I got called to the office. I was a bit confused when I found my brother there, looking distressed.
 �Is it Dad?� I asked, imagining the worst.
 �No, but I need to tell you something. Let�s find somewhere we can talk in private.�
 The lady at the desk let us use the principal�s office. When the door closed, Greg began to pace.
 �What�s got you so worked up?� I asked.
 �Angie,� Greg all but spat out.
 Oh, boy. I didn�t want to be in the middle of this.
 �What does this have to do with me?� I asked.
 Greg looked at the ceiling, and the anguish seemed to roll off him in waves of despair.
 �When I think it can�t get any worse �� he trailed off.
 �Just tell me.�
 �She wants money to go away. If I pay her, she�ll sign documents to give me the kids, and we�ll never see her again,� he said in a rush.
 �Is that what you want?�
 �If you asked me yesterday, I would have said �no.� Even if our marriage is over, I want the kids to have their mother in their life. I could�ve even sucked it up and not been a dick when I saw her. I mean, seriously, plenty of people figure it out,� Greg said.
 �What happened to change your mind?� I asked, and then something occurred to me. �And why does this concern me? Do you need me to write a check to make her leave? Because if you do, I would be willing to write one. I�m not feeling quite as charitable as you are towards her being in my niece and nephews� lives.�
 �You might not be willing to help me out after I tell you what made me come here,� Greg said to worry me.
 �Did she take more money?� I asked.
 �Probably,� he said and waved his hand dismissively. Then he handed me an opened envelope. �I received this in the mail this morning.�
 I looked at it, and the return address said Planned Parenthood.
 �Did she �?� I asked, jumping to conclusions.
 �Just read it,� Greg said, and wouldn�t look at me.
 It said that Angie had tested positive for both gonorrhea and chlamydia. And, since she reported that Greg was one of her sexual partners, he should get tested immediately. He was asked to provide them with a list of all his sexual partners so they could be notified.
 I won�t verbalize the thoughts that raced through my head. Let�s just say they weren�t kind towards my sister-in-law and her cheatin� heart. As I contemplated my brother�s contemptible wife, it suddenly dawned on me why Greg was here.
 �For shit�s sake!� I yelled.
 Greg�s diseased dick had been in my ex-girlfriend�s mouth. The only saving grace was that I hadn�t kissed her afterward. Then I kicked myself for being so selfish. How would I ever tell Lisa that she might have contracted an STI?
 I got my phone out.
 �What are you doing?� Greg asked.
 �I�m calling Mom. If anyone knows what to do in this situation, it�s her.�
 �It�s your funeral. I�m out,� Greg said and left me.
 ◊◊◊
 It would be an understatement to say that telling my mom wasn�t the most pleasant task I�d ever undertaken. Three things were made clear to me. I should expect a long talk when she and my dad got me alone; I was to go get tested today; and I had to tell Lisa.
 This taught me the valuable lesson not to call my �mommy��her words�next time. Greg had been right to bail when I made the ill-considered decision to involve my mother. I had no one to blame but myself, and I should have known better.
 I was a little pissed at my brother for not finding the courage to talk to Lisa himself. After all, he�d been the one, even if it was unwittingly, who had brought the STIs to the party.
 I knew Lisa�s class schedule, so I walked to her classroom and pulled her out of her history class. When I got her in the hall, I just told her.
 �Greg got a letter that Angie has tested positive for both gonorrhea and chlamydia.�
 Her face turned bright red, and her eyes filled up with tears. She slugged me in the chest and ran for the bathroom. That could have gone better.
 When it came time to have my talk with my parents, I would have to remember to ask how you kept from getting punched when delivering that kind of news.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, I drove to the clinic to get tested. Afterward, I went �straight home.� I found a note from my mom saying that I was grounded until further notice, and I was to babysit all the little ones with Greg tonight. She and Dad were going out.
 I wasn�t quite sure why I was grounded and not Greg, but I wasn�t about to ask.
 Instead, I opened the refrigerator to see what Melanie had left us for dinner. I smiled when I saw the kid-friendly menu of cheeseburger cups made in a cupcake pan. She had also made cheesy broccoli tots, the healthy version of tater tots�with enough ketchup, they weren�t as bad as they sounded. Both were accompanied by instructions to put them in the oven to bake. For dessert, we were having apple sauce.
 As I finished putting dinner into the oven, Duke let me know that someone had pulled in. I looked out the back door and saw that both Greg and Peggy had arrived with carloads of kids. I ran out to help get them out of their car seats and bring them inside.
 Dawson was my little chatterbox, as if he had something to say about everything today. I think he simply needed his dad�s attention. Greg�s horde wasn�t as animated as usual. I could tell they didn�t understand why their mom was missing in action.
 After we got the kids inside, Peggy took me aside. I looked deep into her green eyes. They were playful, like she wanted to laugh and was just waiting for the joke.
 �Rumor on the street is that you�re single again.�
 It surprised me that she�d only now discovered that fact. I hadn�t really advertised it, but I would have assumed Pam or my mom would have told Peggy by now. Then again, Pam wasn�t really one to spread gossip.
 �I may have sworn off women for now.�
 �I don�t believe that for a moment,� Peggy said.
 �Maybe I�ll do what Lexi suggested and find hookups instead of trying to date anyone right now. In a couple of months, I�ll be off to do my James Bond movie. I don�t see the point in starting anything now,� I explained.
 She shrugged.
 �That actually makes sense.�
 �What are you doing tonight?� I asked.
 �The cross-country team is going to a party.�
 �Looking for your own hookup?� I teased.
 �Who knows?� she said and then became serious. �I hear Mitch showed up. What did he want?�
 �He claimed he wanted to see Little David. I gave him a couple hundred dollars, and he went away.�
 She didn�t look happy.
 �He turned out to be a huge mistake. I can�t believe he would show up asking for money. If anything, I would hope he�d at least show an interest in his son.�
 �I hope I�ve made it clear that I consider Little David to be my son. If you�re worried about his future, I would be willing to put it in writing, so you know those aren�t empty words.�
 I�d already created a trust for him but wanted Peggy to know without a doubt how I felt about the little guy.
 �How would that work?� Peggy asked.
 �I don�t really know, but I�m sure if we ask my lawyers, they�ll have some ideas. Why don�t you ask Scarlet to investigate it for us?� I suggested.
 �Okay, but I�m not looking to give up custody or anything.�
 I smiled.
 �I would never ask you to.�
 Peggy left to change clothes when the oven timer started buzzing.
 ◊◊◊
 One-year-olds will eat anything one day and not like anything the next. Today, Carol decided she would rather feed Duke than eat. I�d given up on making my hound mind when the little ones were at the table. At least it was easier than having to pick up the food that hit the floor. Funny how your perspective changed once you had kids.
 Kyle and Mac balked at cheesy broccoli tots until Greg made them out as a treat and scarfed down a handful. When he reached to eat theirs, they decided they might be okay. That was all Nate needed to convince him to eat his tots, too. Mine were too young to understand that tots shouldn�t be green.
 Greg and I counted ourselves lucky that we survived the next few hours with only a couple of meltdowns. We finally got mine worn out and put to bed. I put Duke in charge of watching them and came back downstairs.
 Greg�s kids were watching a cartoon movie on TV. We weren�t going to be written up as model parents anytime soon with a dog and the TV in charge.
 �My test results came back negative for any sexually transmitted infections,� Greg said.
 I said a bad word. If I�d been smart, I would�ve waited to find out before telling my mom and Lisa. Perhaps I was the �stupid boy� everyone claimed me to be. I sent a text to Lisa to let her know. I guess I wasn�t surprised when I didn�t get a response back.
 �What do you plan to do?� I asked.
 Greg sighed.
 �I�m more than a little overwhelmed with raising three kids on my own, going to school, and running a business without Angie. It isn�t so bad during the week because I can drop them off at daycare, but the weekends are a bear. When it was the two of us, we could trade off watching them.
 �I hate to say it, but I would almost be willing to forgive her just to have some free time.�
 In my case, I only had to take on that responsibility for an evening or afternoon at most. I couldn�t imagine what Greg was going through.
 �So, you might not get divorced?� I asked.
 �Hell, no. That ship has sailed. Angie has made it clear she�s moving on without us.�
 �Any idea who the other guy is?�
 He shook his head �no.�
 I felt terrible for my brother, but I was smart enough not to get into the middle of whatever he was going through. If he needed my help, he would tell me, I was sure. I think all he really needed tonight was someone to listen to him.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 35 � It Was Perfect  Saturday March 18 
 Today was our annual baseball tournament. For the last three years, we�d played all the games at the park. Little League, Pony League, and American Legion teams all used the park�s baseball fields during the summer. This year, our high school field would also be used for the tournament because we were better set up for crowds.
 My dad used to be in charge of Parks and Recreation for our town. He�d always arranged to rent one of the pavilions to act as a place for everyone to gather. This year, my grandmother had claimed all the pavilions for the fund-raising event they had planned. They were going after funds for the city, the school, and the Booster Club, all at the same time. They�d organized a festival to be held at the park and had arranged to have a band and fireworks after the game.
 I was in the kitchen, making a five-gallon container of Gatorade while Cassidy cut up oranges for the team.
 �Do you think we should date?� Cassidy asked.
 A thousand words jumbled into my throat, catching just short of my lips.
 �I thought you wanted to wait,� I said to deflect.
 �We could call it a practice run before we do it for real.�
 �Well, I�d sort of decided I didn�t want a girlfriend right now.�
 �I�m not talking about being your girlfriend. I�m just tired of not going out and, um � other things,� she said and blushed.
 �What about your dad?� I asked.
 �It�s none of his business who I date.�
 Oh, Lord! I could just see little Carol at Cassidy�s age, trying that with me. Cassidy read my doubt.
 �If you asked him, he would be okay with it.�
 �You want me to go talk to your dad about us going out on dates � and other stuff?� I asked as I hid my smile.
 �You might leave out the �other stuff,�� Cassidy suggested.
 She had a point.
 �Plus, I need a Prom date,� Cassidy said, flooring me.
 I hadn�t really thought about Prom yet.
 �What about Pam?� I asked, since I�d assumed that she would go with me as a friend.
 �She�s really not my type. Besides, she can find her own date. I asked first.�
 �Do I get a say in this?�
 What was I thinking? Cassidy gave me a menacing look.
 �Oops, my bad,� I backtracked. �I would love to go to Prom with you.�
 �Good,� Cassidy said, perking up. �Now, all you have to do is tell Daddy.�
 �Before I do that, why don�t you lay out what you mean by dating?� I asked.
 �Just that. You take me out on Friday or Saturday night so I�m not stuck at home watching your J-drama with my dad.�
 �You don�t like my TV show?� I asked, acting hurt.
 �Not the point, �stupid boy.� It�s the sitting at home part.�
 �But you know me ��
 �That you�ll hook up with random girls?� Cassidy asked.
 I kept a neutral look on my face, unsure if I should admit to asking that. Cassidy let me off the hook.
 �This is why I said this would be a practice run. You�re not ready to commit, and I suspect that Pam, Lexi, or some other random girl will lead you astray. I�m not clingy like Brook,� Cassidy said, throwing her best friend under the bus.
 �Wow.�
 �I love Brook like a sister, but she wasn�t confident about how you felt about her. Well, that�s not really true; more like she wasn�t confident that you might not get your head turned if someone better came along.
 �I know for a fact that you love me. Maybe not in the �let�s get married� kind of love, but you wouldn�t dump me over a random hookup. Besides, you know I would hurt you if you didn�t take me to Prom,� Cassidy explained patiently, as if the last part made all the sense in the world.
 �All I have to do is talk to your dad, get his permission, take you on a date once a week, and be your arm candy at Prom?� I asked.
 �And anything else I think up along the way,� Cassidy said to explain how this would work.
 This was the weirdest way I�d ever decided to go out with someone.
 �Deal,� I said, holding out my hand for Cassidy to shake it.
 She had other ideas as she jumped into my arms and kissed me. Just as quick as it happened, she let me go and returned to cutting up oranges. What had I just agreed to?
 ◊◊◊
 Our first game was at the park. We were the number one seed, so we were facing the weakest team in the tournament, which happened to be Eastside. In football, they were probably our biggest rival. Baseball, not so much, because most of their football players played seven-on-seven during the spring to prepare for next year�s football season.
 There were sixteen teams here today, so we had to start our game at nine in the morning. When Cassidy and I arrived at the park, all the vendors and attractions were busy getting ready. The public had been told the event would kick off at noon and be open until ten tonight.
 It was too early in the season for county fairs, so my grandmother had found a local man who did the summer circuit to set up for the weekend. That meant we would have rides and the rest of the typical fair attractions, including the food. I planned to take advantage and had corn dogs and deep-fried Snickers bars on my list for later today.
 I put all that out of my mind to get ready for the game. Cassidy killed me sometimes. As she handed out orange slices to the guys, I noticed her taking credit for bringing them.
 Jeff Delahey, my favorite reporter, flagged me down before our game started.
 �No camera crew?� I teased.
 �The paper didn�t see the benefit of sending one.�
 �I can�t say that I�m disappointed.�
 �I bet. It has to get old having a camera shoved in your face all the time during the football season. Today, I�m back to being a newspaper reporter covering the tournament. I hoped you would give me some sound bites so I can skip most of the baseball games and take my grandkids to the carnival,� Jeff said.
 �You know most of my material. Just pick a few key phrases and recycle. Or I could tell you what a fine team Eastside is and, God willing, how we will prevail.�
 �I�m good. Just don�t complain that I put words in your mouth when I write my article,� Jeff said. �On another note, tell me about your decision to attend Oklahoma over USC.�
 �It was a closer call than you might expect. Both schools have a lot to offer, and I think we would have done well at either. It came down to early playing time for me. At Oklahoma, I should have a chance to compete as the starter my freshman year.�
 �Isn�t that a lot to ask a true freshman to do, even with your obvious skills?� Jeff asked.
 �It would be if I were enrolling in August. My advantage over a true freshman will be that I�ll get to both participate in spring ball and work out all summer with the team. I�ll also have Hayden Walsh on campus to learn from as he prepares for the NFL draft.�
 �You expect he�ll leave early?�
 �He was fifth in the Heisman voting last year with the numbers to back it up. I expect even more from him this coming year, and he might win that award this time. Only an injury would stop him from going pro.
 �Even then, depending on the type of injury, I would expect he would enter the draft. The NFL is a quarterback�s league, and there are not enough players at Hayden�s level to go around. I guess that�s the long way of saying yes, Hayden will leave early,� I said.
 �Do you still plan to play both football and baseball?� Jeff asked to stir the pot.
 �I�m not shutting the door on that possibility. Heck, I might even jump to pro baseball right out of high school if the situation�s right. Coach Haskins put the word out that I wanted to explore that option. That�s why you�ve seen major league scouts at most of our games.�
 �I think I have enough dirt to feed the masses,� he said, putting away the phone he�d been recording our conversation with. �I almost forgot. How badly are you going to beat Eastside, and will you win the tournament?�
 �It might be a one-run game either way because I suspect we aren�t fully awake, with it being a Saturday morning and all. If we win this one, we�ll make it to the championship game. At that point, who knows because we�ll have played three games, and it will depend on our pitching. We�ve added some arms to the bullpen for this year, but it�ll come down to how well they hold up,� I shared.
 �So, you�ll win the tournament?�
 I smiled and nodded. We said our goodbyes, and I left to finish getting ready for the game.
 ◊◊◊
 Moose was treating today�s game like the playoffs and sent our best pitcher, Justin, to the mound to face Eastside. Justin�s dream was to play professional baseball someday. So he was fired up when he saw scouts from both Chicago teams, St. Louis, Kansas City, and Milwaukee, standing along the sidelines. He struck out the first three batters he faced.
 Eastside trotted out a young kid who had a quirky delivery that had our batters tied in knots. It wasn�t that he had great stuff; it was that he threw from all different angles. You didn�t know if he would be coming over the top, sidearm, or what. The key to hitting is picking the ball up early as it comes out of the pitcher�s hand. We weren�t doing a good job of that.
 In the bottom half of the second, I came up to lead off. We�d all geared up in our new Range Sports protective gear. I�d done it because I anticipated being thrown at today. I admit that when he threw the first pitch sidearm, I leaned back to avoid getting drilled.
 �Steerike One!�
 He came over the top on the next pitch and threw a changeup that seemed to just float to the plate. It took all my willpower not to swing at his weak offering, but it was obviously high.
 �Ball!�
 He had me guessing for the several ensuing pitches as he changed location, pitch type, release points, and speed. If it hadn�t been for my quick hands, he would have struck me out, but I got enough to foul them off.
 I was in my element as I battled this kid. He wasn�t messing around by trying to nibble the corners or be cautious. He came right at me as he threw strikes. If he had a little more zip on his pitches, he might be unhittable.
 The guy threw me a fastball over the top, right down the center. This time, I got a little too excited as I tried to park it. I got all of it, but I hit a towering shot down the third base line. I took a little hop step towards first as I followed the flight of the ball. The third base umpire raced down the line because this was going to be close. I groaned when he signaled foul ball.
 I smiled at the kid to let him know that I had him figured out. He impressed me when he simply nodded and got ready to throw the next pitch.
 The little shit threw me a knuckleball. I watched as it danced to the plate. The ball did this slight dip, like the start of a curveball, and then slid sideways. I was so entranced I let it get by me.
 �Steerike three!�
 It was so on! Both the catcher and umpire were chuckling as I walked back to the dugout with a look of disbelief on my face.
 By the top of the seventh, Justin was done, and Moose had me come in for relief. Coach Herndon, our pitching coach, grabbed me before I walked to the mound.
 �It�s all tied up at one-all. I don�t want you to do anything fancy. Just bring the heat and throw strikes.�
 Once I had my marching orders, I went to the mound to warm up. Eastside substituted for their weak-hitting shortstop with a big kid who I suspected could hit with more authority. I liked that they were playing to win.
 In the end, it didn�t matter. I was feeling good, and the Eastside batters found my fastball unhittable. I struck out the side.
 Up first was Wolf, and I would follow him. The only other time I�d been up since the second, the kid and I had staged another battle, with him getting the better of me again. I wanted a chance at redemption.
 Wolf stepped up to the plate, knowing that if we scored, the game was over. On the first pitch, the pitcher threw him an overhand changeup. Unlike mine, which had been high, Wolf�s ball was waist high and right down the center of the plate. The crack of the bat told me that he�d gotten all of it, and the pitcher knew it as well. I held my breath as their center fielder drifted back towards the fence. He made a leaping grab to rob Wolf of his glory but just missed it.
 Our whole team realized we�d just dodged a bullet, and you could feel the relief as Wolf rounded the bases. We all met him at home plate, waited to make sure he touched the base, and then swarmed him.
 We lined up to shake Eastside�s hands. I made a point to stop when I reached their pitcher.
 �You had us today. I hope that when we play again, you�re on the mound. Next time, I plan to pay you back for striking me out twice.�
 �I hate to tell you, but I have your number. You�ll be going down,� he predicted with a grin.
 I just shook my head at the balls on the kid. We would see who had whose number.
 ◊◊◊
 They�d arranged for our next games to be played at our high school field to handle the crowds. It was only a couple of blocks from the park, so the team walked.
 I loaded the Gatorade into the car for Cassidy to drive over and joined my teammates. Moose and the rest of the coaching staff loaded up our gear into his car. That meant we had almost an hour to ourselves before our next game.
 Johan, Tim, Wolf, and I walked to school together.
 �Hear any good country songs lately?� Wolf asked Johan.
 �There�s one called Like My Dog that�s pretty good,� Johan shared.
 Wolf got his phone out and downloaded it. I shook my head. This time last year, Wolf was always teasing Johan about being a country hick, and Johan claimed Wolf had been sent to earth by Satan himself. Now they were sharing country songs? What the hell happened?
 Wolf played it for us, and we all had smiles on our faces. It told the story about how a guy wished his significant other was like his dog. It didn�t bitch or complain and was happy to see him when he got home. I had to admit that whoever wrote it was spot on.
 �I�m thinking about asking Zoe to marry me,� Johan said to floor us.
 �That�s great news,� Wolf said.
 Tim and I might have had another response, but the look on Johan�s face told me that Wolf had gotten it right.
 I had to chuckle because I remembered something my grandfather had told me when I was like ten or eleven. He must have had a bad day because he took me aside and gave me a life lesson. Grandpa Davey said that I should never get married and should not have kids. He�d probably be rolling in his grave if he could see Greg�s and my lives right now.
 I wanted to warn Johan that he was too young to be getting married, but I knew better than to say that. Maybe Zoe and Johan would be the exception when it came to the success rate of getting married so young.
 �So, what�s the plan? I know you�re going to State to get your Ag degree. Will Zoe be joining you?� I asked.
 �I have no idea,� Johan admitted.
 Tim and Wolf looked at me, and we all saw this train wreck coming. I wanted to make some suggestions, but this was between Johan and Zoe. Besides, she hadn�t said �yes� yet.
 I just smiled.
 �It�ll work itself out,� Tim said.
 �Who�s next for you?� Wolf asked me.
 �Cassidy told me I�m taking her to Prom.�
 �Shit, when is that?� Wolf asked.
 �I haven�t a clue. Seems I always forget about that kind of stuff and get shit about it when I don�t ask anyone,� I admitted. �I�m just happy I don�t have to find someone to go with.�
 �You think Phil is going to get his act together and start going out with Jill again?� Tim asked.
 We all chuckled because I�d been giving my brother a hard time about asking his ex out. None of us could believe he�d gone this long without crawling back. It was apparent to all of us that Jill was patiently waiting for him because she wasn�t shy about putting down any advances other guys made towards her.
 �I�ll tell him that you�re thinking of asking Jill to Prom. Maybe that will get him off his butt,� Johan suggested.
 �Have you asked Gina?� I asked Wolf.
 �Not yet. I might not ask her,� Wolf admitted.
 We all whipped our heads around to make sure we heard right.
 �She�s started to get on my nerves,� he explained.
 �I would think you two would constantly be having make-up sex,� I teased.
 �If only that ever happened,� Wolf said.
 That made us all laugh.
 �Shouldn�t I at least get some head?� Wolf asked.
 �You really should wait until you�re married,� Johan counseled.
 �He has a point,� I said with a straight face.
 �Screw you, Dawson.�
 �Hey, leave David alone. He�s the poster child for why you should wait,� Tim said.
 �My mama didn�t raise no fool. I know to wrap it,� Wolf said.
 �First, I will remind you, Wolf, about that time at Notre Dame when you didn�t wrap it. Second, karma is a bitch, and she is about to park both of your butts into that hedgerow up ahead,� I said, pointing.
 �Settle down,� Johan said, playing peacemaker.
 This was what I�d been missing. Just shooting the shit with the guys. I realized that I was a happy boy at that moment.
 ◊◊◊
 Our second game was against Mt. Vernon. By now, fans had started to show up, and the bleachers were a quarter filled. We�d gotten lucky: we had a perfect spring day for baseball. The weather forecast predicted it would warm up to the mid-seventies.
 My teammates were amused because a contingent of middle-school girls had taken up residence in the centerfield bleachers. They were trying everything they could to get my attention. I was doing my best to ignore them until one of my favorite songs came on over the PA system. I began to wiggle my butt to the beat of the music.
 �Shake it, Baby!� one of them called.
 My head whipped around, and I gave them a shocked look, which caused peals of giggles. I trotted out toward them.
 �Show me what you can do,� I said as I began to dance.
 It was funny to watch the girls collectively blush. Then one of them got brave and began to dance. Not wanting to be left out, the rest joined in. Their skill ranged from awkward to your mother would die if she saw you shaking your moneymaker like that.
 When the song ended, I bowed to the young ladies and trotted back to my position in center field.
 Bryan Callahan was pitching for us, with Yuri taking his place at shortstop. He got roughed up a little in the first inning, giving up two runs. In our half of the first, we went down in order. Bryan settled down in the second and got us out of their half of the inning with no further damage.
 I came up first in the second inning. Moose had talked to the umpires about what had been happening with me. They�d warned Mt. Vernon that if they even accidentally hit me with a pitch, there would be ejections. If it happened twice, they would forfeit the game.
 At least they were looking out for my safety; that made me happy. No matter how much safety gear you wore, getting drilled by a baseball hurt. And frankly, I was to the point where I might have to retaliate if it continued.
 I understood that throwing at players was a way to throw them off their game or send them a message. But for cripes� sake, this was high school baseball.
 As I came up to bat, I saw their coach give a signal to the catcher. He, in turn, stepped over home plate and yelled out where he wanted everyone positioned. The second baseman and shortstop jogged out to the shallow outfield to let the outfielders know. They had done this a couple of times last inning.
 I settled into the batter�s box and watched as their pitcher threw me four straight pitches that were way outside to walk me. While I trotted to first, I noticed them follow the same routine of relaying the defensive alignment. I had nearly reached the bag when the second baseman and shortstop began their jog to tell the outfielders.
 I accelerated and made the turn at first and raced to second base. The crowd erupted to alert the infielders that something was happening. I made it easily.
 Their coach came storming out of the dugout to protest. The umpire told him that it was a live play because they hadn�t called time to make their adjustments. While that chaos played out, Coach Haskins came over to get my elbow protector.
 �That was a first. Keep being aggressive on the base paths,� he encouraged.
 Yuri was up next. On his first pitch, he swung and missed on a perfect fastball. Their coach barked out something to the catcher, who turned his head to see what he wanted. I didn�t hesitate and broke towards third. Again, the crowd gave me away, causing the catcher to twirl around and throw.
 Yuri was just standing in the batter�s box and tried to duck under the throw. It clipped the top of his helmet, which changed the ball�s trajectory so that it bounced past the third baseman into the outfield corner.
 Moose waved me home to score.
 At that point, the wheels came off for Mt. Vernon as we scored three more runs to take a 4�2 lead. That was how the game ended. Next up, the winner of the Wesleyan and Riverside game.
 ◊◊◊
 After the game, we decided it was time to take advantage of the event going on at the park. I�d just gotten in line for deep-fried candy bars with Tim and Wolf. I usually got the Snickers, but this time debated if I should try a Butterfinger or Peppermint Pattie instead.
 �There you are. I forgot to give you your schedule,� Grandma Dawson said from behind me.
 �What schedule?� I asked.
 �It�s your turn to man the kissing booth.�
 �What?� I asked and gave her the confused look Duke gave me when I told him to find the kitty.
 �It totally makes sense,� Wolf said.
 �You stay out of this,� I fired back.
 �You did get nominated for MTV�s Best Kiss,� Tim reminded me.
 �It�s for charity,� Grandma Dawson said as she grabbed my wrist and pulled me along like I was ten again.
 I held out my money, and Tim snatched it.
 �Get me the Snickers,� I said as Grandma led me off to my demise.
 Once we got close, I saw Billy, my favorite police officer, manning the booth for five dollars a kiss. I smirked when an older lady quickly turned her head, and instead of her cheek, he gave her one right on the lips.
 �I got some of the younger firemen and police officers to volunteer,� Grandma explained. �They�ve been pretty popular.�
 �I think she got you,� I said to Billy when I walked behind the table.
 �You have to watch them. I might have to cuff her later,� Billy said, winking at the older lady.
 I think he made her day.
 My grandmother had her phone to her ear, and she glanced over at me and smiled. Over the PA system, the music cut off, and an announcement came on.
 �In the kissing booth is our very own David Dawson, who will only be there for a short time.� Grandma�s voice carried out over the PA system; apparently, they had some way to patch her in from her phone. �To kiss David will only cost you a hundred dollars. It�s for charity, ladies, so don�t be shy if you want to tip him if he does a good job.�
 Then her grin turned evil as she remembered what Tim had said. �David�s been nominated for MTV�s �Best Kiss� Award, so don�t miss your chance!�
 I thought five dollars was a lot. No way I would sell kisses for a hundred a pop. A crowd started to gather because they probably thought the same. Then I spotted Tracy Dole with Pam. Tracy marched up and paid her hundred dollars.
 �Thanks. I was afraid no one would pay that much, even though it is for charity.�
 �You better give me my money�s worth,� she said with a twinkle in her eyes.
 I reached over the table and let my fingers cup the back of her head while my thumb caressed her cheek. I gave her my best smoldering, sexy look and planted one on her. There weren�t many girls who could kiss as well as Tracy did, so it heated up in a hurry. My grandmother cleared her throat, causing Tracy and me to break apart.
 �Oh, my!� Tracy said, fanning her face. �I have to run to the ATM for more money.�
 Pam tried hard not to laugh at her friend�s act. Her little exhibition was all it took for the dam to break, and I suddenly had a line.
 Two things made my day. First, the Wesleyan girls showed up to get a kiss. They�d come today to support their team, which I�d learned would be our next opponent.
 The second was when my middle-school girls pooled their money for a kiss. One girl had won the kiss, but I told them if I could kiss them on the cheek, I would kiss all of them.
 Their reaction was priceless. They were ecstatic, but each one became shy when her turn to be kissed came up. Seeing them squeal and run off to tell each other about their experience put an indelible smile on my face.
 ◊◊◊
 Tim was dead to me because he gave my deep-fried Snickers to Cassidy. She explained that they weren�t as good once they cooled off, so she had done me a favor.
 I got to the ball field just in time for the game to start and for me to sit on the bench. Moose moved Ty to center field and put Yuri in at third base. My brother Phil was pitching. He did well to start by only allowing one batter to reach base.
 I understood why I�d been benched when we came up to bat. Mike Herndon, my archnemesis, was pitching. If there was anyone who wouldn�t care if they got tossed from the game for throwing at me, it was him. He was also the person I�d be most likely to retaliate against. Moose wanted me to play in the championship game if we won, so I was sitting this one out.
 I looked over at their bench and spotted Alan, my ex-best friend, keeping stats. I still had a hard time wrapping my head around how quickly our friendship had died once Jeff had drowned. If you had asked me two years ago if the four of us, including Tami, would always be best friends, I would have said yes without hesitating. I still didn�t fully get why Alan had turned into such a little shit.
 While I contemplated why my friendship with Alan had ended, Mike got rocked. He�d done enough to piss off not only me but many other people at Lincoln High, so I expected our team might be a little more focused. I was sad to see him pulled after we had gone up 6�0 with no outs.
 When Mike left the bench and his teammates to face their defeat alone, I just shook my head. I suspected it was because he didn�t want to have to shake hands after the game. It was hard to believe that I�d ever liked the guy.
 ◊◊◊
 For the championship game, we were facing Washington. They�d survived the St. Joe gauntlet by beating all three of their teams. Moose pulled me aside before the game.
 �I know you already pitched today, but do you think you can give me a couple of innings?�
 Was he serious? Of course I would pitch. What competitor would back down from a challenge if it was presented? The only reason I would have said no would have been if my arm felt tired. I�d thrown less than fifteen pitches in the first game this morning.
 �I can do it,� I assured Moose.
 �Okay, go talk to Coach Herndon to get a game plan.�
 �Yes, sir.�
 I grabbed Tim, who would be my catcher, and we found Coach Herndon in the bullpen, waiting for us.
 �Stretch out and then ease your way into warming up. I�ll talk to you when you feel you�re ready.�
 Tim and I shot the shit while we prepared for the game. We did some soft tosses to start, and then I began to throw with more authority. Coach Herndon came over when I felt I could start uncorking my fastball.
 �This morning, I wanted you to bring the heat and be a closer. For this game, I don�t want you to do that because I need you to last more than a couple of innings.�
 When someone uses the phrase �bring the heat,� they�re talking about a four-seam fastball. There was no trick with this pitch. You simply threw it hard and dared hitters to try to make contact.
 A lot of closers throw this pitch because they only need to get a handful of batters out. The problem with the pitch is that it doesn�t move much as the ball approaches the plate. Hitters eventually will be able to time the pitch and make contact. I personally loved to hit this pitch. Some of my best home runs came from hitting the four-seamer.
 �When you take the mound, I want you to throw only the four-seamer when you warm up. I want Washington to focus on hitting a fastball that they haven�t seen very often. Then when the game begins, I want you to throw the two-seamer, changeup, and curve. Save the split-finger for your strikeout pitch.
 The two-seamer was a slower pitch. In professional baseball, most pitchers throw the four-seamer in the mid-to-upper-90s range. The two-seamer crossed the plate in the 88 to 92 mph range. It was referred to as the sinker because it dropped down, like a mini-curveball, as it traveled through the strike zone.
 As a pitcher, you tried to throw it low in the strike zone to take advantage of its downward movement. If a batter did hit it, he�d beat it into the ground, resulting in a grounder that your infielders could handle.
 When I played shortstop, I loved it when our pitchers threw a lot of two-seamers because it meant I was going to be busy. The pitcher had an advantage when he could force the opposing team to hit ground balls. You could get through an inning with many fewer pitches than when trying to strike the batters out.
 The changeup was designed to be thrown with the same arm motion as the two- and four-seam fastballs. You just held it differently so that it was about 10 mph slower than your fastball. It could be devastatingly effective, yet a lot of pitchers failed to utilize it enough. It relied solely on deception rather than movement. Hitters tended to get fooled and swung too early, which caused them to either foul the pitch off or have a weak hit if it managed to stay in play.
 Basically, a curveball amounted to putting spin on a ball that caused it to break, or curve, through its flight path. It was also 10 to 15 mph slower than your fastball and threw off a hitter�s timing. Sometimes you would see a hitter�s knees buckle at the plate. That happened when the ball came out of the pitcher�s hand looking like it was coming straight at the hitter before breaking into the strike zone.
 The last pitch I planned to use was the split-fingered fastball or splitter. The reason I no longer threw it much was that it could be hard on your elbow. I needed my arm for both football and baseball, so I�d made a conscious decision not to throw too many of them, even though I loved the pitch.
 The splitter was an off-speed pitch thrown in the mid-to-upper-80s range. It was the ultimate strikeout pitch because hitters found it hard to lay off, let alone hit. The splitter looks precisely like a fastball but drops off the table as it reaches the plate. Technically, it probably should be considered a breaking ball and not a fastball.
 When it was time for the game to start, I was on the mound, throwing heat. The scouts had their guns out, clocking the speed of my pitches. When the umpire signaled that he was ready to start the game, I threw the last pitch as hard as I could. The ball ripped through the air and made a satisfying smack as it landed in Tim�s glove. Tim fired the ball down to second, and the guys tossed it around the diamond before it was returned to me to start the game.
 I took a moment to check the crowd. We had a full house with a sea of orange and blue as our fans showed their support.
 I heard Tim talking to the Washington batter, complaining that my fastball came in so hard it hurt his hand.
 I put on my determined face, stuck my toe on the rubber, and focused on my catcher. Tim signaled for the two-seam fastball, low and inside. I nodded and began my windup.
 The batter had obviously been timing my pitches as I warmed up because he started his swing as soon as I released the ball. He all but corkscrewed himself into the dirt when his mighty swing met nothing but air.
 �Strike one!�
 Tim continued his banter. He must have said something funny because the umpire laughed. The batter�s face just flushed.
 When I got ready to pitch, Tim indicated he wanted another two-seamer, but this time he tapped his thigh twice to signal he wanted it outside the strike zone. He was testing the batter�s eye and seeing if he would chase the pitch. Sure enough, he did for his second strike.
 Tim asked for the changeup to be thrown high and down the middle. The change of pace on the ball completely fooled the batter, but he managed to clip it. It flew sky high and drifted foul. Yuri ambled over toward the dugout, tracking the ball as it moved. When the ball finally came back to earth, he was there to catch it for the first out.
 I got the next two batters to ground out on first pitches.
 Our hot hitting continued from the last game, and we put two up in the first. I managed a base hit that scored one of the runs.
 By the third inning, Washington�s pitchers were done. They�d used them all up during the previous three games. Once we�d built our lead to six runs, Moose pulled most of our starters so the bench got some game experience. I had a no-hitter going through the fifth, so he left me in. When I finally gave up a base hit on a ground ball that skipped between the feet of one of the backups, Moose pulled Tim and me.
 At the end of the game, they announced that the band would be starting in forty-five minutes. That gave everyone a chance to walk over to the park for the show.
 ◊◊◊
 The team all changed into street clothes and walked as a group to the event at the park. I finally got my deep-fried Snickers and corn dogs. Cassidy and I went to the concert where a local country band was playing.
 Seeing all the families having a good time was enough to make my day. This was what my hometown was all about and why I loved it. I couldn�t think of anywhere I would rather be.
 I had Cassidy at my side, and our town was coming together to solve their problems. We were all having a good time on a sunny afternoon and a pleasant evening in a small-town park. It was perfect.
 ◊◊◊
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 Chapter 1 � Teenage Wasteland  Sunday March 19 
 I�d just gotten back from church when I received a call from Chubby Feldman, the director of my upcoming James Bond movie.
 �This is David.�
 �David, I need a favor.�
 �What can I do for you, sir?� I answered.
 �I met with Rita James yesterday to coordinate some movie-related stuff, and she mentioned you were going on a trip overseas for spring break. Is it true you�ll be in Monte Carlo this Friday?� Chubby asked.
 �In fact, I�ll be flying there Friday night, arriving Saturday morning. Why? Did you plan to be there then?� I asked.
 I hoped he was planning to film our movie there because the French Riviera was reported to be gorgeous during the summer. Plus, it would give me an excuse to use the condo I�d received as part of the settlement for the attack on me by Halle�s costar, Zander Lewis.
 �I�ve been going to a fundraiser for the Red Cross there for many years. They throw a huge gala during the summer. The first one I attended was hosted by none other than Grace Kelly, who was married to Prince Rainier III. Unfortunately, she was killed in a tragic accident before she could host it the following year.
 �This Friday night, the royal family is having a more intimate event geared towards fun. It�s not the typical four-course meal and sophistication that�s typically put on by royalty. They�re throwing a masquerade ball as a sort of kickoff for their fundraising this year.
 �I had planned to go, but I�ve run into a conflict. There�s been a meeting called concerning our movie, and I�ll have to be in LA on Friday. So, since I can�t be there, I�d hoped you might go in my stead. The only catch is it�s Friday night,� Chubby explained.
 �That�s a real stumbling block because I have a group of people going with me, and our travel is all booked for Friday after I get out of school. Otherwise, I would be more than happy to help,� I said.
 Honestly, a fundraiser masquerade ball with a bunch of old people didn�t even make it to the bottom of the to-do list for my vacation.
 �How many are going with you?�
 �Seven, if you count me,� I answered.
 �Perfect. I�ll send you my jet, and you can leave Thursday night. Do you have a tux?�
 Well, shit.
 �Yes, I do.�
 �Good. I already bought a mask. I�ll overnight it along with my ticket to get in, along with a check for the charity,� Chubby pressed.
 As much as I wanted to turn him down, the idea of flying on a private jet instead of commercial was just too enticing. Besides, this would give me an extra day to explore Monte Carlo. I expected everyone would be okay with leaving early once I explained the mode of transportation.
 The only fly in the ointment might be Cindy and her boyfriend. They would have to drive here from Ohio State instead of flying to New York, where we had planned to all meet up. At worst, they would still fly in as we�d planned and meet us in Monaco on Saturday.
 I also had to consider that I owed Chubby. For him, I would suffer through mixing with a bunch of rich old people for one night.
 �That sounds like it�ll work,� I said, sounding happier than I felt.
 �Have your people contact mine to work out the details,� Chubby said and hung up.
 I called Lexi.
 �Hey, I need you to call Chubby Feldman�s people,� I said and then paused. �Wait � I guess that�s what Scarlet�s supposed to do for me. I sometimes forget she�s the new you for here at home.�
 She chuckled.
 �Scarlet would call me anyway because it has something to do with Hollywood. Why don�t you just tell me what you need, and I�ll make sure she�s in the loop?� Lexi asked, letting me off the hook.
 �Okay. My plans have changed for my spring break trip. Chubby needs me to fly in a day early to attend some fundraiser for him.�
 �The masquerade ball for the Red Cross,� Lexi said, surprising me.
 �How did you know about that?� I asked.
 �My parents are talking about going. A lot of Hollywood goes to their main fundraiser in the summer. I even got to go once when I was like twelve. They did have a great band, and the fireworks were short but spectacular.
 �Dad said this one is different, though. It�s supposed to be geared towards attracting a younger crowd. They�ve discovered that many of their donors are getting up there in age. This is supposed to rope in the next generation,� Lexi shared.
 �Hence, people like your parents and Chubby getting tickets,� I said doubtfully.
 That made her laugh.
 �My parents would probably object, but I see your point. So, what did you need me to do?� Lexi asked to get us back on track.
 �Coordinate the change of plans,� I said and then gave her the details. �Chubby has offered his jet, and he wants someone to talk to his people to tell them where and when to pick us up.
 �Also, we need to arrange for everyone to either leave early or stick to the original plans. If we�re lucky, we might be able to cancel our tickets without too much hassle.�
 I gave her the contact information for Chubby�s �people.�
 �Hey,� I said before I hung up, �how�s my stalker doing?�
 Lexi groaned.
 �I�m beginning to think Kent hates me,� she said, making me laugh.
 Kent ran what had been my management company. Actually, I was now part-owner, so it might still be mine, in a way.
 �Chloe has become a full-time job,� Lexi ranted. �They finally let her out of the loony bin after she showed up at my condo. Somehow, she avoided being charged for tasing those cops.
 �Chloe�s back on set, and I have to watch her almost 24/7. Then her mom showed up, and she�s worse than Chloe is. The woman is a world-class � well, you know.�
 Yep, three guesses, and the first two don�t count.
 �So, you�re learning a lot with your first management client,� I teased.
 �If Kent hadn�t given me a big raise, I would�ve walked by now. I�ll have to say that being your PA is way less stressful.�
 �You still plan to continue helping me? Or do I need to find someone else for this summer and fall?� I asked, concerned. I suddenly realized that Lexi might have moved up enough not to be my assistant anymore.
 Both Kendal and Caryn had gotten better jobs after starting as my PA. I wouldn�t blame Lexi if she wanted to do the same. I would just have to break in someone new.
 �No. I made it clear to Kent that I want to go with you to shoot your movies. He promised to let someone else babysit Chloe while I�m working for you. I hope when I come back that I don�t get stuck with her again,� Lexi confided.
 �Okay, I�ll see you when I come to LA for the MTV event.�
 �Speaking of which, do you know a Jeremy Pike?�
 �Yeah. He�s that psychic on TV. I met him when I was promoting Star Academy in New York last year,� I remembered.
 �He wants you to meet with him when you come back to LA. Should I set it up?�
 �Why not? He seemed like a nice guy, and I had fun when he did a reading for me. He told me I had four kids and would shortly have five.
 �It kind of freaked me out when all I knew about was Little David and Coby on the way. I still can�t figure out how he knew I had Carol, Dawson, and Allen.�
 �Maybe he really is psychic,� Lexi said.
 I chuckled.
 �Maybe.�
 We said our goodbyes. I was relieved that Lexi would be with me this summer and fall. She was someone I could count on. And then on top of that, there was the whole hooking-up benefit. I was sure she would keep me out of trouble.
 ◊◊◊
 My grandmother roped us into helping with another homeowner who�d fallen afoul of the city regarding keeping up their yard. This time, I made sure she had done a little investigating to determine whether they really wanted our help. The first guy had been a piece of work.
 She met us at the home. I helped Tim and Wolf unload the city truck they�d picked up. This time, Cassidy wasn�t grumpy, so she joined us.
 The person we were helping was a little old lady who had to be pushing ninety. I felt better when she gave us a friendly smile and waved. With that, my grandma left us to our task.
 I got elected to use the heavy-duty brush cutter to knock down the worst of the yard.
 Wolf had chosen to grab one of the county�s mowers so he wouldn�t damage his. He followed me to chop up the worst of the would-be jungle after I knocked it down. He also mowed the more manageable sections while I slogged through the mini-forest she had growing in her yard.
 Tim and Cassidy walked the yard first to pick up any garbage or anything that would damage the mowers. After that, they took care of the trimming and edging duties.
 We spent nearly three hours, but once we were done, we�d made a huge difference. It was good to be doing something that would benefit someone who couldn�t do it themselves.
 My Grandma Dawson didn�t miss a trick. She�d called the paper again, and they sent someone out to take after pictures. They�d already had a before shot showing how overgrown it had been. They got one with Mayor Duke and his work crew.
 Grandma Dawson had made me text her when we got close to finishing. That way, she had time to call the paper and pick up my hound so the good people of our community would see what an excellent mayor he was.
 It cracked me up that what had started as a way to stick it to Thomas Fox had morphed into my grandmother acting like my dog was really our mayor. To be honest, the public loved him.
 We�d just gotten the picture taken when Duke perked up. My first thought was that his squirrel radar had gone off, so I reached for his collar, but he bolted for the garage. I wasn�t happy when my hound pushed the side door open, and I heard barking. I prayed he hadn�t cornered a skunk.
 Everyone, including the newspaper photographer, followed me into the garage to see what all the excitement was. We found Duke dancing around as he looked back at me like he did when his tennis ball got stuck under some piece of furniture.
 �What did you find?� I asked our mayor.
 Then I heard the mews of kittens.
 �Leave them alone,� I told my hound.
 �I�ll call animal control, and they�ll come to get them,� Grandma Dawson said.
 I glanced over at the reporter, and my grandmother caught my expression. Calling animal control to possibly off a litter of kittens wasn�t how I would play this, even if they were feral cats. Getting them spayed and neutered was the very least we should do because letting six more cats into the wild was probably a bad idea.
 �Maybe I should just put them in a gunny sack and head to the river,� I teased to make my point.
 �David!� Cassidy complained. �I�ll take them and find them homes.�
 That was even a worse idea than calling animal control. First, her dad would kill both of us, and second, whenever Cassidy said she would do something, somehow, I ended up helping. I�d already helped raise one litter of kittens for Precious. There was no way I wanted to go through it a second time.
 �Or you could just leave them alone. I�m sure their mother will come back,� Tim suggested.
 I sighed. That would be the easy answer.
 �The problem is, they grow into cats that have more kittens. We already have too many feral cats running around,� Grandma Dawson said, saving me from having to explain.
 �Can I get a picture with Mayor Duke and the kittens?� the photographer asked.
 Evidently, my hound had been paying attention. He looked right into the camera for the guy. I guess being a Dawson meant he had the potential to be a model.
 Cassidy found a box, and we helped her catch her new charges. They were pretty quick when they figured out we were going to try to put them in the box. By the time we�d gotten to Cassidy�s house, they�d all bailed out of the box and were running around in the backseat of my Demon.
 �Go talk to my dad and then come help me,� Cassidy ordered.
 I rang their doorbell and Coach Hope answered.
 �Cassidy sent me to talk to you,� I said.
 �About?�
 �She found a litter of kittens and wants to keep them.�
 �No.�
 �I�m with you on that one. She also wants me to ask if she and I can date,� I said.
 �No,� he said without hesitation. �Is there anything else?�
 �Yeah, you get to tell her.�
 �About which one?� Coach asked.
 �Both.�
 He didn�t seem happy, but I figured better him than me. I decided to go ahead and walk home. I didn�t need to see my coach in tears when his daughter took him down.
 ◊◊◊
 After I took my shower, I came down to the house to see if there was anything good to snack on before dinner. I entered the kitchen in time to witness a confrontation.
 �Greg said David would pay for me to get an apartment of my own,� Angie whined.
 �Greg is high on crack if he thinks his brother is going to finance you more than he already has,� Mom shot back.
 �I don�t have enough money for anything decent. There�s a unit in the same building that Pam, Scarlet, and Ashley live in that would be perfect. I just need him to write a check for first, last, and the security deposit.�
 I was of two minds. On the one hand, I�d started to really dislike my sister-in-law and wasn�t sure if I would even pee on her if she were on fire. Then again, if it would get her out of our house �
 �That�s it! Pack your shit and get out!� Mom said, reaching her boiling point.
 Even Angie recognized she�d made a mistake. I guess she would have to go home to her own parents� house.
 �But ��
 �I don�t care if you sleep on the street tonight. All I know is you�re out of here,� Mom said.
 I wanted to cheer when Angie slunk off to go pack. When my mom saw me, she gave me a sheepish grin.
 �Do you think I was too rough on her?� she asked.
 �Nope. It surprised me that you hadn�t evicted her before now. I mean, she seriously thought we would support her after she cheated on Greg and left him to raise their kids? I never understood why you allowed her to move in in the first place.�
 �Because I thought there might be a chance for them to reconcile,� Mom explained.
 �But after the STI ��
 She nodded.
 To think, I used to be jealous of my brother. Now, I was glad it wasn�t me.
 ◊◊◊
 Speaking of my brother, I drove to his house after dinner. I figured I would be a good uncle and watch his kids so he could have some alone time. Greg needed to study for an upcoming test, so he all but kissed me when I showed up.
 We had a dance party, which got the munchkins� minds off their mom not being home, and wore them out, so they crashed. The older two were building up their stamina. I had a glimpse of what my life would look like in a few years. I was still a teenager, and I was tired after playing with my niece and nephews all evening.
 Finally, I got them their baths and to bed with a story about a pony. It had been Mac�s turn to pick. After I finished, I found my brother in the spare bedroom they�d turned into an office.
 �They finally asleep?�
 �They�re getting there if they aren�t already,� I said and then smiled. �You missed Mom going off on Angie. She kicked her out today.�
 �Tell me you have video,� Greg begged.
 �Sorry. I was trying not to make any noise that might interrupt the show. Angie thought I should pay for her to rent a deluxe apartment. All she needed was first, last, and a security deposit.�
 �Then next month, it would have been rent, utilities, and food. I put myself in charge of our money after we came up short the first few months we were married. Angie doesn�t do long term,� Greg shared.
 I expected it would be tough for her when she first was on her own because she�d never had to budget before. But now? She had three little ones, and it wasn�t just about her anymore.
 �I didn�t come here to bash Angie. Is there anything you need?� I asked.
 �I could actually use some money. Angie cleared out our bank account,� Greg admitted.
 I pulled out my money clip and handed him cash.
 �Go see Scarlet and have her get you a debit card. I want you to use it if you need to.�
 My brother looked a little defeated.
 �I feel like such a failure having to ask my little brother for money,� he admitted.
 �No, don�t beat yourself up over this. I�m glad you felt like you could ask. In fact, let me know if you need anything else. After all, we�re family, and I�m sure you would come to my aid if I were in a spot. I�m more than happy to help,� I said sincerely.
 He gave me a hug. He needed to know that he had someone in his corner right now. I was sure Greg would be back on his feet in no time. I was glad he had the kids, and Angie didn�t. She would have used them to blackmail us into taking care of them and her.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday March 20 
 When I came down after my run and shower, I found Cassidy staring off into space instead of making breakfast.
 �What�s up, Buttercup?� I asked.
 �Daddy made me take the kittens to a shelter. We had to drive clear to Springfield to find a no-kill one.�
 I felt better about that.
 �They�ll find them homes,� I assured her.
 �He also said we can�t date,� she pouted.
 I chuckled.
 �Perhaps some Friday or Saturday night, you would be my security when I go out for dinner,� I suggested.
 �I would rather watch your TV show with my dad,� Cassidy complained.
 Obviously, she didn�t get what I was saying. I blinked at her a few times before I saw the light bulb come on.
 �Yeah, I can do that,� she said and smiled.
 Cassidy got busy, and my parents came down. Dad grabbed the paper and began flipping through pages.
 �I see our mayor was busy yesterday. He cleaned up a yard and saved a litter of kittens. The story says they think he�s a shoo-in for the next election,� Dad said.
 It must have been a slow news day.
 �Angie cleaned out her and Greg�s bank account, and he needs some money. I told him to talk to Scarlet about getting a debit card.�
 �No, you won�t. We�ll take care of it,� Mom said.
 �But ��
 �When your kids are in college, you can bail them out. Greg is our responsibility,� Dad said to back up my mom.
 This whole �having each other�s back� routine my parents were doing was getting old. What happened to the good old days when I could divide and conquer?
 �Do you need any money?� I asked my parents with a straight face.
 �You made the mistake of giving your mother a debit card. Don�t come crying to me if she uses it,� Dad said.
 I made the executive decision not to comment.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul was driving us to school. I had my earbuds in and noticed Cassidy suddenly glance over at me and blush, so I pulled out an earbud.
 �What is that noise?� Paul asked.
 I pulled out the other earbud and heard a mew. This was me now: head tilted to the side, with a confused expression like Duke gets when I tell him to do something he doesn�t want to do.
 �I planned to get the kitten out when I got a chance,� Cassidy blurted. Then she added shyly, �He�s good at hiding.�
 �Pull over,� I told Paul.
 I grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment and shined it under the passenger seat. A black kitten had wedged itself under there. I tried to reach it, but every time I made a grab, the little beast scooted over.
 Cassidy seemed impressed when I ended up pulling the whole seat out of the car. When the kitten saw me, it ran to Cassidy for protection.
 Once we got to school, I walked her to her dad�s office. He took one look at Cassidy and what she had and groaned.
 �I�m keeping it,� Cassidy announced.
 It made my whole week to see him try to figure out how to say �no.� In the end, he caved. Wimp.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, Jill finally got brave enough to come to me. I�d waited her out because this couldn�t be good. Besides, I wasn�t in the mood to chase a girl like Jill thought I would.
 �Can we talk?�
 �Sure. Want to go to our regular table?� I asked, hopefully.
 �Can we possibly � um � eat alone?�
 I shrugged in response. I glanced over and saw Wolf and Tim were in my brother�s ear. Whatever they said caused his face to flush. Phil suddenly looked determined.
 Good!
 Maybe he would get off his ass and fix things with Jill now.
 Jill saw me glance over at my brother and touched my hand. I was momentarily amazed at the softness of her skin. Then again, �stupid boy,� I reminded myself that girls are soft; it�s not only her.
 Frick! I had to be careful here, or Mr. Happy would wrench control of the body. Bad things would happen.
 �I wanted to thank you again for saving me on Valentine�s Day. I think they slipped me something because � um � you know � ah � Do I have to say it?� she finally got out in a rush.
 �You were jilling off as you fantasized about me?� I asked with a big grin.
 It was her turn to blush.
 �This was a mistake,� she mumbled and started to get up.
 �Quit being a little girl about it, and I�ll tell you a secret. Every girl fantasizes about me when they�re doing that,� I said with a straight face.
 She got an indignant look and huffed. I was simultaneously proud of and disgusted with myself for saying that. Jill�s mouth fell open. She wanted to say something, but she had nothing. Her comeback arsenal was empty. Game over. Chalk one up for the good guys.
 �F-you! You wish!� Jill finally got out, sounding like a petulant five-year-old with a penchant for swearing.
 I suddenly didn�t feel so bad about giving her a hard time. I gave her one of those �what can I say� looks, which made her laugh.
 Her yelling was too much for Phil. He stormed over to save her.
 �I thought you said you wouldn�t try to pick up my girlfriend.�
 Jill cocked her head sideways to make sure she heard him right. It dawned on my brother what he�d just announced. I felt bad for him as he got this look like a lost child waiting for his parents to claim him at the mall security office.
 �Since when did I become your girlfriend again? I�ll have you know that I will go out with whoever I want. And another thing �� she said, just getting started.
 I made a loud whistle to break her train of thought, which caused the whole lunchroom to go quiet and focus on us. Both Jill and Phil suddenly realized they were having their little blowout in front of half the school. Wolf and Tim had huge smiles on their faces for goading my brother into rushing over to save his girlfriend from me.
 �Time out. Before you two turn into Gina and Wolf, what did you want?� I asked Jill.
 �Oh,� she said as she gathered her thoughts back together. �I want to model. My mom and sister said I should talk to you about how to get started.�
 �Do you have any shots of her in her underwear?� I asked my brother.
 He called me a bad word and slugged my arm.
 �Settle down. I need them to send to some of my modeling contacts. They�ll want to see Jill�s body. Of course, if you�d rather, I can have her come over tonight, and we can do a photo shoot.�
 I may have taken it a bridge too far when I got a faraway look as though imagining the pictures I would take. Luckily, Jill caught on that I was pulling my brother�s chain.
 �He�s teasing you,� she said to clue him in.
 �Why don�t you two go talk about being boyfriend and girlfriend, and I�ll get back to you about the modeling? I�ll make a few calls,� I said.
 �Do you really need pictures of me in my underwear?� Jill asked.
 �I do�or rather, they do. I will give you their email address, and you can send the pictures to them directly. They need to see your body, not a glamor shot, so nothing fancy or provocative. I wouldn�t put any makeup on, either,� I suggested.
 Adrienne had shared with me some funny stories about young girls who had sent in pictures. She�d complained that they were better off with no makeup because most of them turned out looking like hookers or clowns.
 She cracked me up when she became a snob like that. It reminded me that Adrienne was in the business and knew what good makeup looked like. She wanted to see what she had to work with, not have them cover up their face with a half-inch of goop.
 Jill was happy with me, so she now focused on my brother. She got up and grabbed Phil�s hand to lead him out of the cafeteria. She�d left her lunch, which wasn�t horrible today, so I took it to our table. I saw Roc had already eaten his, so I set her tray in front of him and found my regular seat.
 �What did she want?� Gina asked.
 �She was fantasizing about me.�
 That got Gina started, with Wolf defending me. I had to agree with him. Without make-up sex, she would begin to get on my nerves, too. I swear, Gina sometimes put the bat-shit in crazy.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d almost decided that Joey hated me. Today, she introduced me to what she called the �death set.� When she heard that, Cassidy rolled her eyes. I could practically hear her thinking that I was more likely to die doing her advanced sixty-minutes-of-hell routine than what Joey had planned for me.
 �Last week, you did a set of ten squats at 250 pounds. I want you to do a set of twenty today. You should have no trouble with that,� Joey said confidently.
 I could do a lot more weight when I did just one squat. But when doing multiples of ten, 250 pounds was more than enough to give me a kick-ass workout. Joey had explained that to make significant gains in my performance, I should focus on a heavy load, on a big compound exercise, moved many, many times. Squats qualified as a compound exercise because they used almost my whole body.
 I should have known something was up when Cassidy brought over a garbage can before I got started. I was fine after the first ten. Then it started getting a little dicey.
 �Do them right!� Joey barked when I tried to not go all the way down on the sixteenth one. �That one doesn�t count.�
 I was supposed to take a pause between each rep and take a good deep breath. Next, I would make a controlled dip down to the squat position and then power up as I prayed to God that I wouldn�t drop the damn weight. I could take as many breaths as I needed at the top, as long as I didn�t rack the bar to rest. Then I was to repeat the process.
 The last few challenged my mental toughness as my body wanted to fail. I wasn�t happy when I had to use the puke bucket Cassidy had brought me. But it was good that she�d planned ahead.
 Up next was old-school pull-overs. You lay down on a bench, grabbed a dumbbell, lowered it over your head, and then pulled it up over your chest. Joey made sure I did them slowly so I could �feel the burn� through the whole movement. I would feel that one tomorrow.
 Her last torture consisted of a set of what she called �complex training.� She first had me grab a 45-pound bar. Then I did sets of six dead lifts, hang cleans, front squats, hang snatches, overhead squats, front presses, bent-over rows, and Romanian dead lifts.
 The inability to put the bar down between exercises turned me into what I decided to call teenage wasteland territory. And the whole routine was timed. The goal was to do it as fast as I was able.
 Moose came out as I finished up and looked at my lifeless body lying on the floor, sweat pooling under me, and gasping to catch my breath.
 �Get your butt moving. I need you to lead the team in stretching before practice,� he said and turned around to go back to his office.
 If I could have lifted my arm, I would have flipped him off.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday March 21 
 Before our game tonight, Scarlet sent me a text to tell me that our plan to leave Thursday was a go. She also advised me that she�d used my login for the SAT website to have them send my scores to Oklahoma. They needed the �official� ones now that we�d all agreed to go to school there.
 Tonight, we had our baseball game at St. Joe against their Varsity A team. To this point, we�d played most of our games at our field to handle the crowds. St. Joe took baseball seriously and thought they could accommodate all our fans if they showed up.
 Not that it mattered; I doubted we�d have a big crowd tonight because my weather app showed a front coming through with significant storms. There had been a couple of tornados in Missouri earlier in the day, and that weather system was headed in our direction.
 We had almost canceled, but the powers that be judged that they could get the game in before the heavy weather reached us.
 When we pulled into the school driveway, one of the St. Joe coaches was waiting for us. He stepped onto the bus before we got off.
 �Get dressed and warmed up as quickly as you can, and we�ll start as soon as you�re ready.�
 �You heard the man�no playing grab-ass. Let�s get this game in before we get wet,� Moose ordered us.
 I guess the baseball gods were angry because it decided to thunder off in the distance. That gave us extra incentive to get ourselves moving.
 ◊◊◊
 Tonight�s game was more like a typical high school game as far as the crowd was concerned. There were no scouts, only a handful of parents and what I guessed were girlfriends of some players. I would bet there were fewer than twenty people in the stands.
 That was all due to the wall of black clouds that steadily rolled towards us. It looked like what you would see in a movie as evil bore down on the heroine. Every few minutes, the distant but looming darkness would dance with lightning.
 Because of the impending storm, the umpire gave both benches their marching orders. There would be no delays on his watch tonight.
 We were up first, and our hot hitting from the weekend continued. When I came up, the bases were loaded with no outs. You can imagine my surprise when the pitcher uncorked a fastball that skipped behind me. If it hadn�t been for the valiant effort of their catcher, a run would have scored.
 It made me happy when the umpire warned the pitcher and both benches. Moose had been in his ear about people throwing at me to try to intimidate me. I�d been hit so many times that I was starting to lose count.
 His second pitch came straight at my head. Even with my quickness and being ready for something like this, he drilled me. One second, I was taking one in the ear hole, and the next, I awoke to pandemonium.
 I must have lost consciousness for only a moment, just long enough for my team to jump out of the dugout and lay into St. Joe. This wasn�t one of those typical baseball fights either, where everyone rushed out and milled around, not really doing anything. My guys weren�t messing around. I saw Yuri throw a haymaker that started at his toes and clocked their catcher, who had been trying to pull Wolf and Tim off of their pitcher.
 �Stop! Stop! Please � Coach made me do it!� their pitcher cried.
 �Enough!� I barked as I stood up and tossed my helmet on the ground.
 My guys all hesitated as they saw how pissed I was. They knew that if I went into Hulk mode, there would be hell to pay. They�d also seen me and Cassidy go at each other. The guys didn�t want to be in the way if I decided to lay waste to the whole St. Joe team.
 I marched out to the mound, and the players parted as I walked right up to the pitcher. I�m not sure, but the kid might have peed himself.
 �He made me do it,� he said, pointing at his coach.
 I turned and looked the St. Joe coach in the eye. Two things happened at once. The first was their coach made a run for it. He recognized that I was pissed enough to beat someone my dad�s age for trying to hurt me like that.
 The second was I suddenly found myself on my knees and in pain. Cassidy had jumped the fence and stopped me before I did something I would probably regret for the rest of my life.
 �Let me go,� I said in a controlled voice.
 �You promise not to kill anyone?� Cassidy asked.
 �No.�
 She ratcheted up the pain level of her hold.
 �You sure?�
 �Okay, okay, I�ll be good,� I promised.
 On cue, it began to rain. A few seconds later, it sounded like lightning hit a tree about a block away. That was enough to get everyone to forget paying St. Joe back and run for the gym.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we got inside the school, Moose made us all go to the visitors locker room. He gave us all a look that dared us to act up and then stormed out. We heard raised voices in the hall as I was sure he had a few things to say. Coach Haskins came in ten minutes later.
 �Take your showers and get dressed,� he said and then left us.
 Before everyone did, I stopped them.
 �What did we all agree would happen if there was going to be a fight?� I asked.
 �You are the designated fighter,� Tim said.
 �So, what the heck happened?� I asked.
 �They took you out,� Yuri said as he glared at me.
 I bit my tongue so I wouldn�t laugh. Apparently, my going down had pissed off my not-so-little Russian tough guy. The rest of the guys were united on this. I knew right then that I didn�t want to do anything to disrupt them from coming together as a team.
 �Well, okay then,� I said and started to get undressed.
 �That�s it? You�re not going to yell at us?� Phil asked.
 �If Coach asks, I tore you a new one, and we took care of it. Agreed?� I asked.
 They began to smile. You could tell they�d gone into battle and felt good about themselves. If I�d known all I had to do was get knocked silly to get them to do that, I might have done it sooner.
 ◊◊◊
 When I came out of the shower, Ty was at my locker with my helmet in his hand.
 �You�re lucky,� he said and showed it to me.
 There was a massive dent on the outer shell, and when I pushed in on it, it was clear the plastic shell underneath had cracked. I didn�t believe it was supposed to do that. I would have to call Devin and see.
 �Wow. I don�t think I�ve ever seen a helmet do that,� I admitted.
 �Me neither,� Ty agreed.
 �Let�s keep this between us for now,� I suggested.
 He nodded and left to get dressed.
 ◊◊◊
 Coaches Hope and Haskins came back in with a couple of men I hadn�t met before.
 �Before I talk to you, Mr. Brandt and Mr. Prevost wanted to address you,� Moose said.
 I assumed they were some kind of administrators for St. Joe.
 �I wanted to apologize to you all as a team, and specifically to Mr. Dawson. It seems our coaching staff targeted you to cause injury. I can assure you there will be changes in the leadership of our baseball program. Anyone involved will no longer be a part of what we do moving forward,� Mr. Brandt said.
 �I want to reiterate what Mr. Brandt said. We at St. Joe have lost sight of what high school baseball is about if something like tonight and what happened in the previous game are allowed to happen. I wanted to add my apologies and to assure you it won�t ever happen again,� Mr. Prevost said.
 With that, they left.
 �While I can�t condone what they did by throwing at David, I can�t let slide what happened afterward. As of right now, you�re all suspended for one game,� Moose said.
 �Even me?� Johan asked.
 We all chuckled because Roc, Johan, and his brother had all stayed on the bench. Mennonites didn�t fight.
 �You�re part of the team. So, yes�you get suspended too,� I said. Johan nodded as he realized what I was saying. This was a team thing, not an individual one. Then I turned to Moose. �I talked to the team, and we handled it internally. They understand that next time, I�m to take care of any rough stuff.�
 �Do we have to play a make-up game?� Wolf asked.
 �No. Even though it�s technically a rainout, St. Joe decided to forfeit. They didn�t want there to be a repeat of tonight if we had to have a make-up game,� Moose shared. �Now, let�s get out of here and go home.�
 ◊◊◊
 On the ride home, I kept to myself. My helmet sat in my lap as I imagined what could have happened tonight. By the time we reached the high school, I knew I wanted to talk to Moose and Coach Haskins. When I got off the bus, I went straight to their office.
 �You guys have a minute?� I asked.
 �Yeah, come on in,� Moose said.
 �I�m seriously considering not playing any more baseball in high school.�
 They both looked at me. They seemed unsure whether I was kidding or not, so I handed Moose the helmet.
 �Check out the damage,� I said.
 He ran his fingers over the dent and then looked up. He handed it to Coach Haskins, who shook his head when he discovered what I was talking about.
 �I can�t say as I would blame you,� Coach Haskins said. �It�s not as though playing a few more games in high school will make any difference in your future in the sport. If this throwing at you continues, and you get hurt ��
 Moose nodded and sighed.
 �Honestly, it might be for the best. I never would have believed a high school coach would target another player with the intent to hurt them. It�s high school baseball, for Pete�s sake,� Moose fumed.
 �I�m going to take some time and deliberate on what to do. When I get back from spring break, I�ll let you know for sure. I just wanted to give you a heads-up as to what I�m thinking.�
 �We appreciate that,� Moose said.
 �Do me a favor, please. Would you pack this helmet up and send it back to Range Sports? They�ll want to figure out what went wrong with it,� I said.
 �Shit � sorry,� Moose said. �You need to get checked out.�
 Dang it. I�d hoped that with everything else that transpired, they wouldn�t have noticed me blacking out for a moment.
 ◊◊◊
 They made me go to the hospital because this wasn�t the first time I�d been knocked unconscious when my head had been hit. I kept telling them I was fine, and I didn�t have any of the symptoms I�d had when I�d had the concussion. But that didn�t mean I didn�t get a full battery of tests. I mean, seriously, they must have thought I had some kick-ass insurance for all the stuff they did to me.
 By the time I was done, it was nearly one in the morning, and I was starving. Dad had been nominated to stay with me while I got poked, scanned, and prodded. They declared me to be healthy as a horse.
 I made Dad take me to the diner for some chicken and pie. He agreed that as long as I didn�t tell my mother, he was joining me in eating pie.
 �I wanted to let you know we got Greg squared away. We�ve arranged for him to get some help to watch the kids in the evenings. It was either that, or your mom would have to start spending her evenings babysitting. We�re going to put them on your payroll to make it easier,� he explained.
 I suspected if that were the case, I was paying for the babysitter. While my parents were doing better financially, having to help my brother wasn�t something they�d planned for. Dad also knew I would be the last one who would object to getting additional childcare help. Especially when my brother�s world had just been rocked, and he still had to do his schoolwork on top of everything else.
 �Any word on what Angie�s up to?� I asked.
 �She found an apartment. I guess spending one night at her parents� house was all she could take.�
 �Can we fire her now that she and Greg are breaking up?� I asked.
 �Please don�t. Not unless there�s cause.�
 I imagined we could find a way, but Dad was right. She was still the mother of my niece and nephews. I didn�t need to completely destroy my relationship with her.
 �No, I get it,� I said and frowned. �Honestly, I feel terrible because I always assumed that if either of them was to cheat, it would be Greg.�
 �Me, too,� Dad said as we gave each other sideways glances.
 Frick! It was little things like that that told me I wasn�t the milkman�s son, as my brother claimed.
 �I�m considering quitting baseball.�
 As we ate our pie, I explained my reasons. Dad didn�t say much until I finished.
 �In the greater scheme of things, playing a few more games of high school baseball won�t mean much. If it�s no longer fun, and you�re worried about your safety, I would agree that you shouldn�t play.
 �I know you love the game. High school ball is supposed to be enjoyable, something you look back on fondly when you reach my age,� Dad said and then got thoughtful.
 I let him ponder it for a moment, and then he looked me in the eye.
 �Let me work on your safety. If you didn�t have to worry about getting drilled every time you came up to bat, you should be okay,� Dad said.
 �How is that going to happen? We already have the umpires talking to the other team before the game, and I still get purposely thrown at. I was just lucky that ball didn�t catch my wrist, or worse, my face. I have commitments this summer and next fall that are more important than risking a repeat.�
 �Let me see what I can do. You go on spring break, and when you get back, I should either have it worked out or not. Don�t make a final decision until you return.�
 I decided it wouldn�t hurt to let my dad do his thing. But I didn�t hold out a lot of hope.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 2 � I Always Wanted A Daughter  Wednesday March 22 
 Teenage boys need their eight hours each night. I didn�t get home until almost two in the morning, so when my alarm buzzed, I turned it off and went back to sleep.
 I might have gotten away with it if a certain big fuzzy-butt hadn�t decided he would rather stand on my chest than pee on the floor. That was the downside of having a dog.
 I let him out and forced myself to stay up and get ready for school.
 I found Duke in the backyard, goofing off. He came running when he saw me headed to the house. I walked in to find Paul, Peggy, Cassidy, Mom, and the boys eating breakfast.
 �Aw, poor baby. You look sleepy. You should go back to bed. I�ll call the school and tell them you need half a day,� Mom said.
 I stopped dead in my tracks. Had my mom been replaced with a pod person?
 �Is there superglue on my floor? Is that why you�re still standing there? Go on, go back to bed,� Mom urged.
 I wasn�t falling for her act. I grabbed a cup of coffee, and Cassidy handed me a bowl of oatmeal.
 �Well, don�t say I didn�t try to be nice to you,� Mom said to continue with this charade.
 �Your mom is being awfully nice to you. You should show more appreciation,� Peggy said.
 I looked at each of them, and they gave me blank looks in return. I ducked my head and ate my breakfast in silence. Something was up, but I�d learned from experience: if I engaged with this madness, I was done for. Either my mom would start an argument, or I would agree to something I didn�t want to do. I was so disappointed that Peggy had fallen under my mom�s spell.
 After I ate, I got up and started for the back door.
 �Have a nice day, David,� Mom called after me.
 Frick! I would be worrying about what was up for the rest of the day.
 ◊◊◊
 Dare ambushed me as soon as I got out of the car.
 �I need more money.�
 I didn�t have to ask; it had to be somehow drone-related. I�d expected that once he became part of a business, they would be paying for his �projects.�
 �Why are you asking me?� I asked.
 I�d thought I�d broken Dare of this. He knew full well that Megan was the gatekeeper for all cash outlays.
 �Megan said �no,� but if I could convince you �� he trailed off.
 I would have to kill her. Dare wouldn�t give up until either I ended his miserable life or he found something new he needed. I thought Megan was made of sterner stuff.
 �Just tell me �� I said and held up my hand before he launched into a detailed explanation. �Just be aware that if this takes longer than a minute, I�ll get irritated and say �no.��
 Cassidy suddenly looked interested. I expect she wanted to see if this ploy would actually work on Dare. He seemed to contemplate his answer based on the constraints. I saw him consider and then reject possible approaches. Finally, I�d had enough.
 �Let me help move this along,� I suggested. �Does it have to do with drones?�
 He nodded vigorously.
 �Will I think it�s cool?�
 �Possibly, but I expect Fritz will like it better.�
 �Okay. Call Fritz and explain what you want. If he likes what he hears, have him call Megan, and I will tell her to approve your project.�
 Dare did a little hop and had his phone out as he dialed Fritz�s number.
 �Does he care that it�s, like, six a.m. in LA right now?� I asked Cassidy.
 �Doesn�t look like it.�
 �How�s the kitten?� I asked.
 She got a scowl on her face.
 �He meowed all night long. I finally had to take him out of his box and let him sleep with me,� she complained.
 I began to chuckle.
 �What?�
 �It won�t be long before he has you trained. Call Halle. I believe she still has the pet purse she got for Bandit. I�m sure she would give it to you,� I suggested.
 �But he�s so cute.�
 �Yep, you�re done for. This is how it starts, you realize,� I said.
 �What starts?�
 �Where do you think the term �cat lady� comes from? I can see it now. You�ll be thirty and single and have, like, fifty cats,� I teased.
 �Daddy agreed to let you take me to Prom. He said we have to go as friends,� Cassidy said to change the subject.
 I guess she wanted to go to Prom more than she wanted to hurt me for making fun of her kitten master.
 �That�s nice.�
 �Pam said you would talk to Adrienne and get us dresses. She said you would want us to look nice. Brook agreed and said you should get her a dress too.�
 It started to become clear why I wasn�t squirming on the sidewalk right now. It was also smart of Pam and Brook to have Cassidy ask me.
 �Did they, now?�
 �Yes. Brook said you should forget about saying no and just do it,� Cassidy said confidently.
 �Well, if Brook said ��
 Cassidy took off as fast as Dare had. I figured she was telling the girls because I heard Pam let out a whoop.
 It seemed like everyone wanted something from me today. The good news with Adrienne was I knew she would just make the girls get their pictures taken in the dresses as payment. I also knew they would look fabulous.
 I called Scarlet before I forgot about Dare.
 �Hey,� I said when she answered. �Tell Megan she needs to be firmer with Dare. He told me she told him no on buying more stuff but gave him an out if he could convince me.�
 �I�ll talk to her,� Scarlet promised.
 �I�m not really mad, so go easy on her. Instead, I let Dare loose on Fritz. If Fritz calls and approves the outlay, have her go ahead.�
 �Will do.�
 �Did Lexi call you?� I asked.
 �Yes, she said you were confused as to who your PA was. We worked it all out. Cindy and Kevin are driving over tonight. We should all be ready to leave as soon as you get out of school tomorrow.�
 �I�m looking forward to it,� I admitted.
 �Oh, and Mr. Sullivan called. Your mom�s new car will be in on Friday.�
 That sneaky �
 �That�s great!� I said to not give away that I now understood why my mom had been nice to me. �Hey, I�ve got to go. See you tomorrow.�
 I hung up and called Mr. Sullivan.
 �I need your help ��
 We would see how being sneaky paid off.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday March 23 
 Instead of running this morning, I was rushing around, packing for my trip. Last night, I�d come home to find the package from Chubby had arrived as promised. In it, I found the ticket to the charity masquerade ball/Red Cross fundraiser, along with a mask.
 The mask was black with an intricate floral design in red on the outside edges and covered me from nose to forehead. It looked expensive. When I tried it on, Duke growled at me, and the boys weren�t sure who I was, so it did its job of hiding my identity.
 Chubby had also included two tickets to Monte Carlo�s opera for Saturday night. They were playing the Der Freisch�tz, which meant nothing to me. That was until I Googled it and learned it was the opera that supposedly inspired Phantom of the Opera. Once I found that tidbit, it still meant almost nothing to me.
 Among the movies Rita James had given me to better my education on good filmmaking was the big-screen adaptation of the Andrew Lloyd Webber musical. While I was in Cuba, no one else wanted to watch it, so I waited until I got home.
 After viewing the film, I understood why they didn�t want to tackle it: it was a two-and-a-half-hour movie. I did love the music, though, so I was excited to see what its inspiration was like in its original format on stage.
 Paul scared the crap out of me when he suddenly appeared at my bedroom door.
 �Sorry,� he chuckled. �Are you taking all this?�
 �We�re going to be gone over a week, and I need clothes for different occasions,� I said to defend myself. �I can explain it all to you, or you can start hauling it downstairs.�
 I figured that would stop him. No guy wants to hear about all the different outfits that I needed. I had to pack a wide variety that ranged from the tux I would need for the formal events, to sports jackets, to casual, to swim trunks and exercise gear. Inside, I cringed that I even thought of all that.
 I was using this trip as a dry run for when I would travel the world shooting my movies this coming summer and fall.
 When I finally finished packing, I took the last two bags down and put them in the back of the SUV. Duke had joined Paul when he stepped outside, and I found my hound romping around with Precious. I came in the back door to hear Paul bellyaching to my parents, Cassidy, and Peggy.
 �Now I�m starting to worry I didn�t pack enough. I�m only taking a duffle bag.�
 �The boy is a clothes hound. He�s the daughter we never had,� Mom said.
 �I thought you were being nice to me,� I said, surprising them.
 �Well, I always wanted a daughter,� Mom tried lamely.
 �That�s how you win him over,� Dad offered and received a glare from my mother in return.
 Paybacks are hell.
 ◊◊◊
 School was a blur. I was focused on my travel plans and wasn�t listening to my teachers drone on.
 The JV baseball team members were all excited to play in the varsity game tonight, since the entire varsity team had been suspended for fighting at St. Joe. Yesterday, there had been a half-page article in our paper talking about the fallout from that game. St. Joe had let go of most of their coaching staff, and their athletic director had stepped down.
 In this morning�s paper, there was a follow-up story. It seemed my buddy, Jeff Delahey, had interviewed the coaches and players at two of the schools who�d been involved in the campaign to hit me. There was a lot of �no comment,� but I was intrigued that he�d also talked to the High School Athletic Association, which governed high school baseball in our state. Jeff inferred that they were looking into it.
 I wondered if Jeff did this on his own or if my dad had a hand in putting him up to this.
 I�d gone to practice last night. My dad and I had agreed that I wouldn�t make a final decision about whether I would play the rest of the year until I returned from spring break. I�d talked to Moose about that, and he was on board with our plan.
 I also finally found out what Dare was up to. He wanted to replace the drone we used for the car with a flock, similar to the one he�d created for the house security system. They would be stored in the back of the SUV, and the tailgate window would open to release them.
 Fritz had tweaked the design because he would rather the drones be stored on the roof when not in use. He reasoned that if bad guys watched what we did, they would know that the back window would be opened at some point.
 Once the two of them had worked out the details, Fritz called Megan and gave her the go-ahead to provide Dare with the money he needed.
 Personally, I suspected the little shit just wanted something to do over the break.
 ◊◊◊
 When school finally let out, I said hurried goodbyes to my friends and wished the JV team good luck. I ran out the door and was quickly on my way to the airport. Paul had Megan with him in the car. I noticed I wasn�t the only one who�d brought more than a duffle bag.
 �Hey,� Megan said shyly when I got in.
 �Hey, yourself.�
 After a few minutes of awkward silence, I could tell she had something on her mind.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �I�m not sure I should be going on this trip.�
 �Why do you say that?�
 �I understand why Cindy is going; she�ll be working on your condos. Ashley and Scarlet are sort of family, while I just work for you,� she said and then looked away.
 �What about Kevin? He doesn�t even work for me,� I said as I hid my smile.
 �Scarlet said he gets to go because it�s your way of paying Cindy.�
 �Did Scarlet say anything that would give you the idea you shouldn�t be going?� I asked.
 �No. She�s been super nice to me.�
 �What about Paul? Personally, I like Manaia better. Maybe we drop him off and take Manaia instead,� I suggested.
 I noticed Paul giving me the stink eye in the mirror.
 �No. Scarlet and he � well, you know,� Megan said as she blushed.
 �Oh, my,� I said in mock disbelief.
 Megan blushed when she thought she�d just outed their relationship.
 �What does the HR manual say about that?� I asked.
 �Um,� was her witty comeback.
 �When we get back, talk to my dad and find out for me,� I suggested.
 You�d have thought I just told Cassidy she had to off her kitten by the expression that came over Megan�s face.
 �Sorry, I was just pulling your chain. I actually suggested the two of them become � ah � friends.�
 �Oh � Oh!� Megan said and suddenly had a smile.
 �Now, you�re happy?� I asked, confused by the sudden change in her demeanor.
 �No one ever takes the time to tease me. It means you like me, right?� Meagan asked, hopefully.
 �Yes. And that is why I asked you to go on this trip. So, quit worrying about whether you should go, and just plan on having fun.�
 She seemed reassured. I would have to make it a point to tease her some more. I couldn�t have anyone around me left out when it came to that.
 Once we arrived at the airport, I discovered that Paul was a little miffed at me for saying I preferred Manaia. He made me carry my own bags.
 What was he thinking? I was an Academy Award winner, after all. My uncle would say that and five bucks would buy me a cup of coffee at Starbucks. When I had to make two trips, I realized I might have packed too many bags.
 After I�d hauled my load to the plane, Roy Tyro, the owner of my flight school, waved me over. He was talking to three men dressed like pilots.
 �David is one of my star students. Would it be okay if he followed you around while you do your preflight check? In fact, he�s a rated pilot and could legally get a little right-seat time on the trip over if you�re willing.�
 I appreciated Roy�s suggestion, and I was stoked by the idea that I might get to sit up front part of the time.
 The pilots walked around the plane and explained the difference between what I usually flew and the jet we would be taking. Today we would be flying in a Bombardier Global 8000, designed to comfortably carry more than ten people on long flights.
 Our trip would be almost ten hours long, hence the need for three pilots. With the time difference, we would land in Nice, France, at around eight in the morning. The seven-hour time difference was going to kill me.
 When I finally got on the plane, I saw they had one side set up with two tables, each with seating for four, two facing front and two facing aft. Paul, Scarlet, Cindy, and Kevin had claimed one of them.
 Across the aisle, there were narrower two-seat tables that only sat one across. Megan and Ashley were sitting at the one across the aisle from the other four.
 In the back sat a big white leather couch with my name on it. I planned to sleep so I wouldn�t be wiped out when I arrived in Europe. Though now I figured that if I became restless, I might go up to the cockpit for a little while. I�d found that sleeping on the overnight flight was the quickest way to get acclimated. I�d done that both times that I traveled to the UK.
 ◊◊◊
 About an hour into the flight, Cindy came back to join me.
 �I wanted to update you on your houses.�
 I turned off the movie I�d been watching on my tablet so I could give her my full attention.
 �The remodel of the house in Malibu is almost done. We still have the pool area, pool-house addition, and garage to finish. They expect it will all be ready by the first of June.�
 �That�s great. Anything I need to do for that?� I asked.
 �No. Your mom has everything under control,� Cindy assured me.
 My parents planned to move there this summer. After my mom�s cancer and my dad�s heart issues, they�d confirmed they wanted to enjoy the California weather. The house there was also large enough that all the kids and baby mamas could be in one place together. The logistics of watching my group of little ones would be much easier.
 Besides, the place was too nice to just rent it out. My renter had informed us that he�d taken a job in San Francisco and wanted to break his lease. I was just happy he�d stuck it out so long and lived in the construction zone. The timing was working out almost perfectly.
 �I also have some plans for your condo in Canada,� Cindy continued and showed me a floor plan.
 It was a four-bedroom unit. That was one of the good things Zander had done: he�d bought places that could handle a crowd. Each bedroom had its own bath.
 The plan Cindy showed me combined two of the bathrooms into one. With the new layout, she�d fit three showers, three toilet stalls, and a large sink area into the new combined bathroom.
 �I debated about putting in four showers, but they would have been tiny,� Cindy shared.
 With two of the bedrooms having bunk beds with a trundle bed underneath, you could comfortably sleep three in each room�six if you wanted to pack them in. The other two bedrooms had queen- and king-size beds, so you could get ten people in the unit comfortably. Five showers and toilets should be enough.
 Cindy showed me the changes to the kitchen. The eat-in area had been lost to make room for the commercial-sized appliances you would need for the larger crowd. Where the eat-in area had been, she�d put an island with a sink and two dishwashers. There was also room for six stools on the island�s end and back side for extra seating. That would be a great place for eating a quick breakfast or somewhere to send the kids.
 �I�m debating whether to open up the dining and living rooms so it�s all one room. What do you think? I don�t really see a need for a formal dining room if you�re on vacation,� Cindy explained.
 �I say open it up. We have a formal dining room, and we�ve only ever used it for special occasions.�
 She gave me a hint of a smile.
 �Kevin said it should be designed like a man cave,� Cindy said and then showed me her design.
 By the front door was a place to store skis and gear. Along one wall was a bar with a table that could be converted into a poker table. At the other end was a home theater, all done in wood and stone to give it a rustic appearance.
 If I planned to use the condo as a vacation rental when I wasn�t using it, this would command top dollar. What she had designed blew away staying in a suite at a hotel.
 �Get Scarlet the numbers and run it past my mom. If they�re good, I say go for it,� I said and then focused on the condos in Monte Carlo, Greece, and New York. �Have you started working on the three we�re going to this coming week?�
 �I�m a little worried about the one in Monte Carlo. They converted an old mansion and turned it into four units. The building is over a hundred years old. I talked to some of my professors, and they worry it might have lead pipes for the plumbing, and the electrical might need a serious looking-at.
 �From the pictures Chuck sent, I also see some water stains around the windows. Before I get too deep into decorating, I want to make sure it�s structurally sound,� Cindy explained.
 �I agree.�
 �The place in Mykonos is the opposite: it�s brand new. It only needs some minor sprucing-up. The guy that owned these has no sense of style.�
 �And New York?�
 �That one�s a blank slate. It�s in Manhattan�s Tribeca neighborhood. They recently converted the building from factory space to condos. Right now, it only has a small bathroom and kitchenette; the rest is wide open.
 �With the twenty-foot ceiling, I�m inclined to add a second floor for bedrooms or one large master suite. Even if I do that, I would love to have the living room situated so it still has the high ceilings to give it an open and airy feel. That would mean the unit would only have a partial second floor. I also don�t want to mess up the exposed brick.
 �To be honest, I haven�t really tackled that one yet because my imagination has gone in so many directions. I want to get into the space and look at it before I come up with concepts,� Cindy confessed.
 �I�ve loved everything you�ve done so far, so I trust you�ll figure it out. Thank you for helping me with all this.�
 �I�m sure I�m the one who should be thankful. You had several other options for decorators. I wouldn�t have blamed you if you�d kicked us all out when those idiots tried to plant cameras in your house.�
 �If it had been literally anyone else �� I said and left that hanging.
 She nodded her understanding. While she and I had our issues, I felt I understood Cindy. She wasn�t someone I would ever consider part of my inner circle because Cindy was mostly concerned with Cindy. That being said, she also had my best interest in mind when we had a common goal. Getting my places decorated was one of those instances.
 Helping me with Scarlet was another. I guess sex, in general, was one of those things Cindy and I had in common. She was just a bit more out there than I was currently ready for. I hoped that I might be prepared for a lot of the activities Cindy might come up with, as far as sex went.
 Speaking of which, her boyfriend, Kevin, came back to join us.
 �Hey, Babe. You asked him yet?�
 Cindy looked pained, but Kevin either chose to ignore it or was oblivious. I tended to think it was the latter. Kevin was a strange dude in that he just happily went along, and nothing seemed to bother him. While I would have a problem with another guy having sex with my girlfriend while I watched, Kevin thought it was hot.
 I worried a little about what he wanted her to ask me. That was when I discovered my newest superhero power. I, David A. Dawson, am a man-whore. How did I know this?
 �David A. Dawson, you�re a man-whore!� Kevin announced.
 See what I mean?
 Cindy swatted Kevin�s arm.
 �What? It�s true, though,� he said to her and then turned to me. �I�ve heard stories of how you attract unbelievably hot tail. We were hoping you would use your mad skills, and we�d have a wild party where everything would get a little out of control, if you know what I mean.�
 I looked at Cindy.
 �He is convinced you�ll find a bunch of models or movie stars who will come back to your place,� Cindy explained.
 �What makes you think I would want to share?� I asked, confused.
 �Dude, so uncool. If you bring back enough, you can�t possibly handle them all. Do a bro a solid,� Kevin all but pleaded.
 �Does he even know who I am?� I teased Cindy.
 She closed her eyes and shook her head. Kevin was like a brain-damaged puppy. I knew Cindy cared for him because they�d been dating since her freshman year in college. I would have to roll up a newspaper and swat his nose if he tried to horn in on someone I might pick up. If he was anything like Duke, he might pee on the floor if that happened.
 �Come on,� Cindy said, grabbing Kevin�s hand.
 �Hey, are we doing that whole mile-high thing you promised me?� Kevin asked.
 I let out a chuckle as Cindy blushed.
 �Yes, Kevin. Let�s get that out of the way,� Cindy said.
 He got an overexcited expression on his face.
 �Dude. You want to join us?�
 Frick!
 �No, I�m good for now. Maybe later.�
 �Bummer. I was hoping to watch you two again.�
 I decided I needed to get my sleep before everything got �a little out of control.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 3 � Monte Carlo  Friday March 24 
 We landed in Nice, the closest major airport, about twenty miles from Monte Carlo. As it turned out, I slept through any chance at cockpit time. After a quick trip through customs, we discovered another gift from Chubby waiting for us: a helicopter ride instead of having to drive. Ten minutes later, we were in Monte Carlo.
 The view from the helipad was spectacular. It overlooked the Port De Fontvieille, which was lined with luxury boats. We were whisked away in a large van provided by the helicopter company to take us to my condo. As we wound through town, I was struck by the mix of old and new. Monaco was about the size of Central Park in the heart of New York City. That meant that once the land filled up, they�d had to build higher. It was starting to resemble New York�s skyline with all the high-rises.
 Kevin and Megan cracked me up with how they were rubbernecking to take everything in. If you hadn�t been to a big city, seeing one for the first time was an experience. Then we began to wind our way towards the water. Mom always said that real estate was all about location, location, location. If that was the case, Zander had made a great buy.
 The condo was located on a street lined with old mansions on the water side and high-rises on the other. When we stopped, I noted there was a hotel across the street that looked to have a restaurant. It was past nine in the morning, and I could eat.
 Paul had the keys and opened the condo. The place had a funky smell, like a mixture of damp and old people. I noted the door frames had black marks on them at the height a wheelchair would make. From the look of the d�cor, the place hadn�t been updated in fifty years, and some of the furniture might have been antiques when they were bought back then. I was sure Cindy could fix that, so I pushed through to the back door.
 This was why Zander bought the place. The back opened onto a stone patio that overlooked a park-like area and had an unobstructed view of the Mediterranean Sea. My first thought was I had to grab my camera. I couldn�t wait, though. I pulled out my phone, snapped a picture, and posted it to my social media to let everyone know I�d arrived.
 ◊◊◊
 The rest of the group hadn�t followed my lead on the flight, and all stayed awake, so they wanted to crash.
 �I�m going across the street to grab something to eat,� I announced.
 Paul looked defeated.
 �I�m just going to the hotel across the street. I�ll hit the panic button if I need you,� I assured him.
 �If it didn�t feel like the middle of the night, I�d go with you,� Paul said.
 It was after two in the morning back home. We made a pact not to tell Fritz, and I left to go eat.
 The restaurant was small and packed. I figured that at this time of day, it would be after the breakfast rush and before the lunch crowd showed up. When they told me it would be a fifteen-minute wait, I had all but decided to find somewhere else to eat.
 �David! David!� I heard across the room.
 I had to think for a minute because the guy calling my name looked familiar. Suddenly, it hit me: he was Lord something-or-other, the aristocrat I�d put on his butt when doing a photo shoot for Range Sports. When I didn�t immediately go to his table, he jumped up to come talk to me. He hurried over and shook my hand like we were old friends.
 �Last time I saw you, you were an upstart model. Now I can say I knew you before you became famous.�
 �I was about to leave. They say it�ll be a while before they can seat me,� I asserted, trying to extricate myself as cleanly as possible.
 �Nonsense. I�m here with my mates because Oliver is getting married. He was gobsmacked when I said I knew you. It would be brill if you�d join us and let him do a little elbow-rubbing with an Academy Award winner.�
 I felt like I�d been invited to a knife fight on the premise of it �being a laugh.� If the whole place hadn�t stopped what they were doing to stare at us, I would have been rude and walked out. Instead, I let him lead me to the table.
 Once we sat down, he introduced me to his friends: Oliver, the groom; Liam; and Henry. I decided to take control of the conversation so I didn�t get badgered about acting.
 �How do you all know each other?�
 �We were housemates in Manor House at Eton,� Oliver shared.
 I remembered Tami talking about running into some Eton boys when she studied abroad in the UK. Eton is a private all-boys boarding school.
 �Isn�t that where Prince Harry went to school?� I asked.
 �Yes, fifteen members of the British royal family have attended Eton, including Prince William and Prince Harry,� Liam said.
 �So, you have to be part of the British upper class to get in?� I asked.
 �Actually, Liam was a King�s Scholar,� Lord Whatshisname said.
 I gave them a confused look.
 �He�s saying I�m poor,� Liam explained.
 The way he said it sounded like being poor was something to be ashamed of, but that Liam had come to grips with it. I decided to change the subject.
 �Why are you all eating so late?� I asked.
 �We went to a club last night and are a little worse for wear this morning,� Henry said.
 �They thought it would be funny to take me to some dodgy place,� Oliver complained. �Some arsehole thought we should do shots, and before you knew it, I was arse over tits drunk. This morning, I have thrown up more times than I can bear to count. And several of those times were through my nose, which until now I hadn�t even thought possible.�
 �This bloody fool drunk-dialed his fianc�e last night. Now, the girls in the wedding party are all coming here for the remainder of the weekend to keep an eye on us,� Henry shared.
 We all chuckled when Oliver flipped his friend off. Lord Whatshisname suddenly brightened.
 �You actually know one of the girls. My sister Beth is one of the bridesmaids.�
 Then it came to me: Lord Whatshisname was really Lord Harry Smyth.
 �I still can�t believe Eleanor is in the wedding party,� Liam said and turned to Harry. �Are you going to give her up once you get married?�
 �You�re getting married, too?� I asked.
 �He got himself in a pickle, and his parents arranged for his marriage,� Oliver explained.
 �They still do that?� I asked.
 �It�ll be okay. I�ll be able to keep my mistress on the side. All I have to do is get my wife pregnant with a male heir and the requisite one extra for just-in-case. Then we can live our separate lives,� Harry said.
 It took me a moment to wrap my brain around that one.
 �Have you even met her?� I asked.
 �Oh, yes. The only problem is that for sporting, let�s just say she will be a proper English lady. If I want to have a bit of fun, I�ll have to look elsewhere,� Harry said, making me like him even less.
 Our breakfasts came, and all conversation stopped because they needed to get something in their stomachs. Monaco is located on the French coast near Italy, so their cuisine had been heavily influenced by both countries. I ordered pain perdu, which we would call French toast.
 I figured if it had a French name, it must be authentic. Unlike regular French toast, the batter cooked into a custardy, crispy coating that left the bread soft. They used house-baked egg bread, similar to the Hawaiian bread you could buy back home. I would have to try to steal the recipe to take back so we could serve this in our restaurant.
 When the guys came up for air, I learned they were also going to the Red Cross fundraiser tonight. They asked if I wanted to go with them, but I told them I had already made other arrangements. There was more hope than fact in that last statement. I would have to ask Scarlet whether Chubby had arranged transportation. Even worse than hanging out with a lot of old people at a fundraiser would be to hang out with this group.
 I thanked them for breakfast when Harry insisted he would pay. Then I beat a hasty retreat before they had a chance to rope me into spending more time with them.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got back, I found Ashley in my bedroom, rushing around like she planned to go somewhere.
 �I hope you don�t mind, but I wanted to let Megan get her sleep.�
 �No, that�s fine. What are you up to?� I asked.
 �There�s a qualifier poker tournament for the Super High Roller European Poker Tour event this weekend that I�m going to enter.�
 �Two questions. First, why didn�t you tell me about it? Second, I didn�t know you played poker.�
 �I told your mom I was planning to play. She said, and I quote, �even though the gambling age is 18 in Monaco, David is under no circumstances allowed to step foot into a casino,�� Ashley said. She actually did a credible imitation of my mother. �Oh, and �David is not allowed to go to any clubs while you�re on vacation.��
 �Even though I can legally drink here and in Greece,� I added.
 �Evidently. You do realize she isn�t our mother, and we plan to do all that stuff,� Ashley added.
 �You plan to leave me at home?� I asked indignantly.
 �Please,� Ashley said as she dismissed the idea that I would stay at home. �You already have plans to go to some ball and then the opera. I have no doubt you�ll find something to do. You don�t need us old folks to entertain you.�
 I wasn�t sure how I felt about that. Part of the reason I�d invited Ashley and Scarlet was so I would get a chance to get to know them better. It sounded like they planned to go off and do their own thing. While I was confident I�d be able to find stuff to do, it felt weird that the people I�d invited just assumed I wouldn�t be part of whatever they did. On top of that, I found it off-putting to realize I was the kid whose mama wouldn�t let him do the things the older kids got to do.
 �You�re probably right,� I said and left her to get ready.
 I decided I wasn�t going to sit around and worry about them. Instead, I would go my own way and explore the city. I had just reached the front door when someone knocked. They almost fell down the steps when I opened the door as soon as they stopped beating on it.
 �That was fast,� a woman dressed for business said.
 �What can I do for you?� I asked.
 �Is your mom or dad home?�
 That just hit me wrong. Only two minutes ago, I�d been reminded I was too young to hang with my travel-mates. Now, this lady wanted to talk to my parents.
 �No, they�re out,� I said and didn�t offer to take her information.
 The woman was flustered when I stepped out of the condo with the plan to act like a tourist. I had almost reached the sidewalk when she finally realized I wasn�t going to stop.
 �Hang on, I need to talk to one of them.�
 I just gave her a teenage shrug, put my earbuds in, and donned my sunglasses as I walked away. As I glanced back, the woman stood in the middle of the front walk, looking confused. I momentarily wondered why she needed to talk to my parents and then put it out of my mind.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked across the street to talk to the concierge about what my options were for an afternoon. He directed me to a historic district called Le Rocher, or The Rock, located in Monaco-Ville, an upscale area.
 But I would have to do that later; I wanted to catch the changing of the guard at Place de Palais, Monaco�s palace, and had to hurry to make it. It turned out that the opera house was on the same square, but I�d be seeing it later. Next, I took a stroll through St. Martin�s Gardens, a park that had views of the sea. I took a lot of pictures for my dad because the flora looked so well-cared-for and varied.
 At the far end of the park was the Oceanographic Museum. They were reputed to have the best aquariums in all of Europe. I would agree that they were impressive.
 I had a late lunch at a little place with seating outside so I could people-watch. The server suggested I get p�t� and a fish stew with French bread.
 After lunch, I spent some time in Le Rocher, wandering the narrow streets. I discovered that this part of Monaco dated back to the 13th century when the principality was founded.
 You could feel the history of the place with all the colorful houses and little shops. I was happy when I discovered that the area wasn�t very big, so I had no fear of getting lost.
 As I relaxed, I realized that I needed a day like today. I�d gotten to explore a new place, and no one expected anything of me. My biggest decision for the rest of the afternoon was whether to check out another area or instead go back and take a nap before the big gala. With a full tummy, the nap won out.
 ◊◊◊
 When I arrived back at the condo, only Cindy was there.
 �Some lady keeps stopping by, asking for your parents. I had no idea what to tell her, so I sent her away. She left her number and asked to have them call her.�
 �Besides that, what�s been going on?� I asked.
 �Ashley won her ticket into the high-roller tournament. She�s on her way back. The rest of them are taking a boat tour.�
 �Have you gotten out of the house?� I asked.
 �I ran across the street for lunch, but I�ve been working. Call your mom or dad, and then I want to show you what all I�ve found.�
 The way she said it had me a little worried.
 ◊◊◊
 �You are a dead man,� Mom said when she answered. She spoke deliberately so I would understand each word.
 I chuckled.
 �What?� I asked, playing confused.
 �Don�t even try it. I made Mr. Sullivan tell me, and he said it was all you. He also wanted me to tell you that you owe him big-time.�
 �You don�t like your new car?�
 �I admit it, you got me. They made a big production that they had someone lined up to buy my car, so they hauled it to the back. They said another dealer was there to take it off their hands. Then they told me that my new car hadn�t come in yet. Mr. Sullivan assured me it was on its way, and I would only have to wait for a half-hour for the delivery. When the truck pulled in, they said it would be another hour for them to clean it and have it ready for me.�
 �You had to wait for an hour and a half? You poor thing,� I said to show my sympathy.
 I had predicted what would happen next. My mother wasn�t the most patient person in the world.
 �I told Mr. Sullivan I would take the car as-is, and I would bring it back some other day for detailing because I had clients coming to the office. He agreed and had them pull it around. At first, I thought they were joking,� Mom said.
 That made me chuckle again. I�d asked Mr. Sullivan to find the worst vehicle on the lot and to dump some trash in the front seat like a homeless person had lived in it. Of course, I�d made sure to ask him to video her reaction. I couldn�t wait for him to send it to me.
 �I almost lost it when I saw the beat-up old pickup truck. As soon as I saw it, I knew you�d been up to no good, so I just grabbed the keys and left. The expression on Mr. Sullivan�s face as I drove away was priceless. I met my clients, and once I wrapped that up, I drove back to the dealership. He had my car waiting for me and confessed what you�d set up.
 �Like I said, you�re a dead man walking,� Mom warned me.
 I shared my day so far and gave her the name and number of the lady who�d been lurking on our sidewalk. I promised we hadn�t played any loud music or staged a satanic ritual that she had to explain away. Mom promised to find out what was so important it had the lady camped out front.
 ◊◊◊
 After my call with my mom, I found Cindy at the dining room table with papers spread out.
 �I have good news, bad news, and really bad news. How do you want �em?�
 �Let�s start with the good and work our way down,� I suggested.
 �The good news is you have a basement. I discovered the entrance to the stairwell in the pantry in the kitchen. I haven�t had a chance to see what all is down there yet.�
 �Okay. It�s probably a bunch of old stuff that needs to be hauled off,� I guessed.
 �The bad news is I want to get rid of all the furniture and gut the kitchen and baths.�
 That funny smell I�d detected earlier made me agree.
 �The really bad news is all the mechanicals are shit. I had a contractor come check everything out. He told me that the plumbing is all lead; it looks like the electrical was replaced in the �60s and is aluminum; the ductwork is wrapped in asbestos; and some of the paint tested positive for lead. He gave me a number to fix it all, and it will cost you a fortune,� Cindy shared.
 She showed me the estimate.
 �I�m not sure owning this place is worth it. I wonder if Zander knew about all this when he included this place in the settlement.�
 �Do you want me to continue to work on the remodel?� Cindy asked.
 �I�m starting to rethink the whole idea of having places all over the world. It sounded cool when I first heard it might be possible to pick them up. My mom says I can rent it as an Airbnb and make money. But I might be better off selling this one and buying an apartment building or two back home.�
 �I guess you have to decide if this would make a good vacation place for you and your family,� Cindy offered.
 �It has been nice so far. When I was out this afternoon, not a single person recognized me, and I was able to walk the streets without having security follow me around. I also love that it�s right on the water. I�m not ruling it out yet, but let me think about it before you put in too much more effort. How about you go have fun tonight instead?�
 �If you decide you want to move forward, I have most everything I need. You�ll have to get a construction crew to fix it first anyway,� Cindy said and then smiled. �Plus, you can always send me here for the summer.�
 My uncle had once told me that getting answers sometimes led to the discovery of strange things. At the time, I hadn�t really understood what he meant. I mean, if you have a question, you need to be able to find the answer. I�d asked Cindy to do just that for me. Now that I had the answer, I wished I had some way to forget what she told me, to somehow lose it.
 Then again, my grandfather had shared something that fit this situation. Getting lousy news was like shitting yourself. What�s done was done. At this point, I had to decide how I would handle it. Would I clean myself up or sit in my own filth and stew about it? That made me chuckle. I personally liked a third option my grandfather never thought of: dump the whole mess on someone else to clean up. When my mom calmed down some, I would call her since she did real estate for a living. I trusted her to handle something like this.
 ◊◊◊
 After my nap, I started to get ready to go out tonight. My phone rang, and I saw it was my mother.
 �The woman who left her contact information assumed we owned the condo. She said Zander Lewis had agreed to sell it to her company before he abruptly backed out. They�ve purchased the other three units in your building and the two houses on either side of you. They plan to build a ten-story building,� Mom explained.
 �Why didn�t they get in touch with us sooner?� I asked.
 �The paperwork that shows your ownership just got finalized and recorded. It wasn�t available before now, and the records still showed Zander as the owner. Even now, the people wanting to buy the condo had no clue who to contact. That�s because you put the properties into individual trusts.�
 �I did?� I asked.
 �Well, your dad did, with the help of Ms. Dixon.�
 �I hope you didn�t tell the lady I owned it.�
 Mom chuckled.
 �I probably should have.�
 Yeah, I deserved that.
 �I�m contemplating selling this unit, anyway. Cindy had a contractor come in to check it out, and he found just about everything needs serious work. So far, I�ve liked it here, but I�m not sure I want to spend the kind of money it would take to make the place safe. So, I would be open to selling it to them. Do you want to negotiate the deal for me?� I asked.
 �Normally, you would get the friends and family discount. But after this morning ��
 �I�m not sure our company can afford the lease on a new car �� I shot back. �What did you get, anyway?�
 �A Genesis G90. I looked at getting another Cadillac, but the G90 is a better fit,� Mom explained.
 �I�ve never heard of Genesis.�
 �They�re the luxury division of Hyundai.�
 �I wasn�t aware they had a luxury division. So, you like it?� I asked.
 �Yes. Yes, I love it,� she said and gave me a dramatic sigh. �I guess I can do it for the friends and family rate, just this once.�
 �I can�t tell you how much that means to me.�
 Honestly, I wasn�t trying to be sarcastic.
 �Don�t forget that at some point, you have to come home.�
 We both laughed. It sounded like I was forgiven for punking her earlier today. I had no doubt she would get even.
 ◊◊◊
 After my call from home, I got ready for the fundraiser. I�d brought my Tommy Hilfiger tuxedo and would go with the traditional black bow tie and my Jimmy Choo black leather dress shoes. For something like this, I figured I should dress conservatively since I wanted to make a good impression for Chubby Feldman. I didn�t want to make him regret trusting me to fill in for him.
 I came out and found everyone gathered in the living room, eating cheese and drinking wine.
 �Dude! I see why they cast you to play James Bond,� Kevin said.
 �No, the son of James Bond,� Cindy corrected. �You look nice.�
 �Thanks.�
 �Seriously, man. You look good. That outfit suits you,� Kevin said.
 �I�m supposed to get a picture,� Scarlet said. �Put on your mask.�
 I did as I was told and posed for her.
 �What are you guys doing tonight?� I asked.
 �I asked around while I played today and got a couple of suggestions. We�re going to Le Tip Top for dinner and then to La Rascasse to dance. The folks in the casino said the �real� clubbing experience doesn�t start until midnight. They�re open until five a.m., so don�t expect anyone to be up and ready to go in the morning. I�m not going to stay too long because I play poker again tomorrow,� Ashley shared.
 �Maybe I could meet you there after my shindig. I like to dance,� I suggested.
 �If you call your mom and get permission �� Scarlet said sarcastically.
 I knew when I wasn�t wanted. I just gave them a tight-lipped look and headed to the door. Paul followed me out.
 �Are you sure you don�t want me to be your security tonight? I�m not sure Fritz would be too pleased with me going out and partying, especially after that time in LA.�
 �I�ll give you a direct order so you can claim it was my own fault if something happens. I want you to watch over my guests tonight, and you can�t be in two places at once. I�m sure there will be security at the ball, and you would just spend time in the parking lot all night. Go have a good time,� I said.
 �If you decide you want to come to the club, give me a call, and I�ll come get you.�
 �Apparently, I�m not allowed.�
 �Since when do you do what your mother tells you?� Paul asked in mock disbelief.
 I wanted to say, �since I got the feeling that I wasn�t welcome,� but bit my tongue instead.
 �My dad says you have to pick your battles,� I said and then added, �If the ball is lame and I want to bail, I�ll call you.�
 My car was waiting for me, so I allowed Paul to walk me out and put me in the back. I told the driver to hold on when I saw a stretch limo pull up across the street at the hotel where Lord Harry Smyth and his group were staying.
 Sure enough, the four guys I�d had breakfast with came out with four women. It was easy to identify the engaged couple, as Oliver and his fianc�e were arm-in-arm. They made a cute couple. I remembered that one of the guys had referred to her as Cordelia. I saw Beth, Harry�s sister, who I�d met in the UK. She looked well put-together for tonight�s event in a full-length silver gown. I spotted the girl who Harry had on the side. She was in a cute dress, but you could tell it wasn�t something she was used to wearing as she tugged at the hem.
 The final girl held back, and she caught my eye. She moved as though she were floating, reminding me of a graceful swan in her vintage Oscar de la Renta gown. She wore a jeweled tiara on her head and held a delicate black lace mask in her grasp. My breath caught when she smoothed her hands over the hundreds of Swarovski crystals sewn onto her dress, and I shook my head.
 My pulse quickened. I wanted to meet her. If I had to go to an annoying old-folks� fundraiser, I might as well find someone to talk to and possibly dance with. Who knew, I might even flirt with her.
 Before they had all loaded into their limo, I told my driver to leave.
 ◊◊◊
 The soir�e was what I was now calling it because what else would you call an event like this, held at a Mon�gasque mansion? When we pulled up, a footman stepped forward and opened the door. Behind him stood a group of attractive young women with tablets in their hands. When I stepped out of the car, one of the women approached me with a smile. She looked at me like I was a long-lost relative who she�d just discovered had a vast inheritance waiting for her.
 �Mr. Dawson?� she asked, and I nodded. �Welcome. Please come this way.�
 I noticed that my picture was prominently displayed on the tablet. They�d obviously done their homework.
 The young woman led me to a magnificent foyer. They must have used a whole marble quarry when they put this room together. A grand staircase led to the second level, and an enormous antique crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. Next to the stairs were a couple of tables. The girl brought me to one to sign in and left me in the capable hands of Kristine.
 �Good evening, Mr. Dawson. I understand you have a check from Mr. Feldman.�
 I made a play at forgetting where I put it as I searched my pockets and acted pleased when I found the envelope in the inside pocket of my tux. Kristine just looked at me patiently, which reminded me of what Grace Davenport had said. I might not be as funny as I thought I was.
 �Before you go in, there are some rules. Please wear your mask at all times, and tonight is supposed to be anonymous. To that end, everyone has been given fanciful name tags to wear.�
 She handed me mine, and it said �Bond, Ian Bond.� I wondered if Chubby had wanted to steal my persona in the upcoming movie or if he�d specifically requested it for me. The name tag wasn�t one of those cheap stick-on ones, either. It was a platinum color with black lettering. They were smart because it had a magnet to affix it to my jacket. I would bet big money that most of the women here wouldn�t allow them to use a pin on their expensive dresses.
 Once properly attired, I was sent to a receiving line to meet the important people. I wasn�t sure how I was supposed to know that because they all wore masks and had goofy name tags. At the end of the line, there stood one couple who hadn�t donned masks and who I did recognize: the Prince and Princess of Monaco.
 I was impressed that they�d allowed paparazzi to take everyone�s picture as they moved down the line. I will say that this was the most well-behaved group of paparazzi I�d ever encountered. Their American counterparts could learn a thing or two from this bunch. There were no shouted questions or insults hurled to get a reaction. They politely asked to take your picture.
 When I reached the end of the line, I got my picture taken with the royals. I made a point to ask one of the photographers if he could send me a copy. He readily agreed, so I gave him the office email address.
 ◊◊◊
 I hadn�t eaten, so I sought out the buffet. Apparently, for the summer event, they had a sit-down dinner, but not for this one. I asked one of the servers for a recommendation. He steered me away from a baked fish dish I�d been contemplating. I grabbed a variety of items, intending to get more once I found what I liked.
 I found a table off to the side and shortly was joined there by an older couple. My head began to swim as I breathed in the woman�s overpowering perfume, thick with spice and floral notes that hit me like a hammer between the eyes.
 �I told you not to get that. You know if you eat it, you�ll be up all night with heartburn,� she warned her significant other.
 �It�s a special occasion. I�ll get what I want,� he shot back.
 I hurried up and ate as I listened to the two of them bicker. It seemed that after so many years of marriage, you didn�t hold back your opinion on anything. Either they were completely comfortable with each other, or at their age, they no longer cared what others thought. If it hadn�t been for the perfume, I might have hung around to watch them in action.
 I did find out some entertaining tidbits about the upper crust attending this evening. One was that an invitation to tonight�s masquerade was extremely exclusive and highly sought-after by the rich and famous. This high-society event provided the chance to rub shoulders with the richest of the rich, the most famous of celebrities, the most notorious of politicians.
 While the soir�e was supposed to be geared to the next generation of donors to the Red Cross, most of the crowd seemed to be geriatrics. There were few younger people, and I saw no one else my age.
 I left my tablemates to trash the other attendees and decided to explore the mansion. I walked upstairs and found a media room, dominated by a big-screen TV, that overlooked the entrance where everyone was arriving. From there, I could see people exit their cars before they donned their masks to hide their identities. I arrived at my perch in time to see Paul Andon, Lexi�s dad, and a woman whom I assumed was her mother get out of a gray Rolls-Royce Phantom. They were showing off. I noted what they wore so I could track them down later.
 Next there came a series of people I�d seen in the news. They ranged from politicians to movie stars to the final car full of a rock band that currently had two songs playing on the radio. I had to chuckle because they rolled out of their ride, drinks in hand. It was apparent they�d been partying before they arrived. If nothing else, I admired their guts for showing up drunk at something like this.
 The click of high heels on the marble floor told me I was no longer alone. I turned around and found the woman who�d caught my interest getting into the limo with Beth and Harry. She sucked in her breath in surprise when she spotted me by the window.
 �Sorry, I thought I was all alone.�
 �I wanted to get away for a moment and people-watch,� I said as I tilted my head towards the window.
 She joined me to watch the next car pull up. She glanced over and gave me a half-smile.
 �Really? �Bond, Ian Bond�?�
 I looked at her name tag.
 �Look who�s talking, Cinderella,� I said.
 �Do I call you Mr. Bond, or may I call you Ian?� she asked with a smirk.
 �Better make it Mr. Bond until we get to know each other better. I would hate for people to think we are too familiar with each other and jump to conclusions,� I said. My snooty tone mimicked the couple I�d eaten with.
 �Why, of course. That would make perfect sense � if this were the 1800s.�
 I suddenly found that I liked this girl.
 �You about ready to go back downstairs and face this crowd, Princess?� I asked as I gave her a little bow and put my arm out for her to take.
 �Why, of course, Mr. Bond,� she said as I led her back to the party.
 ◊◊◊
 Cinderella spotted Beth and Harry.
 �I want to introduce you to my friends.�
 �Lead the way,� I said.
 As we approached, I saw Harry�s lips pinch for a second. I wondered if he had a thing for my princess.
 �Look who I found,� Cinderella said, and then her voice deepened for dramatic effect. �Bond, Ian Bond.�
 I looked at their name tags and couldn�t help smiling.
 �Nice to meet you, Lady. Tramp,� I said as I nodded to each of them.
 �My sister was put in charge of the reservations and thought she was funny. When we were kids, she loved that movie,� Harry said to explain the names.
 �How have you been?� I asked Beth.
 �You know each other?� Cinderella asked.
 �Yes. Our Mr. Bond here knocked the Tramp on his arse for being a complete tosser. It was well deserved, I might add. The funny part is that it made the paper,� Beth shared.
 �Not my finest moment,� Harry admitted.
 �Nor mine,� I agreed.
 The band started. They�d gotten a group that played indie rock. If anything would clear out the old folks, this would.
 �Dance with me,� Beth said and grabbed my hand to make sure I wouldn�t back out.
 I really wanted to dance with my princess, but I couldn�t see Beth dancing with her brother. We were having a ball as Harry and Cinderella joined us. The four of us ended up dancing as a group. When a slow song came on, Beth grabbed me. I saw Cinderella and Harry head to the bar where the rest of the wedding party had gathered.
 �She has no idea she�s with the real Ian Bond, does she?� Beth asked.
 �Who? Cinderella?� I asked.
 Beth looked up at me and smiled.
 �How have you been?� she asked.
 �Keeping busy. You?�
 �The same. You seeing anybody?� Beth asked.
 �Are you asking because you might have a little crush on me, then?�
 �A little one,� she admitted and held up her fingers about an inch apart. �A tiny one.�
 �Really?� I said, acting surprised.
 �I imagine every woman here would agree with me. You look � well � good tonight.�
 �Yeah, well, I spent a lot of time on my hair,� I agreed.
 Beth shook her head in disbelief. Then someone tapped her shoulder.
 �Mind if I cut in?�
 Beth and I turned to see who it was. I recognized the dress from earlier. It was Lexi�s mom.
 �I�ll catch up later,� I promised Beth.
 Beth seemed confused about what to do for a second and then gathered herself and nodded. I watched her go to where her friends were.
 �Shall we?� I asked Mrs. Andon and held out my arms.
 �You have no idea who I am,� she teased.
 �You seem very familiar for some reason. If I didn�t see that big rock on your finger, I would have a better guess,� I teased. �Did you bring your husband with you?�
 �As a matter of fact, I did.�
 �Too bad.�
 �I�ll be sure to tell him,� she retorted.
 �No need for that,� I said, acting worried. Then I smiled. �How are you doing, Mrs. Andon?�
 �You shit! I thought you were really hitting on me,� she said and then smiled. �Call me Rachel. �Mrs. Andon� makes me feel old.�
 �I could pretend I don�t know you. Later we could claim it was all a misunderstanding, I mean, with the masks and all,� I suggested.
 �Lexi is right, you are a bad boy at heart,� she said to put an end to my fun.
 �I�m a little angel. Just ask my mom,� I said in a little boy�s voice.
 �Paul sent me out to get you. Come over and say hello,� she said.
 We found Paul talking to another man. They ended their conversation, and Rachel led me to speak with her husband. I recognized how they�d coordinated the handoff. My grandmother used to do the same for my granddad. You could tell they�d performed this maneuver many times before. Paul Andon was a Hollywood executive at a major studio; that made his time valuable. Rachel acted as the gatekeeper. I noticed she left us in search of her next target.
 �David,� Paul greeted me with a handshake.
 �Mr. Andon.�
 �Chubby told me you would be here. I wanted a chance to say hello.�
 We spent a few minutes catching up. He told me the Star Academy movies were on track, and the studio was excited that they would be shot this fall. Then, as if on cue, I saw Rachel with her next networking victims. Paul and I said our goodbyes, and he began talking to the couple.
 I looked for Cinderella but didn�t see her or the group she�d come with.
 I had read and watched books, TV, and period-piece movies where people of the �right breeding� attended balls like this. It was my understanding that the eligible women would stand around with their minders in sight and wait for the gentlemen to ask for a dance. Times had changed. These girls were a little more aggressive. My dance card, so to speak, was full.
 Someone had to have let it leak that I was here because they all seemed to recognize me. It shocked me more than a little when a couple of them propositioned me. Yes, times had changed.
 ◊◊◊
 I had to take a bathroom break. The ones downstairs had lines, so I made my way upstairs. One of the staff pointed out one that was off the beaten path. He admitted it was where they all went when they needed one right away.
 I found the door cracked open, so I opened it to find Oliver�s fianc�e and Cinderella there. They both had their masks off, and it looked like they�d been crying.
 �I have to � you know,� I announced.
 They stepped out of the way of the toilet but didn�t leave. If nature hadn�t been pressing, I would have kicked them out, but they couldn�t see anything, so I decided to go for it.
 �I can�t believe that slut. And she�s in your wedding party,� Cinderella said.
 �My parents are going to have a cow. They�ve already paid for most of the wedding stuff,� Cordelia said.
 �You�re sure you want to call it off? He seems to love you.�
 �Yeah, it�s over. We can�t come back from that. I would never trust him again. I don�t want to always be wondering if he really is working late or if it�s just a boys� weekend. While I had my suspicions, I didn�t want to believe it,� Cordelia said.
 Apparently, Oliver had done something with Harry�s �girl on the side.�
 �I was just leaving. Would you like a ride back to your hotel?� I asked.
 �Yes, please. That would be for the best,� Cinderella said.
 I sent a text to my driver, and we started to go downstairs. We made it halfway down the hall when a door burst open, and Oliver rushed out in a disheveled mess. Both girls stiffened.
 �Go on down,� I told them and stepped between them and him. �Slow your roll.�
 �Get out of my way. I need to talk to my fianc�e.�
 �She needs to process what she saw. Do the decent thing and give her until at least tomorrow. If you push it now, you won�t like what happens,� I said to try to reason with him.
 Harry and his mates rushed out.
 �I�ll take the girls back to the hotel. Keep this one here, and don�t let him bother her until tomorrow,� I told Harry.
 �He�s right. Come on, let�s get drunk,� Harry said.
 Oliver looked defeated.
 �I�ve made a bloody mess of it,� he moaned.
 I had to agree; he had.
 ◊◊◊
 When I reached the foyer, I found Beth with the other girls. I took off my mask, and Cinderella�s eyes got big when she recognized me.
 �You�re � you�re ��
 �David A. Dawson, at your service, Princess,� I said and gave her a little bow.
 We walked outside and found the paparazzi waiting there to take the aftermath pictures. When they saw that Cordelia and Cinderella had been crying, they couldn�t resist. I was sure it wasn�t lost on them that I was there to help the three of them into the car. I walked around the car and sat in the front seat for the ride home.
 In the back seat, the three women talked quietly. I had the driver turn on the radio so we couldn�t overhear their conversation. I wasn�t sure if he would share what he heard with the paparazzi or not, but better safe than sorry.
 When we got to the hotel, I got out too. Beth and Cordelia went in, leaving Cinderella alone with me for a moment.
 �I wish I�d gotten a dance,� I said.
 She gave me a sad smile. Then she looked up at me.
 �What are you doing tomorrow?�
 �I have an extra ticket to the opera. Would you like to go?� I asked.
 She blinked.
 �If you�d rather not ��
 �No,� she said. �I just never would have guessed you�d have tickets to that.�
 �They were a gift,� I admitted. �It isn�t something I would normally plan to do, but I figured since I had them, I might as well go. If for no other reason than to be able to say I�d done it.�
 �I�d like that,� she said to make the evening worthwhile. �We�re going out on my boat tomorrow. Would you like to spend the day on the water?�
 That sounded better than the opera.
 �Yeah. I would love to.�
 She gave me the details and then surprised me when she kissed me. I should have known better; this wasn�t my first rodeo. A paparazzo picked that moment to snap our picture. Cinderella blushed and hurried inside. I figured she must not be used to the attention I drew.
 I walked across the street to my condo with a smile on my face.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 4 � Cinderella  Saturday March 25 
 I came out of my bedroom and found Megan reading something on her phone.
 �Morning. You the only one up?� I asked.
 �No. Ashley already left for her poker tournament. When she got up, I decided to stay up.�
 �Want to go across the street and have breakfast with me?� I asked.
 �I�d like that.�
 As soon as we got outside, I could tell it was going to be a lovely day. My weather app said the high would be in the low 60s. I didn�t anticipate doing any swimming when I joined my princess and her group, but I expected we would have a pleasant time on the water.
 Since Brook had left, a couple of women had caught my attention. Joey, my trainer, appealed to my athletic side. I don�t think she realized the effect she had on me when she bounced around in her shorts that � well � I shouldn�t go there. There would be serious ramifications if I ever did.
 The second girl had been Tawny Greenwalt, whom I�d met on my recruiting trip to Oklahoma. I�ve been around a lot of drop-dead gorgeous women. When you act or model, it�s a given. Yes, I might have a type, if you consider two of my three infatuations are Hannah Minacci and Adrienne. Real women with significant natural assets up top catch my eye. So it meant something that Tawny wasn�t overly developed. Not that C-cup was anything to sneeze at. With her, it was the whole package.
 Watching Tawny move on stage and then talking to her and discovering she was able to more than hold a conversation made her someone I might fall for. Tawny made my decision to go to Oklahoma very appealing on a personal level. Not that I had any expectations, but I would definitely look her up when I got to campus.
 What was the saying? It�s when you stop looking that you�ll find someone? Never in a million years would I have thought I would find someone who interested me in at some uptight, lavish masquerade ball.
 I�ve always said a guy rates a woman on her looks within a few seconds of first seeing her. I�m sure women do the same, but men are visual animals. Like most men, I tend to use a scale of one to ten, one being a girl I had zero interest in. Actually, I would have to dislike a woman intensely to give her a score that low. A ten was someone I would be willing to throw down on the fifty-yard line during the Super Bowl and have my way with her, based solely on her looks.
 Cinderella fell into the solid seven or low eight range. But it wasn�t her looks that had me intrigued. She just had something about her that I couldn�t put my finger on, sort of like the first time I met Joey, or even better, Lisa Felton. Sometimes the beast we like to keep hidden simply knows what it wants, and mine wanted my princess.
 Once Megan and I were seated, and the server had taken our drink orders, I decided to tell her about my infatuation.
 Not to get off on a completely different tangent, but coffee in Monaco was expensive. Let me clarify. Everything in Monaco was expensive, but they wanted about four times what you would expect to pay at a better restaurant back home. Just saying.
 �I met someone last night,� I said to kick off our discussion.
 �Why doesn�t that surprise me.�
 �You do realize I planned to buy you breakfast,� I said, giving her a stern look.
 The poor girl wasn�t used to being teased because she looked traumatized. I felt terrible, and it must have shown on my face because she suddenly smiled.
 �You�re getting better at that,� I said.
 �Tell me about this amazing woman you met,� Megan said, dismissing me.
 �Who said it was a woman?�
 �There�s an ongoing debate on social media as to whether you�re gay. Most agree that when you see a good-looking guy, there�s a strong possibility that he is,� Megan retorted.
 I was starting to like this Megan girl. The quiet little mouse had hidden claws.
 �Yes, it�s a woman. I met her last night but don�t actually know her name. We had to wear name tags with fake names, and hers said Cinderella.�
 �What did yours say?� Megan asked.
 I struck a pose, using my finger to mimic a gun.
 �Bond, Ian Bond,� I said dramatically.
 �You do realize that if you weren�t an actor, you would be a weirdo.�
 �I�ve been told that more than once,� I admitted.
 �Did you get her number?�
 �No.�
 Megan�s eyes got big.
 �I can�t believe you couldn�t get a girl�s number,� she said doubtfully.
 I gave her my best smile with a touch of a leer thrown in.
 �She invited me to go on her boat today, and I�m taking her to the opera tonight. After that, who knows?�
 �That sounds like a solid plan.�
 �What did you guys do last night?� I asked.
 �Went to dinner, then to a club where we danced. I even got asked to dance a couple of times,� Megan said as she blushed, remembering the experience.
 �Was everyone on their best behavior?� I asked.
 �Until they got home.�
 The way she said that made me curious.
 �Really? I must have slept through that.�
 �Must have,� Megan said.
 Her expression told me she was holding out on me.
 �Spill it. You know you want to,� I pushed.
 �They did stuff together in the living room,� Megan blurted and turned bright red.
 �All of them?� I asked.
 �Well, Ashley turned in as soon as we got back because she�s playing poker today. But the rest of them did.�
 �Did you join in?� I asked.
 Megan slouched down and almost disappeared under the table. I heard her mumble something.
 �Was that a yes?� I asked with a big grin.
 �No!� she barked and then slid back down.
 �You watched?�
 She wouldn�t meet my eyes.
 �You dirty girl,� I teased. �Was it hot?�
 �I don�t want to talk about it.�
 I raised my hands.
 �Hey, I�m not judging. I�ll let you in on a little secret. I sometimes watch porn on the Internet.�
 She peeked up at me, and I saw the hint of a smile. I leaned forward to make sure only she could hear.
 �I sometimes touch myself when I watch. Did you touch yourself?� I asked.
 �David!�
 I gave her a knowing look.
 �Just saying, it would be okay if you did,� I said in my best reassuring voice.
 �I heard the weather today is supposed to be nice for your boat trip,� Megan said to try to change the subject.
 I decided I would let her. The poor girl might spontaneously combust if I pushed her much further. Perhaps I would have a talk with Cindy and see what was up with little Megan.
 ◊◊◊
 I�m embarrassed to admit that I put some thought into what I would wear today. My goal was to look good but not come off as a total Hamptons trust-fund douche. I decided that because we were going boating, I needed nautical attire. Since I didn�t really have anything of the sort, I did the best I could.
 I started with white slacks that were a silk-cotton blend. For my shirt, I picked a blue Range Sports t-shirt and a gray Abercrombie sweater. With my Japanese sunglasses, I thought I�d pulled it off.
 When the time to meet everyone finally arrived, I walked across the street. I spotted my princess standing alone out in front of the hotel. When she saw me, her face lit up, which made my day.
 �Hey. It�s just going to be us today,� she said when I got close.
 I couldn�t say that disappointed me in the least.
 �I hate to ask,� I said.
 �Let�s just say the drama didn�t end at the fundraiser and leave it at that.�
 I was okay with that.
 I was starting to realize that Cinderella�that�s right, I still hadn�t found out her name�had money. Her personal driver picked us up and drove us to the marina. The streets in Monte Carlo were narrow, and traffic was heavy. I was impressed that her driver knew the back roads well enough to avoid the worst of the congestion.
 When we arrived at the marina, we met Winston, who seemed to know my princess. I was sure she was putting one over on me when he greeted her.
 �Princess,� he said and gave her a little bow. �Your boat is ready. Are you sure you don�t need someone to captain her for you today?�
 �No, Winston. We aren�t going far, so I should be able to handle her.�
 �As you wish. Call if you need anything,� he said and then led us to the dock where her boat was moored.
 At first, I had my doubts about us piloting the large sailboat I spotted as we got closer. I suspected it would be more than the two of us could handle, even if I had known what to do. My doubt turned into pure joy when we walked past the monstrosity and came to what is called a go-fast or cigarette boat.
 Go-fast boats are speedboats designed for open water. This one was a Marauder fifty-footer. The hull was hydrodynamically designed to handle the high-horsepower, dual turbocharged Mercury Racing engines. 1340 horsepower, to be exact. If I hadn�t already come to the conclusion that she had money, this sealed the deal. This sort of boat ran into seven figures.
 I had a twinge of guilt when I thought of Brook and how much she would love to be with me right now.
 �You want to drive?� she asked.
 Not only yes, but HELL YES, I wanted to drive.
 �If you want,� I said, trying not to show how much I�d just lost my cool.
 She tossed me the keys. I jumped in as Winston untied the boat. The driver didn�t actually have a seat. Instead, a wraparound backrest supported the driver, and you stood at the wheel. I turned the key, and the twin engines rumbled to life.
 My princess jumped onto the boat and stored our bags below deck. When she came back out, she reached over and turned on the stereo system. If the marina couldn�t hear the throaty groan of the engines, they certainly knew we were there when the rock music began to blast. I waited for her to get seated and then eased out of the slip.
 I took it easy as we made our way to the mouth of the harbor. Several people checked us out and waved as we motored by. It seemed they recognized my princess and were happy to see her. I donned my sunglasses and eased the boat up on plane as we exited the harbor.
 Once we hit open water, I pushed the throttle forward. The boat responded with an alarming increase in speed. I was glad the seas were calm as we knifed our way away from shore. Cinderella pointed to the left, and I took us up the coast. I was struck by the remarkable colors of the water, deep blue where the water was deep and a deep blue-green closer to the rocky shore.
 Cigarette boats are the favorite of drug runners and smugglers because they can reach speeds exceeding 130 mph. I felt like Duke when he stuck his head out of the window of the car as I raced down country roads. His ears would be flapping in the wind, and my Demon would be whining as the twin turbos boosted our speed. Cinderella and I both had smiles on our faces as we ran up the coast, the wind blowing our hair back and the sun in our faces. I couldn�t think of anything I would rather be doing right now.
 She turned the radio down and leaned over so I could hear her.
 �Feel like getting into the water?�
 �Isn�t it too cold?� I asked.
 �There�s a little spot I know that has a hot spring.�
 �I didn�t bring my suit.�
 She just smiled in response. Well, okay, then. I gave her a little nod, and she laughed.
 Frick! Mr. Happy suddenly figured out what was going on and began to wake up. Maybe the cold water would send him back into hiding.
 I had a bad habit of falling in love at the drop of a hat. After dating Brook, I realized it was more falling in lust than the real thing. But in any case, my princess had my full attention.
 Cinderella pointed to the horizon, where I saw an outcropping of rocks.
 �There�s a little cove on the other side that can only be gotten to by water. My dad used to take me there when I was a kid. It was a chance for us to spend time alone together. I haven�t been back since he passed.�
 �I�m sorry to hear you lost him.�
 �At the time, I was devastated, but I�ve gotten used to it now. It will be good to go back,� she said with a faraway look.
 I left her to her thoughts for a few minutes before I interrupted.
 �I hate to ask, but what�s your name? In my head, I�ve been calling you �My Princess� because of your Cinderella name tag,� I admitted.
 �I sort of like that,� she said. �Actually, I�m Princess Erika.�
 I blinked a few times as I wrapped my brain around the realization that she was a real princess. Seeing my confusion, she continued.
 �Germany used to be a collection of principalities. They no longer have any official sovereignties, but the old families cling to their past. Our lands are in the current state of Thuringia, though the princely title comes from a small town nearby in Upper Saxony. But I live in New York City now.�
 �So, you�re a real-life Cinderella?�
 �In a way, I guess.�
 �Why don�t you live in Germany?� I asked.
 �My brother inherited the estate, and I wanted to get away to go to school. I�m going to Columbia University. I�m majoring in business and plan to return and help run the family business someday,� Erika explained.
 �What business do you own?�
 �Several, actually. Everything from manufacturing to agriculture.�
 By now, we�d come close to the inlet she had described. High cliff walls surrounded the cove and a small rocky beach. Erika scampered onto the front of the boat and dropped the anchor. She came back and smiled at me.
 �My brother keeps swim trunks down below. I�ll grab you a pair so you can change.�
 I followed her below. There wasn�t much room. Basically, the cabin consisted of two couches facing each other that I suspected turned into small beds, with a storage area at the front.
 Erika opened the cabinet, found a pair of swim trunks, and tossed them to me. I cringed when I saw they were basically Speedos. People joked that European men who shouldn�t wore this type of swimsuit on the beaches. Not a good look if you were older or didn�t have the body for it.
 Erika gave me some privacy, so I decided to go for it. They were snug. I found a towel to wrap around my waist so I didn�t put on too much of a show as I came back on deck. Erika had worn her conservative one-piece suit under her clothes.
 �Ready?� she asked.
 My breath hitched at her words. The double meaning wasn�t lost on me as I slowly walked to her. When we were inches apart, I leaned forward and kissed Erika. Our simple kiss had a profound effect on me, one I didn�t expect.
 I�ve had some experience at hooking up, but this didn�t feel like that. I�d been concerned about removing my mask, or persona, if you will. My worry was that she would recognize that I was just after a good time, but I relaxed a little as I saw she wanted that as well.
 I looked Erika in the eyes, unable to resist touching her, and reached up with my hand to wrap it around the back of her neck. I ran my thumb underneath her jawline and over her cheek to her lips. As things heated up, I lightly grazed them. A little smile touched my lips as her mouth opened slightly to take in panted breaths of desire.
 �I don�t really know you yet, but I want you,� I said to put it out there.
 Erika�s nostrils flared, and her eyes dilated with lust.
 �You�re so bad,� she moaned.
 My heart was pumping hard as I leaned in to close the gap between us. Erika�s head tilted back, and her soft lips opened as she anticipated our kiss. It didn�t disappoint, and my mind nearly exploded with instant lust. I was a little confused as to how we�d gone from friendly banter to this in mere seconds. The animal inside of me had been right from the start: I wanted her.
 I was a little afraid I would come off as being too intense. So, as a test, I pulled her tighter to me and waited to see how she would respond. Erika molded her body to mine, her hands came up to run her fingers through my hair, and all doubt left me.
 A tiny voice in the back of my head warned me that I was being a �stupid boy� and should slow this down. The beast inside disagreed. He wanted it all, and now.
 I deepened our kiss. Tongues dueled as I tasted Erika for the first time. I wanted more, so much more. But at the same time, I couldn�t offer her much more than tonight or the next day at the most. It felt wrong to start this, only to leave in a couple of days.
 Mr. Happy lurched control of the body before I put an end to what was about to happen. Unable to stop myself, I gently pushed her down onto the aft bench seat and knelt between her spread legs. With my height, we were eye level. I kissed her neck as I moved to seal the deal. Then the big brain asserted itself.
 �We should slow down. Let�s go swimming and get to know each other better before �� as I left the rest unsaid.
 I saw the confusion appear as Erika tried to figure out what I was up to.
 �Trust me,� I said before she got upset. �I want you more than you imagine. When we do anything at all, I want it to be special. That�s what a first time should be, right?�
 I gave her a little kiss on the lips and my sexiest smile, the one that gets me paid the big bucks. Erika tilted her head to the side as if she would figure me out better from a different angle. I�m not really sure why I was putting the brakes on if this was just a hookup. Despite my occasional reservations, I�d come to grips with seducing a girl for a no-strings-attached moment of fun. I should thank Lexi for teaching me that.
 With Erika, I wanted her to not be surprised when this turned into a one-night stand. Somehow, it was different with her. I didn�t want to just have sex with her. Deep inside me, something told me she�d be worth the wait to do it right.
 �Maybe a swim might be a better idea,� Erika said reluctantly.
 I inwardly thanked her for agreeing with me. If she�d given even the slightest indication that we should move this forward, I couldn�t have stopped myself. I stood up and dropped my towel. Erika was now eye level with Mr. Happy, who was making his Alien impression as he tried to burst through the ridiculously tight swim trunks. She apparently couldn�t help herself as her eyes locked onto him. Erika then made a brazen scan of my body.
 Frick!
 I gritted my teeth. Suddenly, I wanted desperately to drop back down between her legs, pull her suit aside, and plunge deep inside her. Instead, I jumped up on the deck over the engines in the back. It had a mat-like surface that looked perfect for laying out to get some sun. I stepped over to the edge to see if I could see the bottom. I felt a hand in the small of my back, and the next thing I knew, I was tumbling into the water. If I�d stuck my toe in, I would never have gone in. It was freezing.
 I broke the surface and said a few choice words. The tight swim trunks wouldn�t be a problem anymore because Mr. Happy and the twins were now trying to hide from the frigid water.
 �Swim towards the beach, and it gets warmer,� she assured me and then dove in.
 She cut through the water like an Olympic swimmer. I decided to follow her, not really sure whether to trust her, but I hoped for the best. Sure enough, as I got closer to the shore, the water began to get noticeably warmer. While it was still cold, it was bearable. Either that or I was becoming numb.
 When I caught up, she swam in a circle around me, grinned, and laughed as she splashed me with her legs before she tried to swim away from me. I reached out, grabbed her leg, and pulled her back to me. She sputtered; her laughter increased until it was wholehearted. When she laughed like that, she instantly rated a ten in my book. I couldn�t help myself as I wrapped my arm around her waist and kissed her again.
 The evil minx wrapped her legs around my waist. I was painfully aware of how easy it would be to take this to its forgone conclusion. I pulled back and held her gaze.
 �You�re amazing,� I said.
 �You�re not too bad yourself,� she said with a playful grin.
 She slowly unwrapped her legs and winked at me. When this finally did happen, it would be epic.
 Erika and I acted like little kids and romped around in the water. She discovered that I was very handy at launching her into the air so she could make graceful dives. All that work in the weight room had paid off.
 When we got tired, we didn�t want to get out of the water yet, so she sent me back to the boat. I got masks, snorkels, and fins for us both, and we put them on to check out the fish. I found that the water was teeming with wildlife. They seemed to like the warmer water.
 Finally, we were worn out and swam back to the boat. Erika had planned ahead and had packed a lunch. We lounged on the back deck and ate. Once we finished our meal, I laid back and let the sun warm me up. Erika stretched out next to me.
 �Tell me about yourself,� Erika encouraged.
 �I live in a small town in the Midwest of the United States. My mother sells real estate, and my dad manages a golf course. I have one older brother who�s a junior in college. I have a daughter and three sons and claim another child as one of my sons,� I said, then looked over to see her reaction.
 �Wow. I didn�t think you Americans had large families.�
 �Most don�t.�
 �Are you married?�
 �No, and the children are from four different women. Two of them are here on vacation with me.�
 �Okay. I�m not sure I understand.�
 �They�re older. We make it work.�
 �You�re single?� Erika asked.
 �Very.�
 She became quiet for a moment and then looked at me intently. She came to some kind of decision�one I liked. Erika leaned towards me to kiss me. I started to reach for her, but she put her hand on my chest, so I laid back as she leaned over me and gently kissed me again. Erika startled me when her hand traveled south and pushed into my trunks.
 Our kiss broke, and I looked her in the eyes. She touched my lips to tell me not to say anything, then kissed down my chest to my stomach. Erika freed my member and leaned down to run her tongue along the underside.
 I bit back a moan. She took me in her mouth in one fluid movement, hot and wet around me. Erika�s tongue danced over my skin while she sucked me, her hands planted on each side of my hips. I fought the urge to thrust up. Her mouth was an intoxicating mixture of heat and wetness. It didn�t take long before I was close.
 Erika seemed to recognize my state as she began to seriously work to maximize my pleasure. All too soon, my whole body shook, then stiffened as I spilled into her mouth. I groaned her name in my rapture. This was an unexpected surprise.
 ◊◊◊
 I felt like a complete shit. Apparently, I must have been tired because I fell asleep. I was wakened with little kisses on my neck.
 �Wake up. We need to head back,� Erika said.
 It took a moment for my head to clear.
 �Oh, shit. Sorry about that,� I said.
 �It was my fault; I knew better. I have an older brother. If he fills his stomach and lies out in the sun, he is out in an instant.�
 �Guys are predictable like that. Especially if you help them � you know.�
 �Next time, you have to help me first,� she playfully teased.
 At least she wasn�t mad. There was also a promise of �next time.�
 �Go change. You have to take me out to dinner for falling asleep on me, and I need to get back and see what�s happening with my group.�
 �Sounds like a plan,� I said.
 This time, when we went below deck, she didn�t leave as I changed. I watched out of the corner of my eye as she took off her suit to give me a tantalizing glimpse of what she had hidden under it. It was all good. I got dressed, anticipating that there would be more fun later. I would be patient, even though I really didn�t want to be. But I knew it was the right thing to do.
 She retrieved the anchor, and I fired up the motors. The waves had picked up, so I held back from pushing the speed too much. I wasn�t in a mood to get pounded.
 �I want to drive,� Erika announced.
 �No problem,� I said and slowed us down so we could switch places.
 �No, stay there,� she said with a mischievous grin.
 Erika stood in front of me, and I wrapped my arms around her waist. She leaned back into my chest and shot us forward. I was in heaven as the boat flew back towards the harbor. Erika felt just right in my arms.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at the harbor, it was bustling with activity. It looked like several of the boats were having parties; in particular, the monster sailboat I�d initially thought we were going out on. They were having a little too much fun. They waved at Erika as we pulled in. She obviously knew them.
 �I don�t think they�ve actually ever left the dock,� she shared. �They go out and find women at the clubs and lure them to their boat each weekend.�
 �Sounds like a solid plan,� I said as I eyed the scantily clad girls.
 It would be if you were in your thirties and wanted to pick up college-age girls who were still na�ve enough to fall for that. Add some drugs and alcohol, and bad decisions were about to be made. They kind of gave me the creepy older-stalker-guy vibe.
 �Erika! Lose your friend, and come join us,� a guy who looked to be pushing forty called.
 �Why can�t my friend come?� she asked, acting hurt.
 �Because I don�t need him stealing our girls,� he said with a laugh.
 She shook her head as Winston appeared and quickly had us tied up. He held out his hand to help Erika off the boat.
 �Was everything okay?� he asked.
 �Perfect, as usual. Thanks,� she said.
 �I called for your car when I saw on the GPS that you were coming back. He called and said he should be here in five,� Winston shared.
 �My brother and his family will be in on Monday. Please have the boat ready for them.�
 �Of course,� he said and gave her a little bow.
 We walked up to the parking lot and found the driver pulling in. I opened the door, and she slid in to give me room.
 �Thank you for today. I had a great time,� I said.
 �The day isn�t over,� she said as she slid closer to me.
 I put my arm around her, and she snuggled up to my side.
 �I wish you lived in New York,� she suddenly said.
 What do you say to that? I�d been under the impression this might just be a vacation fling.
 �Uh, yeah. Me too,� I managed to get out.
 Then I remembered my itinerary.
 �In fact, I�ll be there next weekend. Maybe we can meet again,� I said.
 �Why will you be in New York?�
 �I�m on spring break, and I obtained some condos that I�m checking out. During the week, I�ll be in Greece, and then I have one in Tribeca,� I answered.
 On the ride home, I had to explain how that had all come about.
 ◊◊◊
 I came home and found my trip-mates, all except Ashley, had spent the afternoon drinking wine. There were several bottles scattered around, and each of the crew had a happy face. They all turned and looked at me.
 �You got some sun,� Scarlet observed.
 �Dude! You bagged Cinderella,� Kevin said.
 I looked at Megan and gave her the exasperated teen look. She�d obviously had enough to drink because she just giggled.
 �Leave her alone. I made her tell us what you�ve been up to,� Scarlet said.
 �How�s Ashley doing in the tournament?� I asked.
 �She called on one of her breaks. Early on, she was down but has been on a run this afternoon. I guess they show the players what the average chip count is, and she�s a bit above that right now. They plan to play until they get down to the final 27 today. If she makes it to tomorrow, she�s in the money,� Scarlet explained.
 �How many entered the tournament?� I asked.
 �They capped it at 270 people. The buy-in was �10,000. The total prize pool is over �2,000,000,� Scarlet said.
 �If she makes it, we should go watch,� I said.
 �That sounds like fun,� Cindy agreed.
 �What are you guys planning to do tonight while I go to the opera?� I asked.
 �Well, for me, I need a nap. I think I drank too much wine,� Kevin said.
 �A nap sounds good,� Paul added and looked at Scarlet.
 �Want to join us?� Cindy asked.
 �Nap� seemed to be code for sex.
 �I�m good,� I said.
 �You sure?� Kevin asked, hopefully.
 �I�m sure.�
 Kevin, Cindy, Scarlet, and Paul all went to the bedrooms. Megan looked lost.
 �Come on. You and I can go take a nap,� I suggested.
 She blushed. She may have needed a few more drinks after all.
 �I meant nap, nap. Not the other,� I said.
 �Oh,� Megan said and then nodded.
 I led her back to my bedroom, and I began to get undressed. When I got down to my boxers, she looked concerned.
 �I promise to keep them on,� I said.
 �It�s not that. You did get too much sun. I have some aloe in my bag. I�ll go get it,� she offered.
 Megan ran off and came back with the aloe gel. I thought she would just hand it to me. Instead, she put some on her hand and began to rub it all over my chest and arms. I�d fallen asleep on my back, so my front half was pink. She then knelt down and did my legs. Mr. Happy was a naughty boy. He must have had a thing for nerdy little girls because he began to wake up.
 �Thanks,� I said before I embarrassed myself.
 I set the alarm on my phone and crawled into bed. Megan joined me. The wine caught up with her, and she was happily snoring a few minutes later.
 ◊◊◊
 My phone chirped to wake me. I rolled over and looked at Megan, who cracked me up. She must have tossed and turned because her hair looked like someone had plugged her into an electrical socket. It was going every which way.
 I got up and took my shower. When I came back, Megan had gone.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 5 � Home-Wrecker  Saturday March 25 
 Erika wanted to take me to her favorite restaurant, Le Louis XV�Alain Ducasse at the H�tel de Paris. On our drive, she shared that it had earned three Michelin stars, denoting it as one of the best restaurants in the world. She told me Alain Ducasse was somewhat of a rock star as far as chefs go. He�d received a total of 21 Michelin stars across all his restaurants.
 As soon as we pulled up to the hotel, I knew I was no longer back home. If I thought the mansion at the fundraiser was something, this was in another world. The hotel was located on the same square as the casinos, the opera house, and the palace. Each building was a work of art. It was like I�d transported myself back in time.
 The hotel�s fa�ade had detailed work that must have taken years to complete. Giant mermaids appeared to be bursting from the side of the building. Intricate designs with plenty of marble, crystal chandeliers, and gold leaf decorated the inside.
 Paintings that looked like they�d been done several hundred years ago adorned the soaring ceilings. The artwork reminded me of the famous ceiling in the Sistine Chapel, but with a more playful subject and cherubs floating around.
 If I hadn�t been with Princess Erika, I would have felt out of my element. It seemed the staff all recognized her as they spoke in rapid-fire French, graciously welcoming her back. They quickly brought us to a table in the middle of the room where everyone could see her.
 The only head-scratcher, when I saw the restaurant, were the chairs. In a setting like this, you would expect something opulent befitting the period. Instead, they had modern chairs that some designer had added, but the out-of-place modern visual twist made it look more like the designer had made a mistake. I would have ripped them all out and gone with something more befitting the setting.
 When the menu came, I was happy to see they hadn�t given me one in French. I almost choked when I saw the appetizers ranged in price from �84 to �170. They also handed me an actual book for their available wines. I looked at Erika for help.
 �Why don�t we take the easy way out and get the tasting menu? It will give you a chance to try different items and is just a little more expensive than ordering off the menu. Also, select the Quartz Sauvignon Cantina Terlano 2013.�
 I found the wine in the book, priced at only �190. They had whole pages of �400 bottles. Even though I joked about sunglasses money, this dinner would cost me a fortune. But I was on vacation and rarely spent money on extravagances like this.
 A couple of highlights for me included the waitstaff being out of this world. They made a presentation of serving each dish. Be it adding a finishing sauce at the table or hand-cutting your bread at this giant bread station, it was always a well-choreographed production. When it came time for dessert, I wanted tea. They brought over this huge cart full of fresh herbs that you pointed to, and they hand-cut your selection to add to your tea as it steeped.
 While the French food looked and tasted amazing, I would call it more a work of art than food. It was almost a crime to eat it. The portions weren�t what you would find in American restaurants. Back home, I would order a sixteen-ounce steak with a giant baked potato and another side dish. My main course at Le Louis XV consisted of a two-ounce quail breast and two tiny roasted carrots. I think Coby got more when I bought him a Happy Meal at McDonald�s.
 �I probably wouldn�t have thought to come here for dinner if you hadn�t suggested it. It was amazing,� I said.
 �I try to come each time I�m here. It�s sort of like dark chocolate. I love it, but save it for special occasions.�
 I paid our bill, and we walked out of the hotel.
 �The Op�ra de Monte-Carlo is across the park,� Erika said as she grabbed my hand.
 As we exited the hotel, the paparazzi were waiting.
 �May we take your picture?� one of them politely asked.
 How could we say no to that? I still couldn�t get over the difference between what I experienced in the US and here. We posed for a few pictures and walked to the opera hand-in-hand.
 Erika gave me some of the history of the opera house. It had been modeled after a much larger one in Paris. The structure wasn�t initially designed for opera. They�d renovated the stage in the 1890s, though, so it would be easier to put on productions. Like the hotel, the opera house was over-the-top ornate in its design.
 I kicked myself for not bringing my camera because I wanted to remember this evening. It was as if I�d been transported to the 1800s and was catching a glimpse of what ridiculously excessive wealth could do back in those days.
 The opera house reminded me of the famous French revolution misquote: �Let them eat cake.� That was supposedly Queen Marie-Antoinette�s response when she was told the peasants were starving in the streets because they had no bread. The people who created this couldn�t have had any concept of what regular folk were all about.
 I was glad Chubby had thought of me when he couldn�t come this weekend. I at first expected I would be bored to tears. Instead, I�d discovered a special place for the rich and sophisticated. It was why Monaco had the highest concentration of wealthy people per square mile in the world.
 I now understood why they kept filming James Bond movies here. I felt like the real-life Ian Bond with a princess on my arm.
 That�s when the absurdity of it all hit me, and I barked out a laugh.
 �What�s so funny?� Erika asked.
 �This,� I said, waving my hand around to encompass my surroundings. �This is so far from where I�m from that I feel like an imposter, like I�m a caricature of one of my movie roles.�
 �I thought you were an Academy Award-winning actor,� Erika said, looking confused.
 �Yes, but I didn�t always have money. I got into modeling, which led to movies, because my family ran into financial problems when my mom got sick. I expect you would have to grow up with money for this not to be a little overwhelming,� I said.
 She got a pinched expression as she tried to figure out if I were putting her down in some way for growing up with money.
 �I�m not trying to judge anyone,� I quickly added. �I�m just amazed that I�m here.�
 She took a moment and then relaxed at my explanation.
 �This is a special place, and it�s why my family always traveled here for vacation when I was younger.�
 We couldn�t have planned our arrival any better. We had barely sat down when the lights dimmed to start the performance.
 ◊◊◊
 At the intermission, we walked out into the lobby to get something to drink. I�d noticed Lexi�s parents sitting two rows in front of us. They spotted us when I came back with two glasses of champagne. I introduced them to Erika, and then my phone chirped. Tim had sent me a video. I couldn�t figure it out at first because it had been shot towards the floor, and only feet showed on the screen. It looked and sounded like they were at the mall.
 �Did you see what happened?� I heard Wolf ask.
 �No, what?� Tim responded.
 �Don�t look, but that guy propositioned me.�
 �Yeah, right.�
 I recognized Tim�s voice and that he wasn�t buying what Wolf had said.
 �No, seriously,� Wolf tried to convince him. �He first asked if I had a big one. I told him to back off. Then he said if I would just let him touch my dick, he would buy me a pretzel.�
 �That�s weird,� Tim said.
 �I know, it totally freaked me out. I never imagined some random guy would approach me like that,� Wolf complained.
 �Maybe you set off his gaydar.�
 �Funny, Jerk,� Wolf said.
 �So, how was it?� Tim asked.
 Wolf said something rude as the phone began to shake. Tim had to be holding back a laugh. Then the camera moved up, and it showed Wolf holding a pretzel and waving it around as he told his story. He had to be traumatized by some random guy touching his special place.
 The funniest part was the pretzel had a couple of bites out of it. I guess you would enjoy it too if you earned it like that. The video abruptly ended when Wolf realized that Tim had recorded their conversation.
 I almost dropped my phone from laughing. Then it chirped again. This time, the text came from Wolf.
 �Don�t believe Tim. I paid for my pretzel!�
 So I sent him one back.
�I bet you did. And U call me a slut?!?�
 It�s best that I not repeat what he sent back. My amusement caught everyone�s attention, so I showed them the video. It was funny to watch as they took a moment to put together that Wolf had been offered a pretzel for a quick grope and was, in fact, eating one.
 �Those are the two guys you let me hire for the movie,� I explained to Paul.
 �Great! I�ll have to make sure our insurance covers them,� he quipped.
 �They�re basically harmless,� I assured him.
 �I�ve learned that when someone says something like that, you should be wary,� Rachel said.
 �And you learned that where?� I asked as I raised one eyebrow to show my doubt.
 �The School of Hard Knocks. Fortunately, it has a very low entrance requirement, so she was able to get in without too much trouble,� Paul said.
 Rachel gasped at her husband�s shot across the bow.
 Luckily for him, he wasn�t married to my mother. I had a newfound respect for Lexi for suffering through having parents who thought themselves funny. I hoped to mortify my own little ones when they got a bit older and able to appreciate a good zinger every now and then.
 Erika looked back and forth, unsure how to take the Andons. A tone sounded to let everyone know to start returning to their seats, saving Erika from witnessing more American humor.
 ◊◊◊
 When the show ended, I checked that off my bucket list. Erika seemed to be a little amped up.
 �Now, what do you have planned for us?� she asked as we walked through the lobby.
 I glanced over, and she turned to me, her smile anxious, as though I were the fun-producing fairy godfather in her very own Cinderella story.
 �The people I�m traveling with went to La Rascasse last night to dance. They had a good time,� I suggested.
 �I�ve heard it�s fun. It�s on the other side of the Port de Monaco,� she said as she got her phone out to text her driver.
 We walked outside, and the polite paparazzi were waiting for us. In a way, they had started to creep me out. It didn�t seem right that they would ask before taking your picture. Back home, they simply assumed that if you were in public, you were fair game.
 Erika surprised me when she grabbed me by the back of the head and pulled me down for a kiss. I memorized every detail: her closed eyes, her open mouth, the sound of my name on her tongue.
 �You�re something special,� I said as I reached up and brushed my thumb over her lips.
 I�d completely spaced out that the paparazzi were there as she parted her lips and sucked my thumb into her mouth. Frick, that was hot. Maybe we would skip the dancing and go back to my place. I gave her a wicked look that promised never-ending pleasure.
 �You want me, don�t you?� I asked as our foreheads bumped.
 �More than I�ve ever wanted anyone,� she said to confirm my suspicions.
 I brushed the hair out of her eyes.
 �Good. Let�s go dance and see how you move. I want to make sure you�re up to my standards,� I said.
 Her eyes got big. I don�t expect she�d ever had a guy threaten to reject her. Something I�d learned about good-looking monied women was you had to keep them off-balance, or you might as well just turn the keys over to them. I�d learned that the hard way when I went out with Jennie Wesleyan.
 �Up to your standards?� she asked as her voice rose.
 I had her where I wanted her.
 �I�m David A. Dawson, the youngest ever Academy Award-winning actor. Since I won, I�ve had to put stringent criteria into place,� I explained with a straight face.
 If Gina had been here, that statement would have confirmed everything bad she�d ever said about me. If I hadn�t been working Erika, I would have been appalled at the words coming out of my mouth.
 �Like what?� she asked.
 �They have to be older but not too old.�
 �I�m not even going to ask about that,� Erika said.
 That was fortunate because I hadn�t really thought this through. I was just trying to describe her.
 �They have to be of a certain social class. A lady-in-waiting at a minimum.�
 It looked like Erika had started to figure me out.
 �So far, you�ve at least gotten past the initial screening process,� I said.
 �Have I?� she asked.
 �Yes,� I said, brightening. �I had a wonderful time on our outing earlier. That�s why I agreed to take you out tonight.�
 �I thought you already asked me out?� Erika asked doubtfully.
 I ignored her stupid logic. It didn�t fit my narrative of events.
 �Now I need to figure out how you move on the dance floor,� I said and leaned in closer. �They say you can tell a lot by how well someone dances.�
 The waggling of the eyebrows might have given me away.
 �Then take me dancing,� Erika said.
 If this had been a movie, it couldn�t have worked out any better. Her driver pulled up as though on cue. The paparazzi asked where we were going, and like a �stupid boy,� I told them.
 In the back of my mind, I wondered if any of them had videoed me flirting with Erika. If we�d been back home, you could have banked on it. I hoped the rules truly were different here.
 ◊◊◊
 La Rascasse had a line to get in. I grabbed Erika�s hand and pulled her to the front. The bouncer glanced at us, dressed to the nines for our night at the opera, and let us in without a question.
 The pulsing bass hit us like a wall of sound, vibrating up through the soles of my feet. My eyes took a moment to adjust as I cut through the throng toward the bar. It was dark inside the club, the sizeable multi-level space illuminated only by the occasional flashing strobes overhead. Dozens of people were on the dance floor, shaking what God gave them to the beat of the music. Clearly, the line out front wasn�t a ploy to make it appear harder to get in than it was. In another hour, I bet this place would be so packed you wouldn�t be able to move.
 A young woman stopped us inside and smiled. She obviously worked for the club.
 �VIP section?� I asked.
 �Right this way, sir,� she said.
 Two guys in t-shirts with the club�s logo blocked the exclusive upper level, but they moved aside to let us pass. A group of attractive girls waited nearby, but the velvet rope closed behind us. I could only imagine two reasons to keep talent like that out of the VIP section: either there was someone important up there, or it was already full.
 It wasn�t quieter up there because the upper level was open to the downstairs. If anything, the vibration from the massive speakers pointed at the dance floor was worse. I looked around at the brown leather couches facing each other with coffee tables in between to put your drinks on. Along one wall was a full-service bar.
 The young woman led us to a couch across from the lead singer of the rock band that had attended the fundraiser. He was seated with four girls. I spotted a white powder on the table that he cut into lines with a credit card. He rolled up a hundred-euro bill and snorted two of the lines.
 �Damn, that�s good.�
 His head shook like Duke�s did when he got out of the water after chasing the ducks in the pond at our local park. One girl snatched the bill out of his hand while another distracted him with a kiss. The other two giggled like he�d said something funny. From their glazed eyes, they were all high.
 I shook my head to the young woman who was finding us a spot to sit to let her know I didn�t want to deal with that all night. I didn�t need pictures of him doing drugs, with me sitting across from him, to hit the Internet.
 She found us a secluded table towards the back. Erika leaned into the girl�s personal space and said something. She just nodded and left us alone. A minute later, a server came over with two shots. I picked mine up and sniffed the brownish liquid. I figured it had to be something devilish, but I drank it anyway.
 My mother had told Ashley that I wasn�t to step into a casino or club on this trip, but Ashley was only the messenger. If my mother wanted me to not do something, she should tell me herself. I reasoned I was old enough to drink legally here, so why not?
 Erika and I walked downstairs and claimed a spot on the dance floor. As I predicted, within an hour, the place was packed. The fun had gone out of it because it had become nearly impossible to move.
 �Let�s get out of here,� Erika suggested.
 I stepped over to the bar to settle up while Erika ran to the little-girls room and texted her driver.
 While I stood there, the rock star came up and gave me a big hug from behind. At first, I thought I was being mugged but realized it was just him recognizing me in his drug-addled state.
 �Man! I can�t believe it�s you,� he said as he swayed.
 I gagged a little because of his stale, tobacco-stained breath. Someone needed a breath mint. I let him take a selfie and then paid our tab.
 ◊◊◊
 On the ride back to my place, I wanted to be clear about what came next.
 �Before we take this evening to the next level �� I started.
 �So, this will be a one-night sort of deal? You don�t want to make a long-term commitment?� Erika asked.
 I simply nodded.
 �I don�t want to lie to you, Erika.�
 She looked out the window, away from me. I began to wonder if I�d made a mistake by overtalking it. Perhaps I should have just taken her back and had a little fun. Well, hopefully, a lot of fun. Mr. Happy had been half-hard all night, and I found the possibility of going home alone almost physically painful.
 Instead of having her driver take us to my condo, he pulled up in front of the hotel. We got out, and Erika started walking towards the hotel, but stopped and turned to me when I didn�t immediately follow. I really must have been a �stupid boy.�
 �Are you coming?� she asked quietly as she extended her hand to take mine.
 Internally, my pulse quickened, and Mr. Happy decided to stretch out in anticipation. One of the staff greeted us at the door. I glanced back to catch a photographer taking our picture. I quickly put him out of my mind as she led me to the elevator, never releasing my hand. As the doors closed, I couldn�t help myself.
 �Are you sure?�
 Erika gave me a come-hither look that promised so much.
 �So, are we going to do this the hard way, or�who am I kidding? There�s really just the hard way,� I said.
 She rolled her eyes at me. When the elevator reached her floor, she led me to her door. I admit being a little giddy as my heart began to race. Erika pulled her keycard out of her purse and pushed it into the slot. The door made a little chirp to let us know it had unlocked. She flicked on the lights and turned to me, suddenly looking shy. I gave her a wicked grin and began to take my clothes off as she watched.
 �Do you need help undressing, Princess?� I asked.
 That snapped her out of whatever she was going through at that moment. I had removed everything but my boxers and socks. I stepped over to her, and Erika allowed me to start undressing her. My princess acted bashful when I unhooked her bra, and she trembled as I lightly ran my fingers down her back.
 �I�m not really all that experienced,� she said in a soft voice.
 My first reaction was to call bullshit because she�d done just fine when she gave me head this afternoon. But by the way she looked right now, I began to believe her.
 �Have you ever?� I asked, suddenly worried I might have pushed this too far.
 �Yes,� Erika admitted. �But it has been a while.�
 I pulled her into my arms to give her a hug of assurance. Erika�s hair smelled of something floral. I let my hands slide down her back and trace the curve of her hips. Then I pulled back slightly, and she gave me a tentative smile. I took that as a signal and leaned down and kissed her.
 �I�ve wanted you from the moment I saw you,� I admitted.
 That gave Erika the courage to kiss me, and she began to relax as our kiss intensified. I gently used her hips to guide her to the edge of the bed, then turned her around and gently pushed her forward so she lay on her stomach. Erika�s feet hung off the side of the bed, so I reached for her panties and pulled them down to expose her beautiful backside. I eased them off her legs. I�d forgotten to take her high heels off but decided they made her look so hot, I left them on her.
 Then I stood up and took off my socks and boxers. Mr. Happy quivered in anticipation as he leaked pre-cum. I quickly knelt down behind Erika and spread her legs far enough apart for me to bury my tongue deep in her sex. She shuddered. Mr. Happy all but begged to touch her.
 Erika was soaking wet, so I stood up and allowed my friend to rub up and down her sex. I gritted my teeth so I wouldn�t lose it too soon. I remembered that I needed a condom and quickly grabbed my pants to fetch one and put it on. Once I was covered, I grabbed her hips and gently pushed forward. Frick, she was right. It must have been a while because she felt like she might be too tight to take me.
 �Relax,� I coached her, gently rubbing her back.
 Erika arched her back, and I pushed again. This time, I was able to get the first third in before she began to moan. I stopped because it sounded almost painful.
 �Are you okay?� I asked.
 �Are you all the way in?� she asked.
 �Not quite,� I admitted.
 �I�m not sure I can take much more. You�re huge compared to my first guy.�
 Red flags popped up. Had she only done this once before? Was I corrupting her?
 �Push it in,� she ordered.
 I did as she said and wormed another third in before Erika reached back and stopped me.
 �I have an idea. Roll over, and that way, I can see your face so I�ll know if I�m hurting you,� I suggested.
 I pulled out, and she rolled over. Then I pushed her legs wide apart, and she wrapped them around my waist. I drove back in halfway.
 �How long has it been?� I asked.
 �Probably five years,� she admitted.
 That explained a lot. I took my time and slowly worked my way in. Once Erika became used to it, she shuddered again, and I swear she climaxed. From that point it was game on. I loved how her breasts jiggled as we rocked into each other. It was like inserting Mr. Happy into a hot, wet vise. It was almost too much.
 When Erika finally got me off, she was energized and eager to go for more. I didn�t have any more condoms, but she convinced me she was protected, so we tried almost everything. It seemed I�d created a monster. I doubted she would wait another five years before doing this again.
 ◊◊◊
 Erika had nodded off and was out cold next to me. I�d just fallen asleep when my phone rang. I grabbed it quickly so as not to disturb her. Frank, my publicist, barked at me when I answered.
 �What the hell were you thinking?� he asked.
 �What are you talking about?�
 �I�ve been flooded with requests for comment from the British press.�
 �Frank, it�s like three in the morning here. You need to talk slowly and get to the point,� I said.
 �They�re calling you a home-wrecker. They want to know why you would go after Lord Smyth�s fianc�e.�
 �I�ve done nothing of the sort,� I complained.
 �Did you spend the day with Princess Erika?�
 Frick! My mom was going to kill me.
 ◊◊◊
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 I�d gotten almost no sleep last night. I debated whether to just bail or to stay and talk with Erika in the morning. In the end, I decided to wait. The tipping point had been when I remembered what a reeking heap of excrement her supposed fianc� was.
 Harry had admitted he would never stop cheating on his future wife. He and his mates had been caught in the act at the fundraiser. How much of an ass did you have to be to destroy one of your best friends� engagement? And to flaunt your plans in front of your betrothed?
 I mean, I sort of got the whole gentry mindset of an heir and a spare. Lands and titles had to be handed down in a certain way. I even understood arranged marriage between the aristocrats. I�d watched enough Downton Abbey and other period pieces to get how it worked. Someone like Lord Smyth couldn�t just marry anyone he wanted. But I honestly thought that had changed. After all, Prince Harry married a �commoner.�
 I wanted to know whether Erika had used me to get back at Harry or had decided their engagement was off and needed a distraction. Either way, I felt used.
 The only reasonable explanation I could come up with was that Erika had been raised with the understanding that you saved yourself for your wedding night. Aristocrats had a double standard for men and women, with the expectation that someone like Erika would be �pure� when they went to their wedding bed. When she found out what Harry was up to, the idea of being �pure� flew out the window.
 But my theory didn�t stand up to the facts: Erika gave oral like she knew what she was doing, and she�d admitted to having sex five years ago. Perhaps the oral was her alternative to having full-on sex. The admission of five years ago would have made Erika fifteen or sixteen. Maybe she let it go too far and regretted it afterward. At this point, everything was speculation.
 As Erika slept, I got onto the Internet and did a quick search. They had pictures of the two of us, starting from when we left the fundraiser together and when she�d kissed me at the hotel. The one that surprised me was the two of us in the boat as we returned to the harbor.
 I guess I shouldn�t have been surprised, given how Monaco was laid out. From one of the buildings on the hill overlooking the harbor, someone had used a high-power lens to capture a picture of us. They�d caught us with my arms wrapped around her as she piloted the boat. It looked like we were in love. It would be an excellent shot for a magazine photo ad for some product.
 Next, there was a series of �sightings� as we went to the restaurant, the opera, and clubbing. The final nail in my coffin was the money shot of us entering the hotel. Anyone with half a brain would figure that one out.
 One of the UK gossip rags had chronicled our �Whirlwind Torrid Affair,� as the headline screamed. I was the American rogue actor with no thought for anyone but myself. I�d used my charm and good looks to turn poor Princess Erika�s head.
 They debated whether Lord Harry would take her back or the engagement was off. I couldn�t help but notice how they made him the victim in all this. They chronicled past Americans who sought to �better� themselves by worming their way into the good favor of poor, unsuspecting people of high station.
 They concluded that because of my recent success as an Academy Award-winning actor, I was now trying to legitimize myself. If they knew me at all, they would have known that grabbing more fame wasn�t on my immediate to-do list. I might want to graduate from high school before I took on world domination.
 I got up to use the bathroom. When I�d finished, there came a loud pounding on the door.
 �Erika! Open this door right now! I know he�s in there,� Harry yelled from the hall.
 I rushed over and flipped the safety latch and checked the deadbolt. Erika�s eyes were huge as she huddled on the bed.
 �Go to the bathroom and lock yourself in,� I ordered.
 I was glad when she followed my instructions. I then called the front desk.
 �Please send security. Someone is trying to break into our room,� I said and gave them the room number.
 I next called Paul.
 �I have a situation �� I got out.
 Harry�s voice rang out, ordering someone to kick the door in. I chuckled when one of them gave it a mighty kick, which was immediately followed by a cry of pain and a series of curses. Unlike cheap hotels in the States, they had substantial doors in this place for precisely this scenario.
 When it didn�t sound like they would be able to break in, I gave Paul a summary of my situation. He said he would be right over and made me leave my phone on speaker so he could follow the action.
 I quickly got dressed. While I had no desire to get into a fight in my dress clothes, it was better than taking on Harry and his mates in my boxers.
 �Go get the master key,� Harry ordered someone.
 What a dumbass. Even with the master key, he couldn�t get in if I didn�t want him to.
 �Did you hear that?� I asked Paul.
 �Sure did. I�ve made a call to the police since I�m not sure hotel security will actually protect you. I�m at the front door now. If you need to, barricade yourself in.�
 It wasn�t that I was afraid of Harry and his friends. What concerned me was they might be willing to go four on one, or even worse, if Harry had his own security. No matter how hard I trained at the dojo, I might find myself overwhelmed if enough of them coordinated their attack.
 Erika seemed to have fully comprehended the situation because she stormed out of the bathroom and quickly got dressed. She made a quick call to her own security.
 �This is about to get out of control. Do you think you can calm Harry down?� I asked.
 �Yes, I�ll take care of it,� she said.
 I almost stopped her before she threw open the door to face Harry. His face was redder than a beet. I was more than a little concerned that he might hit Erika. She gave him and his cronies a glare that froze them.
 �What exactly do you think you�re doing?� she asked.
 He pointed at me.
 �I�m saving you from him.�
 I almost laughed when she looked confused. When I get nervous, I tend to do that. His expression as comprehension hit was priceless. Harry figured out the jig was up and that Erika had slept with me. He turned around and marched off. His minions followed him like little ducklings.
 Just then, Paul burst out of the elevator to save me. He stepped aside to allow Harry and his entourage to get on and go to their floor.
 Erika looked at me sadly.
 �Sorry, but I need to go deal with all that.�
 I shrugged.
 �Okay, but we were just starting to get to know each other. I�d hoped that we might eventually get to a more balanced relationship, with, you know, actual conversation,� I said.
 �I�d like that. The only problem is my life is � uh ��
 �Complicated,� I supplied.
 �Exactly.�
 �I had a good time. I only wish you�d told me you were engaged.�
 �In my mind, I wasn�t any longer, but I need to go make it official.�
 �Okay. You do what you need to do, and I�ll see you around,� I said, not knowing what else to say.
 �David,� Erika said as she touched my arm to stop me from leaving. �Thank you for last night. I�ve put my life on hold because of my obligations to my family. You showed me what I�ve been missing. You�ve helped me realize that I need to live my life for me and not what is expected of me.�
 �My only advice is that you find a nice guy and take it slow. Don�t go wild and become a clich�.�
 She kissed my cheek, and I let Paul lead me out of the hotel. It was good he was there because a whole new breed of paparazzi awaited me. The UK press had descended in droves. They made their American cousins seem tame. We almost got into a fistfight just walking across the street. I worried that Paul might not be enough if this continued.
 ◊◊◊
 �Look who�s doing the walk of shame,� Ashley said with a big grin as I walked in the front door.
 �Don�t even start,� I said, sporting a half-smile.
 �Did you make it to Day 2 of the tournament?� I asked to change the focus.
 �I did.�
 �Give me some details,� I prodded.
 It didn�t take much to divert her because she was having a great time playing cards. I was actually jealous when I saw the joy on her face. Then I remembered my day yesterday and decided that even though it didn�t turn out the way I expected, in the end, I was happy with what I�d done.
 �� and I had to sit next to some condescending jackass who claimed to be like twelfth in line for the British throne.�
 �Lord Harry Smyth?� I asked.
 �You know him?�
 �Yeah. Unbeknownst to me, I spent the day and night with his fianc�e. It�s a big scandal,� I admitted.
 She looked at me like she didn�t believe me, so I told her to do a quick Google search on me. She began to laugh.
 �You are in so much trouble. When your mom sees this, you�re dead for going to a club,� she said, sounding way too happy. Then she shifted gears entirely. �I can�t wait until I see Lord Ass-hat today. Before we left last night, we drew for seats at the table, and he�s at mine.�
 �We were all planning to come watch you play today.�
 �That would be perfect. I�ll not say anything to the idiot. I want to see his face when I give you a big kiss at the break.�
 It sounded like Ashley wasn�t beyond tweaking her opponent at a card table. If it had been almost anyone else, I might have had a problem with what she planned. In this case, I had no problem at all, simply because he�d shown himself to be such a loathsome person.
 If Lord Ass-hat was an example of what the upper crust in the UK was all about, as the press seemed to imply, I wanted no part of that group. There�s a valid saying that you are the company you keep. I didn�t need people like him in my life, nor did I want to ever be like him.
 �Make sure Paul is close by in case he decides to take a swing at me,� I said half-seriously.
 �He�s a bully. As far as I�m concerned, taking him down a notch wouldn�t hurt him in the least.�
 �What place are you in?� I asked.
 �Eleventh. The problem is, three of my opponents have huge chip stacks. It�ll be hard to overtake them,� Ashley admitted.
 Little Megan came out of her bedroom and looked at me curiously.
 �You just getting home?�
 �I�m going to bed. You can fill her in,� I told Ashley.
 ◊◊◊
 I couldn�t have been asleep for more than a moment when I felt someone crawl into bed with me. My mystery bedmate wrapped me in a hug. From the feel of her body, and her bare breasts against my back, I figured out it was Cindy. She kissed the back of my neck.
 �Leave me alone,� I moaned. �I need my sleep.�
 �Okay, go back to sleep.�
 She gently massaged my chest, and her hand began to work its way south. My traitorous member started to stand up and try to convince the big brain that sleep was overrated. For once, I had to agree with him. I rolled over and looked Cindy in the eyes.
 �Why does this seem like a bad idea? Is Kevin lurking outside the door, hoping for a threesome?� I asked.
 �No. They all decided to go to the casino to watch Ashley play.�
 �Does Kevin know what you planned?� I asked. �I only ask because I already pissed off one guy this morning and don�t want to do it again.�
 �Even if I hadn�t told Kevin, he would be okay with us being together. Kevin is the polar opposite of you,� Cindy assured me.
 �I just don�t want to do anything behind his back,� I reasoned.
 �Kevin would very much like you to do me in front of him,� Cindy teased.
 I just groaned. I�d discovered that Megan liked to watch. And Kevin seemed to be obsessed with watching me have sex with his girlfriend. Between the two, I had to wonder if I shouldn�t plan to do Cindy in the living room for everyone�s entertainment. What was it that Tami always said? My first idea was probably wrong? She would be right on that one.
 �You realize that if you get off, it�ll be easier to get back to sleep,� Cindy said innocently.
 �Who could argue with that?� I asked the universe.
 I guess I really was a slut. Cindy was also right. I had no trouble getting back to sleep.
 ◊◊◊
 The time difference saved me from my mother�s wrath for the morning. I finally rolled out of bed at noon, and I was starving. Looking out the front window, I waved at all the paparazzi waiting for me to come out. I had to leave the house to eat because we hadn�t bothered to buy any food, so I would have to face that mob soon.
 Rather than face them alone, I sent a text to Paul to come to get me. The casino would work fine for grabbing a bite to eat. Then I called Frank, my publicist. I did a quick calculation in my head and figured it was probably three in the morning in LA. I considered it payback for him calling me in the middle of the night.
 When the phone answered, I heard a distant curse. Frank must have knocked it off the nightstand.
 �You�re a real jerk,� he said when he answered.
 �I have to go out, and the paparazzi are out there waiting. What should I tell them?� I asked.
 �Let me clear my head a little,� Frank said and sighed. �Did you know she was engaged?�
 �I honestly didn�t. I mean, I did know Harry was engaged, but not who to. He�s in Monte Carlo for his friend�s bachelor party. The girls showed up when the groom drunk-dialed his fianc�e and made a fool of himself. I simply assumed that Erika is part of the wedding party and not engaged to Harry.�
 �Hell, tell them that. The truth is always better than getting caught in a lie,� he advised.
 �Should I tell them what an asshole he is?� I asked.
 �You�re not paying me enough for this shit,� Frank complained. �Just tell me.�
 I explained his comments about a mistress, the men getting caught spending time with her, and how it caused Erika to end up in bed with me.
 �That�s quite the story. We should probably get a script written and make a movie with all that drama. You could play the poor na�ve farm-boy-turned-actor who�s been exploited,� Frank said, waking up. �We can make this work.�
 �Are you telling me you want me to do the whole �aw, shucks� routine with the paparazzi?� I asked.
 �You do it all the time for sports. Why not?� Frank asked. �Oh! And lay on the American accent. People on the other side of the pond think we�re all drooling idiots, anyway. It�ll help sell how Princess Erika tricked you into falling between her legs.�
 I started to think he might have just come in from drinking.
 �Better yet!� he blurted. �Pull the whole �gentlemen don�t talk about such things� routine. That will fit your Ian Bond persona to a T.�
 �Are you going to send me talking points?� I asked.
 �You don�t need no stinkin� talking points.�
 �Are you drunk?� I asked.
 �Bite me, Snowflake. I�m trying to save your career here,� Frank said indignantly.
 �I�ll take that as a yes.�
 �You got any better ideas?� Frank asked.
 �How about, �No comment?��
 Frank took a deep breath and held it before slowly letting it out.
 �No. You need to set the narrative.�
 �I thought the British tabloids had already done that. Remember the whole �Home-Wrecker� headline?�
 �You need to get your side of the story out there before Harry and Erika tell their version. They need to be seen responding to you, not the other way around,� Frank said, finally making sense.
 I suddenly had a thought.
 �Why do I care what the British tabloids think, anyway?� I asked.
 �Because, even though they aren�t the world power they once were, people still love stories about their royalty and listen to the BBC. This isn�t just some story over there. It will be picked up here and everywhere shortly,� Frank predicted.
 �Still want me to go out and wing it?� I asked.
 He called me a name and said he would have something for me in thirty minutes.
 ◊◊◊
 I was getting dressed when Paul came into my bedroom, looking harried.
 �What the hell did you do?� he said.
 �What do you mean?�
 �There are news trucks and what looks suspiciously like regular press showing up in droves in front of the house.�
 �Wow. I�m impressed. Frank knows how to get the word out in a hurry,� I said and got a pained look from Paul. �I�m talking to them in a few minutes.�
 �You�re wearing that?� Paul asked.
 I chuckled because Paul was the last person I would ever expect fashion advice from.
 �I�m supposed to look like a regular guy. If I get dressed up, it�ll look like I should have known better,� I explained.
 �Whatever,� Paul said to dismiss me. �I only hope you�re wearing clean underwear since you insist on looking like a bum.�
 My eyes got big. Someone had been listening to my mother. I thought about what he said and remembered that I was David Frickin� Dawson: star athlete, model, and actor. Dressing like an average teenager would be out of character, especially in the heart of Monaco, where the rich and famous came to play.
 I changed into a smart pair of slacks, a dress shirt, and a sports coat. Paul nodded his approval as he led me out front.
 ◊◊◊
 Well, that might have gone better. I�d experienced rude paparazzi before, and I�d even considered punching a few. But never before had I lost my cool�to the point where Paul had to restrain me from launching into the crowd. I had a burning desire to beat the snot out of more than one of them.
 Frank had sent me a statement to read that basically said I had no idea that Princess Erika was engaged to Lord Harry. I dived into detail about how I met her and described how I�d assumed she was simply part of the wedding party. I reported I hadn�t a clue she was an actual princess. We�d hit it off and spent the day together.
 The first line of attack was how could I possibly not know that the two of them were engaged. After all, their betrothal was the talk of all the media in the UK. I might have said something to the effect that we in America only followed real royalty. Yeah, not the best of ideas, based on their reaction.
 Their next offensive focused on asking how I could live with myself for taking advantage of poor Princess Erika. I told them that that question confused me. They circled around about how they suspected I�d knowingly tried to hurt Lord Harry because I had a history with him, having physically attacked him before. I reminded them that he admitted he deserved it.
 When that didn�t work to rile me up, they next asked if I thought I was somehow entitled because of my newfound fame as an actor. Their questions continued on and on like that. If I�d been smart, I would have called it quits because I wasn�t going to get a fair shake from this crowd.
 I found it amusing that the straight press stood back and looked shocked at some of the worst offenders. Then they got into personal territory, firing off a series of questions about my kids and their origins. I shut that down quickly. Next, they threw out Angie�s comment about all Dawson men being cheaters.
 Curse Fritz for teaching his security to protect me from myself. If Paul had been focused on the bunch of ass-hats and not me, he would never have gotten between me and the idiot who provoked me.
 I quickly realized that it didn�t look good to be lunging for a reporter and knew in an instant that that would be the lead story. I turned around and stomped back into the condo.
 �Send Frank the video,� was all I said as I escaped into my room to think about how they�d gotten under my skin.
 The episode had brought up all the bad memories of my mom and dad. I�d made my mom a promise not to be with anyone who was in a relationship. I agreed because I saw how it�d hurt her. Now I�d broken my word, albeit without knowing it. I realized I�d lashed out because I felt guilty for my part in what happened.
 ◊◊◊
 Frank watched the video Paul had sent him from his bodycam. He said he would work on spinning it. It irritated me that he sounded happy about the prospect of turning this into a positive.
 I decided I wasn�t going to let the press ruin my vacation, so I told Paul we were going to the casino to watch Ashley play poker. Besides, I was beyond starving now.
 I couldn�t really blame the paparazzi when Paul led me to the car. Once they figured out they could get under my skin and get me to react badly, it made news�and, in turn, gave them a payday. I plastered a fake smile on my face and got into the car.
 ◊◊◊
 It irritated me a bit that the casino made you pay just to walk through the door. It wasn�t as though I was entering an amusement park. The whole idea of a casino was to have you lose money to the house. It seemed to be working, too, if this place was any indication. It struck me as a step too far, greed-wise, to force people to pay an entrance fee.
 I sent a text to Scarlet to advise her that I�d arrived and planned to eat lunch. She told me to get a table big enough for everyone because they�d just gotten down to eighteen players and were taking a forty-five-minute break.
 Earlier, Ashley and Megan had filled everyone in on the drama unfolding with my date with a real-life princess who now had a jilted fianc�. Paul got them up to date on my attempt to explain my actions to the press.
 �You thought fighting them was a good idea?� Ashley asked.
 Sometimes I found her acting like an adult and being the voice of reason irritating, even if she was right.
 �He had it coming,� I said lamely.
 �He really did,� Paul said to win himself some brownie points.
 �Violence is never the answer,� Kevin said seriously.
 I flipped him off. I�d seen what Kevin did on a football field, and I wasn�t buying what he was trying to sell at the moment.
 Thankfully, that was when our food came.
 �Your buddy, Lord Ass-hat, is starting to get on my nerves. I�m the last woman standing, and he has made it his personal mission to take me out,� Ashley said as we were finishing up.
 �That means he�ll be calling you with a wider range of cards,� Megan speculated.
 We all stared at her.
 �I play a little,� she said, folding under our gaze.
 �She has a good point,� was all I said.
 �Yeah, he�ll be more likely to call me with junk and possibly either catch me or bluff,� Ashley said.
 �Over the long haul, it�s not a winning strategy. With you playing better cards, you should be able to win when he bluffs, and you have a made hand. Just don�t fold too often to his bullying,� Megan concluded.
 My support had apparently emboldened Megan enough to finish making her point. I was glad I was making progress getting her out of her shell and hoped it would continue. I�d come to realize there was a sharp mind within that timid girl.
 At the tournament area, they had seats set up for people to watch the action. My arrival wasn�t lost on the poker players. Ashley held back with us to chat until Harry and his entourage came into the room. He was accompanied by his mates and his sister, but I saw that the douchebag had the clueless rudeness to have brought his mistress along as well. The group spotted me, and Harry gave me a death stare.
 Ashley made a big production of kissing me, which almost caused a fight. From his intense glower, Harry�s play against Ashley had just gone from idle misogyny on his part to reach a very personal level.
 ◊◊◊
 Ashley bet out, Harry called, and the rest of the table folded. They�d been playing for about fifteen minutes, and this was the first hand they were in together. The other poker players sat back to watch the fun.
 �Now we�re heads up. You want to go to war or play nice and just check it down? Yes or no?� Harry asked.
 You could discern the disdain that Ashley had for Harry and his snarky banter from her body language. She ignored Harry�s question and looked at the dealer, who then put down an ace-high flop. Ashley led out with a standard continuation bet. Harry made a big production as he began to inspect his cards, as though he�d called Ashley without looking before the flop.
 �I need to check to see whether I have an ace to continue with this hand or not,� he announced to the rest of the table.
 Harry smiled as he checked his hand.
 �That�s lucky,� he said smugly.
 �What? That you didn�t hit jack deuce?� Ashley asked.
 �I don�t have jack deuce,� Harry said and paused. �I think you have king, queen, and missed.�
 Based on what I saw, I thought he might be right, and I watched him play with his chips as he contemplated his next move.
 �I have to find out where I am. It wouldn�t do to simply let you overrun me. I�m in position on a scary board,� he reasoned and then turned to Ashley. �You want to play a big pot or a small pot? It�s up to you.�
 As irritating as Harry was, that was a great way to get a read off your opponent. Whatever Ashley said or did would give him information. When Ashley wouldn�t look over at him, I was sure she had an ace.
 �Depending on your answer, I can go either way,� Harry continued.
 �It depends on the turn,� Ashley said.
 �I�ll determine how I will play this hand before we get to the turn. Big pot or small pot?� Harry persisted.
 �Medium,� Ashley finally said.
 �Medium?� he asked in disgust.
 �Okay, I�ll raise,� he said and pushed in a large bet.
 My dad had taught me that if someone talked that much and then bet aggressively, they were probably bluffing. On the other hand, he might be baiting her into calling.
 �I think you�re bluffing,� Ashley said.
 �You can�t call that. You know I�ve got the goods,� Harry shot back with a smirk. �But this is personal. Want to make this really interesting?�
 Ashley looked at him with an exasperated expression.
 �Why don�t we up the ante, so to speak, and make a side bet?� Harry goaded.
 �On just this hand?� Ashley asked.
 �Good point, because I have you beat. How about the last man standing gets the other�s winnings?�
 She gave him a dismissive look. That could be a lot of money, depending on how they finished. Then again, it wasn�t chump change at this point in the tournament, either. Personally, I would have told him to stick it.
 �Scared you can�t last longer than me?� he egged her on.
 �No. I�m scared you won�t keep your word. It wouldn�t surprise me if you skipped out when you lose.�
 Harry acted hurt.
 �If I had a way to guarantee it?� he asked.
 �Then I would say, bring it on,� Ashley said.
 Harry waved over the tournament director and told him what they wanted to do. I was surprised the rest of the table wasn�t pissed off with the delay of the game. Blinds at these levels were no joke, and they increased every twenty minutes. Each minute not playing poker got you a step closer to having to play much larger pots. Better poker players preferred to get in more hands and let their skill win rather than leave it to luck and be forced to make decisions when the blinds were higher.
 The tournament director agreed that if that was what they wanted to do, he would make sure it happened.
 �Show your jack two,� Ashley said as she tossed in her hand.
 �Eight three,� Harry said with glee as he showed his bluff.
 I would have called, but that was easy to say sitting on the sideline.
 ◊◊◊
 Watching poker without knowing what their cards are, like you see on TV, is often dull and boring. I got up to stretch my legs. I found Beth, Harry�s sister, leaning against the wall, playing with her phone. She saw me coming and smiled.
 �Did you see that Erika released a statement?� Beth said.
 �No. I came here to get that off my mind.�
 �She supported what you said and explained that Harry had been caught with his mistress, and that�s the reason she�d broken the engagement off. Now the press is hot on the trail of who the other woman is.�
 �I wish I�d known.�
 �That would have stopped you?�
 It made me sad that she would assume something like that.
 �My mom had a similar experience. I have a half-brother who is only a couple of years younger than me. When she found out, it devastated her. I made her a promise I would never be involved with something like that,� I explained.
 �Sorry, I didn�t know.�
 �Have you talked to Erika?� I asked.
 �Only for a moment. She�s going home to Germany and then back to New York. I got the impression she didn�t want to see any of us again, and I can hardly blame her. My brother has a habit of doing things like this. I�d hoped he would settle down with her,� Beth shared.
 �One of his mates said this was an arranged marriage. Something to do with your dad putting his foot down.�
 I couldn�t help myself from digging for some gossip. Royal scandals, when I wasn�t involved, were good sport.
 �Let�s just say he got caught with someone he shouldn�t have been with. In a way, you sleeping with Erika was karma biting him in the butt.�
 I could tell that on some level, that pleased Beth. I nodded my agreement.
 �This is boring. Go for a walk with me so we can catch up,� Beth suggested.
 ◊◊◊
 We ended up playing some blackjack for about an hour. I lost a couple hundred euros, while Beth was only down a little. I thought that I should get my entrance fee back after losing money to the casino.
 �Want to send my brother into orbit?� Beth asked.
 �More than I already have?� I asked. �Not really.�
 �Come on. I bet there are some stalkerazzi lurking out front. Let�s get our picture taken. It would send both my dad and brother into a fit if I were to be connected to you,� Beth said a little too gleefully.
 �I�ve about reached my limit with that bunch after this morning.�
 �You should have punched a few of them. You might be a national hero if you did.�
 Frank would have killed me. Somehow, I let her drag me to the front of the casino.
 Yep. Bad idea.
 There were about twenty of them, and they all lost it when we stepped out. There ensued an actual shoving match that almost turned into a fight to get the best angle for a picture. I put my arm around her waist, and she stood on her toes and kissed my cheek.
 �Have you moved on from Princess Erika?!�
 �Lady Beth! Lady Beth!�
 �Give him a proper kiss!�
 All that rang out in rapid-fire.
 Talk about tossing a raw steak into the middle of a pack of hungry wolves. After a minute of that, I decided that not having Paul with me was a mistake and pulled Beth back into the casino. The idiot at the door had watched the entire scene and wanted to charge us to come back in. The icy glare Beth gave him made him step out of the way and wish us luck.
 I was sure that by the end of the day, I would be a household name in the UK.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 7 � Boorish Behavior  Sunday March 26 
 By mid-afternoon, both Ashley and Harry had been moved to the featured table with several well-known pros. This table received the lion�s share of the TV coverage. Ashley was there because she was an amateur player and the last woman in the tournament. Harry was visibly the most obnoxious player left, which TV loved.
 I never really got it, but several reality shows featured snarky, outright mean, ill-tempered Brits. They tended to say whatever was on their mind with no thought to how it would sound. Harry fit into that mold as he pointed out that one pro was no longer a kid, despite what his nickname implied. Harry told another that he hadn�t won anything in years, and winning one big tournament didn�t mean he knew how to play.
 The field had shrunk to eleven. Two more out, and they would have their final table. Both Ashley and Harry had been bleeding chips; Harry, because the pros had figured out his aggressive game and picked off a couple of his bluffs. Ashley woke up with trips and forced one of the pros into going all in. He hit a straight on the river to take most of her stack.
 Harry was on the button, immediately to the left of the dealer. He looked at his cards and bet three times the blind�a standard bet when you feel like you have a decent opening hand. The �Kid,� in the small blind to his left, called. Ashley, after thinking for a few seconds, called as well.
 Since everyone else had folded, the dealer raked the pot into the center of the table. He then laid out the three cards of the flop: king of diamonds, king of clubs, seven of clubs. Harry briefly checked his hole cards and made a pot-sized bet. For your average player, that was a declaration bet; more typical would have been half-pot or a little less. He was announcing he had a huge hand.
 The �Kid� looked at his cards for a minute, shook his head, and casually folded. He looked over in time to catch Harry�s smirk, which Harry didn�t try to hide even for a moment. Harry promptly redirected his smirk towards Ashley.
 �Well, am I bluffing now, or not?� he asked with a grin.
 Ashley looked at him, frowning.
 �I�m not sure,� she responded.
 Ashley rechecked her cards as she appeared to be deep in thought. After a bit, the dealer reminded her, �Ten seconds.�
 Ashley looked startled but passed the dealer a minute time-extension card. If anything, Harry was all but bouncing in his seat with joy. It was hard to tell if he finally really did have a good hand or just loved needling Ashley. We�d seen him act this way in both instances.
 �What�s the matter, little girl? Can�t make up your mind?� Then he paused and said, �Could you ever?�
 The looks of the other poker players at the table were priceless. Most European casinos had instituted a 30-second-clock system to speed up play and to prevent the overlong �thinking about it� moments that slowed play down too much. Each player got a limited number of cards they could turn in for one-minute extensions. But even then, pauses could only be extended so long.
 Equally important, the system had been designed to minimize verbal sniping and other rude behavior from players at the table. But even with these rules in place, boorish behavior can�t be stymied entirely, as evidenced by Harry�s blatant attempts to get under Ashley�s skin. The other players at the table recognized that Harry was out of line. Two of them made no attempt to hide their disgust, and even the �Kid,� known for his friendly demeanor, couldn�t completely hide his annoyance.
 Ashley blinked at him for a minute and then calmly called.
 She counted out the correct number of chips, her face expressionless, and pushed them forward.
 The next card came up; a six of clubs. Three clubs and a diamond on the board, with two kings.
 Harry didn�t hesitate; he made another pot-sized bet. This was turning into a huge pot. I glanced at his remaining stack of chips and then at Ashley�s. She had a slightly larger stack than Harry did, but it was clear that this hand would make or break one of them.
 Ashley ignored Harry�s smirk and checked her hole cards. She looked at the board and then at Harry. He gave her a leer that made me want to punch him. Ashley didn�t seem bothered by his antics in the least.
 �Call,� she said again, just as she had previously.
 Her face remained expressionless as she counted out the chips. I caught a quick look of frustration that crossed Harry�s face. He had apparently planned for his follow-up bet to be large enough to force her to fold.
 The dealer turned up the final card: the deuce of hearts. It provided no visible help to either hand and likely provided no invisible help either.
 Harry paused for a second before pushing his remaining chips forward.
 �All in,� he announced and looked over at Ashley. �So, once again, am I bluffing or not, little girl?�
 Ashley waited five seconds.
 �Call,� she coolly said.
 From Harry�s body language, I was sure he�d won. Ashley hadn�t given anything away. She must have had something to call his all-in. I simply had no idea of the strength of her hand by her demeanor. It was a credit to her �poker face,� as they called it. I was impressed.
 The other players at the table stood, clearly eager to see if someone had been eliminated to help secure them a higher payday.
 �I figured you for an ace-high or queen-high flush. Good enough to beat a bluff, but in this case ��
 Harry reached down and slowly turned over one of his cards. The seven of spades. Next, very slowly, he turned over the other. It was the seven of hearts. He had a full house, sevens over kings, easily beating a flush. Continuing his boorish behavior, Harry had �slow-rolled� his cards to show his hand, ignoring the unwritten rules of the game. That was a breach of poker etiquette and a high insult in the professional poker world.
 Ashley sat there for a second, looking at his cards and back up at his joyful face.
 �I don�t have a flush.�
 Harry�s grin grew wider, but Ashley didn�t stop there.
 �And, unlike you, I won�t slow-roll you.�
 Thereupon, she flipped her cards over to show the seven of diamonds and the king of hearts. She had a full house, kings over sevens, clearly beating Harry�s sevens over kings. The place erupted! She�d flopped the nuts and let Harry hang himself. I was impressed she hadn�t tipped her hand until he shoved all in.
 Harry sat there in stunned disbelief for a moment as the cheers and applause continued around him. Then he looked over at Ashley with murder in his eyes, but Ashley calmly stared back at him as the dealer pushed her winnings towards her.
 Fortunately, the tournament director appeared at Harry�s side, blocking him from coming around the table. He touched Harry�s elbow to escort him off. Harry glanced down at the manager�s hand and violently shook it off, turning to stalk away. He had to be stopped and reminded to take the microphone off his lapel. He ripped it off and threw it on the floor as he kept walking.
 Ashley, on the other hand, stood and stretched, then looked over at me with a grin. She accepted the congratulations of the remaining four players at the table before skipping over to give me a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.
 �That was fantastic. I had no idea you had him all the way.�
 She beamed at me, gave me another hug, and made her way back to the table.
 Alas, the fairy-tale run soon ended. Three hands later, Ashley did make her flush, only to be beaten out on an all-in by the �Kid� who had a full house. He reached over smilingly to shake her hand and told her he was happy to have met her.
 Ashley stood with a slightly forced smile and curtsied to the table. I�d been wondering why she wore a nice dress to the table. It was a graceful move on her part, and sure to would be remembered.
 To my delight, the remaining players played along as they rose and bowed back to her. That was when I saw a hint of a real smile. Their response made for a great parting tribute to her fine play throughout the tournament.
 An attendant led Ashley off to be interviewed as play began again. She told the interviewer what a great time she�d had and how she�d made some good friends. When asked about Harry, she played it off as his just being competitive and said that it hadn�t bothered her.
 We were all a little surprised when Harry came back from his snit and congratulated Ashley on playing well today. They both walked to the cage, and Harry handed over his winnings.
 When they�d completed their transaction, Harry walked up to me and gave me a hard look.
 �I was mad earlier when I thought you�d known that Erika and I were engaged. I understand you had no idea.�
 �If I had, it never would�ve happened,� I said in the way of a backhanded apology.
 �You must think I�m a complete tosser with my talk of a mistress and what happened at the fundraiser. I was just trying to brag in front of my mates and then � well, you know. My sister says I need to get my head out of my arse and grow up,� Harry said.
 �You might want to listen to her,� I said.
 �We might never be friends ��
 �But we can be cordial,� I suggested because I never expected to see him again.
 Why cause more trouble just because I thought he was an ass? I never planned to see him again, so I�d let my feelings go to offer him this olive branch. Honestly, I still would rather punch him than look at him.
 He smiled and held out his hand, which I took. Beth gave me a smile of thanks as she joined Harry and his mates, and they all left.
 ◊◊◊
 �Since I won, I�ll buy dinner,� Ashley said.
 �I know just the place, and it�s within walking distance,� I said.
 I took them to the three-starred French place I�d gone to last night. Everyone agreed it was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, especially at those prices. Ashley wasn�t impressed when she got the bill. I took it from her because it had been my idea to come there.
 ◊◊◊
 My mom finally caught up with me once we got back to the condo. When I saw her number come up on caller ID, I stepped into my room for some privacy.
 �Did you not know she was engaged?�
 �No, I didn�t.�
 Then I gave her the whole story.
 �I�m not happy about that or the fact that you lost your cool with the paparazzi,� Mom said.
 �I heard a new term for them: stalkerazzi. This group of them from the UK fits that nickname. They were looking for a confrontation.�
 �And you fell for it.�
 �Yes, I did, unfortunately. I wasn�t happy with how I handled it, either. I�d just reached my limit when they brought the boys and you and Dad into it. If they�d only attacked me, I wouldn�t have reacted.�
 I heard her sigh.
 �Next time, walk away, or tell them that you don�t discuss your family,� Mom suggested.
 I caught her up on Ashley winning money in the poker tournament. Mom told me that Coby had disappeared, and Duke had shown them he�d somehow made it to the basement. She suspected Dad had left the door unlatched, but he hadn�t admitted it yet.
 �I have a new development on the condo front. You will have to thank Fritz for this one,� Mom said cryptically.
 �Okay.�
 �He sent Chuck out to install security gear at all of your condos. That included installing a camera at the front door. You�d mentioned that the lady had been hanging out in the front of the house there in Monaco. I got to thinking, and I wanted to see her to get a feel for who I was dealing with. We hit pay dirt,� Mom said proudly.
 �What happened?�
 �She�s one of those irritating people who puts their cell phone on speaker like they think everyone wants to listen to their conversation,� Mom said, getting off track.
 �Did she call someone?�
 �She got a call from her boss. He wasn�t happy that she hadn�t figured out who owned the condo. He told her she needed to get it under contract by Monday. They plan to start demolition next week. He told her to do whatever it took to get it done.�
 �So, what happened?�
 �When I talked to her, she sent over the original offer they�d made to Zander and wanted to stick to those terms. It was more than fair, based on what the market has been doing for similar properties,� Mom said and told me the number.
 We�d initially had all the properties appraised as part of the settlement process with Zander, and the offer was about ten percent more. That was a healthy increase for holding the condo for less than three months.
 �I was ready to call you and advise you to take the deal until I saw the video. I came back and countered her at four times her original offer. That�s when the fun began. I won�t bore you with the back-and-forth and just cut to the chase. They�ve made an interesting counteroffer. Before I tell you what it is, do you like vacationing in Monte Carlo?�
 �I guess I feel about it like you described Vegas. It�s a nice getaway, but after a week or two, I would want to go home. It�s expensive. Before the UK paparazzi showed up, I was able to actually walk down the street and not get harassed. It�s probably because they�re used to people in the public eye spending time here,� I explained.
 �Do you want to go back?� Mom asked.
 �I do.�
 �They offered you two condos on the eighth floor. I tried to get you the penthouse, but they have already presold those two units to a Saudi oil tycoon. Their offer is for one that faces the sea and another next door but with only a side view of the water. Both are three-bedroom two-bath units, and they said they�re willing to combine them and do any floor plan you wanted.�
 �Do we have to decide now?� I asked.
 �On the layout, no. On taking the deal, yes.�
 �What if I decided I don�t want to hang onto the condo here? Wouldn�t it make more sense to just sell the place and get a hotel when I came to visit?� I asked.
 �To maximize this deal, I would take the condos. You can always sell them. They�ll be worth more once they�re completed. Pre-construction prices are usually at a discount because the developer needs the funds to do the project,� Mom explained.
 �You�re advising I do the deal?� I asked to make sure.
 �Yes. Do the deal.�
 �Okay. I assume Dad can sign for the trust?� I asked.
 �Of course. I�ll have him do all the paperwork to get it under contract and for the closing.�
 Suddenly, I realized something: I needed to get this place cleaned out. The equipment Fritz had installed wasn�t cheap, and there was all the furniture to deal with. Cindy said the basement was packed full of stuff. I didn�t want to spend the rest of my vacation handling that. I shared my concerns with Mom.
 �It shouldn�t be a problem. I�ll talk to Fritz about the security stuff and have Scarlet contact an estate sale company. They�ll come through and figure out what has value, what should go in the trash, and what should be donated,� Mom suggested.
 �Can we get all that done in a week?� I asked.
 �Probably not.�
 �But you said they were tearing the place down in a week.�
 �They needed all the condos under contract so they can get started, but I can slow down the closing to accommodate getting all the stuff out. They can start demolition on the other two properties.�
 �Sounds like a plan,� I said.
 ◊◊◊
 After my call, I came out of my room and found the condo empty. I sent a text to Ashley to see where they were, and she sent me one back that said they were going to a party boat. It was something one of the tour companies did where they would take you out on the water and cruise around while you drank and danced. She said she would send me pictures.
 Wow. Just wow.
 I�d planned this trip as a reward for Cindy since I couldn�t pay her for her work as an intern without paying everyone at Ohio State. I also wanted to spend time with Ashley and Scarlet in a setting where we weren�t focused on the kids or work. Paul was supposed to be my security. For Megan, this was a thank you both for doing a good job and for telling me about Brandon.
 Of the four groups, I could understand Megan doing her own thing.
 My first thought was I no longer wanted Scarlet to be my PA. I wondered if Lexi would work for me from LA. It wasn�t like I needed someone with me to sign contracts, now that I�d passed my eighteenth birthday. If I asked her, I bet Lexi would organize the estate-sale people. If she needed to fly out, I would do that, too.
 Paul would be easy to deal with. All I needed to do was tell Fritz he hadn�t even checked with me before deciding to go party tonight. Fritz originally wanted to send both Paul and Manaia so I would have full coverage, security-wise. Paul had convinced Fritz that he could handle it. Obviously, he couldn�t.
 If prior to this trip, I�d known about tonight�s plan to go on a party boat and that I wasn�t going to be told about it � Well, if I was honest with myself right now, let�s just say I wouldn�t have invited any of them to join me on my little tour. There�s no reason I couldn�t do this on my own. Better yet, I would have asked Tim, Wolf, and Cassidy. They, at least, would want to hang out with me.
 Heck, I had more fun with my parents along when Brook and I vacationed in the Caribbean last spring break.
 I took a deep breath. My uncle said a lot of irritating stuff that made too much sense. One of them was that I could choose whether or not to be mad about this. Oh, I was angry, but what he�d meant was it was up to me whether I would let my feelings affect my actions. It was empowering to not let my current emotions rule how I handled this.
 Uncle John had also taught me that only I could make myself happy. If I looked to others to supply me with what I needed for that, I would always be disappointed. He�d taught me that little gem when I was still blaming everyone else for my downward spiral right before I entered high school. It was all part of the �if it is to be, it is up to me� lessons.
 If they wanted to do their own thing this vacation, so be it. I would stop worrying about including them in what I did. I would also live without security. The rest of the world seemed to get by; I would as well. That didn�t mean I didn�t still want it for my family because I needed the peace of mind it brought to know they were safe. I could handle myself, though.
 I sent a text to Lexi to see if she was interested in helping me from LA. It was ridiculous for me to be teaching Scarlet how to be my PA when I would be gone in two months, and Lexi would be back. Besides, every time I thought of something I needed a PA for, my first instinct was to call Lexi.
 I received a return message with a happy-face emoji. I assumed that meant �yes.�
 So, I called her and told her I needed the contents of the condo sold.
 �You don�t make it easy for me, do you?� Lexi complained.
 �It only means you�ll have to get up in the middle of the night and call around. What else do you have to do on a Sunday night?�
 �If I do this, will someone be around to meet them?�
 �We planned to fly to Greece in the morning. I can hang out and take a later flight,� I said.
 �Why not have Scarlet do it?� Lexi asked.
 �I�ll do it.�
 She apparently heard in my voice that I wouldn�t change my mind.
 �Well, okay, then. At some point, you�ll have to tell me what happened. I�ll start by looking on the Internet to get a list of numbers.�
 �Thanks. Oh, and two more things. Call my mom and let her know you�re on the job, and welcome back,� I said, and we hung up.
 I didn�t feel like going out alone, so I decided to make some calls home and get some sleep.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday March 27 
 In the morning, I came out of my bedroom and saw that everyone had their bags packed.
 �The van will be here in a few minutes,� Paul said.
 �Good. I�ve got some things I need to do. I�ll meet you all in Greece,� I said.
 �What do you need to do?� Cindy asked.
 �I came to an agreement to sell this condo last night. I�m meeting with estate sale agents to get the place cleaned out. That�s going to delay my departure.�
 �I should probably do that for you,� Scarlet offered.
 �This is your vacation. Go enjoy it,� I said.
 She clearly was torn. I was still more than a little irritated about last night. I had to consciously work to suppress that anger to keep from going into a rant about last night.
 �But �� Scarlet started.
 �Have a safe trip. I�ll meet you there,� I said to all of them and turned to Paul. �You have the code to get into the condo?�
 �Yes. Shouldn�t I stay?� he asked.
 �I�ll stay right here; I�m not going anywhere else. What�s there to worry about? You were fine leaving me here last night without security,� I said.
 I regretted saying that as soon as it came out.
 �I�ll be fine,� I followed up to soften the blow.
 �You sure?� Paul asked.
 �Of course,� I said and turned around and walked back to my room.
 When I heard them leave, I came back out and slipped out the back door. I�d spotted paparazzi out front and didn�t want them harassing me. Instead, I walked down a couple of houses before cutting back to the street, where I spotted an Italian bakery that looked busy. I figured that was a good sign.
 I stood back and took in everything they had to offer. It all looked good. They had muffins, apple cream turnovers, both butter and chocolate croissants, and scones in every flavor imaginable. Then they had dessert items. I noticed several customers ordering date slices. I ordered a variety with the plan to offer them to the estate-sale people. The truth was, I would probably end up eating them all. I was on vacation, after all. To hell with my diet.
 I got adventurous and ordered barley coffee. Rather than being steeped for flavor and then removed, the barley was added directly to the hot water to make a thicker drink. The person behind the counter suggested I add milk to it. What�s the best way to describe it? It was coffee-like but with a nutty, earthy, rich flavor from the roasted barley. I would drink it again, so I got a bag to go. The only downside was it lacked the caffeine kick that real coffee has.
 I groaned as I exited the bakery. Someone had apparently tipped off the paparazzi. Maybe Beth was right. They seemed more like stalkers, so her calling them �stalkerazzi� fit.
 �Is it okay to take your picture?� one of them asked to make me smile.
 �Bloody hell, you lot are useless,� one of them barked. �Is Lady Beth your latest conquest?�
 �Yes, you can take my picture,� I said and started to walk home as I ignored the British contingent.
 The obnoxious one tried to get me to stop to talk to them. He ran in front of me and blocked the sidewalk. When I tried to walk around him, he put his hand on my chest. My first thought was to make an example of him. If I hadn�t already made an ass out of myself when I decided they all must die, that is precisely what I would have done.
 One of the nice ones had his phone to his ear.
 �He�s calling the police. We are all witness to you being shoved,� one of the locals said.
 The confused expressions on the UK guys� faces were priceless.
 �I�ll be inside if they need to talk to me,� I said and entered the condo.
 Maybe I�d been hasty in sending Paul ahead with the others.
 ◊◊◊
 The police were very helpful. They told me if I had any other problems to call them. They didn�t want their residents or guests to be harassed.
 The first estate sale agent showed up after I�d devoured most of the pastries. They were too good to share, so I didn�t put them out.
 I walked her through the house and down into the basement. Once we were done, we sat down to talk about what she would do for me.
 �I hate to tell you this, but most of this is junk. The rest is old and won�t bring much. We would be willing to clean the place out, and what we made on the few items we can sell, use that to pay for our time. That way, you wouldn�t have to deal with all this,� she suggested.
 �Okay. Let me think about it and get back to you,� I said.
 �You said they�re tearing the building down?�
 �Yeah.�
 �I can have a deconstruction contractor come in and see if anything is salvageable. You might make a few bucks doing that because there is a big market in renovating old homes like this,� she suggested.
 �Okay. I�ll let you know later today,� I said and walked her out.
 I quickly learned that the first lady was a scam artist. The second gal pointed out the different pieces of furniture and explained which designer had made each of them. While most would only bring a few hundred euros in their current condition, she suggested I have them reupholstered and cleaned up. She said if it was done right, they would fetch in the thousands of euros. Whoever had lived here before had had excellent taste.
 She got really excited when she saw all the old clothes in the basement. They were vintage, high-end clothes made by well-known designers. She said I should auction them off instead of trying to have her sell them.
 I mentioned what the last lady had said about getting someone in to reclaim the architectural components before the building got demolished. She gave me the name of someone she trusted.
 We agreed we would have the furniture sent to her friend who did restorations. He would know what we could and couldn�t do to affect the value. She would then sell them for me.
 The third guy wanted to just hold an attic sale, what we would call a garage sale. I was glad I�d met the second lady.
 The deconstruction contractor wanted everything and offered me money on the spot. I had no idea if it was a good deal or not, but it was enough to pay for this vacation. I accepted and warned him that we closed in two weeks. He would need to coordinate with my real estate broker and estate sale agent as they needed time to establish the closing date and get the place cleaned out.
 With that out of the way, I called a car to take me to the heliport and begin my trip to Greece.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 8 � Ivanna �  Tuesday March 28 
 Taking care of the condo in Monaco had eaten up most of the day. I�d arrived late in Mykonos only to find a party going on around the pool. One of the three units housed women who�d been shipped in by a matchmaking service. Half the girls were from the Philippines, and the other half were Russian. They were all looking for rich husbands.
 The service had arranged for several men to fly in from different parts of the world to meet the girls. The men were all older�in some cases, much older�than the hot young women they were there to meet. From the looks of them, the men desperately needed this service to find a life mate. I saw the logic in it. If they had money, why not have a trophy wife?
 I�d gone out to see if any of my travel-mates were around. It looked like they�d all found something else to do. I planned to turn around and go back inside my condo when a striking Russian girl approached me. Five minutes later, we were in my bed, having wild monkey sex.
 I woke up this morning to the sight of her magnificent derri�re. Dawn softly glowed through the window, and I could just make out all the little hairs on her behind, glistening in the light. She looked like a work of art. I reached over to my bag, pulled out my camera, and snapped a picture, which woke her up. She gave me a dirty look until I showed her the image.
 �Yes. Very nice,� she said and pulled me down for a kiss.
 She remembered where I stored my box of condoms and pulled one out, which I quickly put on.
 �I want to be on top this time.�
 Who was I to argue? The girl grabbed Mr. Happy and sank down on him.
 �Oh, God, you feel so good,� she howled as she crushed her hips against mine, riding me like a champ.
 �Yes,� I sighed. �You do, too ��
 �David,� she panted my name as she bounced on top of me.
 Her long auburn hair hung down over her bouncy breasts that jiggled in the best possible ways as she pushed harder. I let out a low grunt as I took it all in. She�d been an easy catch, maybe too easy, which was something I didn�t usually go for. Did I mention she was hot? That made up for not getting to know her before we jumped into bed. Maybe this hooking-up business was everything Lexi made it out to be.
 She had a lot to offer, like her picture-perfect butt or those flawless boobs. How nipples could rest so high up on a young woman�s breasts was one of those delightful mysteries of life.
 I also remembered last night as she�d sucked me, teasing the tip of my member with her tongue. That had been the highlight of the evening. I wondered if she would be up to doing that again once she got hers.
 �David!� she cried out as she shuddered from her release.
 She rolled off me, panting from her vigorous exertion, and looked down at Mr. Happy.
 �I made the right choice last night,� Ivanna said.
 �Your English is excellent.�
 �I trained for a long time,� she said and then looked pointedly at Mr. Happy. �We�re not done yet.�
 �I had hoped not,� I said as I smiled.
 She leaned over me, removed the condom, and took me into her mouth. I grabbed a fistful of her hair and closed my eyes. She seemed to somehow sense what I needed and sucked harder.
 I had planned on dialing back on my sexual activities when I reached Greece. There had already been too much drama because I�d been thinking with my little head instead of the big one. I kept worrying that I should�ve at least looked up Princess Erika on the Internet before I bedded her. One Google search would have uncovered that she was engaged. With Ivanna, though, all thoughts of immediately dialing back on sex had flown out the window.
 Ivanna tried to take all of me, which broke my train of thought. My pleasure quickly came to a head, and I erupted in her mouth. I closed my eyes and just enjoyed what had happened. I opened my eyes and looked at her as she grinned and wiped something off her lips. My stomach churned. I suddenly wanted this to be over with because it didn�t feel right.
 I was about to tell her to leave when my door swung open.
 �Some woman is claiming you stole one of � oh, shit,� Kevin said when he realized I had company.
 Ivanna jumped up, giving poor Kevin a show.
 �I must go,� she said, looking worried.
 Kevin just stood there and watched.
 �Get out,� I told him.
 He chuckled as he shook his head and left. Ivanna got dressed and made a quick exit. I�d made it a new policy to at least get a girl�s name before I bedded her after the whole Princess Erika debacle. The funny thing was that when I learned her name, I thought Ivanna Fuck-A-Lot would be a good nickname because she certainly did.
 After a quick shower, I came out of the bedroom to the smell of food cooking. Someone had apparently decided that eating at restaurants for every meal wouldn�t work. It was either that or the fact that when I�d been dropped off, I hadn�t seen any restaurants within walking distance.
 �Dude!� Kevin said and wanted a high five. �Don�t leave me hanging.�
 I planned to do just that, but when I saw the hurt in his eyes, I couldn�t do that to him. He brightened as soon as I slapped his offered hand.
 �I�m making Greek omelets,� Ashley called. �Do you want one?�
 �Of course he does, after all the calories he burned up last night,� Kevin said.
 I looked over at Cindy, and she nodded. She would rein him in.
 �I could eat.�
 �So how was she � ow!� Kevin complained when Cindy smacked him in the back of the head.
 �This isn�t some locker room. There are ladies present,� Cindy reminded her overexcited boyfriend.
 �Sorry. We�ll talk later,� Kevin said.
 Somehow, I doubted that.
 I had no idea Ashley was such a good cook. The omelet had fresh spinach, a local sausage, garlic, green onions, and herbs. She topped it with feta cheese.
 �Why are you single?� I asked Ashley between bites. �You can cook, have a full-time job, and love children.�
 I listed some of her positive attributes. She flipped me off as her answer.
 �No, seriously. This is good.�
 �Thank you.�
 �Did you get your condo taken care of?� Scarlet asked.
 �Yep. All taken care of.�
 �You don�t need my help with anything?�
 �No. Just enjoy your vacation.�
 �You sure? I feel like I should have helped,� Scarlet said.
 �Like I said, you�re on vacation. Enjoy yourself.�
 When I finished eating, I got up and gathered everyone�s plates.
 �You cooked, I�ll clean up,� I told Ashley.
 As I rinsed off the plates and put them in the dishwasher, they all packed up to leave. I guess I was getting used to the idea of not being included, so it didn�t bother me when they all left.
 ◊◊◊
 I wasn�t going to spend the day inside, so I walked out to the pool area. Mykonos differed greatly from Monte Carlo. Instead of each house being almost on top of the next, they were spread out. They also looked virtually identical. They were made with white stucco, the corners were rounded, and each had a flat roof. Our condo sat atop a hill that overlooked the Mediterranean. I suspected they spread out the buildings so each had unobstructed views of the water.
 A warm front had come through last night, and to the forecast said it would be in the mid-70s today. The skies were cloudless, and I leaned my head back to bask in the sun on my face. It was idyllic. I understood why Mykonos was the new hot destination for the rich and famous and why Zander had purchased a condo here.
 My contemplations were interrupted when I heard someone come out of the third condo. The three units formed a U-shape with an open patio and a pool in the middle.
 What were the odds? I actually recognized him. He was the Colombian playboy that Lexi had the hots for. Alex something. He�d gone to her high school but left his senior year to go home and play soccer for his junior national team.
 He looked at me, and I saw a moment of uncertainty, but then he recognized me.
 �You�re that movie star.�
 I�m not sure when I became �that movie star,� but if people didn�t remember my name, it was their go-to phrase when addressing me.
 �David. And you must be Alex,� I said.
 He blinked as he tried to figure out how I knew his name.
 �Do you remember Lexi Andon from high school in California?� I asked.
 Alex threw a face.
 �She�s the daughter of one of my dad�s business partners,� he said.
 �She works for one of my businesses.�
 �You need to be careful with her. We nicknamed her �The Chameleon� because she would change to be whatever she needed to get her way. She can be a venomous bitch when she wants to be,� Alex said.
 I just chuckled because that had been my first impression of her, too. I realized I�d also noticed what Alex was talking about. My mom called it �mirroring.� It was a sales technique where you tried to match another person�s mannerisms and attitudes to make the other person feel at ease with you. Uncle John would call it a �winning strategy,� like being the class clown or teacher�s pet. We all had our go-to ways of making people like us.
 In the back of my mind, I worried a little about his characterization of Lexi as a �venomous bitch.� It made me wonder if she was just putting on an act to make me like her. Then I thought that couldn�t be true because we�d seemed to connect during my time in LA.
 �What are you doing today?� Alex asked.
 �I planned to play tourist and check out the island.�
 �Do you SCUBA dive?�
 �I do.�
 �Want to go cave diving? My dad is here doing his archeological stuff, and he thinks he has a lead on where some ancient pirates may have hidden their treasure.�
 �You had me at SCUBA diving. The pirate angle just makes it better,� I admitted.
 What kid hasn�t dreamed of finding buried treasure? Of course I wanted to go.
 �Go put your swimsuit on, and we�ll go rent you the gear you�ll need. Meet us out front in ten minutes,� Alex said.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked to the parking area and found Alex and his family waiting for me. They were a good-looking bunch. It was uncanny how much Alex, his sister, and his father all looked alike. Alex was six feet tall and had the build of a soccer player, long and athletic. He was about my age, but he hadn�t hit the gym yet to develop his upper body. His sister was maybe an inch shorter than him, but also had a seriously athletic build. It made me wonder if she also played soccer. His father was the same height as Alex but had about forty pounds of muscle on his son.
 They all had light-brown complexions that either came naturally or from being out in the sun. In Colombia, since they were near the equator, they got a lot of sunlight. All three had sandy-blond hair and large dark eyebrows that drew you to their deep, soulfully dark brown eyes.
 Next to them stood a woman who could only be two to five years older than me. I�d heard that Alex liked to run through the beautiful women in Colombia. Other than her face, this woman looked a lot like Zoe; I would bet she lived on a horse. When you knew what to look for, women who rode typically had outstanding butts and excellent thighs. It was either that or volleyball. I picked horseback riding because she was wearing jeans, cowboy boots, and a t-shirt. I mentally congratulated Alex on his pick of women.
 �David, this is my father, Umberto; my sister, Natalia; and my future stepmother, Camilla.�
 I hid my surprise that Umberto was with Camilla rather than Alex. Thankfully, Natalia caught my attention.
 �Nat,� Natalia said.
 �Excuse me?� I asked.
 �Call me Nat, not Natalia.�
 �Better yet, call her Squeak,� Alex said.
 That would leave a mark. Alex bent over in pain. I gave Nat high marks for hitting her brother in the �nads before he was able to dodge her. He played soccer at a high level and should be quicker than that.
 �You two settle down,� Umberto said and then turned to me. �David, Alejandro tells me that you SCUBA dive. I just want to check before we go.�
 Nat smirked when Alex grimaced at his dad using his full name.
 �I learned last year and went diving on vacation in the Caribbean. I�m not super experienced, though,� I admitted.
 �For what we have planned, you should be fine. Let�s get going.�
 We first stopped at a storage facility where they kept a trailer with their gear. Umberto towed the trailer to a local dive shop where they got their tanks topped off, and I rented my equipment. Alex told me that the water would be cold, so I got a wetsuit.
 �Tell David what we�re doing,� Nat said to her dad once we got back on the road.
 Alex glared at his sister, who looked at him with a satisfied smile. I soon found out that Umberto loved to give history lessons. The looks they gave each other when their dad got started told me the two of them had heard this a thousand times before.
 �We�re in search of pirates.�
 �Of the Caribbean?� I joked, which caused the two siblings to choke back a laugh.
 �Of the Mediterranean, actually: Barbary pirates. The Ottoman Empire was a significant world power for, oh, almost six hundred years. What you may not know is that the Ottoman corsairs were referred to as Barbary pirates. They ranged throughout the Mediterranean Sea, all the way from Turkey to the coast of Portugal, through the Strait of Gibraltar. Their hunting grounds included most of the Greek coast and all the Greek islands.
 �They were a real problem for European merchants. The pirates were feared more for what they did with the crews than the loss of cargo when they captured a ship. They were slavers. During the mid-1500s to mid-1700s, they enslaved nearly two million people. The Europeans got tired of losing merchant ships, all their goods, and crews. Guess what they did? Anyone?� Umberto asked.
 Alex and his sister looked at me. I guess they�d played this game one too many times, so I was up.
 �Sent their navies to stop them,� I guessed.
 �Yes, they did do some of that. What finally worked was paying the Ottomans to leave their shipping alone. The Ottomans figured out it was more profitable to take the payments than to risk their ships and lives chasing merchants.
 �You think these pirates hid treasure here?� I asked.
 �We know they were active in Greece. Information has recently been found in North Africa, where the Barbary pirates were based, which mentions the use of caves as hubs of operation. We found a cave that has been closed off from the sea and that we think may have once been used by the pirates. Last week, we uncovered an underwater tunnel that leads to another chamber. We plan to investigate it today,� Umberto shared.
 I leaned over to Alex.
 �It looks like we have a tail,� I said.
 I�d noticed that a black SUV followed us to the storage place. And then thought I spotted it again when we got the tanks filled up, and I rented my gear. Without Paul with me as security, I made it a point to be aware of my surroundings. As we�d turned onto this street, the same black SUV had turned as well. Alex looked back.
 �Black SUV?�
 �Yes.�
 �Hey, Dad. Is that black SUV one of ours? David says it�s been following us.�
 Umberto�s whole demeanor changed in an instant. He got on his phone and called his security. He reverted to Spanish as he talked rapidly, asking about the car behind us. I relaxed when he glanced back and winked at me.
 �They�re one of ours,� Umberto assured us.
 I leaned close to Alex.
 �You have more than one?�
 He shrugged like it was no big deal.
 �Usually, we aren�t even aware that they�re there. Dad wants us to live as normal a life as we can, but we receive threats on a regular basis and have to be careful. The biggest concern is kidnapping. Colombia used to be the kidnapping capital of the world. The guerillas and cartels used it to intimidate their enemies and as a source of funding. It was one of the reasons we moved to the States when it came time for Squeak and me to attend high school,� Alex shared.
 The rest of the ride, I remained quiet as I tried to absorb how different Alex�s life had been from mine. I hoped my children would be able to lead normal lives without the need for people to keep them safe 24/7.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d thought we were going to the coast, so I was surprised when we drove to a remote area about a quarter-mile from the water�s edge. We found a van and several tents that turned out to be the base for their little expedition. The van had Greek lettering on the side along with a crest that looked to be from a university. There were three young people in one of the tents looking intently at something on a long foldout table.
 Umberto and Camilla walked to the main tent while Alex pointed to another one.
 �Let�s get suited up and get the gear we�ll need to dive to the new cave,� he said.
 �I want to go first. I want to be the one who discovers the treasure,� Nat begged her brother.
 �But I�m the oldest and the man of the family,� he shot back.
 �By three minutes,� she huffed.
 This argument had obviously been going on in one form or another for years. It also confirmed what I suspected: they were fraternal twins. They bickered back and forth as we got undressed; we�d all worn swimsuits underneath our clothes. We then put on our wetsuits. I�d gone for the full-body suit because Alex had warned me that the water would be cold.
 Once we had our suits on, Alex stepped over to a chest and opened it. Inside, there was assorted gear. He grabbed a waterproof bag and stuffed a camera and walkie-talkie into it. He also pulled out three large waterproof flashlights.
 We left the gear tent and walked over to the tent where their dad was. He was all business and looked a little excited. Umberto pointed to a hand-drawn map that showed the site. It appeared to be a pretty detailed representation of the cave system. The map showed where the caves started at the edge of the island and worked their way to where we were.
 �We�ve been able to map the path from the sea to this point. I thought we were at a dead-end, but Alex spotted rocks piled up here,� Umberto said as he pointed at the map. �After some careful investigation, we determined that someone had put the rocks there; it wasn�t a natural phenomenon. For the last two days, we worked to remove the rocks and discovered a tunnel that we hope will lead us to the artifacts.�
 �We�ll be the first people in there in hundreds of years,� Nat said excitedly.
 Alex seemed to be just as enthused, and their excitement was contagious. I looked forward to seeing history rediscovered. Personally, I doubted we would find any hidden treasure, but who knew?
 �Let�s get this started, then,� Alex said.
 Umberto pulled the SUV close to a taped-off area. I followed everyone to the site. What I found was a hole in the ground. The twins and I stepped over to the edge and looked in. Sunlight would occasionally reflect off water that had to be at least ten feet down, if not more.
 I discovered why Umberto had pulled the SUV over: it had a winch on the front. His helpers pulled the cable out. They put a loop in it for a foothold so they could lower us into the water.
 �Squeak!� Alex yelled, followed by a splash.
 Alex and I looked at each other and nodded. If a girl could jump in, we weren�t standing around with our thumbs up our butts.
 �Wait!� Umberto called as Alex and I jumped.
 For a terrifying second, I worried I�d made a colossal mistake. Luckily, the water was deep. It was also cold; I was glad I�d rented the wetsuit. When I reached the surface, I found the twins grinning like they�d just snuck a bottle of their father�s best whiskey from his private stash.
 �You kids are going to be the death of me,� Umberto complained once he�d made sure everyone was okay. �Your job is to dive through the tunnel and confirm there�s a room on the other side. Take pictures and come back. Radio us with what you find. And make damned sure you use the guidelines!�
 �We know the drill,� Alex called up to his clearly pissed-off father.
 While we had been talking, I�d noticed Nat had donned her gear and set up a bright yellow guideline. She then dove for the opening, trailing the line. I watch her light disappear.
 �Where�s Nat?� Alex asked me, looking concerned.
 I pointed, and he rolled his eyes.
 �That little brat never listens to me.�
 �Isn�t that true of women in general?� I asked with a straight face.
 �You�re probably right, but we dive together for safety. It�s especially important to always use guidelines when you�re cave diving. If you get disoriented or lost in a cave, you very likely will die.�
 That gave me pause. What I�d initially thought of as a lark had a very real element of danger to it, so I resolved to be careful.
 �We�d better get going,� Alex said.
 The two of us put on our fins and masks, tested our regulators, and turned on our lights. We followed the guideline to the tunnel opening, and I was glad to see it was big enough for someone to walk through. I�d been afraid it would be tight like the tunnel Brook and I dove through in the Caribbean.
 It was dark in the cave, but fortunately, the water was crystal clear, so our flashlights lit up the tunnel for a good distance in front of us. It really bothered me when I realized it would be pitch black if our lights went out. Up ahead, I saw a light point toward us. I realized it was Nat, but the old saying about it possibly being an oncoming train ran through my head.
 When we came to the end of the tunnel, we found steps leading upwards cut into the stone. Nat had anchored the line on a rock a couple of feet under the water and had paused until we were all together before going on.
 �You brat, why didn�t you wait for me? You know better than to dive alone,� Alex scolded her.
 She gave him a cute pout. I shook my head when the mad in Alex seemed to drain out of him.
 �Be more careful next time,� was his last comment about it.
 We took off our fins, mask, tanks, and other equipment and left them on the stairs. When we were just in our wetsuits, we went up to see what we would find. The room had a tall ceiling I would estimate to be about twenty feet high. The room itself looked to be about twelve by twenty.
 Alex spotted something on the wall and was brushing it off.
 �Alex! You know better,� Nat chastised her brother.
 �I just wanted to confirm this symbol is from Barbary pirates.�
 �Let me see,� Nat said.
 I looked over their shoulders. Engraved in the wall was what looked like a knife that had been split in the middle and curved outward like an exaggerated snake�s split tongue.
 �Take pictures of that,� Alex told his sister.
 I pointed my flashlight up and saw three holes about twelve feet up that might lead to something else.
 �What do you think that is?� I asked Alex as his sister got the camera.
 �No idea, but it�s too high to reach. We�ll have to get a ladder and see.�
 �Or I could look,� I suggested.
 �How do �� Alex started as I ran to the wall, planted a foot into it, and launched myself upward.
 My fingers caught the ledge, and I pulled myself up.
 �Toss me a flashlight,� I said.
 I caught the light and found another alcove. I called to them over my shoulder.
 �What�s the Holy Grail supposed to look like? There�s an altar with some ancient-looking cup on it. Do you think your dad would be interested in that?� I asked.
 �No way!� Nat said.
 �He�s pulling your leg,� Alex told his sister. �What did you find?�
 �Nothing much. Want me to check the other two?� I asked.
 �We better not. We need to get back and show Dad the pictures of what we found,� Alex said.
 I jumped down, and we got organized and geared up to head back.
 ◊◊◊
 We spent the morning working with the grad students to swim gear into the room we�d found so Umberto and his team could inspect our discovery. The smartest thing they did was run a waterproof cable to the room so that a generator could feed electricity to it. That way, they would have reliable lights and be able to run their equipment.
 They even managed to bring a computer through the underwater passage and set it up on site. We weren�t deep under the water�s surface, so water pressure wasn�t an issue. They had several watertight containers they weighed down to make neutrally buoyant. Those containers then allowed them to swim the more sensitive equipment in.
 By the time we finished, it was after one o�clock.
 �Umberto will be busy for the next few days. Let�s go grab lunch and then go shopping,� Camilla suggested.
 The three of us agreed. Not that Alex and I were all that excited about shopping, but the excuse did give us a chance to explore the town. I found out that Alex and Nat had been stuck �working� with their dad for the past three weeks. They were Umberto�s dive team. Not that they complained because it got them out of school and allowed them to spend time with their father. But it looked like they were ready for something new to do.
 After a quick lunch and some shopping, Alex and I decided to go on a bike tour. After the first half-hour, we took a break. We�d mostly climbed uphill, and Alex looked about ready to drop.
 �How�re you doing?� I asked.
 �I�m fine,� he said as he took a big swig of his water.
 We were both perspiring freely. It felt good to do something physical. I�d been a slug since I left home.
 �What�s the deal with the matchmaking girls?� I asked.
 Alex gave me a sheepish look.
 �I don�t know. We�ve seen three different groups come through. The newest bunch has been the best. You should talk to some of the Filipino girls. They are super nice and completely different from the Russians, who are more interested in the size of your wallet than anything else. But Ivanna might be worth it.�
 �Ivanna Fuck-A-Lot?� I asked.
 Alex burst out laughing.
 �Have you met her?�
 �I think I�d been here all of ten minutes, and she lured me into bed,� I admitted.
 �I finally had to tell her that my dad didn�t believe in giving his kids money, and I would have to get a job once I graduated from college. If Camilla wasn�t here, it�s possible Ivanna might be my new stepmother,� Alex shared.
 �So, that made her leave you alone?� I asked.
 �Yeah. That might have been a miscalculation on my part. She knew things �� Alex said and then blushed.
 I could probably guess. I had no plans to be married by the time I got home. My mother had been through enough; she didn�t need me showing up with a mail-order bride. I would have to follow Alex�s lead on this one.
 ◊◊◊
 We were a sweaty mess by the time we finished our ride. Alex sent a text to Nat to tell her we planned to go back to the condo. She replied that they�d finished shopping and to meet them at the parking lot. We spotted the two of them chatting by the car. When they saw our condition, Nat got a faraway look, but Camilla smirked.
 �Those men were checking you out,� Camilla said.
 I knew that Mykonos had an LGBTQ community. Well, I guessed everywhere did. I also recalled that there was a nude beach that catered to men. I remembered Fritz teasing me that the beach close to our condo wasn�t too far from that one.
 Alex showed his gullibility by whipping his head around to see who she was talking about.
 �He thinks you�re cute,� Nat teased her brother.
 �I�m out,� Alex said to tell me he didn�t have a good comeback.
 �I�ll protect you,� I said as I put my arm around Alex.
 He got the shivers and twisted away from me. Both Camilla and Nat were enjoying his discomfort, so I upped the ante by taking off my shirt and striking a model pose.
 �You know you want this,� I said.
 I heard a sharp intake of breath and a squeak. I�d forgotten the damned bike shorts hid nothing. At least my t-shirt hung down far enough to cover my shorts so as not to be obscene. Camilla saved the day.
 �Put your shirt back on before Alex really does switch teams. Besides, it�s hot. I need to get you boys back home and into the shower.�
 Alex and I just glanced at each other before getting into the car, as if to ask if she meant that literally.
 ◊◊◊
 After showering and changing, I walked over to Alex and Nat�s and knocked on their door. Alex let me into their condo. I loved the d�cor. In the living room, the end wall had two bookcases bracketing a seventy-inch TV that hung in the center. Behind it, they�d used reclaimed wood from shipping pallets to mimic wood flooring. The wood was sun-bleached, giving it an aged appearance. At a ninety-degree angle were two loveseats with a twelve-foot couch facing the TV to form a seating area. I needed to find where they sold a sofa that big. The whole family could sit on the couch and enjoy the TV.
 Around the room hung large colorful prints of vintage posters from Colombia. They ranged in subject matter from coffee to a street scene of colorful houses that reminded me of my time in Cuba.
 �Where are the girls?� I asked as Alex joined me in the living room.
 He handed me a beer.
 �Changing.�
 �Do you think Camilla meant what she implied?� I asked to voice our unspoken question from before.
 �I have to keep reminding myself that she and my dad are getting married,� he admitted.
 �Where is your dad, by the way?�
 �He flew to Athens to talk to the university that�s sponsoring him. They found some stuff in one of the rooms,� Alex shared.
 �The Holy Grail?� I asked with a smirk.
 �No. It looked like trade goods that had been taken from a merchant ship. Most of it was deteriorated and of no value. They did find a leather bag of stones. Some of them looked to be Greek. One had a small duck carved into it, and another had what looked like a hoplite phalanx engraved into it. Hoplites were those soldiers that only used spears. Dad took that with him to Athens. They plan to authenticate his find and date the stones.�
 �He must be excited.�
 �That�s why we came. I expect he�ll be there for a few days, so Nat and I are free to play tourist with you tomorrow,� Alex said.
 �The people who came with me don�t seem to want to do anything with me. I would enjoy spending time with you and your sister,� I admitted.
 He gave me a curious look.
 �Why don�t they want to do anything with you?�
 �You�d have to ask them. I think part of it is that they�re all a few years older than I am. Back in the states, I can�t really get into clubs. Plus, my mom put the word out that I wasn�t allowed to go clubbing, which seems to be something they want to do. Go figure,� I said with a shrug.
 �We could go clubbing,� Alex suggested. �Unless you�re scared your mom will find out.�
 �I have no doubt she would find out. It totally sucks sometimes, being an actor. People take pictures of you, and then, the next thing you know, it�s trending on social media. My mom is just tech-savvy enough to find them. I�ve given up on sneaking around,� I admitted.
 �Sucks to be you.�
 �Oh, please. I�ve seen the pictures of you on yachts and such. It�s not like you�re a stranger to all this.�
 �Back home, it�s not so bad. When I go to LA �� Alex left the rest unsaid.
 �I know what you mean. For the most part, it�s the same for me.�
 �What�s the same for you?� Camilla asked as she and Nat joined us on the couch.
 �I was telling David we could go to one of the clubs tomorrow night. His mom said he can�t go because the drinking age back home is 21. He said that people would take pictures, and she would see the photos on social media,� Alex said to catch them up.
 �That was how Alex got caught using Dad�s boat earlier this year,� Nat said with a big grin.
 �Shut it, Squeak,� Alex warned. �You don�t want me telling David stories about you, now do you?�
 �Nope,� she said and winked at me.
 I would bet she had more stories to tell me later.
 �We found an interesting movie in town,� Camilla said as she got up and put the DVD in the player to stop the twins from arguing. �I heard it won some awards.�
 I inwardly groaned. Somehow, I had a sneaking suspicion she�d found my movie, The Royal Palm.
 When it started, Camilla pointed for me to scoot down so she could sit between Alex and me. Nat was on my other side. I wondered if Camilla had set this up so Nat and I would be sitting together.
 Sure enough, they�d found my movie. I wondered where they got the DVD because it hadn�t been released to disk yet. Pirating of intellectual property wasn�t a joke. I�d seen a website where you could watch movies that were currently in theaters. Someone had gone in with a video camera and copied mine, apparently.
 I admit that I�d watched a few films on the site. It was like going to the theater because you would see people walk in front of the camera every now and then.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 9 � A Hotel of Paris Hiltons  Wednesday March 29 
 I�d woken at four in the morning when Ashley crawled into my bed. So, when I woke up for the day, I wasn�t in the best of moods. It looked like my flat-mates had gone partying last night, once again without me.
 I came out of my bedroom to find a guy I didn�t know, walking around clad only in boxers. He was a hirsute beast with shaggy hair and a beer belly. My first conjecture was he was some homeless guy who�d wandered in. Then the smell hit me, a funky mixture of alcohol, rank perspiration, and cigarette smoke. He had tattoos all over his arms and chest and an eyebrow piercing. Not that tattoos and piercings made you a bad person; it just wasn�t something I wanted to wake up to.
 �Who are you?� he asked with a heavy Greek accent and a surly attitude as he reached into his boxers to scratch something.
 At that, I threw up in my mouth a little.
 �The better question is, who are you, and why are you in my kitchen?� I asked.
 He said something in Greek that I took as unflattering. He yelped in surprise when I put him in a wristlock and marched him out the door. The dumbass thought he would earn brownie points by pounding on the door and throwing insults. When I opened it, he took a swing at me. I wasn�t impressed when he puked on my front stoop after I buried my fist into his soft gut. I used my foot to roll him far enough away from the door that it could be closed.
 Paul picked that moment to rush out.
 �What�s going on?� he asked.
 �Some guy broke in, so I had to throw him out,� I said as I checked the refrigerator to see what was in it.
 Paul opened the door to survey the wreckage.
 �That�s Petros. Megan brought him home last night,� Paul said.
 �Don�t you dare let him back in,� I warned.
 �But he�s half-naked,� Paul said.
 �So, get his clothes and toss them out to him. Just don�t let him back into my house,� I said.
 Our commotion drew everyone out of their bedrooms to see what was going on. I glanced over my shoulder and saw they looked confused.
 �David found Petros in the kitchen. He said something, so David sent him packing,� Paul shared.
 �What do you mean?� Megan asked, worried.
 �You might want to grab his clothes and take them out to him. David said he isn�t welcome in his condo,� Paul said.
 I was okay with what he said, but the way he said it set me off. Paul knew it as soon as he looked at me.
 �I have security for a reason. If you want to spend time with someone who hasn�t been vetted, that�s fine; just go to a hotel. If you don�t like the rules, same answer: go to a hotel,� I said.
 They all looked at me like I�d just said I was hearing voices again. I guess their excluding me from all their activities had finally made me mad. Suddenly, I had zero desire to be around any of them for another second. I marched into my room, grabbed a small duffle bag, and threw in any clothes I would possibly need for the various activities we might get up to today.
 I walked back in to hushed conversation that stopped when I appeared.
 �David!� Scarlet called.
 I didn�t stop. I sent a text for Fritz to check the video. If Paul let that guy back in, he was done, as far as I was concerned. I strode out the slider to the pool area and across to the Sandovals� condo without looking back.
 ◊◊◊
 Camilla answered the door.
 �You hungry?�
 �I could eat,� I said.
 �I made scrambled eggs.�
 �Sounds great.�
 I followed her to the kitchen, where I found Nat and Alex eating breakfast. Camilla made me a plate.
 �There�s a place by the beach that rents all kinds of gear, or you can have them take you out. I want to go tubing,� Nat said hopefully, like I was the one deciding.
 �That sounds like fun,� I said.
 She turned to Alex.
 �See. He wants to go too.�
 I figured out what was up right away. Alex had been giving his sister a hard time.
 �Well, if David wants to go, I guess we can,� Alex conceded.
 �You�re coming with us?� I asked Camilla.
 �No, I planned to just read a book by the pool.�
 �We�re not leaving you here with all those old creepers running around,� Alex said.
 �What are you talking about?� I asked.
 �One of the guys from the matchmaking group thought Camilla was fair game. Alex had to go rescue her,� Nat explained.
 �When did this happen?� I asked.
 �A couple of days before you got here,� Alex said.
 �Then, you�ll come?� I asked.
 �You sure you want to hang out with me all day?� she asked.
 �Well, you are kinda old,� I said doubtfully.
 �I�m not sure she can keep up,� Alex added.
 �I want her to come,� Nat pleaded.
 �You have to be responsible for her, then,� I told Nat.
 �If you two comedians are finished, let�s go have some fun,� Camilla said.
 ◊◊◊
 The beach was crowded, full of vacationers sunning themselves and playing in the ocean. The sun beat down, making the white stretch of sandy shoreline appear bleached and bright. After finding parking, we grabbed our things and ducked into the bathroom to change into our swimsuits.
 �You need to be careful with my sister. All she can talk about are your muscles. Especially after you leaped up and pulled yourself into that upper chamber in the cave,� Alex shared.
 �I have no plans to do anything with your sister other than hang out. I do enjoy her company, but I�ve done enough hooking up on this vacation so far,� I said to reassure him, then smiled. �She likes my muscles?�
 �A little too much.�
 �What about you and Camilla? You have a thing for her, don�t you?� I asked.
 Alex gave me a sad look and shook his head.
 �I have to keep reminding myself that someday she�ll be my stepmother.�
 �I bet she�s putting on the skimpy bikini she wore at the pool right now,� I said and gave him the faraway look I�d been perfecting.
 After the movie last night, we�d taken a swim. Several of the girls from the dating service joined us. It had been fun to goof off with them and Alex and Nat. Camilla didn�t get into the water, but she sat poolside and watched us play. She was distracting, sitting there with a cocktail. I imagined her by the pool in my upcoming Bond movie as eye candy for a scene.
 �She better not. I don�t need to fight off every guy at the beach if she wears that here.�
 I waggled my eyebrows.
 �She did say she wanted both of us to take a shower with her ��
 I had to dance out of his reach as he made a halfhearted effort to slug me.
 �That�s not what she meant.�
 �You sure?� I asked, with both eyebrows raised.
 �I�m sure. Now stop talking about her that way. It�s hard enough without you egging me on,� Alex all but pleaded.
 �Like you were last night.�
 I�d teased Alex about being hot for his future stepmom last night.
 �Stop it,� Alex said.
 I don�t know what I expected when I first met Alex, but I never imagined I would start to like him. I guess I figured he would be an entitled rich kid.
 �Let�s give the girls a little show and leave our shirts off,� I suggested.
 �You go ahead,� Alex said as we grabbed our stuff and walked out.
 When we came out, two teenage girls rushed up and wanted a picture. I stood between them and had Alex take it. When they left, Camilla and Nat joined us.
 �Why did you keep your arms back and only act as though you were putting them around them?� Nat asked.
 �What�s she talking about?� Camilla asked.
 �On my lawyer�s advice, I�ve started what she calls the six-inch rule. One of her clients had a complaint made that he�d been too handsy. She said she expects this will become a trend for possible litigation. As a precaution, she suggested I do the faux-arm routine,� I explained.
 �Sometimes, I wonder about America. It seems they are afraid to let men be men,� Camilla said.
 �I agree with some of that. I do believe in mutual consent, though. But it�s a two-way street. I�ve had stuff done to me that would be frowned upon if I were a girl. As a guy, you�re supposed to just suck it up and let it go,� I said.
 �You poor thing. Did you get violated in the pool yesterday?� Nat teased.
 I blinked my eyes rapidly and let my bottom lip quiver.
 �They touched my special place,� I said in a little boy�s voice, and then I brightened. �Want to see?�
 �Let�s go before he drops his trunks right here,� Alex said.
 �But �� Nat started, and then all but combusted.
 Her brother laughed.
 �I�ll show you later,� I stage-whispered.
 That was too much for Nat. She took off towards the rental hut.
 �Between the two of you, she might not survive this vacation,� Camilla said and left us standing there.
 �Too much?� I asked Alex.
 �No, that was funny. You better watch out, though. My sister knows how to get even,� Alex warned.
 As we walked to the rental place, I related what Kendal, my first PA, had done to her brother. Alex vowed to hide all the superglue in the house and threatened that I�d better not share that story with Nat.
 ◊◊◊
 We rented a boat and driver for a half-day. The rental shop provided us with tubes and wakeboards. According to the girls, we hit the jackpot when it came to drivers. Kostas looked to be college age and was attractive. When I thought about it, I realized this would be an ideal part-time job. I�d bet he pulled a lot of tail carting vacationers around for the day.
 Nat wanted to try tubing first. They had two, so she and Alex hit the water. Kostas attached the tubes to ski ropes to be pulled behind the boat. He showed them how to hang on.
 �You want to take it easy or go fast?� Kostas asked.
 �Fast!� they both said at the same time.
 Before he started, Camilla leaned over to him.
 �Just don�t kill them,� she suggested.
 �I�ll bounce them around a little. I�ll make sure they are safe,� he assured her.
 The boat had two seats facing backward, so Camilla and I could act as spotters in case one of them fell into the water. I found my bag and pulled out my camera. I�d been remiss yesterday in not having it with me. Of course, I could have used my phone, but I liked the quality the camera gave me. Some of the views from the tops of the hills were breathtaking. I wanted to get pictures of the Greek island from the water and capture the action as the twins were pulled behind the boat.
 I was just in time to capture a shot of sheer terror on Nat�s face the first time her tube hit a wave and caught some air. When she realized that she hadn�t died, the fear was replaced with pure joy.
 The twins lasted about forty-five minutes before they wanted a break.
 �You want to go tubing?� I asked Camilla.
 �No, not really. Why don�t we try wakeboarding?�
 After we recovered the twins, Kostas pulled in one of the ropes. He had me sit on the floor of the boat as he made sure my feet fit correctly into the wakeboard. The board reminded me of a snowboard. Kostas next had me pull my knees up and tilt the board up so my toes were higher than my heels.
 �You sit in the water like that to start. Once the boat pulls you out of the water, you drop your toes and twist your hips,� he explained. �If you don�t pop up right away, let go of the rope.�
 �Why would he do that?� Nat asked.
 �Water can shoot up his bum. That�s when we have a real mess,� Kostas said with some authority.
 From the way he spoke, I could tell it had happened before, so I took his caution seriously.
 �Have you ever been snowboarding or surfing?� Kostas asked.
 �I�ve done both, actually. And waterskiing.�
 �Then I�m sure you�ll have no trouble with this.�
 With that note of encouragement, I jumped into the water, swam out to the end of the rope, and put on the wakeboard. Finally, I signaled I was ready. I was happy when I got right up. I twisted my body and must have put too much pressure on my front foot because the tip of the board dipped under the water, and I did a face-plant.
 The good part about doing this in the water instead of a ski hill was it didn�t take any skin off. That didn�t mean that smacking face-first into the Aegean Sea couldn�t be painful. I vowed I wouldn�t make that mistake again. I gave the boat a thumbs-up to signal that I was okay. Kostas circled them around so I could give it another try.
 �I�ll take it easy until you get the hang of it,� he assured me as they motored past.
 The next time, I got up and used even pressure on the board. When I was sure I was stable, I began testing what I could do. Kostas was right; this was similar to surfing. When I felt confident, I pointed to the sky to let them know I was ready to go faster.
 Since I was an adrenaline junkie, I waited until we sped up, then leaned over and shot off to the side of the boat. I found myself almost even with the back of the boat, off to the side. I coasted out there for a moment until the rope tugged on me as it caught up. Leaning the other way, I put up a massive wall of water as I dug in to turn. I rocketed towards the wake, and when I hit it, I caught some air.
 I suddenly had a new goal: to see if I could completely jump the wake on both sides. To do that, I would need to catch some serious air. This time, instead of coasting for a moment, I never let the rope go slack as I made a hard turn back toward the other direction.
 I was glad to see Camilla had my camera out and was catching the action. I would have to send some pics out on my social media later.
 This time, I hit the wake, and it launched me into the air. I almost made it to the other side.
 It took me a few tries before I finally cleared the other wake on a run. I had noticed that if I dug my heel in a bit before I hit the wake, it would give me more air. I wondered if I could do a flip. On the next run, I put my half-baked plan into action. To do the flip, I would have to do a full 360-degree rotation. I did about 345. Camilla caught the picture of me hitting the water; it was a spectacular crash. That one smarted.
 When the boat came around, Nat was bouncing up and down, and Alex looked every bit as excited.
 �My turn!� Nat announced.
 If she didn�t look so cute in her excitement, I would have stayed out and accomplished my new goal. Both Nat and Alex, living in LA for school, had been surfing, so they took to wakeboarding right away. I will say that Nat was tougher than I expected because she crashed more than once but bounced right back.
 Alex tried to mimic what I�d done with jumping the wake. He finally figured it out and was soon flying through the air. I got some fantastic pictures.
 Finally, it was my turn again.
 �Don�t go quite so fast and arch your back more,� Kostas suggested.
 That actually made a lot of sense, so I tried it. To my utter surprise, it worked. I had to chuckle when I saw the twins standing in the back of the boat, cheering my success. Once I had puzzled it out, I was able to duplicate my flip.
 Kostas pointed to shore to signal that we were headed back. I hadn�t realized we�d been out that long. But I certainly felt the effect of the afternoon on my muscles, so it was probably time.
 Still, I did get to have a little more fun. I spotted a sailboat anchored near where we were going and saw a bevy of babes on the bow, sunning themselves. I mentally slapped myself for thinking that phrase. That had to be something they said back in the olden days. I wondered what the politically correct term was for a group of scantily clad women; you know, something akin to a gaggle of geese or a pride of lions. Maybe something like a �hotel of Paris Hiltons.� Like Kansas, they were flat, white, and, I suspected, easy to enter.
 Then again, maybe not.
 I planned it so I was flying towards their boat when we were just about to go past them. Turning, I put up a huge spray of water that soaked them all. Alex nearly fell out of the back of the boat, laughing. I glanced back, and I expect that if I�d taken a spill, they probably would have jumped in to kill me.
 Kostas made a turn right before their shop to allow me to coast in to the beach. When he docked the boat, the twins jumped out. Alex gave me a high five for spraying the girls. I took the wakeboard to Kostas. Camilla handed our bags out to us and looked concerned.
 �We need to get going,� she announced.
 I looked towards the water and saw the girls climbing into a small boat. They were soon headed toward where we were docked.
 �I�ll hold them off while you make good your escape,� Kostas said. �If you�re looking for something to do this afternoon, we have kayaks. I would be happy to take you on a tour.�
 We agreed that it sounded like a plan and left to grab some lunch.
 ◊◊◊
 The afternoon was relaxing. I found it amusing that both Nat and Camilla had fallen for the big floppy hats all the stores seemed to be selling. We all got too much sun and were tired by the time we came back.
 I gave Kostas a hefty tip for being such a good host today. He kept us entertained with stories about people he�d taken out. He was also very knowledgeable about the island.
 I learned that Mykonos had been named after the grandson of Apollo. Kostas also told us that the architectural style of most of the buildings was called �Cycladic.� It was the harmonious mix of white cube-shaped houses, cobblestone streets, windmills, and blue-domed churches. The result was unique and simple. There was a real beauty to it.
 ◊◊◊
 I came back to the condo to find Ashley there alone.
 �Why aren�t you with everyone else?� I asked.
 �I needed some alone time. And I was hoping to talk to you. I can tell something�s bothering you,� she said.
 �Because of my blowup this morning?�
 �That, and you didn�t seem too happy in Monaco.�
 �Is Megan okay?� I asked.
 �Yeah, she is now, but more than a little embarrassed. Paul pulled up the video of this morning and showed it to all of us. Petros was being an ass. Paul also told us what happened with Peggy and the guy she let into the house. We all understand why you said what you did,� she said.
 I didn�t make any comment. When I heard Petros was with Megan, I had a twinge of guilt. But my gut had told me he wasn�t someone I wanted in my house. I�d learned after a few iffy situations that my gut usually knew better than I did.
 �What�s really going on? Scarlet is worried she�s done something wrong and that you plan to fire her,� Ashley shared.
 �I guess I had different expectations for this vacation than everyone else did. I�d imagined we would be doing more stuff together,� I admitted.
 Ashley sat back in her chair and considered what I�d just said.
 �I thought you just wanted to do your own thing,� Ashley said.
 �Why do you say that?� I asked.
 �We all knew when we arrived in Monaco that you had commitments. You always seem to have something going on.
 �I mean, think about back home. We never really do anything together unless it involves the kids. You�re always on the go for school or work. I guess we�ve just gotten used to you not really being around.
 �When you were busy at the beginning of the vacation, it looked like you had your own plan laid out. We all decided we would let you do what you needed, but we weren�t going to sit around and do nothing,� Ashley said to floor me.
 �Here I thought you didn�t want me around. You told me what my mom said about me not being able to go to the casino or clubs. I figured you didn�t want to be tied down by my limitations,� I said.
 �And yet you went to both the casino and a club,� Ashley said with a smirk.
 �Shut up,� was my witty comeback.
 �I don�t understand why you didn�t say anything.�
 I thought for a moment and felt stupid. She had a point. I�d based all my relationships on communication, and in fact preached it to my friends. Every time communication failed, something bad happened.
 The prime example for me was with Tracy in my freshman year. How we ever became friends after all that was a mystery to me sometimes.
 �To be honest, I was feeling sorry for myself. You�re all older, and I assumed you wanted to do more adult stuff and didn�t need me tagging along.�
 Ashley actually laughed at me.
 �Last night, I heard everyone at one time or another say they wished you were there.�
 �To pay the bar bill,� I grumbled.
 That made her laugh even more.
 �You really are a �stupid boy.� You do know that we all like you a lot. Hell, Kevin idolizes you. He can�t stop talking about the princess and the Russian girl you hooked up with. If you ever need an entourage, he would be there so fast it wouldn�t be funny.
 �Megan loves her job and thinks you�re the best boss she could ever have. You taking her on this trip and on the one to Japan is a big deal for her. Cindy is still amazed that you gave her the chance to do what she loves. And don�t get me started on Scarlet. You literally saved her,� Ashley said.
 �It sounds like you all think you owe me something.�
 �That�s not it at all. I can�t believe I�m about to say this, but here goes. I don�t like you because of all that you�ve done for me, I like you because you�re you, if that makes any sense. Even if you didn�t have money and weren�t a big movie star, I would want to hang out with you.�
 �Thanks, that means a lot,� I said.
 �Why don�t you come out with us tonight?�
 �I�m actually worn out. I met the family in the condo next to ours, and they have two kids my age. We�ve spent the last two days exploring the island. Why don�t we plan to do something together when we get to New York? I bet I can get some of the New York models who work with Adrienne to hang out with everyone. They can act as guides and show us a good time.�
 �So, we�re okay?� Ashley asked.
 �We�re good.�
 I decided to stay in tonight so I could reflect on what Ashley had said. She was right about my not spending much time with her and Scarlet back home. I wasn�t sure what to do about it, and I was about to leave for nearly eight months to film movies. Then I would be in college. I would have to find a way to make sure they didn�t get left out.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 10 � Sextasy  Thursday March 30 
 This morning, it was just Alex and me because Camilla and Nat had decided they wanted haircuts. For some reason, that would take all morning. I got the impression they were going to some kind of spa to be pampered.
 Our goal was to go surfing, but when we got to the beach, there were no waves. We stepped into the shop, and Kostas spotted us.
 �Did you guys want to go out tubing or wakeboarding?� he asked.
 �We planned to go surfing. Is there anywhere that might have some waves?� Alex asked.
 �Nothing great. On the other side of the island, they�re reporting only one-footers. Because it�s so calm, we�ve been renting a lot of paddleboards,� Kostas suggested.
 That wasn�t something that interested us. We�d been kayaking yesterday to explore the island and were looking to do something a little more exciting than basically the same thing, but on a surfboard.
 He tilted his head to indicate we should follow him outside.
 �I didn�t want to say anything where my boss might overhear me, but I know something you might want to try. A buddy of mine has a salesman in this weekend to demonstrate a new kind of surfboard that doesn�t need waves. He showed me a video, and I plan to try it out after I get off work.�
 This sounded like something I would like to do if my experiences with Range Sports were any indication. A surfboard that didn�t need waves was probably dangerous.
 �What is it?� I asked.
 �Have you heard of hydrofoil surfboards?� Kostas asked.
 �Not really,� Alex said.
 �Okay, how do I explain this,� Kostas said and then had a eureka moment. �I know! Are you familiar with how a sailboat has that board that sticks down in the water called a keel? The one that keeps it from tipping over?�
 We both nodded.
 �Sailboat racers figured out that if they added wings, or foils, to the board sticking into the water, the sailboat would go much faster. Imagine putting a similar type of device on the bottom of a surfboard. Like an airplane, a hydrofoil also lifts your board out of the water, so you fly above it while you surf.�
 This sounded promising. Faster and flying above the water were two things that piqued my interest.
 �For it to work, you still need waves,� Kostas explained. �From what I�ve been told, they don�t have to be much, but the water has to be moving. To solve the need for wave energy, they added an electric motor. My buddy told me you can reach speeds up to 22 knots.�
 I pulled my phone out and did a quick conversion. That translated to about 25 miles per hour. I imagined the envy of all the surfers in California on a calm day when they saw me scooting above the water on one of those gadgets.
 �Give him a call and tell him we�re on the way,� I said.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at the shop down the beach, the owner took us out to the dock and turned us over to the salesman to demonstrate his product.
 �I recognize you. You�re that actor.�
 �David,� I said as I shook his hand. �And this is Alex.�
 �Good to meet you both. I�m Keelan.�
 He looked like a surfer with his long, sun-bleached hair, fit body, and weathered skin. The man looked to be in his forties.
 On the dock were two boards, each with the hydrofoil attached to the bottom. The foil had an electric motor with a propeller right above the foil. The board itself wasn�t a full surfboard, but was more of a boogie board in length with the keel attached to the bottom towards the back.
 I suspect that Keelan thought he had to explain how everything worked. When he opened the top to show us the lithium battery to power what he�d dubbed �the eFoil,� I stopped him.
 �We just want to try it. We don�t care how it works.�
 He stopped for a moment and then smiled.
 �I sometimes forget my audience. You need to know where the battery is so you can pull it out and charge it. Let me demonstrate it for you, and then you two can get going,� he suggested.
 To control the speed of the motor, they had a remote that you strapped to your hand. Keelan rolled one of the boards off the dock and into the water. He�d clearly done this a few times because he just stepped off the dock and had it moving in one fluid motion. I would bet that if I tried that, I would have ended up getting wet for sure.
 As soon as he started the motor, the board popped up out of the water. He made a couple of circles as he explained how to stand on the board and where to place your feet.
 You rode the eFoil more like a snowboard than a surfboard. You stood up straighter with your chest out and arms wide in what he described as a bear hug. It was intended to help your balance. You also kept your feet closer together and evenly balanced. Your back foot rested either a little in front of the keel or right over it.
 He brought the board over to the dock and shut it down. As it settled back into the water, he stepped off onto the pier.
 We rolled the other board off the dock, and he gave each of us a controller. Alex tried to duplicate Keelan�s technique of stepping onto the board and promptly tumbled headfirst into the water.
 �How long did it take you to learn that little trick?� I asked.
 He chuckled.
 �When I got sick of being wet half the day as I traveled from shop to shop to do demonstrations, I figured it out pretty fast. The trick is to get your other foot down quickly with even pressure so you don�t tip. Then start the motor. Otherwise, it�s like trying to stand on a surfboard without a wave.�
 I followed his advice and stuck my tongue out at Alex when I was able to stay dry. Alex pulled himself up on the back of the board and started the motor. He joined me as we headed down the beach.
 ◊◊◊
 As you can imagine, seeing two guys flying across the water on what looked like floating surfboards caused a stir. We both laughed when we saw people�s reactions. The motors were whisper-quiet, so there was no noise to tell people we were cruising by. You would see them zoning out, catching some rays, and when someone would spot us out of the corner of their eye, it would startle them. Then they would point and tell their friends.
 We were the best advertising the surf shop could have had. The battery only lasted about an hour, so by the time we got back, there was a crowd of folks who wanted to go next.
 �Looks like we messed up,� I told Alex.
 �Yeah. We should have just gone out to sea. I don�t think they�ll let us go again,� he agreed.
 Neither one of us could pull off the graceful landing at the dock, so we ended up in the water.
 Once we got out, Keelan wanted to talk.
 �Although I recognized you, I didn�t realize who you were, if that makes any sense. I was wondering if you would do a testimonial that we could put on our website?�
 �It�ll cost you.�
 I smiled when I saw him frown.
 �I want two of them. One for Alex and one for me,� I explained.
 �For that kind of money, I would want to film you riding the board,� Keelan countered.
 �He�ll do it,� Alex said.
 Since when did he become my agent? Alex opened one of the brochures and showed me how much each eFoil cost. They wanted over ten thousand euros. For that kind of money, I could buy a boat.
 �We better do this right and get all the releases and a contract signed. I�ll call my manager and have her work out the details. I can only do it this afternoon since I�ll be flying out tomorrow,� I explained.
 �Have her call me.�
 We left as I called Lexi. She gave me shit about it being the middle of the night in LA. I reminded her she had the option of going back to working for Chloe, which straightened her out. I don�t think she was too upset; she was just giving me a hard time. Lexi said she would get it taken care of.
 Once we reached the car, Alex stopped me.
 �I�ll pay you whatever it costs for my board.�
 When I�d asked for the boards, I had no idea of how expensive they were. Even though Alex�s family had more money than they knew what to do with, I appreciated that he offered to pick up the tab for his board.
 �If you go to the shoot and keep me company, I�ll call it good. I bet we can talk them into letting you ride one too while they film me,� I said to sweeten the deal.
 �I would still pay for mine,� he assured me.
 �You can buy me the next toy we want,� I suggested.
 �I�ll do that. Thanks,� Alex finally agreed.
 ◊◊◊
 We met the girls for lunch. I have to admit that I had been missing out on Greek food. When they found out I�d never had saganaki, they insisted we order it. It�s breaded cheese that they set on fire and bring to your table. I took a quick picture to add to my social media from this vacation before Camilla put the flames out with a squeeze of lemon juice.
 �Neither one of you commented on our haircuts,� Nat chastised us.
 �The good thing about hair is that it�ll eventually grow back,� I said with a straight face.
 Alex choked on something as they both glared at me. Then Camilla caught on.
 �You�re a little smartass, aren�t you?�
 �I�ve been called worse. Most of my female friends say I�m a �stupid boy.��
 �I think Alex is one too,� Nat complained.
 �Oh, please. That was funny. I wish he�d warned me so I could have gotten a picture,� Alex said.
 Alex shared what we did this morning and our plan for the afternoon. That gave the girls the excuse to go shopping again. We agreed we would meet up tonight and go to dinner.
 ◊◊◊
 The afternoon was taken up with filming Alex and me on the eFoil. They took us to several locations around the island. Our boat captain told us he was a native Mykonian, as they called themselves. He hated that his island had turned into a tourist destination. But I noticed that he made his living carting them around.
 The highlight was when he took us off the beaten path to Fokos Beach on the northern side of the island. Nature had carved out a bay that most of the tourists hadn�t discovered.
 It was far enough away from Mykonos Town that you had to know about it; it wasn�t something you�d ordinarily stumble across. Because there was no public transportation to the beach and no hotels nearby, the place was almost deserted. Our captain explained that usually, only the locals went there.
 What made it memorable was a pod of dolphins.
 �Check that out,� Alex said as he pointed to the mouth of the little bay.
 I looked over and saw a disturbance in the water. It looked like smaller fish were fleeing from something larger. Then it got interesting. It wasn�t just a couple of dolphins chasing the fish; there had to be dozens of them. Keelan had installed a GoCam on the nose of each of our boards. With the camera nearly two feet out of the water, it could catch the action if we got closer.
 �Let�s go film that,� I suggested.
 �You think it�s safe?�
 I shrugged.
 �Maybe we don�t get right in the middle of it all,� I said.
 Over the next few minutes, we watched the dolphins work as a team to herd the fish together into a swirling ball. Then they would swim close and use their tails to smack into the bunched-up fish. The stunned fish were easy to pick off for a quick meal.
 Because the water was crystal clear, we were able to capture a lot of the action. Once the frenzy was over, the pod headed out of the bay. Keelan was ecstatic that we�d been able to get the footage.
 ◊◊◊
 Keelan took our information and promised to ship us our new toys for our day�s work. It wasn�t quite as cool as strapping a water jet to your feet, but for exploring, you couldn�t beat the eFoil.
 I envisioned using it to go up and down the river on my farm. Like a canoe, the board was quiet enough that deer and other wildlife wouldn�t be spooked. It would be an excellent way to take nature photos.
 We had some free time, so I returned to the condo. Brook had sent me a text to call her. I decided I would do that before going out to dinner tonight.
 �David, I need your help,� Brook said by way of answering her phone.
 �Okay.�
 �I want you to talk to Cassidy. She�s being hardheaded and is about to make a mistake.�
 It had to be a big deal if Brook was frustrated with my little ninja.
 �She hasn�t joined the Marines, has she?� I asked.
 �Not yet. Cassidy insists she�s following you to Oklahoma to go to college.�
 Okay, that confused me.
 �And that is bad, why?� I asked.
 �I got her an athletic scholarship to USC. It�s a much better school, and I talked to Tracy and Pam. Cassidy can live with them in your condo,� Brook explained.
 �Uh � this is the first I�m hearing about this. What athletic scholarship?� I asked.
 Brook chuckled.
 �I got her a scholarship to be on the rowing team. Well, that�s not technically true. My grandmother knows someone who got her the scholarship. Between you and me, it wasn�t cheap,� Brook shared.
 �Did you talk to Cassidy before you did this?� I asked.
 �I did when she told me you were looking at both Oklahoma and USC for football once the Michigan plan fell apart. There wasn�t anything I could do to help her with Oklahoma, but USC was more � shall we say, flexible.�
 �Brook!�
 �Settle down. You know Cassidy. She wouldn�t just take my money to go to school,� Brook said.
 �We are talking about the same Cassidy who hasn�t paid for anything in her life,� I shot back.
 �That�s you. She says she�s preparing you for when Carol is older, so you�ll be ready for when your daughter wraps you around her little finger,� Brook revealed.
 �Does she now?�
 �Don�t be like that. Cassidy never has you do stuff you don�t want to do anyway,� Brook reasoned.
 �Why don�t you call Coach Hope and have him tell her what to do?� I asked.
 Brook snorted.
 �Do you even hear what comes out of your mouth? When was the last time she did anything her father wanted her to do if she didn�t want to?�
 Brook had a point.
 �On the other hand,� Brook continued, �If you tell her, Cassidy will listen.�
 Somehow, I doubted that.
 �What exactly am I supposed to tell her?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. But I�m sure you�re the only one she would do it for.�
 �How quickly does this have to be done?� I asked.
 �By the end of next week. If Cassidy isn�t going to take the scholarship, some other donor�s relative is getting it,� Brook explained.
 �Wouldn�t it have been easier to just pay for her to go to USC?� I asked.
 �You forget about her grades. She would never qualify unless she comes in through the athletic department,� Brook explained.
 I gave Brook high marks for figuring out how to get Cassidy into USC. Only a little over ten percent of applicants were accepted, making it �ber competitive to get into. Cassidy hadn�t been the most diligent student during high school. She never got terrible grades, but studying and homework weren�t high on her priority list.
 �Do you think USC is really the best for her?� I asked.
 �If she�s living with Tracy and Pam, yes. Plus, your mom and dad will only be an hour away. It�ll be much better for her than having to hang out with you guys at Oklahoma,� Brook assured me.
 She had a point. While I loved Cassidy to death and would miss her, I had to think about what was best for her. If she could get into USC, she should go.
 �I�ll talk to her, but don�t expect miracles,� I qualified.
 �I hear you�re seeing Adrienne tomorrow about our prom dresses,� Brook said to change the subject.
 �What are you talking about?�
 �Pam talked to her and suggested that you pick them out because you�re giving them to us as gifts,� Brook explained.
 �If I�m buying dresses, I guess I should get one for Tami, too,� I complained.
 �Why did I ever let you break up with me? You�re the best,� Brook teased.
 �Bite me, Princess. You seem to forget who dumped who.�
 �Your mom already talked to Adrienne. Your mother knew you would forget Tami,� Brook shared.
 Frick! My problem was that they all knew I didn�t really mind getting them dresses. That didn�t mean I had to act like I didn�t care. At the same time, it wasn�t worth a fight with my mom.
 �I take it you want me to send you pictures so you can approve my selections,� I said.
 �We�ve narrowed our choices down for you. We want you to look at our top three since we can�t see them in person,� Brook explained.
 I suspected they�d already decided which dress each of them wanted. I would ask Adrienne, and she would fill me in.
 Suddenly, the light bulb came on.
 �Am I supposed to ask you and Tami to go to your dances?� I asked.
 �I thought you would never ask. Wow, I can�t wait to tell everyone,� Brook faux-gushed, then crushed me. �Except, I already have a date.�
 To pay her back, I might send Dare since he�d already snaked my date for Homecoming. Why couldn�t he do that to the douche she was seeing, too?
 �I better go before you rope me into something else.�
 �Call Halle,� Brook said and hung up.
 I admit to being afraid of what Halle might want. Best to put that off until I either got home or was back in the states. I suspected it had something to do with the MTV awards.
 ◊◊◊
 We�d come back from dinner to find a party had started. Each week, the matchmaking company held an end-of-week party for all the men and women who attended. Tomorrow, they would have a new group arrive, and the process would begin again.
 From what I�d been told, all the Filipino women had found husbands. The lone Russian who hadn�t was Ivanna. I guess the men had seen through that man-eater and steered clear.
 Alex had clued me in that these parties sometimes got a little out of control, as Kevin would put it. I had a hard time believing that when I came out and there was soft music, and everyone looked relaxed and casual.
 They had a bar set up for you to make your own drinks, and some food set out. On a table to the side, there were little Dixie cups with a sign that said �Men� and another with �Women.� Inside were shots with a blue or pink liquid, respectively.
 My crew joined me at the party. I walked next door to find Alex and Nat.
 When I knocked, Camilla answered the door. I noticed she�d put on a nice pair of navy pleated slacks and a white button-up blouse. She had pulled her hair back into a ponytail to show off her long neck. Camilla had on diamond stud earrings and a delicate gold necklace. She had put on only enough makeup to enhance her eyes and make her lips a deep red.
 �You ready to party?� I asked.
 �I might be convinced to grab a drink,� she said as she let me in.
 Alex was watching something on television. He saw me and gave me a head bob of recognition. I rolled my eyes when I saw he was watching some fishing show. Alex was still in the same clothes he�d worn today.
 Nat came out of the back, looking cute in a bright yellow sundress that went down to right above her knees. I was glad to see she hadn�t put any makeup on, which gave her a fresh teen look. She smiled when she saw I�d changed into khakis and a polo shirt.
 �You look nice,� I said to Nat.
 That made her light up, and she rewarded me with a big smile of appreciation.
 �Alex, go take a shower and join us,� Camilla ordered.
 He gave a little wave, engrossed in his show. Camilla shook her head and led the way. We stepped up to the bar, where I found a cooler full of beer and grabbed one for myself. Kevin had decided his skills as a bartender were needed, and he made drinks for the girls.
 Ivanna sauntered up to my side.
 �Hey, sexy,� she all but purred.
 �Be nice,� I chastised.
 �I�m always nice.�
 She didn�t need to remind me of that. If I were looking for a quick hookup, Ivanna would be on the short list of fun bed-partners.
 �Come and do a shot with me.�
 She led me to the table with the signs and handed me two blue shots. I had to set my beer down so I could take them.
 �What is it?� I asked.
 �Sextasy.�
 I�d never heard of it. I wondered if it was a new cocktail, similar to Sex on the Beach.
 �What does it taste like?�
 �Like punch.�
 I was wary because I�d had Everclear punch before, and it was sneaky powerful.
 �I�m not going to be puking in a half-hour, am I?� I asked.
 Ivanna laughed.
 �No. Nothing like that. Trust me, you�ll like it,� she assured me.
 The �trust me� comment set off red flags. I figured the matchmaking service wouldn�t have put the shots out if they were dangerous, so I made my decision and threw them back. She was right; it tasted like punch. I couldn�t detect any alcohol at all. I wondered what the point was.
 Ivanna spotted one of the bachelors who hadn�t picked a wife yet.
 �Come see me later,� she said and left to talk to him.
 Cindy, Ashley, Megan, and Scarlet joined me.
 �Ladies, care for a shot?� I asked.
 �What is it?� Megan asked.
 �I�m not really sure. Sex-something was what Ivanna called it. It tastes like punch to me. Maybe have one and see what it does,� I suggested as I handed out four pink shots.
 They downed their drinks, and none of them were able to figure out if there was any alcohol in them or not. Camilla and Nat walked over to us, and I handed them each a pink one. Alex, Paul, and Kevin joined our group. I was playing the purveyor of shots, so I gave them each a blue one. I wondered why the girls� and guys� drinks were different.
 Once everyone was set on drinks, we relaxed into the party. I walked around and met everyone else. I enjoyed seeing the happy couples that had formed. This matchmaking service looked like it had done its job. I shook my head when I noticed Ivanna dragging her latest victim inside. I had no doubt what that was all about.
 ◊◊◊
 �Did they tell you the shots were called �sextasy,� by any chance?� Cindy asked me once we found a moment alone.
 �That sounds right.�
 She gave me a little smirk.
 �Hang on for the fun, then.�
 �Why?�
 �Sextasy is a combination of Viagra and MDMA, what�s more commonly called ecstasy, Molly, X, or E. This party just got a whole lot more interesting,� Cindy predicted.
 �Frick! I did two shots. I�m not going to pass out and find you all wrote on me with markers or shaved off my eyebrows, am I?� I worried.
 �No, it�s not a date-rape drug, and I promise I�ll watch out for you if you get too high.�
 �Have you taken it before?� I asked.
 �Yep. You have nothing to worry about. My first time taking ecstasy was wonderful. Of all the different drugs I�ve taken, it is, by far, my favorite. It just makes everything � I don�t know � better,� Cindy shared.
 �Okay. I admit that I�m freaking out a little. I�ve smoked pot and drunk, but I�ve never done hard drugs before. Am I going to get addicted?� I asked.
 �Take a deep breath and try to settle down. You probably won�t feel anything for the first hour or so. What you need to figure out is what you want to do while on it. Do you want to party like a maniac or just chill out and relax?� Cindy asked.
 �I came on vacation to relax.�
 �Then get into that frame of mind. When it kicks in, you�ll feel more open. None of the stuff that stops you from connecting with people will get in the way. That�s how I met Kevin, actually. I went to a party, and this guy had some. My roommate talked me into trying it. I spotted Kevin talking to some other girl, and I decided I wanted to meet him. We ended up having this really great conversation, and � well, I don�t want to spoil the fun,� she said.
 �Part of the reason I invited Ashley and Scarlet was to get to know them better.�
 �So find a quiet place and talk to them. I promise it�ll be worth it. Later, come find me when the Viagra kicks in,� Cindy said and giggled.
 �I forgot about that part.�
 �They call it sextasy for a reason.�
 �I�m not going to run around putting my dick in random people, am I?� I asked.
 �Let�s hope so. Just make sure I�m one of them,� she teased and then saw I was worried. �Relax. When you�re on it, you won�t do anything you don�t want to, and the girls won�t, either. Ecstasy just makes it so much better, and your inhibitions will come down. I predict you�ll be a happy boy, even come tomorrow.�
 I decided to take Cindy�s advice and try to relax. If I�d known what was in them, I�m not sure I would have done the shots. But what was one of my life goals? No regrets?
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 11 � I Love Women  Thursday March 30 
 I asked Scarlet and Ashley to join me in our condo. They sat on the couch, and I found a comfy chair and relaxed. I told them we�d been dosed with ecstasy, which they took in stride. They�d both tried it in college and enjoyed it. That put me more at ease.
 Over the next hour, nothing much happened, as Cindy had assured me, though the anticipation that we were doing something a bit naughty kept building. My experience with pot had been that the effects kicked in shortly after smoking it. I wondered if Ivanna had been pulling my leg or if we�d gotten a bad batch of ecstasy because it seemed like nothing was happening.
 We were talking quite openly and confidently with each other, moving very quickly into exciting conversations. I�m not the shy type, and I admit I probably have never met a stranger. But Scarlet tipped me off that a part of what we had going on was the ecstasy kicking in.
 Scarlet had multiple personas, if you will. I�d observed three: �business Scarlet,� a confident, savvy businessperson; �mom Scarlet,� whose sole focus was on the little ones and their well-being; and �sex-fantasy Scarlet,� who wanted to role-play. And I guess one more: when we were alone, or with just Ashley, Scarlet was reserved and deferred to me.
 �Ashley told me you weren�t happy because you thought we�d excluded you from our vacation outings. It�s my fault,� she confessed.
 I gave her a confused look. No way would I even imagine Scarlet purposely doing something like that.
 �I didn�t want you to see me with Paul, so I told everyone you had other stuff to do. Your mom telling Ashley that you weren�t to go to clubs or casinos helped sell the story to the others. Ashley was covering my butt with what she said earlier. Neither one of us thinks you�re neglecting us, as she implied,� Scarlet said.
 �After our conversation, I realized how bad that sounded. I�m sorry,� Ashley said.
 �Scarlet, I want you to be happy. I have a good idea of what you and Paul do with each other. I don�t understand why you�d be worried,� I said, ignoring what Ashley had said.
 Part of me wanted to believe Ashley, but part of me wondered whether there might be something there that I still needed to dig into. She�d been right about what she had said. I�d complained many times that I was always on the go.
 �Because Paul isn�t you.�
 That jolted me back into the conversation.
 �You were worried I would be upset seeing you have a good time with Paul?� I asked.
 �Yes,� she said confidently.
 If nothing else, taking MDMA had given Scarlet the ability to talk to me about this. I also realized that everything I was saying was consistent with what I really thought, that I hadn�t lost control because I�d taken the drug.
 It seemed the little voice in the back of my head, the one that filtered everything I said before it came out of my mouth, had disappeared. Not in a bad way, though. It wasn�t like when I took the painkillers, and whatever popped into my head came out. Ecstasy just freed me to be completely honest with Ashley and Scarlet. When I recognized what had happened, and saw it was the same for them, I relaxed about losing control.
 At about the one-hour mark, the next effects kicked in. My eyesight changed dramatically. I don�t mean I started to hallucinate, or that everything got blurry. Instead, everything became enhanced, like seeing high-definition TV for the first time.
 The best way to describe it might be that I�d been watching TV on an old-style CRT all my life; everything had soft edges, and the background was slightly blurred. Now, my eyesight had become sharp and clear. It was probably similar to when people went from watching black-and-white movies to Technicolor.
 I also started to feel flushed, as though I�d been sitting in a hot tub too long. A fine sheen of perspiration began to cover my body. Any other time, this might have worried me, but it was nice, like when you got out of a hot tub. I had that relaxed feeling that makes you want to go back again.
 �It�s starting to kick in,� I shared.
 So far, so good. But I wasn�t sure what the big deal was; I hadn�t noticed anything really special.
 Ashley had a little queasiness, but she said that had happened the last time she took it.
 My energy started to ramp up, comparable to when I finished a good run, energized and ready to go. Okay, this was better. Then someone cranked up the music outside.
 Hmm-mmmm. Yes.
 My toe started to tap to the beat. The song I�d thought monotonous and repetitive before taking the ecstasy was now utterly captivating. The music seemed to flow through me. I had to dance. I walked outside with a stupid grin on my face, and Ashley and Scarlet followed me. Our bodies began to move of their own volition. How to describe suddenly being one with the music? It resonated deep within my soul.
 Then the pressure on my bladder hit me. I�d excused myself to go back inside to take care of that when I noticed all my minor aches and pains had disappeared. As an athlete, there always seemed to be something trying to bring itself to my attention, whether it be my knees from running, old injuries flaring up, or whatever. Now, I sensed none of the background �body noise� I would usually have to work to ignore. I felt great.
 When I got to the bathroom, I had another problem. Mr. Happy was half swollen, and the muscles that control letting go didn�t seem to work. Despite having to go really bad, for some reason, what I�d been doing all my life had short-circuited.
 I decided to try the pee-pee dance that my nephew Nate did when he had to go. As silly as that sounded, it worked. The sensation was fantastic as relief came.
 Before going back outside, I checked my appearance in the mirror. My skin looked a little pink from the sun the last few days, but I could tell this was more than that. The MDMA had made me flush. I looked at my eyes and chuckled. The first thing I thought of was the children�s book, Little Red Riding Hood, where the wolf poses as the grandmother, and the girl comments on his big eyes. My two huge pupils looked back at me.
 The mirror also showed that I looked happy. Better yet, I was happy. I started to get an inkling as to why they called this drug ecstasy. The next time Tracy seemed depressed, I would have to score her a tablet. I honestly felt the best I ever had to this point in my life. I loved that innocent sensation of being joyful. There wasn�t really anything causing me to be happy, like when we�d just won State. I simply was.
 When I walked back out, my emotional state must have been evident because everyone looked at me and smiled.
 �Let�s get this party started!� I said.
 Cindy clapped.
 �This is going to be epic!� she said as she bounced over and grabbed my hand.
 I let her lead me back to the dance floor where I could shake what God had given me. I was in heaven as everyone joined us. It was more like we all danced together than that any of us danced with one person.
 I let my head fall back as I saw the stars for the first time tonight. I�d never really seen them like this. The night was simply magical, as though time had frozen in one blissful moment. A newborn crescent moon hung in the sky like an eye cracking open from a heavy sleep. Its reflection gave the sea an eerie glow. I just prayed that ecstasy wasn�t addictive because if it made me feel this good, sign me up.
 ◊◊◊
 We all took a break to rehydrate, which Cindy had told me was important when on this drug. Looking around, I found Alex, Camilla, and Nat having an animated conversation. I walked up to Alex and gave him a hug.
 �I love you, man,� I announced.
 He didn�t hesitate in reciprocating or act like guys hugging was weird. We knew it was about friendship.
 �When I first saw you, I worried you would be a typical rich kid, and I wouldn�t be able to stand you. You turned out to be great,� I announced.
 �I�m glad you feel that way. I like you a lot, too. After you leave tomorrow, I want to keep in touch,� Alex said.
 �And Camilla �� I said as I opened my arms for a hug.
 She flowed right into them and molded her body to mine. If the Viagra had gotten me halfway there, her exquisite body got me the rest of the way.
 �It�s like you should always be in my arms,� I said out loud.
 �David,� Nat warned.
 I looked over Camilla�s head, not letting her go.
 �What? For an old lady, she has a rockin� body.�
 Camilla made a small movement to rub her tummy against Mr. Happy. I wanted to tell her that it was all for her, but some filters remained turned on.
 �And you, young lady, are the sister I never had,� I said as I switched to hugging Nat.
 I leaned down and let my hot breath brush her neck. Nat ran her hands around on my back, and then one fell, and she grabbed my butt.
 �I�m not your sister, though,� she whispered in my ear as she groped me.
 �Squeak! Hands off his butt,� Alex warned his sister.
 I looked back at my butt, confused.
 �I thought that was you,� I teased.
 Believe me, I know I wasn�t that funny, but at that moment, it cracked everyone up.
 �I�m hot. Let�s take this lovefest inside,� Camilla said, fanning herself.
 Alex and I looked at each other and smirked. Camilla was either na�ve or a virtuoso at slipping in sexually charged innuendos. I hoped for the first, but prayed for the second.
 As we started for the condo, Kevin called to me.
 �You�re leaving?� he all but whined.
 I gave him my best Arnold impersonation.
 �I�ll be back.�
 That seemed to make him happy.
 I quickly scanned the crowd, and the ecstasy must have kicked in all around because I saw people in intense conversations. Some of the newly engaged were kissing. I suspected the party would soon get wild.
 ◊◊◊
 We found seats on the couch, close to each other, and I became hyperaware of Camilla and Nat touching me. The weird thing was that my clothes seemed to caress my skin, like all my nerve endings were heightened and adjusted so that every touch, every caress was wonderful.
 I became lost in my own world as the other three talked. Then a finger touched my chin and Camilla turned my head toward her. She tilted her head back, and I leaned forward and kissed her. That was nice.
 Next, she turned and kissed Alex. I realized I shouldn�t have kissed Camilla, but that didn�t mean I couldn�t kiss Nat. I turned to her, and she gave me a little smile and kissed me.
 Something about Nat, the way her eyes softened into a dreamy look just after I�d stopped kissing her, made it seem like a fairy tale. That�s the one where a girl had been born in a garden, and she�d only ever seen beauty, never exposed to the harsh realities of the real world. I�d been mesmerized as I watched the passion fill her eyes as she looked back at me.
 She fit perfectly against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her to pull her close so I could nuzzle her neck. I wanted to cry out from happiness. We began to kiss again, and her hands moved to my chest.
 I kept my hands busy as I touched her thighs and hips. I scrunched the material of her sundress in my fists as she pushed her tongue further into my mouth. A whimper escaped her throat, which I answered with a deep rumble of my own.
 We pulled apart for a moment and looked deep into each other�s eyes. For some reason, I had no desire to move this forward. It surprised me to be happy just to hold Nat in my arms, kiss her, and cuddle. I decided it must be a side effect of the ecstasy. When I smoked pot, it made me mellow, and I would eventually get the munchies. Even though I did have a raging boner, all I wanted to do was hold Nat in my arms and talk.
 �I love women,� I announced.
 Nat gave me a silly little smile. I looked over at Alex and Camilla, who held each other in their arms, looking at me to explain my love. I thought for a moment before I continued.
 �There�s just something about their scent. It�s not only all the soaps, shampoos, and perfumes, which, by the way, make them smell amazing. Women smell fantastic without all that stuff. I simply love the scent of a woman when she becomes aroused. It satisfies me deeply if I�m the cause.
 �Then there�s the way they look and move�the curve of a breast, the sway of a hip. They�re all different and enticing. A woman�s body has so much personality when it moves. I could watch a woman walk down the street all day long, especially in high heels. Nothing makes their legs look sexier,� I shared.
 �I�m with you on that,� Alex said.
 �And the way women feel when I touch them. Their skin is so soft and pliant. I love running my hands all over their bodies so I can learn every square inch of them. And when you find the little spots that make them moan � that�s special.
 �I love that no woman is the same as any other. It�s like playing a video game and trying to figure out the magic combination of buttons to push to unlock a killer move with each character. In this case, it�s the combination that helps them reach their orgasm.
 �I love that women can climax again and again. I could spend hours just toying with their bodies and watching the joy they receive as I help them feel sensations they never knew they could. Nothing is more satisfying than when they finally beg you to stop giving them pleasure because it�s too much.
 �That�s when I prove to them that there can be more, that what they considered too much isn�t ever going to be enough. When they begin to beg for me to never stop, it�s the most satisfying thing I can imagine,� I said.
 �I�d like to do that,� Nat said.
 �Squeak!� Alex warned.
 She gave her brother the �death stare� and dared him to say more.
 �Come on, David,� she said as she grabbed my hand and pulled me off the couch.
 Camilla distracted Alex by kissing him as Nat and I made our escape. That one made me shake my head. I knew there existed a whole genus of erotica involving stepmoms, but I�d always assumed that was only fantasy. I wondered what his dad would say when he found out. And find out he would. That sort of thing ALWAYS came back to bite you in the butt.
 ◊◊◊
 Nat had a queen-size bed in her room. I jumped on it and lay back, and Nat joined me. I could see the hesitation in her eyes, so I decided to distract her.
 �What�s up with Alex and Camilla?� I asked.
 �That�s about to turn into a real problem when my dad finds out.�
 �Have they �?�
 �No,� Nat said as she shook her head.
 �What�s going on, then?�
 �Camilla lives down the road from us. When we were younger, she would sometimes babysit.�
 �Your dad was hot for the babysitter?� I asked.
 �No, nothing like that. She and my dad didn�t start dating until they reconnected at Alex�s and my birthday party last August. We had a big celebration, and my dad fell hard for her. They decided to take it to the next level, but Dad wanted to be sure she would fit into the family. That�s why we�re all here. Dad wanted us to be away from all the distractions back home and spend time as a family,� Nat explained.
 �Alex and Camilla?�
 �When we were younger, he had a big crush on her, and I used to tease him mercilessly. Alex was happy when my dad decided we were old enough to not have anyone watch us, but I think my brother still has a crush. I�m starting to wonder if Camilla has feelings for him, too. My dad would never stand for it,� Nat shared.
 �Should I go remind them of that?� I asked.
 Nat thought about it for a moment and then nodded.
 �Just don�t take too long. You owe me a demonstration.�
 How could I forget me and my big mouth? I walked out and found Alex and Camilla talking.
 �I came to check up on you two,� I said to startle them.
 �No need. I think we know what�s best now. It is sweet of you to check, though. Alex and I talked, and while we like each other, we love his dad,� Camilla shared.
 �You about ready to go back to the party?� Alex asked.
 �I promised Nat � uhm ��
 �You mess with my sister, and I�ll come looking for you. I don�t want to deal with her moping around after you leave,� Alex warned me.
 �Forget your sister. There�s a bunch of women out there who have also taken sextasy. Why are you in here?� I asked.
 �Yeah, well, I don�t know �� Alex said.
 �Have I ever steered you wrong?� I asked.
 Camilla laughed at my line of bullshit.
 �Whatever,� Alex said.
 I turned around and headed back to find Nat.
 ◊◊◊
 Nat didn�t have any massage oils, but she did have hand lotion. I used that to give her a massage. From the sounds she made, either I was the best masseur on planet Earth, or the ecstasy made what I did seem ten times better. I�d gotten her off for the second time when she rolled over and looked at me with a serious expression.
 �You really do enjoy making me squirm.�
 �Yes,� I admitted.
 �I remember the first time I saw you only a few days ago. After we met, David, my heart leaped whenever you were near. I�ll never forget these few days we�ve had. I�ve noticed, watching you, that you don�t really look happy. You seem like you�re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders.�
 �Nat,� I said to slow her down.
 �Yesterday, I discovered I have deep feelings for you. I talked to Camilla, and she suggested we take the morning to give me a chance to see if those were real or not. So we concocted the story about getting our hair done.
 �I�d almost talked myself out of doing anything because it seemed like a childish crush. But then you spoke about the joy you get from pleasing a woman. That�s when I knew I wasn�t wrong, that you feel the same. Then you kissed me the way you kissed me. I�d no idea it could be like that.
 �I know you�ve been with other women. But I�ve not been with anyone. I want you to be the first and only one to ever be with me,� Nat said.
 Oh, shit!
 �Nat, stop. I can�t. Not like this. Something this big should be done without any drugs in your system to cloud your judgment. Your first time should be special. Besides, I�m leaving in the morning. If we decided to do what you want, I wouldn�t want it to just be a hookup,� I tried.
 �I knew you felt the same,� she said and launched herself at me.
 I had a thrilled girl in my arms, trying to kiss every inch of my face. First � damn, it felt good. Second � Mr. Happy, with the help of the MDMA, broke through the few restraints that remained.
 �Can I suggest a compromise?� I asked as I fended her off.
 Why do I let Mr. Happy make decisions? I guess I really was a guy.
 She simply nodded and had an ear-to-ear grin on her face when I told her to lie down and remove her panties. I quickly got undressed, and she gasped when she saw my drug-enhanced member. The Viagra had made it swell, making Mr. Happy thicker. Now, if it made you longer, they would have something.
 Nat was already soaking wet, so when I covered her, my length found the folds of her womanhood and slid up. Nat looked at me in wonder as I began to slowly slide up and down and we ground against each other. The beast inside me wanted my hips to push back a bit so I could bury myself deep within Nat�s sacred place. It took all my willpower not to oblige him.
 �You ready for faster?� I asked.
 She bit her bottom lip and nodded.
 It was game on. I let my hips fly, and I learned why Nat�s nickname was �Squeak.� With each thrust, she made a little sound. The volume increased the closer she came to reaching her summit. We�d almost made it there when the door flew open.
 Camilla looked on in horror. She surely thought she�d caught me plundering her charge. Both of us too close to stop, we slammed our hips together, and I began to fountain all over Nat�s midsection.
 It took Camilla a moment to realize what had happened.
 �You didn�t � he didn�t � Are you okay?�
 �No, we didn�t, and I�m wonderful,� Nat said and looked down at her stomach. �I didn�t realize it would be so messy.�
 Camilla didn�t know what to do. She was relieved, but Nat had come close to losing her virginity. I imagine Camilla had never seen a guy pass up something like that and found it difficult to wrap her mind around the idea.
 �I need a shower,� Nat announced.
 �You should join us. We need adult supervision,� I told Camilla reasonably.
 �Okay.�
 The poor woman was still in shock.
 ◊◊◊
 Hell, yes! Everyone should try taking a shower while on ecstasy at least once. It was like when I had dry, itchy skin on my back and took a hot shower. The sensation of the water as it found the spot that was causing me problems made me moan in pleasure as it relieved the discomfort. Take that feeling and multiply it by a gazillion.
 A shower was never bad when I had two naked women with me, but it wasn�t sexual in the naughty sense. I didn�t desire to bend them over and have my way. Instead, it was more about the moment and enjoying each other�s company. I found we were all extremely empathetic; we had a deep connection to one another.
 Drying off turned out to be another joy. I realized I�d never felt so close to anyone before as I did towards Camilla and Nat. It wasn�t love, but that we understood and liked each other.
 My energy began to ramp back up. I wanted to do something to work that off. No, I needed to.
 �I�m going swimming,� I announced.
 �That sounds like a plan. We�ll grab our suits and join you,� Nat said.
 �I wasn�t planning on wearing a suit,� I said as I waggled my eyebrows.
 �You wouldn�t,� Camilla said.
 They had no idea they were dealing with a confirmed exhibitionist. I walked out of the bathroom and straight to the pool.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got back outside, there weren�t as many people around. They�d turned off all the lights, and if you worked at it, you could barely make out a few couples in various stages of undress. I remembered that Alex had warned me about this. It looked like we had the beginnings of some serious adult fun.
 Camilla and Nat had chickened out and gotten dressed. I spotted them talking to a couple that hadn�t decided to get freaky yet.
 Ignoring everyone, I got into the water and began to swim laps to work off some of my nervous energy. I�d been a complete slug, not doing much exercise on this trip so far. Once I got my heart rate up, I decided that I�d done enough for tonight.
 I got out of the pool, grabbed a towel to wrap around my waist, and headed for my condo. It appeared my travel-mates had taken refuge there, and I heard music playing inside. I looked around for Alex and didn�t see him.
 �Have you seen Alex?� I asked.
 �That Russian girl you spent the first night with stopped by, looking for you. When we told her you weren�t here, she grabbed him and promised to do unspeakable things to him,� Kevin shared.
 �Dance with me,� Ashley said.
 There was a slow song on, so I pulled her into my arms.
 �The first time I laid eyes on you, I thought you were something special,� I said in her ear.
 �You were more interested in proving yourself the biggest swinging dick at camp. I was nothing more than part of your measuring stick,� Ashley fired back.
 �I admit that stealing you away from the other guys was a bonus, but don�t ever sell yourself short. There was a reason we all wanted you.�
 She ran her hands over my back, and the unmistakable sign of my desire pressed against her. I became acutely aware that I was only wearing a towel. Whatever had possessed me to walk around naked?
 Ashley figured it out and gave me a smirk. Next thing I knew, my towel lay on the floor.
 �Finally,� Kevin said.
 I looked over, and he�d begun to take off his clothes.
 �See what you started,� I complained to Ashley.
 She reached down and grasped me.
 �Are you really going to complain?�
 �I suppose not. I need to be inside you,� I said, running my hands over her body.
 Ashley looked at me a knowingly and began to undress. I looked over to the coffee table and found a condom in a bowl there. This had been staged, but I�ll admit to being all for it. I opened the package and rolled the condom into place.
 When Ashley had gotten her clothes off, I picked her up and sat her on the arm of the couch. I ran my hands along her thighs, spreading her legs wider for me. My hips moved forward so that I pushed her legs farther apart. When I got close, I nudged my member against her wetness.
 Ashley reacted by her eyes rolling back, and she scooted her cute little bottom closer. I reached up and grasped the back of her neck to force her to look at me.
 �Put it in,� I ordered.
 Ashley dropped her hand between us and grasped me around the base. She rubbed Mr. Happy up and down until he lodged in her opening. Ashley reached for my hips with both hands and slowly pulled me forward. It was pure torture as she slid me in inch by agonizing inch. I wanted to push hard, but I let her set the pace. When I was almost all the way in, she sucked in her breath.
 �You okay?� I asked.
 �I�ve never had sex on ecstasy before. It�s so good,� she assured me.
 I took that as my signal to take over and began to slowly slide in and out. Ashley let her head fall back, and she laughed.
 �What�s so funny?� I asked.
 �I�m just happy. This is perfect.�
 I gazed into her eyes as I tried to figure out whether she was kidding me or not. I found no deception. Instead, staring me in the face was sheer happiness. The moment was too perfect not to join her in laughter.
 Everyone suddenly looked at us. I looked back at them and saw that they�d paired up, with Megan off to the side, watching. I saw the same happiness in them that Ashley and I shared. Cindy was right. Tonight was going to be epic.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 12 � Welcome To New York  Friday March 31 
 In the stark light of morning, I reflected on how last night had been eye-opening. Ecstasy had given us the energy to stay up most of the night. Luckily, the Viagra wore off after a while. At one point, I�d been concerned Mr. Happy might stay hard forever. I might do ecstasy again, but not Viagra. I wouldn�t use it again until I needed it when I was much older.
 Young guys could perform without having their dicks feeling weird. Viagra made me feel like I was wearing a condom because there wasn�t the usual level of sensitivity, which made it more difficult to climax. Last night, however, that had turned into an advantage�at least for the girls.
 Our evening had turned into an orgy, with people swapping partners the rest of the night. I admit to having a twinge of jealousy when I witnessed Scarlet and Ashley spend time with both Paul and Kevin. Once again, the drugs came to the rescue, and I found myself okay with it.
 I�d come to the realization that even though Scarlet and Ashley were the mothers of my children, that was all they would ever be. I saw no future where either one would be Mrs. David Dawson. Unless, of course, I decided to go old-school Mormon and take multiple wives. I didn�t expect they�d go along with that. I�d come to grips with the idea that they would each eventually find someone and get married in the traditional way.
 That made me chuckle because it might be a sign I was maturing. I no longer had the Alpha Male reaction of them being �mine.� While I would always claim them and do everything possible to protect the girls and my children, I wanted them to be happy.
 Partly that was because I�d never really fallen in love with Ashley or Scarlet. While I loved them because of the kids, we�d originally only had a single night of passion together. Over a year later, they�d sprung on me that they�d gotten pregnant, and I was the daddy.
 When they came back into my life, it had started as being solely about what was best for the little ones. Only over the last few months had I begun to see what interesting and unique women Ashley and Scarlet were.
 In a lot of ways, this trip had highlighted that the age difference between us still mattered. I instinctively knew that when I reached about thirty, it no longer would. But their life experience, which included attending college, had created a gulf between us that was probably too wide to overcome for now.
 Yes, we had a lot that could help us bridge that gap. But with the imminent prospect of my leaving for eight months of filming, followed by my own college plans, I couldn�t see us as more.
 Last night, I�d also come to accept some hard truths, truths that I already knew but only now had finally come to grips with. It turned out that ecstasy helped me to identify, clarify, and accept what I�d been resisting or ignoring.
 I suspected that anyone looking in from the outside could have told me the first one: no way was I ready to settle down into a committed relationship. I�d lived with this fairy-tale notion that I needed a soul mate. That may be true when I got older, but it wasn�t something I wanted right now.
 I thought I�d found it with Brook. I could even imagine that if she hadn�t moved away, we would still be blissfully together. But in any case, our relationship had given me a glimpse into what could happen later in life. In fact, it showed me what I�d been subconsciously hoping would happen for me.
 I would soon be off to college, and I wanted to experience everything it had to offer. Part of that was discovering my true self. College would be an opportunity to spread my wings, try different things, be exposed to other viewpoints, and all that entailed. Especially in how I interacted with the fairer sex.
 Another hard truth that I kept coming back to involved my wanting to experience a �normal� life through the rest of high school, at the very least. This trip made it clear that I wasn�t �normal� anymore. What �normal� high school kid took spring break in Monte Carlo, Mykonos, and New York City? I�d gone to a gala fundraiser; enjoyed the opera; been a part of an international scandal with a real princess; and hung out with a wealthy Colombian family.
 The highlight of Wolf and Tim�s spring break was going to the mall and some dude propositioning Wolf. At least he got a pretzel out of it.
 From my perspective, there were two aspects to �normal.� The first was doing ordinary things. Frankly, that had become a pipe dream for me. I was lucky to grow up in the town I lived in because I wasn�t constantly hounded by the press or hangers-on like in LA. Even so, I�d still drawn thousands of people to show up for baseball games and, most recently, the fundraiser in the park.
 The second part of being normal was being grounded. I�d seen how the seductresses called fame and fortune could turn your head. That was one of the reasons I wanted people like Tim and Wolf in my life. Those guys would call me on my bullshit if I got too full of myself.
 Finally, I�d accepted the hard truth that I was unhappy; I hadn�t realized that before. One of the effects of ecstasy was to show you what it was like to be truly happy. I hadn�t realized what I�d been missing until I experienced it.
 I�d spent the past four years working toward objectives. It started with the work Uncle John had done with me to help me discover that I was my own worst enemy. From that, I learned about goal-setting. I�d taken it to heart, and it had made a profound difference in my life. It helped me achieve heights I had no idea I was capable of.
 I would continue to work to become a better man because that was simply the person I�d become now. Until last night, I hadn�t realized that inside I remained the pudgy little kid who thought the world had conspired to make his life miserable. I�d held onto all that hurt and misery. Yes, my life had changed dramatically. That didn�t mean the underlying reasons for my transformation weren�t still there.
 Last night, I�d let go of those feelings. I made the conscious decision to be okay with myself. Uncle John had told me that before you can truly love something else, you had to love yourself. At the time he said it, I didn�t even like myself.
 I want to be clear that I wasn�t looking at myself through rose-colored glasses. I still had flaws I wanted to fix; we all do. What I figured out was that it was okay.
 They say that the first step to fixing yourself, or a problem, was admitting that something was wrong. Deciding that I was okay lifted a weight off my shoulders, and I felt more content.
 The funny thing was that everyone talked about how ecstasy helped people connect with each other. While that may be true, in my case, it helped open my eyes and connect with myself.
 I was awakened most pleasantly in the morning by Scarlet�s attempt to suck my soul out through my dick. Her efforts, when combined with the aftereffects of the ecstasy, made for a great orgasm. I felt ready to take on the world.
 I realized I would probably sleep the whole flight to New York, but right at that moment, I was content. My senses were still heightened, and ordinary daytime things just seemed a lot more interesting�almost certainly aftereffects of the drug.
 As I prepared to get up and get going, I realized I was ready for the next leg of my trip. I looked forward to spending time in New York.
 ◊◊◊
 We flew out of Athens around noon and arrived in New York at four in the afternoon. Not bad, right? No, wrong. The actual flight time was nearly eleven hours; it just appeared shorter because we crossed so many time zones.
 What made it bearable was that we�d all stayed up all night, so once we got settled on the flight, we slept most of the way there.
 When we landed, I sent a text to Tyler to tell her I�d arrived. She called me as soon as she got it.
 �Where are you?� she asked.
 �At the airport. We haven�t collected our luggage yet.�
 �We have a shoot that just went south with the male talent. Adrienne says to get your butt over here and help us out.�
 �You do realize I�m now a big award-winning actor. I�ll send you a list of everything I need for my dressing room. I�m thinking I want M&Ms, and I don�t want any of the red ones. Have someone pick them all out. Oh, and I want the peanut kind,� I teased.
 I heard her repeat what I said to Adrienne. Adrienne took the phone from her business partner and lover.
 �Listen closely, Big Shot. I�m in a bind, and I�m calling in a favor,� Adrienne said, sounding frazzled.
 �Sorry, but I�m confused. I�m not sure I owe you any favors,� I said, giving her a hard time.
 �Who found you prom dresses?� Adrienne shot back.
 I sighed.
 �Go get in a cab and be here as quick as you can,� she ordered and hung up on me.
 I told my travel-mates that I had to go to work. Paul wanted to come and do his job, but I told him that if he could get me into a cab out front, I would be fine. There were always paparazzi lurking at airports. Depending on their numbers and if they needed a story, I wanted Paul to act as a human shield.
 I checked my messages as we made our way towards the exit. Jill and her mom had already arrived and checked in at their hotel, which was on the way to where I needed to be. I sent Jill a text to meet me outside in a bit, and I would take them to see an actual photo shoot. It would also give her a chance to see Tyler and Adrienne in action.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way to the cab, the barrage of questions reminded me that there remained some residual fallout from the Princess Erika drama. I countered it by informing the stalkerazzi that Adrienne had begged me to come see her, so I�d gotten over the princess. I might have to clue Frank in to my off-the-cuff remarks.
 Paul got me safely into a cab. It had been touch-and-go because I�d stirred the pot. On the cab ride to pick up Jill and her mom, I concocted a plan for what I would tell Adrienne. Frank, the spinmeister, must have been rubbing off on me because I felt pleased with myself for what I�d come up with. The question was, would Adrienne agree with me?
 When we pulled up at the hotel, Jill and her mom were waiting outside. I waved to get their attention, and they hurried to get in.
 �Welcome to New York,� I said once they were settled.
 �What are you doing?� Jill asked.
 �When I landed, I contacted Tyler to let her know I�d arrived. I thought we were all getting together tonight, so I wanted to confirm the plans. She told me they had an issue at a shoot and asked me to fill in. I figured this would give you a chance to see what it�s like, so I invited you,� I explained.
 �What�s it for?� Mrs. Lacier asked.
 Well, there I�d done it again. I had no idea. If my mother were here, I�d be getting an earful.
 �I�m embarrassed to say that I don�t know. I mean, how bad could it be for their model to walk off the set?� I asked unconcernedly.
 �Ignore him, Mom. David thinks he�s a comedian. You should see how he teases poor Phil,� Jill said.
 �Hey! I finally got a little brother to torment. I have years of missed harassment to make up for,� I said and then gave Mrs. Lacier my best smile. �It�s all in good fun.�
 She rolled her eyes. After all, she had three kids and knew how they would get onto each other. She was experienced enough not to fall for my routine.
 I played tour guide the rest of the ride since this was the first time either of them had been to New York.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d sent a text to Tyler to warn her I had Jill and her mother with me. Tyler was waiting in front of a converted warehouse in the garment district.
 �You must be Jill and Mrs. Lacier. I�m Tyler, one of the owners of AT Modeling.�
 I left them to get acquainted and hurried up the stairs to where Tyler said the shoot was happening.
 �If he isn�t here shortly, I�m pulling the plug on this, and you�ll never work for us again,� an angry male voice said.
 �I�ve had just about �� Adrienne started and then stopped her rebuttal when she saw me. �The talent has arrived.�
 The guy who looked unhappy turned around and glared at me. It took him a second to recognize me, and then his whole demeanor changed in an instant.
 �You didn�t tell me you�d gotten David A. Dawson.�
 He looked like a young professional, maybe in his early thirties. In New York, many men looked similar. To be honest, he would never stand out in the crowd.
 �You never gave me a chance,� Adrienne fired back, obviously still mad. �We provide the talent you can�t get anywhere else.�
 She�d added the last part just to drive the knife deeper, making me wonder what I was walking into. Then she turned to me.
 �Go back and get changed. We need to wrap this up.�
 �Yes, ma�am.�
 She gave me a hooded-eye look that worried me a little. I decided I probably shouldn�t give her a hard time right now. I immediately scratched my idea of telling her what I�d done with the stalkerazzi to provide her with some press.
 Instead, I scurried off as Adrienne turned on the client. Apparently, she wasn�t done explaining the facts of life to him and that she hadn�t appreciated his threats. I almost wanted to be a fly on the wall and listen to her rip into him.
 They�d set up some screens for privacy, but otherwise, the warehouse was just a wide-open space with a large blue screen set up with lights pointing at it. That meant they would add the background later. When I got behind the privacy screen, I spotted Jackie Chan, the photographer who�d taken the pictures at my Hollister and Abercrombie & Fitch gig. She�d also taken the photos when we introduced Coby to the world.
 �Hey,� I said in greeting and then lowered my voice conspiratorially. �What�s going on?�
 �The client�s a jackass. He made unflattering comments about the models Adrienne brought in, any one of whom would have been perfect.�
 �Models, as in plural?� I asked.
 �Yep. We�ve been at this since yesterday morning. He�s rejected eight guys so far. You�re lucky number nine.�
 �What�s this for?� I asked.
 Jackie barked out a laugh and walked away. That was her way of saying I was a �stupid boy� for not asking up front.
 Wardrobe was a disaster. They didn�t have any pants that fit me, so I had to wear the jeans I had on. The rest didn�t matter because they wanted me shirtless. The client turned out to be a new magazine called Fit. It was similar to Men�s Health in that its focus was on gaining a ripped body. The only difference was that this one didn�t cater solely to men.
 When I came out, the client looked smug, which irritated me.
 �Did you explain my fee schedule?� I asked Adrienne. �I haven�t gotten my contract for this shoot yet.�
 His look of panic made her day.
 �Why don�t you get started, and I�ll work that out?� she suggested with a straight face.
 Tyler, Jill, and Mrs. Lacier stood off to the side as I followed Jackie�s direction. While the shoot was going on, Tyler leaned in and explained to the Laciers what we were doing. I trusted her to help them understand what was happening.
 Magazines like this followed a formula for their covers. They took someone well-muscled and shot from somewhere between the knees and waist and on up. With that being said, we wrapped up in under thirty minutes. Adrienne and Tyler looked haggard, but the client was happy.
 ◊◊◊
 After washing off my makeup and putting my shirt back on, I called Scarlet.
 �I�m done,� I announced.
 �There�s no furniture in this condo,� she informed me.
 She was hinting that I should fix it, but I wasn�t even sure if I wanted to keep the condo yet. If I did, I would want to buy furnishings right, not just as an emergency measure.
 �Okay.�
 I would just ask Adrienne if I could stay with her.
 �Kevin wants to know if you can get together with some of your model friends, and we can all go out tonight.�
 My first thought was to come back with something along the lines of being amazed at their finally wanting to hang out with me because I had connections. Despite our conversation in Mykonos, I was still bitter about how most of the vacation had gone so far. It hadn�t been lost on me that they�d posted a ton of photos on their social media, showing them partying in both Monaco and Greece.
 �I�m not sure what all is going on. If we go out, I�ll let you know.�
 �Are you coming here?� Scarlet asked.
 �I planned on it. I want to see the condo for myself.�
 �Okay, good,� Scarlet said, sounding relieved.
 It would probably be easier to spring for hotel rooms for tonight and tomorrow. As much as I hated the thought that they only looked at me as a kid with money, I didn�t want them to have a bad time, either. So far, we�d been lucky, and the places had all been furnished. I should have realized this one would be a problem because I�d seen the photos Chuck took when he put in the security system. For that matter, both Cindy and Scarlet should have known.
 �Do me a favor and find hotel rooms for everyone. I�ll make my own arrangements.�
 �Thanks, David.�
 We rang off, and I went to find my group.
 ◊◊◊
 I explained what I needed to do before the dinner Adrienne and Tyler had invited everyone to. Jackie perked up.
 �Where did you say your loft was?�
 �In Tribeca on Harrison Street. I got it as part of a settlement in a lawsuit and haven�t actually been in it yet. From what I understand, the place is a clean slate. One of the people traveling with me is my interior designer and is coming up with a plan to make it into a livable space,� I answered.
 �What do you plan to do with it?� Jackie asked.
 �For now, I�ll probably rent it out. After college, who knows?�
 �Could I come look at it? I�ve been looking for studio space. If I could live there too, it would be ideal,� Jackie said.
 Everyone decided they wanted to go.
 Upon our arrival, we found Harrison Street to be lined with older buildings. Several had ground-floor businesses in them with lofts/condos on the upper floors. The building housing my condo had once been used for something manufacturing-related, so it had an old freight elevator in the back. We decided to use the stairs since none of us wanted to find out the hard way whether or not the elevator worked. My unit was on the third floor of a four-story building.
 I sent Scarlet a text that I had guests with me. Who knew what I might walk into? Better safe than sorry.
 Scarlet greeted us at the front door. I was a little surprised when she recognized Jill, but then remembered they�d probably met at Brook�s New Year�s Eve party.
 We made introductions, and Cindy gave everyone the grand tour.
 �It�s bigger than I originally thought, a little over twenty-two hundred square feet, with twenty-foot ceilings. I�ve drawn up several ideas as to how to configure the space,� she said, getting out her sketch pad.
 �I�m looking for a place to house my photography business,� Jackie shared.
 �And we�re looking for another place to house models. We�ve been talking about setting something up for younger models with a house mom,� Tyler said to make her interest known.
 �It would take less work to make this into a photography studio,� I said to open negotiations.
 �All Tyler has to do is get Adrienne to bat her eyes at you, and you�ll just give it to them,� Jackie complained.
 �It would work on me,� Kevin offered.
 �Bat your eyes at him,� Tyler said.
 �Do you really want this?� Adrienne asked.
 �Yeah. Jill�s a perfect example. If we bring in models who are under eighteen, I want them to have a safe place to stay with some good supervision,� Tyler reasoned.
 �I want to live here,� Jill chimed in.
 �We haven�t decided anything,� Mrs. Lacier tried.
 I chuckled when Jill batted her eyes at her mom. That might work on her dad; her mom, not at all. Jill gave her a little pout but gave up trying to manipulate her mother.
 �Are we going dancing?� Jill asked.
 �Yeah, David. Are we going dancing?� Adrienne asked me.
 I turned to Mrs. Lacier.
 �Do you trust me to take your daughter to a place where they serve alcohol?� I asked.
 �I let you take her sister to the Thunderbird,� she reminded me.
 �Don�t worry, I�ll keep an eye on both her and David,� Paul offered.
 �Good luck with that,� Kevin mumbled and then realized Jill�s mom heard him. �Not that David would � uh ��
 �I can�t think of anything David wouldn�t do, either,� Mrs. Lacier said, shocking everyone.
 �Well, then. I guess I�ll corrupt your daughter tonight,� I said.
 �That�s what my dad said about you,� Jill explained. �Then he went and let you date my sister.�
 �Most likely because you two had your dad outnumbered,� I suggested.
 �Do I at least get to go to dinner?� Mrs. Lacier asked.
 �If I have anything to say about it, you will. I think you would enjoy a night on the town,� Tyler said.
 Kevin suddenly materialized at my side. I leaned over, and he whispered in my ear.
 �Invite some models to join us.�
 He forgot he was in a room full of women. They didn�t have to be moms to have bat-like hearing.
 �Don�t worry, the word is out that young David�s in town. There will be plenty of models out tonight,� Adrienne predicted.
 �Guys, too?� Megan asked and then blushed.
 �Guys, too,� Adrienne promised.
 I rolled my eyes because when a bunch of female models show up at a club, it was bound to attract guys.
 �Let�s quit talking about it and go out,� I suggested.
 ◊◊◊
 Kevin, Paul, Jackie, and I got into one of the cabs taking us to dinner. As soon as we pulled away from the curb, Kevin became � well � Kevin.
 �So, what�s the trick to picking up women in New York?�
 I was considering my answer when Jackie surprised us with hers.
 �There are three rules you should follow. The first is logistics. Getting laid here is like getting takeout�it�s all about quickness and opportunity. New York girls are basically lazy. To use the takeout analogy, they would pass up a slice from Lucali five blocks away to grab a street dog at the corner.�
 Lucali was my favorite New York pizza place so far. I would walk five blocks for a slice any day.
 �Sure, some girls are super desperate and might invite you home, but don�t count on it. Just know that if it�s a cab ride away, you�re more likely to see David marry Hannah Minacci than you are to get lucky,� Jackie explained.
 �Hey,� I complained, only to become the recipient of a Jackie smirk.
 �The second is to never ask for their number. New York girls are all about anonymous hookups because there are so many guys here you don�t need a steady boyfriend to get laid,� Jackie added.
 �Perfect,� Kevin said.
 �Finally, know when to go in for the kill and do it quickly. From what I�ve seen, the most successful men don�t mount a full-court press right away.
 �As a side thought, don�t be the dork who thinks buying them drinks will work. They�ll just bleed you for free drinks and then go home with someone else.
 �Wait for the girl to show interest. When she does, move fast to seal the deal. If that means dragging her to the alley and doing it there, so be it.�
 I think we were a little stunned that she would so graphically describe her counterparts here in New York. But still, I figured it was useful information.
 �It looks like there�s an alley up ahead. Should I get the driver to drop us off?� I suggested.
 Kevin and Paul�s eyes got big as Jackie gave me the once-over.
 �Honey, for you, I would break all the rules. If you�re serious �� Jackie said and left the rest unsaid.
 �We probably shouldn�t be late for dinner,� I deflected.
 �Or you could just be David. I swear women just throw themselves at him,� Kevin complained.
 �Better yet, hang out with him and pick up his castoffs,� Paul suggested.
 I�d heard this once too many times. The funny part was, I�d never actually seen that strategy work. Then the reality set in. Both Kevin and Paul were dating women I�d dated before. Maybe it was a delayed-reaction sort of thing.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 13 � House of Yes  Friday March 31 
 After a nice dinner where Mrs. Lacier and Jill got better acquainted with Adrienne and Tyler, we jumped into taxis and went to a place called �House of Yes.� When we got out of the cabs, Adrienne had us gather around.
 �Friday nights, they require everyone to wear costumes,� she said and pointed to a truck parked next to the entrance. �They have clothes ready to rock the dance floor. My treat.�
 When I came out, I chuckled when I saw the sequined hot pants the girls were wearing. I had on a �70s-inspired disco look, complete with tight-legged bell-bottom pants and a silk shirt with balloons on it.
 When we walked in, I made one quick scan and turned to Tyler.
 �Are you sure it�s appropriate for them to be here?� I asked, referring to the Laciers.
 The guy at the door had to know I was underage because he recognized me. With Adrienne in our group, he didn�t look twice at Jill. Frankly, even if Jill had shown up on her own, I still couldn�t see him stopping her because she looked to be in her twenties.
 I was concerned because this wasn�t a typical club. It was more what I would imagine Studio 54 had been like back in the day, from what I�d read. They had cage dancers and scantily clad men and women on stage, which screamed that we�d walked into the NC-17 version of a New York club.
 �Adrienne likes to see how new models handle this place. If they�re going to be a problem, we figure it out quickly. Plus, Mrs. Lacier needs to realize that some photo shoots Jill might go on will have adult themes,� Tyler explained.
 I had to chuckle because my mom had given Ashley and Scarlet instructions for me not to go to clubs or casinos. I suspected this would be her worst-nightmare scenario, so I snapped a few pics and posted them on my social media. Yep, I was a �stupid boy� just looking for trouble.
 It wasn�t only the performers who wore next to nothing. I swear one girl was wearing nothing but Christmas lights. Others had on everything from drag queen costumes to leather BDSM gear to what I would expect to see at a circus.
 By �circus,� I mean they had actual stilt walkers dancing with the crowd. As much as I might try to explain it, I�m not sure I could do the place justice. I would suggest if anyone was looking to get their mind blown and asked where they could do that, this was the place. You couldn�t adequately describe it, though; they needed to experience it.
 We were greeted by a bunch of models who�d responded to Adrienne�s call, and they embraced the location. They must�ve believed that nothing was too crazy.
 Jill bounced up to me before we�d even found a table to call home base.
 �Let�s dance.�
 I picked my jaw off the floor from gawking at my surroundings and decided to just enjoy whatever was to come.
 �Let�s.�
 ◊◊◊
 I loved the soundtrack the DJ was pumping out; it encouraged rowdy behavior. There were a lot of sexy shimmies, hip-wiggling, twerking, and grinding going on. This wasn�t anything close to what I�d experienced back home. The only problem was that I was dancing with my brother�s girlfriend. That stopped me from thoroughly enjoying what was offered. When her hand grazed my junk, I stopped and walked her off the dance floor.
 �Young lady,� I chastised.
 �If you�re worried about me dating your brother, don�t. He and I aren�t getting back together. If Adrienne likes what she sees tomorrow, I�m planning on doing this full-time. Even if this doesn�t happen, Phil and I are done.�
 �I thought you two were working things out,� I said.
 �Phil is too much of a good boy. I�m looking for guys with more experience.�
 �Jill,� I said, shaking my head. �If I could give you one piece of advice and have you listen, it would be to slow your roll. If I had it all to do over again, I would have waited.�
 �First of all, I call bullshit. You�re a guy. Second, I have waited,� she said, surprising me.
 �It�s my turn to call bullshit,� I shot back.
 �Like I said, Phil�s a good boy. We do stuff, but we�ve never ��
 I�m sure my eyebrows disappeared into my bangs. That blew my mind. I�d assumed that with Jill�s rockin� body, it would have been impossible for Phil to turn her down. I doubted she�d been the one who�d put the brakes on their sex life.
 Something else her comment did was cause Mr. Happy to stretch down my leg. Unfortunately, with �70s pants there was nowhere to hide a boner.
 �I need something to drink,� I said to change the conversation.
 I also wanted others around so I didn�t do something I would regret. Like drag Jill to the bathroom and relieve her of her V-Card.
 When we got close to our tables, I had to smile. Adrienne was talking to none other than Nancy and Tony, aka �Little Tony,� Giovanni, along with his business partner, Kendra Bianco. Tony had helped me with security on my trip to Mexico after my attempted kidnapping. I�d helped him out before that by getting Brandon Rigby arrested for rape when Little Tony�s family wouldn�t let him go after the bastard.
 With them was Ryan Barlow, the model turned porn star I�d met doing my Abercrombie shoot.
 �David! I see you got caught being naughty with our neighbor,� Nancy said when she saw me.
 �Who�s that?� I asked.
 �Princess Erika lives in our building.�
 �That�s right, she goes to school at Columbia. I would never have guessed you actually knew her.�
 �Hello, David,� Tony said. �I�m trying to talk Adrienne into letting us hire some of her company�s models.�
 I laughed.
 �What�s so funny?� Mrs. Lacier asked.
 �Tony owns Nubile Productions. They film �� I said and looked at Tony for help.
 �Porn,� Kendra said.
 �I thought you looked familiar,� Kevin said to Ryan.
 �Ryan is featured in a few of their productions,� I explained.
 �I�m not really sure what to say about all this,� Mrs. Lacier admitted.
 �Welcome to New York,� I offered.
 �You�re lucky I�m here this weekend and not my husband,� Mrs. Lacier said.
 I had to agree with that. She hadn�t grabbed her daughter and run for the door � yet. If the goings-on at House of Yes hadn�t scared her off, I doubted that Tony would shake her up too much.
 �Dance with me,� Adrienne ordered.
 I wasn�t about to turn that down.
 ◊◊◊
 When Adrienne finally let me take a break, I got ambushed by a familiar face.
 �Hello, just David, name and title all in one.�
 Standing in front of me was a tall blond Scandinavian goddess I�d met almost a year ago. If I hadn�t been with Kara at the time, I might have gone for her. Kara had been shocked at how this girl had come on to me. She was Kara�s roommate, and Kara said that the girl hadn�t shown any interest in anyone until I came along.
 �Donna Nilsson. You decided not to ignore me this time,� I fired back.
 �Your protector isn�t here tonight,� she said, referring to Kara Tasman, Gina�s sister.
 Kara was on a gig in Europe.
 �If I remember correctly, you were scared to talk to me. I recall you saying something about it being like playing with fire,� I taunted.
 While we bantered back and forth, Adrienne left us with an amused smirk on her face. She recognized that I was in trouble. I�d planned to be good this weekend, but Donna might cause me to rethink that. She was dressed like some sort of naughty princess.
 Donna was wearing jeweled three-inch heels; thigh-high pink stockings; a pink miniskirt so short that the curve of her butt showed; a sequined pink silk tank top that barely covered the swell of her breasts; and a costume tiara. I would bet my imaginary beach house that Donna wasn�t wearing any underwear. With her heels on, she was only a few inches shorter than me.
 �All you wanted to do was have a casual conversation,� Donna reminded me.
 �That was then. Now, I�m more interested in the serious fun you promised.�
 I�d decided to take Jackie�s advice and press to see if Donna wanted to skip out of here or not.
 �I just got here and want to dance first.�
 Rather than push more, I gave her the smile that made me money and took her hand. As a model, Donna knew how to move to best show off her body. She gave me tantalizing glimpses without turning them X-rated. The sad part was we both realized I was helpless right now. I would frickin� marry her if she asked. Damn, she was hot.
 The music slowed down as we began to dance. Instead of facing me, Donna planted her gorgeous butt against my groin and grabbed my hands to wrap around her waist. She leaned back against my chest and began to make this slinky, swaying move that made me want to make a Nubile Production right there on the dance floor. She reached back, grabbed the back of my head, and guided my lips to her neck.
 I leaned down and let my hot breath bathe her neck and shoulder, and then I opened my mouth and sucked on her skin. She grabbed my hair, afraid I would give her a hickey.
 �If you want me to stop, I will. But if you don�t, let me kiss you again,� I said.
 Donna chuckled so sexily, it was criminal. She turned around and cupped the sides of my face as our lips locked, hard and fast. As her kisses pressed hot on my lips�over and over�Donna made it clear that she wanted me, she needed me, and she would not be refused by me. Her promise last year that she was looking for �serious fun� seemed to be coming to fruition.
 Donna located the waistband of my pants and slid her hand down the front. It seemed my arousal startled her. I chuckled at her innocent reaction and slid a hand between her legs. Yep, my beach house was safe; she was warm, wet, and willing. She couldn�t help but press against my invading fingers that sought out her most sensitive places. Donna moaned, her breath came in stuttering wisps of air, and then she cried out.
 �Let�s take this somewhere more private,� I suggested.
 Her breath hitched when she realized we were in the middle of the dance floor.
 �Follow me,� Kendra Bianco said, surprising us both.
 I admit to having done a quick internet search on Kendra. She was the daughter of Nicholas �Nicky� Bianco, the head of the Bianco crime family. She was a classic Italian beauty with dark brown hair and eyes, and more curves than a girl her age should have.
 At one point, she�d been linked with Tony in a romantic sense. They�d gone to the same boarding school. The article I read said that everyone had assumed their union would have pulled the Giovanni and Bianco families together. Nicky only had daughters, and tradition said the family had to be handed down to a man. That was where Tony came into the picture.
 Tony had had an older brother who�d been reportedly everything a mob family wanted in their heir apparent. He was a dangerous man. Sadly, though, he�d been gunned down in a bloody massacre between gangs. That left Tony as the sole male heir to the Giovanni family.
 Somehow, their mutual friend at school, Nancy, turned up pregnant. Nancy was the daughter of a prominent United States senator. All the kids who attended that boarding school had some kind of connection, be it political, crime family, or your run-of-the-mill celebrity.
 Kendra and Tony had stayed friends after he married Nancy. They�d even gone into business together. Some people thought they might combine the two families still, just not by their arranged marriage.
 Donna and I followed Kendra to a single bathroom in a back corner. Once we entered, Kendra locked the door. I was about to question why Kendra had joined us when Donna put me into another lip-lock. At that moment, I didn�t care who watched.
 I shoved Donna�s tank top up off her breasts and leaned down to give them the oral attention they deserved. While I focused on that, she began to help me out of my shirt. Kendra got busy by undoing my belt and my pants. The two of them soon had me naked.
 Both Donna and Kendra took a step back to take me in.
 �He�s magnificent,� Donna hissed.
 �I was going to say perfect. I know a lot of porn stars who would kill to have his body,� Kendra said and then looked me in the eye. �Have you ever considered doing adult films?�
 I barked out a laugh and shook my head. That would be a mistake of epic proportions. If my mom ever found out � I felt myself shudder at the implication of my doom.
 I might be eighteen, but that didn�t mean I didn�t have to answer to my mother. That bit of wisdom made me wonder whether I�d have to do for the rest of my life. Or maybe I would someday not have to worry about my mom�s reaction when I did something like that.
 Kendra shrugged.
 �I hope you don�t mind me inserting myself like this?� Kendra asked.
 �I thought we were going to have some fun,� I reminded Donna.
 It was her turn to shrug. She looked at Kendra, and they did that girl thing where they psychically communicated with each other. They both smiled. I took that as a good sign.
 �Hell, yes, we are,� Donna said as she surged forward and dropped to her knees.
 She had a coy look as she pushed me back against the bathroom wall. She kissed my stomach and ran her hands down my bare torso until they slid to the sides and ended up resting on my firm, well-muscled hips.
 Donna gazed up at me as she grasped the base of my manhood. She leaned up and teased the underside of Mr. Happy with her tongue and lips. She took the tip into her mouth and pulled it with a pop. Donna giggled, which I assumed I caused by the look on my face. This had started to get good.
 �I just wanted to check to make sure you were up for serious fun,� Donna teased.
 I wasn�t in the mood for banter. Instead, I reached for the back of her blond-haired head and pulled her against my throbbing member. It was impressive to see my sack hanging under her chin and Mr. Happy�s tip part her hairline. Kendra moaned at the erotic sight.
 I reached down, grasped the top third of Mr. Happy, gave him a few tentative strokes, and guided Donna�s lips downward toward my hanging twins. I pushed my hips forward and let my head fall back against the wall as Donna slowly circled the family jewels with her tongue. My knees locked, saving me from sliding down the wall in my pleasure. I voiced my approval of her technique with a low, rumbling growl.
 Donna�s suckling mouth made an indecent sound as she worked my balls. It felt naughty, taboo even, which made it even more arousing. Most people would say that getting your balls sucked in a club bathroom was probably wrong. That just made it hotter.
 With that in mind, I guided her head up while grinding myself against her lips. I was leaking, and it had spread all over her forehead. Seeing my Nordic goddess pleasure me with her mouth made me smile. I hadn�t forgotten my Italian beauty.
 �Help her out,� I ordered.
 Kendra sauntered up to me, looking pleased. I did the mental gymnastics to determine whether or not this broke my code concerning guys I knew and their exes. Since Tony had married Nancy, I put Kendra into the same category that I did Ashley and Scarlet. While I cared for them, I wanted them to be happy.
 I expected that Tony felt the same. Hell, after Greg announced his intention to marry Angie, I�d dated a bunch of girls that he had. At that moment, I decided that if Kendra was going to throw herself at me, I wasn�t going to toss her back. There was only so much temptation a guy could withstand.
 Kendra came to me, and I used my other hand to grasp her behind the neck as well. I pulled her in for a kiss. Her lips were fuller and softer than Donna�s. I puzzled out the best way to maximize my pleasure and pushed Kendra down and guided her to the twins. Donna had claimed Mr. Happy as her own. I let the girls take over as my hands rose up the backs of their heads, and my fingers toyed with their locks of hair.
 Donna angled her head and pulled down Mr. Happy to give herself access. She took him past her parted lips, then leaned forward to take my member deeper into her hot, wet mouth. She went at a tortuously slow, steady pace as her hands grabbed my butt to help her try to swallow me whole. Donna took inch after inch in stride with her well-practiced mouth. When she reached her limit, she swirled her tongue to add to my pleasure. Then she began to pull off, only to plunge down again.
 While Donna did that, Kendra was busy doing something wondrous to my balls. She alternated as she sucked one in and rolled it around in her mouth; then she would switch. I�d never had a tag team like this pair who knew precisely how to make me squirm.
 I let out a moan of approval when Donna managed to take all of me. At the same time, Kendra had stuffed both of my balls into her mouth. When I glanced down, it looked like they were kissing. I felt my balls tighten and an urgent need to cum. With a Herculean effort, I held off.
 Donna got serious about giving me head. She began to slide Mr. Happy into her mouth as far as she could take him and then pull off. Each time she did it, she got him wetter, and she did it again and again. When Donna would plunge down on my turgid member, I felt her throat muscles squeeze around the crown, which sent a shiver radiating up my spine. When she pulled off, a big string of drool connected Donna�s bottom lip to my twitching dick.
 I debated whether to let them bring me off or change things up and decided on the latter. So I reached down, put my hands under Donna�s armpits, and helped her stand. I grabbed her by the butt, lifted her up, and placed her on the lip of the sink.
 �Put a condom on and get inside me right now,� Donna ordered.
 Kendra proved herself handy as she searched my pants and found my foil three-pack. She opened one and put it on me with a practiced touch.
 While she did that, I reached down and ran my fingers through Donna�s sex and found her ready, so I mounted her in one steady thrust. Donna dropped her head to her chest and scrunched up her face as she put both of her hands on my chest as well.
 �Damn, you�re huge,� she complained. �Give me a minute.�
 Donna blinked a few times, and our eyes locked. I gave her a little smirk and abandoned myself to our shared pleasures. Her soft feminine body encased my hardness, and I descended into a place devoid of conscious thought. It was like the bliss of winning a game, but way hotter.
 Donna lifted her legs and wrapped them around my waist as I began to do her in earnest. Kendra had taken her blouse off, and I got a good look at her hidden curves. Both her large breasts and enormous nipples were even bigger than I�d guessed. I reached over and tugged on one of her nipples to pull her closer to me, then leaned over and kissed her. I found I could multitask, making out with Kendra and playing with her breasts while I pounded Donna.
 Suddenly, I was almost there, so I stopped kissing Kendra.
 �I�m close,� I warned Donna.
 �Not yet. I�m almost there,� she begged.
 I reached down, found her nubbin, and began to stimulate it to help her join me. She began to moan to announce her release, then shuddered and screamed my name. That was usually a good sign.
 I gave her two more strokes for good measure.
 �Where do you want it?� I asked, pulling out and ripping off my condom.
 Kendra shocked me when she grabbed me at the base and sucked me into her mouth. I bellowed out my own pleasure as I found my release. Kendra frantically bobbed her head up and down to maximize my enjoyment. I surprised myself when I didn�t just jam Mr. Happy into her throat like the sexual beast inside of me demanded. That might be a bit too much for Kendra.
 �Don�t bogart that,� Donna complained.
 Kendra wasn�t fazed.
 �You can have the next one,� she announced.
 Donna looked at Mr. Happy and realized he hadn�t slacked at all.
 �Well, girl, get busy then.�
 Kendra opened another condom and put it on me. She was soon naked, and I appreciated the differences between the two women. Donna looked like a Valkyrie with her hard body in pink stockings and miniskirt, while Kendra�s curves simply oozed sex appeal. Kendra had me sit on the toilet and straddled my legs. Her velvet glove took me with ease as she began to ride me. Her body was made for sex.
 I absolutely loved how everything jiggled and swayed each time we came together. Reaching around her, I got two handfuls of Kendra�s backside and massaged her cheeks as she used me. I might have gone all night. That was until her velvet glove turned into a velvet vise as she had a thundering orgasm.
 I let out a bellow to announce I was joining her as I slammed in deep.
 �Oh, no, you don�t,� Donna announced.
 She physically lifted Kendra off me and ripped off my condom. This girl wasn�t missing out. I couldn�t hold back as I let loose a jet that caught Donna square in the face. Kendra let out a giggle at Donna�s shocked expression. My next shot covered her neck and upper chest.
 �Damn, I missed your hair,� I said.
 At least Kendra thought I was funny.
 That was when I came to my senses. Everyone probably wondered where we�d gone. We helped Kendra dress and sent her out first, then Donna cleaned herself up while I got dressed.
 �Kara is a lying bitch. She said you were undersized and terrible in the sack. I bet she just didn�t want to share. I can�t wait until she gets home so I can kick her butt.�
 �She told me you only liked girls,� I made up.
 �What!? That bitch is dead to me. I kept telling her I wanted to try you once, even if you turned out to be worthless. I figured I�d make you give me head if all else failed,� Donna said, sharing way too much information.
 �Let me put it this way: Adrienne says I�m the best guy who�s ever given her head.�
 �Want to prove that?� she asked.
 �Maybe we can get my friend Tony to film us, and you can send a copy to Kara as payback,� I suggested.
 �You are evil. That would be perfect.�
 Welp, I�d done it again. My mouth had written a check my butt might not want to pay. I shook my head and laughed.
 �I�m serious,� Donna whined.
 �Yeah, I�m sure you are. Before I can even think about that, I need something to drink. Let�s go find everyone before they send out search parties.�
 ◊◊◊
 Sometimes I wonder why the rule is that a man should never share his sexual adventures with the guys. But for women, it�s perfectly fine to blab everything to their girl friends. When I came back to the table, Kendra and Nancy had their heads together. I quickly figured out what they were talking about because Nancy looked at me and blushed. Donna was quickly surrounded by a group of models, and they were all giggles and sly looks soon after.
 Jill must have been eavesdropping because she was at my side, giving me the eye.
 �What?� I asked.
 �You really are a slut.�
 �I never said I wasn�t.�
 �Why didn�t you take me to the bathroom? I hear it�s your go-to move now,� she bitched.
 �I would never do that to my brother because he would never forgive me,� I enlightened her.
 Not that she and I hadn�t had this discussion more than once.
 �Phil and I are not getting back together. Besides, I would never tell him.�
 I shook my head. If Jill had been eighteen, I might have been tempted. Only she wasn�t. Who was I trying to fool? Yes, I was interested. The problem was, the two women I�d just been with were every bit as appealing in looks. That said, I liked Jill. She was smart, had a wicked sense of humor, and if she hadn�t been dating my brother � well, we would never find out.
 �The problem is, I would know. While Phil�s a little dumbass at times, he�s a good guy. You�re making a mistake by not taking him back. He thinks the world of you and, to be candid, you need him,� I said.
 �Why do you say I need him?�
 I tried to come up with a way to say it without making her mad.
 �You just said I was a slut. Like you, it�s easy for me to hook up. I suspect that if you wanted to, you could have any guy you chose. The girls tonight weren�t interested in me other than how I looked, and possibly because of my celebrity; I was simply another notch in the lipstick case. Mind you, I would be the last person to say that no-strings sex doesn�t have a certain appeal. There�s a reason I�m a slut,� I said.
 �Still not seeing the downside of dumping Phil,� Jill said.
 �No, I get that,� I said and chuckled. I wasn�t explaining this very well. �You want to know the best sex I ever had?�
 �Rumor has it it was Adrienne,� Jill offered.
 I thought for a moment and smiled. She might have me there.
 �I will not confirm or deny that we�ve been together. But you�re right; if we had, it would be special,� I said and gave her a faraway look of longing.
 Jill punched me in the chest. She could tell I was teasing her.
 �Where was I?� I asked, acting confused. �Oh, yeah, why you shouldn�t dump Phil. The happiest I�ve ever been was when Brook and I were together.�
 �Even when you dated Pam, Halle, and Zoe, too?�
 �It got even better once we committed to each other. I never realized that sex with someone you loved would be so much better than just sex until I experienced it. Not once did I ever regret any of the time I spent with Brook. I can�t say that about some of the people I�ve hooked up with. If I had it to do all over again, I probably wouldn�t cast such a wide net,� I shared.
 �Honestly?� Jill asked.
 Jill looked earnest; she wasn�t just giving me a hard time. She really wanted to know.
 �Okay, some of that was BS. My dick talks me into doing stuff. For the most part, I�m okay with that for now. It�s not such a big deal for a guy to be called a slut. What I don�t want for you is to be thought of like Lisa Felton was. Remember how everyone treated her? Guys were constantly hitting on her, and no one had any respect for her. I don�t want that for you,� I explained.
 She considered what I�d told her. Then our eyes locked. Uh oh.
 �I wouldn�t be considered a slut if I dated you.�
 I�ll give her credit; she didn�t give up. That tenacity would serve her well, I predicted. She would need it if she became a model.
 �What�s so wrong with Phil?� I asked to deflect her.
 �He has no idea what he�s doing in bed,� she reminded me.
 �That can be fixed. I�ll have my brother Greg talk to him, plus you have to help him.�
 �How?�
 �Open your mouth and give him directions. He wants to please you. Believe me,� I said earnestly.
 Her shoulders slumped.
 �Okay, I can tell you�re not going to cave. I�ll take him back,� Jill said, not sounding happy.
 Phil might be better off with someone who didn�t consider him a consolation prize. It would have been like me dating Peggy Pratt when I first started high school. I would have been with someone way out of my league. I couldn�t begrudge my brother his chance to date his dream girl, even if she wasn�t entirely into him. He wouldn�t care even if I did tell him, so I filed that away.
 �Oh,� Jill said, perking up. �I forgot to tell you. You and I are doing a gig tomorrow.�
 My head snapped around, and I found Tyler and Adrienne. Their expressions told me they both realized that Jill had just informed me that they�d snaked me into another job. The evil duo knew I would help Jill get started. I just wished they�d asked me first.
 �Who with?� I asked.
 �Jade. They said you do work for them and I would get some experience. I expect they want to see how I handle everything before they sign me,� Jill said, suddenly sounding well beyond her years.
 Mrs. Lacier came over.
 �Time to go,� she said, pointing at her watch.
 It surprised me when Jill didn�t fight her mother about staying later. She still needed her mom�s approval to model, so she played nice.
 ◊◊◊
 After Jill and her mom left, Adrienne and Tyler decided to call it a night. They�d had a couple of stressful days with a difficult client. Donna and the other models followed their lead and went home as well. That left Tony�s and my groups.
 Kevin and I found a couple tables and ordered more drinks.
 ◊◊◊
 �What were you thinking, going off to the bathroom with Kendra and Donna?� Ashley asked once we had a moment alone.
 �Wow! You sounded exactly like my mom. The boys don�t stand a chance with you,� I predicted.
 �I�m going to make one observation and shut up. You seem to have been a little free with your favors on this trip,� Ashley said.
 �You know what? I�m glad you feel comfortable enough to say that. I need someone like you in my life. Usually, I hear the opposite. My friends tell me I don�t go out and have enough fun,� I shared.
 �I realize that sounded bad, and I understand that you need to have your fun now,� Ashley continued. �It�s just � I don�t know. It seems like when you do something, drama ensues. I hope one or both of them don�t go out and make a press release like that actress in LA did.�
 I couldn�t really argue with that.
 �The sad part is people seem to care. If I was some regular guy, I could be getting all the tail I wanted, and it wouldn�t get splashed all over the Internet.�
 �Don�t start whining to me. You wouldn�t trade what you have for anything. Just own it and start making better decisions,� Ashley coached.
 She and Uncle John would make a formidable team. I probably needed to hang out with her more and maybe listen to her advice.
 �Okay. I promise not to get into any more threesomes for the rest of the trip.�
 Ashley shook her head in wonder at my greatness.
 �You would make a fantastic lawyer with that example of BS.�
 �You do remember who my mother is, right? I don�t plan on having you able to use my words against me for eternity,� I explained.
 �Fair enough. But know that if you teach my boys that little technique, you and I will have words.�
 More likely, they would learn it out of self-defense, like I had. Then Ashley changed the subject.
 �I got an interesting call today.�
 �Am I supposed to guess?� I asked.
 �Poker Hack called. They want to sponsor me.�
 �What does that even mean?� I asked.
 Poker Hack was an online poker school that had recently popped up. They�d filled my spam folder with offers to teach me to be a better player.
 �The way it was explained to me is they�re looking for five up-and-coming poker players to represent them. The woman I talked to saw footage of me playing last weekend. She liked my style of play and said I was someone they wanted to help support. Poker Hack wants to pay me to enter televised tournaments, wear their gear, and do some teaching videos for their online poker school.
 �Basically, they would pay my entry fees, provide hotels, and give me some pocket money for the summer,� she explained.
 I could see the allure of having someone pay me to play poker for the summer.
 �Are you thinking about doing it?� I asked.
 �I don�t know. There�s a lot to work out. I have to think about Allen and Dawson. Do you realize that this week has been the first time I�ve been away from them since they were born?�
 �Mom said they�re doing well. They have all their siblings to keep them entertained, and Duke loves them.�
 She gave me a strange look.
 �I guess I should�ve realized you�d be keeping tabs on them.�
 I laughed.
 �Remember, I am their dad. I do check in on them,� I said to defend myself.
 �My bad. If I�d thought about it, I would have known that. Sorry.�
 �Ashley, take our boys out of the equation. Everyone is moving to Malibu this summer, and there will be plenty of help to take care of them. All the little ones will be together with plenty of mommies to love them and distract them while you play cards. This might be a good time to see how good you really are. Try it for a few weekends. It�s not like you wouldn�t be home during the week,� I reasoned.
 �You think I should tell them yes?�
 �I saw you play and how you handled yourself at the table. I would put you up against any of the pros I saw. If you can stand up to the abuse Harry Smyth was dishing out and prevail, I�m confident you can do this. You created a buzz because everyone was trying to figure out who you were. I overheard the commentators and other poker players say good stuff about you and your game. I�m sure that�s what Poker Hack saw. They want to help you find out how good you can be, and then they can claim your success is partially due to them,� I said.
 �Thanks, David. I�m glad we talked about this. I was going to turn them down, but now I�m starting to think it can work out. At least I can do it a few times and see what happens. If the boys have a meltdown, I can forget it for now,� Ashley said.
 �Something to keep in mind: if they want you to sign a contract or anything, get it to Scarlet and let her send it to Ms. Dixon. Her firm has entertainment lawyers that can protect your interests.�
 Ashley smiled and nodded.
 �I�ll do that.�
 �We good?� I asked.
 She nodded. I looked at my group and saw the telltale signs of jet lag.
 �I suggest we call it a night,� I announced.
 Everyone agreed.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 14 � You Try to be Helpful  Saturday April 1 
 My cab dropped me off at Adrienne�s building, where I discovered she�d left the apartment key for me with the doorman and that Paul had dropped off my bags. I must still have been partially on Eastern European time because I was awake at four in the morning. I forced myself to go to sleep but only made it to six. With so little sleep, I had no doubt that I would adjust to the time change quickly.
 I slipped out of the condo so I wouldn�t wake anyone, walked downstairs, and stretched in the lobby before going for my run. Once out on the sidewalk, I set a brisk pace with the intention of doing a quick run. The city was waking up, and I saw a mix of people out, either getting their morning coffee or headed to work. It looked like it would be a beautiful day. I couldn�t imagine going to the office on a Saturday when you could be outside in the spring weather.
 When I hit my stride, I let the subconscious take over and began to go over what I had ahead of me. Adrienne had snaked me into doing a job for Jade today. Not that I minded, but I felt a little used. I owed Adrienne a few favors, but even then, I might have pushed back if it hadn�t been Jill�s first job.
 It was a bit surprising that Adrienne would throw her into the deep end so soon, especially with a major client like that. I�d gotten my feet wet doing newspaper-insert work. I would have thought Adrienne might want to start Jill off with some training.
 Then I remembered my very first gig. I got lucky, and the photographer and his wife had recognized I was new at modeling. They�d taken the time to teach me what I needed to do. I guessed that Adrienne expected I would be willing to help Jill navigate her first session. And both Adrienne and Tyler would be there too. I was sure it would all work out.
 Plus, I would make some extra cash. Since this spring break trip had been paid for by selling to the deconstruction contractor in Monaco, this would just be gravy to add to the bottom line.
 When I got home, I would have to make a decision on baseball. My cracked helmet served to wake me up to the dangers I faced with pitchers throwing at me. I�d almost convinced myself that the risk of getting hurt made it not worth playing anymore. In the grand scheme of things, playing a few more high school games wasn�t that important to my future.
 In the back of my mind, though, something told me I would regret it if I didn�t play. Like football, there were only so many opportunities I would get to play ball with my friends. After I left for college, I would probably never be on a baseball diamond with any of them other than in a pickup game. Did I really want to pass up the opportunity to play with them before I graduated?
 I also thought we stood a good chance to go deep in the state playoffs. We�d put together a team with enough pitching depth to survive the back-to-back games. Most high school teams had only one or two starters who could stand up to better teams. We had at least six if you counted Justin, Bryan, Brock, Phil, Trent, and myself, plus Bert if he was having a good day.
 I would wait and see what my dad came up with before I made my final decision. He�d taken it onto himself to find a way to make sure I�d be safe playing. As of right now, it could go either way.
 It irritated me a little that Brook had dumped the Cassidy issue into my lap. I didn�t have a doubt that Cassidy would flourish wherever she went if she put her mind to it. Pam and Tracy would be a good influence on her, study-wise. USC was also a better school for academics. I felt they would push her more, which would be good.
 Not that Oklahoma wasn�t an excellent university, and I was sure Cassidy would do well there too. But a degree from USC would open more doors for her later in life. I used that to justify why I planned to talk to Cassidy about it.
 I had to admit to wanting Cassidy to go to the same school as I did for selfish reasons. But Brook had gone to a lot of trouble to arrange this for our mutual friend. I respected Brook�s take on this and would support her. She wouldn�t be pushing this if she didn�t believe USC to be the best place for Cassidy to go.
 I slipped into the corner deli and bought all the fixings for lox and bagels. I got enough for the models in the other condo, too. Of course, I realized models didn�t usually eat carbs, but I figured it was a treat they could all get behind.
 ◊◊◊
 After my shower, I found Jill and her mom eating bagels with Tyler. Tyler must have invited them over so we could all go to Jade together.
 �Did you teach them the right way to make a bagel?� I asked Tyler.
 �David fancies himself a bagel snob. Is he this bossy back home?� she asked the Laciers.
 Jill gave an exaggerated sigh.
 �He thinks he knows everything. He has rules he makes everyone follow. Has he made you go back and change clothes before you go out?� Jill asked.
 I gave her an exasperated look and turned to Tyler.
 �Kids these days have no sense of style. If she wasn�t wearing Garanimals to tell her what matched, you would be shocked � shocked, I say. I was doing a community service by suggesting a few changes in her attire.�
 That, and her dad would have stroked out if she�d gone out dressed as she had been. Either that or Phil would get his butt kicked protecting her. I shuddered at the visions of what might have happened.
 I might have been a touch too dramatic in my delivery because even Mrs. Lacier had her eyebrows raised.
 �Eat your bagel however you want,� Tyler suggested.
 �Barbarians,� I mumbled.
 You try to be helpful �
 ◊◊◊
 On the ride over, I showed Jill and her mother Jade�s website. They were very Abercrombie in terms of style. For past jobs, I�d worn everything from ripped jeans and wrinkled t-shirts to swimsuits to outerwear. The difference between Jade and Abercrombie was that Abercrombie�s clothes sold for about half the price.
 It surprised me to see Sarah and me featured on the front page of Jade�s website. I would say it was probably time they updated that. I remembered taking that picture the summer of my freshman year. If I remembered correctly, I�d also recently seen it in their magazine advertising.
 �Tyler told me that you�re the �face� of Jade and that that�s something not many models achieve. She also said you�re the main model for Dakora and Range Sports. I knew you modeled for them, just not to what extent,� Jill said.
 �Is that a big deal?� Mrs. Lacier asked.
 �Over my modeling career, I�ve only been asked to be the �face� of two lines,� Adrienne explained. �Being the featured model is both good and bad. The good is they pay you a lot of money. The bad is they put handcuffs on you as far as who you can model for. In David�s case, he got lucky. Even though Jade, Dakora, and Range Sports all sell clothes, they�re different enough not to trigger the noncompete sections of his contracts.�
 �Plus, they like me,� I added. �Jade has been flexible. They let me do jobs with Hollister and Abercrombie & Fitch. In most cases, they would have had every right to disallow that because they sell similar types of clothing.�
 I flipped through a couple of pages on the site.
 �Notice that Jade has their models in minimal makeup. They want us to appear as normal as possible. They don�t try for a high-fashion look,� I shared with Jill.
 �I see your shirt is off in a lot of them,� Jill said.
 �They want to feature the pants he�s wearing,� Tyler said.
 �I�m sure that�s the reason,� Mrs. Lacier said doubtfully.
 �You have to be comfortable showing your body. That type of photo sells a lot of clothes,� Adrienne explained.
 I knew she�d said that to prepare Mrs. Lacier for what clothing companies expected of models. Jill�s mom seemed to consider what Adrienne had said, and her lips pinched. I would be concerned, too, if she were my teenage daughter. I was happy when Mrs. Lacier let it go for now. She would see how today went before giving her blessing to allow Jill to follow her dream.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we arrived at Jade, I took the lead since I�d been there before. Their home office was more of a warehouse. Jade designed their clothes on site, and they had a corner set up to do photo shoots. Waiting for us was their Vice President of Marketing, Michael Reese. He�d been my primary contact since I first started working for them.
 �David,� he called out and rushed over to give me a hug.
 Someone was glad to see me. Hugs were new.
 �Adrienne told me you�d discovered someone and wanted us to have her first,� Michael said.
 Did she, now?
 �This is Jill Lacier. She and I go to the same high school. Jill, meet Michael Reese, who runs Jade�s marketing division,� I said by way of introduction.
 I saw Michael glance at her chest. Most models weren�t built like Adrienne up top. Larger breasts weren�t the asset you might imagine in this line of work. Designers wanted their female models to be flatter-chested so their clothes hung better. Jill also wasn�t anorexic. She had a muscular, athletic build that looked damn fine on her, in my opinion. I only hoped that Michael agreed.
 �I�ll take them back to get ready,� Tyler said.
 Adrienne and Michael strolled away to talk. I expected she would convince him Jill would work for what they needed.
 For today�s shoot, they�d converted a conference room into our dressing room. Mrs. Lacier had tagged along and looked concerned.
 �There aren�t separate rooms for them to change in?� she asked.
 �That rarely happens. Yes, the guys are usually off to the side, but they�re often in the same room. It�s not very sexy because everyone�s there to do a job. I sometimes change on set in front of everyone to save time,� I explained.
 �He�s right. This is part of the job,� Tyler said.
 �AT Modeling will make sure someone is with Jill at all times. She�ll be safe,� I assured Mrs. Lacier.
 �Maybe I should go outside,� she offered.
 �And miss the show?� Tyler asked.
 Jill gave a nervous bark of laughter and then covered her mouth. Mrs. Lacier closed her eyes for a moment to collect herself and then left.
 �She has to get over that,� Tyler said.
 �I know. But it is a little much to take in all at once,� I reminded Tyler and then turned to Jill as I waggled my eyebrows. �Let�s get naked.�
 �What!?�
 I began to take off my clothes.
 �He�s not serious, is he?� Jill asked Tyler.
 I noticed the two women�s eyes never left my body. When I got down to my boxers, I grabbed a robe and stepped over to the makeup table where a girl waited for us. While she started on me, Jill finally joined me in her own robe.
 �My mom is going to kill you if you keep joking around,� Jill predicted.
 �Your mom will be fine. She likes me.�
 ◊◊◊
 They had me start first. I was glad to see Michael had hired Jackie as our photographer today. We began with my least favorite type of work, catalog shots. I asked the wardrobe gal to roll out the rack of clothes they wanted me to wear and changed on set. Doing so saved a ton of time, and I wanted to get this part over with as quickly as possible.
 While I did my job, Adrienne watched me like a hawk.
 �Your left hand,� she reminded me.
 �I wasn�t ready,� I complained.
 �You should always be ready,� she shot back.
 �Is she coming on to me? Is that some kind of workplace abuse?� I asked no one in particular.
 �Shut up and focus,� Adrienne ordered.
 I made the pose correctly.
 �Better.�
 �That�s the last outfit,� Jackie announced.
 �Thank God!� I said as I slouched. �Abuse the new kid for a while.�
 Jill came out in a t-shirt and shorts set.
 Jackie took a test shot and loaded it onto a TV screen they used to catch any flaws. I looked over Adrienne�s and Jackie�s shoulders.
 �Lose the bra,� I suggested.
 �He�s right,� Jackie said.
 Adrienne walked over to Jill and stood in front of her as she took it off to guard her modesty. Adrienne began to chuckle.
 �We�ll be right back,� Adrienne announced and took Jill back to makeup.
 �What�s that all about?� Jackie asked.
 �If I were to guess, I would say they�re putting pasties on to hide that she�s braless.�
 �Oh,� Jackie said without further comment.
 When I dated Jill�s sister, I�d discovered that she had nipples that reminded me of pencil erasers, but longer. Jill was similarly built. Her nipples poking through the t-shirt would be a distraction from the apparel. Jade�s main goal was to sell clothes.
 When she came back, Jill looked much better.
 Adrienne ran her through the poses and explained what she had to do. Jill did well for the first half-hour, but then she started to lose focus. It was a common mistake new models made. Even I sometimes found it hard to keep making the same pose over and over again.
 Adrienne spotted it and had Jill take a break to talk to her. That meant I was up again.
 ◊◊◊
 We completed the catalog work in the morning. I was glad to see Michael hadn�t ordered only rabbit food for lunch. They did have stuff to make a salad, which Adrienne chose. But there was also pizza and an excellent potato leek soup.
 The afternoon would be ad work. Like Abercrombie, Jade wasn�t against showing skin to sell their clothes. Unlike this morning�s photos, these were supposed to be sexier. I wasn�t surprised when Jackie sent Jill to makeup, and they removed her pasties. This would be when Mrs. Lacier objected, if she ever would.
 While we ate, my phone rang. I was confused as to who would be calling me from an international number.
 �This is David,� I answered.
 �Hey, it�s Alex.�
 He sounded upset.
 �What�s up?� I asked.
 �My dad � my dad was almost kidnapped.�
 That got my full attention. I�d experienced the fear when I was in Mexico, and the gang tried to take me.
 �Is he okay?�
 �He got banged up. They ran his car off the road and actually had him. It was an inside job. Two of his security team were involved.�
 That was your nightmare scenario. You trusted your security to keep you safe.
 �When did this happen?� I asked.
 �Last night. Dad has been piecing it all together. They planned to take you too,� Alex warned.
 WTF!?!
 �What?�
 �They took Dad as he left the parking lot on his way to pick up our dinner. Then they busted into your condo. That was when Dad�s backup team arrived and freed him.�
 �Shit. I take it they�re now in police custody.�
 �Uh � no. We didn�t call the police. Dad�s people took care of it. Don�t ask,� Alex said before that question popped out of my mouth.
 I really didn�t want to imagine how Colombians �took care of� something like this themselves.
 �Is it just about money?� I ventured.
 �No, it�s � complicated. Dad said to tell you to be careful for the next few days while they � Well, I can�t really say,� Alex said as he danced around what was really going on.
 �Alex, tell your dad that my condo is wired for security. There will be a video if he needs it.�
 �I�ll tell him. Dad wanted you to know that he�s taking care of any damage they caused.�
 �I appreciate that, but I want to make sure you all are okay. Stuff can be replaced; you guys can�t.�
 �We aren�t there anymore. I�m not supposed to say where we are until we get the all-clear. Dad doesn�t think they�ll try anything with you. He said you were just an opportunity they didn�t want to pass up. Just be safe,� Alex warned.
 �Are you safe?�
 Alex didn�t say anything.
 �Is your dad worrying your security might be compromised?� I followed up.
 �I�ve got to go,� Alex said.
 �If he�s worried, have him call me. I have some resources that would help ��
 Before I had a chance to say anything else, he added, �I�ve really got to go. I�ll call you when I know more.�
 Tony felt he owed me for helping with that rat bastard, Brandon Rigby. If anyone could protect Alex and his family, it was Tony�s people.
 I next called Paul and explained what Alex had told me. Paul was on a ferry to the Statue of Liberty with the rest of my gang. He said he would be on the first one back. I told him my next call was to Fritz, and I wouldn�t tell him that Paul wasn�t with me. Paul and I had played it a little loose with security on this trip.
 This incident made me realize that I needed to take all this more seriously. Just when I finally was certain nothing would happen, something did. My mom would have said that I should have known better. It seemed that�s what moms were for, to remind us of everything we did wrong. I didn�t plan to tell Fritz what I�d been up to � or my mom, for that matter.
 I called Fritz.
 �Funny you should call. I just happened to be watching some interesting video. I take it you�re aware your place in Greece was broken into last night.�
 �Yeah. It was tied to the attempted kidnapping of Umberto Sandoval. Part of his security team turned on him. I just got off the phone with his son, Alex. He said they planned to take me too. I want to make sure my family�s safe. Let Manaia and Cassidy know. It might be a good idea to send Chuck back for a while,� I suggested.
 �I�ll call Paul and tell him to get his butt to your photo shoot,� Fritz said.
 Then the light bulb turned on. Social media had sunk Paul. Fritz�s comment was his subtle way of telling me that I couldn�t pull one over on him.
 �I take full responsibility,� I tried.
 �Let me run my business, and I promise to stay out of yours. Even if your dad expects me to give him weekly updates.�
 That put the fear of God into me. My security team wore bodycams everywhere they traveled. If anyone had dirt on me, it was them. I knew Fritz kept all that backed up, and he�d assured me no one had access to those records. I would have my dad check into how secure they really were.
 What relieved some of my worry about my dad getting reports was that he tended to keep stuff close to the vest. My mom would have lowered the boom on me as soon as she found anything out. And like any teenager, I�d done stuff that would have drawn her ire. I suspected Fritz shared more than I wanted, but I trusted my dad would only step in if I did something truly heinous. For example, like having Fritz help me dispose of a dead hooker in the trunk of my car.
 Adrienne found me and told me they were ready.
 ◊◊◊
 Mrs. Lacier decided to spend the afternoon shopping, which helped Jill relax. It wasn�t like we were about to film porn, but Jade�s print ads seemed to mirror Abercrombie in that they were racier than the typical clothing ad. They put me into khaki-colored cargo shorts and a light-blue long-sleeved oxford-style dress shirt that they had me roll up to expose the lower half of my forearm. Jill was outfitted in a cream-colored cropped V-neck cardigan paired with a faux-suede hunter-green miniskirt.
 Jackie had been my photographer when I�d done work for both Abercrombie & Fitch and their sister brand, Hollister. I expected that was part of the reason Michael Reese had hired her for this shoot. She had a handle on what he wanted.
 After a rather quiet start, things heated up when my shirt started to get undone.
 �Jill, unbutton his top two buttons and put your hand on his bare chest,� Jackie directed.
 Jill did as she was told.
 �David, give me that smoldering look that says you plan to have your way with her,� Jackie encouraged.
 I did, which caused a giggle to escape Jill�s lips.
 �Focus,� Adrienne barked.
 Jill tried to keep from laughing at me but couldn�t help herself. I�d seen other new models get nervous and laugh during a shoot. If you stepped back and looked at what we were doing, it was funny. I was pretending to be in lust with Jill, who knew I didn�t mean it.
 Without thinking, I goosed her. Jill�s eyes got big, and she slugged me. I waggled my eyebrows, and Jill figured out what I was up to. She leaned forward and kissed my nose. I heard the camera firing off shots.
 Jill had needed the distraction to get back on track. When you were modeling like this, it was easy to zone out. Pinching her had brought her focus back. It was like Duke when he fixated on a squirrel. Sometimes I had to tap him on his butt to get him to mind.
 From there, I slowly had more buttons undone until my shirt was fully open and pulled out of my waistband so my chest and stomach were exposed.
 Jill enjoyed teasing me as she ran her hands over my exposed skin. At one point, Jackie had her push my shirt off one shoulder, and then Jill stepped behind me so only her forearms and hands were shown reaching around me. The best shot was of me doing my best sexy look with one of Jill�s hands, with her fingers spread wide, on my stomach. She had her other hand stuffed into my front pocket.
 By the time we were almost done, Jill had nailed the cute, flirty girl look.
 �We should do a few with her in only my shirt and me with my shorts unbuttoned,� I suggested.
 �Is that pushing it too far?� Jackie asked Michael.
 �Let�s try it and see.�
 I smirked when Jill gave me the stink eye and snatched my shirt up off the floor. I would bet a large amount she�d be telling my brother what I�d suggested, but I didn�t care. It was all for the art, after all. At least, that was my story, if asked.
 Adrienne had gone to the dressing room with Jill. When Jill came back out, she had a robe on and a little gleam in her eyes that worried me. I undid my shorts and let the front gap open just enough to show �Jade� on the underwear band.
 I took my spot, and Jill walked up to me and looked me in the eye as her robe dropped. All thoughts of my brother left my head. There was nothing sexier than a woman wearing your dress shirt the morning after. Jill had it unbuttoned to right above her navel. From my viewpoint, I could see down her shirt, and I caught the hint of her areolas.
 Jackie had the makeup lady mess up our hair a little, and the effect was a winner. Michael loved what he was seeing. I had no doubt that one of those pictures would end up in magazines soon.
 �That�s a wrap,� Jackie announced.
 �That was harder than I thought it would be. How do you stay focused for so long?� Jill asked.
 �You�ll get better. Just remember it�s a job, no matter how much fun they make it sound. You have to deliver on each photo, or you�re wasting their time. If you get a reputation for not being serious, you won�t last long.�
 �Okay, I�ll remember that. But now, I�m ready to go,� Jill said.
 �You�re not done. You still have to talk to Tyler about the proofs. She and Jackie should have the questionable pictures picked out for you to either approve or ask they be deleted,� I enlightened Jill and then explained why. �You�ll want them to delete the ones with your eyes closed, too much skin exposed, or where you look goofy. You don�t want those popping up down the road.�
 �What if they want one of the ones I don�t like?� Jill asked.
 �Find out what they want it for and then talk to Tyler to get her advice. If you still don�t like it, tell them you won�t sign the release.�
 �But I�m not old enough to sign anything,� Jill said, showing she�d listened to Tyler already.
 �Tyler will sign for you until you�re old enough, but she will only sign if it�s in your best interest. She won�t go behind your back and agree to anything you don�t want to happen,� I assured her.
 �So, I�m in control?�
 �To a point. You can�t tell them what pictures to use or not unless there�s a good reason. You�ll see there�s only a handful that need to be deleted. Jackie has a good eye.�
 We walked over to where Michael, Adrienne, Tyler, and Jackie stood, checking the proofs. They were professionals and quickly weeded out the bad shots. Jackie deleted them without any hesitation. Jill seemed a little overwhelmed by it all. Seeing yourself on a big, high-definition screen could be daunting.
 Tyler signed the release for Jill, and I signed mine, so Michael could use the pictures in his marketing campaign.
 �You cost me money every time I photograph you,� Jackie complained.
 Tyler and Adrienne wore neutral expressions, but Jill looked confused.
 �I retain resale rights on all my photos that Jade doesn�t use. I sell them to websites that resell photos for book covers, web design, and the like. And I also sell my pictures to interior designers,� I explained.
 �I have other outlets you�re missing out on,� Jackie said.
 �I�m not against making more money. Call my office on Monday and pitch the idea to Scarlet. If it�s profitable enough, I have all my photos since I started modeling that you can sell,� I offered.
 �Wait. The photographer makes more money on the photos than just with Jade?� Jill asked.
 �I actually make more money over time,� Jackie shared. �Since these are on a blue screen, I can put in different backgrounds and target different buyers.�
 I�d assumed people would prefer the blue-screen prints, what with all the photo-editing software out there. But what Jackie said made a lot of sense. My mom explained that, when selling real estate, you had to stage the house towards who your buyers might be. People had to be able to envision themselves living there; they couldn�t see past clutter or major repairs, as two examples. It would only make sense that photo buyers were the same.
 Jackie saw that I got what she was trying to say. She really did have ways to make me more money because I didn�t have anyone with the time or talent to manipulate my photos into a finished product. She could also fix any lighting issues, skin blemishes, stray hairs, and the like. I�d been offering raw photographs that hadn�t been prettied-up. While I�d done okay with those, Jackie had the capability to polish them into a better final product.
 �That makes sense. I may want you to take all my photos and see what you can do with them,� I admitted.
 �Should I talk to Scarlet?� Jackie asked.
 �And me. I have similar deals in place with other models,� Tyler said.
 �Why not have Tyler manage all this for you?� Adrienne asked me.
 �And there it is. Be careful of Adrienne. She tries to get into your pocket every chance she can get,� I shared with Jill.
 �I�m just saying we can manage that better than your office can,� Adrienne said in her defense.
 �I know, I�m just giving you a hard time. To be honest, I haven�t had anyone really �managing� that part of my business since Kendal handled it. Caryn did okay, but I think she forgot to show Scarlet what needed to be done other than loading them onto the websites,� I admitted.
 �Is this something I should be doing?� Jill asked.
 �No,� Jackie said to offer her opinion from a photographer�s perspective.
 �We�ll talk about that if you go full-time,� Tyler said.
 I gave them a raised eyebrow but didn�t say anything. If I didn�t trust Tyler and Adrienne to have Jill�s back, I would have said something. They were right, though. I was able to pull it off because I�d insisted on it from the start, and I�d been the face of Range Sports from almost the beginning. My success since then had allowed me to get deals other models would never get a chance at.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul showed up before we finished and had rented a car. I offered to give Jill a ride back to her hotel. On the way, I received another international call, this time from Umberto. I told him I would make a call to Tony Giovanni. Umberto told me he knew Tony�s father, Alphonso�better known as �The Bull.� Umberto didn�t give me any details, but I heard the worry in his voice.
 I called Pia Giovanni, Tony�s sister and go-between. Tony had a unique security system worked out predicated on what organized crime families had learned over the years. The heads of the families kept a person between them and the rest of the world called a go-between. This way, no one could ever testify against Tony, The Bull, or his grandfather Tony.
 His grandfather having the same name was why they called the younger Tony �Little Tony.� I�d never met his grandfather, so he was just Tony to me.
 The other unusual security measure Tony took was he didn�t own any electronic devices that connected to the web for fear they would be hacked by the FBI. It made me scratch my head a bit because I didn�t know anyone else in our age group who didn�t own a smartphone and/or a tablet. It boggled my mind that he wasn�t connected.
 �Hello?�
 �Pia, it�s David Dawson.�
 �You better not be calling for Kendra,� Pia said with an edge to her voice that concerned me.
 �I didn�t actually get her number. Does she have a phone? If she does, would you help me out?� I asked.
 She chuckled, which made her earlier tone not so scary.
 �I will say you have a set on you. When I use that tone of voice on almost anyone else, they�re quaking in their boots,� she revealed.
 That I could believe.
 �I take that to mean she shared with you � some stuff � and that she wants to see me again,� I ventured.
 Jill slugged me in the arm. I�d forgotten the little pest was sitting next to me.
 �In fact, we�re all getting together for dinner tonight. Tony�s cooking. I�m sure you�d be welcome,� Pia said.
 �Good,� I said with a dramatic sigh. �I called because I need a big favor. Do you know a Colombian family named Sandoval?�
 �Should we be having this conversation on the phone?� Pia asked as she instantly reverted to business mode.
 �Can I meet you somewhere?� I asked.
 I told her what hotel I was going to so I could drop Jill off. Pia made arrangements to meet me there.
 ◊◊◊
 Paul and I waited in the car for a few minutes after Jill left us. Before we arrived, Jade had sent me a couple of the photos from our session and asked that I put them out on my social media. They were pics of Jill and me, but nothing that would set my younger brother off, so I posted them.
 Jill immediately responded with a video of her dancing around and gushing about how much fun she�d had working with me. Not even a minute later, Phil sent me an ominous text saying she better not have had too much fun. I ignored him.
 Pia�s car pulled up behind us, and she sent me a text to join her. I got out of the car and into the back of hers, which pulled away as soon as I got buckled in.
 �Give me your phone,� she ordered.
 I handed it over. Pia turned it off and did the same with hers, then put them both in her purse.
 �Talk,� she ordered.
 �I met Umberto Sandoval and his family in Greece. Long story short, I became friends with his two children and future wife. Last night, Umberto was almost kidnapped. Alex, his son, told me that two of his security team were involved.
 �I think he�s worried there might still be a risk, so I reached out to see if he wanted help. I thought you might be able to find a place for them to stay while he figures out what�s really going on,� I explained.
 �We do this, and we�re square with the Brandon favor you did for Tony,� Pia said.
 I didn�t have to think about it.
 �Honestly, I haven�t been comfortable with Tony thinking he had to do me a favor. I�m not comfortable keeping score like that. If Tony, or for that matter any of you, need something, all you have to do is ask.�
 She looked at me askance, like I was from another planet. I could understand how her world was all about favors, and you held on to them. I�d watched the Godfather series of movies; they were among the DVDs that Rita had given me. I imagined that was how this all worked. Movies never fudged on stuff like that, I guessed with tongue firmly in my cheek.
 �Forget what I said. If a favor�s due at the end of this, Umberto will be on the hook,� Pia decided.
 �Maybe I should cash in my favor so Tony doesn�t get the wrong idea about Kendra and me,� I suggested.
 �Believe me when I say that if Kendra wants to do something, Tony�s the last one to object,� Pia said and instantly realized she was talking out of school.
 �Really,� I prodded to get some dirt.
 Pia gave me a dirty look.
 �Because of that little comment, maybe I�ll invite Princess Erika to dinner as well. I�ll make sure you�re seated between the two of them,� Pia threatened.
 �Here I had hoped that you would sit next to me,� I said with all of my acting ability.
 Pia was Tony�s older sister and a classic Italian beauty like Kendra. I guessed Pia to be in her early twenties, and I loved her take-charge attitude and confidence. While Kendra appealed to me, there was something about Pia that intrigued me.
 Pia looked me square in the eye, as though her will could bore into me to measure my actual interest. I didn�t flinch as I let a little smile touch my lips. I counted it as a win when Pia blushed.
 �Get that thought right out of your head,� she finally said.
 It wasn�t my head that was the problem. Well, not the big head, anyway. Now I�d planted the seed. We would see whether it bore fruit.
 I did think it a little rude when she had her driver pull over and kicked me out of the car. And I was slightly miffed when she waved my phone at me as she pulled away. It looked like I would have to see her again to get it back. I wasn�t quite sure who�d won that round.
 ◊◊◊
 Tony and Nancy had a condo that overlooked Riverside Park, close to Columbia University where they both went to school. Theirs was the penthouse unit with a private rooftop area. The building itself was vintage early 1900s with marble floors and fantastic plasterwork with intricate designs on the high ceilings. The elevator was so small as to be almost claustrophobic. It made me a little nervous when it lurched as it began to go up.
 As dated as the building was, their condo was exactly the opposite. It had obviously been gutted and completely redone. I wished Cindy was with me to get decorating ideas. Tony�s people had made their place gorgeous.
 Tony�s place was huge by New York standards. It was a five-bedroom and five-and-a-half-bath unit. Nancy introduced me to Maria, their housekeeper, childcare provider, and cook who lived in � get this � the servant�s quarters. I realized I didn�t have room to talk, but it just sounded ostentatious. I would have to start referring to the apartments over the garage at my Malibu house as the �servants� quarters.� Then again, my grandmother would just love that description when she moved into one of them�not! I might have to rethink that idea.
 I hadn�t realized that Kendra lived with Tony and Nancy. Pia also had a room she used part-time. The girls sent me to the kitchen where I found Tony watching Maria make dinner.
 �Pia told me you were cooking,� I said by way of greeting.
 �When Maria heard you were coming, she ordered me to sit and watch. I�m allowed to poison my family, but not important guests,� he explained and offered me a glass of red wine.
 �You need any help?� I asked Maria.
 She looked doubtful.
 �Believe it or not, I actually know my way around a kitchen,� I assured her. �I cook for my family and own a couple of restaurants.�
 �I thought we would have bruschetta for an appetizer. Why don�t you see what you can do with that?�
 �Wow. I�ve never seen Maria let anyone just walk in and cook in her kitchen,� Tony said.
 �Why don�t you make yourself useful and cut me slices of Italian bread?� I asked Tony.
 I had a good time with Tony and Maria as we made dinner. Tony was floored when I got her sauce recipe. He made it sound like it was some sort of state secret that I�d talked her out of. When she figured out I knew what I was doing in the kitchen, she let me and Tony finish dinner. While we did that, she drank wine and told us stories about Tony growing up.
 She�d worked for his grandfather for years before agreeing to take over Tony�s household. It was clear she cared for him like a surrogate son.
 ◊◊◊
 When we had almost finished making dinner, Tony�s son came to find his dad. The little guy was also named Tony, and they�d decided to call him Junior.
 �Aunt Kendra said Mister David�s princess is here. Why she call Miss Erika a princess?� he asked.
 I was impressed by how polite Junior was. I guessed him to be probably the same age as Kyle and Mac.
 �She�s from an ancient kingdom,� Tony told his son as he scooped him up.
 �Like the stories you tell me?�
 �Just like those.�
 �Aunt Pia said she hungry.�
 �Go tell Aunt Pia dinner is ready. Ask her to help you wash your hands,� Tony said as he put his son down to go announce the food was ready.
 I smiled when he scampered out to tell everyone it was time to eat.
 �He�s already a handful. He�s also too smart for his own good. Nancy must have had a talk with Junior for him to be on his best behavior,� Tony said.
 �I thought he was awfully polite.�
 �You have no idea.�
 �My brother has two his age, so I have a pretty good idea. You�re just lucky you don�t have a daughter. It seems they somehow know before they�re born how to get Daddy wrapped around their little fingers. My niece thinks her Uncle David should buy her a horse.�
 �I can�t believe you didn�t,� Tony admitted.
 �If it weren�t for my mom, I would have. I�m scared of what my daughter will do to me.�
 Tony looked at me with a helpless expression. Yeah, I was done for.
 ◊◊◊
 The dinner was excellent. For starters, we had a soup called �Pappa al Pomodoro� and my bruschetta. The soup had a tomato base with bread added to make it thick. For the main course, we had fish and pasta. Pan-seared branzino had been covered in cherry tomatoes, capers, and olives in a butter and wine sauce. For dessert, we had Italian cookies and gelato.
 After dinner, Erika asked me to join her on the roof so we could talk.
 �It�s official. I�m no longer engaged. He had the gall to blame me for calling off the wedding,� Erika said as we looked out over the park.
 �Was your brother upset?� I asked.
 �No. He�s decided that since he has an heir, I can find someone I love. He apologized for arranging for me to marry that ass.�
 �So, what�s the plan now?�
 �Get my degree and go home, I guess,� she said and then gave me a sideways look. �I am sorry I didn�t tell you about my engagement. I honestly didn�t think you would care. Most guys don�t.�
 �I�m not so sure about that. I think most guys would rather not mess things up for a couple if they had a choice,� I said.
 �And I didn�t give you a choice,� Erika read into what I said.
 �If I�d known �� I left hanging. �In the end, what happened, happened. If I�d been the actual cause of your breakup, I would probably be upset. We both know Harry didn�t take your engagement seriously, and you didn�t do anything until you knew it was over. I�m okay with how everything turned out.�
 She came to me and gave me a kiss.
 �You�re a good man, David. I hope we can remain friends,� Erika said.
 �You can never have too many friends,� I admitted.
 �Pia said you plan to add her to your group of friends.�
 Erika seemed disappointed when I didn�t react to that revelation. What women told each other no longer shocked me.
 �I hope you gave her a glowing report on my skills.�
 �Kendra had that covered,� Erika shot back.
 I bet she did. I debated whether to go find Pia or not. In the end, I decided not. I didn�t need another clutch of women comparing notes. Besides, Pia scared me a little. If our relationship went south, she had resources that could make me disappear.
 We walked downstairs, and I told everyone I had to get going.
 �I�ll walk you out,� Pia said.
 Once we reached the hall and had our privacy, she stopped me.
 �I just wanted to tell you that Umberto and his family are safe. He asked me to pass on how thankful he is and not to worry if you don�t hear from either Alex or Nat for a while,� Pia shared.
 �Good. Thank you for helping them.�
 �Before you go, can I ask one small favor?�
 �Sure. I said I would do whatever you needed,� I assured her.
 �Can I get a goodbye kiss?� she asked.
 I intended to give her a quick kiss, but soon found her hand on my butt and tongue in my mouth. No regrets, right? We made out until we were both breathing hard. Finally, the big brain was able to retake control of the body.
 �I really should go,� I said.
 Pia blinked a few times and then sighed.
 �Just remember that now you owe me a favor,� I teased. �At some point, we�ll have to continue our �talk.��
 �I think I like your kind of favors,� Pia replied as she gave me back my phone.
 I got on the elevator and sent Paul a text. He�d been across the street at a coffee shop. He took me back to Adrienne and Tyler�s. They were both out, so I decided to hit the rack. My sleep cycle had been off last night, so I was more than ready to get some sleep.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 15 � Heavy Meddle  Sunday April 2 
 After more than a week on the road, I looked forward to going home. We had a ten o�clock flight that would get us to Chicago by eleven-thirty, so I would get home by one or two. With that in mind, I was up early, and Adrienne found me in the kitchen making a bagel.
 �You about out of here?�
 �Yeah. I appreciate you letting me crash at your place again.�
 �Before you leave, I wanted to thank you for working with Jill yesterday. I also want to talk to you about renting your condo in Tribeca,� Adrienne said.
 �My mom handles all of that for me. I�ll have her call you,� I said to get that off my plate.
 �Cindy dropped off some concepts for floor plans. Do I talk to her about the changes I want?� Adrienne asked.
 �Nope, talk to my mom. She would kill me if I cut her out of remodeling something. Plus, Cindy isn�t an architect or contractor. Mom will call someone to make sure it gets done right,� I assured Adrienne.
 �Okay, I�ll do that. Oh, and did you want to see the Prom dresses?� Adrienne asked to remind me of the stupid promise I�d made.
 I guess my expression must have been priceless because Adrienne laughed.
 �At least let me show you the ones they picked out. That way, you can say you did what they asked,� Adrienne suggested.
 Cassidy�s dress had no back, and I suspected it would show butt crack if she moved wrong. Then I flipped to Brook�s, and it had a slit up the front from the bottom that would come all the way to her navel. I tried to imagine in what universe she would get away with showing up to prom dressed like that. I looked sardonically at Adrienne.
 �Show me the ones they really liked, not the dresses meant to wind me up.�
 �Tyler owes me a buck. She bet you wouldn�t even look at them,� Adrienne said as she revealed to me the �real� dresses.
 I liked all of them except Brook�s. It didn�t really suit her body type. The dress was designed for a bigger girl and would do nothing to show off Brook�s slim figure, in my opinion.
 �What were Brook�s other choices?� I asked.
 Adrienne showed me. One was a short formal dress that looked perfect for someone Brook�s age to wear to prom. It was off the shoulder with a sweetheart bodice. The top was covered with navy lace appliqu�s, while the skirt was made with navy tulle over a contrasting powder-blue lining. Her other choices were longer dresses that were narrow at the bottom. It would be hard to walk, let alone dance in them. The short dress looked much more fun to wear.
 �I like this one,� I told Adrienne.
 She checked it out.
 �Of her choices, I agree,� Adrienne said, making me smile. The way she said it told me Adrienne wouldn�t have picked any of Brook�s choices. �I�ll send it to her to get her confirmation and then place the order.�
 �Hang on. They chose the other dresses to get a reaction out of me. Tell them I thought they looked fine and already paid for them,� I said as I rubbed my hands together.
 �Fine, I�ll help you get your revenge. They�ll be both happy and relieved when the dresses arrive. Remember, I need pics,� Adrienne reminded me.
 �How could I forget?� I asked, reminding her this wasn�t my first rodeo getting discounts on designer clothes.
 The girls would have to sign releases so the pictures could be released on social media. I was confident Adrienne would work all that out.
 �Thanks, Adrienne,� I said.
 �Before you go, I wanted to have a word on a more serious matter,� Adrienne said.
 I gestured for her to continue.
 �Would you be open to doing a few short shoots while you�re filming your movies?�
 �I doubt I�ll have time, but if you needed me for something, I would see what I could do. I�d prefer you not be actively looking for jobs for me until I get a better handle on how much free time I�ll have,� I said.
 �Can you model once you go to college?�
 �That�s an excellent question. I�ve been fighting the NCAA about that, and we�ve reached a compromise. They�ll allow me to fulfill my obligations to my current movies or anything else I am under contract for before I step on campus. In return, I can play both baseball and football.
 �It�s actually turning into a big mess for the NCAA. States are beginning to introduce legislation that will allow athletes to keep their image rights and make money from that.
 �In my case, I already make a living modeling and acting and was able to show those activities had nothing to do with football or baseball. Because of that, they�re granting me an exemption,� I explained.
 �Would you possibly be interested in being a sales rep for me?� she asked, taking me by surprise.
 �I�m not really looking for a nine-to-five job while I�m going to school.�
 �I�m not asking you to. We can set up a deal similar to the one we currently have in place where you get a portion of the revenue generated from your contacts. I was hoping you might go to a few events like the fashion show you went to with me where you got us in the door, so to speak.
 �I was talking to Tyler the other day, and she made the offhand comment that our business was ahead of what she�d anticipated. She showed me the client list and your name as the initial contact was next to more than we�d expected. That got me to thinking that if you were open to it, we could both make some money,� Adrienne said.
 �I�m not sure how much business I would help generate in Norman, Oklahoma. I don�t think they have many businesses that would need high-end models.�
 �What if we had you come to New York or LA for a fashion event, and you and I worked to generate business?�
 �My family is moving to Malibu. I could combine the trip with spending time with them,� I offered.
 �That might work. I realize it�s not something we can set up yet, but I wanted to plant the seed. I can see you someday involved in marketing or sales. If I could afford you, I would hire you today to be a sales rep for me. You�ve already proven you can be a rainmaker,� Adrienne said.
 �I�m not sure I deserve that title just yet.�
 �David, I�m serious. Do you have any idea of how hard it is to find someone like you? Someone who isn�t afraid to go up to a complete stranger and ask them if they need a product or service?�
 �I�m sure there are a lot.�
 �You�re probably right, but there aren�t that many who do it as smoothly as you do. Your dad did you a great service when he taught you how to work a room. Most people aren�t productive while doing it. I know many social butterflies, but they couldn�t get their foot in the door if their life depended on it,� Adrienne pointed out.
 �I guess.�
 �Please, just think about it. All I�m trying to say is if I can�t get you to model for me, I still want to do business with you.
 �I�d like that. My life is going to be crazy for a while, so I don�t know when I�ll see you next, but let�s stay in touch,� I said.
 �I plan on it.�
 On my ride to the airport, I replayed our conversation in my head. It made me wonder if I might combine a solid business education with an emphasis on sales and marketing. It would fall into the wheelhouse of my strengths of leadership and people skills.
 ◊◊◊
 On the flight home, I had Cindy sit next to me in first class. The rest of my crew all got to sit in �the cheap seats,� as the saying goes. I wanted to talk to her about why she was on the trip: the design of my condos.
 �I agreed to sell the condo in Monte Carlo, so I guess your work is done there,� I started out.
 �But you�re getting two new condos out of the deal. I can help you with the design of the new units,� Cindy offered. �Have you decided if you will combine the two or not?�
 �Talk to my mom about that. Before I make any decision, I�ll have my people figure out if it�s better financially to sell them individually or combine the units for sale. And I�ll want the same information for renting, too. I need to view this as a business deal rather than a personal one.
 �No matter how much I may wish otherwise, I can�t see when I would be able to get back for a vacation in the next several years. I have a hard time justifying tying that kind of money up for something I�ll not use. Besides, I can just stay at a hotel like everyone else for a visit,� I explained.
 �What about the one in Greece?� Cindy asked and then added her opinion. �When I was out, a lot of people told me that other parts of Greece were much cheaper and just as nice.�
 �I heard that, too,� I agreed. �I�m leaning towards selling that one.�
 �That leaves New York.�
 �I�m going to rent it to Adrienne to use for her younger models. It makes sense to have a house mom to watch over them. She said you have some ideas?� I asked to prompt Cindy to show me.
 She got up, grabbed her carry-on bag from the upper storage, and pulled out a sketch pad. In the back half of the unit, she�d added a second floor where four bedrooms would be. These would be used by the models.
 Downstairs, there was a master bedroom for the house mom, as well as a kitchen, a dining area, and a small office. The twenty-foot-high front half of the unit, with its large, loft-type windows, was kept as an open living area. It looked perfect for New York.
 We talked about our trip and how much fun Cindy and the rest of my travel-mates had had.
 �I wondered why you didn�t spend more time with us,� Cindy said.
 �Did Ashley or Scarlet say something?� I asked.
 �They told us yesterday. That�s messed up.�
 �What is?� I asked.
 �That Scarlet was worried about you seeing her with Paul. Poor Kevin thought this trip was going to be one orgy after another with you leading the charge. He seemed to think it would be more like what he and his football team get up to. I kept trying to tell him that you really weren�t focused on sex all the time.�
 I did want to dig deeper into why I was excluded for almost the entire trip. In particular, the stated concern about me seeing Scarlet with Paul didn�t hold water, if you asked me.
 The reality was that at this point, what was done was done. In the end, it had turned out for the best. The trip had opened my eyes to how Scarlet and Ashley really saw me, which was as a kid. In the future, I would rather hang out with my friends and family.
 Instead of pouting about being left out, I�d been confident enough to strike out on my own. I would be very willing to bet I�d had more fun on my own adventures than they�d had spending the majority of their time in clubs or recovering from them. I�d be able to club all I wanted while in college. For me, swimming in a hot spring, playing tourist, cave diving for treasure, and the newer aquatic sports were more in line with what a vacation should be.
 New York had been a mixed bag. I�d enjoyed The House of Yes, if for no other reason than to see so many people feel free enough to fly their freak flag and have a good time. The downside was getting roped into doing a couple of gigs. Who wants to spend their vacation working?
 I�d also accomplished my main goal of dealing with the condos I�d acquired in my settlement. The only two I hadn�t been to yet were in LA at the USC campus and the Canadian ski resort. I would make time to go skiing, and Tracy and Pam were moving into the LA condo. So I didn�t have to make a trip to decide whether to keep them or not.
 Zander was supposed to be out of the LA one soon, so Cindy would have time to get the place ready for the upcoming school year for the girls. She�d also shown me the plans to make the Canadian condo into the perfect ski-lodge rental that I would occasionally use and easily offer as an Airbnb.
 �Tell me about the football team,� I said to circle back to the real reason I�d asked Cindy to sit with me.
 �What do you want to know?�
 �A couple of times, you�ve made some comments that have me � I don�t really know the best word for it. I guess I�m worried for you,� I admitted.
 Cindy looked confused.
 �What does that have to do with the football team?� Cindy asked.
 �If I�m reading too much into this, stop me,� I tried.
 �I�m lost. What are you trying to say?�
 I took a deep breath and thought about the best way to say it. After a moment, I decided to just say what was on my mind.
 �I suspect there�s a reason you didn�t want to go on spring break with Kevin and the football team. You just said that Kevin hoped this trip would be sex all the time, like with his teammates. I�m worried that with Kevin not having any � I don�t know what the right term is �� I stalled.
 Cindy put her hand on my arm and looked at me a little sadly.
 �Kevin discovered he liked to watch me have sex with other men the time we got together over Thanksgiving. At first, I was in total control of who I slept with,� she said and then stopped.
 �He pushed you for more?� I asked.
 �When I say it out loud, I realize how bad this sounds,� Cindy said, looking ashamed. Then she took a deep breath and looked me in the eye. �This is all on me. College is when you should experiment ��
 I�d told myself that just a few days ago.
 �When did things get out of control?� I asked.
 �When we started school after I got back from LA. Kevin and I went to a party, and I cut loose. It started as fun. Three of Kevin�s friends ��
 �I get the picture,� I assured her.
 �Then, there were more. Kevin invited his fellow linebackers to join in. At the time, I thought I was having fun. It was something new I could check off my sexual bucket list. But Kevin wanted me to do it again �� she said and then almost whispered the rest, �and I liked it.�
 �No one forced you or hurt you?� I asked.
 �No. No, nothing like that. It�s just that word got out.�
 The light bulb came on. A girl who did stuff like that was sure to get a reputation, even in college. I imagined myself judging Cindy if I didn�t really know her. That didn�t make it right, but it was what it was.
 �Can I stick my nose in where it�s not wanted?� I asked.
 �This is rich. My student wants to give me advice. Meddle away, David,� Cindy said with a half-smile to indicate she was okay with me saying what I was about to say.
 �I�m sure I would have a hard time listening to me if I were in your shoes, but I care enough to tell you some hard truths,� I said. �You know what I�m about to say comes from a place of love, don�t you?�
 �I can probably already guess what you�re going to say, so go ahead. I promise I won�t kill the messenger,� Cindy assured me.
 �First, all the role-playing, tying people up, multiple partners, well, I get � sort of. None of that is really something I�d want, but I�m not into telling people what they can and can�t do in the bedroom. That is, so long as no one gets hurt. Some of it is actually fun,� I conceded.
 �I hear a giant �but� in there.�
 �The but is that you seem to want to take the adventure a step further each time. I�m open to trying new stuff, but it looks to me like you might have gone too far out of your comfort zone.
 �You can see that even though we do these things behind closed doors, word always seems to get out. That�s something I�ve learned the hard way more than once. Hell, I was all over social media because I hooked up with a princess.
 �I�m also worried about how things are going between you and Kevin. He reminds me in one way of a big, goofy puppy. The problem is, he�s wired in a way that�s going to be disastrous in the long run.
 �Kevin has no limits, no boundaries, and he just doesn�t pay attention to the consequences of some of the stuff he gets into. Even worse for you, Kevin doesn�t in any way consider the effects on you of what he drags you into doing.
 �Kevin will be able to get away with that sort of thing for a few years, especially if he makes it to the NFL. But even then, he�s likely to get a significant suspension before his first contract runs out. You, on the other hand, don�t have that cushion, even in college.
 �You need to start thinking about your future. At some point, �college fun� impacts us later. I know for a fact that my HR department checks potential employees� social media accounts. I�ve read articles about people who�ve been shocked that they didn�t get jobs because of their social media past.
 �For my companies, I think of these people as representing me. If they do things that the general public will turn their noses up at, how will the public view me for hiring them to represent me?
 �So, my concern is threefold. The first is, I don�t want to see some �college fun� collide with the real world for you. The second is, I suggest you need to slow your roll. Don�t hear that as me saying to stop having fun; I�m just saying that sometimes regular sex is pretty dammed nice,� I said with a smile.
 �I agree,� Cindy conceded.
 �Finally, you need to dump Kevin.�
 �What? Why?�
 �He�s a great guy; don�t get me wrong about that. But he�s too much of an enabler. He is never going to regard anything as too much or going too far. You need someone who will tell you �no� every once in a while,� I explained.
 �You�re saying Kevin�s a doormat?� Cindy asked with a scowl.
 I shrugged.
 �I wouldn�t use that exact word. In fact, now that I think more about it, I believe Kevin�s more than an enabler; he�s an instigator. He doesn�t mean anything bad by it, I�m sure. But the fact is, he�s been steadily leading you into more and more troublesome situations.�
 �If you ever start a rock band, you should name it �Heavy Meddle.��
 �You know me. I don�t do many things by half measures.�
 The sidewise look she gave me told me she was trying to decide if she was mad at me or not. Before we could get into a fight, I put my earbuds in and left her alone to her thoughts.
 ◊◊◊
 Fritz met us at the airport to drive us home. I called shotgun and let everyone else ride in the back two rows. On the roof of the SUV, towards the rear, I spotted a box. When I got in, I asked Fritz about it.
 �When you called about the problems in Greece, I happened to be in town. I came because Darius has a new drone idea that we decided to implement.�
 �I knew he was going to play around with that over break, but I had no idea he was so far along,� I admitted.
 �He calls it �The Swarm,� Fritz shared with a smirk.
 I saw a theme starting. The drones we�d installed to watch the house were a �flock.� Now we had a �swarm.�
 I didn�t take the bait and just rolled my eyes at Fritz.
 �It�s actually worked out well. In the box on the roof of the car are two stacks of four small drones and one larger control drone he calls the �queen,� for a total of nine. The battery life on the smaller �worker� drones is shorter, so when the swarm launches, you only do four at a time with the controller. Then you swap them out when their power starts to drop,� Fritz explained.
 �Do they do the same sort of tasks his original drones do?� I asked.
 �Dare claims they do, but he bought some upgrades, so they should do even more. I guess the Russian programmers have been working on new features. I plan to be here this week to test them out. But don�t ask me for details; I had to promise Dare I wouldn�t reveal all his gadgets before he�s ready to show you,� Fritz said.
 It sounded like Dare had spent money, and he hadn�t shared that info with either Megan or me. He and I would have to have a talk about that when I saw him next. I would wait until I saw what he bought before I took his head off. There was always a chance it was something I would like.
 To be honest, I considered what Dare was doing as fun research. If he exceeded his budget a bit, I was fine with it. I just wanted to make sure he had some constraints in place, or he could spend money faster than Brook on Black Friday. Especially, just like Brook, if he thought he was getting a deal.
 On the ride, we caught up. Fritz was based in California and said that my Malibu house was starting to come together. I�d been told my parents would move after I graduated, with everyone else joining them this summer. Greg was going to live in our house. Our cook/housekeeper, Melanie, had agreed to move into my apartment to help my brother with his kids.
 He made no mention of Angie, so I let that go. I would ask my dad about it when I got home.
 It seemed that my parents had firmed up their plans in the week I was gone. Fritz was called in to help coordinate security at the new place. The idea was to remove a lot of the video surveillance and the drones from our current house when Greg moved in and transplant it to Malibu. If I were Greg, I would want the reduced security. Some security made sense, but he didn�t need the level I seemed to require.
 It also sounded like I should start packing up my stuff for the move if Melanie was moving into my space. I would have to figure out what I wanted to take with me while I shot my films and what would go to the new house. Undoubtedly, some of my stuff would have to go into storage.
 I had furniture at both grandmothers� houses, including the walnut bedroom set, as well as the stuff in my apartment. On top of all that, I also had all my awards and trophies, most of which I�d not had the chance to even unpack, let alone display. The big one was my Academy Award.
 It was depressing to realize that when school ended, I really would be leaving home and not coming back. I hoped that someday I would, though. I occasionally dreamed about living on the bluff overlooking the river on my farm. That would be a great place to raise my children.
 ◊◊◊
 When we got home, I ran into the house and found my mom and dad in the living room, watching the rug-rats.
 �Daddy�s home!� I announced.
 All the little ones looked up and cried out in happiness. I got down on the floor so I was at their level and was swarmed. Scarlet and Ashley followed me into the room shortly after that and were promptly ignored. Before they felt slighted, my mom headed them off.
 �They need their Daddy time. Let him wear them out for you. When you get back to your place with them, they�ll forget all about him,� she predicted and took the two moms into the kitchen.
 It was overwhelming to listen to five little ones try to tell me about their week. I was shown booboos, which had to be kissed, and was told incomprehensible stories�one-year-olds don�t have the best vocabulary. Of course, I provided love and attention to all five.
 At one point, I looked around, only to find my dad and even my trusty hound had abandoned me. Watching five one-year-olds was similar to keeping track of all of Precious�s kittens, but I was up to the task. The one advantage I had with the little ones over herding kittens was that my charges wanted their dad�s attention.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 16 � Take Her � Please  Monday April 3 
 When I came back from my morning run, I found my parents and Cassidy in the kitchen. Cassidy was getting a cooking lesson from my dad.
 �You add olive oil to your butter for flavor. There�s a myth that adding the olive oil will raise the smoke point of butter. The truth is, they burn at similar temperatures,� Dad shared.
 �Cassidy got some good news last week,� I said to interrupt.
 �What�s that?� Dad asked her.
 Cassidy gave me a look that promised a lot, none of it good. I might want to wait until Manaia arrived before doing this. He might be able to at least slow her down if she decided my life would end today. I gave her a cocky look and smiled. Yes, I was asking for it.
 �She got a scholarship offer from USC. A full ride,� I shared.
 �Really? That�s great news,� Mom said and turned to me. �It�s too bad my son wasn�t smart enough to pick them.� Then she turned back to Cassidy. �Your dad must be beside himself with joy.�
 Cassidy mumbled something.
 �What was that?� Mom asked.
 �She hasn�t told him,� I interjected. �She thinks it would be a good idea to have him pay her tuition and go to Oklahoma. Maybe someone should explain how expensive college is for parents when they have two children in school. At least Greg has in-state tuition.�
 �Is that true?� Mom asked.
 Cassidy�s eyebrow twitched. That was all I had to see to decide I wanted to walk to school. I bolted out the back door and almost ran over Manaia.
 �I�m taking you to breakfast,� I said as I ran for the car.
 Cassidy wasn�t fast enough to catch me.
 �Cassidy Hope! You get back in here right now,� Mom said.
 �I can�t believe you told your mom on me,� Cassidy yelled before trudging back into the house with my parents.
 �What�s that all about?� Manaia asked as we pulled out of the drive.
 �Cassidy was about to make a bad decision. My mom is straightening her out,� I said.
 �You told on her?� Manaia asked.
 That made me feel bad for a moment, but I knew if the shoe were on the other foot, Cassidy would have done the same. I sent Brook a text to tell her the USC matter had been handled. She sent a smiley-face emoji back.
 ◊◊◊
 Before school, Dare spotted me and scampered off. He should have thought that through because we sat next to each other in math class. I wandered in to PE and found Wolf and Tim waiting for me.
 �That video had me in stitches. I hope the pretzel was worth it,� I said.
 Wolf took a swat at me but wasn�t serious.
 �You two can eat shit and die. I bought that pretzel myself.�
 Tim shook his head behind Wolf, which made me laugh.
 �Get it out of your systems. I�ll give you through class, and then if I hear about it again, I�ll kick both your butts,� Wolf threatened.
 �Because he was a guy, did he know how to do it better?� Tim asked.
 Let�s agree that I enjoyed lifting that day.
 Someone I didn�t see was Cassidy. When I asked Joey, she said Cassidy wouldn�t be in until later. She had to deal with a personal matter. Frick! Telling my mom must have escalated. I sent Brook a series of texts explaining my brilliant plan and how it might be backfiring. When I heard that Coach Hope had left as well, I knew I was a dead man walking.
 ◊◊◊
 �Darius,� I said as I sat down next to the little shit in our calculus class.
 �Fritz said I made them better.�
 I raised both my eyebrows in response. Luckily for Darius, class started before I had a chance to grill him. He slid me a note that said he would show me after school.
 �Dare! I didn�t just see you pass a note, did I?� Ms. Lowden asked.
 �Yes, you did,� I said as I held it up for her. �I�ve told Dare he can�t do stuff like that.�
 She took the note from me and read it out loud.
 �I�ll show you after school. What does that mean?�
 �His girlfriend gave him a hickey. Since I�ve had one or two of them in the past, he wants my advice on how to cover it up so he doesn�t get teased,� I shared.
 By going from pale for fear of getting in trouble to flaming red from embarrassment, the poor dumbass looked guilty as hell.
 �I promise to tell you everything in the future,� Dare whispered to me.
 �What did he say?� Ms. Lowden asked.
 I was sure Dare getting a hickey was big news for her, as it was for the rest of the class. They�d never thought of the little horndog in that way before.
 �You can�t be serious?� I asked in mock shock and turned to Ms. Lowden. �He said she gave it to him on his ��
 �I don�t want to know,� Ms. Lowden said, holding up her hand to stop me. �Just don�t be passing notes again.�
 She began her lesson. Dare looked at me, confused, so I gave him a thumbs-up. He didn�t realize it, but I�d gotten him out of detention. I�d also made him a rock star in the eyes of his fellow nerds. If Dare could get a hickey � you do the math.
 ◊◊◊
 As I was on my way to lunch, Brook called me.
 �You might want to hit your panic button. Cassidy will be looking for you at lunch.�
 �Is she going to USC?� I asked.
 �Yes, and telling your mom was genius. I would advise you never to do that again, but good job.�
 I spotted Cassidy at the end of the hall. She saw me at the same time and started walking toward me with a look that promised pain. The only mitigating factor was that Coach Hope was right behind her. I calculated how much damage she might do before her dad pulled her off me.
 When she got within striking distance, �I love you� popped out of my mouth as I dropped to my knees and gave her my left hand to snap off.
 �You � you � you �stupid boy,�� she said, twirled around, and ran to the bathroom.
 �That went better than I thought it would,� Coach Hope admitted.
 �I�ll go after her if she doesn�t come out in a few minutes,� I assured him.
 �Do I want to know how Brook got her the scholarship?� Coach Hope asked.
 �Other than Cassidy being an excellent rower? Probably not,� I admitted. �I take it you agreed with my mom that USC is her best option.�
 �It didn�t take much convincing. Cassidy knew USC was the better school. She said she promised you she would go where you did to help train you. I explained to Cassidy that she still could, it just wouldn�t be in person. She quit fighting it at that point and called and accepted the scholarship,� Coach Hope said.
 �I better go in,� I said.
 �I�ll watch the door,� Coach Hope assured me.
 Cassidy was waiting for me when I walked into the girls� bathroom. I�d worried she would be crying or some other girlie nonsense. Her standing there with her arms crossed caught me off guard.
 �You told your mom,� she repeated.
 That made me flinch. I sure hoped Cassidy didn�t feel the need to get even.
 �Brook made me do it,� I tried.
 �You told your mother.�
 �Yes, and that was sooo wrong. It will never happen again,� I assured Cassidy.
 �To make up for it, you should have to give me the Demon,� she decided.
 �Nice try. I promise to take you somewhere nice on Friday,� I said to remind her of my promise of our �not really a date� date.
 That made her stop and think.
 �Okay, but you owe me something good,� she decided.
 �Deal. Now can we go to lunch? I�m starving.�
 She nodded and led the way.
 ◊◊◊
 �We have to plan our Senior Skip Day,� Pam announced.
 My surfer-girl had a great idea.
 �What did they do last year?� Gina asked.
 �Six Flags,� I said.
 �That sounds lame. We should do something where we can do whatever we want, not somewhere you can get kicked out of. If we go to Six Flags, Wolf will probably get banned like he did at Walmart,� Tim added.
 �What the hell? Is this �pick on Wolf� day? First, it was the whole gay pretzel incident �� Wolf started.
 Tim and I high-fived each other because we�d kept our promise and quit teasing him after our hour of abuse in PE. This was a self-inflicted outing.
 �What�s that about?� Gina asked.
 �I have video,� Dare said as he pulled out his phone.
 �We haven�t even started on David. He broke up an engagement between royalty,� Wolf tried.
 This train was about to go off the tracks, so I decided to get the conversation back under control.
 �Why don�t we ask Tracy if we can throw a barbecue at her lake house?� I asked.
 �I like that idea,� Phil said.
 �You can�t go,� Jill told her � I wasn�t sure what � boyfriend?
 �Why not?� Phil asked.
 �You�re not a senior,� Dare answered.
 �Oh,� was Phil�s witty comeback.
 �I�ll talk to Tracy. Who�ll organize everything?� Pam asked.
 I decided they could all die, as far as I was concerned, when they turned and waited for me to take the lead. Then I remembered I had people who worked for me. I would call Lexi and let her figure it out. It would give her an excuse to not have to work for her psycho client, Chloe Larkin.
 �Because I owe Cassidy a favor, I�ll do it,� I said.
 �Hey,� Cassidy complained.
 �Did you tell them your big news?� I asked Cassidy and then turned to the table before she could stop me. I wanted to make sure she couldn�t back out of going to USC. �Cassidy got a scholarship to be on the USC rowing team.�
 �We�ll be roommates?� Pam asked excitedly.
 �The rowing team? What does she know about rowing?� Dare asked, raising the obvious question.
 �Want to tell me about the drones?� I fired back, and when he didn�t seem to want to follow up, I added, �Dare got a hickey.�
 Chaos ensued when everyone had questions about the multitude of different topics that had been presented and that we hadn�t gotten a chance to discuss yet. We didn�t have any actual dirt most days, but we hadn�t seen each other in a week.
 I had a twinge of guilt for my role in this when the voice of Chrissy, Dare�s significant other, pierced through the mayhem.
 �What hickey!?�
 Everyone stopped and looked at Dare.
 �David �� Dare started and then looked at me for help.
 �On my flight home, I was told I should start my own rock band and name it �Heavy Meddle.� It looks like my work here is done,� I said and saw that Gina had a satisfied smile.
 Usually, she considered it her job to stir the pot.
 As though I�d planned it, the bell rang. Sometimes it was better to be lucky than good.
 On the way out of the cafeteria, I explained to Chrissy that I�d made the whole story up to save Dare�s butt for passing notes in math class. Dare and I were both shocked when she offered to give him an actual hickey so he would have some cover. He suddenly decided my ill-conceived ruse was genius. Funny how his perspective changed.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, I was in one of the coaches� conference rooms with Moose, Coach Haskins, and my dad.
 �I told David that while he was on spring break, I would look into how to make him safe on the ball field. I made a lot of calls to a variety of people, and we came up with an assortment of ideas, many of which we discarded. We also uncovered another problem concerning umpires and officials.
 �It seems they�re being abused at an alarming rate. Remember the game where the parents attacked the umpire?� Dad asked.
 We all nodded.
 �This is becoming a thing, and what we witnessed wasn�t an isolated instance. Similar confrontations have happened all over the state,� Dad shared.
 �How has it become okay to do something like that?� Coach Haskins asked.
 �That�s a much bigger question, and I�m not sure how we fix it,� Dad said and then got us back on track. �I have a draft of a letter the state High School Athletic Association is sending to every school and official who works a sporting event, like umpires in baseball.�
 Dad handed out copies.
 The letter basically said safety at sporting events was something that would be taken seriously. Included was a litany of items, including protection of fans, players, and officials from any kind of abuse or physical harm. It specifically listed intentionally throwing at opposing players. This wasn�t the major leagues, this was high school ball, and they wouldn�t stand for it.
 The letter went on to say that each school district had to hold a meeting where all volunteers, hired officials, coaches, and athletic department personnel attended. Someone from the state police would be in attendance to explain the current laws on the books that applied. And further, that the state police would be available to be at games if the district decided it was warranted.
 The letter made it clear they were serious. They�d gotten the governor, the director of the state police, the attorney general, and the High School Athletic Association director to all sign it.
 �That is the warning, but it doesn�t help if someone decides to throw at David anyway,� Moose said.
 �I called Devin Range, and he has something for you,� Dad said as he grabbed a duffle bag out from under the table.
 He pulled out a new helmet and what looked like a bodysuit, similar to a wetsuit I would wear diving. The suit reminded me of a mouse pad in that it had a slightly rough outer layer but had some give to it.
 �Does this have the orange goo in it?� I asked.
 Devin had given me gloves with the stuff to try at the last photo shoot I did for them. You could punch a wall, and your hand would be protected.
 �He�s calling the orange goo �Liquid Armor� now. They�re working with another company that�s bidding on military contracts for the next generation of ballistic combat shirts and pants. The outer material is supposed to be reusable. I guess older technology would do what�s called �spidering,� making it one-time-only protection. Not that David is going to be shot, but it was something Devin was excited about,� Dad explained.
 �It looks like it�ll be hot,� Moose said.
 �Devin assured me its moisture-wicking properties give it a degree of breathability. The gear they�re designing for the military has to be usable in different environments, including the desert,� Dad said.
 �This is supposed to work better than the helmet?� I asked.
 �That had a design flaw,� Dad explained.
 �I�ve heard that before,� I said doubtfully.
 �So, we test it,� Moose suggested.
 �How would we do that?� Coach Haskins asked.
 �Get David suited up and have him stand in front of the pitching machine. We should start at full speed and work our way down,� Moose suggested.
 �I think you have that backward,� I said, knowing he was pulling my chain.
 �There�s something else you need to be aware of,� Dad said. �We had to buy this for David. Devin couldn�t give it to him without the NCAA getting interested. This is a prototype and not scalable for mass production yet. It wasn�t cheap.�
 Dad shared the number, and it took all of us aback. I thought my football helmet was expensive. This was five times that price.
 �I better be able to use this for football too, for that kind of money,� I said.
 �Devin said you should try it out. If it doesn�t work, he�ll take it back,� Dad assured me.
 �Have you decided whether you�ll play ball?� Coach Haskins asked me.
 �I can�t see why not,� I said to make the coaches happy. I then turned to my dad. �Thanks. I�m in awe of what you got done in a week.�
 �I wasn�t sure I would until one of Governor Higgins� aides told him about the issue officials had been having at games. With that information, he could justify taking action without singling you out. From there, he pulled in others who helped craft the response. The governor said it reminded him of when my dad had been involved. Instead of bickering back and forth, everyone saw a common goal and actually did something,� Dad shared.
 �Regardless, you got the ball rolling. Thanks, Dad,� I said and gave him a hug.
 �Go get dressed. We need to see if this gear works,� Moose said.
 ◊◊◊
 I put my new liquid-armor suit on under a pair of shorts and a t-shirt and walked out to the batting cage. Moose took great pleasure in firing off the first pitch. The ball caught me square in the chest. I felt the impact, but it didn�t hurt. It was like someone had shoved me.
 �Crank it up. If this works on the highest setting, we�re good,� I said.
 The next pitch, you could hear the air part as the ball knifed into my chest. This one stung, but nowhere near what it felt like when you caught a pitch on your bare skin, which I had experienced too many times. I doubted I�d even have a bruise.
 Another ball fired out, but I dodged this one.
 �My bad,� Moose said in the way of an apology.
 What was the saying? Paybacks are hell?
 I filed that one away and headed to the locker room to get dressed for practice.
 ◊◊◊
 After practice, Fritz picked me up with Dare in the car. We drove to the park to test out Dare�s new drones. On the ride there, Dare updated my phone so I could control the drones myself if needed. I could also watch video in split-screen for all of them or tap the video of one of them and watch just that particular drone.
 �The drones can work together or separately,� Dare explained.
 Once we got to the park, Dare gave them the command to check our surroundings. People were enjoying a walk, two boys were playing Frisbee, and a lady was walking her dog. It made for an excellent test to see how the drones would react. The swarm quickly created a map overlay as it tracked everyone in the immediate area. I was impressed when the software marked them all as �green� or safe.
 �So that means it�s safe to get out of the car?� I asked.
 Dare was so intent on the reading on his tablet that he ignored me. I got out, and Fritz joined me.
 �What�s the big improvement?� I asked Fritz.
 �Dare thought that since he named his new drones after swarming insects, they should have stingers.�
 �I hate to ask ��
 �His first idea was to mount .22 shells that would go off when a drone ran into their target. I had to explain to him that the odds were good it would seriously hurt someone or even kill them. He told me that was the point,� Fritz said.
 I rubbed my face at that one. I imagined myself having access to that in LA traffic. It would take road rage to a whole new level.
 Speaking of road rage, I�d come up with a brilliant plan to help police identify dangerous drivers. You handed out paintball guns to everyone. If a driver cut you off or was driving slow in the fast lane, you shot their car. If their car collected a certain number of markers, they got pulled over and taken to jail.
 Of course, my fantasy included the possibility that they would have their window down, and you would just shoot them in the head. With that in mind, I probably shouldn�t have .22 shells strapped to drones.
 �What was his second idea?� I asked.
 �To add a Taser. At first, I was leery, but just ramming them into someone is useless. The reduced mass of the smaller drones makes them feel like being hit with a paper airplane. This is much more effective. The one downside is that when you use it, the drone�s battery gets completely depleted. It�s a one-use system because after that, the drone is useless until it�s recharged.� Fritz said.
 �Does it work?� I asked.
 �Let�s see,� Fritz said.
 A split-second later, Dare flew a drone into the back of my neck. My muscles locked up, and I began to crash to the ground. Fritz caught me so my head didn�t bounce off the concrete in the parking lot.
 �@&^#(@~!�
 I screamed like a little girl who�d watched her daddy fix the car and then had a complete meltdown when she found out she wasn�t getting a pony for her birthday.
 I have to say that getting tased was no joke. It felt like I�d been electrocuted. 50,000 volts had just rushed through my system. Tasers interrupted the natural electrical impulses the body needed to function, which was insane. The best way to describe it was like when you got a cramp, and it hurt so much you wanted to cry. Imagine the worst one you�ve ever had and have it spread to every muscle in your whole body. You suddenly were having a bad, bad day.
 Dare bounced out of the car and looked down at me.
 �Now who has a hickey?� he asked.
 He was lucky the effects took a moment to wear off because it gave me enough time to find the humor in it. This was a big step for Dare. When I first met him, he would never have had the balls to do something like that.
 As for the drone�s Taser, I noted that it put someone down, but not for too long of a time. It would give you a chance to either cuff them or run away. I wouldn�t stand around and gloat like my socially challenged friend had just done.
 When my muscles unlocked, I bounced up, and Dare flinched when I grabbed him and pulled him into a hug.
 �This is genius. Let�s go to Phil�s house. I want my turn to try it out,� I suggested. �Next, we can swing by Tim�s and then Wolf�s.�
 �If Dare needs more test data, we can always get Manaia and Paul to �volunteer� like you did,� Fritz said.
 I bet if asked, we could come up with a list a mile long. Strangely, Dare was the voice of reason.
 �Won�t we get into trouble? Are we allowed to tase just anyone?�
 �You tased me,� I complained.
 �Fritz said you don�t count. Plus, Brook asked me to send her the video of the test,� Dare reasoned.
 �Well, if Fritz and Brook said it was okay �� I trailed off.
 Fritz caught my tone and decided that today�s testing had been a success, and we were done.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday April 7 
 We�d played two baseball games this week, and I hadn�t been thrown at once. In eight at-bats, I�d been intentionally walked five times. I turned those walks into three more steals and scored four times when the guys behind me were able to get hits. The three times I actually got to hit, I struck out once, hit a home run, and hit a double. We won both games handily.
 On the home front, Coby had gotten into trouble at daycare. An older kid had pushed Carol down, and my son took offense. The little girl who�d started it all had a shiner when Peggy arrived to pick them up.
 Peggy said she had acted appropriately contrite when the girl�s mother told Peggy that her little princess might be disfigured. On the way home, she�d praised Coby for protecting his sibling.
 I wasn�t sure what I thought of my son getting into a fight at the age of one. The lady in charge said Coby had gotten in a lucky shot, and the fight was over as soon as it started. She noted that Coby had never been overly aggressive before, so she wasn�t worried about him. I think my son thought it was his job to push Carol down and she, him. Those two seemed to go at each other more than the rest combined.
 As I predicted, Dare became a rock star to the nerd crowd when he proudly showed off the hickey Chrissy gave him. He was no longer mad at me for telling that tale to get him out of detention for passing me a note in math class.
 Fritz was leaving today. He�d tested out the new drones and trained Paul, Cassidy, and Manaia on their use. He�d ordered four more sets, or �swarms,� for clients back in LA. None of my security team had allowed me to �practice� with the new drones. I suspected they all figured out I wanted to tase someone.
 Something else I�d done was to have a private word with my younger brother, Phil. I shared with him what Jill had told me in New York. He didn�t take it very well. No guy wants to hear they are useless in bed. I got him to agree to talk to Greg.
 Dare getting a hickey was what finally convinced him. Greg had taken on Dare as his Padawan in the seductive arts. Even Phil had to admit that Dare getting a hickey was more than any of us had ever imagined possible.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way to lunch, my phone rang. People knew that was the best time to get ahold of me because you couldn�t have your phone on during class.
 �Hello, stranger,� I answered.
 �I�m coming home for the weekend and want to spend some time with you,� Tami said.
 �Tonight, I have a non-date date with Cassidy. Tomorrow, I have a baseball game. After that, I�ve been told I have to go to Tracy Dole�s lake house to help her clean it. We�re going to have our senior skip day there,� I said to lay out my schedule for the weekend.
 �Do you think she would mind if we crashed your skip day? I would guess there are a few people from school here who would like to see you.�
 �I don�t see why not. As long as you don�t invite Alan or Mike,� I quickly added.
 �What�s a �non-date date�?�
 �Cassidy finds herself single, and her dad won�t let her go out with me. She complained that she didn�t want to stay home, so I suggested she be my security while I went out for dinner. Sort of a loophole to appease her dad,� I explained.
 �If it�s not a date, maybe you should take me, and Cassidy can watch us,� Tami suggested.
 I barked out a laugh.
 �I�ll let you suggest that one to her. If it works out, let me know. Cassidy says I�m supposed to take her somewhere nice.�
 �I wanted to go to Monical�s,� Tami shared.
 I hadn�t been there in a long time. That didn�t sound all that bad to me.
 �Cassidy has her mind made up. I sort of told on her, and she didn�t take it very well. I�m still walking on eggshells right now.�
 �Your mom told me. I�ll let you have your big non-date date tonight, but I get you tomorrow. Consider it like when we were glued at the hip 24/7 a couple of summers ago,� Tami said.
 We�d gone through a rough patch when I�d imagined we were more than we were. Tami would always be important to me, but I�d figured out she wasn�t the main person in my life anymore. We�d grown up as best friends, and I�d simply assumed that would always be the case. Now several weeks passed between us talking to each other.
 Reflecting on our relationship made me realize that when I graduated, it would be the same with most of my current friends. People I saw every day would be off living their own lives, just as I would. My grand plan for all my friends to go to college with me at the same school had fallen apart. I was down to just Tim and Wolf going to Oklahoma with me.
 It was sad to think we would walk away and not see each other until a class reunion in ten or more years.
 Then again, it was exciting. I had the bonus of filming all over the world after I left high school. I viewed it as a grand adventure. Chubby Feldman had sent me the tentative shoot locations. They included London, Barcelona, Hong Kong, and northern India, which was supposed to be gorgeous. Then, for my Star Academy films, we�d be going to New Zealand and Australia.
 In a way, it resembled what some folks called a �gap year,� a chance to get away from school, have fun, and explore. And to figure out what you wanted to be when you grew up. After that, I would come back and start college.
 �I�m not sure how much fun cleaning a house will be,� I warned Tami.
 �Is it supposed to be just you and Tracy?� Tami asked.
 That made me stop and think. Did Tracy want to spend time alone with me? She had been complaining I never saw her. To be honest, this was a prime example. Tracy was probably my best friend, and I had gotten busy and not spent time with her.
 In any case, I was sure Tracy wouldn�t begrudge Tami if she horned in on our time together.
 �Maybe, but Tracy would love to have you there. She hasn�t seen you in a while, either.�
 �Then I�ll spend time with my mom tonight and be at your place first thing in the morning,� Tami said.
 I looked forward to it.
 ◊◊◊
 Downtown, a small restaurant had opened called the Green Door Bistro. They advertised fine dry-aged steaks cut in-house. Cassidy and I both agreed we could go for a nice steak. It wasn�t a large place. They�d taken over an old barbershop and the shoe store next door and had room for about ten tables.
 I found it amusing that they�d paired white tablecloths with mason jars made into candles. I thought it was an excellent way to show a touch of whimsy that demonstrated they didn�t take themselves too seriously. Our server wore a lovely white buttoned-up blouse paired with a tasteful black skirt and cowboy boots. I started to think I might have found my new favorite place to eat.
 The menu expounded on how they locally sourced only the finest ingredients. It mimicked the spiel you would read on a snooty menu in Malibu. Their rib-eye steaks were hand-cut and aged to perfection and served with taters. They would get a glowing review from me just for that.
 The steak was every bit as good as the one I�d eaten in Houston. You could cut it with a butter knife. They also had fresh-baked sourdough rolls that were to die for. And the taters � they did a twice-baked variety that made all other potatoes seem like a crime.
 Then they served dessert. It simply came with the meal, and you didn�t get a choice. I took a minute to remember the best dessert I�d ever had. I literally closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair so my mind could flip through all the fantastic dishes I�d eaten. When Tracy and I had done the episodes of Dessert First, we�d come across a few. I�d also had some stellar choices on my travels.
 None of them compared to what they brought us at the Green Door Bistro. It wasn�t anything fancy, just a cranberry curd bar with a walnut shortbread crust. They�d sprinkled the top lightly with powdered sugar and garnished it with a candied lemon peel curled up in the center.
 The irony was that if I�d had a choice, I wouldn�t have ordered it. I�m generally not a big cranberry fan. I eat them once a year at Thanksgiving. When I thought of cranberries, I envisioned that jelly-like stuff you added to your plate simply because it was what you always do at that time of year. I discovered that I didn�t know how good they actually were.
 �Damn, David. If I�d known that going on a date with you meant food like this, I would have knocked Brook off a long time ago,� Cassidy said.
 She had a dreamy look as she savored another small bite of her dessert.
 �Am I forgiven for telling my mom on you?� I asked.
 �Don�t ruin this moment for me.�
 �You know you love me,� I teased. �Just say it. David is forgiven.�
 �This is nice and all, but you did tell on me,� Cassidy pondered.
 �What if I took you parking?� I suggested and waggled my eyebrows.
 �How�s that supposed to help me? It seems to me it would be a little one-sided.�
 I looked at her in mock horror.
 �You poor thing. You just haven�t been dating the right guys. Have you forgotten our Caribbean vacation? All the women I date always beg for more.�
 �Oh, dear God! Do you hear yourself?� Cassidy asked.
 Her dismissive attitude confused me. After all, I knew Cassidy wanted me. I was offering to make her dreams come true.
 �Young man, if she won�t go, I will,� an older lady sitting next to us with her husband offered.
 Cassidy and I broke out into laughter.
 �Take her � please,� her husband added.
 I took a closer look and smiled at the wife. Cassidy threw her napkin at me and signaled for the server to bring the check.
 Once we were in the car on the way home, Cassidy snuggled up next to me.
 �Thank you for tonight. I had a good time.�
 �So did I.�
 �And David?�
 �Yes.�
 �You�re forgiven.�
 Was there ever any doubt? Now, where should we go parking?
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 17 � Panic Button  Saturday April 8 
 My hound was funny sometimes. Usually, when I came back from my run, I�d let him into the house to get his morning loving from my parents. Duke must have missed me because today he decided he would rather go to my apartment. But then he was a bad dog because when I came out of my shower, I found him spread out on my bed.
 �What am I supposed to do with you?� I asked Duke.
 His tail thumped against the mattress in response. I got on the bed with him so I could rub his chest and ears.
 I heard my mom and Tami come out of the house. Before my run, I�d opened my window because the forecast said it would get up to the mid-70s today, and I wanted to air the place out. I decided I would eavesdrop while I gave Duke the attention he craved.
 �I saw your mom at the grocery store the other day. She said you have offers from Johns Hopkins, Northwestern, and Stanford. Have you decided where you�re going?� Mom asked.
 �The ride to Stanford includes medical school so long as I keep my grades up and pass my MCAT. They also offer shadowing and clinical experience as an undergrad, so I can figure out if being a doctor is what I want,� Tami said.
 �I thought that had always been your dream.�
 �It was.�
 �Was?� Mom asked.
 �Is,� Tami said, sounding confident. Then not so much when she added, �I don�t know.�
 They became quiet for a moment, and then Tami started to explain.
 �I�ve spent a lot of this past year reevaluating everything in my life. It was about this time four years ago that I began to lose David, when he ran off the rails and started taking drugs. And, well � you know the rest.�
 �What really happened with you two? I expected you guys would end up together,� Mom said.
 Tami made a strangled sound halfway between a laugh and cry.
 �I handled it all wrong. When we were growing up, I took over David�s life. We were together all the time, and I started to tell him what he should do. Now, looking back, with what I�ve learned, I realize I�d set up a codependent relationship that would�ve never lasted. David has shown he at no time needed me to be his problem solver. I�m ashamed to say, he�s actually much better at it than I ever was,� Tami said.
 �Do you regret not becoming his girlfriend after Jeff passed?� Mom asked.
 �That would have been the easy way out. I turned him down for me more than him. Over that summer, I began to see how he saw me through his eyes. We had some frank discussions that showed me things about myself I didn�t really like. They say that if someone accuses you of something, they are probably guilty of it themselves. I kept telling him that he needed to grow up. The simple fact is that I was the one who had to grow up. I still do,� Tami admitted.
 �I was always happy you were part of his group of friends because you were the one who kept him from going completely wild. From what I�m seeing, I�m afraid his youngest one, Coby, is going to follow in his father�s footsteps,� Mom said.
 I worried that my mom was right about Coby.
 �The look in his eyes when I told him �no� broke my heart. I cried myself to sleep for the next month. Then I got the bright idea to horn in on his recruiting trips. But on back-to-back trips, terrible things happened, and both times it involved me. First, Missy was almost raped, and then as much as I didn�t want to believe it, I honestly thought Alan had done the same to me.
 �What David walked in on told a story that even I had a hard time denying. The only behavior David won�t tolerate is betrayal. In my heart, I knew I hadn�t betrayed him, but all the evidence said otherwise. By the time we finally discovered that Brandon had orchestrated the whole scene, the damage had already been done. In David�s mind, we were never going to happen,� Tami said.
 �When he found out, he got physically ill,� Mom said. �At the time, I didn�t know what Megan had told him, but I saw him throw up in the parking lot. David worked at it until Brandon was arrested. I still can�t believe he didn�t tell me while he kept driving to get Brandon behind bars. He took the whole burden on himself to make things right for you. Those are not the actions of someone who doesn�t care.�
 �Logically, I agree, and I don�t doubt that he cares. But you know David. Emotionally, from his perspective, I�m still the monster who broke his heart. I spied on him, manipulated him, schemed against him; you name it. What he saw that day will always be in the back of his mind. He found a way to deal with knowing intellectually that I was with other guys, but to see it � that was when I lost him,� Tami said.
 She was right. Seeing Tami naked in bed with Alan had changed how I thought of her. It didn�t matter that I found out later that Brandon had raped her and then staged them together. Deep down, something had broken that day, and I doubted it could ever be fixed. I�d used that image in my head to help get over Tami.
 If you�d asked me up to that point if we would end up together, I had no doubt we would. We were soul mates, destined to come together in the end, like an epic romantic story.
 �I hate to say it, but you may be right. David and I have had words about it more than once. He finally convinced me that my dream for the two of you is never going to happen,� Mom said.
 �I�m sorry I put you in that position. It�s all on me,� Tami said.
 �Do you still love him?� Mom asked.
 �I do, but I can�t. I don�t deserve him. He needs someone like Brook, someone who treats him as an equal and complements his attributes. David is one of the few people I can honestly say is special. I don�t want to be the reason he doesn�t reach his full potential. If I step back, I can see now that the best thing he ever did for himself was to free himself of my influence,� Tami said.
 Someone was having a pity party.
 �Tami, I would agree if I didn�t know you like I do. You�re one of the few people who are not afraid to tell him hard truths. When the chips were down, you were always the one he would talk to. Combine that with how you feel about him, and you two would make a formidable couple. You�re being too hard on yourself, and I believe David would agree with me.
 �I agree that you have to resist your urge to be in control; that�s never going to happen again. David has grown since you two took a step back. Believe me, I�m secretly rooting for the two of you. But you have to figure out what you really want first and then talk to him. My bet is he�ll be more receptive than you think,� Mom assured her.
 I wasn�t at all surprised at Mom pushing for Tami and me to get together. She�d done an excellent job of suppressing those feelings, at least to me, but I knew she never really gave up on us. Even if I had.
 �Don�t get your hopes up just yet. The critical prerequisite is for me to figure out what I want. I still love David, but until I get my life together, I don�t want to risk potentially hurting him again. For now, the best we can be is friends. We�ve drifted apart over the last year, and I intend to make sure that doesn�t continue. If we�re ever going to have more, our relationship has to be built on friendship. At the very least, I want that. Someday, if I�m worthy, I can talk to him about possibly more,� Tami said.
 On the friendship front, I agreed with her. More? I still had serious doubts. The little voice in the back of my head was pleased she had finally admitted that her stalking and the like had been a problem.
 That was a big step for us. Not because I believed in some kind of fantasy ending in the future, but because it was necessary before we could become better friends. Maybe she would begin to talk to me instead of making an end run every time she wanted to know or tell me something. If she could do that, it might pave the way for more.
 I�d started to realize that high school would soon be coming to a close, and many friendships would come to an end unless I worked to make sure they didn�t. My time wasn�t infinite, so I had to decide who was worth the effort. Of my childhood friends, only Tami remained standing. Jeff had died, and Alan and I would never be civil again. Tami had been my best friend. That might not be true now, but I wasn�t ready to give up on her.
 �Come on, Duke. Let�s go say �hi� to our guest,� I urged him.
 He bounced off the bed, ready to face the day. If his tail was any indication of his emotions, I envied his happiness.
 ◊◊◊
 Duke announced my arrival. Mom rubbed his ears as Tami got up and hugged me.
 �I see you two decided to enjoy the weather,� I said.
 �Your mom and I needed to have a talk, and she was afraid your dad would spy on us,� Tami shared conspiratorially.
 �Dad would never!� I said in mock horror.
 Mom laughed at that. I knew she and Dad were a team as far as my brother and I were concerned. But I never did figure out how they convinced us to tell them everything while we were growing up, and yet we never discovered that they kept stuff from us.
 �Girls just need to have their talks,� Mom deflected.
 �I take it Dad�s making breakfast,� I said.
 �He�s making a frittata,� Mom said.
 �Let me guess: he kicked you out when you offered your opinion on how he should make it,� I said.
 �He wasn�t open to our input,� Tami agreed.
 �I�ll go check on him and make sure he isn�t burning it,� Mom said and got up.
 She thought she was so smooth. I gave my mom this round since I got to spend time with Tami, which made me happy.
 �Tell me about your spring break �� Tami began.
 We spent the time before breakfast catching up.
 ◊◊◊
 Time for some baseball. We were playing the farming community of Pontiac today. It was an older hamlet built around a town square. The high school had been built on the outskirts, and we saw farm fields down the road as we pulled onto the school grounds.
 Someone must have hated us. We somehow drew the bus that went to the grade school. It had a distinctive funk that would require them to power-wash the inside. I shudder to think what the sticky stuff on the seats might have been. Let�s just say it was nasty and leave it at that. When I disembarked from the great yellow wannabe garbage truck, Paul, Cassidy, and Tami were waiting for me.
 �They aren�t prepared for crowds,� Paul said, falling into security mode.
 Moose overheard him.
 �What do you mean?�
 �They have hardly any bleachers, and I�m worried about getting David from the locker room to the baseball field if it becomes a standing-room-only situation. He�ll have to navigate the crowd to get to the field,� Paul explained.
 �Relax. This isn�t a big city. No one�s going to attack me walking to and from the game,� I said to dismiss his concerns.
 �I�m just warning you that the layout isn�t ideal,� Paul said.
 I trusted that if we had to, we would just have the team surround me, and we would be able to handle almost anything. Johan, Brock, Bryan, Tim, Don, and Wolf were all big boys. No one was going to mess with them.
 We�d arrived about an hour and a half early. I had my ankles taped and then got dressed in my new Range Sports gear. The ensemble they�d sold me included socks with the Liquid Armor on the tops of my feet to protect against foul balls, as well as another set of gloves. When I put it all on, it looked like a unitard that dancers wore. I was set if I ever decided I was up for a little B&E action.
 When I put my uniform on over my new gear, it looked like I was wearing a long-sleeved shirt with gloves. The gloves had given me pause when I first tried them. When you throw a baseball or football, your sense of touch is critical. I found that although these gloves cost me some feeling, the grip made up for it. Over the week, I�d gotten comfortable wearing them.
 Once I finished dressing, I put my earbuds in and listened to rock music until it was time to go out for warm-ups.
 ◊◊◊
 Right before we stepped out of the locker room, Paul and Moose had a quick confab. Moose shook his head and glanced at me. He�d never had a player who attracted quite as much attention as I did. I expected Paul had told him the fans had come out in force.
 �Gather around,� Moose called out to get everyone�s attention.
 It didn�t take long for everyone to cluster around Moose.
 �Pontiac has circled this game on their calendar. They want to take you down today,� Moose said and then sighed when I wrinkled my nose at him.
 We�d heard this same speech all year, including during football season. Whenever our coaches started their pregame talk with that, it meant we were facing someone we expected to beat handily.
 �David has something to say,� Moose said to dump it my lap.
 �Dick,� I mumbled and then got up. �I�m not going to lie to you. On paper, we should beat Pontiac handily. We all know it, and I�m afraid that�ll be our downfall.�
 I looked at each of them and saw they recognized what I was talking about, so I continued.
 �The difference between a good team and a great one isn�t that much. A good team would go out there today and take care of business and might end up losing this game. A great team won�t let that happen. Once again, all eyes are on Lincoln High. We are one of only a handful of teams that have a legitimate shot at winning state this year. If I were Pontiac, I�d want to take us down.�
 �That�s not going to happen,� Tim said.
 I smiled.
 �No, it�s not. Let�s go out there and show them we�re a great team. While we�re at it, let�s put the other teams on notice that they have to go through the Bulldogs if they want to win state � And no one is getting past us. Let�s go warm up!� I said.
 We gathered our gear to begin the trek to the visitors dugout. Once we got to the back door of the school, we saw the crowd. Paul was right: Pontiac wasn�t prepared for the number of people who�d shown up today.
 As we looked out of the locker room, we saw the football field to the right and a softball field to our left. They played baseball behind the softball field, and a huge crowd stood between us and where we wanted to go. When they spotted us, a group of teenage girls let out a squeal like they�d just spotted their favorite rock band.
 �I need to retire,� Moose said and then turned to the team. �Okay, I want you to ��
 �I got this,� I said and walked out the door, intending to do like I�d done in St. Louis and greet my fans.
 The crowd surged forward. Paul grabbed me around the waist and pulled me back into the school. I started to worry someone would get hurt.
 �There�s no way you�re walking that gauntlet,� Paul said.
 �I agree,� I conceded.
 �Let me figure this out,� Moose said as he walked off to find someone from Pontiac for ideas.
 ◊◊◊
 We discovered that the middle school was next to the baseball field, so the team loaded onto the bus and drove there. They had a parking lot between the middle school and the ball field that put us at a manageable distance. The team surrounded me, and we pushed our way to the gate to get onto the field.
 It took a while to load, drive around, and unload, and the delay had eaten into our regular warm-up time. The local umpire crew wasn�t sympathetic to our plight and ordered us to do an abbreviated warm-up, and then we�d play.
 After the national anthem, we took the field to a chorus of boos. It felt weird to have fans against us. Even at our other away games, we had never before faced such a frosty reception.
 As I made my way to center field, I heard comments directed at me personally. I couldn�t believe that people would consider those sorts of observations appropriate at an event like this. It was well beyond the catcalls and jeers you might expect.
 When they announced the first batter for the Pontiac Indians, the crowd erupted. I could see my teammates all looking around. For the Indians, this was the game of the year. If we had any doubts about their desire to win, the crowd�s response demolished them.
 By the seventh inning, I was worried we might be only a good team. Pontiac had a pitcher who had a live arm, and he�d effectively shut our offense down. And it wasn�t just him; their team had made numerous hustling plays that saved him.
 In the top of the seventh, I was leading off. Moose pulled me aside before I walked out to the batter�s box.
 �I�m not usually one to ask for heroics, but we need your leadership to win this. It�s clear we�re not getting there the way we�re going. I want you to figure this kid out and do something to get us a run.�
 �I got this, Coach,� I assured him.
 So far today, I�d been less than stellar. I�d struck out; hit a sharp grounder that should have been a hit; and had a weak pop-up when I guessed wrong on a curveball that didn�t break as much as it should have. The rest of the team hadn�t fared much better. The game was currently tied 0�0. If it hadn�t been for Justin pitching an almost flawless game, we would have been losing for sure.
 I stepped up to the plate, and the crowd came alive again. Pontiac�s pitcher looked me in the eye to challenge me. I hid the little smile that wanted to touch my lips because he looked ridiculous, posturing like that. Did he seriously think he could intimidate me?
 I settled into the batter�s box and followed my usual routine. The umpire indicated he was ready, and the pitcher dug his toe into the dirt in front of the pitching rubber. He got the sign from his catcher and threw a fastball down and away for a ball. It was a smart pitch to throw because this was a big moment, and most batters would be looking to swing. He�d thrown exactly the type of ball that hitters might chase.
 The Pontiac pitcher gave me a devious smirk, as though he was setting me up for something. I quickly ran through the pitches I would throw to me in this situation. I predicted the next one would be high and inside to push me off the plate. Then he�d throw the following one over the outside corner for a strike.
 If I hadn�t puzzled it out, I might have taken the next pitch on the chin. I made a big production of diving out of the way and acting worried. The umpire warned the pitcher and both benches that he wouldn�t tolerate anyone being thrown at.
 I tentatively got into the batter�s box. When the pitcher got set, I called time.
 �Sorry,� I told the umpire loud enough for the pitcher to hear. �It�s just that a couple of weeks ago, I got clocked in the head.�
 I acted terrified, taking a deep breath and visibly steeling myself to finish my at-bat. This sent the crowd into a frenzy as they saw blood in the water. Here was their team�s chance to take down their most significant threat. The little shudder I gave might have been a bit much, but I was an Academy Award winner, and this was a big dramatic moment. You had to build the anticipation, right?
 I focused myself and dropped into the zone. The crowd noise fell away, and time seemed to slow down. At the release of the pitch, I knew I�d guessed right. I bent at the knees to get the bat head at the right height while I focused on not overswinging. The crack of the bat signaled that I�d hit the ball solidly.
 I didn�t showboat to relish the moment, just took off running hard to first. The ball dipped down and skipped off the ground. It looked like it would clear the fence for a ground-rule double. Instead, the ball caught the top rail and bounced back into the field of play. The outfielder had charged hard to make the play. When the ball rebounded off the fence, it flew over his head and began to roll toward the infield.
 We had been taught to back each other up. If I�d been playing center field, I would have been there to pick the ball up and throw it to the infield; the base runner would have only gotten a double. Instead, their center fielder was caught flat-footed, watching the play. The outfielder who�d had the ball bounce over his head almost broke his ankles, trying to change direction.
 By now, I had rounded second and spotted Coach Haskins at third. When I saw him windmill his arm, I bore down and timed my turn at third so my right foot touched the corner of the bag as I headed home. The catcher set himself up to block the basepath.
 Almost every time, the runner goes behind the catcher to tag home. The problem with that was the catcher�s natural movement was to catch the ball and let its momentum turn him in to tag the base runner. If I ran in front, he would have to catch the ball and then lunge forward to tag me.
 Runners usually ran behind the throw because if you blocked the ball with your body, it would be interference, and you�d be called out. You couldn�t change the course of the ball or hinder the defensive player.. That meant that if I ran in front, I couldn�t touch the ball or impede the catcher from making the play. Well, I could, but it couldn�t be obvious enough for the umpire to make the call.
 �Aaaahhh!� I yelled as I got close to the plate to make the catcher think I might run him over.
 That was another �no-no� in high school ball because someone could get hurt. Still, if this had been game seven of the World Series, I wouldn�t have hesitated.
 Just as I arrived at the catcher, the ball skipped in from the outfield. The umpire positioned himself perfectly to make the call. This would be one of those plays that guaranteed someone would be unhappy because it would be so close.
 When I moved in front of the catcher for my slide, everyone took a collective gasp. I reached my hand out and slapped the center of the plate at the same instant the catcher smacked my butt with the ball.
 �Safe!� the umpire yelled emphatically.
 That brought out the boo-birds. I thought I was safe, but I wouldn�t have begrudged the umpire if he called me out. Making a call like that, with how hostile the crowd was � yep, I might have wimped out if I had to make that one. He would need security to make it to his car after the game.
 �Bullshit!� the catcher yelled.
 �Son,� the umpire warned.
 I jumped up and grabbed the catcher before he got in the umpire�s face.
 �Let your coach handle this. You don�t need to get kicked out,� I warned him.
 His coach didn�t disappoint. He had an epic meltdown that had the crowd cheering. He did the whole scream in your face, get ejected, and then kick dirt on home plate routine. The only thing the coach missed was going to second base, pulling the bag out of the ground, and tossing it into center field. If I were their athletic director, their coach would have just earned himself a job for life.
 Moose made sure we didn�t celebrate too much when I reached the dugout.
 �This game isn�t over,� he predicted. �Focus on the next play. We can celebrate on the bus ride home.�
 Our next three batters went down in order. In the bottom half of the inning, Pontiac managed to get a runner to third, and their pitcher came up. In high school ball, the pitcher was most often the best player on the team.
 So, it wasn�t a surprise when he hit a sharp grounder to Ty at third. The ball all but ate him up, but Ty recovered and fired to first. It should have been the final out of the inning, but the pitcher legged it out and was safe, tying the game at one-all.
 At that point, Moose decided Justin was done and brought in Bert to get the last out. I was happy when, on the first pitch, the batter hit a weak comebacker that Bert fielded cleanly and tossed to Wolf at first to end the inning. This game was going into extra innings.
 In our half of the eighth, we advanced a runner to third, only to strand him there. Bert became shaky in the bottom half and loaded the bases with one out. I held my breath when their last batter made contact, but he hit into a double play to end the inning.
 In the top of the ninth, Johan pinch-hit for Bert. He shocked Pontiac when he bunted to get on base. Up next was Ty. Our leadoff hitter worked the count full and drew a walk when he held up on a close ball outside. Bryan Callahan hit a screaming one-hopper right at the second baseman. They doubled up Ty, who thought the ball would get through.
 We�d been taught to be aggressive on the base paths, so the guys all congratulated Ty when he came to the dugout. The play had allowed Johan to make it to third. With two outs and a runner at third, Wolf came up to bat. I was up next, so we knew he would get pitched to.
 On the first pitch, the ball got away from the pitcher and clipped Wolf on the forearm. You could tell it stung, but it was obviously an accident, so Wolf took his base without making too many comments.
 I was now up, and the crowd made their presence known again. I absolutely loved this. The game was in extra innings, there was a hostile crowd calling for us to go down, and we had runners at first and third.
 The catcher took one look at me and trotted out to have a word with his pitcher. Their little conference drew their assistant coach, who�d replaced the head coach, to the mound as well.
 �Think they�re deciding whether to walk me?� I asked the umpire.
 �That�s what I�d do,� he admitted.
 He finally strolled out to break up their strategy session.
 I was shocked when they decided to pitch to me. So much so that I missed the first pitch, which was a perfect fastball to hit. That made me mad at myself.
 �Focus,� I hissed.
 Both the umpire and catcher chuckled, which was the wrong thing to do. I stepped out of the box and let my anger fuel me. Taking a deep breath, I got back in the box, determined to win this game.
 I managed to foul off the following thirteen pitches. I had to give the pitcher credit for fooling me several times. But with my quick hands, I managed to get a piece of the ball to keep myself alive each time.
 The next three pitches weren�t even close, so I let them go to fill the count. It was do-or-die time. As soon as the pitcher threw the ball, I could tell he�d made a mistake. Either that, or he imagined he would fool me.
 It was a waist-high fastball right down the center of the plate. I jerked my bat through the zone and made solid contact. The ball rocketed to dead center field. I impressed myself when it cleared the scoreboard. That would have been a home run in any stadium.
 I felt bad for the pitcher because he�d played a hell of a game. His feeling of devastation showed on his face as I rounded the bases. Johan and Wolf greeted me at home. They both looked relieved that we�d taken a commanding 4�1 lead.
 Brock was up next. Their pitcher showed why he was their leader by striking Brock out.
 When Pontiac came up for their at-bat, someone played the Rocky theme. I sure hoped we weren�t about to witness a storybook comeback for the win. I could imagine the pitcher calling out to his girlfriend like Rocky had when he finished the first fight. In the first Rocky, he�d lost.
 Moose sent Phil out to pitch in the bottom of the ninth. Phil must have wanted there to be drama because he walked the first two batters. Then Pontiac�s pitcher came up to bat. Phil seemed to get his act together as he threw the first two pitches for strikes. On the next pitch, Phil tried to throw a third strike by him. When I heard the crack of the bat, I had already started backpedaling.
 �Fence!� Don Crown called out in warning.
 I reached out with my right hand to help give me some warning as I watched the ball rapidly come to me. When I touched the fence, I knew I�d run out of real estate. I timed my leap and used my right leg to push off the fence to get high enough to snag the ball, robbing their pitcher of his comeback moment.
 I came down throwing to Brock, who�d come out to be my cutoff man. He whirled and cut down the runner who�d tagged up at second and was on his way to third. We worked it precisely as Coach Haskins had drilled us to.
 That took the wind out of the crowd. Instead of the game being tied with no outs, we�d gotten a double play, and they were still down by three.
 Moose had seen enough of Phil and called me in to finish the game. I smoked three straight fastballs past the poor kid I faced, and we won.
 We had lined up to shake hands when Cassidy�s voice suddenly cut through the noise.
 �David!�
 She had her phone held up, and I saw flashing red. Someone had hit their panic button.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 18 � Killed by Death  Saturday April 8 
 Cassidy hurried towards the middle school parking lot while I ran to the fence and vaulted over it. Thankfully, the crowd parted like the Red Sea, so I didn�t have to slow down. Paul pulled up in the Ford Hennessey VelociRaptor SUV. Tami sat in the front seat, so Cassidy and I got into the back. As soon as the door closed, Paul took off.
 �Who is it?� I asked.
 �Tracy,� Paul said.
 �Bill Rogers showed up at her lake house with two men. She snuck out the back and is hiding in the woods,� Tami said to both terrify and calm me.
 At least he didn�t have her. A chill ran up my spine at the thought of what he would do to Tracy if he caught her.
 �Who�s Bill Rogers?� Paul asked.
 �When we were in middle school, he was the class bully and local drug dealer. He and David had a few run-ins before he was sent away to juvie. I thought he wouldn�t get out anytime soon,� Tami said.
 �That�s what I understood as well,� I agreed as we rapidly left town.
 �Did you call the police?� I asked.
 �Fritz is on it,� Paul said.
 We�d originally planned to go to Tracy�s lake house after the game, so Paul knew where he was going.
 �Tell us more about this guy. What kind of threat is he?� Paul asked.
 �What I�m about to tell you really isn�t my story to tell. Tracy has depression issues because of what he did to her,� I hesitated.
 �They need to understand what they�re getting into, and we have time,� Tami said, making way too much sense.
 �Okay, fine,� I said and paused. �Where should I start?�
 �The beginning always seems to work,� Cassidy said.
 �All right, then. When I was in middle school, a high schooler named �Tiny� Dickson ran the school drug trade. Bill worked for him, selling at our school, and I think Bill imagined himself a gangbanger in training. He had a group of boys around him who had terrible attitudes and enjoyed picking on kids.
 �Tracy was a high school freshman my last year of middle school. She dated and then dumped Mike Herndon�s older brother, Luke. She apparently dated him to gain status because Luke was the starting tailback on the football team. When Tracy earned the spot as head JV cheerleader, she decided she no longer needed him. Instead, she decided to go for a bad boy and started dating Tiny.
 �From what I heard, Bill wanted Tracy in the worst way. The guy had to be crazy to think she would ever consider dating a middle schooler, but that didn�t stop Bill. It all came to a head at a get-together at a warehouse. At the party, Tiny finally made it known that he and Tracy were a couple.
 �Tracy said that Bill came up to her and declared his interest. She told him there was no way that would ever happen. Even as a middle schooler, Bill was a sick bastard. Instead of taking the rejection in stride, he dosed Tracy�s and Tiny�s drinks.
 �Everyone simply assumed Tracy and Tiny were stoned or drunk. Bill took Tiny�s car to take them home. Tracy had passed out in the back seat, and when she came to, she discovered that Bill had raped her. Enraged, she attacked him, which caused him to crash the car.
 �To cover his tracks, Bill pulled Tiny over into the driver�s seat and then bailed. Tracy, scared and confused, left Tiny to take the blame for the wreck. Tiny ended up making a deal to enter the military instead of doing jail time.
 �Tracy wasn�t aware that a deal was in the works and felt responsible for her part in leaving him to face the police alone. She could have helped exonerate Tiny, but for some reason, she decided to try to forget it ever happened. I mean, honestly, Tiny should have been in jail, but not for that.
 �Anyway, Bill used her guilt to blackmail Tracy. I won�t go into detail, but I will say that he repeatedly raped her over the summer,� I explained.
 �That�s awful,� Cassidy said.
 �Tell them how you got in the middle of all this,� Tami prodded.
 �Tracy and I hit it off. Unbeknownst to me, she used me to help free herself from Bill,� I said and stopped.
 �Bill and David had a history,� Tami said, taking over the story. �Back in middle school, they got to know each other because of David�s drug use.�
 �Since then, I�ve steered clear of drugs,� I said.
 �Except for when you took ecstasy,� Paul shared.
 Now I was pissed at Paul. I glared at him while I tried to refocus my anger on where it needed to be now, on Bill. Still, something had to be said.
 �Dude, you work for Fritz, and he works for me. You seriously need to control your mouth, or there�ll be consequences. You also seem to forget I was dosed without my knowledge.�
 Paul looked like a kicked puppy.
 �Sorry, I shouldn�t have said that.�
 Kicked puppy or no, I needed to refocus.
 �Back to the story. Bill and I have gone at it three times. The first was at the local swimming pool, where my dad had asked me to help him out. I asked Bill and his friends to leave when they decided to harass people. None of the other staff was willing to say anything, so I stepped up and tried to reason with him. His response was to punch me in the stomach. Thankfully, he decided to leave after that.
 �The first I learned of his interest in Tracy was after football practice one day. I�d injured my neck and could barely walk. Bill drove up in his vintage Corvette to lay claim to Tracy. Since I wasn�t able to fight, I cheated: I kicked Bill in the balls. Lucky for me, the football team showed up and made it clear they wouldn�t tolerate Bill pounding on me,� I said.
 �Good for you,� Cassidy said. �It�s too bad you don�t have that killer instinct still.�
 I ignored her shot that I didn�t always finish a fight like she wanted me to.
 �The last time we got into it, Bill was in the process of strangling Tracy. We faced off in a brutal fight, the results of which sent us both to the hospital and Bill back to juvie, where I�d hoped he would remain. Obviously, he�s been released. I�m worried about what he�ll do to Tracy if he finds her. He is capable of finishing what he started.
 �So, what�s the plan?� I asked.
 �We�ll use the GoFindMe app to get close to where Tracy is and launch the drones so we can see what we�re facing. Then I�ll go get her,� Paul said.
 �Hopefully, the police will be there soon and scare them off,� Cassidy added.
 Tami began to crawl over the front seat.
 �What are you doing?� I asked.
 �I need to check the medical supplies so I know what�s on hand.�
 Tami climbed into the back and opened the medical bag she�d given me. When I gave up my Dodge Charger, I�d moved the kit to this car. When she�d given it to me, I�d guessed that most EMTs didn�t carry that much gear. Tami had her own little trauma center packed in there.
 �I found some empty condom boxes; apparently, you used them all,� Tami commented.
 �Better than the alternative,� I shot back.
 Cassidy snorted.
 �What�s so funny?� I asked.
 �She just sees the humor in you lecturing us about unprotected sex,� Tami said.
 I flipped them both off. That was a guy�s go-to move when he didn�t have a good comeback.
 Paul had pulled onto the road that fronted the lake house. Cassidy had the app up, showing Tracy north of the house. I tried to recall that area. Duke and I had taken a nature walk through that part of the woods, and I remembered it actually being an excellent place to hide. The trees and underbrush were dense enough that if you got off the trail only a few feet, you would easily find a good hiding spot.
 We pulled to a stop next to the woods where we thought Tracy was. We didn�t want to pull into the driveway and alert Bill that we�d arrived. From the house, you couldn�t see the road. I knew because the first time I�d been here, I�d missed the driveway.
 Cassidy released the drones, sending them first to the house and then working them back to where Tracy was hiding. Parked out front were a Jeep and Bill�s Corvette. The drone spotted one of the men and instantly identified him as a hostile. He had a Glock in his right hand as he scanned the woods. This had just become deadly serious. Bill had graduated from being a bully to a full-on criminal.
 The man looked to be in his thirties. He was the kind of guy that if you saw him walking down the street, the hairs on the back of your neck would go up. He looked like he might stick a knife in your back if he got the chance. If this was who Bill brought with him, Tracy was in more danger than I first thought.
 The trees had begun to leaf out, so the forest floor was effectively hidden from above. Cassidy turned on the infrared camera setting, and we quickly figured out where everyone was. Tracy was closer to the lake, while Bill and his other accomplice had spread out closer to the road as they searched for her.
 I began to take off my baseball uniform.
 �What are you doing?� Paul asked.
 �If I have to go get her, I�m not wearing white to draw attention.�
 �You�re not going anywhere. You�re not trained. Plus, I�ll lose my job if you�re put in danger,� Paul said.
 �Yeah. Fritz talked to all of us and explained that what happened on your vacation can�t ever happen again. I like working as your security. I�d have to take you down,� Cassidy warned.
 �Why don�t you help me put down the third-row seating in case someone needs to lie down?� Tami asked to distract me.
 Frick! That didn�t sound ominous at all.
 While I helped Tami, Paul opened the gun safe in the back of the VelociRaptor. He was already armed, but Cassidy wasn�t. He pulled out a handgun for her. Paul also grabbed the shotgun with stinger rounds for me. The stinger was a nonlethal shell filled with round rubber balls designed for short-range contact. Close up, they would put a man down without a problem.
 �Just in case,� Paul said.
 For like the millionth time, I wondered where the police were. I called 911 again.
 �911. What�s your emergency?�
 �This is David Dawson. We called about �� and I gave them the address. �We�ve been able to see that at least one of the men is armed.�
 The operator gave me the same answer that they were sending someone. She wanted to keep me on the line, so I handed the phone to Tami. I was afraid I might say something that wasn�t at all flattering about the response we were getting.
 �I�m going to go get her,� Paul announced when it became apparent that Bill and his buddy had walked past where Tracy was hiding.
 The drones identified Paul as a hostile.
 �Cassidy!�
 �I�m on it. Let me figure this out,� she said and started mashing buttons on the screen.
 I was ready to take the tablet from her when Paul�s image turned green. She gave me an �I told you so� look. Brat!
 I was almost hopping from foot to foot with worry as I watched Paul make his way to where Tracy had hidden. Before he got there, the image of the man watching the cars began to move towards Paul�s position.
 �What do we do?� Cassidy asked.
 The frickin� drones were useless above the trees; I put that little factoid on my to-do list for later. If we pinged Paul�s phone, I wasn�t sure if he had his ringer turned on or not. I didn�t want to give his location away with something stupid like that.
 Fritz had used that ploy on me when we�d played paintball. If I did that and Paul got shot, I would feel horrible.
 �To your right!� I yelled.
 That got everyone�s attention. We watched Paul react by turning, and suddenly gunshots erupted. The man who had come in behind the other two had obviously spotted Paul. I watched in horror as it looked like both of them went down.
 �Figure out how to get the drones to where we can use them to protect Tracy,� I told Cassidy.
 �David!� she hissed as I fox-ran to where Paul was.
 Training for my upcoming movie had paid off as I silently slipped through the woods. Bill and his other helper sounded like a herd of cows who�d broken out of their pasture. One of them was close.
 I saw him before he spotted me. He was an older tough guy who looked uncomfortable in the woods. I would have to deal with him if I wanted to get to Paul, and ultimately Tracy. I slunk toward his approach and was almost upon him when he finally saw me.
 The thug lifted his Glock, but I surged forward as I dropped the shotgun and blocked his gun with my right hand, all in one motion. I followed that up with my left elbow to his jaw. His head snapped back, and he looked surprised as he staggered back a couple of steps. The goon didn�t look like he�d had to deal with anyone who could handle themselves. I bet he relied on intimidation, and no one ever challenged him.
 He still had the Glock in his right hand. I didn�t wait for him to shoot me, but stepped forward and grabbed his forearm to point the gun away from me. I used a palm strike to his wrist to get him to drop the weapon. The thug�s hand opened convulsively, and he yelled. I punched him in the mouth, cutting off the shout, then slammed my elbow into the side of his head as he crumpled to the ground.
 Next, I grabbed his handgun and slipped it into my waistband at my back. I picked up the shotgun and quickly moved away because I heard Bill coming, and I didn�t want to deal with him just yet. My priority was Tracy�s and Paul�s safety.
 It�s funny what your mind latches onto in moments like this. I thought the tiny motes of dust that danced within the beams of sunlight through the trees would make a great picture.
 That thought left me when I found Paul. He was leaning up against a tree, holding his hip. I crouched down close so we could have a whispered conversation.
 �I thought I said �� Paul said.
 �Later! Can you move?�
 �Not well.�
 �I�m going to go get Tracy and then come back for you,� I said as I left him.
 I trotted silently through the woods and pulled out my phone. The drones� infrared view of the area made it easy to find her. Tracy had huddled under a bush. When she saw me, her eyes widened. I put my finger to my lips to signal she should be quiet. She crawled out, all the while shaking with fear.
 �Give me your phone,� I whispered.
 Tracy looked confused but handed it to me. I turned the volume up high and put her phone beneath the bush she�d been under. We then started back to where Paul was holed up. We moved slowly as I pointed out twigs and the like so Tracy wouldn�t step on them.
 Paul about had a heart attack when the two of us appeared as if out of nowhere. Fritz would be happy when I shared that with him. He wasn�t the only stealthy ninja.
 We all froze when we heard voices getting closer.
 �What happened?� Bill asked.
 �Some big kid in a black bodysuit just appeared. Before I could do anything, he took my gun away and knocked me silly. You didn�t tell us she would be protected.�
 �I bet it was that David Dawson. At least, I hope so. It�ll save me the trip to find him and put a bullet in his head.�
 That didn�t sound ideal.
 They had almost found us when I called Tracy�s phone. I spotted the two of them as they began to run to the sound of the phone. I handed the shotgun to Tracy and then helped Paul up. As quickly as we could, we made our way to the car.
 I about shit myself when the shotgun boomed. The guy that Paul had shot at wasn�t down and out after all. Tracy had put a round into his chest, and he was gasping for breath. I let go of Paul, took three quick steps, and kicked the man in the side of the head. I grabbed his gun and hurried back to my friends.
 We no longer had a need to be stealthy. Paul gritted his teeth through the pain and hobbled to the car.
 I�d just gotten Paul into the back when Tami yelled.
 �Look out!�
 All three men came barreling out of the woods. Bill had his gun raised.
 �Drop it!� he ordered Tracy.
 She dropped the shotgun, and Bill relaxed his stance but still kept his gun trained on us. I stepped in front of Tracy and Tami and put my hand behind me, and motioned for them to get into the car.
 �Freeze,� Bill ordered and then smiled. �Look what we have here. My dream come true. The Hero and the Bitch. I�m going to make you watch as we all take turns with her, and then I�ll kill you. I might sell the other two to some friends of ours. They�re always looking for new whores,� Bill threatened.
 �I want to kick the shit out of him first,� the first one I�d disarmed said.
 They didn�t realize I had two guns in the back of my waistband. I debated whether I could draw them and fire before Bill got off a shot.
 �I think I�d enjoy watching that,� Bill said.
 �Come on, old men. I�m more than willing to kick your butts,� I blustered.
 His two goons started to come for me when, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted three drones crashing down. For a split second, I was elated as all three of our attackers were tased. Then I fell backward. Bill had jerked from the 50,000 volts coursing through his body, and his finger had pulled the trigger and shot me.
 �Get him in the car,� Tami ordered.
 Tami and Tracy pulled my body into the back seat as I tried to get a breath. I�d been hit square in the chest and was sure I would die soon.
 �Cassidy, drive it like you stole it!� Paul called from the back.
 SUV lurched forward as we went from zero to sixty in record time. I wanted to tell her she needed to turn around because this road was a dead end, but I couldn�t. Black spots started to appear in my vision as I began to lose consciousness from lack of air.
 Tami hovered over me, and I was sure she would be the last thing I ever saw as I closed my eyes. But then my body�s natural defenses kicked in, and I gasped a breath. Frick, that hurt.
 �He�s not bleeding. I can�t find where he was shot,� Tami said frantically.
 I grabbed Tami�s arm.
 �Turn � turn �� I tried to get out.
 �What�s he trying to say?� Tracy asked, and then she got it. �Turn around. This road dead-ends. The only way out is behind us.�
 I swear to God! Cassidy smoked the tires as she slammed on the brakes. When the car stopped, she jammed it into reverse and began to speed backward. Then she executed a J-turn that would make a stuntman proud. Tracy and Tami both screamed bloody murder, which seemed to please Cassidy.
 In the back, Paul groaned as his hip hit the side of the car. Tami crawled over the rear seat to check on him.
 We�d just passed Tracy�s driveway when we saw the flashing lights of the county sheriff. Cassidy slowed down and stopped.
 �There�s three of them. One is armed �� she began.
 The back window of the SUV exploded. Cassidy didn�t hesitate as she put the car in gear and took off. The county guy got out of his car and held his hand up. Bill�s Corvette shot forward, and the officer dove to the side of the road. I wondered if a cop with his hand up ever worked. Bill slowed down and shot out the cop�s back tire to disable his cruiser.
 �Up ahead is an old dirt road. This vehicle was made for off-road driving, and that Corvette isn�t,� I said.
 Cassidy put us into a power slide as she found the road. Evidently, no one had done any maintenance on it for a long time because there were huge potholes. When I hit my head on the ceiling for the second time, I�d had enough.
 �Either slow down or let me out,� I complained.
 I looked back, and Bill hadn�t joined us down this road, but I spotted the Jeep about a half-mile behind us.
 I grabbed the tablet and brought up a local map.
 �We need to get him to a hospital,� Tami said, nodding toward Paul. �He�s lost some blood, and this bouncing around isn�t doing him any good.�
 �Frick!� I complained.
 �What?� Cassidy asked.
 �Bill plans to cut us off. I hate to say this, but I want you to drive through that field. On the other side is a farmhouse, and a paved road that will take us into Pontiac,� I suggested.
 If this had been any other time, I would have loved this. The problem was, I had one of my security people bleeding in the back, and two goons and a maniac who wanted to kill Tracy and me were chasing us.
 When I called 911 this time, I got a man who took me seriously, the sheriff himself. Apparently, having one of his deputy sheriffs almost run over and his cruiser disabled had gotten the man�s full attention.
 He gave us directions for how he wanted us to come into town. They planned to have a roadblock set up to catch Bill and his goons before we hit a populated area.
 I wasn�t impressed when he suggested we slow down so they could catch up. I had no desire to be human bait. Then again, the two behind us didn�t have guns now. Unless they had more in the car. Frick!
 �They want us to slow down so the police can catch them,� I told Cassidy. �At the road, take a left.�
 The farm dog flipped out when we drove out of the field and down their driveway, precisely what I would have hoped one would do. Cassidy took a left onto the road. Shortly after that, I looked back and saw the Jeep pull onto the road as well. When he caught up, he stayed about three car lengths behind us.
 �Why is he pacing us?� Cassidy asked.
 �My guess is he�s on the phone with Bill. Watch the intersections.�
 I�d just said that when we spotted the Corvette up ahead, blocking the road.
 �What should I do?� Cassidy asked.
 �This thing is a beast, and that Corvette will end up in a bunch of little pieces. Run him over if he doesn�t move,� I ordered.
 �Cassidy!� Tracy screamed as we didn�t slow down.
 She now had one hand on the roof and one on the dashboard. I hunted for a seat belt.
 Bill figured out that his life was about to end and shot out of the way before we collided. I was glad our game of chicken hadn�t concluded with us crashing.
 �You two are crazy,� Tracy said, almost in tears.
 �Take the next right,� I told Cassidy as I secured my seat belt.
 The Jeep was still on our butt, and the Corvette was quickly gaining. If the county guy hadn�t requested us to slow down, we could have easily outpaced both cars following us.
 The Ford Hennessey VelociRaptor 650 had the chassis of a pickup truck that had been designed to run the Baja 1000. Hennessey got ahold of it and installed a supercharger, which they tuned to push the 6.2-liter V-8 to 1032 horsepower. Despite its size, the beast could do 0 to 60 in 4 seconds. It wasn�t my Demon, but it was quick enough to leave these cars in the dust.
 We were now on the road that led to town. I looked at the map.
 �Up ahead is the Vermillion River,� I shared.
 �That�s the worst bridge. I always get nervous going over it because it�s so narrow,� Tracy warned.
 As we came over a ridge, we spotted the roadblock on the other side of the bridge. Bill must have seen it too, because he sped up and tried to pass us. I looked over and saw his gun pointed at Cassidy�s head.
 �Look out!� I yelled.
 Cassidy slammed on the brakes. The Jeep was right behind us and slammed into the back of the SUV, causing us to fishtail toward the Corvette. Bill jerked his steering wheel over to avoid us. That caused him to clip the bridge.
 Modern cars have all kinds of safety features, from collapsible steering columns and crumple zones to air bags. Bill�s Corvette predated all of those. The body of the vehicle was fiberglass, and it exploded on impact. Bill�s front tire caught the edge of the bridge, causing his car to roll.
 Everyone sat in stunned silence at the destruction we�d just witnessed. I doubted Bill had survived that.
 Then reality set in. Behind us was the Jeep with two men who wanted to do me and my friends harm. I slowly unbuckled my seat belt and climbed out of the car; my chest was hurting. I pulled both guns out of my waistband and pointed them at the driver and his passenger.
 �Get out and get on your stomachs,� I ordered.
 The goons looked at each other. When they didn�t comply, I put a round through the windshield. That got their attention. They both exited the car and lay on the ground. Cassidy had joined me and zip-tied their hands and feet together, so they weren�t going anywhere.
 The police were still on the other side of the bridge because the wreckage of Bill�s car blocked them.
 �We have to get Paul to the hospital now,� Tami said.
 �Cassidy, you watch these two. I�ll carry him across the bridge,� I said as I gave her their two guns.
 Paul was unconscious. I looked at Tami and could tell she was worried. I would never forgive myself if one of my security died while working for me. Ignoring the pain in my chest, I picked up Paul and began to jog across the bridge. Tami followed behind me with the medical bag.
 I will never get the image of Bill�s mangled body out of my head. Tami stopped to check to see if he was alive or not. When she didn�t stay with him, I knew he was no longer a threat.
 ◊◊◊
 Once we�d made it across the river, Sheriff Cochran and a couple of his deputies met us. They had an ambulance waiting for Paul.
 �You go with Paul and make sure he gets to the hospital. I�ll go back and make sure Cassidy and Tracy are okay,� I said to Tami.
 When I�d told the sheriff we had two of them in custody, he�d sent a couple of deputies over the bridge to secure them.
 �Tracy�s going to be a mess. She needs you right now,� Tami said.
 �I know,� I said. �And thanks.�
 �For what?�
 �I can always count on you. I�ll see you at the hospital when I get done here.�
 Tami nodded and got in the ambulance with Paul. Sheriff Cochran was waiting for me.
 �I need to ask you some questions.�
 �First, I want to check to make sure my friends are okay. The guy in the Corvette has terrorized one of the girls for several years. She has a history of depression because of it,� I explained.
 �Okay, I�ll walk you over the bridge.�
 I did a double-take because it had been my experience that people in his position weren�t usually so understanding. He rose a few notches in my book for listening to what I had to say.
 When we got to the Corvette, I noticed they�d thrown a tarp over Bill�s body, which was still in the car. I assumed that was so the press wouldn�t have gruesome pictures to release. I think they used them as clickbait. They usually came with a warning that what you were about to see was disturbing. Of course, people couldn�t pass that up and wanted to view them. Personally, I thought it was the worst kind of journalism.
 When I got to the other side, Tracy looked up at me. She was sitting next to the car, looking off into space.
 �Is he �?�
 �Yes. He�ll never bother you again,� I assured her.
 She stood up and hugged me.
 �Good.�
 Tracy wasn�t letting go as Cassidy came over.
 �The SUV is messed up. We�re going to have to get a ride.�
 I smiled at her.
 �Did Paul really say you should drive it like you stole it?�
 That made us all laugh. I reached out an arm, and Cassidy joined us in a group hug.
 �Fritz will be proud of you. You did a good job today,� I told Cassidy.
 �But you got shot.�
 �And I�m fine. Come Monday, I�ll call Devin and get the whole team geared out in that Liquid Armor. Getting shot hurt like a mother, but I was able to walk away.�
 �Let me see your chest,� Tracy said.
 I rolled my eyes.
 �Show us,� Cassidy ordered.
 I pulled up my shirt to reveal the beginnings of a massive bruise. Sheriff Cochran saw it and grimaced.
 �Son, you need to get that checked.�
 Great! My mom was going to be all over this.
 ◊◊◊
 Sheriff Cochran gave us all a ride to the hospital. He took Cassidy and Tracy to the station to get statements from them while I got checked out. Tami found me in an exam room as some idiot prodded my chest. She had her phone out, tapping away.
 They ordered X-rays and left us alone.
 �What are you doing?� I asked.
 �I keep a journal, and I was writing about today.�
 �Am I in it?� I asked.
 She read me an entry.
 �He moved like a dancer, all in black, as he slid silently into the forest. His graceful gait belied the notion that this was a dance of joy, as was his norm. His smooth, explosive movements composed a deadly ballet born of his desire to save his protector and his damsel in distress. In the end, vengeance was his, and his adversary was killed by death.�
 �That�s a little flowery and over the top, don�t you think?� I asked.
 �Maybe. I just enjoy being able to write about this. Seeing the way you moved when you went to save Paul and Tracy made me envision this. I needed to get it down before I lost it.�
 �I had no idea you could write like that.�
 �Good,� Tami said.
 �Good?�
 �A girl needs her secrets. If you know everything, where�s the fun in discovering who one another really is?� Tami asked.
 �I have a secret,� I said to remind her of the game we used to play.
 �I�m not sure I want to hear it.�
 �Ah, come on. You know you can�t live without knowing all my secrets,� I teased.
 She looked sad for a moment and then looked me in the eye.
 �I�m actually fine with not knowing. I�ve turned over a new leaf as far as you�re concerned,� Tami said and saw my confusion. �It�s not that I don�t care about you; it�s that we don�t need to know everything about each other. If you have something you want to tell me, I�d love to hear it. But I want you to understand that I have no intention of prying.�
 I didn�t know what to say. This was something entirely new for Tami, at least as far as I knew. I remembered the meltdowns she�d had in the past when we kept something from her. If this was true, then there might be a �someday� in our future. All the same, this was still too new for me to trust. It would take time for me to believe that Tami Glade didn�t have a pathological desire to know my every thought.
 �Well, okay then,� I finally said.
 ◊◊◊
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 Paul�s injury, though serious, hadn�t proved life-threatening in the end. They�d given him an IV on the way to the hospital, and he�d responded well, but he did need surgery to repair the damage. He�d been lucky the bullet hadn�t struck bone, but it had taken a chunk out of his butt.
 My injury was much less severe than it should have been, according to Sheriff Cochran. Still, I did hurt, and black and blue covered my chest and abdomen. When the sheriff first saw that I�d only been bruised, he said I�d probably been shot with a .22 hollow-point round. When his deputies found the 9mm Glock in the Corvette wreckage, he wanted to know more about my Liquid Armor gear.
 A Glock�s 9mm round was just step below the firepower of a .45. Sheriff Cochran was disappointed when I explained that my gear wasn�t available for sale yet. It was being designed as a ballistic shirt to be worn by military personnel in combat and was still only a prototype. They hadn�t gotten to the stage where they could mass-produce it.
 The outer fabric was made to withstand an IED blast and not tear. The Liquid Armor had acted as advertised and transferred the force of the impact over the entirety of my chest and stomach.
 If I�d worn the old style of ballistic shirt, Sheriff Cochran explained that the bullet should have broken bones at the very least. At the worst, it would have damaged my heart and lungs. I shared with him the story of how one of Devin�s assistants had wrapped his finger in the Liquid Armor, and they�d hit it with a hammer. He�d been fine, according to Devin. At the time, I doubted the veracity of his claim, but now, I was a believer.
 I gave Devin�s office number to the sheriff. Sheriff Cochran said that wearing the bulky bulletproof vests wasn�t ideal, but they provided the necessary protection. A ballistic shirt like mine would meet their protective needs while giving them much more freedom of movement. He admitted there were times when he didn�t wear a bulletproof vest, but he would be a lot more likely to wear one of these shirts. It could be easily worn under the sheriff�s and his deputies� uniforms.
 We all wished Paul had been wearing similar gear. If he�d been wearing the pants, he would have a bruise, but his butt would be intact. Getting the equipment for my security team moved to the top of my priority list.
 Tracy was upset that she hadn�t been warned of Bill�s release. The first time he�d gotten out, it surprised all of us. The state had a victim�s rights bill that required notification to the victim when the perpetrator was released from prison. This was meant to prevent a scenario exactly like this, where Bill just showed up and attacked her again.
 The first time, he�d been sent away on drug charges. In that case, Tracy hadn�t been the �victim,� so there�d been no notification. This time was different. When we took her home, she found they�d sent her a notification letter after all. But the state hadn�t known she�d moved to college, and her mom innocently included it in the stack of mail waiting for her daughter to pick up.
 Sheriff Cochran surmised that Bill had been able to determine where Tracy would be because she�d posted her plans for the day on social media. She�d been excited to see me and made reference to her parents� lake house.
 This was another lesson I�d just learned the hard way. Tracy�s post was like people bragging about going on vacation or sharing vacation photos while there and then, when they got home, finding their house had been robbed.
 But how could you tell when sharing something might be dangerous? Did you abstain from posting on social media?
 Frankly, for a lot of people, that would probably be best. No one cares that you think you�re an �influencer.� Or that your dog is the bomb (even though Duke did rock, and the world needed to hear about the funny stuff he got up to). In Duke�s case, since he was our mayor, I felt justified in sharing Duke-isms with his peeps. He probably needed his own social media account.
 When a thought like that crossed my mind, I recognized Lily was right to take my posting access away at times. That just proved that everyone needed a Lily in their life to tell them �no� to posting dumb stuff.
 The problem was, it never occurred to Tracy that an innocent post would lead Bill to her doorstep. She�d been lucky when she recognized the distinctive sound of his Corvette as he pulled up. She�d been smart and escaped the house before he and his goons had caught her.
 The two men who accompanied Bill turned out to be muscle for a crime family out of Chicago with outstanding warrants. Sheriff Cochran suspected that the same group had supplied Tiny and Bill with drugs when I�d been in middle school. He speculated that they�d recruited Bill when he was in juvie. Later, we found out that a lawyer who worked for the crime family had arranged for Bill�s early release, so the sheriff�s suspicions appeared to be confirmed.
 During questioning, I mentioned that Paul and Cassidy wore bodycams, the drones all had video, and the car was set up with cameras. When Sheriff Cochran heard that, he almost kissed me. I gave him Fritz�s number to get copies of everything.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way home, Fritz called me to check-in.
 �I got a call from a Sheriff Cochran. He�s requesting footage from today�s events. I told him I needed to review the video first to ensure there�s nothing confidential on it. He threatened to get a warrant for the raw footage.�
 �I�m glad you didn�t send it to him yet because I just remembered that Paul mentioned me being dosed with ecstasy while I was in Greece. That�s the sort of thing I don�t want to have leaked to the press. I�ve had enough drama with the paparazzi in the last few weeks to last me a lifetime. It gets old after a while,� I admitted.
 �I�ll personally go through the raw video and see what�s pertinent. It�s probably safe to send Sheriff Cochran the exterior car video and the drone material right away to keep him happy,� Fritz reasoned.
 �You can also send him the video of Paul�s bodycam from the time he got out of the car up until we loaded him back in.�
 �I�ll run through that quickly and check out the conversation between you and Paul about the drugs. If there�s nothing there the Sheriff needs, I don�t plan to send it to him. If he gets persistent, we may have to loop in Ms. Dixon,� Fritz suggested.
 I hated to get lawyers involved if I didn�t need to. I crossed my fingers that what Fritz would send the sheriff would be enough.
 ◊◊◊
 What with all the excitement, I�d gotten home late, so I made the executive decision not to wake my parents up. When I came into the kitchen for breakfast, my mom and dad were waiting for me.
 �Show me your chest,� Mom ordered.
 �It looks worse than it is,� I tried.
 �Show me!�
 I winced as I pulled up my shirt. Mom gasped when she saw the ginormous bruise that ran from just below my neck to right above my navel and out to my armpits. It really did look awful, and I admitted to being a little tender.
 �I�ll call one of the trainers and have them give me some treatment today,� I said in an attempt to deflect my mom�s coming tirade.
 �I�m calling Devin and thanking him,� Dad said. �When Devin first told us about this stuff, I only thought in terms of baseball. I never imagined it would save your life when you were shot.�
 Mom got a haunted look and ran upstairs. That wasn�t good. I hoped we weren�t about to experience �Irrational Mom,� the one who would ground me until I left to make my movies.
 �Don�t worry, I�ll go talk to her,� Dad said, leaving me alone.
 I guess that meant I was making breakfast.
 ◊◊◊
 Tami waltzed in the back door as I tried to figure out what to make. It reminded me of when we were kids and just walked into each other�s houses.
 �You�re skipping church and coming with me,� she announced.
 �Okay?�
 �We�re picking up Tracy and going to the original Granny�s for breakfast.�
 I sent my dad a text, and we left.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at Granny�s, I soon discovered that the morning paper had run a story about yesterday�s events. I really am a �stupid boy� at times. I made the mistake of showing two middle-school-aged brothers my bruises because they wanted to see where I�d been shot.
 Tami finally rescued me from our worried community. If I hadn�t realized it yet, this would have made clear that our small town looked out for their own.
 �Way to make it all about you,� Tracy teased.
 I was glad she was able to joke about yesterday.
 �I admit I�m not sorry that Bill didn�t survive the crash,� I said. �More than once, I�ve fantasized about meeting up with him in a dark alley and making him pay for everything he ever did to you.�
 Tami looked surprised, like I�d spoken in Farsi.
 �I�m not always the nice guy,� I said to defend myself.
 �It�s just � I don�t know,� she admitted. �You get mad, and then you almost always let it go.�
 �Some things, you just can�t let go,� I said without thinking.
 Tami�s expression clouded over, and I knew she was thinking about me finding her with Alan.
 �I�m not sure how I feel about it,� Tracy acknowledged. �On the one hand, I�m glad he�s gone forever. On the other � I can�t explain it. I still feel vulnerable, for some reason.�
 She looked up at me.
 �It helps to know you care that much about me. When I pushed the panic button, I was sure Bill was going to get me. But when I saw you in the woods, I knew everything was going to be okay. You have no idea how relieved I was that you�d come for me,� Tracy said as she teared up.
 Tami looked around.
 �We should go. We don�t want to have this conversation here,� she said to remind us we were in the middle of Granny�s.
 �You still have to help me get the house ready,� Tracy reminded me. �And you have to get my phone.�
 We�d left it under a bush in the woods. I�d stolen that ploy from Fritz and put my own twist on it. If the thug Paul had shot hadn�t just been winged, and Tracy hadn�t had to shoot him, we would have gotten away clean. I would use the GoFindMe app to track her phone down for her.
 ◊◊◊
 On the way to the lake house, Tami passed on some disturbing news.
 �Alan got expelled.�
 �What did he do this time?� I asked.
 �Cyberbullying. There�s a group of girls we call the �princesses� who think they�re above it all.�
 �Sort of like Tracy,� I said, nodding.
 �I�m still a princess in my dad�s eyes,� Tracy said.
 �Anyway,� Tami said while rolling her eyes, �Alan made the mistake of doing it from a school computer. He didn�t realize the school uses software that tracks keystrokes. He said some hateful stuff.�
 �I wonder if he�ll ever learn,� I mused.
 �His parents worked out a deal with Wesleyan where if he got treatment, they wouldn�t show the expulsion on his record so he could still go to college,� Tami said.
 �Will they let him graduate?� I asked.
 �He was doing well enough grade-wise, so they�ll let him finish out remotely. I have my doubts about how well the treatment will work, though. I talked to him when his parents came to pick him up, and he wasn�t remorseful in the least.�
 �So, he�s still the same Alan. As far as I can tell, the only thing he�s ever regretted is getting caught,� I observed.
 Tami thought about it for a moment and nodded her agreement.
 No treatment Alan underwent would work unless he wanted to change. I couldn�t see him letting go of his resentment or ever admitting a mistake. That wasn�t Alan�s style. He always blamed everyone else for whatever went wrong.
 I�d learned the hard way that I am responsible for my own happiness and for how I choose to respond to the world around me. My uncle had shown me the way during the summer I�d stayed with him. Until he�d helped me see that I didn�t like who I�d become, did I try to do anything about it? That would be a big no.
 Given what I�d just gone through, I wasn�t ready to judge Alan that harshly, but I still needed to keep protecting myself and my friends from him.
 Alan was too pigheaded to realize he was destroying everything around him, and I predicted his treatment was doomed to failure. For most people, getting kicked out of Wesleyan would have been a wake-up call, an indication that they�d hit rock bottom. If I knew Alan, that day remained a long way off.
 ◊◊◊
 While I left to search for Tracy�s phone, the girls headed into the house to get it ready for our Senior Skip Day. Tami had horned in on our class outing by inviting her friends from Wesleyan. The deal I�d made with her was they were welcome if she would help get it organized.
 Part of my agenda was to spend time with Tami. She was one of the people I planned to keep in touch with after graduation. We�d been friends all our lives, but with her going to Wesleyan, my eyes had been opened. We could still be close, but I was my own man now, regardless of what my mom or Tami thought or wanted.
 It didn�t take me long to find Tracy�s phone. When I got back to the house, the girls put me in charge of yard work. Fortunately, the hospital had given me some pain meds. If they hadn�t, this would�ve been entirely beyond me.
 The downside of having woods surround your lake house was that the trees dropped a ton of leaves. It looked like no one had taken care of raking last fall. Well, at least I didn�t have to bag them. In the country, they allowed you to burn yard waste. Soon the air became filled with the acrid aroma of burning leaves. I loved that smell.
 I spent the morning outside. Once I�d safely put the fire out, I walked inside to find the girls lounging around, talking.
 �You stink,� Tami announced.
 �Go take a shower to get the smoke scent off of you,� Tracy said.
 If I had truly been a �stupid boy,� I would have argued that most of the smell was in my clothes. But this looked like it was leading to something. Frankly, I was open to it. I hadn�t spent quality time with either of them in a long time, and after yesterday�s events, we seemed to have all grown closer. Besides, and especially since I�d taken the pain meds, I was horny.
 ◊◊◊
 When I came out of the shower, I found the girls sitting on the bed with their backs to the headboard, checking me out.
 �Holy shit,� said Tracy when she saw my massive bruising. �How can you even move with something like that?�
 �Better living through medicine. Now, we all know where this is headed, so you need to get undressed,� I said as I dropped my towel.
 They looked at each other and did what girls do: secretly communicate with one another via brainwaves or some such. Then they both turned, and I saw the lust in their eyes. Hell, yes!
 ◊◊◊
 We spent the afternoon playing a little game I liked to call �Which Girl Can I Make Climax the Hardest?�
 Tracy was easy. Thanks to our extensive history of quality time between the sheets, I knew what combination of buttons to push to get her there � repeatedly. I had to spend more time with Tami. We�d only been together a few times, but that was fine. It gave me a chance to use all my moves to discover what she liked.
 Tami had gained a little freak in her; that was a pleasant surprise. Sometimes, the sexual beast wanted to get a bit rowdy. Tami encouraged it.
 Mr. Happy finally slipped into a coma. He�d put up a valiant effort, if the two satisfied girls were any indication. I couldn�t help but be a little disappointed in the big guy. Maybe I should talk to Joey about conditioning exercises she might show me. Then again, she might make him flip that giant tractor tire and snap him off.
 �I�m going to have to talk to Cassidy if I ever plan to keep up with you. Whatever she�s doing to get you in shape has paid off,� Tami said as if reading my mind.
 She�d just picked the wrong girl. Then I remembered that I hadn�t shared my Joey infatuation with Tami. But then again, she might be talking about cardio.
 �I�m not so sure. I think he just did an okay job. We might have to have a rematch soon,� Tracy said.
 �I�ve been learning all about hooking up. That may be my new go-to relationship mode in college,� I shared.
 �Here I thought that was every guy�s dream,� Tracy said.
 �That�s actually a departure for David. If you hadn�t noticed, he�s quite the romantic. He was never happier than when he dated Brook,� Tami said.
 The mention of Brook woke Mr. Happy.
 �Look at that. Maybe I can be Brook in your fantasy. What was her favorite thing to do?� Tracy asked.
 �Anal,� I said with a straight face.
 Tami grabbed her phone and called Brook. I secretly crossed my fingers that she would come through for me.
 �Tracy and I lured David into bed. It seems he still has a thing for you, and Tracy offered to play you in his fantasy. He says your favorite thing to do is anal,� Tami said to out me.
 I heard Brook laughing, and then she told Tami something that caused her eyes to get big.
 �Really!?� she said and covered up the phone. �She says you like to receive it as well.�
 I snatched the phone out of Tami�s hands.
 �That was supposed to be our little secret,� I whined.
 �Shut up,� Brook said. �Do me a favor and jump onto video chat. I�m horny and want to watch.�
 �The things I do for you,� I huffed.
 I handed the phone back to Tami and told her what Brook wanted. Both girls� eyebrows went up into their bangs. I waggled mine back in response, and Tami quickly turned on the video so Brook could be her little voyeur self.
 A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I voiced it.
 �No recordings, Brook.�
 Brook looked at me like I was indeed a �stupid boy.� I realized that I had been. Ah, well, to the task at hand.
 Tracy proved to be worthless. After multiple orgasms, I had the equivalent of whiskey dick. Tracy was still aroused from before, so she climaxed in short order and tapped out. I grabbed the phone from Tami and pointed it at my junk.
 �This is what you�re missing, Hotness.�
 I heard Brook�s vibrator begin to buzz and her moan. I handed the phone to Tracy to play the camera operator as I had fun with Tami.
 Once we were done, I took the phone to the bathroom so I could have a private talk with Brook.
 �Damn, I miss you,� Brook admitted.
 That should have sent my heart soaring. Instead, it made me sad for what I�d lost.
 �Me too,� I agreed and hung up.
 I didn�t want to let her see me tear up. I got into the shower to cover it up.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 20 � My Drug Buddy  Monday April 10 
 When I woke up, my slightest movement made me realize that yesterday had been a mistake. Raking leaves had been a little painful, even with the meds, and having sex all afternoon had been, well, fun. But I was paying for it today. My chest felt like Cassidy had drop-kicked me a dozen times to prove a point.
 As I rolled my shoulders back to stretch, I heard a crack like when you popped your knuckles. I prayed it was a good crack and not a bad one.
 I really should have followed through and gone for treatment yesterday instead of just taking pain meds. When I walked into the bathroom, I saw the bruises had become a darker purple. I�d received some doozies playing football and even suffered some severe contusions from my car accident. This was on a whole other level. Though my injury looked a lot worse, and hurt a lot, it was better than the car accident because it was only bruising. I didn�t have cracked ribs or a hip pointer.
 I skipped my run and got ready for school. That was probably for the best because only dim daylight filtered through the clouds; the sun was hidden behind massive storm-laden cloud banks. I�d almost made it to the back door when it began to sprinkle.
 The light continued to dim as the dark, angry clouds rolled in. The rain stopped for the moment, but the wind picked up. A gust hit, and I could hear the leaves shake violently. It sounded like someone shaking a tambourine in the yard.
 Duke and Precious darted for the back door, and I wasn�t quick enough to stop the cat. There was a crack of lightning that sounded like it had struck close, and I immediately forgot about Precious and quickly stepped inside. The next gust of wind sounded vast and ponderous, like a freight train rumbling through.
 As I walked into the kitchen, I saw Precious sitting in Cassidy�s lap. She slowly petted the cat from hell while staring off into space. Cassidy was being a total slacker and hadn�t even started breakfast.
 �They�re letting Paul come home today.�
 �That seems fast,� I worried.
 �They put a drain in his wound and told him to take it easy. He should get the drain removed in a few days,� Cassidy said and then looked at me. �How�s your chest?�
 I just pulled up my shirt and showed her.
 �That�s not good,� she said, making the understatement of the century. �Does it hurt?�
 �What do you think? Of course it hurts.�
 �Good. Next time, don�t get shot.�
 �It wasn�t like I was trying to.�
 �You should�ve put them all down, not just given them love taps. If you�d done that, you wouldn�t have been shot, and we wouldn�t have had to run for our lives,� she said, showing heat than I�d seen in a long time.
 I started to snap back at her, but stopped myself when I realized that Cassidy blamed herself for what had transpired.
 �Cassidy, we are all upset with what happened, but none of us was seriously hurt.�
 �I should�ve figured a way to get the drones through the trees, and when they came out of the woods, I should have zapped them then. It�s all my fault you got shot because I didn�t do my job. I think you�d be better off without me as your security,� all came out in a rush.
 �If you�re going to act like that, you shouldn�t be,� Dad said as he walked into the kitchen.
 �Rob!� Mom chastised as she came in, too.
 �Cassidy, from everything I know about you, you�re not a whiner,� Dad said. �You�re a strong young woman who can handle anything. If you plan to someday lead Marines, you can�t be second-guessing yourself like this. I�m a firm believer in dissecting a situation after it�s happened and figuring out what went right and what went wrong. That�s how you get better. Wallowing in self-doubt never solved anything,� he lectured.
 �Dad�s always told me that you�re going to make mistakes. If you don�t, you�re not trying. The measure of a person is how they handle it afterward,� I shared.
 �We are all going to get together tonight to go through all the video,� Dad said. �I�ll bet you see things that�ll make you cringe and others that will show you really did do a good job. We�ll use this review to figure out what we should do to get a better result the next time something like this happens.�
 �If you all are just going to lecture each other, I�m making breakfast,� Mom announced.
 I blinked a few times as I tried to remember the last time Mom cooked.
 �Does she even know how?� I asked in a stage whisper to my dad.
 He closed his eyes and shook his head. I decided I�d better go help Peggy get the boys before my mom took a chunk out of my ass bigger than what Paul had lost.
 ◊◊◊
 Cassidy drove us to school. When we arrived, she hugged Dare to say thanks for how the drones had performed. He was all smiles when they ran off to watch the drone footage from Saturday.
 �Did she just steal my boyfriend?� Chrissy asked as we were left standing there.
 �It�s just drone stuff. You know how Dare is when he gets talking about that.�
 �Yes, he becomes obsessed,� she said and then turned to me. �Are you okay?�
 �Bruised, but fine. Dare�s drones really did come through for us. We couldn�t have done it without him.�
 �You should tell him that.�
 �He already thinks he�s smarter than everyone else. I don�t need him getting a hero complex on top of that,� I sagely advised.
 �Then I�ll tell him,� Chrissy said with a little irritation in her voice.
 �I�m sure he would rather hear it from you,� I said as I gave her a little eyebrow waggle. �Maybe he deserves another hickey.�
 �And here I thought you were a nice boy.�
 I gave her an evil grin and headed into the school.
 ◊◊◊
 I wandered in to PE and showed Becky and Jill my chest. They immediately invoked their trainers� authority over me and declared I wasn�t allowed to practice or play baseball until they said so. Becky then dunked me into an ice bath, followed by Jill committing evil acts on my bruises. If it wasn�t for her applying the analgesic cream, I might have complained.
 Becky directed me to report to her after school, and we would repeat the process. Knowing I had that to look forward to took all the fun out of the rest of the day.
 ◊◊◊
 When I turned my phone back on at lunch, I found it had blown up. I scrolled through the missed calls and text messages with urgent requests to call and picked Lexi to call first. Most of the others were from Frank and my mom. The one from Sheriff Cochran concerned me a bit.. At least Lexi wouldn�t chew me out and would tell me what was going on.
 �You called?�
 �One of your local news stations has video of your �heroic rescue,� and the news has been picked up nationally. Be on the lookout for at least a few paparazzi making the trek to Lincoln to get some pictures,� Lexi shared.
 Great! This was all I needed.
 �Any negative press?�
 Lexi responded that one broadcaster was playing up that Bill�s jail time was drug-related and speculated that I might have been involved somehow.
 �Don�t worry about it, overmuch,� she said. �Frank and Ms. Dixon are on it, and that outlet is well known for being a gossip rag, anyway. Just be aware that some enterprising reporters might show up on your doorstep.�
 I asked her to call my parents and Fritz with the news. Then, shaking my head, I proceeded to go about the rest of my day. There but for the grace of God, and Fritz�s paranoia, went I.
 I hurried to the lunchroom, grabbed one of the sack lunches, and headed off to track down Moose. I found him eating lunch with Coach Hope in the teacher�s lounge.
 �Sorry to interrupt your lunch, but I need to talk to you both.�
 �The trainers said you�re sidelined for the foreseeable future. I�m not even allowed to let you practice,� Moose complained.
 �I was afraid of that. Did the trainers say how long they expect I�ll be out?� I asked.
 �At the least, you will miss both Tuesday�s and Thursday�s games. As I recall, you planned to leave for LA this weekend, so you�ll miss Saturday�s game, too,� Moose said.
 �Why are you going to LA?� Coach Hope asked.
 �I�m up for the MTV Award for Best Kisser. Believe it or not, I have talents in areas other than sports,� I shared.
 I�d intentionally changed the award�s name from �Kiss� to �Kisser� to tweak Coach Hope.
 �And you let your daughter be alone with him,� Moose poked at Coach Hope.
 �My daughter can take care of herself. I worry about all the other daughters out there.�
 I could see this wasn�t going to end well, so I skipped out on their bonding session.
 My next task was to call the Oklahoma coaching staff. They�d seen the news that I�d been shot. I wasn�t surprised when they requested I send copies of my medical records and asked for permission to talk to our training staff. One of the requirements for an offer was you had to be physically able to perform. This prevented players from taking scholarships after they�d suffered a career-ending injury. I promised to get them what they wanted.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia picked Cassidy and me up, and we drove home. Cassidy said she wanted to go to the dojo, but I reminded her I was still hurting from being shot. She called me a wimp, but I wasn�t about to fall for that.
 �It feels weird being home so early,� I admitted when I found the house empty.
 I�d just entered the kitchen when I felt a blinding pain in my shoulder and found myself on my knees. Cassidy put her lips near my ear.
 �What were you thinking, not taking security with you Sunday?�
 Manaia walked to the refrigerator and grabbed himself a soda.
 �Do you have anything that isn�t diet?� he asked, like it was no big deal for me to be on the floor like this.
 Mom had removed all the �real� soda from the house when Dad had his heart problems.
 �Check the pantry. David hides a twelve pack of Mountain Dew next to the door,� Cassidy said.
 �Do you want one?�
 �Sure,� Cassidy answered and turned her attention back to me. �What were you thinking?�
 �That I was going to help Tracy and Tami get the lake house ready for Senior Skip Day.�
 �The same place where gunmen were just the day before?� Cassidy pressed.
 Frick! She had a point, but I�d be damned if I would admit it.
 �Let him up. He�s not going to make that mistake again � are you, David?� Manaia asked.
 �No,� I grudgingly promised.
 Cassidy let me go. I�d just made it to my feet when the back door opened, and Duke came bounding in, followed by Peggy with both Little David and Coby.
 �Coby got into another fight at daycare,� Peggy announced.
 �Did he win?� Cassidy asked.
 �It sounded like it. He hit that girl who�s been picking on Carol.�
 �That�s my boy. If only his daddy was as big and tough,� Cassidy said as she took my son from Peggy.
 The little giggle-box loved the praise he was receiving. Little David reached for me, so I took him.
 �Since you�re here, I�m going to go study,� Peggy announced.
 Melanie came in the back door, loaded down with groceries. Manaia jumped up to help her.
 �There�s more in the car,� she told him.
 I could see where his priorities were � his stomach.
 Cassidy wrinkled her nose and handed Coby to me. I couldn�t wait until the little ones were all potty-trained.
 ◊◊◊
 We ended up with a houseful for dinner. Fritz had flown in to check on Paul, and my dad had invited him for our talk tonight. Paul had walked in with Fritz, and he both apologized and thanked me for all that had happened Saturday. He flinched when my dad wanted to have a word with him. Fritz followed them to act as Paul�s bodyguard.
 Devin Range showed up with Lou, his head of research and development and the creator of the fun toys they let me try out. They were accompanied by Rex, a man I hadn�t met before. He was Lou�s equivalent at a company Devin had set up to bid on a government contract for ballistic shirts for the military. They wanted details on how their product performed in real-world testing.
 �You took a 9mm round at close range, and you only have bruising?� Rex asked.
 �Show him,� Cassidy urged.
 I rolled my eyes when Melanie�s head snapped around as I lifted my shirt. Sometimes, I wondered if she might be a perv.
 �Are you sure it worked?� Devin asked, concerned.
 Rex nodded.
 �The material we use as an underlayer would have stopped the bullet, but he still might have died from the impact. At the very least, he would be in the hospital with internal injuries. While our test showed positive results, I needed to see it for myself.�
 �Can I get more gear for my security team?� I asked.
 �I�m not sure that�s a good idea �� Rex began, but Lou cut him off.
 �We�ve used David to test more than one of our products. I would say he�s gone above and beyond on this one. We just need several more yards of the ballistic material. We�ll make them in house.�
 All eyes turned to Rex. He thought about it for a moment and then nodded.
 ◊◊◊
 After dinner, Dad took my security team to the office. When I tried to go in, I got kicked out. Instead, I took Devin and Lou to the garage to show them my new toy, the motorized hydrofoil surfboard, or �eFoil,� as the salesman had called it.
 �I�ve seen the video of these. Do they really work?� Lou asked.
 �With the electric motor, you can surf in any conditions. It�s a lot of fun,� I shared and then pulled out my phone. �I�ve got video.�
 They both were glued to my phone as it showed me zipping around the bay in Greece.
 �Can I borrow this?� Lou asked, pointing at my new toy.
 �Don�t let him. He�ll take it apart and break it,� Devin predicted.
 Sounded like Lou had some Dare in him. I was glad to see I wasn�t the only one who had to deal with a friend who broke his toys.
 �For your information, we were twelve. Plus, I improved your bike,� Lou complained.
 �You forgot to put the brakes back on. I had to wear a cast all summer.�
 �If you hadn�t used that tree to stop ��
 �I had to � because I had no brakes!�
 Lou ignored Devin and turned to me. It sounded like they�d had similar disagreements over the years.
 �I want it back by the weekend after next,� I said.
 I would be in LA this weekend, so I wouldn�t get a chance to test it out here.
 �Just remember, I warned you,� Devin said and winked at me.
 He was pulling Lou�s chain. I would make sure there weren�t any �extra� parts when I got the board back, like Dare seemed to have when he put the drones back together.
 Fritz and Paul had come out of dad�s office, and Fritz motioned that he wanted to talk with me privately. We walked around the corner of the house and sat on a couple of lawn chairs.
 �David, I wanted to be the one to tell you this. Paul is being reassigned, and I�m going to let everything cool down and let Paul recover before deciding whether I�m going to let him go. He knew this and wanted to apologize to you, but I told him I wanted to talk with you and that he shouldn�t hang around.
 �There are two reasons Paul is being reassigned. First was what he blurted out about your taking ecstasy to people who hadn�t been around you when it happened. A security person absolutely cannot violate his client�s confidentiality like that. It�s one of the very first lessons you learn.
 �I want you to consider something. If you hadn�t given me the heads-up about what was said inside the car, I might�ve skimmed over that part and sent it to Sheriff Cochran. I�m not saying the man is bad, but video like that gets leaked all the time. In fact, I suspect that�s how the media got the video of your rescue effort. The last thing I want is for my security team to be the reason you are suddenly in the middle of a media firestorm,� Fritz said.
 I blanched. My goal was to never be involved in something like that.
 �The second reason Paul is being reassigned is that he completely shirked his responsibilities to the Dawson family over almost the entirety of your trip. I�ve seen the pictures, and it�s obvious he simply wasn�t doing his job. His assignment was to act as your security and to protect you, and he clearly wasn�t doing that.�
 I started to speak, but Fritz held up his hand.
 �Don�t even start. I understand you gave Paul that freedom, but we work for your parents, not you, and Paul works for me, not you. It�s up to your security to say �no� when you suggest they not do their job.�
 Fritz looked at me for a couple of seconds and sighed before continuing.
 �Frankly, your parents would have been justified in canceling our contract for either of those. From what your dad just told me, he considered it. I�m glad they didn�t because you�re an interesting guy to protect. Even so, they�d have been justified.�
 Fritz stood and walked back to the others, leaving me to contemplate what he�d said. Yes, Paul had shirked his duties, but I�d been the one who�d persuaded him it was okay to do so. And yes, Paul had been utterly foolish to blurt out what he had, but I was the one who�d put myself in the situation where he could.
 ◊◊◊
 I came in to say goodnight, but my dad motioned for me to follow him into the office and close the door. I was a bit mystified, but Dad had his �game face� on. Neither Greg nor I ever questioned Dad when he gave us that look. I shut the door and sat in a chair facing him. I had a pretty good idea of what this was about.
 �There�s a lot that�s happened over the last few days that you don�t know about, but that I need to go over with you,� he said calmly.
 When Dad was like this, it was never good. I would rather he be yelling at me than face �calm Dad.� This meant he�d had time to consider what he was about to say and had already decided on the consequences. There was no swaying �calm Dad� with my charm or guile.
 �We�ll start with Saturday. In addition to the drone cameras, there were two bodycam videos, one interior car video, and one exterior car video. Any of those could have filmed portions of what happened. The two bodycams and the interior car-cams include a conversation where your taking ecstasy was discussed. Wouldn�t it be wonderful for you and your family if the media were to get hold of something like that?�
 �I told them I hadn�t known �� I began, only to find out my father was madder than I first thought.
 �You don�t get it!� he roared, rising out of his chair, and our eyes locked.
 He was furious. I�d never seen him this mad, ever.
 He took a moment and with a visible effort, composed himself, then sat back down and looked at me.
 �You are going to sit there and listen to me. That means you�re not going to interrupt; you�re not going to dissemble; and you�re not going crack some of your unbelievably stupid jokes. Instead, you are going to listen to me tell you some things I should have told you long ago. Get it?�
 I wanted to be anywhere but there, but I nodded. This was my dad.
 �As soon as he saw the videos, Fritz downloaded them and forwarded copies to Ms. Dixon, who reviewed them. She�s advised us to send all the recordings from the other feeds but reserve the one regarding drug use. If the sheriff demands it, we may have to go to court to fight him. Right now, he�s happy with what he has.
 �Ms. Dixon has advised Sheriff Cochran that there is other video, but that it�s irrelevant to his investigation. He has requested to view the additional recording to make sure there isn�t anything on there he needs. But he�s agreed not to make a formal request unless they think it�s necessary.
 �As of right now, the evidence on the videos Fritz sent is enough. The two men arrested will more than likely accept a deal on these charges, so the other recording that includes the conversation may never be needed. Sheriff Cochran told Ms. Dixon that the other charges they face are more serious. His state�s attorney wants to kick the whole mess to Chicago and let them deal with it.
 �You may have to be re-interviewed to make sure it all gets on the record. Sheriff Cochran wants to see how this plays out before he decides if that�s warranted.�
 Warming to his subject, Dad continued.
 �There are two reasons Sheriff Cochran agreed to this besides the men�s issues up north. First, Ms. Dixon hinted that if the sheriff did agree to Fritz�s arrangement, it would affect how we acted. We wouldn�t start wondering out loud about his department�s lackadaisical response when they got a call about men with guns stalking a lone female. Nor would we be asking publicly about their failure to warn Tracy�s family that Bill had been released.
 �Second, it turns out one of the investigators is the father of the pitcher you showed up Saturday. Apparently, he�s been bragging his son would wind up in the majors. He was heard to mutter that it couldn�t have been so clear-cut, and you should�ve been arrested too.�
 �By the way, Fritz spoke with Ms. Dixon and asked if, hypothetically, that portion of the video turned out to be �unrecoverable,� would that be a problem. She said we are at this time not required to provide or preserve any video recordings. If that portion were to turn out to be �unrecoverable,� that�s just the way it is.�
 Dad paused and looked over at me.
 �Do you care to think about what might well have happened if all the videos had been leaked to the press, despite Sheriff Cochran�s assurances that it wouldn�t happen?� Dad asked.
 �Well, the press would�ve had to also show the part where I said I didn�t know I was taking it,� I started. But I was immediately confronted by my father erupting out of his chair again.
 �God damn it!� he shouted, his chest heaving. He pointed a shaking finger at me, and I sank back as he slowly sat back down again. I got very still, thinking heart attack.
 �I realize the girls call you a �stupid boy,� but up to this point, I hadn�t considered that you actually could be so stupid it might kill you. If that conversation had leaked, which it would have, the press would�ve only played what Paul said. Yes, it would have been out of context, but they�d never let the full truth get in the way of a juicy story. The focus would�ve shifted from Tracy being saved to your doing drugs.�
 �Now, what else would follow if this got out in an uncontrolled manner? First and foremost, Chubby would have dropped you from the Bond movie like a hot potato. The press would have a field day lumping you together with Lindsay Lohan when she had her drug and alcohol problems. And with Robert Downey Jr. when he was untouchable because of his drug addiction.
 �Yes, Chubby may be your friend. But if he chose to support you, it could easily lead to the movie tanking and him losing both his investors and his reputation. Or, he could drop you and keep all that. What choice do you think he�d be compelled to make? You�d likely be dumped from the Star Academy movies as well.
 �Care to think what that would do to your income stream?� Dad asked.
 I�d already spent some of my signing bonuses. They would sue me at the very least.
 �Next, we get to football and baseball. Oklahoma might keep you; they might drop you. But even if they kept you, you would be on paper-thin ice with them. It would take only one more stunt like your visit to the topless bar for them to drop you for �violating team rules.��
 At my look, he nodded.
 �Yes, I know about that particular stunt. Yet another case of terminal dumbness to go with your incredibly long list of the same. You have become a poster child for screwing up by the numbers.
 �The point here is it�s not just about you anymore. You have companies whose reputations are affected by what you do. You have employees whose financial stability depends to at least a small extent on you,� Dad reminded me.
 Dad gave a big sigh, looking defeated.
 �And you have five children, five toddlers, who depend on you.�
 I opened my mouth to respond, but he glared at me again, and I sat back.
 �I have to go check on your mom; she needs me right now. But before I do, I want to leave you with two additional thoughts, and I hope you stew over them.
 �First, I�ve had a couple of conversations with Brook�s grandmother Grace. We talk more than you think. After all, we�re heavily invested in some of her businesses now.
 �Grace is quite taken with you, but she also has expressed some reservations about your maturity. I know you had some long discussions with her, and I suspect she�s given you some quite excellent advice. But now, I want to know something. Have you actually followed any of the advice she�s given you? Or did you just nod your head, say �That�s great,� and then completely ignore the wisdom she shared with you?� Dad asked, his eyes boring into me.
 I just pulled a Dawson and clammed up. It didn�t faze my dad.
 �If you continue on this way, I will guarantee you she will never let you near her family�especially her granddaughter�again, let alone take you into her confidence. Her support is far more valuable than you know. You seem to be trying to do everything in your power to lose it,� he said and paused to let that sink in.
 �One last thought. I know you don�t want the responsibility, that you want to still be a kid in high school, if only for a few more weeks. Well, it�s about time for you to suck it up. You have that responsibility; you took it on as soon as you got those three girls pregnant. It�s about time you grew up, accepted it, and acted like a man instead of a punk, entitled child. At some point, you need to be a better man.�
 He stood, and his voice softened as he patted me gently on the shoulder.
 �I have to go take care of your mom now, Son. She needs me, and I won�t shirk my responsibility to her, just like I won�t shirk my responsibility to you, to try to bring you up right.�
 He walked out the door as I sat there, mute, left alone to my own thoughts. My aches were no longer merely physical.
 ◊◊◊
 As I walked to my apartment, I noticed the cloud cover from the storm had burned away, leaving the night air crisp and clear. I said a little prayer in the hope that this was a metaphor for what I was going through right now. The storm had passed, and the moon sifted through the leaves to give everything an unearthly glow. The rain had left a damp, clean scent in the air. Soon everything would come alive as the temperature warmed up.
 When I got upstairs with my trusty hound, I took the opportunity to ruminate on what my dad had said. I�d never seen him that angry, let alone had it directed at me. It was pretty thoroughly humbling for me to have him bring me up short like that. The worst part, though, was that he�d clearly been harboring those thoughts for a while.
 But he was right. I had responsibilities, whether I wanted them or not. Not that I would ever turn my back on my responsibilities to my little ones or their mothers. My movies, my businesses, my employees � all of them demanded better behavior from me. As I reflected on my recent adventures, I could see I hadn�t been behaving like the normal teen I�d said I wanted to be. I�d been behaving like Lindsay Lohan, to use my dad�s analogy.
 Now that my dad had shown me how far off track I�d gone, would I do something about it?
 I needed some alone time to think through my life goals and how I was using that tool. More accurately, how I was misusing that tool; that was glaringly evident. I was picking and choosing those parts that let me justify doing what I wanted to do anyway, no matter how immature it might be.
 I needed to either cut my life goals down some or re-prioritize some items.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday April 11 
 The reporting on what I thought of as the �Bill Incident� started dying down a bit on Tuesday. Yes, I was a local hero, yadda yadda yadda, but the local media was getting blas� about the whole incident, thank God.
 By the time my school day ended, I was old news as far as the local press was concerned. That didn�t mean the bruises had gone away; I still hurt. The annoying part was, I couldn�t really play. Yeah, I�d continued to complain about being sidelined, but secretly, I was glad to have a bit more time to recover.
 We had another away ball game at Urbana today. Moose told me I didn�t need to attend. I was okay with not driving to watch the game. I wished my teammates good luck and headed home.
 ◊◊◊
 After dinner, I was doing my homework with the TV on in the background. Duke lay curled up on his doggy bed, snoring. My phone rang.
 �Kevin got kicked off the football team today,� Cindy said.
 �What? Why?�
 �They drug-tested everyone Sunday. He and four other guys came back positive. He tried to explain that he�d been dosed without his knowledge, but they�d all been warned about what might happen over spring break. They gave Kevin the choice of entering the transfer portal, or they would kick him off the team, and it would become public knowledge as to why,� Cindy explained.
 �He�s making them kick him off?� I asked, confused.
 �No. Kevin entered the transfer portal today. But the word is already out on the message boards that he and his drug-buddies were asked to leave. Someone leaked it,� Cindy shared.
 �He�s my drug-buddy,� I said and instantly regretted saying that. �I mean � you know what I mean.�
 �Yeah, I do. Anyway, I was hoping you might put in a good word for him. No one is interested in the five guys because programs don�t want that kind of problem on their football team.�
 �Have Kevin call me with whoever he needs me to talk to, and I�ll do it,� I assured her.
 �What really hurts is he�s a marginal NFL prospect, and his best shot was playing at Ohio State.�
 I was surprised she�d figured that out. The stakes were even higher in the NFL. You had to be a heck of a ballplayer to carry any kind of baggage with you at that level.
 We caught up on what Cindy was working on for me, design-wise. I�d left all the decorating up to my mom, so I wasn�t really in the loop. The Malibu house would be done by the first of May. That fit my parents� timeline for moving after I graduated. Zander was vacating the USC condo, so Cindy and my mom would have the summer to get it ready for Tracy, Pam, and Cassidy.
 Mom had authorized the work on the Canadian and New York condos as well. Jack Mass was involved in finding the right contractors to do the jobs. I appreciated his help since he owned his own construction business in Chicago. I�m sure Jack liked that I paid his travel expenses, giving him and his wife an excuse for mini-vacations.
 Cindy then shared that my mom hadn�t yet decided whether it would be better to combine the two condos in Monaco. It was still early since they hadn�t even started to build the high-rise. My place in Greece would be put on the market as soon as one of my security team could get the equipment out of it.
 I assured Cindy, once again, that I would help Kevin any way I could. Even though his situation hadn�t been caused by any intention on my part, I still felt a little guilty. If I�d been more worldly, I would�ve known what sextasy was and not handed out those shots. I consoled myself with the thought that Kevin almost certainly did know what sextasy was.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 21 � You�re Still Sexy  Thursday April 13 
 My chest was starting to get better. Joey and the rest of the training staff had worked their usual magic to help me heal. By the time I got back from LA for the MTV awards, I would be able to resume playing baseball.
 I�d gone to State after school on Wednesday to check up on Tracy. I found that she was doing surprisingly well. It was a relief to know that Bill was dead and would never bother her again. I took her out to dinner, and we spent the evening catching up. It reminded me that I had to make more of an effort. Then again, it was a two-way street.
 Paul had gotten the drain pulled out of his wound and was on the mend, and Fritz had gone back to LA with him. Scarlet was disappointed that he�d left, and I didn�t have the heart to tell her he likely wasn�t coming back. Carol had spent the night with us on Wednesday. The three little ones got on famously, so it wasn�t a burden to have my daughter.
 Manaia was excited because we were flying out today, which meant he would be home for the weekend. Fritz had told him that once he delivered me to Rita�s house, he was free until we flew out on Sunday.
 I�d chartered a plane to fly from our local airport to Van Nuys Airport. Thirty minutes after I got out of my last class, we were in the air.
 ◊◊◊
 We arrived at Rita�s, and Manaia dumped my bags out of the car and left me standing out front. Well, that was rude.
 I walked in like I lived there.
 �Honey, I�m home!� I called out.
 Bandit came bounding down the stairs.
 �In the kitchen,� Rosy called out.
 I scooped up Halle�s cat and loved him up as I walked into the kitchen.
 �Miss Rita said you might be hungry. I made you some empanadas to hold you over until dinner.�
 I sat down at the kitchen island and devoured two of them. Rosy was smiling. I didn�t think Rita appreciated what a good cook she had on her hands.
 �My folks are moving into my Malibu house soon. If you�re looking for a big pay raise and people who will enjoy your cooking �� I got out before Rita came into the room.
 �You little shit. You better not be trying to steal Rosy.�
 �I�m just making sure she�s in the best possible position for her,� I deflected.
 �It would be a shorter commute,� Rosy said to tease her boss.
 In LA, that could be a big deal. Traffic was beyond terrible here. Rita grabbed my arm and took me out of the kitchen before I could put the full-court press on.
 I had three bags sitting in the entryway. I planned to be here for three days, so one for each seemed about right when I packed. Rita grabbed one, I grabbed the other two, and she led me to my room. Walking behind her up the stairs reminded me of my crush on America�s Sweetheart. She still had a killer body.
 When we reached my room, I was half aroused. Rita put my bag on the bed and turned around. She noticed the bulge that had formed in my jeans, then looked me in the eye.
 �Yes, you�re still sexy,� I reminded her.
 She bit her bottom lip, then smirked at me.
 �You�re not so bad yourself. You may want to take care of that before dinner, and I suggest you freshen up. Dinner is in about an hour.�
 I recalled what I�d been told in New York about picking up women, and I�ll admit to being more than a little tempted. But then I remembered what my dad had said only a few days before.
 I had to behave better. Despite what the beast inside me wanted, I just nodded to her. Just then, we heard a mournful cry from Bandit. The big baby was on the wrong side of the door. His complaint sent us into fits of giggles.
 ◊◊◊
 Trip and Teresa joined us for dinner. Rosy outdid herself, and we�d all stuffed ourselves by the time we were finished. We spent the evening catching up. Teresa had moved in with Trip at the oceanfront house. Rita said that Halle had put a contract in on a home for herself in the same neighborhood where I�d bought mine.
 I would bet that having her kids grow up and move out would be hard on Rita. Change after twenty years wouldn�t be easy.
 ◊◊◊  
    Friday April 14 
 I woke to someone molesting me. Since I had Bandit curled up on my chest, I made the wild-ass assumption that it was Halle. I hadn�t seen her last night because she�d been on set shooting a new movie she�d been cast in. I knew she�d be back for the weekend because she was one of the presenters for the MTV awards. Halle had agreed to perform with Billie Angell, who had two songs currently on the radio. They were supposed to rehearse over the next two days.
 �Oh, Brook,� I moaned.
 I felt teeth in response to my bad joke.
 �Jeez! Careful,� I yelped.
 �I wake you like that, and you use Brook�s name?� Halle bitched.
 �In my head, it sounded funny,� I said and then gave her my drowned-puppy look.
 I�d stayed at the Jameses� house two years ago when we filmed The Secret Circle, before Brook and I became a couple. She�d been one of the girls I was dating then, along with Halle, Zoe, and Pam. Brook had worried that Halle would take advantage of the fact that we were living under the same roof and give me morning blowjobs every day. Unfortunately, Halle hadn�t.
 Then I tried a different approach.
 �Mr. Happy really liked what you were doing. He thinks you should give him a kiss to make him better.�
 �Maybe you should give me a kiss to make me better,� Halle suggested.
 Bandit about took my left nipple off when he clawed me. He didn�t appreciate being put on the floor. Before I could kiss Halle, she checked the bruises on my chest.
 �Cassidy was right. You�re lucky to be alive.�
 �It did sting a little,� I said to put a brave face on.
 I�ll admit, what she said had run through my head more than once. Putting that aside, I touched Halle�s face to make her look at me. I gave her my sexy-boy look, which made the corners of her mouth twitch. Teen Celebs magazine had said that look made girls go crazy. They contended that I�d been selected for my role in the next James Bond film solely based on that look. I wasn�t sure about that, but I knew that when I gave it to Halle, good things followed.
 Yep, it still worked.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi was waiting for me when Halle and I finally made it downstairs.
 �Hey, stranger,� I said as I kissed her cheek.
 �Rita suggested I come over and try some of Rosy�s pancakes,� Lexi said, pointing to the stack in the middle of the table.
 The pancakes were chock-full of pecans. I grabbed a plate and joined Lexi. Halle passed on the pancakes and instead went the whole �healthy� route with fresh fruit and yogurt. I didn�t take offense. That just meant more for Lexi and me.
 �What�s on the schedule for today?� I asked.
 �This morning, you have a meeting at the studio with my dad and Rita to talk about Love Letters.�
 �Why?� I asked, confused.
 �You�re one of the investors,� Halle reminded me.
 �Why aren�t you going?� I asked.
 Halle and I had been given ownership interests in the film as part of the settlement with the studio. I�d accepted because it was either that or the movie would be shelved. We�d moved it to Lexi�s dad�s studio so the film could be finished.
 �I gave my mom my power of attorney,� Halle said.
 �Why didn�t you think of that?� I asked Lexi.
 �You could give it to me,� Lexi suggested.
 The way she said it gave me pause for thought. To this point, I hadn�t been involved in any of the management of the movie�s creation. This would give me a chance to see what happened behind the scenes. Someday, I might want to follow in Rita�s footsteps and be on the other side of the camera.
 ◊◊◊
 Rita rode over in a separate car since she had other things to do after the meeting. Chuck drove Lexi and me in one of Rita�s Land Rovers. We met Rita at the front door of the studio�s creative building, where we waited until Paul Andon met us.
 �Since you�re in town, I wanted to show you the movie and then talk next steps,� Paul said as he showed us in.
 He led us to a small theater that probably sat twenty people max. About half the seats were already filled. As soon as we sat down, the lights dimmed, and the movie started. If only this would happen at the multiplex.
Love Letters turned out to be what I expected: a cute little rom-com that had some laughs and just enough touching moments to keep it from being too sappy. I predicted girls would love it, and a lot of guys would be dragged along for a date night.
 After the viewing, we were taken to a large conference room, where we were joined by several of the studio�s staff. Paul stepped up to the front and kicked off the meeting.
 �Before we get started, I want to introduce everyone to David A. Dawson. As you all know, he was in our highly successful endeavor, Star Academy, and will be in its two sequels scheduled to film this fall. David is also one of the investors in Love Letters and didn�t take any pay for acting in it.�
 Wait a minute, I didn�t get paid? I wondered if Ari, my agent, knew that.
 �Because of how the movie came to us,� Paul continued, �and David�s contribution by not asking what he is currently worth, we have some skewed accounting numbers on this one. If you check the current financials, you will see we�re at about half of what we would have spent on a similar movie at this point. While that�s good, it means the studio�s cut will be less on the back end.�
 Rita leaned in and whispered, �He�s saying you�ll make more if the movie does well.�
 �For David�s benefit, I want to explain what our next steps are,� Paul said to everyone and then turned to me. �We�re at the point where we will enter a licensing agreement with a distribution company. They�re the ones who will get the movie into theaters. If we agree to this arrangement, they�ll take care of screening the movie to potential buyers who represent the theaters; they�ll determine how many copies of the film will need to be made; they�ll coordinate the shipment of the prints to each theater a couple of days before release; and handle other tasks of that sort.�
 �The other aspect is marketing. I�ll turn this over to Brenda to explain what we plan,� Paul said.
 �The first weekend is crucial for most movies. We want to pack the audience in because we will make upwards of half of our box office that weekend. Two prime examples of this are X-Men: The Last Stand, which made 52 percent of its money in its first week of release, and Spiderman 3, which grossed 45 percent.
 �The other reason we front-load the marketing is because the amount you make is dependent on the box office. And, if the audience hates the film, we at least pack them in before word of mouth gets out that we have a dog. Even if a movie bombs, a strong opening weekend can be enough to break even or earn a small profit,� Brenda said.
 That brought a chuckle from the crowd.
 �We have a recent example of this. Hulk grossed 47 percent of its total earnings in its opening weekend, then made almost seventy percent less the following weekend.
 �Our rule of thumb is the marketing budget should be fifty percent of the production budget. So, for simple math, if it cost $50 million to make a film, we spend $25 million marketing it. For this film, because the production costs were so low, I suggest we match the production budget for the marketing,� Brenda said.
 As she gave us her spiel, they handed out a proposed budget. I found it interesting to see the proposed allocation:
 Network Television: 22%
 Marketing Services (Creative Services, Market Research, Promotion/Publicity): 21%
 Targeted Local TV Stations: 14%
 Newspaper: 10%
 Internet: 4%
 Theatrical Trailers: 4%
 Other Media (Cable TV, Radio, Print, Billboards): 25%
 Rita pointed out that the Marketing Services line item was for the studio�s internal department responsible for designing and implementing the marketing plan.
 �The movie business is seasonal. We cluster releases during the summer and around the major holidays of Christmas, Thanksgiving, Fourth of July, Memorial Day, and Labor Day. We need to figure out the best time to release Love Letters,� Brenda said.
 What followed was a debate on whether the film would stand out in a field of high-profile movies that traditionally were shown those times of the year. You were fighting for a finite dollar amount that would be split between all films. If we were head-to-head with a blockbuster, we might get crushed and end up losing money. They finally decided to release it the third weekend of June.
 ◊◊◊
 After the presentation, we walked to another building where the studio executives had their offices.
 �We have one last item to talk about,� Paul said.
 �He wants money,� Rita predicted.
 �We can go one of two ways. Now that there�s an almost-finished product, we can reach out to additional investors and give them a smaller piece of the pie. Or, you can pony up the funds needed to market the film,� Paul said to get to the point.
 He showed Rita and me how much he needed. It wasn�t an insignificant amount.
 �Why not get a bank loan?� I asked.
 Paul was prepared for my question; he had numbers for that as well. The problem was that if the film went belly-up, banks still needed to be paid back, while investors assumed the risk. For them, a movie at this stage presented a much smaller risk than up front, but you never knew. The bank option was cheaper because of the loan guarantee, so they didn�t demand as large a return as the investors did.
 �When do you need to know?� I asked.
 Paul smiled.
 �I�d hoped you would just write a check today.�
 �I bet you did,� Rita said.
 �Sorry, but I�m out of my depth on all this,� I admitted. �I need to get advice before I decide what I should do.�
 Paul started to go into sales mode, but Rita cut him off and kicked him out of his office so we could talk.
 �Tell me what you really think of the movie, now that you�ve seen it?� Rita asked.
 �It�s okay. It�s not nearly as funny as Bridesmaids or as sappy as The Notebook. I would compare it to Silver Linings Playbook.�
�You do realize that was one of the top recent romantic comedies?� Rita asked.
�How much did it make?�
�About $125 million.�
�Okay, slow down. How much does one of these usually make?� I asked.
�Last year, $27 million was average. The year before that only averaged $10 million.�
�I guess it�s a good thing I didn�t take any pay,� I quipped.
Rita chuckled. She had a good idea of what I was being paid for my next three films. While I wasn�t a twenty-million-dollar man yet, I would command more than was reasonable for a romantic comedy. I might end up being an action star moving forward if the pay was that different.
�It sounds like they�ll be lucky to break even with the proposed budget they have right now. Can we get them to cut back on that and still make money?� I asked.
�The reason Paul has us in here is we own more than the studio does on this one. He has to get our sign-off to move forward,� Rita educated me.
�That shit,� came out before my brain engaged, and then I eyed Rita. �When were you going to clue me in?�
�If this ran off the rails, I would have stopped it. I wanted you to experience for yourself what studios try to do to investors or actors who are working for a percentage of the gross profit. Their goal is to spend as much as they make on paper. That way, they don�t have to pay any profits.�
�What do we do?� I asked.
�Do you trust me to make you money?� Rita asked.
�I don�t know. Should I?�
�Yes. Yes, you should,� Rita said.
�Okay. Do your thing,� I said.
She called Paul in and lowered the boom on him. He�d hoped I thought that a romantic comedy made numbers similar to an action movie. I�m not sure what kind of game he was playing with Rita, but she soon reminded him she wasn�t some babe in the woods. 
This situation highlighted the fact that in business, other people were usually not looking out for your best interests. If Paul could have gotten me to put money into marketing the movie, he wouldn�t have hesitated.
Then I threw a monkey wrench into everything. I innocently asked if it might be better to release it next year after my James Bond movie came out and before my Star Academy feature. They said they would have to get back to us on that.
What frustrated me, once we were done, was that Paul didn�t even seem apologetic for trying to dupe us.
Once we got outside, I turned to Rita.
 �Thank you,� I said sincerely. �There�s no way I could have done that without your help. I don�t say it often enough, but I do appreciate all the time you�ve spent working with me. I hope we can continue in the future.�
 �Don�t worry; I plan on it.�
 I started to walk away but stopped myself.
 �Did I really work for free?� I asked.
 She laughed.
 �No. I had it written into the contract with the studio that you would defer your pay until the movie opened. It�s set up so that you get paid first, and your portion is guaranteed. I did that so we could get Paul�s studio to take us on. They wanted someone like you to put on the marquee to help sell the movie, but we needed to do it on the cheap,� she explained.
 I felt better about that and thanked her again.
 As I got into the car, I realized Rita had known I would take the role of the best friend before I was even asked. Adults were evil. At least it had all worked out this time.
 ◊◊◊
 I convinced Lexi and Chuck to go surfing for the rest of the afternoon. The rush I got from catching and riding a good wave was exhilarating and relaxing at the same time. I needed more afternoons like this.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 22 � Poker? I Hardly Know Her!  Saturday April 15 
 This morning I would meet with Jeremy Pike, the clairvoyant who�d told me I had five kids even before I knew it. He�d contacted my people and said he wanted the meeting. I liked him personally, so I was looking forward to it.
 �So, what are you going to ask him? What will you be when you grow up? Oh, I know. Is there love in your future?� Lexi teased as we pulled up.
 �You should ask if you�ll get a new PA,� Chuck suggested.
 �You mean, one that doesn�t harass me first thing in the morning?�
 �Exactly.�
 �You two are dorks. This should be fun,� Lexi predicted.
 �You realize you don�t get to come in with me, don�t you?� I asked Lexi.
 �Please,� she begged. �I�ve never been to one before.�
 If my niece couldn�t get me to buy her a horse, Lexi didn�t have a shot at going in there with me. She must have seen I wasn�t going to budge, so she tried a different tack.
 �I�ll make it worth your while,� she purred.
 �Chuck, cover your ears,� I quipped and then raised my eyebrows at Lexi.
 �I know what makes David a happy boy.�
 I shrugged and opened the front door. We both recognized that I knew what made Lexi a happy girl, so her suggestion didn�t carry much weight with me. Besides, if I was just looking for a good time, I could count on Halle to show it to me. Then again, Lexi was fun to play with.
 �How about I get a session, and you can come in for it?� Chuck offered.
 Lexi dismissed Chuck with a look and turned her pleading eyes on me. I suspected she�d seen my drowned-puppy-dog expression and had practiced it since the last time I�d seen her. If I hadn�t seen Lexi cry at the drop of a hat to get her way, that might have swayed me.
 I gave her high marks for the little quiver of her bottom lip. I decided I would have to steal that move.
 �Okay, you can come in if Jeremy allows it,� I caved.
 What a guy wouldn�t do to be a �happy boy.� In my head, I heard Tami calling me a �stupid boy� for thinking with Mr. Happy�s brain and not my own.
 ◊◊◊
 Jeremy and I had met when I was on a press junket for Star Academy. He�d been there to promote his reality TV show where he did readings for celebrities. That was a long way from his upbringing. Jeremy had grown up in a small town, and his parents were extremely religious. It had been tough for him because they didn�t understand their son was different.
 Jeremy hadn�t �come out,� so to speak, until he was in college. He had told me he could talk to the departed and had a sense for what would happen to someone.
 In the brief time I�d spent with him, I�d come to I like Jeremy. He was probably eight to ten years my senior, but I was used to everyone in �the business� being older than me. What made Jeremy likable was his outgoing personality; it also didn�t hurt that he had the looks for TV. I�d heard his show had only aired for one season, so I was interested in finding out what he was doing now.
 When we walked in, the door chimed. Jeremy came out from the back to greet us.
 �David, I�m so glad you agreed to stop by. I was worried about you, then I heard you�d been shot. I was afraid I was too late to warn you,� Jeremy said in a rush.
 �Getting shot sucked,� I admitted. �Did you still want to see me?�
 �Of course. You have a lot going on,� Jeremy said as he ushered me to the back room.
 I�m not sure what I expected, but he had it set up as an informal seating area with a leather couch and a couple of comfortable chairs.
 Lexi followed me in, which gave Jeremy pause.
 �This is Lexi, my PA. She begged to sit in if it�s okay with you,� I said.
 �Why don�t I give David a general reading, and if I need to get personal, maybe Lexi could step out?� Jeremy compromised.
 �No problem,� Lexi said.
 Jeremy relaxed into his chair and closed his eyes. He took a couple of deep breaths and slowly let the last one out. Then his eyes snapped open.
 �There are a couple of people fighting for attention. The most insistent is a young man who claims to be your best friend.�
 �Jeff,� I supplied.
 �Jeff wants me to tell you that you have to help your friend Alan. He�s lost his way and is angry with you and the world. Jeff is afraid Alan has lost sight of what�s essential and will sabotage his life out of spite.
 �I get the impression that Alan hasn�t been the most pleasant person, and this is something you don�t want to do,� Jeremy said.
 �I really don�t. When Jeff passed, our friendship began to fall apart.�
 �There was a fourth in your group. A girl who you have strong feelings for.�
 �Had,� I clarified. �We�re still friends, but we don�t have anything beyond that anymore.�
 Jeremy shook his head.
 �All this makes Jeff very sad. You four called yourselves the four musketeers. It was you against the world. Since his passing, you�ve all drifted apart. Jeff says that you and the girl ��
 �Tami,� I supplied.
 �� Tami are meant for each other. He�s sad because he thinks your chance to have happiness may have passed you by.�
 I started to get emotional, which caught me off guard. I hadn�t experienced those feelings about Tami in a long time. The idea of talking to Jeff about them ripped that wound wide open again. He was one of the few people who understood how close Tami and I were at one point. All I could say was that for now, being her friend was all I could be.
 �What does Jeff think I can do for Alan?� I asked to change the subject away from Tami.
 �He doesn�t know, and he thinks Alan won�t be receptive to you offering him an olive branch. Jeff says it�s not just about Alan. You need to forgive both him and Tami for you to move on. He won�t reveal why this is, but he says in your mind, you realize it wasn�t their fault, but you�ve never given yourself a chance to heal your heart. I get a sense of betrayal,� Jeremy guessed.
 �Okay, I�ll work on that,� I promised my friend.
 Jeremy rocked back into his chair and smiled at me.
 �Your grandfather is here. He wants me to tell you how proud he is of you. He wants you to know, though, that you�re not your grandmother�s favorite grandson.�
 �What? He�s full of it. Grandma loves me best,� I shot back.
 Both Jeremy and Lexi chuckled. Jeremy shook his head.
 �He says that she loves you and your brother equally.�
 I rolled my eyes because I didn�t believe that for a second. Grandma Dawson had told me I was the favorite all my life. Of course, she�d told Greg the same, but she was just trying to make him feel better. At one time, we called her on it. She�d explained that whenever she said it to either of us, she meant every word.
 �Last time you and I talked, you told me I had five kids. Tell me what their futures hold,� I said.
 �Your grandfather suggests you start calling Little David, Dave. He will be the smallest of your boys, stature-wise, and he doesn�t need that reinforced with his name. Your grandfather also says you plan to adopt Dave and encourages you to make that happen.�
 This was the first thing Jeremy mentioned that I thought he would have no way of researching to find out. All the others, he could have pieced together via social media and the like. I was suddenly taking what he said more seriously.
 �I�ll do that,� I agreed.
 �Dave will be an important part of your family�s dynamic. He�s the one who the rest of your kids will go to when they have a problem or need someone to listen to them. He�ll be the glue that keeps them all together and will mediate any disagreements they will undoubtedly have.
 �There�ll come a time when his mother might feel she needs to take him with her. Don�t let that happen. In the long run, it will be better for both of their happiness,� Jeremy foresaw.
 �That couldn�t be any more vague.�
 Jeremy shrugged.
 �Please keep in mind what I said and try to do what�s best for them.�
 �Okay,� I said, unsure about what to do with that.
 Jeremy brightened.
 �Your son Allen is an interesting one. He�s your creative kid, and you need to encourage that in him. He will end up being either a musician, artist, or writer when he gets older ��
 Jeremy had trailed off and looked confused.
 �What�s wrong?� I asked.
 �Nothing�s wrong, I�m just surprised. Allen has hidden talents, talents like I have. Were you aware his grandmother Kincaid has abilities? She can see things that are going to happen. It skipped a generation.
 �Please don�t make him ashamed of what he is if he begins showing abilities when he�s young. I know from experience how horrible that can be �� he trailed off and then looked at me. �But I�m sure you would never do that.�
 �I�ll talk to his mother about it and make sure we make it okay for him to be whatever he becomes,� I assured Jeremy.
 �Once Allen�s abilities come to him, he�ll find the woman he�s supposed to be with. I get the sense that their meeting will be something unusual,� Jeremy said mysteriously.
 I was sure it was part of the psychic shtick to give vague and unusual predictions that would somehow reveal themselves.
 �What about Dawson?� I asked.
 �He�ll be your athlete. You�ll have to work with him on taking care of his schoolwork, or it will eventually derail his aspirations. If you push him academically, it�ll open a lot of doors. Just as it will for you.�
 �Carol?� I asked.
 �Face it, you�re screwed. She�ll be Daddy�s little princess and, in your eyes, unable to do wrong. She�ll rule the roost as far as the boys go. You need to watch her and make sure she doesn�t abuse her power. If she were to ask them, they would all kick a boy�s ass for hurting her feelings. The problem is that as a girl, she�ll be all about feelings.�
 Frick! This was my worst nightmare.
 �Before I get too depressed. What about my youngest, Coby?� I asked.
 Jeremy frowned, surprising me.
 �Coby will test you. Of all your kids, he�s the one you need to spend the most time with. Coby�s instinct is to be the protector. Like a guard dog, that can either be good or bad. You�ll have to instill in him a strong code of conduct for what�s right and wrong.
 �If you don�t, Coby might turn to a life of crime. The sad part is, he would be good at it. Then again, he can do a lot of good if focused correctly. Be patient with Coby as he navigates childhood. You might not think you�re getting through to him, but he will listen, and more importantly, watch you,� Jeremy said.
 He hesitated, like he wasn�t sure if he should tell me something or not. Then he nodded like he was listening to someone.
 �Do you have someone who teaches you martial arts?� Jeremy asked.
 �Yeah, my friend Cassidy.�
 �Have her teach your children. They�ll need to learn to protect themselves and understand when it�s okay to resort to violence and when it�s not. Cassidy would be perfect for doing that,� Jeremy said.
 I wondered if that might be true. Cassidy had a tendency to hurt boys when it suited her. I worried that if she made Carol her prot�g�, my boys wouldn�t stand a chance. I would put that on the back burner and think it through later. Something he said about protecting themselves worried me, though.
 �Lexi, I need to talk to David privately,� Jeremy said.
 We waited until she left before Jeremy became serious.
 �Your grandfather says to listen to your dad. What he told you earlier this week, you need to take to heart. Unfortunately, you have to grow up before your time. Your getting shot should be a wake-up call. You have security for a reason.�
 �I totally get it,� I said.
 �That being said, the drama in your life is far from over. Dust off your life goals and use them to decide the right path moving forward. You have a lot of possible outcomes available to you. If you use them as a guide, you should be okay,� Jeremy said.
 That would make my uncle happy.
 �Okay,� I conceded. �Do you foresee what will happen? Should I play ball, act, do something else?�
 �When the time is right, your path forward will become clear. Until then, keep your options open.�
 �Are there any roadblocks in my path?� I asked.
 �You�re not done dealing with the NCAA. Unfortunately, the problem you have with them will be affected by larger concerns on their part. Large organizations don�t like change being forced on them. Be careful, or you might be made an example of,� he said and paused. �It might not be just the NCAA.�
 �Why? What will happen?� I asked.
 �I�m sorry, but I�m not sure what all this means,� Jeremy admitted. �All I can say is you should be vigilant and willing to change your plans for what is best for you. Be careful when you put the needs of others before your own.�
 That wasn�t worthless advice at all. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I was afraid I would find out. I only hoped I didn�t do it the hard way.
 �Why did you kick Lexi out?� I asked.
 Jeremy sighed.
 �You have to be careful of Lexi. She can be the catalyst for a lot of good, but also for a lot of heartaches if you�re not careful. I�m not sure, though, if the good she can do for you outweighs the bad.�
 �I think I already knew that,� I said.
 Jeremy chuckled.
 �Your grandfather says you don�t have a clue.�
 �That sounds like something he would say. I�m sure it�s like my uncle�s advice that when I finally grow up, I�ll understand.�
 Jeremy just gave me a mysterious smile.
 �Anything else?� I asked.
 �The last part is the hardest. Carol�s mother may be in danger. She has something about her that makes her vulnerable to predators. I get the sense that her anchor that was keeping her safe has suddenly left.�
 I closed my eyes. Fritz had removed Paul from our detail, which meant he got shipped back to California for reassignment or even termination. This might be one of those unintended consequences I hated.
 �I understand what you�re talking about. I�ll see what I can do about it,� I assured Jeremy and thanked him.
 He�d given me some stuff to think about.
 ◊◊◊
 �What did he say after I left?� Lexi asked as we walked to the car.
 �That you could be the best PA ever, but you needed to step up your game. He suggested that I might need to find a new one.�
 She looked at me skeptically.
 �He did not,� she decided, and then switched into business mode. �We�re going to meet the woman doing your portrait.�
 The gift bag from the Academy Awards had included a portrait. The artist had asked to meet me before she began painting it.
 Like everywhere in LA, it seemed to take forever to get to her studio. She had space in the Artist Studios Los Angeles, which was close to the USC campus. It was a large building with murals painted on the exterior. When we pulled into the parking lot, we saw a photo shoot in progress. A muscular black man, made up as a boxer, was the subject.
 My first instinct was to go over and tell them what they were doing wrong�the lighting was causing shadows�but Lexi grabbed my arm and directed me inside.
 What I found was an artist�s haven. They�d taken a large, open, warehouse-like space and put up eight-foot walls to divide it into individual studios. The studios didn�t have ceilings, which allowed the natural light from the large windows above to come in.
 Along the halls, each artist had some of their work on display. I particularly loved what one artist was creating. She�d taken blue jeans and used them as her canvas. She had three of them displayed in the hall. I made a mental note to come back and see if any of her stuff was for sale.
 Allana Megginson had a studio at the end of the hall. Outside her space, she had hung portraits of different celebrities. I took a moment to admire them. Each painting had been done in a style that fit the personality of the person depicted. There was one of a well-known comic that was almost a caricature. Next to it hung one of a serious actress that was so detailed, it almost looked like a photograph.
 While we were admiring her art, Allana stuck her head out the door.
 �I thought that might be you,� she greeted me with a warm smile.
 I was expecting an older woman for some reason. Instead, I found someone in her late 20s. She was a short, plump lady with a cheery smile. What made Allana so unique was the way her dark eyes flashed, like pinpricks of fire on a moonless night.
 �Come in, and I�ll show you what I�ve been working on. I wanted to get your feedback before I got too far along,� she said and gestured for us to come into her studio.
 On one wall, there were photos of my family and me. Grandma Dawson had volunteered to work with Allana. Grandma had obviously been in my cloud account, sorting through photographs.
 I found Allana�s process interesting. We didn�t talk about the portrait at all. She sat me down at a small table and offered me hot tea while we talked. It was almost like a first date, as she wanted to get to know me. I rather enjoyed our time together. Allana had a wicked sense of humor that kept me on my toes.
 Before I knew it, our time was up.
 �Thank you, David. I know exactly what I want to do now,� Allana said.
 �We didn�t even talk about what you�re going to do.�
 She gave me a warm smile, and her eyes twinkled with mischief.
 �That�s why it�s free. I get to decide.�
 �That�s true,� I admitted. �Just be sure to make me look good.�
 �I�ll give it my best shot.�
 �Hey, before I go. The artist who does the jeans. Are those for sale?� I asked.
 �You have a good eye. Unfortunately, she�s preparing for a show and needs them for that. I�m sure she would be willing to sell them after, though,� she assured me.
 �Have her call Lexi.�
 We said our goodbyes. I honestly had no idea what Allana planned to do, but I couldn�t wait to see.
 ◊◊◊
 Our next stop was the MTV awards venue. Halle would be singing with the current pop idol, Billie Angell, and I wanted to drop in on their rehearsal. This was a big deal for Halle because Billie had a set of pipes on her. It would be interesting to see the two of them do a duet together.
 The hall was abuzz with activity. The three of us found good seats in the middle and watched Too Late for Josie finish up their new song that was rocketing up the charts.
 I all but swallowed my tongue when Halle and Billie marched out in matching leather bodysuits that clung to their bodies like a second skin. Someone was bringing sexy back. I stood and clapped as I let out a wolf whistle.
 The lights were in their eyes, and both girls tried to make out who was making a ruckus. Then Halle recognized me.
 �It�s just David,� Halle said dismissively.
 �David? David who?� Billie asked.
 �David Dawson.�
 Billie smiled.
 �Get up here so we can sing to you,� Billie said.
 Halle shook her head, knowing I wouldn�t hesitate. I jogged up the aisle and leaped up onto the stage. That was when I discovered that Billie Angell was an Amazon. I hadn�t noticed that Halle�s shoes had three-inch soles and six-inch heels so their height difference wouldn�t be so noticeable. Billie had to be at least six-two.
 A lot of music artists are picked for their looks. Too Late for Josie was a good example. The record label had brought together three smoking-hot girls and created a band. Compared to them, Billie looked downright homely. Part of what she did to compensate was to use the Lady Gaga approach of dressing up in costumes.
 I had to admit, she had a rockin� body for a big girl. By �big,� I don�t mean overweight, I mean thicc. Compared to the usual size zeros, however, she was a breath of fresh air.
 She swayed her hips as she came towards me to check me out. I suddenly felt like a piece of meat she wanted to devour. Maybe this wasn�t such a good idea.
 �Honey, I want you to come stand right here so I can look at you while we sing,� she ordered.
 Well, okay.
 Halle picked up on my discomfort and seemed highly amused.
 The girls had to get their rehearsal done, so they took their places to begin their duet. The opening wail of Mamma Knows Best had the hairs on my arms standing up. Billie could thrash a song with the best of them, but Halle surprised the heck out of me when she went toe-to-toe with her.
 I stood in stunned awe as I watched the two songbirds shred the opening refrain. Then my body began to vibrate with excitement, like Coby�s little butt did when he�d had too much cookies and juice. I couldn�t help myself as I began to dance.
 I couldn�t believe that Halle had agreed to sing this song with Billie. The vocal gymnastics the two of them pulled off would be an absolute showstopper tomorrow night. Their choreographed moves would make a stripper blush, and I had to admit they put naughty thoughts in my head as they strutted around on stage.
 When they finished, I was bouncing up and down.
 �OH! MY! GOD!� I proclaimed.
 �You liked it?� Halle asked.
 �I loved it. You two should go on tour together.�
 �We should take you along. You�re good for my ego,� Billie said.
 They kicked us off stage so the next group could perform their song. Chuck and Lexi joined us backstage.
 Halle had to get to an audition for a part in a TV show. She said she would see me at home.
 �Are you two �� Billie asked.
 �I stay with the James family when I�m in town,� I explained.
 �Good. I want to lick the sweat off your neck,� Billie said.
 I was shocked at how aggressive that comment was.
 Lexi leaned in close.
 �You should poke her,� she suggested.
 �Poker? I hardly know her,� I shot back.
 �What are they teaching kids these days? It�s �poke her,�� Chuck quipped.
 �Old people,� I said to Lexi as I rolled my eyes at Chuck.
 I flipped him off for good measure while Billie gave me a come-hither look as she sauntered into her dressing room.
 �Double-wrap it.�
 I ignored Lexi�s snarky remark as I followed Billie to see what she meant by �licking the sweat off my neck.� This was probably a bad idea, but she intrigued me. This sounded like things were about to get dirty.
 ◊◊◊
 When I stepped into the room, Billie launched herself at me. I found myself pinned to the wall with her tongue snaking down my throat.
 �I get all hot and bothered after I sing. You should come with me on my upcoming concert tour so you can help me scratch that itch after every show,� she said breathlessly.
 I all but heard an imaginary �clunk,� the sound of the big brain engaging. The image of Billie boning some random guy after each gig jumped to the forefront of my mind. That was when my dad�s annoying admonishment that I needed to start becoming a better man surfaced.
 This was precisely the kind of thing that seemed to get me in trouble. Engaging in sexual activities with � I don�t know � a movie star, a princess, and now a pop singer. While fun, it always seemed to make its way to the press.
 �I can�t do this,� I blurted.
 �What? Why?� Billie asked, shocked.
 �I keep doing stuff like this. I would love to spend the summer going on a concert tour with you. The problem is, I have responsibilities. Did you know I have five kids?� I asked.
 That brought her up short.
 �I�m not looking for a commitment. I just wanted to blow off some steam,� Billie said.
 �Then I�m probably not your guy.�
 �What about the other guy you were with? Send him in,� Billie said, sealing the deal for me.
 �I�ll be right back,� I said and stepped out of the dressing room.
 Lexi was playing some game on her phone while Chuck stared off into space. Both their heads snapped around when I came out.
 �She saw my dick and said it was too big. She wants to know if you�re interested.� I told Chuck.
 �What the heck are you talking about?� Chuck asked.
 �Do you want to bang a pop star? Yes or no. It�s a simple question,� I said.
 Chuck turned to Lexi.
 �He�s serious?�
 She shrugged but made no comment. Chuck�s confused look turned to a smile.
 �I�m so getting fired,� he said as he went in.
 After he left, Lexi turned to me.
 �I�m impressed. Why did you really not go through with it?�
 I pointed down at Mr. Happy.
 �Yeah, right,� Lexi said.
 I sighed. My oversized-equipment story obviously wasn�t selling.
 �I had a talk with my dad. He pointed out that I need to start growing up. Banging a singer in her dressing room probably doesn�t rise to any reasonable level of maturity.�
 �I heard she�s a little free with the goods,� Lexi said.
 �That�s why you said to double-wrap it,� I said, suddenly understanding her warning.
 Lexi had never said anything like that before, and I�d found it odd at the time. Suddenly, I had a thought.
 �Next time, do me a favor and stop me.�
 �Stop you from sleeping around?�
 �Maybe not that, but if you think it�s a bad idea, give me a heads-up.�
 �I thought telling you that you should double-wrap it was a pretty big clue,� Lexi said.
 �You forget that I�m a guy, and we�re clueless. We need some kind of signal.�
 �Like �pineapple�?�
 �No. That wouldn�t work because that means it�s �go time,�� I said, looking sideways at her. �Why don�t you just give me that look you always give me and say the word �no.��
 �So, if it�s okay, I should say �pineapple�?�
 �You�re no help,� I decided.
 �Why don�t we go back to my place for some nice pineapple?� Lexi asked.
 �Now you�re talking.�
 ◊◊◊
 I won�t even comment on Chuck and Billie. All I�ll say is ten minutes later, Chuck looked like a new man.
 I had Chuck take us to a grocery store so I could make Lexi dinner. I noticed that she picked up a pineapple. When we got to her condo, I let Chuck go for the day. I assured him we were staying in, and if I needed to, I would call an Uber.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d told Lexi I wanted burgers for dinner. She convinced me to make something healthier, so we compromised. Melanie had taught me how to make them with ground turkey. I added apple and onion to the patties before I fried them.
 Instead of French fries, I made green bean sticks. I charred them on the stovetop and then tossed the green beans in olive oil, salt, pepper, and garlic powder before finishing them off in the oven. When I first saw what Melanie had made, it grossed me out a little. They weren�t bad, so I decided to prepare them for Lexi.
 When I put the plate in front of her, she just picked at them.
 �My dad�s heart condition has caused some changes to our menu at home. You�ll like them,� I promised.
 Lexi took a bite.
 �They�re not French fries,� she complained.
 �No. But you said you wanted something good for you,� I reminded her.
 �They�re not terrible,� she finally admitted.
 I agreed. Given a choice, I would eat French fries over green bean sticks every time.
 After dinner, I found out that at Lexi�s house, the rules were different. If you cooked, you also cleaned up. I figured she just didn�t feel like it. In a way, it made sense because my brother had been known to make a giant mess, knowing I had to clean up after him.
 It was sort of like our rule about sharing something. If it needed to be split, such as a slice of cake, one of us cut it, and the other got to pick which piece they wanted.
 When I came out of the kitchen, I found my PA sitting on the couch, reading an e-book.
 Lexi shifted her gaze over toward me, like a cat looking up mid-slumber to see a mouse frolicking across its path. I worried she might want to lick the sweat off my neck. When I was almost to her, she stood up and gave me a deep, meaningful look.
 I had to admit, this was much better than hooking up with Billie. While the Alpha Male was all about new and shiny, Lexi was no consolation prize.
 I stepped closer, and both of my hands gently slid around the back of her neck. One hand raked through her hair and held her head while my other hand brushed a few strands out of her face. Our lips were close to coming together. I hesitated, allowing the anticipation to build.
 As our lips had started to come together, Lexi closed her eyes. So I waited until she opened them again, and mine bored into hers. I didn�t wait any longer. I wanted to kiss her, taste her, feel her in my arms. Our lips lightly brushed in a gentle little peck to get the proceedings started.
 I was pleased when she gasped in surprise that I hadn�t kissed her authoritatively, as I would usually do. I always enjoyed my time with Lexi. We both approached sex in the same manner: maximize pleasure. For some reason, this time was different; I needed something more profound, something soft and warm with more passion.
 I kissed her again, and our tongues met. We began to do a little dance of building desire. I used my fingertips to caress her neck down to the soft skin of her shoulder. Then I returned my hand to the back of her neck where I could hold her in place.
 Our longing began to erode my desire for gentle and loving. The sparks of passion took over in a dizzying rush of anticipation of what was to come.
 In my mind, something clicked. With Lexi, I didn�t have to be a good boyfriend or considerate lover. That was why she�d been surprised at my gentleness in the beginning. I recalled her saying that she looked at us as merely a hookup. I remembered that Lexi said she liked to be with me because I gave her good orgasms.
 Then I mentally slapped myself for my near-pathological need for more. Why couldn�t our relationship just be about what it was � sex? The sad part was I was the one trying to make it more. Even Brook had pushed back when I tried to make our relationship more than it was.
 Realizing that was not the case with Lexi was freeing. She and I would only be friends with benefits. And if I had to pick someone for that role, she was near perfect.
 I came back to the moment and decided to just have fun. Our kisses intensified as I amped up the passion. This brought Lexi to a whole new level of want. She moaned into my mouth as our kissing became almost frantic, and we tried to devour each other�s face.
 The sexual beast inside of me demanded to be released, and for once, I let him off his leash. My hands released her head and slid down her neck to the front of her blouse. Even I was startled when the beast grasped her blouse and ripped it open. Buttons went flying all over her hardwood floor, making a distinctive sound as they clattered and rolled away.
 Lexi huffed in surprise as the cool air touched her breasts. I didn�t give her a chance to protest my ruining her blouse as I began to kiss a trail down to her white meat. Her nips were starting to get aroused. I decided they needed to be all the way there, so I sucked each into my mouth in turn.
 Lexi got with the program and lost what remained of her blouse, and I teased life into her succulent melons.
 �What�s gotten into you?� Lexi wondered.
 I didn�t answer as she tangled her fingers in my hair.
 I dropped to my knees as I gave Lexi a peck between her breasts, then reached down and undid her slacks. Lexi wiggled out of them, and her panties followed. She was a good girl and parted her thighs to give me access. I cupped her bottom, and Lexi found the back of my head again. With a gentle push, she guided me to her secret garden.
 I buried my nose between her thighs. Lexi sighed when my tongue made a tentative expeditionary mission. She gasped when I found her nubbin peeking out of its hidey-hole.
 I nudged her legs further apart to give myself better access. Once satisfied with the logistics, I dove in with gusto. Lexi stiffened and had both hands on my head for balance. I held her in place with her backside globes firmly grasped while she began to squirm at my oral assault.
 As I moved closer and her fingers found purchase in my thick mass of hair, she silently urged me forward. My mouth lightly teased Lexi at her core before quickly retreating. She panted in pleasure with each tiny swipe of my tongue. I took my time to dwell on the area that seemed to bring her the most happiness.
 When I found a particularly good spot, Lexi�s hands turned into fists and about yanked my hair out as her back arched. She might have fallen down if I hadn�t had such a tight grip.
 �David!�
 Music to my ears that told me I was onto something. I plunged my tongue deep into her core as Lexi writhed in pleasure. It was like she was having a fit as her body crested with a frenzied release. I continued to drill for gold as Lexi made a throaty cry to announce my success. I only stopped when she put both her hands against my forehead to pry me away from my prize.
 �David, enough. I need you inside of me now,� Lexi announced as she all but dragged me to the bedroom.
 She jumped onto the bed and watched as I undressed. She flinched when she saw my bruising from being shot, but her eyes fell lower when Mr. Happy was released. Lexi hungrily devoured the sight of him.
 I eased up to the side of the bed, and Lexi wrapped her fingers around my member. She used her grip to coax me onto the bed between her legs. In reality, I didn�t need much convincing. Lexi guided me to the promised land and let the tip enter her folds, and she ran it up and down to get it wet with her juices.
 She hunched forward, which cause my length to slide up between us, and she groaned as it rubbed her sensitive spot. I twitched my hips a little to give her an extra something. Lexi began to rock back and forth. It must have felt fantastic if the goofy expression and little whines were any indication.
 I shocked her when I reached down and removed Mr. Happy from her grasp. Then I crawled up her body, straddled her chest. I pointed the tip at her lips and pushed my length between them. Lexi pulled her head back, but I reached up and held her head in place as I shoved my rod back into her mouth.
 She looked me in the eye and gave me a little nod. In this position, she was entirely at my mercy. Her arms were trapped under my thighs, and I could do as I pleased. It was amazing to watch as Lexi surrendered control to me.
 �You look so sexy like that,� I encouraged her.
 Lexi didn�t just lay back and let me have my way with her. She began to bob her head and swirl her tongue around my invading member.
 I sensed my release approaching, so I began to quicken my pace. Lexi�s eyes got big as I released my pent-up desire. I�d frozen in place, not wanting to kill her by driving myself into her throat. Lexi was the one who slammed her mouth down on me as I throbbed out the last of my big O.
 When I pulled free, she had a wicked grin on her face. She rolled me off of her and onto my back, and straddled my waist. Lexi lifted Mr. Happy, and I stopped her long enough to open and roll on a condom. Then she lowered herself down until my member had stretched and filled her core.
 She took a deep, steadying breath and quickly took the rest of me inside of her. Lexi slumped forward, which allowed me to pull her down for a long kiss. When she was ready, her hips began to move.
 I reached back and grasped her butt again as I began to add my own thrusts. Each time I bottomed out, she grunted her encouragement. It didn�t take long before both our hearts were pounding as we raced towards the ultimate goal.
 Lexi reached it first.
 �Oh, David � I � I �� she cried as she got there.
 Since I�d already climaxed once, I continued my onslaught. Poor Lexi became a rag doll and began to have multiple orgasms, one after another, as I pounded her into submission. It was as if her mind left her, and she became a drooling, moaning, pleasure toy, such as I�d always wanted.
 When I finally found my release, Lexi got the giggles.
 �What�s so funny?� I asked.
 �It just occurred to me that in a little over a month, we�ll be filming your movie, and I can have this every night. I�m afraid you might kill me.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 23 � No One�s Ready  Sunday April 16 
 By the time I left Lexi�s to go back to Rita�s to get dressed, I was in a damned good mood.
 Dress for the MTV awards wasn�t like the Academy Awards; it was much more casual. That didn�t mean the model in me would allow me to look shabby. Jade had sent me something to wear from their summer line that looked smart.
 When I arrived at the venue, I found myself seated with my castmates from The Secret Circle. They�d all come to support Leah and me for being nominated for best kiss. They had all kinds of fun awards. The two I wanted to win someday were the best fight scene and best hero. Two that I found funny were most frightened and most meme-able moment.
 Someone I hadn�t expected to show up was Hannah Minacci. Halle body-checked me before I could reach Hannah and show her how happy I was she�d come.
 �She�s married,� Halle reminded me.
 �Surely, the bloom is off that baseball player by now,� I grumped.
 �Why do you insist on calling him that? He has a name, you know.�
 �Because he won�t be around long enough for me to learn it,� I hoped.
 �Oh, and something else: you can�t kiss Leah if you win.�
 �Why not?� I asked.
 It was a tradition that you kissed your award-winner on stage. Heck, Will Ferrell had won for kissing a guy, and they did it.
 �She got engaged.�
 Well, damn. Then I had a bright idea.
 �Hannah�s married,� Halle said, blowing up my Plan B. �You could kiss Zac.�
 �Funny,� I said and then gave her an evil look. �Just for that, I won�t introduce you to Ryan Gosling.�
 I swear, girls have super hearing.
 �You know Ryan Gosling?� Hannah asked with the rest of the girls in the cast right behind her.
 No way was I letting Hannah anywhere near Ryan. The baseball guy was bad enough. I didn�t need some old man stealing her away from me.
 �No. I never said I did; I just said I wouldn�t introduce Halle,� I clarified.
 �David�s never met a stranger. Before the night is over, he�ll have talked to Ryan,� Halle predicted.
 Sometimes it�s better to be lucky than good. At just that moment, the subject of our conversation showed up. The girls seemed excited.
 I was happy that he had his wife with him so Hannah wouldn�t get any ideas.
 ◊◊◊
 I had a good time during the show. MTV wasn�t nearly as dull as the Academy Awards show. Instead of slipping off to the Green Room, everyone actually sat through the whole presentation.
 MTV mixed the awards in with the musical acts. Halle and Billie absolutely killed it. I was happy for Halle. This confirmed that if acting didn�t work out, Halle could make it as a singer. It also showed that if I were ever looking for a lead in a musical, Halle would be on my short list.
 When it finally came time for our award, Leah looked to be getting nervous. I reached over and squeezed her hand.
 �We got this in the bag,� I assured her.
 She didn�t believe me, and for good reason. I had no idea if we even had a shot. In fact, I had my doubts because the romantic movie king, Ryan Gosling, had also been nominated.
 I was pleasantly surprised when Halle James and Ben Doman, my costars in Love Letters, took the stage to present our award. I�d known that Halle would be presenting, but I didn�t realize it was for this award.
 Before they announced the winner, they showed the clip of each kiss. If they judged by the noise the crowd made after each kiss played, we�d won in a landslide. Poor Leah about crawled under her chair when she heard their reaction.
 �And the winner is �� Ben said as Halle ripped open the envelope.
 �My friends David and Leah from TheSecret Circle,� Halle announced.
 Once we got on stage, I noticed that Leah had snatched the trophy out of Ben�s hand. It apparently would be going home with her. When we got ready to thank everyone, I stopped Leah.
 �I can�t kiss you,� I declared.
 That totally threw her off her game.
 �How come?� she finally asked.
 �The last time we kissed, it ended up in the tabloids.�
 �But � but, it�s tradition,� she stammered out.
 The crowd made it clear that they expected a kiss. I folded my arms across my chest and shook my head in defiance. Before it turned into one of those awkward moments, like the time Kanye West interrupted Taylor Swift when she�d won an award, Leah began thanking all the right people.
 Everyone seemed stunned that I hadn�t kissed her. When Leah finished her speech, we began our walk off stage. Halle and Ben looked at me in disbelief, like I�d just announced I was dating my cousin. Halle had told me not to kiss Leah, so I didn�t see why she should be giving me that look. Then again, I never listened to anyone, according to Miss Halle.
 As we all began to walk off, I stopped, grabbed Halle, and put her in a lip-lock. It sounded like every teenage girl in the room had lost their mind.
 Ben and Leah acted like they had to pull us apart. Halle pretended her knees had gone weak, forcing Ben to have to catch her. She even had to fan her face because I was just that good. I gave the crowd a knowing look, like that always happened whenever a girl kissed me. Leah ruined my big moment when she mussed up my hair and laughed at me, to the delight of the audience.
 ◊◊◊
 After the award show were the after-parties. I had to beg off because I had to fly home.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday April 17 
 Sometimes, having a dog is a pain in the butt. I�d gotten home late from LA. Thank goodness I�d planned ahead and chartered a flight. If I�d flown commercial, I probably wouldn�t have arrived until after noon because I would�ve missed the red-eye last night. Mom had given me permission to skip class this morning, which I�d planned to take full advantage of by sleeping in.
 That�s where my hound being a pain came in. He has this internal clock he goes by, come hell or high water. This morning, when our usual time to get up arrived, and I hadn�t woken, Duke took it upon himself to wake me up. He started by nudging my hand with his nose. I ignored him and rolled over so he couldn�t reach it. Next came a little �woof� to let me know I was sleeping in. That graduated to his jumping on the bed, followed by him standing on my chest.
 Labs aren�t meant to stand on your chest. This same chest had taken a bullet last week and still felt like someone had taken a Louisville Slugger to it. That convinced me to get up and let him out. Being lazy, I left the door open so he wouldn�t bark at it when he finished doing his business and playing with Precious.
 Obviously, I hadn�t thought the whole thing through in my sleep-addled mind because not only did Duke come in, so did the cat from hell. They both jumped on my bed and cuddled up next to me.
 �Ah, hell, screw it,� I mumbled and tried to go back to sleep.
 I had almost dozed off when I heard someone come up the stairs. I opened one eye to see Brit standing at my bedroom door with her phone out, taking a picture of me and my bedmates. She�d apparently come to investigate why her cat hadn�t come home.
 �I wondered where my baby had gone. I guess I�m not surprised to see her in bed with a man.�
 �Take her and close the door as you leave,� I strongly suggested.
 Instead, Brit sat down on the edge of my bed. Aw, crap. I was too tired for this.
 �Does it ever start to get to you?� she asked. �It�s like people expect you to be a certain way. The problem is you don�t really know who you are or if that�s the way you want to be.�
 I opened an eye to see if she might leave if I ignored her. Then my mind started to wake up and wonder how she�d gotten into the yard to begin with. I doubted my parents had buzzed her in.
 �Leave me alone,� I complained.
 �That�s just it. You�re supposed to be this big problem-solver and figure all this out for me. It�s sort of what people think, but I get the sense that you�re as trapped in your roles as I am. I�m supposed to be the good daughter, the one who will actually make something of my life. Unlike my idiot brothers, who don�t have a care in the world, I�m supposed to be the responsible one. You get that, don�t you?�
 �Dear God, Brit. Don�t you have to get to school or something?� I asked.
 �No, tell me. You�ve thought about this stuff, haven�t you?�
 Shoot me, shoot me now! You could even do it without my gear on if it made this stop. I finally decided to give in.
 �I imagine every teenager thinks about this. No one�s ready for what comes next. The good news is high school doesn�t define who we�ll be. It�s a chance to try on different roles to see what fits and what doesn�t. When you go to college, you can become a new person. None of the expectations of others will be there to shape who you are,� I rambled.
 �How do you see me?�
 I blinked. Somehow this felt like a trap, sort of like when a girl asks you if she looks sexy or fat. Anything you said would be disregarded. I suspected they asked us those questions just to start fights.
 �You�re the girl who wanted to date Tim over me,� I said with a straight face.
 �Do you blame me?� she asked and then rushed on. �I didn�t want to be just another girl you bedded. Plus, is that all guys think about? Whether a girl will sleep with them or not?�
 �Pretty much,� I said with a cocky grin.
 �You�re so full of it,� she huffed.
 Even when you agreed with them, you were wrong.
 �Please! Don�t tell me that girls don�t think about guys like that, too,� I countered.
 I was pretty pleased with myself for distracting her from her trap question. She narrowed her eyes at me and smiled.
 �You still want me,� Brit announced.
 �Let me clue you in to something: every guy my age wants you.�
 �Bullshit.�
 �Well, maybe not the ones who actually know you,� I teased.
 �Shut up,� she complained.
 She scooped up her cat and headed for the door. When she got there, she looked back and caught me checking out her butt. That made her happy as she left.
 �Duke, buddy. We need to have a talk about your guard-dogging abilities. You�re worthless.�
 His tail thumped on the bed.
 I closed my eyes and went back to sleep.
 ◊◊◊
 I made it to school in time for lunch.
 �There he is. It�s now confirmed that David is a better kisser than Ryan Gosling,� Wolf announced.
 Gina ducked and shook her head. This was her worst nightmare come true.
 �We should put that to the test. I saw that you and he met last night,� Pam said.
 �He just wanted my autograph,� I rejoined, somehow managing to keep a straight face.
 �You�re kidding,� Dare said.
 �Nope,� I said and then leaned forward to share a secret. �Honestly, it floored me, too.�
 �Why? You�re supposed to be a big deal, aren�t you?� Tim asked.
 �I guess. It�s hard to reconcile �Hollywood David� and who I really am. Heck, if I were �Hollywood David,� I wouldn�t be allowed to be seen having lunch with this group.�
 �Oh, yes. We�re so lucky you grace us with your presence. It�s lucky for you we know you, or we�d think you were serious about all that,� Cassidy weighed in.
 �I�m surprised Leah didn�t punch you when you announced you wouldn�t kiss her,� Gina added.
 �Halle told me she�d gotten engaged. You know my rules about that.�
 �I�d kiss her,� Yuri said.
 �Wolf, educate the boy,� I said.
 �I�m with him,� Wolf said, shrugging and nodding at Yuri.
 �Maybe David is more mature than you guys,� Gina said.
 �Hang on,� I said, getting my phone out. �I need to mark the date when Gina said I did something right.�
 �I take it back. You�re just a �stupid boy.��
 �No, you said it,� Dare said and then pointed his phone at her. �Now, if you would just repeat it so we could record it for posterity.�
 �He�s kidding,� Chrissy said to save her boyfriend.
 We all laughed because Dare didn�t get how close he�d come to Gina ending his life.
 This was what I�d wanted, to feel like I was living a normal life. Brit was right when she said people saw you in different roles. Right now, I wanted to be �David, the normal high school kid.�
 ◊◊◊
 Even though I wasn�t yet up to having a Lab stand on my chest, I convinced the trainers to clear me to play ball this week. We�d gone 2 and 1 during the three games I�d missed.
 When I got home after practice, my mom and dad were there waiting for me.
 �Ms. Dixon called me today with an update on you adopting Little David,� Dad said.
 �When did you plan to tell us you were doing that?� Mom asked.
 �And how exactly do you see this working?� Dad asked.
 �Would you agree that I treat Little David like he�s mine?� I asked back.
 �That�s not the question,� Mom said.
 �When Little David was born, Mitch didn�t want anything to do with him. He went so far as to agree to give up all his parental rights to the little guy. I told Peggy I want to make Dave my son. So, in effect, I would take Mitch�s role in his upbringing,� I explained.
 �And you don�t plan to marry Peggy?� Mom prodded.
 �No, I don�t plan to marry her.�
 �Ms. Dixon explained that the big hurdle was the termination of parental rights for Mitch,� Dad explained. �Since he�s already given them up, with Peggy�s approval, your adopting Little David is straightforward. The court may require that someone from Child Services confirm your intentions and certify that you�re willing, able, and would provide a good environment for him to grow up in. Ms. Dixon said it would just be a formality, in your case.�
 �Oh, and something else: we need to start calling him Dave,� I said.
 �Why?� Mom asked.
 �I saw Jeremy Pike again when I was in LA�you remember, that psychic I met when I did The View�and he made a good point. He said Dave will be physically smaller than his siblings. Adding �little� to his name will only highlight that. He doesn�t need to be reminded that he�s different,� I explained.
 �I always thought it was because he had your name. It�s like your friend in New York who everyone calls Little Tony,� Dad said.
 �Well, I don�t; I call him Tony. I mean, the guy�s married and has a son. It doesn�t feel right to me, adding the �little.��
 �I think it�s a great idea. I�ll tell everyone,� Mom said.
 �You might want to talk to Peggy before you change her son�s name,� I reminded her.
 Mom just waved me off. After all, as THE grandmother, she had some rights. I would have to give Peggy a heads-up about it.
 �I�ll have Ms. Dixon move forward,� Dad said.
 �Thanks.�
 �What else did Jeremy tell you?� Mom asked.
 I looked at Dad. He wasn�t about to bail me out since I�d opened my big mouth. I decided he was right; there were just some things not worth fighting about. I gave in and brought them up to date with everything that happened on my trip. Well, not everything � just the PG stuff.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday April 18 
 Tonight, we played the Canton High Little Giants. One of the sillier team names, in my opinion. It wasn�t as bad as the Cornjerkers, Appleknockers, or Bunnies, as three other state high school teams had been labeled. I rather liked ours, the Lincoln High Bulldogs.
 While we were warming up, Wolf and Tim cornered me.
 �So, we�re all set for Friday?� Tim asked.
 We�d decided to move up our plans and have our Senior Skip Day this Friday because of baseball. If we made it to state, we might want to actually play in the game. Moose could be such a hard-ass about some things; skipping school was surely on his list of offenses that would get you benched. If that were to happen, we wanted it to be for a meaningless game.
 As a matter of fact, I�d been told that because I�d skipped Monday morning, I was riding the pine today. The real reason was my chest still bothered me. But Moose wasn�t one to miss a chance to set an example. What better way than to bench me?
 �It�s all set,� I assured them.
 �And you�re really charging everyone ten dollars?� Wolf asked.
 I shot him a look, and he gave me a sheepish one back.
 �Okay, yeah. It�s not fair to make you pay for everything,� Wolf quickly backtracked.
 �Tracy, Tami, and I cleaned up the lake house, and my people have arranged for food and drink. The least everyone can do is help pay for it,� I said.
 �You�re getting a keg, right?� Tim asked.
 I�d thought about it for about a second, then the reality of teenagers driving home drunk from the lake house sank in. It wasn�t that long ago that our neighboring town, Washington, had lost a carload of teens to drunk driving. We�d invited them to our alternate prom when their school canceled theirs because of the accident.
 That, and the fact that teens already got up to stupid stuff, led me to realize I couldn�t see adding alcohol to the mix. Our crowd was capable of having a good time without the need to drink, so it was an easy call to say I wouldn�t provide it.
 �We can BYOB, though?� Tim pressed.
 �Just don�t tell me about it. I want to be able to say I knew nothing,� I conceded.
 That wasn�t a battle I had any chance of winning. If a bunch of teenagers put their minds to something, there was no changing it. If they wanted to go off and sneak a beer or three, I wasn�t their mom.
 �Would you prefer schnapps, J�germeister, or Absolut Citron?� Wolf asked.
 I flipped him off.
 �We could make J�gerbombs,� Tim added.
 I smiled because it was a mixture of J�germeister and an energy drink. Sometimes alcohol made you sleepy, and this was the perfect cure for that � at least in theory.
 �We no longer have our bartender. Mona graduated last year,� I reminded them.
 �Oh, I know,� Tim said excitedly. �We should get a celebrity bartender.�
 Wolf got thoughtful for a moment.
 �Hmmm. Who do we know that�s a celebrity?�
 The two comedians could suck it. The juice wasn�t going to be worth the squeeze on that one to see where they were taking their joke.
 At one point, Cassidy had offered to hurt people for me in exchange for favors. She�d made the offer right after she�d taken out my manny when he�d hurt Coby and Duke. I�d let her drive my Demon as a boon for her services on that one. I bet she would take out both Tim and Wolf if I offered to take her to dinner again. She might do it for a bag of chips. Hell, she might do it for free since we were talking about these two knuckleheads.
 Moose called us over to start the game.
 ◊◊◊
 Through seven innings, Moose had trotted out three pitchers: Bert, Phil, and Trent. He was gearing up for the end of the year when we would need pitching, since we would have back-to-back games in the state playoffs. The three of them had done an excellent job by not allowing a run.
 The problem was, we hadn�t scored, either.
 In the bottom of the seventh, Johan went in to pinch-hit. He hit a walk-off home run on the first pitch to end it.
 ◊◊◊
 After dinner, I was studying in my apartment when my phone rang.
 �This is David,� I answered.
 �I was told to call you,� Bo Harrington informed me.
 He was my former personal quarterback coach, former assistant at Alabama, and now head coach at Western Michigan.
 �I take it Kevin Heathcott asked me to vouch for him,� I said.
 �As a matter of fact ��
 �He was dosed. He didn�t take anything knowingly,� I said to cut to the chase.
 �So, he wouldn�t be a problem in the locker room?� Bo asked.
 �They named him their defensive captain as a junior. Kevin has plans to play in the NFL someday. He would be the last person to take recreational drugs.�
 �What about other stuff?� Bo asked.
 That was always something I suspected, too. Steroids and other performance-enhancement drugs found their way onto football teams everywhere.
 �I wouldn�t know,� I admitted.
 The fact was, high-level football teams had come a long way as far as training and proper nutrition go. Many star athletes from years past might not even make it onto the field nowadays. The size, speed, strength, agility, and explosiveness of today�s players were light years ahead of what they had been even just ten or fifteen years ago.
 It was amazing to see the transformation of players as they matured in these systems. Many programs put out before and after pics of new athletes as they came into a professionally run strength and conditioning (S&C) program. They used the photos as marketing for what they could do for prospective recruits.
 I�d been exposed to a lot of these programs because of my status as a top quarterback. It was one of the reasons Lincoln High had brought in a high-level S&C consultant to help establish our own program. The training had started to trickle down to the high school levels, and I predicted it wouldn�t be long before we saw such training in the middle schools.
 With all that said, there were always players willing to take risks to get ahead. Kevin�s upper body looked like he�d had some chemical help to get there. At least, that was what it seemed to me.
 �What about the other players Ohio State forced out?� Bo asked.
 �I honestly only know Kevin. I suspect he would tell you if he thought they were problems,� I suggested.
 �Well, I�m considering offering all of them,� Bo shared.
 The difference in the level of recruits that Ohio State would pull in versus what Bo would be able to attract at Western Michigan was stark. An infusion of five high-level players would certainly help.
 �I�m a firm believer in second chances. I�m also a trust-but-verify kind of guy,� I suggested.
 �Okay, I�ll make Kevin the offer. If he accepts, I�ll talk to him about the rest. I have enough headaches starting a new program without inviting trouble.�
 �I think you should be okay. Unless they�re total idiots, they now realize that there are consequences to their actions. I doubt there�ll be a third chance if they mess up again.�
 After we hung up, I felt better about the Kevin situation. Bo would take care of him. Plus, Bo had NFL contacts that might be able to open some doors for Kevin when the time came.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday April 20 
 Tonight, I played my first baseball game since being shot. I struck out three times, but we won. I came home to find Lexi sitting in my kitchen, talking to my parents and Peggy.
 �How�d it go?� Dad asked.
 �We won, no thanks to me. I was terrible at the plate. Thankfully, they didn�t need me. We won 4�1,� I said and then turned to Lexi. �I had no idea you were coming.�
 �You wanted me to plan your Senior Skip Day,� she reminded me.
 �I thought you�d do that from LA.�
 �You�re not skipping school,� Mom announced.
 Everyone turned to look at her. This displayed all the earmarks of one of our power struggles. If it had been Greg who�d received this comment, I might have gone to make some popcorn so I could watch the show that was about to unfold. I have to say, being on the other end sucked.
 �I wouldn�t be a good mother if I condoned such behavior. You miss enough school as it is,� she added.
 I glanced at Dad, and he gave a little head-shake to signal that I should ignore my mother and not start a big fight. Lexi looked concerned, which surprised me.
 �What�s wrong?� I asked.
 �If you�re not there, I�ll have to find another celebrity bartender.�
 I blinked a couple of times in confusion, and then both Lexi and my mom burst into laughter. I�d been punked.
 Duke came into the kitchen to let Peggy know something was going on with the boys. We heard a commotion in the living room. That couldn�t be good.
 �I�ve got this,� I told Peggy and left my mom and Lexi to their evil plots.
 �Dave! Coby! What are you boys doing?� I asked as I walked in.
 Dave had somehow gotten on top of the coffee table and was holding a toy over his head while Coby tried to reach for it. It looked like Dave had outsmarted his younger but bigger brother. That was until Coby retaliated and pulled Dave off the table on top of him. Not the best plan ever conceived.
 What happened next showed why you should only have boys. Instead of tears, the two little brats were a giggling mess. That was until Duke snatched the contested toy from Dave�s grip. Their focus turned from playing keep-away with each other to my trusty hound. Duke ran around the coffee table, showing off his prize. The boys teamed up, and the chase was on.
 With Duke�s help, I wore out the munchkins. Peggy told me to get them their baths and to put them to bed.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi and I had gone to my apartment after I�d put the little ones down.
 �Why are you really here?� I asked.
 �Kendal took over the management for Chloe, and Kent suggested I needed to take a few days off.�
 There had to be a story behind that.
 �Don�t leave me hanging,� I prompted.
 �Chloe has a new fixation, her costar Chad Dickenson. They found her in his trailer.�
 �Hang on. Isn�t Chad like mid-thirties and married?� I asked.
 �So?� Lexi asked.
 If you asked me why I hated Hollywood, I would bring this up as an example. What I couldn�t figure out was why Chloe being in his trailer was a big deal. It wasn�t like they would have been the first on-set hookup. Even if he was ten or more years her senior and married, it wasn�t anything new. Still, something didn�t add up. Besides, why would that get Lexi sent on a sudden vacation?
 �There�s something you�re not telling me.�
 �I had to sign an NDA,� Lexi said.
 �A nondisclosure? What the heck for?� I asked.
 �If I tell you, you have to promise not to say anything to another soul.�
 Clearly, Lexi was dying to tell me. It had to be good, so I nodded my assent.
 �Chloe had handcuffed him to the bed, cut off all his clothes, used a ball gag on him, and shoved something up his bum. His wife walked in on them.�
 �What?� I asked in shock.
 This was big, even by LA standards.
 �Remember, you can�t tell anyone,� Lexi reminded me.
 �Why did you get in trouble?� I asked, trying to piece this all together.
 �They had to suspend filming. Chloe�s mom blamed me because I was supposed to be watching her daughter. I pointed out that she was there too, which made her demand I be fired. Kent had to come to the set to smooth everything over. I might have some �pent-up anger issues,�� Lexi said, making air quotes.
 �Why?� I asked.
 �Because I let my feelings be known about what a crazy wench Chloe is and that her mom is probably the cause of it.�
 �And Kent didn�t fire you?� I asked.
 �Hell, no. He had to make a big show in front of the client. Kent agreed with me that they are both batshit crazy. He gave me a few days off for hanging in as long as I did. I think he also wanted me out of town because he told Kendal she had to take them on. Kent�s worried that Kendal might want to do me bodily harm.�
 �What happened with Chloe?� I asked.
 �Nothing.�
 �Nothing?� I asked in disbelief. �She didn�t even get sent to crazy town again?�
 �No. They have to finish shooting the season.�
 �What about Chad and his wife?�
 �The rumor is she kept the gear Chloe used and promised Chad that if he wandered again, she would leave him like that for a week.�
 I was flabbergasted at what actors got away with. An average person would�ve done jail time for tasing police officers. Not Chloe. Then she basically kidnaps and sodomizes a guy, and nothing? Even his wife gave him a pass. What got me was that Lexi was the only one who had suffered any consequences from all of this. I guess it really was true that if you were rich or famous, the law didn�t apply to you.
 �So, you decided to come here to hide from Kendal?� I asked.
 �That, and I figured you would want to comfort me and help me recover from all my trauma.�
 Yep, best PA ever.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 24 � Senior Skip Day  Friday April 21 
 This morning, I found myself at Our House for breakfast. Lexi had arranged things so that everyone could meet there and then caravan to Tracy�s lake house. Mary had set up a buffet and let everyone help themselves. I loaded up on pancakes and cinnamon rolls with the gang.
 The place was packed when Lexi stepped up on stage to make announcements.
 �The buses have just arrived. Anyone who plans to drink will be given a wristband on the bus. Buses will be returning on the hour, starting at three. The last bus back will be at six.�
 When Lexi returned to my table, I gave her a questioning look.
 �I thought this was going to be an alcohol-free event.�
 She looked confused.
 �This is a senior skip day, right?�
 �Yeah.�
 �Ignore him. He�s just being a goody-two-shoes,� Cassidy shared.
 �Lighten up, David. It�ll be fine,� Tim assured me.
 �I don�t know. There might be liability issues,� Dare worried.
 �Let me give you a tip,� Wolf said with a grin. �If Dare�s worried, do the opposite.�
 Less than two weeks ago, my dad had called me on the carpet for being irresponsible. I looked around the table and was about to tell them �no.�
 �Sometimes you gotta say, �Screw it,�� Gina said, surprising everyone.
 �Yeah, David, screw it,� Wolf said.
 �This is going to come back on me somehow,� I predicted.
 �Let�s get on the bus before he changes his mind,� Tim said.
 ◊◊◊
 Lexi must have had the whole day planned because once we were on the buses, she made everyone change seats. You had to sit with someone you didn�t know very well, with the intention of creating a new friend on the ride there.
 I found myself sitting with Maryanne Webber when no one else would.
 Let me explain Maryanne. She was by far the ugliest girl in our school and probably the dumbest. I don�t say that to be mean, but to set the record straight. Someone had said she got straight �D�s. The rumor mill had it that the teachers didn�t want to flunk her and have her back in their class the next semester, so they passed her on.
 Maryanne was also socially awkward. The school cafeteria put out a vat of peanut butter for kids who couldn�t afford lunches. She had been known to lick the spoon in the vat and stick it back in for the next kid to use. There was also a rumor that she planned to take her cousin to Prom.
 When I sat down next to her, she gave me the evil eye. This would be a long trip if she was going to stare out the window all the way there. I started to get up, but Lexi pointed at me to sit back down.
 When I thought about it, it surprised me that Maryanne had decided to go with us on Senior Skip Day. I wasn�t sure if she actually had any friends.
 That made me feel guilty. I�d never even thought of talking to her much over the past four years. Then something tickled the back of my mind. Could this be like Lisa Felton? Rumors had said Lisa was a slut. Was everything I�d heard about Maryanne the same?
 �What�s up?� I asked, deciding to try to get to know her.
 �Don�t bother trying to be nice to me.�
 I raised an eyebrow.
 �What�s with the attitude? I�ve never been mean to you.�
 �You�ve never talked to me, either.�
 �I�m sure I haven�t talked to everyone.�
 �Really?� she asked in disbelief. �Don�t you go to every table and talk to everyone?�
 She might have me there.
 �Okay, in that case, I would like to make amends. I�m sorry if I didn�t talk to you,� I said sincerely.
 �Why bother?� Maryanne asked.
 �I figured it would be better than putting in my earbuds and listening to music for the next hour.�
 �Listen to your music.�
 Oh, well, I tried.
 ◊◊◊
 When the bus pulled up, we got off at the road and had to walk through the woods to the house. I had to pause a moment to take in the transformation of Tracy�s property. It looked like she was having her own personal county fair, minus the rides.
 My mouth watered because there were a couple of smokers and what looked like a hog roaster giving off wonderful smells.
 The front yard was dominated by a beer tent that had a stage at one end. I spotted members of our school�s band setting up to play. As I walked around back, I saw several different activities to choose from. Some cost money, while others were free, like cornhole�the beanbag-toss game.
 �Look,� I pointed out to Wolf and Tim. �Pretzels.�
 Tim and I cracked up, while Wolf shoved us both. I doubted we would ever let him live down his pretzel incident where the guy offered to buy him one for, let�s say, a �favor.�
 �I bought my own,� Wolf said for the millionth time.
 �Sure you did,� Tim said as he danced out of Wolf�s reach.
 �What should we do first?� I asked.
 �Let�s get tattoos,� Tim said, pointing to a tent.
 It advertised both tattoos and piercings.
 �I�d look good with a diamond stud,� I teased.
 �You would,� Tim agreed.
 �But we want to be there when you get home,� Wolf added.
 �No,� Lexi said, coming out of nowhere.
 All three of us jumped.
 �David pays me to make sure he doesn�t make mistakes like that,� Lexi explained to my friends.
 �But you have piercings,� I blurted without thinking.
 �You can get one in your dick,� Lexi compromised.
 All three of us flinched. I sometimes forgot that Lexi could dish it out as well as take it. She won this round.
 �Tattoo it is,� I decided and led the way.
 ◊◊◊
 The tattoo tent offered both permanent and henna tattoos. I was happy to see Paula, who�d given me a henna tattoo a couple of years ago.
 They had a sign posted saying that only those 18 or older could get the permanent kind. They had our bulldog logo with the dog chewing on a baseball ready to go. We decided to get them on our necks.
 Paula assured us that the henna would fade in a week or so.
 To apply them, she first used alcohol to clean our skin. Henna was water-based, which meant it would be repelled by our skin�s natural oils. The tattoos were already on cards with a plastic cover to protect them. She peeled the cover off and set the card against our skin. She next applied a damp cloth, held it in place for 90 seconds, and then peeled off the paper backing.
 Paula instructed us not to touch them for ten minutes or so. We had to let them fully dry.
 �What are you getting?� I asked Lexi.
 �She should get the red lips,� Tim said.
 �Where would I put it?� Lexi asked.
 Both Tim and Wolf looked like they had some ideas that were best not voiced.
 �Why don�t you surprise David?� Cassidy asked as she joined us in the tent.
 She made us show her our tattoos, and she nodded her approval of our school spirit.
 �If I get one, can you pay for it?� Cassidy asked me.
 Some of the activities cost money, including this one. I wasn�t surprised Cassidy didn�t have any cash on her. More likely, she did, but knew I would buy it for her if she asked.
 �Only if I get to see it,� I said with a cheeky grin.
 �I got this,� Tim said and handed Cassidy money.
 �What about me?� Lexi asked.
 �Same deal,� Wolf said as he paid for hers.
 I wasn�t sure if my guys were ready for those two or not, but I wisely stayed out of it. Instead, I left to explore what else was going on.
 ◊◊◊
 I went to play cornhole with some of the other senior baseball players. When they saw my tattoo, they all decided to get one, too. I surprisingly sucked at cornhole. Something about the underhand toss of the beanbag didn�t work for me. I also sucked at bowling, so go figure.
 �Throw it overhand,� Ty suggested.
 It took me a couple of tosses before I figured out to bunch the beanbag into a tight ball. If I threw it without doing that, it would catch too much air, and I couldn�t predict where it would go. I won three straight games with my new technique, and after that, no one wanted to play me.
 ◊◊◊
 I got Lexi alone for a moment because I had a question.
 �How did you pay for all this? This had to cost way more than the ten bucks a head we charged.�
 �Your mom helped. She called the Booster Club and told them what you all were doing today. They donated buses, tents, tables, and chairs. They also got people to pay for booths, like the tattoo folks did. I got the high school bands to play for free. That left the food and drink. That, we had to pay for,� she explained.
 �Give me a list of who all I need to thank.�
 �I already sent them thank-you cards, but if you want to say something in person, I�ll send you a list.�
 That was something my dad had taught me. Little gestures like that made a big difference. Over the last four years, I�d built up enough goodwill to have a day like this come together. Down the road, people would remember if I thanked them or not.
 I was about to inquire about where on her body she�d gotten her tattoo when the Wesleyan contingent showed up.
 �Go say hi,� Lexi suggested.
 ◊◊◊
 The first people who saw me were Sarah Spence and Megan Atkins. I hadn�t seen Megan since the Wesleyan Christmas dance our freshman year. They both gave me a scowl, to which I shot them a smile of amusement.
 �Stop looking that way at me,� Sarah snapped at me irritably. �I�m having enough trouble concentrating on being mad at you as it is.�
 The wind caught the girls� long hair, causing it to tumble over their shoulders. Daddy likey!
 �Hrumph.� Tami made a sound like clearing her throat to distract me.
 �Oh, hey,� I said and turned back to check out Sarah and Megan again.
 Tami smacked my forehead.
 �Ow!� I complained. �I thought you only did that to Alan.�
 �No, I do it to all �stupid boys� who�re acting up.�
 �I didn�t do anything �� I added �yet� under my breath, which she caught and smacked me again.
 Damion, Wesleyan�s All-State wide receiver, walked up with an amused expression.
 �You trying to poach our women?�
 �I have a few I�d be willing to trade you.�
Whack
 �Ow!�
 �I thought she only hit that Alan kid,� Damion said.
 �I thought that, too. She�s decided it�s fair game to hit boys,� I explained.
 ��Stupid boys,�� Tami amended.
 �I heard there�s a beer tent,� Damion suggested.
 �Right this way,� I said as I took the Wesleyan group to where they could get their alcohol.
 I looked around, and everyone seemed to be having a good time. The high school band members were switching off playing. The group on stage now was playing top-40 songs from a decade ago.
 I also checked to see if any baseball players were in the tent. Happily, none of them were.
 Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Destiny sauntering up with two beers.
 �I wondered when we would get you in here,� she said as she handed me a beer.
 �I just brought the group from Wesleyan in. Would you introduce them around?� I asked.
 Damion gave me a questioning look, and I responded with a little nod. I handed him my beer and made my exit.
 �You�re that star football player �� I heard Destiny begin.
 That was a car wreck just waiting to happen. Tami grabbed my arm and steered me out of the tent before I got waylaid again.
 I took her around and showed her all the different booths that were set up. There didn�t seem to be any that interested her. I offered to get her a tattoo, but Tami decided to be a wimp and declined.
 I stopped short when I saw Lexi directing men to distribute large trash cans with lids around the property. What confused me was they seemed to be struggling with them. I would expect them to be taking away full ones, not bringing them in.
 �Something�s going on,� I told Tami.
 She looked at me with a mysterious expression.
 �I think you�re going to like this,� she said, but wouldn�t tell me any more.
 Tami and I walked over to Lexi.
 �What�cha doing?� I asked.
 �Wait until it�s all set up, and then I�ll tell you,� she promised.
 I whined, and both Tami and Lexi rolled their eyes at me.
 �David hates surprises,� Tami shared.
 �I�ve never noticed that. Every time I�ve surprised him, he�s liked it,� she said and then looked thoughtful. �Then again, he does want to �talk� about everything. Sometimes I wonder if he�s a girl.�
 �Isn�t that the truth,� Tami agreed and changed topics. �What kind of surprises have you given him that he didn�t complain about?�
 �I�m going to have a little peek,� I suggested.
 �No!� they both said simultaneously.
 One of the guys came up to Lexi.
 �We�re all set,� he said as he handed her a clipboard to sign.
 �Now, can I look?� I asked.
 �Let�s move to the side of the yard where it�ll be safer,� Lexi suggested.
 �Are there bombs in there?� I asked as I let them drag me to the farthest garbage can.
 �Go ahead. Open it,� Lexi said.
 I wasn�t sure what might be in them, but the suspense was killing me. I cautiously reached over and popped the lid off while leaning back in case something was going to shoot out. When nothing happened, I leaned back in to find the trash can full of water balloons.
 �Care to get our next activity started?� Lexi asked.
 I may have been a bit excited. Okay, my little hop of joy was a dead giveaway. I grabbed two of them and perused the crowd for my first victim. I spotted Wolf eating a pretzel and chatting up Gina. The obvious choice was my buddy, but I figured his girlfriend would get him in the mood to participate fully in our upcoming battle.
 �Get your phone out,� I told Lexi.
 Both she and Tami did as I asked. When they were ready, I launched one of those high, arcing, teardrop passes. I wanted to get off several before they figured out what was going on. As soon as I released the one at Gina, I threw one at Wolf for good measure.
 As soon as they were in the air, I turned and acted like I was talking to the girls.
Splush. Splush.
 The first one was perfect. It exploded on impact on the side of Gina�s head, soaking her. The next one was even better: it nailed Wolf in the nuts. I hadn�t actually planned that, but it was a happy coincidence.
 My buddy doubled over, dropped his pretzel in the dirt, and groaned in pain. Gina let out a blood-curdling scream that had everyone staring at her. There�s a saying about someone being �as mad as a wet hen.� Until now, I never knew what that meant.
 Her arms flapped at her side as she spluttered.
 �What the hell just happened?!� she barked at Wolf. �What are you going to do about it?�
 Wolf held up a finger to slow her down. That was when she saw the large wet spot on his pants.
 �Did you pee yourself?� Gina asked.
 Everyone chuckled. It cracked me up that several people had their phones out, recording Gina�s meltdown. That would be on social media shortly.
 Cassidy and Tim hurried over to see what was going on. I surreptitiously launched two more balloons, which struck Tim and Cassidy almost simultaneously. Cassidy was no fool. She spotted me acting all innocent and pointed at me.
 �David!� Gina screeched.
 Since there was no longer a need for stealth, I started grabbing water balloons and chucking them at everyone.
 �Help me,� I ordered Tami and Lexi.
 The funny part was it took everyone a few minutes to figure out there were other garbage cans.
 I�d picked my allies well. Tami had played baseball on my Little League teams and had an arm, and Lexi was athletic as well. The three of us were holding our own as the crowd scattered.
 About that time, my little genius, Dare, spotted the other garbage cans. The little shit told Ty, who shared the info with everyone else. We were soon outnumbered something like 100 to 3. Without going into too much detail, let�s just say that when all was done, the three of us were soaked.
 When we got down to the last few water balloons, Lexi and Tami turned on me.
 �Traitors!� I bellowed.
 I lunged for Tami, and Lexi took off in the other direction. We were all giggling as I captured Tami and began to tickle her.
 �David, stop! I�m going to pee,� Tami squealed.
 I swear that ninety percent of the times when a girl says that, she�s bullshitting. The problem was the other ten percent. That was probably why guys are conditioned to stop when girls uttered that phrase. Tami used my hesitation to escape.
 I started to make chase when I was hit by what seemed like hundreds of balloons all at once. Cassidy strode up, and I dropped to my knees in defeat. She let Gina stomp over and bust one on top of my head. The crowd cheered my demise.
 ◊◊◊
 After I dried off, I wandered off in search of my Wesleyan buddies. I found Megan and Sarah hanging out with Harper Mass and Janet Hill. Tami joined us at a picnic table overlooking the lake.
 �Ladies. What have you been up to?� I asked.
 �He actually remembers us,� Harper teased.
 Harper had always been the funny one, or so she thought.
 �That�s the best you got?� I asked with a raised eyebrow.
 �Do I need to go through the list?� Harper queried. �You win state in football and a bunch of hardware to go along with it. Next there was that little thing � what was it called? Oh, yeah, an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor. Then we all watched College First on streaming video.�
 �Don�t forget all the women he�s been with. Everything from a genuine princess to movie stars to models to � I�m sure there�s more,� Janet said to jump in.
 �The David we knew was just this cute guy who somehow ended up dating Jennie Wesleyan,� Sarah said.
 �Speaking of which, what is Jennie up to?� I asked.
 They all looked at Tami as though we talked about the goings-on at Wesleyan on a daily basis. I had a little twinge of guilt because if things between us had stayed on track, she would have been sharing exactly that sort of thing with me.
 �Didn�t you give him the big news?� Harper asked.
 �David couldn�t care less about Jennie Wesleyan,� Tami said to defend herself.
 �She�s engaged,� Sarah said.
 �Do I know him?� I asked.
 �Alistair Winston,� Tami said.
 �Why does that name sound familiar?� I asked.
 �He�s the guy who was going to take her to her cousin�s engagement party, but you took her instead,� Tami said.
 Oh, yeah, it all came flooding back. That happened around the time I basically called Jennie�s uncle, Teddy, a rich snob for doing a background check on me. Her mom had gotten it into her head that Jennie had to hurry up and get married, and it had to be someone of their station.
 �Did she go off to college somewhere?� I asked.
 Jennie was a year older than us.
 �She went to Kentucky,� Janet supplied.
 �How did she ever connect with Alistair, then? I can�t imagine him going anywhere other than an Ivy League school,� I said.
 �You�re right; he�s at Yale. Their families were together over Christmas, and she claims she fell in love,� Tami said.
 �Good for her,� I said to dismiss our talk about Jennie. �What about Missy and Lisa? Tell me what happened to them.�
 �The twins both got into Harvard,� Tami shared. �Megan got in there as well. She plans to do some traveling this summer before she goes to school.�
 �Isn�t the whole �summer trip and then going to Harvard� a little clich�?� I asked.
 �I�ll have you know that the stereotype that Harvard�s student population is all �preppy, pretentious rich kids� isn�t true,� Megan shot back. �Granted, there are many affluent students. But there�s an even greater number of students who are hard-working future leaders and creative thinkers, regardless of financial status.�
 I think she proved my point. A heartbeat later, she figured out I was just messing with her.
 �The reason I�m going is they wouldn�t let the likes of you in.�
 �Before you start something that you can�t finish,� Tami weighed in, �there are a few minor details you should be aware of. David scored much higher on his SATs than you did; he�ll graduate as valedictorian with straight �A�s; and he has extracurriculars out the wazoo. He could get into Harvard without a problem. In fact, they�d be frothing at the mouth to have him.�
 Megan stuck her tongue out at me in response to my friend�s defense.
 �Don�t stick that out unless you�re prepared to use it,� I said with a smirk.
 �I�d forgotten what a flirt he is,� Harper all but moaned.
 �As soon as finals are done, I�ll move to New York to model,� Sarah said to change the subject.
 �I got into Northwestern and plan to study business,� Harper said.
 �I�m going to go to Georgetown,� Janet added.
 �What are you studying?� I asked.
 �English, but that�s only a stepping stone. I plan to use that major to become a lawyer someday.�
 �When do you head off to Stanford?� I asked Tami.
 �You got in?� Harper asked, surprised.
 �Sorry. They asked me to keep it under wraps until they make the scholarship announcements at our formal,� Tami explained and then smiled. �I got a full ride through medical school if I keep my grades up.�
 �Oh, my God! That�s great news,� Harper said as she gave Tami a hug.
 I momentarily felt bad for letting the cat out of the bag on the subject, but Tami seemed happy to get to share her good news with her friends.
 ◊◊◊
 All in all, we had a great senior day. Everyone had a blast, with one exception: Destiny. I got to hear about it thirdhand, but the story said she�d drunk too much and decided that she would be Damion�s first wife.
 Being who he was, Damion wasn�t opposed to taking advantage of a girl in an inebriated condition. The two of them had stumbled out to the woods, and I can only imagine what happened. The long and short of it was Destiny puked on him.
 Based on the description of the event, she must have drunk a gallon of beer to spew that much vomit. She�d also tried to soak it all up by eating enough pork to feed an army. Poor Damion had to take a shower and avail himself of the laundry facilities.
 It was either that, or the Wesleyan girls wouldn�t allow him back on the bus.
 On the Tami front, we spent the afternoon just being goofy kids. It reminded me why we�d been friends for such a long time. I never doubted that she was worth the effort to stay in touch with after we graduated. I couldn�t imagine a world without her in my life in some form or another.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 25 � Drugs Are Expensive  Saturday April 22 
 We were set to play our last game before next week�s Regionals. That would begin our quest to win eight straight games to win state, something all but impossible to do in baseball. That was why they played best of five- and seven-game series in professional ball. Even the College World Series used a double-elimination format. At some point, Lady Luck would have to play a part in whether we would win it all.
 I took Duke on my morning run, ate breakfast with my family, and did some reading for school. I had some time, so I pulled out my life goals. After talking to both my dad and Jeremy, the psychic, I felt I should reaffirm they still made sense and met my needs.

 Financial Stability 
      
      
 Comfortable Life 
 Good Education 
 ������� Physically Fit 
 ������� Solid Moral Foundation 
      
      
 Religion / Faith 
 Man of Integrity (Man of my word) 
 No Gossip 
 Think before saying �yes� 
 Learn to say �no� 
 ������� Healthy Sex Life 
 ������� No Regrets 
 ������� Make a Difference 
 ������� Be a Great Dad 
 ������� Be True to Who I Am 

 As I reviewed them, it was clear that I was doing well with some goals, and with others, not so much. I had the first two taken care of to this point. By this time next year, I would have made three more movies and banked enough that I would be financially secure for the rest of my life. My business interests, which all showed a positive cash flow, only added to my financial position.
 If I so desired, I could potentially retire before I reached the age of twenty and not work another day in my life. For me, though, that wouldn�t fly. I couldn�t imagine ever sitting at home or living a life of leisure like many trust-fund kids did. That didn�t fit goal number 6, �Make a Difference.�
 I skipped over number 2 because, at this point, it was a given. I would keep it as a placeholder for when I got older. Not that being physically fit wasn�t important; I�d already lost a grandfather to heart problems, and my dad had to work through his own cardiac issues. That alone provided motivation enough.
 The goal giving me the most trouble was number 3. Starting at the top, I hadn�t done much with the first component, �Religion / Faith.� I�d been hit-or-miss on going to church, but that was only part of it. As they say, going to church doesn�t make you a Christian any more than standing in a garage makes you a car. Faith is the key, but �faith� is one of those words that people have a hard time understanding. I�d been told by some that faith in a religious context wasn�t anything other than superstition.
 That comment made me reflect on the true meaning of faith. The dictionary definition was �unquestioning belief that does not require proof or evidence.� For me, the short answer was faith meant taking God at His word.
 I didn�t think God wanted us to blindly follow religious teachings or dogma with an unquestioning belief that did not require proof or evidence, as the dictionary said. Faith meant accepting God�s word (His promises and His warnings) as fact and acting accordingly.
 For me, it was a roadmap for living. I didn�t have to believe everything written in the Bible for it to fit into my life. People got hung up on taking the stories in the Bible too literally. We had to remember that the Bible had been written by men, and which of us was perfect?
 What I saw religion doing for most people was to help them see beyond themselves. It was chock full of examples like �do unto others as you would have them to do unto you.� Personally, I believed if more people thought more about those words and began to live by them, our world would be a better place.
 If for no other reason, I would continue to go to church because I had kids. Thinking about what kind of men and women I wanted them to grow up to be, I envisioned them as loving, caring adults who thought of more than just themselves. I felt religion and faith would help with that.
 The next goal, �Man of Integrity,� was a work in progress. If you wanted to be a leader, people had to be able to trust your word. The saying �actions speak louder than words� fit precisely here. I had to keep reminding myself that a promise once made should be a promise kept.
 This was another one of those guideline types of goals. It didn�t mean you never backed out of a promise. Sometimes circumstances changed, and you couldn�t follow through on a promise. Or you might be in a situation where you decided not to follow through because the consequences would be dire for those involved. That came with a big �but�: but it had to be for a damned good reason, and you should explain why you changed your mind.
 That led to the next three on my list, which presented my toughest challenge: �No Gossip,� �Thinking before saying �yes,�� and �Learning to say �no.��
 �No Gossip� was hard. We all wanted to hear and share dirt. I�d admit to being guilty of this one. I�d added this goal because of the way people perceived a gossip. First of all, not very flatteringly. Yes, we loved to listen to the stories. But if you took a step back, you had to ask yourself�would you trust the person telling stories with a confidence? Or would you worry they would share what you said with others?
 This one, I wanted to work on.
 The next two went hand-in-hand. �Thinking before saying �yes�� was an extension of being a man of integrity who kept his promises. When you made a promise, it should be done in a manner where you don�t have to go back on your word, if possible. That meant I had to think through what I was committing to, be it something simple like agreeing to hang out with friends or something big like adopting Dave.
 On the flip side, it required that I fight my people-pleasing need. If I wasn�t willing to say �yes,� I had to man up and say �no.� Of all of these, this was the goal I struggled most with. I realized I would often justify my failure to say �no� by telling myself it was instead a �no regrets� situation. I would have to come up with better ways to evaluate circumstances and stick closer to my more critical internal goals.
 Even now, from the outside, some people might think that I procrastinated on big decisions. In reality, it would be much easier to either agree to do something or reject it.
 A good example was my struggle with where to go to school. Two considerations made me push off that decision until the end. First, once I made the decision, I planned to follow through with it. Second, I wanted to weigh all my options before committing myself.
 After reviewing these two goals, I concluded I was satisfied with my new outlook on decision-making. If a decision didn�t need to be made on the spot, I would only benefit from taking the time to think it through. The only potential downside I could see was that sometimes when people procrastinate, they wind up letting decisions be made for them through inertia or circumstance. I could honestly say I didn�t have that problem, though.
 Of the final goals, I was okay with �A Healthy Sex Life,� �Make a Difference,� and �Be a Great Dad.� The one that gave me heartburn was �No Regrets,� because I�d probably warped that one a bit. I�d initially put it on the list to push me to move forward, to live life to its fullest. When I got older, I didn�t want to look back and say, �I wish I�d done ��
 I�d written this goal with my mom�s cancer in mind. I�d intended it as a reminder that we only have so many days on this earth, and we should live life to the fullest. It didn�t mean I should jump at every crazy opportunity that came my way. Living a life of no regrets didn�t mean I should live one with no responsibilities, as my father had pointed out.
 In practice, keeping this goal in context meant I probably should no longer volunteer to test out any of Devin�s toys or slip into a pop star�s dressing room. I had people who counted on me to use good judgment. It came back to that whole �becoming a better man� concept my dad had saddled me with. I decided to leave �No Regrets� on the list. But I would have to be conscientious when I invoked it to make sure I was doing the right thing. I didn�t want to be using it as a crutch to allow me to do adventurously stupid stuff.
 I realized that anytime I proposed to use this life goal as the basis for a decision, I needed to pause and step back. That way, I would ensure I wasn�t using it to justify ignoring one of my other life goals.
 ◊◊◊
 Today�s game, our last home baseball game before the playoffs, was senior day. As in football, all the seniors would be introduced along with their parents before the game.
 We�d gotten the SUV repaired after the accident, so now that we had an extra car, it freed up the Demon for Manaia to drive me in. Cassidy had come over for breakfast but announced she had other plans today. I�d sent Brook a text to find out what our girl was up to. In a way, I was acting like Tami used to do to me. I justified my prying by telling myself I wanted to make sure Cassidy was okay.
 The real reason for my spying was I suspected she�d met someone yesterday. After the water-balloon fight, we�d dried off by going to the beer tent and dancing. I couldn�t remember if I�d seen Cassidy or not.
 Another excuse I could use was that she was my prom date. I had a history of having to find a partner for that dance at the last minute. I�d said �yes� to Cassidy in part so I had it locked down.
 After I reasoned all that out, I didn�t feel guilty about texting Brook. I gave myself a self-satisfied smile. Problem solved.
 ◊◊◊
 We were playing Pekin today, and we had near-perfect spring baseball weather. A warm front had come through, and the forecast said it would be in the mid-70s at game time. I heard the birds chirping and saw teenage girls running around in shorts. All reasons to love playing baseball.
 As we warmed up, I spotted Tami in the stands. She�d come home for the weekend. Lexi was still here, and she joined Tami. They�d gotten to know each other a little while planning Senior Skip Day. Funny how Lexi gravitated to people in my life who would do her the most good. If I looked at it in mercenary terms, that behavior might bother me.
 �Quit checking out the girls and get ready,� Coach Haskins said, scaring the crap out of me.
 I�d been distracted and hadn�t noticed him come up behind me. I jumped like Duke does when you grab his butt when he�s goofing around, and you wanted to get his attention.
 �Got a minute?� I asked.
 �For you? Never.�
 I ignored my coach�s snide remark.
 �Would you and Moose like to go to a Cubs game tomorrow? I got a message telling me I could have two tickets if I wanted them. If you do, they�re on me for all the help you�ve been.�
 Both men had coached me during my time with Team USA. When I received the text from Bill Carl, I immediately thought of them. I�d planned to spend the day with my brother and his rug-rats at the lake, so I wasn�t going to use them. My backup plan would be to give them to either Tim and Wolf or Tami. The Cubs were playing Cincinnati, Tami�s favorite team.
 �It�s a little last-minute �� Coach Haskins quibbled.
 �Please. You and Moose have no life outside of baseball,� I teased.
 �Keep it up, and you�ll be sitting on the bench next to me.�
 We both knew that would never happen for my last home game. The fans would lynch him. I�d hate to see the horrible mistake at his next haircut. Those guys were not beyond exacting some revenge.
 �The tickets will be waiting for you at the Will Call window.�
 �Thanks, David. Are you going to give us some cash so we can buy a beer or three?�
 �Cassidy hangs onto all my cash. Go ask her for it,� I shot back.
 Everyone knew that Cassidy would never give up any money. The sad part was, if she did hold my cash, she wouldn�t give it to me, either. He shook his head and left me to get ready.
 ◊◊◊
 They had a nice pregame presentation. All the parents of the seniors showed up wearing their sons� baseball jerseys. We had all arranged to have orange and blue carnations to give to our mothers.
 They introduced me last, and Moose said some kind words about me and all my accomplishments. He shared that I�d been named Gatorade Baseball Player of the Year for our state. I was the first to have ever won the award in two sports in the same year for our state. Then the unexpected happened: they announced that the school was retiring my number.
 Lexi had arranged for a display box with my photo, jersey, and all my awards and achievements. Like my football display box, it would be hung next to the trophy case in the Field House.
 It was finally time to play ball. Pekin came up to bat, and we had Phil on the mound. Moose was treating this as a warm-up for the state playoffs that would begin next week. He wanted to get everyone some playing time and give other teams something to think about.
 To that end, he pulled me into shallow center field to, in effect, act as an extra infielder for their leadoff hitter. The report on their batter said he was a weak-hitting freshman who was fast on the base paths. We�d been warned to watch for the kid to bunt. Both Ty, at third, and Wolf, at first, crept forward in preparation to charge the plate if he did bunt.
 When Phil started his motion towards home, Brock, at second, moved to cover first base. I charged forward to take Brock�s vacated spot on the diamond.
 The hitter squared up to bunt and then pulled his bat back to swat Phil�s pitch. It would have been a good play if I hadn�t moved to where Brock had been because he hit it right to where our second baseman had just moved from.
 I quickly scooped it up and fired to first for the out. In my pulled-up position, I fielded another ball from the next batter that would have been a base hit. Phil managed to strike out the third Pekin player to end the top half of the inning.
 When I came up in our half of the first, we had Ty on third with Wolf at first and one out. The crowd reacted to my name being announced as I stepped into the box. I ran through my ritual as I dug in to hit. I visualized my hitting steps and settled my mind so I would drop into the zone where it was just the pitcher and me.
 All the crowd noise faded from my perception, and my focus narrowed in on the ball as it came out of the pitcher�s hand. It was a fastball down the center of the plate and rising. I straightened my knees to get the right level for the head of my bat as I ripped it through the zone.
 I heard the satisfying crack of the bat as the ball rocketed up the middle of the field. When the ball hit the pitcher square in the solar plexus, I winced. The impact sounded like a sledgehammer hitting wet cement. The poor kid collapsed as I ran to first.
 Ty scored, and Wolf made it to third. The umpire called time, even though the ball hadn�t been fielded yet, because the pitcher�s safety was paramount. The crowd became unnervingly quiet as the training staff from both Lincoln and Pekin rushed onto the field.
 I got concerned when I saw he wasn�t moving. Then his body went into survival mode, and he took in a deep breath. You could see the relief on the trainers� faces. I walked over and looked over their shoulders as his eyes fluttered open.
 �Crap!� he said as he touched his chest.
 I knew exactly how he felt.
 �That might have left a mark,� I commented.
 He gave me a �go to hell� look. I was sure he would be okay, so I trotted back to first.
 Pekin hadn�t had anyone warming up in the bullpen, so the umpire gave them time to get a pitcher ready.
 ◊◊◊
 The game went according to plan. We were aggressive when Pekin inserted their replacement pitcher. He wasn�t nearly as good as their original starter, nor were the next two they trotted out. After Pekin batted in the top of the fifth, they called the game with us leading 13�0.
 As we finished up, Tim and Wolf stopped me.
 �We want to go to Monical�s to celebrate. What do you say?� Wolf asked.
 �Let me do my autograph signing, and I�ll meet you there.�
 The good thing about a home game was our crowd knew the postgame drill. Everyone who wanted an autograph began to line up. It looked like I would be there for a while, so I jumped in and got started.
 Lexi and Tami joined me on the field with Manaia. He had a box of pre-signed baseball cards; I had new ones this year. The three of them handed the cards out to the people who just wanted a souvenir.
 My dad came to the fence.
 �Hey, we�re all going to Monical�s afterward,� I shared with him.
 �I just came over to tell you we reserved the banquet room there. We�ll see you in a few.�
 With my three helpers, we cleared the crowd, and I left to go take a shower.
 Once I was dressed, I found Moose and Coach Haskins waiting for me.
 �We wanted to share something with you before you take off,� Moose said.
 They both had their poker faces on, so I assumed this wasn�t anything terrible. If it had been, Moose�s face would have let me know; he didn�t usually hide his displeasure very well. I did a Dawson and stared at them.
 �When the season ends, we�re both retiring,� Moose said.
 I didn�t know what to say.
 �That means we want to go out by winning state,� Coach Haskins explained.
 �Good,� I said. �We all want the same thing. I say we make it happen.�
 It was funny to watch their reaction as I hugged them both.
 �I can�t thank you two enough,� I said.
 �Yeah, well � you�re welcome,� Coach Haskins said.
 �Now, go have fun �� Moose stated.
 �� just not too much fun,� I responded, mimicking Moose�s voice.
 �Get out of here,� Moose grumped.
 ◊◊◊
 Monical�s was packed with well-wishers, the team, and their families. Monical�s wasn�t prepared for our onslaught because it wasn�t yet dinnertime when their full crew came in, so they were shorthanded. I caught the manager�s eye.
 �How about you make an assortment of pitchers of soda, and I�ll send some guys up to take it back to the banquet room. Take care of the front of the house first, then come see me about our order,� I suggested.
 When I got to the back, I sent Phil, Roc, and Yuri to get the drinks. I figured that when they were seniors, they could put the younger guys to work.
 I whistled to get everyone�s attention. The conversation stopped, and all eyes turned to me.
 �Seniors, we need to show our appreciation and go talk to all our fans.�
 �Oh, crap. He wants us to go from table to table like he always does,� Ty complained.
 �Did you know that I usually get a piece of pizza from each table I stop to talk to?� I asked, to sweeten the deal.
 �What are we waiting for?� Wolf asked.
 I didn�t appreciate that they shoved me out of the way so they could get started.
 Dad came up next to me, and we watched as the guys started talking to people. Honestly, they already knew most of them because they were our neighbors. A lot of them were our schoolmates and their families.
 �This is a good test run for them doing meet-and-greets,� Dad said, referring to the crowd.
 �Want to go with me?� I asked.
 �No, you�ve got this now,� he said and left me to it.
 ◊◊◊
 Tami spent her time reacquainting herself with her former classmates. I found Lexi sitting in a corner, taking it all in.
 �This a little different from what you remember?� I asked.
 She chuckled.
 �Honestly, my classmates would conclude they�d landed in the middle of Hicksville. I�ve seen more pickup trucks this weekend than probably my whole life in LA. And the way people dress here � my classmates would be appalled that everyone doesn�t have on the latest designer clothes and at the total lack of makeup.
 �I�m not sure my classmates have ever experienced the �real world,�� Lexi shared after considering it for a moment.
 �Last year, when I traveled to LA, Halle James packed my bags for me. She made sure I didn�t take my jeans and t-shirts for fear I wouldn�t dress nice enough to be seen with her,� I admitted.
 �Trust me. LA girls don�t care what you�re wearing,� Lexi said, giving me a leer.
 As much as I wanted to see where that was going, I spotted Destiny walking up to us.
 �Sorry to interrupt,� she said hesitantly.
 Lexi and I just looked at her.
 �Uhm � I was wondering if you could tell me about Damion,� she finally got out.
 �Who�s Damion?� Lexi asked.
 �The guy I was talking to from Wesleyan.�
 �The tall, good-looking black man?� Lexi asked.
 �He makes me lose my mind,� Destiny confessed as she blushed at the memory. �All I can think about is doing � uhm.�
 Destiny stopped her babbling when she saw the amused looks on both our faces.
 �Never mind,� she said, then twirled around and ran smack into Phil.
 He was carrying a glass of soda, which drenched them both.
 �What the �� Phil complained.
 Destiny turned bright red, pushed Phil out of the way, and stormed off.
 �What did I do?� Phil asked.
 �Guys have been asking that question as long as there have been guys,� I said to give my sage advice.
 He mumbled something and turned to leave.
 �I heard that!� I called after him.
 Lexi chuckled when Phil blushed. That line had been used on me all my life, and I strongly suspected my mom didn�t really hear what I mumbled. As a kid, I was convinced that she did.
 �Kids these days,� I grumped.
 �You�re going to be a great dad,� Lexi predicted.
 �My little brother is good practice,� I agreed. �Now, where were we before Destiny rudely interrupted us?�
 �Talking about how badly you dress.�
 �I don�t think that�s exactly right. I remember it differently,� I teased.
 �Just imagine how much more appealing you would be if you just dressed the part,� Lexi shot back.
 �Thank you,� Mom said. Maybe she really did have super hearing. �When he was a freshman, he took much better care in how he dressed. He just doesn�t put in the effort he once did.� Then she turned to me. �I was talking to Greg, and he said you might be a lost cause. He worries because he says that since Brook dumped you, you�ve let yourself go.�
 My mom was stirring the pot.
 �There�s a good chance you had your last conversation with Greg. I hope you said goodbye. His life is about to end.�
 �David, your brother just worries about you,� Mom said.
 �I really like your mom,� Lexi said when she saw how my mom had twisted me into knots.
 �Hang around long enough, and she�ll do the same to you,� I warned Lexi. �I have stuff to do.�
 I got up to leave.
 �Is he always so sensitive?� Lexi asked my mom.
 �You have no idea. There was one time ��
 Maybe I should have stopped their little gabfest. But I knew my mom wanted to get to know Lexi better since she would be with me when I was away shooting movies. I expected that before Mom was done, Lexi would be a willing spy for her. I suspected that was one of the reasons my mom and Tami had bonded.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday April 23 
 Manaia dropped me at Greg�s since all the parking spots were full. I knocked on the door, and it flew open. Standing there in a one-piece swimsuit and cowboy boots was Mac, my niece. She had a scowl on her face with her arms crossed over her chest.
 �Why didn�t you invite me to your party?�
 �Where�s your dad and your brothers?� I asked.
 She pursed her lips, and her eyebrows came together. Oh, hell, were we about to have a meltdown before we even left for the day?
 �It�s rude to have a party and not invite me,� she persisted.
 �It was more of an adult party,� I tried.
 �Mama said it was during the day. Adult parties are at night.�
 Frick! I was being bested by a three-year-old. Maybe we should lock her in a closet so the boys could all have a play day without any annoying girls around.
 �Go get your dad,� I said.
 �You�re rude. Mama says you�re mean. She says you�re a bad boy, and you should have to go stand in the time-out corner,� Mac decided.
 �I don�t need a time-out. You keep it up, and your mama might need one.�
 �Mac, who�s at the door?� Greg called.
 �Unca David.�
 �Well, let him in.�
 Mac gave me a glare as she ran off to her bedroom, leaving the front door wide open.
 I stepped in and found Greg helping Nate put on his t-shirt.
 �Sounds like they saw their mother recently.�
 �She picked up Mac from daycare and took her shopping for summer clothes,� Greg explained.
 He gave me a look over Nate�s head that said we would talk about it later. I bent down and smiled at Nate.
 �Come give your Unca David a hug, Little Man,� I said with my arms outstretched.
 At least someone loved his uncle.
 ◊◊◊
 Somehow, I got stuck in the back, sitting next to my niece on the way to the lake. I found a container of Altoids in a cup holder. I figured that might serve as a peace offering.
 �Want a mint?� I asked.
 Mac looked at it and wrinkled her nose.
 �Daddy says not to take candy from strangers. It might be drugs, and drugs are bad,� Mac said.
 �And I�m a stranger?� I asked, amused.
 �Mama says you�re strange,� Mac shared.
 Angie had started to get on my last nerve, and she wasn�t even here.
 �If a stranger offers you drugs, don�t forget to thank them because drugs are expensive,� I patiently explained.
 �David!� Greg warned from the front seat.
 �You�re overreacting. Mac�s not dumb. She wouldn�t do anything stupid like actually taking drugs. I�m just teaching her to be polite and say thank you if they�re offered,� I said to Greg and then turned to Mac. �You�re not dumb, are you?�
 She stuck her tongue out at me in response.
 �She�s three,� Greg said. �Mac lives for doing silly things. It�s the mission statement of all three-year-olds�see silly, do silly. She doesn�t need you encouraging her.�
 �She looks silly in her swimsuit and cowboy boots,� I observed.
 �You need a time-out,� Mac huffed.
 �Don�t worry. If your uncle continues to be goofy, that�s what will happen to him,� Greg promised.
 Mac stuck her tongue out at me again and then had a self-satisfied grin because I�d gotten into trouble. I was the one smiling when she all but choked on the Altoid. They were curiously strong, after all. Both Nate and Kyle passed when they saw their sister throw a fit. I made a mental note that they needed to toughen up.
 ◊◊◊
 I got the efoil out of the back of the SUV. Then I put on my full wetsuit; I didn�t plan to freeze when I got wet today. As much as I�d like to, I hadn�t mastered the art of stepping straight off the dock onto the efoil without getting wet in the process.
 �Who wants to go first?� I asked as I put the board into the water.
 I was happy to see Nate raise his hand. He was more adventurous than I�d expected. I got into the water, and then Greg sat him down on the front of the board with his life jacket on.
 �Now hold still while I get us going,� I told my nephew.
 I got onto the back of the board. Nate�s eyes got big as I started the electric motor, and we lurched forward and popped up out of the water. I stood up and began to wind us around the lake. Nate wasn�t too sure about it all. He kept peeking over the edge because it looked like he was flying above the water.
 I took him around the lake three times before I called to Greg.
 �I�ll hand him to you the next time I come to the dock.�
 When I got close again, I scooped up Nate and handed him to Greg. He was all smiles when he ended up in his dad�s arms. I let the efoil settle into the water with my legs straddling the board. When I got close to the dock, Kyle jumped off the dock for his turn. Lucky for him, his uncle was an athlete, or he would�ve ended up in the drink.
 When we started around the lake, Kyle got brave and stood up with me. He had a death grip on my leg, but he was one up on his brother by standing. Once we got close to the dock, Kyle launched himself at his dad. Poor Greg all but fell into the water catching his elder son.
 I had to grin because Mac still wore her cowboy boots. Once we got started, I helped her stand up, and then she mimicked me as I made my surfer moves to guide us. She was a natural. If I ever got her out to LA, I would be teaching her to surf before too long. I mean, hey, if dogs could do it �
 Of course, Greg wanted a turn. I got off the board and held it steady as he stepped onto it. I guess I might have been growing up because I didn�t tilt it to get him wet. He did that all by himself when he started the motor and promptly fell off the back.
 �Damn!� he complained when he came to the surface.
 �You owe the swear jar,� I said.
 He gave me a look that promised my impending demise when all three of his little ones looked to see his response.
 �Yep. Remind me when we get home.�
 I had no doubt they would.
 ◊◊◊
 It was too cold to go swimming, but that didn�t mean we couldn�t build sandcastles. Kyle, Mac, and Greg put themselves in charge of construction while I taught Nate how to be Godzilla and stomp on their creations. He had the roar down pat as he staggered towards the mounds of sand.
 His two older siblings soon helped him flatten the little town they�d created. I shook my head when the whole process started again.
 Greg and I took a seat at the edge of the beach. Since the little ones were occupied, we had a chance to talk.
 �Mom tells me you think I dress shabbily,� I threw out to get the ball rolling.
 �If you believe that ��
 �That�s what I figured.�
 �Why was Mom winding you up?� Greg asked.
 �If I knew that ��
 �Yeah, dumb question,� Greg admitted.
 �Hey, I need a favor.�
 �Name it.�
 �Fritz sent Paul back to LA after I got shot. He�d been seeing Scarlet, and now she worries that there�s no one here for her. I was wondering if you might help her out.�
 Greg was the logical choice, so far as I could figure. I trusted him, and, from all reports, he knew what he was doing between the sheets.
 �Explain to me exactly what you need me to do.�
 I got out my phone and called Cindy.
 �Hey, Greg is going to help Scarlet. Talk to him and explain what she needs.�
 Greg gave me a pained look when I handed him the phone. I walked over to play with my niece and nephews while they talked.
 I figured this would work for Greg because he was currently doing without, so to speak. Plus, I didn�t need Scarlet to get grumpy and decide she had to move away�and take my daughter with her.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 26 � Lady Lucky  Monday April 24 
 Today they would announce the regional seeding to start the state baseball playoffs. We had two rounds of playoffs to reach the state finals. Regionals would encompass area teams, which would then move to sectionals. Moose would share who we would be playing before practice today.
 Lexi had decided she�d had enough of small-town living, so she had left early this morning. I was more than a little surprised that my mother hadn�t said a word about Lexi spending the night with me while she was in town. Mom knew I wasn�t celibate, but that didn�t mean she turned a blind eye to my activities, either.
 This was especially true when Tami came home. Mom still entertained visions of the two of us being together. I�d expected at least a comment, but she�d said nothing. It made me wonder if her talk with Tami, which I�d overheard, was the reason she�d decided to leave me alone. I�d probably best just take that as a win and forget about it. The last thing I wanted to do was poke the bear and have my mom all up in my business.
 I walked into the kitchen to find Cassidy making breakfast. I hadn�t seen her all weekend.
 �Hello, Stranger,� I said by way of greeting.
 She ignored me.
 �Where were you all weekend?� I asked.
 �Around,� Cassidy said vaguely.
 I decided if she wasn�t going to talk, I would call Brook.
 �What�s up?� Brook asked when she answered her phone.
 �Did you figure it out?� I asked.
 �Yeah. She was around,� Brook said.
 I figured out that the two of them were having me on. I decided I wasn�t playing.
 �Great,� I said and hung up.
 I stepped over to the sink to get a cup of water and put it in the microwave so I could make tea. Cassidy kept glancing over at me, expecting me to question her. If what she�d been up to was something that worried Brook, Brook would have told me.
 Mom and Dad came downstairs with Duke.
 �Go help Peggy,� Mom said.
 I ran upstairs and fetched my sons. Peggy was still getting ready.
 �I thought we agreed that you would start dressing better,� Mom said.
 �Need I remind you that this isn�t LA, and I already have a date to prom?� I fired back.
 �You might have to start picking out his clothes again like you did when he was little,� Dad offered.
 �Go change into something nicer,� Mom ordered.
 �Why? What�s going on?� I asked.
 �Just do as your mother says,� Dad tried.
 Both mom and I began to laugh. Dad typically wasn�t the disciplinarian, and when he said stuff like that, it was funny. That didn�t mean, though, that when he got worked up, he couldn�t put the fear of God into me.
 When Dad gave me a look that showed he wasn�t amused, I raised my hands in surrender and left to change.
 There must be a reason, so I reached into the back of my closet to get my model clothes. I found a black silk turtleneck and paired it with dark gray slacks. I grabbed a Dakora sports coat and put on my oxblood red leather tennis shoes.
 When I came back downstairs, I found out why Mom had insisted I change clothes: Jeff Delahey was sitting in our kitchen with a camerawoman.
 They told me they would follow me around for baseball. Great!
 ◊◊◊
 When we got to school, everyone scattered when they saw Jeff and me with a camera in our faces.
 �Since when do you dress up to go to school?� Jeff asked.
 �Which do you want, the truth or some spin?� I offered.
 �Give me the spin first.�
 �Since I became a big-time movie star, I have to look the part,� I tried.
 Jeff wasn�t buying it. I agreed.
 �My mom made me,� I admitted.
 �Go with that one,� Jeff said.
 He did a quick interview and then told me he would see me before practice. At least he wasn�t going to follow me around all day.
 ◊◊◊
 Moose gathered us around in the locker room before practice to announce the regional seedings. Jeff had joined us with his camerawoman so they�d have the footage for the piece he was doing.
 �We�ve been selected as the number one seed and will be playing number eight seed Lakeview tomorrow. When we win that game, our next opponent will either be Eastside or Mt. Vernon, and we will play them on Thursday,� Moose shared.
 He read off the rest of the regional pairings. St. Joe wasn�t among them because of the debacle that transpired after they threw at me earlier in the year. The number two seed was Washington. If it all played out to script, we would meet them in the regional finals on Saturday. The winner would go on to sectionals.
 Sectionals would be another eight-team tournament where the winner would move on to state. At state, the four sectional winners would face off in a two-game, winner-takes-all championship.
 �Why don�t they play this as a double-elimination tournament?� Jeff asked.
 �Three reasons,� Moose answered. �The first is they want to let as many teams have a shot as possible.�
 �But is that fair to a team like yours that only has one loss to be playing a barely five hundred team?�
 �I see your point. But I�ve been there with similar records before. I think it�s important that other teams at least get the chance to have a Cinderella experience and surprise some folks,� Moose said.
 �What are the other two reasons?� Jeff asked.
 �The second is that�s how it�s always been done. Baseball is a game of traditions, after all. The third is we only have a limited amount of time. If we used a double-elimination format, each eight-team tournament would require us to play 4 or 5 games rather than the three we play now,� Moose explained.
 After Jeff had everything he needed, Moose told me to lead the team out to warm up for practice.
 ◊◊◊  
    Tuesday April 25 
 As the number one seed, we would be at home for our game.
 The saying goes that April showers bring May flowers. That held true for today because it was raining when I rode to school. The problem with weather like this was that if the field became too wet to play on, we would have to push our game to tomorrow.
 The forecast predicted rain for the rest of the week. Our goal was to play today because if we didn�t, it would have a domino effect of bunching up games to get them all in this week.
 That was important because of pitching rotations. High school wasn�t like the major leagues where you could bring in a pitcher on back-to-back nights. We followed a pitch-count rule.
 The rule said that any appearance that didn�t exceed the 30-pitch mark required no rest, which allowed a pitcher who pitched short-term to pitch the next day if needed. They did have a three-day rule, though. You couldn�t throw on three consecutive days, no matter your count.
 Other pitch-count requirements said that you couldn�t throw more than 105 pitches in a day. The required recovery periods were four days for 76 to 105 pitches; three days for 61 to75 pitches; two days for 46 to 60 pitches; and one day for 31 to 45 pitches.
 The reason for the 105-pitch maximum was that a high school pitcher threw an average of fifteen pitches per inning. Simple math said that over seven innings, an average game would have 105 balls thrown.
 I was impressed that Moose had been using three to four pitchers a game for the last few. I suspected he wanted to be flexible with our pitching. That way, if we got our games jammed up because of the weather, we shouldn�t lose the use of key players because of the mandated recovery time.
 It also let our pitchers cut loose because they knew they would only be pitching a couple of innings. They didn�t have to worry about getting tired.
 We�d moved up our game time because the rain had subsided. My weather app showed a wall of storms coming our way, though. The school let the baseball team out of classes two periods before the end of the day to get ready.
 Lakeview had planned ahead and was already dressed for the game when their bus pulled up. We exited the field to allow them to get ready. While they went through their warm-up drills, I gathered our team together for a quick pep talk.
 �I want you all to recognize that this is the game we might lose. Admit it, you all are thinking Lakeview will be an easy win,� I said.
 �It should be,� Wolf said.
 �That�s precisely the reason you all should be worried. All Lady Luck has to do is look down at our arrogance and decide to mess with us. A ball takes a funny bounce, an umpire misses a call, one of you boneheads hangs a fastball that gets parked. I could go on, but you get what I�m saying. That�s why we need to focus and take them out.
 �I don�t want to be in the bottom of the seventh needing to come back because we screwed up. Winning eight straight games isn�t going to be easy, but that�s exactly what I plan to do. We are Lincoln High. We�ve spent the last four years here building something. I want to go out a winner, and it all starts today,� I finished passionately.
 �Who are we?!� Tim barked.
 �BULLDOGS!� we responded as a team.
 �Where are we?!�
 �OUR HOUSE!�
 I glanced over at Moose and Coach Haskins, and they wore satisfied looks on their faces. Time for us to start our quest.
 ◊◊◊
 We were cruising to our first victory in the top of the seventh. We had a 4�0 lead with the bottom third of Lakeview�s order coming up. Moose had started Justin, our ace, and followed with Phil and Bert. Brock was brought in to bring it home.
 Lakeview�s first batter was a weak-hitting shortstop who had a .124 batting average for the season. Basically, that meant you totally sucked because getting a hit in high school ball wasn�t all that hard. His swing reminded me a little of my ex-best friend Alan�s. I sometimes wondered if Alan even opened his eyes when he would whack away.
 Brock threw the first two pitches outside, out of the batter�s reach, and he swung at them. I assumed Brock would do the same thing again, but he got cute and threw a changeup right down the center of the plate. Moose had me playing shallow to help clean up any weak hits up the middle. I muttered a bad word when the kid swung and connected.
 As soon as I heard the contact, I was in a full sprint back. I all but made a spectacular catch, but the ball hit the lip of my glove and shot to the fence. I tracked it down and held their shortstop to a double.
 Up next was their catcher. He was a decent hitter, so Moose moved me to my usual place in the outfield. Brock tried to get him to chase a couple of outside pitches, but he didn�t bite. On the next pitch, Brock threw a curveball that buckled the kid�s knees. Instead of coming back with a pitch the batter obviously wasn�t comfortable with, Brock threw a fastball down and outside.
 Their catcher reached out and drove the ball down the first base line. That allowed their shortstop to score, and their catcher ended up on second base with a stand-up double.
 Up next was their pitcher�s spot in the order. Lakeview�s coach substituted a pinch hitter. I hadn�t seen him yet, so I�d no idea what kind of hitter he was. From the outfield, I guessed he was a freshman by his slight build.
 On the first pitch, Brock threw a fastball that rose in the zone. I stood there and watched the ball sail over my head for a home run. Right then, I decided Lady Luck was a bitch and needed to die. Our lead had been cut to 4�3 in the blink of an eye.
 Moose had seen enough. He waved me in to pitch.
 When I reached the mound, Moose looked pissed.
 �Don�t get fancy. Just throw it by them,� he ordered as he handed me the ball.
 Lakeview now had the top of their order up with no outs. If I were behind, this would be the best possible situation for my team.
 Lakeview�s leadoff man, their second baseman, had a live bat and some speed on the base paths. He looked over at his coach and received signals as to what the coach wanted him to do. His body language said he planned to bunt.
 Tim signaled for a fastball low and away, and I shook him off. Tim gave me the same signal once more, and I shook him off again.
 �Time!� Tim said as he trotted out to the mound. �What are you doing?�
 �He wants to bunt the ball. If I throw it low and outside, he�ll push it to first, and it might get past Wolf. I want to throw a curve and hope he gets under it for a pop-up,� I explained.
 �How about a high fastball?� Tim suggested.
 �You�re the boss,� I said with a smile.
 I won�t repeat what he said.
 Both Wolf and Ty began to charge the bag as the hitter squared up to bunt. I released a smoking fastball high in the zone. Like I wanted, he got under it when he made contact and popped it up. What�s the saying about being careful what you wish for? The ball flew over Ty�s head and was about to land and roll into the outfield.
 As soon as I released the ball, I�d fallen into a defensive stance to make a play if needed. The second the bat made contact, I was moving. I watched Ty all but snap an ankle as he tried to change directions and collapsed in a heap. I took three steps and dove for the ball.
 It took the crowd a moment to realize I�d caught it, robbing Lakeview�s leadoff man of a base hit.
 I jumped up and pumped my arms in the air to celebrate. It fired my guys up. On back-to-back chances, they made great fielding plays to get us our first win. Only seven more to go.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday April 27 
 Eastside had taken care of Mt. Vernon, which meant they would be our regional semifinal opponent. It rained again today, and when we walked out to warm up, we weren�t allowed on the infield. We had a crew out using puddle sponges, which resembled pillows, soaking up any standing water.
 After they�d gotten the worst of it up, the groundskeepers applied some calcined clay drying agents for the mound and batter�s boxes.
 When Eastside warmed up, they were made to stay off the infield as well. Right before the game started, they allowed our starting battery, Trent and Tim, to go out and warm up.
 Last game, our stands had filled in slowly because we started early. This time, the crowd was bigger from the beginning. It looked as though many of the fans had taken the opportunity to play hooky from work to come watch the game. Almost all the spectators had come decked out in orange and blue, our school colors.
 Today, Moose let Trent stay on the mound beyond a couple of innings. I found playing behind a ground-ball pitcher like Trent to be one of the hardest things to do while playing baseball. I didn�t have a ball hit to me in the first five innings. In fact, I barely moved at all.
 In the top of the sixth, with one out, the Eastside batter popped the ball up into shallow center field just behind second base. I took off as soon as the ball left the bat, determined to make the play on this one.
 �Mine!� I yelled when I saw Brock backing up to make a play as well.
 When he heard my call, Brock peeled off to give me room to make the catch. Hindsight being 20/20, I�d probably made the wrong call because Brock was closer. I was a little irritated with myself when I saw I would have a tight race to snag the ball before it hit the ground.
 I debated diving headfirst or sliding to make the play. The advantage of sliding was your body remained more upright, which made it easier to block the ball if it hit the ground. I wound up sliding on the slick grass as I made a stab at the ball. This time, Lady Luck smiled down on me, and I made the grab.
 Brock gave me a pained look because I�d made that play far more difficult than it needed to be.
 �Sorry. I made the wrong call on that one,� I admitted.
 �If you�d missed it, then we would have had words,� Brock said with a smile.
 �Like I said � sorry,� I replied as I tossed him the ball.
 The next batter hit a weak grounder back to the pitcher for the out. As I trotted to the dugout, Coach Haskins stopped me before I took a seat.
 �I know � I should have let Brock have it.�
 �No, you made the right call. I don�t want you to second-guess your decisions on the field. I expect you to take charge, even if it turns into an adventure.�
 �Yes, sir,� I said as I trudged to the dugout.
 I sat down between Wolf and Tim.
 �Did he chew you out for calling off Brock?� Tim asked.
 �No. He told me to take charge.�
 �I would rather you field that charging in than one of us trying to run backwards to make the play. With you coming into the play, it�s in front of you, and you can see everything better. I agree with Coach,� Wolf said.
 While we�d discussed the play, Brock had hit a single, and Milo walked, giving us base runners on first and second with no outs. Don was now up. Tim stepped out to the on-deck circle to prepare to bat next.
 �Be a hitter! Put the ball in play!� Wolf yelled from the dugout.
 Eastside�s pitcher was beginning to get tired. This was when we would get to him, and our crowd sensed it. The pitcher promptly threw three straight balls to get behind in the count. Their coach called time to try to settle him down.
 After a heated discussion, he left their pitcher on the mound, fuming. I understood why when they intentionally walked Don and called in a pitcher from their bullpen to face Tim.
 With the score deadlocked at 0�0, it wasn�t as bad a call as you would think. Everyone knew that the pitcher would�ve had to throw a strike on the next pitch. Don was a good enough player to make contact, which would have in all likelihood allowed the runners to advance, if not score. If it had been us, with our defense, I would have chosen to pitch to Don and hope for a double play. Their coach must not be as confident in his team.
 Eastside�s closer had a live arm. I watched him warm up and could tell he planned to try to throw it past Tim. At the same time, I watched Tim concentrate on the timing of his pitches. I was confident Tim could make contact and score Brock, who stood at third.
 When the umpire called for the resumption of the game, our fans got on their feet to show their support. I smiled because I could tell the crowd noise was something the Eastside baseball team wasn�t used to. By now, we had a full house, and they were vocal.
 Tim dug in at the batter�s box to prepare for the first pitch. He looked like a coiled spring, ready to launch a game-winning home run. Eastside�s pitcher seemed to mentally psych himself up as he jammed his foot into the rubber. The catcher gave him the sign for the pitch he wanted, and then the ball was sailing home.
 I barked out a laugh when I saw the pitcher had thrown a curveball. Tim made a mighty cut and missed by a mile. Clearly, Eastside�s pitcher wasn�t a one-trick pony and had more pitches than we�d guessed.
 The next pitch was a slider that caught the corner down and away for the second strike. I suspected the pitcher would throw his fastball either high or outside and see if Tim would chase it. Apparently, Tim thought the same thing as the pitcher threw it right down the middle. Tim made a weak hack at it but missed, striking out.
 Moose substituted Johan for Trent as the next batter. Moose sent Tim and me to the bullpen to warm up to take Trent�s place on the mound for the last inning. We didn�t really have enough time for me to properly warm up, so I didn�t get to witness what happened next. Later, Wolf told me that Johan struck out as well, and Ty hit into a fielder�s choice to end the inning.
 Eastside�s coach must have been sighing with relief that his strategy had paid off.
 When I came in, I threw a split-fingered fastball to the first batter. The pitch is designed to drop at the last moment. The idea is to have the batter actually hit it. What happens is they see �fastball,� and when it drops, they top it, causing a grounder. The ball bounced to Ty at third, and he scooped it up for the out.
 The next guy up hadn�t shown much of a bat, so I just struck him out on three straight fastballs. Up next was their big right fielder. He�d hit nine home runs this year, so I knew he could take me long. The Alpha Male in me wanted to go mano a mano and challenge him, but Tim had other ideas, and, for once, I listened to him.
 On the first pitch, I threw a changeup. Usually, you threw a fastball or three to set that pitch up. Tim guessed that the hitter expected that, so he called for the slower pitch. Eastside�s batter began to take a mighty cut as his eyes got big, thinking I�d thrown something he could hit. He undoubtedly had visions of his teammates hoisting him on their shoulders and the town throwing him a parade when they got home after he hit the game-winning home run.
 In a split second, he realized it wasn�t a fastball and tried to hold up. The net effect was his bat head hung over the plate with zero momentum when the ball struck it. He hit a weak line drive to Wolf for the final out. The poor kid�s face showed his crushing disappointment at letting his teammates down.
 In our half of the inning, we had the meat of our order coming up, with me batting third. Up first was Bryan, who would be followed by Wolf.
 Coach Haskins had been working with us all season on how to be better hitters. Bryan was one of his star pupils and now had one of the team�s better eyes, which made him a difficult out. That meant he no longer chased pitches outside the strike zone. If you wanted to get Bryan out, you had to throw him pitches he could hit.
 On the first two pitches, the Eastside pitcher threw consecutive fastballs that were outside and up for balls. On the third pitch, he threw his curveball. The one weakness Bryan had was hitting the curve. Let�s be honest, almost every high school hitter had trouble with the curve. When their pitcher figured that out, Bryan got a steady diet of curveballs and struck out.
 Up next, Wolf was ready for the curve on the first pitch. If you knew that was a pitcher�s go-to move, good hitters adjusted. Wolf hit a towering shot over the right-field fence for the win. I joined our team at home to greet Wolf. It looked like Lady Luck was still with us. Only six more games to go.
 ◊◊◊  
    Saturday April 29 
 It was finally drying out after a week of daily rain. The effect of the semi-deluge was that spring had sprung, so to speak. One of our neighbors had a huge flower bed. On my morning run, I noticed that it seemed to have bloomed all at once. I pulled out my phone to take some pictures.
 Clusters of hyacinths dominated everything with their sweet, lingering scent. In other clumps, they�d planted irises and tulips. Behind the flower bed was the lush foliage of peonies that looked like they would bloom soon. Seeing Mother Nature coming to life put me in a good mood.
 I�d almost reached home when I saw the hairs on Duke�s back go up.
 �Easy,� I chastised.
 As we turned the corner for our street, I saw what had riled him. We�d gotten a new neighbor, a guy in his early thirties. He owned Duke�s new archnemesis, Max, a German shepherd that was too aggressive, in my opinion. To top it off, Max was taking a dump on the sidewalk in front of our house.
 One reason I made sure Duke had time to do his business before we went on our morning runs was I absolutely hated having to pick that up. I carried bags just in case, but it wasn�t something I enjoyed.
 Backyard cleanup was much easier. I used a hoe and a five-gallon bucket. We put it all into the compost pile we used for the garden. When I�d turned over the yard work to Wolf and company, I�d happily removed that from my chore list.
 Being a responsible dog owner meant dealing with stuff like this. That was why I was irritated when the new neighbor began to walk away after Max had left a substantial steaming pile behind.
 �Hey!� I barked. �Leave something?�
 My calling him out startled both Max and his master. Max decided he wanted to end Duke�s life and lunged toward us as we got closer. I kept firm control of Duke, who basically said, �bring it on.� I made him sit while our neighbor struggled to gain control of Max.
 The man ignored me and dragged his dog home. Duke was disappointed in me when I had to pick up Max�s leaving. I agreed with him. I knew where the guy lived.
 ◊◊◊
 �That had to be the worst horror movie I�ve ever seen,� Tim announced as we warmed up.
 We were preparing to play Washington, who�d worked their way into the regional finals.
 �What did you see?� I asked.
 �The Hill Folk,� Yuri supplied.
 It was the latest scary film in theaters. Wolf and Tim had taken Phil, Roc, and Yuri to the movies last night. I�d wanted to go, but Cassidy had insisted I take her to dinner again. She wasn�t in the least interested in hanging out with the guys when she could get me to take her on a faux date to Our House.
 Cassidy knew I had connections as one of the owners, and Mary usually booked the area�s hottest bands. The only way to get in last night had been with reservations, or in my case, knowing someone. I�m sure I had more fun there than I would�ve had watching a movie�especially that one, based on Tim�s comment.
 Tonight, all my baby mamas, along with my current crush, Joey, were going out on the town. I offered to man the grill and feed them before they left for their night out. My parents had volunteered to take the kids to my farm, where Grandma Dawson and Yuri�s grandmother, Yelena, would naturally spoil them rotten.
 �You would have loved it,� Wolf said. �It had girls hiking in the woods with rapey possessed hill folk after them.�
 �I swear people in those situations are idiots. They run through the woods in the dark from some guys who never go any faster than a determined walk,� Phil said.
 �Of course they trip over something. In this case, it was their dead guy friend who�d lasted a whole fifteen minutes. I mean, seriously, run straight ahead and don�t constantly look back. That way, you won�t twist your ankle so they can catch you,� Roc said.
 �I do appreciate that they somehow get their shirts ripped, so you get glimpses of the goods,� Phil added.
 Funny how the creators of these kinds of movies know their audience�horny teenage boys.
 �I still contend they had to be witches,� Yuri said, which made everyone groan.
 It sounded like no one agreed with him. I was embarrassed to admit I wanted to hear more about his reasoning.
 �David will back me up on this. He was a warlock in that secret circle-jerk movie,� Yuri proclaimed.
 Wolf shook his head to let me know that I wasn�t to kill Yuri just yet. He wanted to find out where this was going as well.
 �Tell him your theory,� Wolf said to distract me from doing what I wanted.
 �There�s this one part where one of the girls gets caught under a falling tree. Her friend lifts it off her like she�s the Hulk. I mean, you read stories about a mother lifting a car off their child and stuff, but I think that�s all bullshit. The only way they could do it is with magic,� Yuri said.
 �You�re a dumbass. Everyone knows that under extreme emotions, like fear and desperation, you can gain superhuman strength. It�s the adrenaline rush,� Phil said.
 �I might have to side with Yuri on this one,� I weighed in. �Think about it. If adrenaline gave you that kind of strength, don�t you think there�d be something on the market where you would shoot up and lift small buildings when the need arose?�
 �That�s an excellent point,� Wolf said. �If it were true, Moose would be handing out epi-pens to us before we stepped up to bat.�
 �See! It had to be magic,� Yuri concluded.
 I just shook my head when they all agreed with him. Maybe, just maybe, girls had it right: teenage boys were stupid.
 ◊◊◊
 Of all the teams we played, Washington was the one we knew the best and had the most interaction with. Freshman year, I�d gone head-to-head with Ty. He and I had stayed in contact after that game. When we�d needed to fill a bus to go to Kentucky for football camp, we asked them to join us. Our offensive coordinator had gone to Washington to be their head coach. We�d even had our alternate prom with them, and I�d helped with their fundraiser last year. Finally, Ty had transferred to Lincoln High to help us win state in football.
 All of that made this game more personal. The guys from Washington would love to knock our dicks into the dirt, and we knew it. It wasn�t like playing Eastside, who I hated, but this was a rivalry game.
 It also meant that Washington traveled well. Unlike our past two games, they had nearly as many fans in the stands as we did. This was their last shot at taking us down, and their fans wanted to be here so they could say they saw it in person. It would be the talk of the old guys� coffee klatches and barbershop waiting areas for years to come.
 Moose sent Justin out to start the game. His use of multiple pitchers looked to be paying dividends because Washington had played their two best for the full games to get here. This was where a lack of pitching depth could jump up and bite you in the butt if you weren�t careful.
 I couldn�t really argue with their approach, though, because they�d had to battle to make it to the finals. When you played playoff-style baseball, you put your best foot forward because this format was one-and-done. If you didn�t, you might not be playing the next game.
 I worried about this game because I didn�t see it coming down to pitching. All of Washington�s games so far had been high scoring. The front of their batting order started with a speedy center fielder who�d consistently gotten on base. He was followed by big strong farm boys in the two through five slots. They were one of the few teams we faced that might actually match us in power-hitting ability.
 The top of the first was a dream come true for them. Washington�s leadoff hitter battled Justin until he finally drew a walk. Next up, their left fielder hit a sharp grounder to third that all but ate up Ty. He was forced to throw to first for the out, allowing the runner to advance. The next batter hit a line shot that skipped in front of me in center. They wisely held up the lead runner because I charged in and would have gunned him down if he�d tried to take home.
 With runners at the corners, their cleanup man hit a beautiful ball into the gap between Don and me. Most days, a hit like that would have made it to the fence, but I was keyed up and broke well to cut it off. Their runner at first rounded second, thinking he would make it easily. I hit the cutoff man, who gunned him down. That allowed the hitter to end up at second with two outs.
 The fifth batter hit a home run to make the score 3�0.
 Justin quickly got the next batter out to get us off the field.
 In our half of the inning, the difference between our two teams became obvious. Our big guys could all move and play defense. Our one liability, defensively, was Milo. All of their big boys were similar to him, fielding-wise.
 Ty led off and hit a drive to left field that ended up rolling to the wall for a double. Bryan got fooled on a pitch and hit a sky-high pop-up to the second baseman for our first out. Wolf had a good eye and walked to put runners at first and second for me to drive home.
 I was hyperaware of the stakes and the need to get us back into this game when I stepped into the batter�s box. Washington�s pitcher was, too. That was why he sent a message pitch on the first ball that had me diving out of the way.
 I knew he�d done it to get under my skin. With that in mind, I simply brushed myself off without comment and got back in the box. I let myself drop into the zone so it was just the two of us facing off. I saw Washington�s pitcher psych himself up and toe the rubber. In my head, I was chanting for him to try to throw it by me.
 When the pitch left his hand, I recognized that he�d thrown a curve to try to trick me. I held my hands back for a split second and then ripped them through the hitting zone. The crowd erupted when they heard the crack of the bat. I�d gotten under the ball a little too much, and I watched it going higher and higher as it made its way to right field.
 Both Ty and Wolf tagged up, expecting my ball to be caught. Washington�s outfielder camped out close to the fence as it started its descent. Then disaster struck for them: the outfielder stepped onto the warning track and tripped over his own feet.
 �Go!� I screamed.
 Both Ty and Wolf took off as the ball bounced off Washington�s player and rolled towards the foul line. Their center fielder hadn�t run over to back up the play, so he was caught flat-footed. The kid who�d fallen down jumped up and lumbered over to get the ball. Ty scored easily. I held my breath as Wolf rounded third. We got lucky when their fielder panicked and didn�t hit the cutoff man. Instead, his throw was off line, and the catcher had to chase it down to keep it from skipping to the backstop.
 He fired the ball to third because I�d been aggressive, trying to steal an extra base. This time, I just made it.
 Brock drove me in on the next pitch to tie the game 3�3.
 From there, it all went downhill for Washington. We batted around in the first inning to take a 5�3 lead. Washington had to go to their bullpen at that point. By the end, it felt like batting practice as I hit three home runs and had eight RBIs for the game. Justin settled down and handled his part. They called the game in the fifth when we had a 17�5 lead.
 We�d just put the rest of the state on notice that we were hitting our stride at the right time. Five more games, and we would reach our goal of winning State.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d marinated a tenderloin in an oil, herb, and garlic mixture before I put it on the grill. Our garden had asparagus coming up, so I harvested enough for our meal. Peggy helped me by preparing mushrooms and baked potatoes to round out our feast.
 Our spring garden items included rhubarb and strawberries. Mom had baked a couple of rhubarb and strawberry crumbles. She�d taken one with her to my farm to share and left the other for our dessert.
 All the girls were inside, getting into my mom�s wine. I was happy that Ashley joined me as I manned the grill.
 �Are you getting ready for the move?� she asked.
 �I found a stack of boxes in my room today. It feels strange to have to pack up everything I own. Mom wants me to label what needs to go to college, to my room in the new house in Malibu, and to storage.�
 �Which bedroom set are you taking to California?� Ashley asked.
 I�d ended up with two, the one in my apartment and one my grandmother had the Mennonites make me from the walnut trees we cut down at the farm.
 �I hadn�t really thought about it,� I admitted.
 �Can I have the one you don�t pick?� Ashley asked.
 �Which would you rather have?�
 �I like them both, but I would prefer the one in your apartment. It�s more to my taste.�
 �Okay,� I agreed.
 �Okay?�
 �Yes. You can have the bed in my room, and I�ll take the one at the farm.�
 �What about the rest of your furniture?�
 �I�m starting to see through your cunning plan for coming out here. Don�t you think the rest of the girls should get a shot at the stuff I�m not going to use?� I asked.
 �They weren�t smart enough to ask first,� she shot back.
 �If you�re willing to take the heat when they find out, then fine. Take what you want,� I conceded.
 �Even the refrigerator?�
 �That, you might want to talk to my mom about. Melanie is moving into the apartment to be live-in help for Greg. If Mom says it�s okay, then you can have it for the pool house. You might want to talk to her about how she plans to decorate and what she and Cindy have come up with,� I suggested.
 �We�re all well aware of the design plan, and we do have fun spending your money,� Ashley said to clue me in.
 That I�d thought only my mom and Cindy were involved showed how clueless I was. Of course they would all want to be a part of the decorating, if for no other reason than to design their own personal areas. I�d only been consulted on the general overall design, which was the look and feel of a Tuscan villa.
 �Thanks,� she said as she kissed my cheek and started to go back inside.
 �Hang on. I need to share with you what I learned about our boys when I saw the psychic in LA.�
 That brought her back.
 �Did you know my mom�s side of the family had some gifts?� Ashley asked.
 �That�s what the psychic said. He told me that Allen has them as well. The guy I saw, his family wasn�t very supportive of him growing up. He wanted to make sure we were open and accepting to Allen if he started to show abilities.�
 �I�ll talk to my mom and get some advice,� Ashley assured me.
 �He also said �� I began.
 �Hold that thought. I�m sure all the girls will want to hear this. I�ll be right back,� Ashley said as she left to get everyone.
 When they joined me, I told them about Allen being artistic and Dawson�s athletic ability and how we needed to keep him on the straight and narrow scholastically. Then I talked about Dave being the mediator/problem solver; Carol, the leader; and Coby, the protector.
 �Coby clocked another kid who was picking on someone at daycare yesterday,� Peggy shared.
 �As long as no one gets hurt, I�m okay with that,� I admitted.
 �David!� Scarlet said.
 �I know. Everyone says, �Hitting never solves anything,�� I said, spouting the party line before deciding to tell them what I really thought. �In my opinion, kids need to learn that if you bully someone, there are consequences.�
 I knew it wasn�t politically correct, but I felt that if people got smacked for saying or doing something hurtful, they wouldn�t do it again. If you knew you could be a bully without repercussions, it just got worse. That was why people got brave when they hid on the Internet and said mean stuff on social media.
 With that in mind, I decided I would add to the Dawson rules of conduct. If you wouldn�t say something to someone�s face, you shouldn�t say it at all.
 ◊◊◊
 After we ate, the girls left to watch the band. I had something to puzzle out. Miss Cassidy was missing again today, so I drove over to her house to investigate.
 �David?� Coach Hope asked, confused when he opened the door to my knock.
 �I�m looking for your daughter.�
 �I thought she was with you.�
 �Cassidy�s gone missing in action the last two weekends,� I shared.
 �Come in. I�ll call her and see what�s going on.�
 I took a seat in the living room while he left to get his phone. Old people killed me by not having it on them at all times. It seemed to be a generational thing.
 While I waited, I saw that Coach was about to watch a movie on streaming video.
 I heard a muffled conversation. Coach sounded irritated with his daughter, which made me a little worried about what Cassidy was up to. But I didn�t get too concerned; I couldn�t think of anything that she would do that would cross any lines. Cassidy was a good kid, mostly.
 Coach came back to the living room and took a seat in his recliner.
 �She�s been volunteering at the large animal clinic at State.�
 I remembered that over Christmas, she�d gone to Florida to see her tigers. She�d said at the time she wanted to become a veterinarian. That was on top of being my trainer and joining the Marines.
 �Why is she sneaking around?� I asked.
 �Good question,� Coach Hope said with a shrug. �Want to watch a movie?�
 �Sure.�
 I heard a little meow from Cassidy�s kitten. Coach Hope reached down and picked it up so he could hold it in his lap.
 �Don�t say it,� he warned.
 It looked like the little fur-ball had already gotten Coach trained. Funny how that happened.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 27 � Payback  Sunday April 30 
 Duke and I came back from our morning run to find my parents already up. When I let him in, I followed Duke inside because I smelled cinnamon rolls heating up in the oven.
 �What�s the special occasion?� I asked.
 Mom wrinkled her nose at me.
 �Go take your shower. If you don�t hurry, your dad will eat your share,� she warned.
 Dad looked around his paper and nodded that he would. There had to be some law against this. But what was I going to do about it? I imagined complaining to the cops that my dad ate my cinnamon roll. Then again, if I brought them some to try, they would understand.
 Not wanting to risk it, I hurried upstairs and took my shower in record time. When I came back downstairs, Mom was taking them out of the oven, and Peggy had entered the kitchen with Coby and Dave. I stepped over and kissed my boys on top of the head. I picked up Coby when he reached for me and sat down with him in my lap.
 Mom served everyone and brought me tea. Something was up, and the twinkle in her eye told me she was waiting for me to ask. She would just have to wait until I�d eaten the two rolls in front of me.
 I was taking my first bite of the yummy goodness when my son reached up to try to grab it away from me.
 �Do you want a bite?� I asked Coby.
 �Uh, uh,� he grunted as he tried to reach it.
 �He�s his father�s son,� Mom commented.
 I tore off a small piece and handed it to him. It went into his mouth in a flash. Yep, definitely my son. He liked it and wanted more.
 Dave began to babble to his mother that he wanted what his brother was having.
 �I guess he doesn�t want cereal this morning,� Peggy said as she cut up small pieces of cinnamon roll and put them on his high-chair tray.
 �I�ll have to tell Granny she has two new fans,� I said.
 We all watched the boys polish off almost a full roll. They would be bouncing off the walls soon from all the sugar.
 �We should take the boys to church today,� I suggested.
 �After they ate that? I don�t think so. I want to be able to go back,� Mom said.
 �So, what�s up?� I asked.
 �I have some interesting news,� Dad said.
 That took me by surprise a little because I assumed my mom was the one with the news.
 �That is?� I asked when he just stared at me.
 I hated it when he pulled a Dawson on me and went quiet. He grinned because I�d lost the battle of wills this time. He�d always told me that in a negotiation, he who talked first lost. I rolled my eyes in response.
 �Ms. Dixon called me and said that Dixon and Dixon had bought out Rigby and Thompson and that Tom will be moving back to run the office.�
 �Seriously?� I asked.
 �Word got out about how Rigby Thompson treated you as a client, somehow, and their business began to dry up,� Dad said.
 Everyone thought my mom was the one they should never cross. That announcement gave me the sudden insight that my dad might be more of a force. My dad knew just about everyone and never had anything bad to say about anyone. He was someone people liked as soon as they met him. I suspected that he�d quietly put the word out, and this was the end result.
 My first instinct was to ask him, but it would have been pointless; he wouldn�t tell me. He�d dealt with it, and it was over with.
 �Thanks, Dad. That really is good news. It will also give Mary a reason to stay and run the restaurants after Tracy goes off to LA for college,� I said.
 �We never considered that,� Mom said to tweak me.
 I just raised my eyebrows. It sounded like my parents had planned this out. If they�d taken down Mr. Rigby and Mr. Thompson for their role in what happened with Cal and me, I�d bet that Mr. Fox, the scumbag, wasn�t far behind. He would look good flipping burgers.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got back from church, I was about to leave to do another yard cleanup for my grandmother when my phone rang. Caller ID showed a number I didn�t recognize. I�m not sure why I didn�t just reject it since almost half of them were robocalls, anyway.
 �This is David.�
 �David, Alex.�
 Alex was my new friend I�d met in Greece. The last I�d heard, his dad had almost been abducted with the help of some of their security. I�d asked Pia, �Little Tony� Giovanni�s sister and his go-between, to help them. When I left New York, she�d assured me they were safe.
 �How�s everything going?�
 �It�s starting to calm down. I don�t know if anyone�s told you, but my grandfather was in the drug trade. While I�m pretty sure my uncles still are, my dad never was,� Alex explained.
 �I might have heard a rumor to that effect. So was your dad�s attempted kidnapping part of that?�
 �Yeah, we�re pretty sure of it. Dad would be considered a soft target because he isn�t in the business. We think they planned to take him to gain leverage on my uncles.�
 �Why did they plan to take me?� I asked.
 �Money. Kidnapping is a big business in Colombia. We surmise that they thought they would take both you and my dad and get a payday.�
 �I�m glad it�s not such a big thing here in the states.�
 �It happens more than you think,� Alex warned me.
 He was probably right.
 �Are you back home?�
 �Not yet. The Giovannis have been putting us up. Dad plans to move us to California soon. My sister and I start college in the fall, and Dad says that might have to be put on hold if he isn�t sure of our safety. We�ve been accepted to UCLA, but I�m not sure that will work out.�
 �Why?� I asked.
 �They want freshmen to live in the dorms, and Dad isn�t satisfied they have any secure enough. If it doesn�t work out, we may have to get a place off-campus.�
 �With your dad�s money, he could make a dorm secure,� I joked.
 �Better yet, he could build one,� Alex shot back.
 �I bet they�d put his name on it. It would be a huge tax write-off.�
 �He�ll get a kick out of us spending his money like that,� Alex said.
 �I�m glad to hear you�re all safe.�
 �Thanks. And David �� Alex said.
 �Yeah?�
 �I want to be your friend. I had a great time in Greece. What you did for us makes me want to get to know you better. I don�t want to lose touch.�
 This was one of those moments when my life goals kicked in. If I said �yes,� I would be obligated to follow through and be Alex�s friend. If I said �no,� I would be off the hook, and we would just be acquaintances.
 �I�d like that,� I decided.
 We arranged to keep in touch and rang off.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday May 1 
 The stress level had ratcheted up to the point where I almost felt it as I walked down the hall to my locker. The school year was coming to an end with finals next week. Prom was Friday, and we had our first sectional game tonight against Rockford Christian.
 I found Dare and Chrissy at my locker, waiting for me.
 �Did you know that you and Gina have better scores in math than I do?� Dare asked.
 I wasn�t sure where he�d gotten that information, but I would guess he was right. Dare had a bad habit of being too smart for his own good. Brook and I had tried to set him straight on how to take tests. If you had a multiple-choice question in math, you picked the closest solution and called it a day. He�d missed a few because he considered none of the answers to be correct due to rounding. By being such a perfectionist, he had allowed Gina and me to keep up with him, grade-wise. The fact we were ahead of him was about to make his head explode.
 �What?� I asked as I raised my eyebrows. �A dumb jock and a girl can�t be smarter than you?�
 Chrissy threw her hands up in defeat. I assumed she had been trying to talk him off the ledge, and I�d just closed the window behind him.
 �You know that�s not true. I�m way smarter than the both of you.�
 I looked sad as I shook my head at him.
 �Sorry, buddy, I don�t know how to break it to you, but numbers don�t lie.�
 �Are you trying to kill him?� Chrissy asked me.
 �What he needs is a distraction. If there was only something you could do to relieve his stress and take his focus off Gina and me being smarter �� I pondered.
 �Wait a minute. You�re the one who broke him, so you should be the one to fix him,� Chrissy shot back.
 I really did like Chrissy. She didn�t take any shit from me, and she liked my awkward genius friend enough to give him hickeys.
 �What are you two talking about?� Dare asked.
 �I was suggesting �� I began.
 �Nothing!� Chrissy said as she grabbed Dare�s arm and began to drag him away.
 �But David and Gina have to tank the final to set everything right,� Dare complained.
 If the little dumbass only realized that had he not said anything � Now he�d poked my competitive side. I tracked down Gina before class and arranged for us to study after my baseball game tonight. We were both going to ace that final, I�d decided.
 I sent a text to Suzanne, my former tutor, with an offer to hire her to help us get ready. Dare was going down.
 ◊◊◊
 They�d reseeded everyone for sectional play, and we weren�t the top seed; we�d ended up second. Lemont had garnered the top spot. Since we were the second seed, we would have all our games at home until the finals. If Lemont fell, we would be the highest seed and play at home for that one, too.
 This day�s opponent was the Rockford Christian Royal Lions. We usually played our baseball games right after school, but they�d decided to treat this more like they did football with a six o�clock start time. That gave everyone who worked till five a chance to make it to the game.
 The Booster Club was serving the good all-beef hot dogs. We walked over as a team to grab a quick bite before the game. Jeff, my favorite reporter, was waiting for us. The guys bailed on me, not wanting to deal with the press. After I bought a couple of dogs with all the trimmings, I joined Jeff.
 �I hear there are going to be several scouts here tonight to see you go up against the kid from Rockford Christian,� Jeff said to kick off his interview.
 They had a pitcher who currently was undefeated and sported a gaudy 1.02 ERA. The ERA, or earned run average, was the standard measure used to compare pitchers, and the lower, the better. It was a calculation of earned runs given up by a pitcher over nine innings. As a comparison, Justin, our ace, had an ERA of 2.45.
 �We should be okay,� I predicted.
 Jeff couldn�t help scoffing at my bold pronouncement.
 �What makes you say that?�
 �Our hitting has come together at the right time. Even though we�re facing one of the better pitchers in the state, I�m confident we can score against him.�
 �If you say so,� Jeff said, not believing me.
 �Take it to the bank,� I assured him.
 Jeff stopped and looked at me intently.
 �You�re not just saying that?�
 �No, I�m dead serious. The only way Rockford Christian beats us tonight is if they score a lot of runs. If I were their pitcher, I�d get sick before the game to protect my ERA. Once we�re done today, it won�t be near as good,� I said sincerely.
 I realize I sounded like a typical jock who was puffing us up before a big game. But I honestly felt that way because we were ready to make a run. If we didn�t get unlucky, I thought we had a serious chance at winning state this year.
 �Predictions?� Jeff asked.
 �I�m not sure about the final score, but we�ll put up at least ten runs.�
 Jeff shook his head at me.
 �If I hadn�t been around you for the last four years, I would call you on this one. I have no doubt you�ll pull it off. Good luck tonight.�
 ◊◊◊
 By the top of the fifth, we had an 11�2 lead. It hadn�t all been their ace pitcher�s fault; he was as good as advertised. He just ran into a team hitting its stride. Our guys battled him until they got something to hit, or he made a mistake and walked them.
 Their defense also made some bonehead mistakes which were caused by our aggressiveness on the bases. Coach Haskins� philosophy of forcing the defense to make plays had paid off. Most teams simply took what you gave them because base runners were considered a premium. That had been Moose�s approach until Coach Haskins converted his thinking.
 We, as a team, had come to see the light as well. Base runners left stranded had no value. Yes, we lost a few runners to overaggressiveness, but over time we�d started to learn what we could and couldn�t get away with. Three of our runs in this game could be directly attributed to this philosophy.
 Moose grabbed us before we went out for the top of the fifth.
 �Keep your heads in the game. We might have a lead, but they didn�t win all those games this year only to give up when they get behind,� he warned.
 His warning was prophetic because they scored seven on us. Bert had one of his bad outings, and Moose finally pulled him and had me come in to pitch to shut down their comeback. Neither of us scored again to make the final 11�9.
 Four more wins, and we would be state champs.
 ◊◊◊
 After the baseball game, I swung by Gina�s house to help her set up a video chat on her PC. For a girl who was supposed to be smart, I was shocked she didn�t know how to do it. With smartphones and tablets, I thought everyone used the technology.
 Gina showed me where they kept the family PC in a spare bedroom.
 �Where�s your webcam?� I asked.
 Her blank look told me she had no clue. Time for Plan B.
 �Give me your phone,� I ordered as I held out my hand.
 I took one glance at it and cringed. Honestly, it was little more than a step up from the old phones my parents used to have. If I remember right, they called them �flip phones.�
 �Will this use much data? My dad gets upset if I go over my limits,� she complained.
 �You don�t have unlimited data?� I asked. �Dear lord! Your parents are abusing you. Do you at least have a hot spot?�
 �A what?�
 I wasn�t in the mood to educate Gina on Technology 101 tonight. I simply needed her to be able to jump onto video chat later for our sessions with Suzanne. She would tutor us in math to help us put Darius in his smarty-pants place. Pulling out my tablet, I opened the settings so Gina could log in.
 �See the little lens?� I said, pointing at the camera. �Face that and put your thumb over this.�
 Fritz was anal about security, and he�d set us up to all use both facial recognition and our thumbprint to log onto our devices. I would let her use my tablet until I had a chance to get her a webcam for her old-style PC. I figured she would only have my tablet for tonight, so I didn�t bother setting her up with her own user account. It would be easier to just let her log in to mine.
 �What are all the little pictures for?�
 My grandmother knew more about this stuff than Gina did. I began to wonder if her parents chained her in the basement. I thought everyone our age knew all this.
 �They do all kinds of things, like let you watch movies, listen to music, play games, read your email, and this one lets you log onto video chat. Let�s set you up, and then we can call your sister as a test run,� I suggested.
 For this, I created her an account so that when I got her a webcam, she would be ready to go.
 When I finished, I sent Kara a text to jump onto the video chat. I showed Gina how to touch her sister�s picture so they would be connected. Her look of wonder when she saw Kara on the screen made it worth the hassle.
 �Gina! I thought David was calling me,� Kara said.
 �Hey,� I said as I turned the tablet so she could see me too. �Why haven�t you taught your sister how to do this kind of stuff?�
 �I was waiting until she started college. Our parents are set in their ways, and my dad is convinced that the Russians will take over his PC if he logs onto the Internet,� Kara explained.
 �If he�s that worried, he just needs a firewall and VPN. And Internet security software, of course.�
 �Believe me, we�ve tried. My dad fancies himself tech-savvy and won�t listen to anyone about cybersecurity stuff.�
 �You mean we could�ve been talking like this all along?� Gina asked.
 �Well, yeah. I video chat with Emily at least a couple of times a week,� Kara shared.
 Clearly, it upset Gina to find out her two sisters talked more than she did with them. Gina was a smart girl. I would bet she�d have a tablet soon. I made a mental note to send a text to Kara to suggest one as a graduation gift.
 �Sorry, but I�ve got to go,� I announced. �I�ll send you a text when Suzanne is ready for us.�
 I left the girls to catch up.
 ◊◊◊
 Suzanne fell right back into tutoring mode. She�d had our calculus class and Ms. Lowden as her teacher. She scanned and sent us a copy of the final she�d been given when she took the course.
 I loved how Suzanne would explain the concepts from a different angle to help us understand them. Both Gina and I felt we had a firm grasp of the material, but we each had �aha� moments as different concepts suddenly made a whole lot more sense.
 Once we finished our session, I was convinced that I would seek out a tutor when I got to college. While I was sure I would have gotten an �A� on my final, I understood the material better after sitting down with Suzanne.
 ◊◊◊  
   Wednesday May 3 
 When I came back from my run with Duke, my mom was waiting for me in the driveway.
 �David Allen Dawson!�
 Oops.
 �Carol Suzanne Dawson!� I shot back and mimicked her hands on her hips and her head sway.
 My dad burst out laughing from the back door. He seemed to find us entertaining.
 �Did you take a dump on the new neighbor�s back porch?�
 �I want my lawyer,� I declared.
 My poor mom tried; she really did. But she couldn�t hold it in and burst out laughing.
 I�d purposefully not let Duke do his business this morning. He is regular as all get-out, so I was shocked when he just looked at me when I tried to get him to return the favor Max had left on our sidewalk. Out of desperation, I�d taken matters into my own hands�or, perhaps more accurately, butt.
 Duke, of course, had to go once we got a block away. I�d started to feel a touch guilty about what I�d done until I had to clean that up.
 �Did he actually see who did it?� I asked, not quite admitting it.
 I imagined Judge Mom would appreciate my obfuscation (a fun word I�d learned while prepping for my SATs, meaning the action of making something unclear) of the truth.
 �No, and I pointed that out to him when he called. I asked him how many other places his dog had left a mess, and maybe he might have some more suspects,� she said and then paused. She gave me the �I�m your mom, and you will listen to me!� look. �If it happens again � I will assume you did it.�
 Even Dad knew not to chuckle as Mom twirled around and stomped into the house for good measure. I filed that one away for future reference on Scary Parenting 301. It was an advanced class that most parents hadn�t mastered. Then again, most parents didn�t have sons who would actually deliver that kind of payback.
 ◊◊◊
 I spotted Gina as I walked into school. She looked like death warmed over.
 �You okay?�
 �Here, take this back,� she said, thrusting my tablet into my hands. �I haven�t slept in two nights.�
 I�d loaned my tablet to her so we could have our tutoring sessions with Suzanne.
 �Did you find my porn stash?� I asked, acting upset.
 �No!� Gina exclaimed and then saw my smirk. �Don�t tease me. I�m worried I might have a gaming addiction.�
 �What?!�
 �I�ve been playing Sims every spare moment. That�s why you have to take it away from me. If you don�t, I�ll fail all my finals.�
Sims was the kind of game you didn�t touch for months, and then when you did pick it back up, you would play it for several days straight. The game allowed you to build characters called �Sims,� which you customized. That included their clothes, personality, career, home, and much more.
 You basically created a mini-you and guided them through life. The funny part was your Sim would sometimes do something idiotic like set themselves on fire or jump to their death.
 Now I was pissed at Gina because I wanted to play the stupid game. I�d read about a couple of expansion packs I might want to try out. One was a house party, and the other let you have your very own pets to play with.
 That was one of the problems with the game. Every month, they seemed to have a new expansion pack. If you bought them all, it got pricey in a hurry.
 I grudgingly took my tablet back. I would have to fight the urge to waste time playing later today.
 Gina gave me a weak smile.
 �When I hear you guys talking about playing video games, I figure you were all just being boys. I never imagined it would be so much fun,� she admitted.
 �You might want to get it out of your system before you go off to college and flunk out,� I advised.
 I suspected gaming was like the clich� preacher�s daughter who goes wild. If you didn�t play video games when you were younger to get it out of your system, when you finally discovered them, they were all-consuming. Maybe Gina would play all summer and hopefully get past the urge to play all the time once she needed to focus on college.
 �Incoming,� Gina warned me.
 Darius and Chrissy walked up.
 �Are you sick?� Dare asked Gina.
 �She�s been up the last few nights cramming for her math final,� I said.
 Chrissy slugged me.
 �What?� I complained.
 �Quit teasing him, or I�ll have to distract him like you suggested,� Chrissy admonished me.
 Gina figured that one out and began to laugh. We all laughed when Dare still looked clueless as to what Chrissy was talking about. I would bet big money that once he did, all his worries about being the smartest kid in class would go away.
 �Prom is Friday,� I suggested.
 Chrissy pulled Dare away from me and my reasonable suggestion.
 �The same advice goes for you,� I said to Gina with a straight face.
 There was the Gina I had come to love. She stormed off, leaving me to wonder if Cassidy planned to fulfill the implied Prom Contract and sleep with her date�me�after the dance.
 ◊◊◊
 At lunch, I grabbed Cassidy and made her eat with me away from prying ears at our lunch table.
 �What�s this all about?� Cassidy asked.
 �Tell me about your volunteering at the large animal clinic at State.�
 �I wanted to see if I really do want to become a vet or not, so I asked if they�d let me spend some time helping out.�
 �And �?�
 �And I think I do,� she said sheepishly.
 �That�s good. You should do something you love. I just wish I had a better idea what I wanted to do when I grow up.�
 �You�re not mad?� she asked.
 �Why would I be mad?�
 �Because I wouldn�t have time to be your trainer,� she admitted.
 �Do you plan to stop being my friend?� I asked.
 �No.�
 �Then, I�m fine.�
 She still didn�t seem happy, which confused me a little.
 �Why the sad face?� I asked.
 �Because I haven�t told Daddy that I might not join the Marines.�
 I shook my head.
 �Your dad will support you no matter what you do.�
 �But he always was so proud of me when I said I wanted to be just like him,� she said, getting to the root of the problem.
 �Do you really want to be in the Marines someday?� I asked.
 �I thought I did; now, I�m not so sure.�
 �Who says you can�t do both?� I asked.
 She became quiet for a moment before responding.
 �Sort of like you.�
 I wasn�t sure if she was slamming or praising me. I decided to just nod.
 �You�re right,� she said. �I don�t have to one hundred percent decide right now. I can take veterinarian classes and still join up if I decide to later.�
 �You can still train me, too.�
 �I guess I could,� she admitted and looked happy for the first time since we sat down.
 �I need to ask you a favor,� I said to change to the topic.
 �This doesn�t have anything to do with what you told Chrissy and Gina to do after Prom, does it?�
 By now, hearing how fast the girl network worked no longer surprised me. I shrugged off her jab and powered through with what I wanted to ask.
 �When I was in LA, I talked to a psychic. He suggested I ask you to start working with the little ones for their safety. Coby has been getting physical with other kids at daycare that he sees as bullies,� I explained.
 Cassidy thought about it for a moment.
 �I�d like that. When I�m done with them, no bully will dare cross their paths,� she predicted.
 �Slow down. I was hoping you would curb that maim-and-chaos approach and maybe get them to focus on only using it for self-defense instead,� I suggested.
 Cassidy rolled her eyes at me, which caused me to give her a stern look.
 �Fine,� she conceded.
 Why did I have visions of little ninjas exacting justice on the unsuspecting public?
 Suddenly, a random thought jumped into my head: that would make for a great movie or TV concept. There were already turtles and spy kids. Why not tiny ninja do-gooders?
 ◊◊◊
 Our second-round game in sectionals was against Saint Viator. I�d had to do a quick Internet search to discover it was a Catholic college-prep school located in Arlington Heights, a northwest suburb of Chicago.
 Because Saint Viator had to make such a long drive, we were starting the game at seven. The game was being picked up by the Sports Network, which was a streaming service that broadcast local sporting events.
 Before the game, I�d been asked to sit down with Corey Wilier, their color man who would be broadcasting the game.

Corey:�Joining me is David Dawson, this year�s Gatorade Baseball Player of the Year and MVP of the Pan Am games.�
David: �Thanks for having me.�
Corey:�I read that you�ve accepted a scholarship to play football at Oklahoma. Do you plan to also play baseball?�
David: �If I can. My first love is baseball. I just can�t turn my back on my football potential, though.�
Corey:�I�ve talked to several professional scouts, and they project you as a possible late first-round draft pick to third- or fourth-round. Have you considered playing baseball professionally and skipping college?�
David: �If the money was right, I would have to consider it. As I�m sure you�re aware, where you�re drafted can lock you in, income-wise, for a long time. The way things stand, I plan to go to Oklahoma.�
Corey:�Lincoln High hasn�t been this deep in the state playoffs since 1965. Do you think this might be the year you finally win it?�
David: �That�s a good question. It is our ultimate goal, but I�ve learned that you play the game in front of you and don�t look ahead. Saint Viator is one of a handful of teams that could actually win it all this year. I look at their lineup, and they really don�t have any holes in it. They�re also well-coached. This game will go a long way toward determining who wins state this year.�
 ◊◊◊
 �You forgot to thank God,� Jeff teased.
 �I hate those interviews when they simply assume you�ll win. You and I both know that if I didn�t do my �aw shucks, they�re the best� routine, they would use it as poster material to kick our butts.�
 �Are you going to win?� Jeff asked for my usual prediction.
 �I honestly don�t know.�
 �Why�s that?�
 �In football, we have a week to prepare. I watch the game film of our opponent and help break it down so I learn their strengths and weaknesses. In a sense, up until now, I�ve had some idea as to how good the opposing team is. At this point, I really can�t tell how good Saint Viator is.
 �I would guess they�re are damned good to have made it this far. All I know is we�re ready. I�m just not sure if it will be enough,� I explained.
 �All that bullshit aside ��
 I grinned.
 �We�ll win,� I predicted. �I just can�t say by how much.�
 �Good luck,� Jeff said and let me go get ready for the game.
 ◊◊◊
 From the get-go, we were in for a battle. During the first three innings, we�d both left six runners on base, and the score was still 0�0.
 This was one of those games where the pitchers struggled. Each team left two runners on base in each of those first three innings because our defenses came up with plays when we needed them. That was the hallmark of a good team.
 In the top of the fourth, Saint Viator had another runner in scoring position at second base. Phil was on the mound and looked to be tiring. Moose had decided to let him remain in because we had our next game tomorrow if we won.
 Saint Viator�s next batter hit a line shot between Don and me. When it was hit, I recognized that if it wasn�t caught, it would be at least a double and score their runner at second. For a split second, Don and I locked eyes, and he could tell I planned to go for it. That meant he had to back up the play, which caused him to take an angle behind where I was running toward to make a grab for the ball.
 It became apparent that I wasn�t going to make it, so I grabbed my glove and threw it at the ball. No one was more surprised than me when I actually knocked it out of the air. I scooped up the ball and fired it to my cutoff man, who turned and fired home. Tim scooped up the ball as it bounced in front of the plate and spun to tag the runner out.
 Saint Viator�s other runner was smart. He hadn�t slowed down when he got to second and tried to pick up a base. Most high school teams would have been caught flat-footed, and he would�ve made it to third without a problem. High school catchers would usually have been congratulating themselves for making the play at home.
 Tim, on the other hand, had his head in the game and fired to third. Saint Viator�s base runner realized he�d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar and let Ty tag him out to get us out of the inning.
 Or so I thought.
 The umpires all got together and ruled that I�d intentionally thrown my glove. The kicker was that ALL runners were awarded three bases for that. It meant Saint Viator scored a run, and their other runner was now on third.
 This was the sort of mistake that could turn a game against you. I was happy when their next two batters struck out. I was even more thrilled that when I got to the dugout, no one said anything about my bonehead play.
 In our half of the fourth, we got one man on but couldn�t score. That meant that Bryan, Wolf, and I would be up in the fifth. It felt like we had to get a run, or we might not get another chance.
 In the bottom of the fifth, we were still down 1�0.
 When Brock and Bryan had moved here, they had been better-than-average ballplayers. Over the last three years, I�d watched them mature. Bryan had become a load to get out at the plate. He had an excellent eye and quick-enough hands to make it hard to fool him without him getting a piece of the ball. He�d also learned the patience to wait for a pitch he liked.
 I cheered him on as the count went full, and Bryan fouled off three straight pitches.
 �Straighten it out!� Tim yelled to his teammate.
 �What the �� I muttered.
 �What is it?� Tim asked.
 I didn�t get a chance to tell him because Bryan had squared up to bunt. Saint Viator�s pitcher was as surprised as I was because he ended up throwing the pitch into the dirt, walking Bryan.
 I grabbed my gear and stepped out to the on-deck circle to warm up while Wolf took his at-bat. On the first pitch, their pitcher threw inside and clipped Wolf�s wrist. He represented the go-ahead run, and I was now up.
 Saint Viator�s coach had seen enough and called for a lefty out of his bullpen to face me. While he warmed up, Coach Haskins had a word with me.
 �Just focus on putting the ball in play. We don�t need you to try to win it all with a home run.�
 With that advice, I took my place in the batter�s box.
 From what I�d seen of the kid warming up, he was good but not great. I was confident I could hit him.
 I dug in and ran through my ritual at the plate, then took a couple of deep breaths to center myself as I dropped into the zone. Our crowd was on their feet, making a lot of noise. I knew I was ready when the noise began to fade in my head.
 As he released it, I saw the ball in the pitcher�s hand. It was going to be a slider, which I assumed would try to nip the outside corner of the plate. I made good contact with the ball. The first baseman made a jump to snag it out of the air. Both Bryan and Wolf thought it would get through. I cursed when he came down with the ball and ran to first to get Wolf out.
 The first baseman fired to second, but Bryan made it back in time.
 I was tempted to snap the bat over my thigh but remembered we used aluminum bats, which might just add to my woes.
 Brock saved my bacon when he hit a homer to give us a 2�1 lead, which held up as the final score.
 ◊◊◊
 I was signing autographs when two brothers were next.
 �Keep your head up,� the older one, who had to be twelve or thirteen, said. �You tried your best.�
 �You�ll know not to throw your glove next time,� the younger one added.
 I couldn�t help the smile that crossed my face. They reminded me of when I was younger and playing the game just for fun.
 �Sometimes you make mistakes out there,� I said. �I had a coach tell me to stay in the moment and focus on the next play. Remember that when something goes wrong out there.�
 �That�s what our dad tells us when we mess up,� the younger one replied.
 �Sounds like you should listen to your dad,� I said.
 I spotted him behind the boys, and he tipped his cap to me. Honestly, that was the best part of my day.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 28 � Act Like You�ve Been There  Thursday May 4 
 For the sectional finals, we finally had to travel. We were facing number-one seed Lemont, located in the southwest suburbs of Chicago. On the positive side, we were getting out of school early to travel the two-plus hours it would take to get there.
 When we all exited the field house, I was reminded again how much I loved our booster club. We found a charter bus waiting for us, rather than the yellow school buses most high school teams traveled in. After putting my bag with my baseball gear underneath, I climbed on. I looked around to find the perfect seat and spotted my brother sitting next to Roc. I couldn�t think of a better distraction than being able to torment Phil for the ride.
 �Go sit with Yuri,� I told Roc.
 �He had chili last night and smells,� Roc complained.
 �You live on a farm,� I reminded him. �I�m sure you�ve smelled worse.�
 �You wanna bet on that?� Phil asked.
 �Just move. I need some bonding time with my brother.�
 �Really, there�s no need �� Phil started.
 Roc thought it was a great idea and made Yuri move so they were across the aisle in position to watch me wind my brother up. Phil�s best friends apparently thought this would be something to marvel at, like a distant and wild storm that was about to hit. He eyed me like I was the cheese in a mousetrap that attracts its prey and then whacks them dead.
 �Hey,� I said to break the ice.
 �You�re squirrelier than a bag full of squirrels, sometimes,� Phil said.
 �Dude,� Yuri said as he shook his head in disappointment. �That was your best one?�
 Phil leaned forward to see the amused looks on his friends� faces and flipped them off.
 �I�ll make this fast,� I said to get us back on track.
 �Make it faster than fast,� Phil grumped like my three-year-old niece would.
 �Did you finally man-up and ask � wait for it,� I said as I held up a finger. I gave my brother a look that said his ex was like dry brush to the flame of my imagination. �� Jill to Prom?�
 As soon as the words hit the air, I realized it was precisely the wrong thing to say. Phil�s face turned bright red.
 �I�d tell you what I really think of you, you illiterate piece of crap, but I�d have to use words bigger than two syllables, and you wouldn�t understand,� Phil huffed.
 Yuri looked at Roc, and they nodded to say that was better than the squirrel shot.
 �If you had,� I continued, ignoring his little snit, �I wanted to let you know I reserved a hotel room for you.�
 Phil�s mind must have locked up because he just gaped at me. Big brothers weren�t supposed to surprise little brothers with excellent gifts, like a room to get busy in after Prom.
 �Give me the key. He would just waste it,� Yuri suggested.
 That made me laugh. Phil told me I was number one with his middle finger as I left to go sit with Wolf, Tim, and Johan.
 ◊◊◊
 Before the game, our bus stopped down the street at Turnabout Pizza so we could eat. I walked in and spotted a group of teenage girls. One, in particular, caught my eye. She was cute as hell, with pixie-like features topped with huge blue eyes and strawberry-blonde hair twisted along her nape. Something about the quirk of her mouth said she wasn�t as innocent as one might think at first glance.
 �Oh, crap. I�ve seen that look before,� Tim said.
 �I�ll bet you a dollar you can�t act like a jerk and get her number,� Wolf challenged.
 �Don�t encourage him. He�s taking Cassidy to Prom tomorrow night, and she would kill us all if we ruined that for her,� Johan reasoned.
 Our Mennonite friend cracked us up when he acted as the voice of reason.
 �He�s not planning to take her to the bathroom and have his way with her,� Tim said and then turned to me. �Are you?�
 Wolf whacked him in the back of the head for me.
 �Thank you. Now let�s see if I can get those digits,� I said confidently.
 All four girls� heads snapped around as I strolled up to their table. With her in a group like this, it would be infinitely harder for me to pull this off than if she were alone. The pixie looked at me in an appraising way that made me want to turn and run, but I�d been challenged. I knew hot chicks like her were used to guys falling all over themselves to get close to them. That was why they fell for the bad boys.
 �I like your look,� I started with my eyes locked on my target. �A lot of girls are cute, but you�re not concerned about that. You have character.�
 �Character?� she asked as her eyebrows rose high on her forehead.
 �Yeah. It�s like your clothes; they tell me you don�t care what anybody thinks.�
 The other three girls looked mortified, and I heard one of the guys behind me all but swallow their tongue to keep from laughing.
 �And your hair. You obviously trimmed it in the mirror. It�s hard to cut when everything is backward. I give you props for saving money by doing it yourself.�
 The restaurant suddenly became totally quiet. I gave her a cocky little smile and waited for her to erupt.
 �Kayla,� she said, holding out her hand for me to shake.
 �David,� I said and then motioned behind me. �My teammates and I are grabbing some food before the game. Would you and your friends like to join us?�
 �You play for Lincoln High?� she asked.
 I nodded.
 �My boyfriend is pitching against you tonight.�
 �Perfect!� I said with a smile. �You can give us tips on how to hit him while we eat.�
 �He claims his father dropped him on his head as a baby,� Wolf supplied as he suddenly appeared beside me.
 �Where are my manners? This is Wolf, Tim, and Johan�your dates for tonight,� I supplied.
 Johan started complaining, and Tim told him to shut up. Johan was a wimp because he was engaged. If need be, I would call Zoe and explain it was all on me.
 �But our boyfriends are all meeting us here to eat,� Kayla said.
 She added a smile�not the flirty kind of smile that makes a guy a little queasy, and not the polite kind that�s to be expected between strangers. This was an honest-to-goodness smile, like Tami gave me when we first saw each other after being apart for a while. After that, I changed from just goofing around to wanting to get to know her, even though she temporarily had a boyfriend.
 �Perfect,� I repeated, not taking �no� for an answer. �They can join us.�
 �What do you think, ladies?� Kayla asked her friends.
 �Yeah, why not? I can�t wait to see the looks on their faces when they walk in. They�ve been taking us for granted,� one of them suggested.
 That seemed to seal the deal.
 While I had been acquiring my guys some dates, Moose had my teammates move tables together so we could all sit together as a team. Wolf and Tim grabbed an extra table to accommodate the girls. It amused me that Moose didn�t even flinch when they joined us.
 Kayla and I were seated together at the head of the table. While Moose hadn�t said anything, all my teammates gave me shit by just staring at me as I sat down. I gave them my best haughty royal impersonation.
 �Carry on with your conversations,� I proclaimed.
 They played along and began to talk to each other again. Kayla looked at me sideways and then turned to me.
 �You�re the David my boyfriend is worried about. The movie-star one.�
 This was the last thing I needed. I�d hoped for something ordinary�well, as ordinary as my life could be. Not the whole fangirl experience. I just nodded.
 �Good,� she said.
 �Good?�
 �Yeah, good. Maybe Chuck will realize I can trade up and that he isn�t all there is, as far as boyfriends go.�
 �I�m not going to end up getting drilled in the game, am I?� I asked.
 �No. Chuck plans to strike you out. He says that once he�s done with you, you�ll look foolish,� she said.
 �How does he plan to do that?� I asked.
 She suddenly saw through my questioning.
 �Oh, no, you don�t.�
 �I can get it out of you,� I said and waggled my eyebrows at her.
 �You would have to torture me to get me to talk. You�d have to take me somewhere that no one could hear my screams,� Kayla almost purred.
 That took an unexpected turn. Being who I was, I recognized and accepted the challenge.
 �Oh, I don�t need to torture you,� I said, looking deep into her eyes and giving her a sexy little smirk. �You�re going to tell me everything I want to know without me having to lay even a finger on you.�
 �You sound pretty confident. How exactly do you think you can get me to talk without even touching me?�
 I leaned forward, put my lips close to her neck, and blew my hot breath against her skin. Kayla�s body stiffened, and I felt her hand on my upper thigh. Klaxons began to go off in my head. Mr. Happy suggested that my go-to move of using a bathroom for some private fun would make his day.
 �Chuck�s out pitch is a slider,� she said in a rush.
 Then her fingers on my thigh turned into claws as she realized I�d gotten her to spill the plot.
 Before the situation got out of hand, four Lemont baseball players walked through the door. I knew one of them had to be Chuck because Kayla jerked her hand off my thigh. The change in the looks on the ballplayers� faces was priceless. They�d come in acting like they owned the town, and when they spotted their girlfriends sitting at our table, the thunderclouds of jealousy started to roll in. The girls� mission was a success.
 The guy who I assumed was Chuck strode up.
 �Kayla, I thought we were having dinner together.�
 �That�s my fault,� I said, standing up and offering my hand. �David, by the way.�
 It was not lost on him that I towered above him, which pleased my Alpha Male.
 �Chuck,� he said as he automatically shook my hand.
 �We stopped in to grab dinner before the game, and I asked the girls to join us so we could learn more about Lemont. We�d love for you to join us, too,� I offered.
 �No. No, that�s all right. We, uh, stopped in to tell our girlfriends that we wanted to go somewhere else to eat tonight,� Chuck said, obviously lying. �Thanks for the offer, though.�
 �Well, okay, then. I�ll see you at the game,� I said to Chuck and then turned to the girls. �Ladies, it was a pleasure. If you decide to dump these guys ��
 �No, they�re keepers,� Kayla said as she grabbed Chuck�s arm to guide him out the door before it got any worse.
 They quickly left.
 �And David wonders why he gets thrown at,� Moose said.
 I acted put-out, which made the guys give me a harder time.
 ◊◊◊
 My flirting with the girls had loosened the team up for the sectional championship. Big games like this could make you overthink what you�re about to do, and you end up playing tight. We were anything but that as we took the field to warm up.
 The game was being shown on cable along with the other three sectional championships. We�d drawn the golden ticket in that we played tonight rather than Friday or Saturday when the other three games would be played. The State Championship Playoffs would begin on Monday, with the final game played Wednesday. By this time next week, we could be headed back to school as state champions.
 When our time was up, Lemont took the field. I stepped into the dugout and grabbed a drink.
 �David,� Jeff called to get my attention. �I sent you a video you need to show the team before the game.�
 �What is it?� I asked.
 �Lemont�s starting pitcher said some things that might help you guys get ready.�
 Moose loaned us his phone, and we all gathered around to watch.
 Before our previous game, I�d been asked to sit down with Corey Wilier, the color man in the booth for the broadcast. This time, Lemont was home, so they interviewed my new buddy, Chuck.
Corey:�Joining me is Chuck Wilken, tonight�s starting pitcher for one of Illinois� baseball powerhouses, Lemont. Tonight, they face a team new to this level of baseball, Lincoln High, that has one of the best baseball players in the state�s history in David Dawson. What�s it like to face a player of his caliber?�
 If my chatting up his girlfriend hadn�t been enough, Corey�s question was like waving a red cape in front of a bull; he was calling out Chuck�s manhood, which cried out for a response. This was the kind of trap question I�d learned to deflect.
Chuck: �One player won�t decide the outcome of this game. Baseball is a team sport, and Lemont has proven year in and year out that we produce one of the best TEAMS in the state. If I can keep David Dawson off the basepaths, we will win easily.�
 Yep, Jeff was right. This would help my guys get ready.
 With that in mind, I watched Lemont warm up. Our teams couldn�t have been more different, size-wise. Each of our starters stood at least six feet tall, while it looked like their tallest player topped out at five-ten. What they lacked in physical stature, they made up for with precision and quickness.
 It was apparent in something as simple as a ground ball. Their infielders would scoop up the ball and throw it to first base in one fluid motion. Their coach had obviously drilled them well. If this turned into a defensive battle, I worried they would hold their own against us. We needed to use our power to give us the advantage.
 As the visitors, we came up to bat first. Chuck was an above-average high school pitcher. I�d clued my teammates in that his out pitch, the one he would throw to strike you out, was the slider. He didn�t need it during the first inning because Wolf hit into a double play to end our half of the inning.
 In their half, they came out bunting the ball to get base runners. The first batter laid down a nice one that dribbled to Ty at third to field. Ty charged the ball, picked it up barehanded, and almost got him out. Their next batter we were more prepared for as he tried to bunt. He got under the ball and popped it up to Justin, who was pitching.
 Moose had had me move in to the edge of the grass to help the infield. Lemont had tested our defense with the first two batters. Tim called for a high fastball, the hardest pitch to bunt. Their batter squared up to bunt as Justin began his motion. Then the batter pulled his bat back and took a regular hitter�s stance.
 I could see what was going to happen as soon as Justin released the ball, so I bailed on my shallow-center-field position. As I began to sprint back, I heard the crack of the ball and turned to track it. It looked to be headed for the fence in left-center field. I called for the ball as I raced back.
 I cussed under my breath when I saw it would clear the wall. My cleats crunched on the warning track, and I timed my leap into the eight-foot fence. My arm reached over, and I made a grab for the ball as I slammed into the wall. I felt the ball in the webbing of my glove.
 I landed a little off-balance after hitting the fence, so when I tried to gun down the runner returning to first, the ball sailed on me. The runner made it back as the ball flew over Wolf�s head. He didn�t hesitate and took off to second. I pumped my fist when I saw that Tim had backed the play up from his catcher�s position and gathered in my errant throw. He gunned the runner down at second with plenty of room to spare.
 The Lemont crowd who�d gotten on their feet to cheer the home run stood in silence as they witnessed me rob the hitter and Tim take down their base runner. By all rights, they should be up 2�0 and trying to expand that lead. Instead, we were coming up to bat.
 I led off the top of the second. Coach Haskins pulled me aside.
 �Show that � uh, kid � that one man can win a baseball game.�
 I choked back a laugh because it was so unexpected to see so much emotion from the crusty old veteran. Chuck must have struck a nerve.
 �Yes, sir. Do you have a preference as to what I should do?� I asked.
 �See that house?� he said, pointing about a block away. �Knock out the kitchen window.�
 Frick! That would be a monster shot for even a major leaguer.
 �Yes, sir,� I said and stepped up to bat, now that I had my marching orders.
 When I got close to the batter�s box, I looked back at the catcher. He was one of the guys who had been with Chuck earlier.
 �Hey, do you think Chuck would give me Kayla�s phone number?�
 The catcher stood up.
 �Oh, no, you don�t,� the umpire growled. �Play ball and let�s not have any unneeded distractions.�
 �I just need to get my signs straight with my pitcher,� the catcher said.
 �You do, and I�ll kick you out of the game,� the umpire warned and then turned to me. �You keep talking crap, and I�ll do the same to you.�
 On the football field, I�d heard WAY worse than that little shot. But that didn�t matter because umpires ruled, and if they weren�t going to allow a little banter, you�d best do as they said and just play ball.
 �Sorry, I�ll get it after the game, sir,� I said to the umpire.
 Oooh. I would need to save that particular look for special occasions when the little ones got out of line. For some reason, I seemed to be getting a lot more looks like that recently, and I was locking them in memory.
 Either I was being a bit of a brat lately, or it was the new car syndrome. That�s what happens when you buy a new car. Suddenly, you noticed there are way more of that model on the road than you ever realized. After dealing with my niece last weekend, I knew I had to up my parenting skills; ergo, cataloging the faces made at me that I usually ignored.
 I shouldn�t have been surprised when the first pitch was high and outside, by a mile, and was called a strike. I probably wasn�t getting any calls today.
 The second pitch was closer, but the umpire did his job and called it a ball. I resisted the urge to point that out to him.
 I settled in to bat again and got excited when I saw that Chuck had decided to challenge me. The pitch was a fastball that looked hittable. The ball ended up being a little low, so I bent my knees. I made a prodigious rip at the pitch and got under it. The ball flew up and over the backstop and hit one of the lights behind the stands, breaking the protective cover.
 The crowd scrambled to keep from being hit by falling glass.
 The umpire called time to make sure no fans had been hurt. While he did that, their catcher trotted out to talk to Chuck. Welp, that wasn�t good because Chuck�s head snapped around, and he tried to stare me down. It seemed their catcher was a tattletale.
 �I thought you were going to kick him out,� I said to the umpire.
 He looked out at the mound and just shrugged. I guess I deserved it if Chuck put one in my ear.
 I felt like a dick when Chuck took the high road on the next pitch. Instead of clocking me, he bore down and threw a rising fastball past me that the umpire called a ball. I stepped out of the box and vowed right there that I was done with childish hijinks for the rest of the season. These games were too important to let my amusement rule the day.
 After my mental butt-chewing, I stepped back into the box. Chuck threw the next pitch low and away to try to entice me into swinging at a ball. That one was close, but I held back. I breathed a sigh of relief when the umpire didn�t play the homer and called it as he should have.
 The count was now full, and I had to decide whether I believed Kayla or not. I hadn�t seen Chuck throw a slider all game, so I didn�t know if he could even throw the pitch. If he could, this would be the perfect spot.
 A slider is a breaking pitch that tails laterally and down through the batter�s hitting zone. For a left-hander, like Chuck, against a right-handed hitter, it would start outside like the last two pitches. But then it would dive in towards the plate to nip the corner for a strike, if thrown correctly.
 If Kayla hadn�t warned me, I would have struck out on a slider probably eight out of ten times. The other two would have ended up as foul balls when I accidentally made contact.
 Chuck made a big production of calling off his catcher a couple of times. Usually, I would assume he wanted to challenge me with another fastball. He�d been able to get one past me, so that would be the logical choice. His catcher would be worried that I might straighten it out, and Lemont would be down one�nil.
 I knew all the drama was intended to fool me. It convinced me he was going to throw the slider.
 Chuck finally settled on a pitch and started into his motion. On the release, it looked like a fastball. I trusted both my gut and Kayla and guessed how much it would break. I would either come off looking completely clueless or be the hero. Taking Coach Haskin�s advice, I put a little something extra on my swing.
 The ball dove towards the strike zone, and I crushed it. I began running around the bases and chuckled to myself when I didn�t actually break the window. To accomplish that, I would have to pull out some magic, as Yuri said. The ball did roll almost all the way to the yard, though, where a little boy tracked it down.
 Either Chuck was shaken, or my guys were a little peeved at his before-game comments because we put up three more runs on him in the second. Lemont played small ball and picked up runs in the third and fourth to get within two. I hit another solo shot in the seventh to put us up 5�2, which turned out to be the final score.
 �Act like you�ve been there,� I barked out to my teammates when they wanted to celebrate.
 �We�ll go crazy when we win state,� Wolf said to back me up.
 I�d said it because the game was being televised, and I was sure whoever we would meet in the first round of the state tournament was watching. Teams that went crazy thought they were lucky to have won. Those that took care of business expected to win. I wanted to send a message that we intended to win it all.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 29 � I Would for You  Friday May 5 
 Prom was finally upon us. I came down for breakfast to find my mom, Peggy, and Cassidy all sitting around the table, talking about makeup and the like. I noticed my dad was missing in action, along with Dave and Coby.
 �Where�s Dad?� I asked.
 �He said something about saving the boys and left,� Mom said dismissively.
 �And he didn�t think I needed to be saved?�
 �Quit your whining and help us decide which eyeshadow would work best for Cassidy, Model Boy,� Peggy said.
 Shoot me! Shoot me now! I took a deep breath and slowly let it out as all three of them looked at me like I should have a clue. The sad part was, I probably did.
 �What look are you trying to achieve?� I asked.
 �A distinguished, sexy, sophisticated woman of the world, out on her big night,� Cassidy said.
 I wrinkled my nose, which earned me a glare. Before they lynched me, I decided I�d better explain the face I�d made.
 �I get what you�re going for, but that�s not who you are ��
 �David!� Mom barked.
 �I�m not trying to be mean. And before you lecture me, let me talk.�
 They all glared at me. I knew this was a mistake.
 �Makeup is supposed to accentuate who you are and how you look, not make you into someone unrecognizable. Cassidy is the sporty girl next door, not a martini-swilling New York fashion plate. The mistake girls make is trying to appear older than they are. The reason older women pile on makeup is to cover up what Mother Nature has done to them. Cassidy looks good with no makeup, so that means she doesn�t need much to achieve what she�s looking for,� I rambled.
 �What�s that?� Cassidy asked.
 �Like the arm candy befitting me,� I said.
 For two beats, they were silent.
 �Ignore him,� Mom advised, and they returned to their planning.
 �Just don�t make her up like a circus clown,� I said as my parting shot before getting kicked out.
 I kept the grin off my face until I got outside. They wouldn�t be coming to me for advice like that again anytime soon.
 ◊◊◊
 Manaia suggested we swing by the little place that sold burritos as big as your head. That made me happy; I hadn�t realized they served breakfast as well. We had time, so we ate in.
 �Have you eaten breakfast here before?� I asked.
 �Yeah. Get the huevos rancheros with tomatillo sauce. It reminds me of what I used to get back in LA.�
 I spotted a special on egg-and-chorizo wraps. While I ordered what Manaia suggested, I also ordered several of the wraps to go. I knew some people at school who would appreciate them.
 �I need to ask you a favor,� Manaia said when our food came.
 �What�s that?� I asked.
 I was learning not to automatically say �yes� when someone said something like that. It was part of working on my life goals.
 �Fritz is figuring out what our assignments will be once you leave to shoot your movie. The studios have convinced him they�ll have enough security in place that you won�t need us like you did for your movie in Cuba,� Manaia explained.
 �I�d assumed someone would be going with me,� I said.
 �Fritz will go with you to observe their setup. They�ve said that if it isn�t up to his standards, he can either make suggestions, or you�ll get someone on site,� Manaia explained.
 �Oh.�
 �I wanted to talk to you about what happens when you come back. The problem is, I don�t really want to move to Oklahoma. I would rather be based in LA, possibly even work at your Malibu house.�
 While there were far worse places than Oklahoma, I could understand where an LA guy wouldn�t want to spend three to five years there if he had other options. I was going there to play football, not for the nightlife. Besides, I was also from a small town, not a city. If the plan had been to move to New York, I might have had a similar reaction because I wasn�t used to all the people.
 �What�s the problem?� I asked.
 �No one wants to move there.�
 That implied that Fritz would either have to hire someone to be my security or force one of his people to take the assignment. With that in mind, I wondered if I even wanted or needed protection there.
 �I�ll talk to my dad and Fritz about it and get you off the hook,� I promised.
 I saw the relief on his face. Then it hit me: Manaia was the rookie of the bunch, and the low man on the totem pole got the shit assignments. It was a reality check to discover that I was that. I guess I could understand why: two of my guys had to be reassigned for different reasons while working for me. If I were looking at it without full disclosure as to why they�d been reassigned, I would figure it had something to do with the client.
 This might actually be a blessing if it meant I could lose them for college. Believe me when I say that having them around as a high school boy wasn�t ideal. When I got to college � hell, no.
 We collected my to-go order, and Manaia drove me to school.
 I found Roc walking in with his sister, Zoe. I handed them each a bag of food.
 �Go be popular,� I suggested.
 They gave me confused looks until Roc opened one of the wrappers and tried one. When he didn�t die, Zoe felt better and took off with her bag.
 �Thanks, Man,� Roc said as he left to share his windfall.
 ◊◊◊
 Each class today was geared toward getting us ready for our finals next week.
 At lunch, Dare made a pronouncement.
 �Chrissy shared an article in a psychology magazine that said last-minute study sessions don�t actually help scores any, yet we all still do it.�
 �So, Chrissy basically told you we don�t need to study for our finals. We can just kick back and party all weekend?� Wolf asked.
 Dare looked confused and turned to his girlfriend.
 �That doesn�t sound right. I would think partying would hurt because it kills brain cells.�
 �Of course you shouldn�t party before finals, but you don�t need to obsess over them, either. The article said you already know the material,� Chrissy said.
 I started to say something but caught the sideways look Chrissy gave me. I�d been about to point out that you could find an article to justify anything if you looked hard enough. Experts loved to make claims. Heck, you could get differing opinions on something as simple as rice. One group claimed it was good for you and would extend your life expectancy. Another would say it was high in sugar or something else and would kill you.
 �I think Chrissy�s right,� I finally said. �You already know the material. I find that if I get plenty of sleep and don�t worry about it, I do just fine.�
 I had to give this one to her, even though I thought shagging the little genius was a better approach to distracting him from obsessing about the upcoming tests. She�d come up with an alternative I could live with.
 �I call bullshit,� Tim said. �Not all of us get straight �A�s like you do.�
 I bit my lip because I thought of about ten comebacks to tweak both Tim and Dare at the same time. This becoming a better man stuff had started to cramp my style.
 �Note that Dare said we study anyway. I�m saying we just don�t take it to extremes.�
 �So, we should drink only ten beers instead of twenty,� Phil said.
 Even Yuri shook his head at my dumbass brother. I just hoped spending the summer with my uncle would straighten him out.
 ◊◊◊
 I�d noticed that Cassidy was missing in action when it was time to go home. When I got there, I found my dad and Coach Hope drinking beers on the back patio.
 �What are you two doing out here?� I asked.
 �They�re all in there helping Pam and Cassidy get ready for tonight,� Dad explained.
 That would explain why these two were drinking and hiding out. I was smart enough to not go in there. I�d already dodged a bullet this morning when they tried to draft me to help. They didn�t really want to hear a guy�s perspective.
 �Do you have one for me?� I asked.
 Dad reached into his cooler and found me a Mountain Dew.
 �I�ve been thinking,� I said as I grabbed a lawn chair to join them.
 If I�d said that to my guys, they would have had some smart comeback. Both Coach Hope and my dad just waited me out.
 �Why do I need security when I go off to college?� I asked.
 Unlike what my mom would have done, my dad thought about my question for more than two seconds before shooting me down.
 �What brings this up?� Dad asked.
 �I talked to Manaia this morning, and he said none of Fritz�s people want to move to Oklahoma. Fritz would have to hire someone to watch over me. That got me thinking about other celebs that have gone off to college. I can�t remember any of them needing a security team to follow them around,� I reasoned.
 �Let me think about that,� Dad said.
 I expected my dad would have a word with Fritz and get his thoughts on it before talking to my mom.
 ◊◊◊
 My mom stuck her head out the back door and told me to get ready. I looked at my phone and saw I had plenty of time, but I decided to be a good boy and got dressed for the big night.
 I chuckled when I found a new outfit lying on my bed. When I looked at the label, I recognized the name as one of the designers Adrienne had a contract with. So I sent her and Tyler a text, thanking them. She sent one back, telling me to make sure I sent them back pictures. I had no doubt my mom would have that covered.
 I put it all on and looked at myself in the mirror. Unlike Dakora and their wild fashion concepts, this was an almost classic-looking suit. It was black, and it had been paired with a white shirt and gray tie. Though the suit did appear more youthful because it was cut to hug my body, and the pants were tight in the legs.
 I recognized that my outfit had been purposely chosen to not take people�s eyes away from my date. My role was to be the background dressing for Cassidy�s grand outing. I was more than happy to do that for my friend. Honestly, I wanted all eyes to be on her tonight.
 I came downstairs and found Don talking to my dad and Coach Hope. Pam and Don Crown didn�t have dates to Prom, so Gina had arranged for them to go together. She�d been busy playing matchmaker this week.
 She�d also hooked up Tim with Stacy Clute, my artistic friend. Back in February, Tim had asked me if I was okay with him asking Pam out. But that relationship had quickly fizzled, so Gina felt the need to step in to get them dates.
 �I take it we aren�t allowed inside yet,� I said as I greeted Don.
 �We were given strict orders,� Dad admitted.
 �I figured it would give me a chance to put the fear of God into you before you took my little girl to Prom,� Coach Hope teased.
 �I�ve been good � lately,� I added.
 �What about that girl in Lemont?� Don asked.
 �What girl is that, David?� Coach Hope asked.
 Don flinched when he heard Coach Hope�s reaction, which amused the old men.
 �You know me. I�m every father�s worst nightmare.�
 My mom had impeccable timing.
 �You can come in now.�
 �Don�t forget to grab the camera,� I reminded Dad.
 �Thanks. I forgot about pictures,� Coach Hope admitted.
 As we entered the kitchen, Ashley took me aside while Scarlet grabbed Don to make sure we looked okay. I rolled my eyes because I could actually dress myself, but I let her fuss. Scarlet took Don to the living room first.
 They�d planned for a grand entrance with Don at the bottom of the stairs. It reminded me of the time Beth Anderson had done something similar when we had one of our big dates. Just like when that happened, Don was gobsmacked when he saw Pam as she made her grand entrance. My California surfer girl knew how to clean up. She was gorgeous. Her mom and my dad got busy snapping pictures as she came down the stairs and then more pics of the happy couple.
 Now it was Cassidy�s turn.
 When I saw her, she took my breath away. They�d listened to me this morning, and her makeup had been applied lightly. It was perfect. Her eyes locked with mine, and the smile that came over her face told me I was the luckiest man alive.
 We did the picture ritual and finally escaped.
 I�d sprung for a limo for Cassidy�s big night. Don had borrowed his parents� car. Going as friends on last-minute notice didn�t warrant a limo. I just hoped he would let her order more than just something off the dollar menu at the BK Lounge. Maybe he would even allow her to get some chicken nuggets.
 Once we got into the back of the limo, Cassidy turned to me.
 �Where are you taking me for dinner?�
 �It�s a surprise.�
 She looked at me skeptically.
 �You don�t know, do you?�
 Busted. That was why I had Lexi.
 �Just relax. The driver seems to know where we�re going.�
 And that was why I loved Cassidy. She simply shrugged and settled into the seat close to me.
 �You think I look sexy, don�t you?� she asked.
 �You have no idea,� I assured her.
 ◊◊◊
 I was a happy boy when we shot over to Washington to go to my favorite seafood place. I had a good time teaching Cassidy how to eat blue crab. Our server told us that they�d come in today, and they�d saved two portions of them for us. Score another one for Lexi.
 Our prom committee had arranged for the event to be held at a hotel with a large ballroom, close to the State campus. I�d had Lexi reserve a couple of rooms. Earlier in the week, I�d gotten with Coach Hope, and he�d given me casual clothes for Cassidy so we could change after the dance.
 I honestly had no plans for us to take advantage of the room other than as a place to relax. Cassidy was her own woman and a good friend. She�d been clear that she didn�t want anything to happen between us. Cassidy had said in the past that she planned to be the last one standing when the time came. But she was in no hurry for us to be anything more right now.
 I walked up to the front desk and grabbed the keys for the rooms, and they assured me that our bags had already been taken upstairs.
 With that task completed, we made our way to the ballroom.
 ◊◊◊
 I walked up to my brother and his buddies. He was sharing his sexual accomplishments with them.
 �� then she choked on my dick.�
 �A girl choking on your dick? You realize that has to be an act �� I said to Phil.
 Roc and Yuri went from fascinated with my brother�s bullshit to bending over laughing.
 �You�ve seen him in the shower,� I added.
 Phil wasn�t pleased with me, not to put too fine a point on it.
 �What do you want?� Phil barked at me.
 I handed him his hotel-room keys. Yuri snatched them out of his hand.
 �I better keep these.�
 �Give them back,� Phil said.
 I shook my head and left them to work it out. I�d done my big-brother good deed for the week; it was now time to party.
 ◊◊◊
 The prom committee had done a great job. The theme was �under the sea.� I would guess that it had been popular when my parents were in high school, but they�d done an excellent job all the same. At the entrance and around the sides were balloon arches with cutout fish hanging from strings. Each table had a collection of seashells as a centerpiece.
 Of course, we had the obligatory photographer. This year it was a creepy old guy who didn�t generate much business. With the advent of selfies and social media, there wasn�t really a need for a formal picture anymore. I would much rather see photos of my friends and me having a good time than something staged.
 I was glad to see that they�d saved money and gotten a DJ instead of springing for a band. She at least had a little something for everyone instead of our being stuck listening to the same style of music all night.
 Cassidy was a good sport and accompanied me to the dance floor. I knew she wasn�t as into dancing as a regular girl would have been, but she did it to make me happy.
 At the first break, Stacy�Tim�s date�got up to make announcements. She had been the chairperson of the Prom committee. I was glad she took the time to introduce all her committee members to give them a little recognition.
 �It�s time to announce your Prom Queen and King. Can I have a drum roll, please?� Stacy asked.
 We all pounded on our tables to support her. Standing up front, she had two of her committee members holding the crowns for tonight�s winners.
 �The Prom Queen is � Stacy Clute!� she said and began to dance around.
 Then she looked embarrassed.
 �Did I say that out loud?� she asked as her helper ripped the crown off her head.
 I noticed she waited until one of her friends had snapped her picture for posterity. I loved that she�d pulled the fake winner and called out herself. If you were in charge, why not?
 �Drum roll,� she told us. �This year�s Prom Queen is � Pam Bell.�
 Poor Pam had no idea we�d been politicking for her to win this year. She looked to be in total shock at winning. Stacy sent her helpers out to drag Pam up front so she could put her crown on.
 �Okay, this next one is almost as shocking as Darius Rossetti winning homecoming king. It was also one of the closest votes I�ve ever been involved with,� Stacy said, building the drama.
 �Drum roll!� she said.
 She had us all grinning at her antics.
 �Prom King is �� she said and ripped open the envelope. �This can�t be right, can it?�
 Her two helpers got together and read the results. They called over a couple of others, and there seemed to be a heated debate. Finally, Stacy shrugged and accepted their verdict. She turned to the crowd.
 �David Dawson,� she said, deadpan.
 I started mentally making a list as I observed the looks of shock and utter disbelief shown by everyone in the crowd.
 �We want a recount!� Wolf yelled.
 Yep! Dead to me. They had punked me. I strode up, grabbed my crown out of Stacy�s hand, and put it on. I also grabbed the microphone.
 �You forget that I know where you all live,� I warned as the DJ began the music for the King and Queen dance.
 I walked to Pam and gave her a warm smile.
 �Milady, may I have this dance?� I asked formally as I gave her a slight bow.
 She curtsied back and took my hand.
 As we walked out onto the floor, Johan, of all people, grabbed the mic.
 �This won�t do,� he said, shaking his head. �We need some music for our farm boy.�
 I began to laugh when I heard the opening refrain from She Thinks My Tractor�s Sexy.
 Pam was a good sport and began to shimmy to the upbeat country song that implies his girl likes the singer�s tractor more than him. I grabbed her, and we started to two-step. Pam was a good dancer, so she followed my lead as we spun all over the dance floor.
 When the song ended, Pam and I gave our subjects a royal wave and returned to our dates. Cassidy had grabbed me a water, which I was taking advantage of when Stacy snatched my crown off my head.
 �We�ll just hang onto this until the recount is finished,� she teased and then leaned in close. �Thanks for being such a good sport. When we got the idea, everyone wanted in on it.�
 �It was funny,� I admitted. �Thank you for putting this on tonight. You and your committee did a great job.�
 �I�ll pass that on,� Stacy said.
 As she walked away, Cassidy slid under my arm.
 �That meant a lot to her.�
 �I hope so because I meant it.�
 She kissed my cheek and pulled me out onto the dance floor, where the DJ was playing a bunch of slow songs that weren�t country or western.
 ◊◊◊
 I watched in amusement as Destiny draped herself all over Damion on the dance floor. They�d obviously both been drinking, and it was clear where this evening was headed for the two of them. In fact, I was afraid we might witness it live. I shot a quick video and sent it to Brook. I figured she would be amused at seeing her former frenemy making a fool of herself.
 A minute later, Cassidy received a call. How did I know? Her phone rang in my pocket. Since she didn�t have anywhere to keep it, I�d been put in charge of it. I glanced down and saw it was Brook, so I handed it to my date.
 �Yeah, he�s standing next to me,� Cassidy said, and then instead of handing me the phone back, she put it on speaker.
 Miss Nosy Pants wanted to hear what we had to say.
 �Before you tell me how sexy I look, I want to warn you that Cassidy put you on speaker. And, Destiny�s brother, Don, is listening,� I said before she trashed Destiny.
 Cassidy�s whiskey-colored eyes suddenly flared golden, like they did when she planned to hurt someone. I�d better remember that she would side with Brook if we got into it.
 I heard Brook take a deep breath, and she paused to think about what she wanted to say.
 �David, you have to do something about this,� Brook ordered.
 �So, what is it that takes this from Destiny�s usual psycho circus with optional admission to a new level? To the point where her crazy train running everyone down on the dance floor means I have to do something about it? Why don�t you have Don go pull her off her date?� I asked.
 �Three reasons,� Brook shot back. �The first is Don is her brother, and she�ll never listen to him. Second, Damion knows you and won�t kick your ass. Finally, I�m asking you to.�
 �We could�ve just skipped to the last one,� I complained.
 �All I have to do is ask, and you�d do stuff for me?� Brook teased.
 �I would, for you,� I said in all seriousness.
 All of a sudden, I saw Cassidy�s mental gears turning. I raised an eyebrow at her, and she gave me the �who, me?� look she got when she was up to something. I would lay a large amount of money on her calling my ex the next time she wanted something.
 �Do you think Damion will take advantage of her?� Brook asked to get to the heart of the matter.
 Frick! As much as Destiny and I didn�t get along�she was always pointing out how weird I was�that didn�t mean I wanted her to be taken advantage of. Even when she�d gotten drunk at State, she hadn�t been molested. They�d written on her face with a permanent marker, but she probably deserved that.
 �Damion has always had that slick-as-goose-shit feel to him when it comes to his morals towards women. So, yeah, he wouldn�t hesitate,� I admitted.
 Her brother suddenly looked pissed.
 �Slow your roll, Don. This is a two-way-street type of situation. When it comes to men, your sister can find the only broken chair in a roomful,� I reminded him.
 �I�ll have to remember that one; my dad will love it. He�s all but decided that he�ll have to lock her in the basement until she�s thirty,� Don shared.
 I hated to confess it, but my little Carol might end up in the same boat if she did half the stuff Destiny had been up to.
 All that aside, I didn�t want this situation to ruin Prom for anyone.
 �I�ll go lure Destiny away from Damion if you take responsibility for her once I do,� I said to make a deal with Don.
 �I could run her home,� he offered and then smiled as he envisioned what would happen to her when he dropped her off.
 She shouldn�t have been mean to him in the past. For that matter, she shouldn�t have been mean to my girlfriend, either. Paybacks were hell.
 I had Don bring his parents� car around to the entrance and then grabbed Cassidy to help me.
 A slow song had started, and the twosome was in full make-out mode. I looked over to where the chaperones stood and saw them begin to come over to break it up. I caught their attention to let them know I would deal with this.
 �May we cut in?� I politely asked.
 �Get lost, Dawson. Can�t you see I�m busy?� Damion asked.
 �Hey, Damion, I brought a new girl for you!� I said like I did when I showed Duke his tennis ball to distract him.
 Damion�s unfocused gaze landed on Cassidy, and he leered at her. He was a total dog. New and shiny distracted him from his sure thing.
 �Well, hello, Short Stuff,� he said as he let go of Destiny.
 �Where are you going?� Destiny mumbled, and suddenly I had her in my arms.
 Damion must have been holding her up because she was a little unsteady.
 �Ow, ow, ow!� Damion complained.
 He probably shouldn�t have grabbed Cassidy�s backside like that. I had faith Cassidy could handle him, so I focused on my part of the duo. I wasn�t nearly as sure of my ability to control Destiny, especially when she was drunk and horny. If I took her to her knees like Cassidy had just done to Damion, it probably wouldn�t be viewed as favorably. I was sure it was a sexist thing. Funny how that only seemed to go one way.
 �Come with me,� I told Destiny.
 �Do you have a room?� she asked.
 That question gave me the willies, like a parade of ants moving down my spine would have.
 �I have something better,� I assured her as I steered her out of the ballroom.
 �I�m glad you finally came to your senses,� she said as she tried to kiss me.
 �Let�s save that for later,� I said as she got my cheek.
 Then I saw my brother with his phone out. Maybe I should have been a little nicer earlier. What was it I�d said about paybacks? Then again, if that was the worst video of me from tonight, I would call it a win.
 I half-expected a fight once we made it outside. I was glad to see that Destiny was a happy drunk when I opened the car door and helped her into the front seat.
 �Don!� she greeted her brother. �I had the best time ��
 While she prattled on, I shut the door so he could take her home.
 I came back in to find Cassidy and Damion sitting at our table, glaring at each other.
 �You tricked me,� Damion said when he saw me. �This one is mean.�
 �Please let me hurt him,� Cassidy begged.
 Damion was smart enough to flinch. Then it dawned on him who Cassidy was.
 �You�re the chick who about broke my arm!�
 He�d made the mistake of rushing me to give me a hug when Cassidy had been my security. She�d obviously stopped him.
 �When you see the video tomorrow, you�ll thank me,� I assured him.
 �Video?� he asked.
 His face showed his confusion.
 �Yeah, you all but made a sex tape on the dance floor,� I explained.
 �Sex tape?�
 He was clearly down with that. I looked at Cassidy, and she got a little excited, thinking I was going to let her take him down. She was deflated when I asked her to dance instead. I was done babysitting Damion and just a touch disappointed that my little ninja would rather make Damion cry for his mommy than dance with me.
 �My little brother is being a pain,� I offered her.
 That put a smile on her face. She would take him down next week after we were done with baseball.
 ◊◊◊
 I ended up giving Damion my room because he fell asleep at the table. Cassidy and I changed clothes. I sent a text to tell everyone that we were headed to the diner by the hospital. I had a hankering for fried chicken and pie. That seemed to be the best outcome for the end of Prom if I wanted Coach Hope to be speaking to me come Monday.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 30 � Can�t Touch This  Saturday May 6 
 I stared at the chaos that I called my apartment. Who knew you could collect so much stuff in eighteen short years? Today�s goal was to pack up everything I wouldn�t need when I left to film my movies.
 I also had to pack for my roommate. I thought my kids had a lot of toys, but I would put up Duke�s hoard against all of theirs. He supervised while I kept adding to the big pile of his treasures in the middle of the living room. He�d either lost or hidden his stuff all over my apartment. I won�t even begin to describe what I found under the couch.
 �Do you really need all this?� I asked him.
 Duke looked back at me like I made as much sense as a parent in a Charlie Brown show. �Wawawawawaa.�
 I opened a box and began to chuck toys into it. I spotted another one next to his crate. When I turned back, he had a teddy bear in his mouth and looked guilty. I couldn�t be that heartless. It wasn�t his fault he had so many toys, after all. I might have bought them at some point in time.
 �You can keep that one out, but no more,� I said.
 He dragged his bear into his crate. Apparently, I sounded cross, and that was his go-to place when he was in trouble. I wrote on the side of the box that it was Duke�s toys and sealed it up before more were grabbed and hidden.
 I heard the door open, and soon my mom�s head appeared.
 �You about done in here?� she asked.
 �What about my TV?� I asked. �Should I leave it for Melanie?�
 �No, the girls claimed it for the pool house. I told them they can have your gaming console, too. You won�t need it if you plan to study and play sports at college.�
 I bit my tongue on that one. I�d been looking for an excuse to get the newest model, anyway. As far as TVs were concerned, I would talk to the guys once we got to Oklahoma and figure out what worked best for the room.
 We�d been promised we would all live together in the athletic dorm in one of their triples. They were basically set up like a small apartment with three single bedrooms that featured en suite bathrooms. The private bathroom would be a blessing because those two could make a mess, and I didn�t plan to pick up after them.
 I stopped and thought about it for a moment. Maybe I should just get a TV for my bedroom. I wasn�t inclined to get a giant-screen TV and have our suite suddenly become hangout central. The dorm had a common room with a movie-screen-sized TV that already served that function. When I chose to go to my apartment, I wanted to escape from everyone so I could unwind and study. I figured I would want something similar at school.
 �I�m almost done. Once baseball is over, I�ll pack all that gear up, and I should be good.�
 �All right. Now go help your dad in the basement.�
 God only knew what was down there.
 �Can�t we hire movers to do that?� I asked.
 �Quit your whining and do as I say.�
 I was adding to my catalog of things NOT to say to my little ones. That one moved to the top of the list. The sad part was I knew at some point I would get frustrated and say those very words. I gave her a smile and saluted.
 �Don�t start with me,� Mom warned.
 �We should make Phil come help,� I suggested.
 �Not happening. He would break something,� Mom said and left me with Duke.
 He probably would.
 �Come on, Buddy. We get to go help Dad in the basement.�
 Duke was clueless. He wagged his tail like I�d told him he had to find the kitty.
 ◊◊◊
 I was busy assembling boxes as my dad stood in the middle of the basement, looking stunned.
 �Tell me again why I agreed to move,� he said.
 �It had something to do with winters,� I reminded him.
 �I think some of this stuff is from when we moved in. We didn�t know what to do with it then.�
 �You do know that Habitat will come to haul it all away so they can sell it in their thrift store,� I proposed as an alternative to my �movers� suggestion.
 �I�m making a new rule. If we don�t use something for two years, it has to go.�
 �Want me to call them?� I asked as I saw a glimmer of hope.
 �Yeah. We can sort through this and figure out what goes with us. Your mom would kill me if I just donated everything,� Dad reasoned.
 It was good that we did. Dad found some treasures from his childhood. He used to collect coins in those books where you put in one for each year. He had stacks of them. We also uncovered old vinyl records, photo albums, and a quilt his great-grandmother had made for him.
 �Look what I found!� I announced excitedly.
 I held up a Jart, a game Greg and I had found years ago in some corner of the basement. It may have been left behind by the previous owners. Our dad had finally banned us from playing with them.
 Jarts were lawn darts with big metal pointy tips that you tried to throw into a circle on the grass in the backyard. We�d been caught playing chicken with them. It did get your blood pumping when your brother threw one of the Jarts straight up, and you had to stand still as it came crashing back to earth.
 Dad had probably been right because it would have been only a matter of time before one of them got buried in the top of one of our heads.
 �I thought I put those in the trash,� Dad said.
 �I remember they were a lot of fun.�
 �Do you trust Coby with them?� Dad asked.
 He really was a fun-sucker. I put them in the trash.
 ◊◊◊
 About two hours later, Mom found us relaxing while we drank iced tea in lawn chairs out back.
 �You can�t seriously be done with the basement.�
 �Dad instituted the two-year rule,� I offered.
 Dad looked like he was about to have one of his headaches by the way he rubbed his forehead.
 �Since he�s not talking,� Mom said, referring to my dad, �you tell me what the two-year rule is.�
 �If you don�t use something for two years, you donate it. Habitat is on their way to clean out the basement.�
 Mom mumbled that Dad had something that might not get used for the next two years and left us.
 �That went well,� I said brightly.
 Dad got up and trudged into the house. From the volume of conversation, he should have stayed outside with me. When Habitat arrived, I took the guys to the basement and showed them what was fair game.
 One of them whined about not wanting to take it all. I told them that if they didn�t, they didn�t get any of it. There had to be other charity thrift stores that would pick up. He finally relented.
 Mom got over her snit and let Habitat take all the other stuff we�d planned to give to charity. I�ll admit to being in shock when they had to get another truck. Like I said, we�d collected a lot of stuff over the years.
 ◊◊◊
 I was able to slip the leash of my security because no one had told Manaia what Cassidy was up to on the weekends. Since Cassidy had volunteered at the large animal clinic, I called Pam to see if she wanted to go out tonight. She said that she and Tracy had already made plans to meet up. I told her to invite Tracy to come along.
 After I picked up Pam, we drove to State to get Tracy at her dorm.
 �Where do you want to go for dinner?� I asked them once Tracy was in the car.
 �Cassidy said she liked the Green Door Bistro,� Pam suggested.
 �Where�s that?� Tracy asked.
 �It�s a new place that just opened. It�s a mix of fancy with down-home,� Pam said.
 I kept my comments to myself about how she�d answered Tracy�s question about �where� the restaurant was located. It was such a girl answer, totally confusing to guys.
 �Did you like it?� Tracy asked.
 �I had a rib eye that was better than anything I�ve ever gotten around here. I wouldn�t mind going back,� I said.
 �It�s settled, then,� Pam said.
 �How was Prom?� Tracy asked.
 �Pam and I were Queen and King,� I shared.
 �As if that were ever in doubt,� Tracy said, dismissing me, and then asked Pam, �How was your date?�
 �Honestly?� Pam asked as she glanced over at me.
 �Don�t look at me,� I said.
 �Don was sort of boring. His sister got out of hand, and he had to take her home, so he missed about half of the dance. When he got back, all he wanted to do was talk to his friends,� Pam said.
 �So, a complete waste?� Tracy asked.
 �Pretty much. Cassidy can have him back. I think I�m still within the thirty-day return window,� Pam shared.
 �I thought he dumped her. Why would she want him back?� Tracy asked.
 None of us had an answer to that.
 ◊◊◊
 After we ordered and got our drinks, Tracy pulled a wrapped package out of her enormous purse and handed it to me.
 �What�s this?� I asked.
 �Just open it,� Tracy said.
 Tracy had to have had it wrapped at the store because it was done so nicely. I took my time to undo the tape so as not to damage the gold paper. I opened the package, saw what was inside, and smiled.
 �She got it published,� I announced.
 Jocelyn, Tracy�s roommate and Destiny�s cousin, had exhibited her photographs at an art show at the Krannert Art Museum. She�d showcased a technique called �mirrored images.� She�d explained that the pictures represented the duality of life and showed that there were always two sides to every story. Well, that was the public story. In private, she admitted that she just liked the way they looked.
 I�d encouraged her to make them into a coffee-table book, and her professor, Dr. Garrison, agreed. I�d sent her to Mr. Hill, for whom I�d done a lot of modeling work, because he owned his own advertising company. He was someone I figured would know how she should go about getting her book published.
 �She wrote something inside the cover for you,� Tracy said.
 I opened it and read her note.
David,
This is a proof copy of my book. Mr. Hill had them printed so we could show them to different publishers. I just got word that one of them wants to distribute it nationwide.
Thank you for seeing what I had and its potential.
Jocelyn
P.S. I�m still interested in the mystery of big hands.
 �She said you should swing by,� Tracy said.
 �Probably not. My dad got on me pretty good about stuff like that. Tell her thanks, but I�m trying to be a better man.�
 Clearly, neither girl bought that one.
 �Be sure to thank her for the book. I hope it sells well,� I added.
 �I�ll tell her,� Tracy assured me.
 �Come to think of it, give me her number, and I�ll thank her personally,� I decided.
 �There�s my favorite slut,� Tracy said.
 �Bite me, Princess. It would mean more if I did it personally.�
 �Whatev,� Tracy fired back.
 Our food came, and I talked to them about moving to LA.
 �Cindy has gotten busy and has the condo close to ready. When do you gals plan to move in?� I asked.
 �Probably the middle of August. We and Cassidy were talking about spending at least a week to get settled before school started,� Pam shared.
 �Tell Lexi when you finally decide, and I�ll get the Mustang delivered.�
 �Someone�s getting lucky tonight,� Tracy all but purred.
 �Back off. You just got to play with him at your lake house. He asked me out tonight,� Pam told her friend.
 �We could share him,� Tracy suggested.
 �Do I get a vote in this?� I asked.
 At that point, Mr. Happy suggested I shut up because he REALLY wanted them both.
 �No. You just get me tonight,� Pam said.
 I sincerely hoped that this was how college would be. None of this expecting or wishing you would score after your date. It should be all spelled out up front. As soon as I thought that, the big brain reengaged. It knew better than to ever believe a woman knew what she wanted before a date. My wish was a pipe dream, at best.
 �You know our boy. You won�t be enough to satisfy him. I�ll even wait until you beg him to stop,� Tracy said, making a reasonable request.
 �IF, and that�s a big if, he needs more, I�ll call you,� Pam said.
 �But I�m your best friend,� Tracy tried.
 �Maybe when I thank Jocelyn �� I began.
 �I was only kidding when I suggested that. You don�t want to just be another notch in her lipstick case. Maybe we can hook up before you leave,� Tracy said, whether to console me or get me back on track, I wasn�t sure.
 Pam stuck her tongue out at her best friend.
 �He loves me best.�
 I was reconsidering having told her that. Then she smiled at me, and it all came back to me.
 ◊◊◊
 We dropped Tracy off since she claimed she had to study for finals. Both Pam and I did too, but Chrissy�s article jumped to mind. It was best to have some stress relief before we delved into test-taking.
 I�d been told Friday that if my grades held, I would be valedictorian; I had no doubt they would. Vice Principal Palm requested I write out my speech for him to review. I planned to do that tonight. Well, I guess not exactly: I decided I would just do an Internet search and find one that looked okay. I would give that to him on Monday to get him off my back.
 I didn�t plan to do anything controversial, but I wasn�t in the mood for the school administration to tell me what I could or couldn�t say.
 Then I had a brilliant idea: I would ask my publicist to come up with something. If I paid him anyway, why not put him to work? At the very least, he always had good ideas that I might craft into my speech.
 Once we got to my apartment, Pam looked shocked.
 �I guess I knew you were leaving after next weekend, but this just made it real.�
 There were boxes stacked along the walls, all labeled as to what was to go where.
 �I fly to London next Sunday night to start filming.�
 Pam got a little teary-eyed, which affected me. My schedule was to film my movies and then go to Oklahoma for school starting spring semester. I might only see her when I visited our new home in Malibu. She was someone I would miss.
 �We�ll stay in touch through video chat,� I assured her. �Plus, you�re about to go off on a grand adventure of your own. You�ll meet all kinds of people when you go to Loyola Marymount. Tracy and Cassidy will be there too.�
 �I know. It�s just a lot of change.�
 I could understand why she was worried. In addition to going off on my own to football, baseball, and modeling camps, I�d also filmed several projects that took me away from home. Pam had never been away from her mom. Once she moved out and began to live on her own, it would be daunting. She might even get homesick. But I was confident that she would be okay with her friends around her.
 I suggested we watch a movie on streaming video. Pam agreed, so I made us some popcorn and got us drinks as we settled on the couch. The movie started, and she gave me a shy look.
 �Can Mr. Happy come out to play?� she asked as she grasped him through my jeans.
 Even though I�d expected this, she caught me off guard. Usually, Pam wasn�t the aggressive type. On top of being mildly surprised, I was a little irritated with Lisa Felton for sharing in her personal blog that I�d named my dick. Though I guess I should really have been irritated with Alan, since he�s the one who posted her diary for the entire school to see.
 �Slow down, Pam.�
 I said one thing, but my hips rocked upward to increase the contact. I sucked in my breath as she worked to open my zipper. Pam reached into the opening of my boxers, and her fingers grazed my package.
 �Wow,� was all I got out before she had my pants undone.
 Before I was able to utter another word, she�d twisted around and grabbed my jeans and boxers. I lifted my butt and let Pam pull them down my hips. Mr. Happy stood and waved at her seconds before she wrapped her hand around him. I had visions of dead kittens and math equations going through my head to keep me from embarrassing myself right then.
 Pam ruined my cool when she leaned down and took me into her mouth.
 �Frick!� I moaned, giving my warning right before I unleashed.
 Pam came up coughing.
 �What the hell, David?� she complained.
 �I told you to slow down,� I said and then tried a different approach. �You�re just too hot. Besides, now I�ll last longer.�
 She gave me a calculated look. In turn, I gave her my best sexy smile.
 �How come you�re wearing more clothes than me?� I asked playfully.
 �If I�m too hot with my clothes on �� she said with raised eyebrows.
 �I promise to make it up to you.�
 �You promise?�
 �Yes, it�ll be worth your while,� I assured her.
 Pam got off the couch and did a little striptease for me. It reminded me why my California surfer girl had come in second in the Miss California Teen contest. She was smoking hot.
 �Wow,� I said again.
 �Hold that thought,� I continued as I jumped up and ran to my bedroom to get a condom.
 I put it on and had her get onto the couch with her legs spread. I wanted to make sure she was ready, so I began oral ministrations on her. Pam and I had been together enough that we knew what to do to each other to furnish pleasure. She began to squirm from my efforts.
 �I want you inside of me. Now!� Pam cried as her orgasm took her.
 She was breathtaking, lost to her own pleasure. It took all my willpower to wait for her to catch her breath. When I thought she had come back to earth, I took Mr. Happy into my hand and pressed into her entrance. I waited for a second, even though it took every ounce of my self-control to hold off until she was ready. Pam looked me in the eye and gave me a little nod. With a steady push, I thrust all the way in.
 This was it. Nirvana. Bliss. Me. Right now. Us together, at this moment. Her wet heat wrapped around me. It all felt so incredibly good.
 Her fingers threaded their way into my hair. I grabbed her hips and tentatively pushed. I watched for the signs that she had adjusted to my invasion and made little movements in and out until I saw her relax. The moment she was ready, I began to thrust.
 As we made love, she became an active participant. Pam adjusted her hips so I would sink deeper. It became a team effort as she rose to meet me, and from there we set a steady pace. The goal was a marathon session, not a sprint, at that point.
 Pam and I always meshed well sexually. The giving and receiving of pleasure had been our goal from the first time we shared our bodies. I took a moment to lean back and observe my defined abs going down to where we were joined. Her body under me was glorious. I loved the sight of pure bliss on her face as her breasts made a little wobble each time we came together.
 I tried to take in every sensation since this might be our last time for quite a while. The flush that darkened the skin of Pam�s chest; the little squeaks she made; the scent of mint from her shampoo; her luscious lips that begged to be kissed. I couldn�t resist the invitation as I dipped my head to her mouth and captured her lips as we made love.
 Our mouths came together in a hard, sloppy, glorious kiss. It just added to what was happening.
 I reached down and slid my hands under her thighs to lift them higher.
 �Wrap them around my hips,� I encouraged her.
 I�ve never had her do that before, but she got the idea and crossed her ankles around my waist.
 �Is that how you want it?�
 �Exactly,� I assured her.
 When I began to thrust again, she got it and groaned her pleasure. I let my head fall back as I felt myself approach the point of no return. I held off, though, as I waited for Pam to get there first. From the way she began to huff, I could tell she was close, too. I began to drive harder and deeper, hitting that magic spot within her that tripped a switch.
 �Hand to heart, you�re the best,� she shared.
 That distracted me enough to allow me to plow on. Pam began to raggedly gasp for breath, and she started to shudder. This would be a big one. She clamped her thighs tighter and dug her heels into my backside. Pam seemed about to lose control, and her movements became erratic, as though she was trying to buck me off.
 �David, oh God, oh God � David!� Pam cried out.
 A moment later, she began to chant.
 �Oh God, Oh God, Oh God.�
 In my mind, the crowd roared. When I heard her say that, it was the hottest thing ever.
 Pam and I had a connection beyond a bit of fun. She was the mother of my child, the girl I�d asked not once but twice to marry me. She�d been smart and turned me down, but that�s not the point. Being with Pam was always going to be something special to me.
 Unbidden, tears began to well up in my eyes as the emotion of the moment took over. This was one of those rare moments you know you want to always remember.
 Finally, I felt the inevitable happen. Yes! Hell, yes, this was us showing each other how much we meant to each other. I let out a low moan simply because I had to voice it. We were both rigid as we experienced the ultimate pleasure.
 I was a little disappointed when she pulled off me and headed to the bathroom to clean up. I had a small smile touch my lips as I watched the sway of her hips. The saying, �I hate to see you go, but I love to watch you leave,� came to mind. While she was gone, I disposed of the condom.
 She came back out, climbed onto my lap, and gave me a searing kiss.
 �That was simply perfect,� Pam announced.
 �Do you think your mom will let you have a sleepover?� I asked.
 �Oh, my. Do I need to call Tracy?�
 �No. You�re more than enough for me,� I assured her.
 �Right answer. Let me go call my mom and tell her not to expect me until morning.�
 In my head, I did a fist pump.
 ◊◊◊  
    Sunday May 7 
 I felt my bed move. At first, I thought it was Duke being bad, but then I remembered Pam had spent the night. I cracked my eyes open enough to tell it was still dark, though there was enough light that I could see her getting dressed.
 �You leaving me?� I asked as I stretched.
 �Yeah, I�m afraid so. I decided I didn�t want to do the walk of shame in the daylight.�
 �I�ll get dressed and take you home,� I offered.
 �How about you just give me your keys? I�ll bring your car back later.�
 I had a momentary flash of her wrecking my car. The Demon wasn�t something you wanted to drive for the first time in the middle of the night.
 �No, I�ll take you,� I insisted.
 I got dressed, and we made our way to the car. We found Precious outside in the driveway, looking miserable. One of the boys next door must have put her out and not let her back in. I reached down and picked her up.
 �You want to spend the night in my apartment?� I asked the cat.
 I walked back and opened the door. Precious ran up the steps like she owned the place.
 �Isn�t that the evil cat you�re always talking about?� Pam asked.
 �She and I have come to an understanding. I treat her right, and she doesn�t claw me to death.�
 When we�d almost reached Pam�s condo, she began to talk.
 �I�m going to miss you.�
 �Me too. Can I ask you a favor?� I inquired.
 �Sure.�
 �Can you look in on not just Coby, but all of them for me?�
 �Because I�m your favorite?�
 �Yes.�
 �Then, yes. David?�
 �Yes?
 �Do you really love me the best?�
 �Yes.�
 That made her happy.
 ◊◊◊
 I came back to find Precious sprawled out on my pillow. I shook my head because I should�ve seen that one coming. She wasn�t happy when I flopped onto the bed next to her. I chuckled when the cat from hell decided she would rather sleep elsewhere than have me torment her. She�d just lost some of her street cred.
 ◊◊◊
 I woke when I heard my door open. At some point last night, Precious had decided she could sleep on my bed. I knew it had to be her mistress, Brit, by the way Precious got up and stretched. When Brit stuck her head in my door, the cat gave her a mournful meow in greeting.
 �There�s my baby.�
 �I found her in my drive at three in the morning. I convinced her to have a sleepover.�
 �The bad man kidnapped you?� Brit asked and smirked at me as Precious told her mom about the horrors she�d been subjected to last night.
 �Did someone let her out?� I asked.
 �Bryan is looking guilty this morning.�
 �Please don�t hurt him until we�re done winning State,� I begged.
 �I�ll take it under advisement, but I can�t promise anything.�
 �Are you taking Precious with you when you go to school?� I asked.
 �I�m moving into the dorms, and they don�t allow pets. Mom and Dad say they want me to find a home for her,� Brit admitted.
 �I can�t believe your parents wouldn�t want such a fine kitty to terrorize them while you�re at school,� I said.
 �Dad says he loves me � but not that much. I had hoped you would take her,� Brit said.
 �Hell, no,� I said without hesitation.
 �But she likes you, and she loves Duke. She all but raised him from a puppy,� Brit said as she batted her eyes at me.
 �You would have to convince my parents because I�m not hauling her all over the world while I film my movies. Plus, she thinks she can either sleep on my pillow or my chest. I can�t have claw marks all over me if I�m going to be on camera,� I said to slow her roll.
 She just got a big grin.
 �Thanks, David. You�re the best.�
 I had to blink a few times to figure out what just happened. I hadn�t agreed to take Precious, had I?
 Mentally reviewing our conversation, I didn�t remember saying anything of the sort.
 Brit made a hasty retreat with her charge before I had a chance to stop her. Then it dawned on me: I�d said she would have to convince my parents. I debated whether I should warn them. It might be more amusing to see them blindsided by this one.
 ◊◊◊  
    Monday May 8 
 I turned in my valedictorian speech to Vice Principal Palm to get that out of the way. I�d surfed the Internet and found a couple that sounded okay and stole from them. In fact, I didn�t plan to actually use the one I submitted. He was just nervous about what I might say, and I was placating him. Or setting him up to be blindsided, I wasn�t sure which. I couldn�t understand his worry. Anyway, I�d given him something to look at to make him happy.
 The baseball semifinals and finals were being played at State�s stadium. We�d drawn Marian Catholic as our opponent. In the other bracket, Central, which might be considered the home team because they were located only a few miles away from the stadium, would face Benet Academy.
 We would play in the first game, which started at one. The other contest would be played in prime time at seven tonight. They let the baseball team out of school at ten-thirty, while the rest of the student body was being released at noon. Our booster club came through and offered buses to the game for anyone who wanted to go. From what we heard, we might get the whole student body to attend today�s game.
 Our boosters had also arranged to send us to the game in style again. They had sack lunches ready for us as we got on. Once we arrived at State, we traipsed to the locker room to get dressed.
 I�d noticed that my brother had had an indelible grin on his face all morning. I walked over to investigate and found Phil with his friends, Yuri and Roc.
 �Why�s he so happy?� I asked.
 �We think he got laid,� Roc answered.
 �Hell, to the yeah!� Phil crowed as he danced around.
 �Jill?� I asked.
 �No, I met a college girl Saturday.�
 I raised an eyebrow. While I wasn�t one to talk, I was curious about how the little dumbass had managed to pull that off.
 �We went to a frat party,� Yuri said.
 �Before you jump to conclusions, we didn�t drink,� Roc assured me, probably because of the look I gave them.
 �Please tell me you used a condom,� I said to my brother.
 His grin turned upside down.
 �I think this will be a record for a Dawson. David at least waited to have his first baby until spring of his junior year,� Yuri said.
 �If she would go with you �� Roc said with concern on his face, �you might want to get checked.�
 Sometimes you didn�t even have to jump in to torment your little brother. His friends had done an excellent job for me.
 �Do you want me to call your mom and have her set up an appointment so you can get tested for sexually transmitted infections?� I asked.
 He called me a bad word and stormed off. I followed him and found him in the bathroom in one of the stalls.
 �Dude, this is why you don�t share your exploits. People are going to poke fun at you,� I coached Phil.
 �Get lost, David,� Phil said.
 �I hate to say it, but I would get checked. I know a place where you can get it done, and no one has to know.�
 �You do?�
 I decided that I needed to be a big brother and help him.
 �Believe me, it�s much better than having your mom go with you. That�s something that might have scarred me for life,� I shared.
 I heard him chuckle.
 �I would even take you,� I offered.
 Phil opened the stall so we could talk face-to-face.
 �You�re not always a dick,� Phil admitted.
 �That�s what brothers are, half dick and half there for you. It�s the latter half that you�ll appreciate as you get older. Greg and I will always look out for you,� I assured him.
 �Okay. I�d like your help.�
 I nodded.
 �What happened with Jill?� I asked.
 Phil had taken her to Prom, and I�d even provided him with a hotel room. If he was out trying to pick up a college girl, things must not have gone well with his ex.
 �She�s leaving for New York on Sunday. I guess she�s catching a flight with your friend at Wesleyan.�
 �Sarah?� I asked.
 �That sounds right.�
 �Did you at least have a good time?� I asked to turn the conversation back to him getting laid.
 �Yeah,� he admitted and then leaned in close. �She knew things.�
 �I pretty much dated older girls because of that very fact. In a few years, Jill will kick herself for not getting with you,� I assured him.
 He surprised me when he gave me a hug. We�d come a long way from when we first met. He now felt like a real little brother to me.
 �Let�s go play baseball,� Phil said to remind me why we were here.
 ◊◊◊
 Moose brought us together before the game.
 �The coaches for the teams in the championship playoffs got together with the state�s governing body to go over the rules for the next two games. I asked for a clarification of what constituted rest days for pitchers. I wanted to determine if it meant 24 hours, or you couldn�t pitch the next day even if the game was later.
 �The HSAA said it�s considered the next calendar day and not based on hours. That means that tonight, we�re going to pitch by committee. No one can go over 45 pitches, or they won�t be allowed to throw in the championship game on Wednesday.
 �Justin, you get the ball to start us off. If you�re doing well, we�ll leave you in for the max 45. But I want you available for the next game,� Moose said.
 �Men, this is it,� Coach Haskins said. �Remember when I told you that you couldn�t do certain things like slam into a fence to catch a ball?�
 For some reason, everyone turned their eyes to me.
 �This and the next game, all those rules go out the window,� he continued.
 �Are you saying we can finally unveil our special plays? The ones we used to trash David in practice with?� Tim asked.
 The two coaches looked at each other for a moment and nodded.
 �If the right situation arises, I�ll give the signal,� Moose said.
 �Take them out, David,� Coach Haskins said.
 �Who are we?� I barked.
 �BULLDOGS!� the team responded.
 �Where are we?�
 �OUR HOUSE!�
 �What are we going to do?�
 �WIN!�
 �Let�s go!� I yelled, and the team followed me out of the locker room.
 ◊◊◊
 Marian Catholic High School was a college-preparatory school located in Chicago Heights, which was on the far south side of Chicago�s suburbs. 99 percent of their students were bound for college.
 When we came out of the locker room and saw our opponents for the first time, it was evident they had spent some time in the weight room. They had some boys who were big physical specimens. I�d hoped that our training gave us an edge, but it looked like they�d taken their training as seriously as we did. Physically, they looked to be the closest to our level that we�d played to this point.
 They�d reseeded us again for the championship playoffs, and we�d been selected as the second seed, which meant we were the home team tonight. Central, which was located just a few miles from where we were playing, was rated number one.
 I took the guys out to warm up. Most teams warm up by doing some stretching and then tossing the ball around. They might even do a little fielding practice. While we stretched, we also ran to get ready. Baseball is a lot of standing around and then sudden, explosive moves.
 We had a series of exercises that mimicked baseball moves, including the shuffle, crossover, three-yard-start, running-backward, and quick-feet drills. We ran through those before we broke up between infield and outfield to loosen up our arms. The end result was we were already sweaty and had our blood pumping before the game started.
 I could tell we would have a good game by how the guys were loose and joking around. Marian Catholic, on the other hand, looked tense. They were on their bench, not talking, only staring at us while we did our thing. It sort of gave you a creepy, stalker vibe.
 When they came out, our opponents were all business. They looked like coil springs that were wound too tight. One of the crucial lessons Cassidy had taught me the hard way was that you keep the tension out of your limbs. Tight muscles slowed your reactions.
 That was why in big games, you sometimes heard announcers talk about how teams played poorly at first. They were too tight. I thought that for the first couple of innings, we might be able to take advantage of that.
 I totally believed in psyching our team up before a game, but there were two ways to build the excitement. The good kind would be like me bouncing around with Duke before we played ball in the backyard. The bad kind would be like I told him that Max was crapping on his sidewalk, and Duke wanted to kill him.
 In first case, he would be bouncy and loose; the other, he would be tense and single-minded. If you�re too focused, you might miss important stuff like the car that runs you over as you chase the worthless German shepherd across the street.
 After warm-ups, they had some pregame hoopla where they announced the teams and sang the Star Spangled Banner. Then we took the field to go through our pregame ritual.
 It gave me a chance to check out the crowd. The seats behind our dugout and in most of the outfield were filled with our fans. Marian Catholic had a good-sized following on their side of the field.
 Behind home plate were some pro scouts, and I also spotted the coaches for both Oklahoma and Notre Dame�s baseball teams. It made sense Notre Dame would be recruiting Catholic kids for their baseball program. One person I was happy to see was Lucas Kite from the Cubs.
 Finally, it was time for baseball.
 In the top of the first, Marian Catholic went down in order. Moose was happy that Justin only had to throw five pitches.
 Now it was our turn to bat. Ty came up and battled their starter. He was one of the best pitchers we�d faced, and if it weren�t for Ty�s good eye and quick hands, he would have struck out. Instead, Ty managed to foul several pitches off. On the last pitch, Marian Catholic�s pitcher threw one that Ty couldn�t get to. Fortunately, Ty held up, and the umpire called ball four to give him the walk.
 Both Bryan and Wolf hit into groundouts that resulted in moving Ty to third. Now I was up with two outs.
 I got into the batter�s box and followed my usual ritual to get ready. Once I settled in, I was more than a little surprised when the Marian Catholic pitcher took the bat out of my hand by drilling me in the left bicep. I hadn�t had to worry about opposing teams throwing at me since I�d come back from spring break. I guessed that in a big game, the opposition wanted to send a message that I wasn�t going to get a chance to win the game with my bat.
 Their catcher jumped up and got between me and the mound.
 �Slow your roll,� I warned him to stop a fight. �I plan to steal second base to get even.�
 I said it loud enough that their infield could hear me. The pitcher tried to stare me down as I trotted to first. Moose was there to greet me.
 �You had to announce what you plan to do?� he asked.
 �Don�t worry, coach, they can�t touch this,� I said.
 �We�ll see about that,� Marian Catholic�s first baseman butted in.
 �Don�t be like that. We�re here to have some fun playing baseball,� I retorted while giving him my best �hurt innocence� look.
 �You�ll never steal second,� he predicted.
 When their pitcher finally stepped back onto the mound and got ready to pitch to Brock, I purposely took a substantial lead. It was as if I had begged their pitcher to throw over to first, which was my plan. As soon as I saw him take his foot off the rubber and begin his turn to first to pick me off, I exploded to second.
 The pitcher threw the ball into the dirt at first, where the first baseman made a remarkable pickup. He gunned the ball to second. Typically, the defense has the edge in a rundown. That�s because the runner has to stop on a dime and be at full speed going the opposite direction when the ball was in front of him. Defenders rotated out so they would be fresh, and you wore down the runner.
 But there was a big difference here. I�d practiced changing direction with my speed drills, and Joey had worked my ass off to the point that stamina wasn�t going to be an issue for me.
 I admit that they were doing an excellent job of making me run for my life. After I�d changed directions for the fourth time, I saw Coach Haskins give Ty the sign to steal home. Marian Catholic had their pitcher cover home as their catcher backed up first. While the drama unfolded with me darting back and forth on the base path, their pitcher had been focused on the action. Unwittingly, he slowly crept forward in front of home plate toward the mound.
 This was what I meant by being too focused. While Marian Catholic watched me, Ty had made it two-thirds of the way down the base path when the crowd erupted even louder. One of their players got smart and looked home.
 �He�s going to score!�
 The second baseman panicked and threw home. I�d waited for one of two things to happen. Either they would make a bad throw, or Ty would distract them. Ty dove for home and beat the throw.
 I didn�t hesitate as I ran to second. When I got there, I saw the third baseman had covered second. Marian Catholic had made a monumental error. When we had our infield do this drill, our left fielder would come in to cover third, just in case. Theirs hadn�t. I rounded second and took off for third.
 Their pitcher was so incensed that he ran down the line to try to tag me. He had no chance, and he realized it when he was about two-thirds of the way down the line. He threw his hands up and stomped towards the mound in defeat. I rounded third and headed home.
 The crowd erupted, and the pitcher twirled around. He made a dive to tag me, but I jumped over his tag and then walked home for the score to give us a 2�0 lead.
 That was when things got interesting. Marian Catholic�s infield all huddled up at the mound. At first, it looked like the typical �let�s get our act together� kind of talk. But then the first baseman apparently said something to the pitcher. It devolved into a shouting match, and the two of them had to be separated.
 We watched from our bench in stunned silence. I hadn�t seen anything like this since Baseball USA, when two brothers on our team had gotten into a fistfight during a game.
 �I wish I�d thought to buy a bag of popcorn. This is starting to get entertaining,� Wolf said to our amusement.
 From there, it all went downhill for Marian Catholic. The next morning�s newspaper summed it up best.
Lincoln High scored in almost every way imaginable on Monday, capitalizing on 11 hits for a 15�5 decision.
 We got a tad rowdy on the bus ride home because come Wednesday evening, we could be State Champs.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 31 � Use Your Tears for Lube  Wednesday May 10 
 Today, finals started. The teachers planned it that way because they knew we didn�t play Central until tonight. That meant they had the green light to give us our finals today and tomorrow. Friday would be a half-day as we got our grades and cleaned out our lockers.
 Before school started, they had a big table by the front door with our yearbooks. That would just add to the craziness of the next couple of days as everyone got their friends to sign them. It was fun to write some goofy message and hope that they pulled their book out in twenty years, and it put a smile on their face.
 I turned to the index in the back to see what pages I was on. Dear Lord, I was on a lot of them. As I flipped forward, I noticed they had an ad section where local businesses had bought space to help pay for the books. I shook my head because, along with the usual suspects�Booster Club members�I saw that Dawson Realty, Dawson Farms, Granny�s West, and Our House had all bought quarter-page ads. They were all put on the same page.
 I was happy that we�d helped pay for the books until I read the bottom. Get David Dawson�s signature in your yearbook and receive a FREE cinnamon roll or potato skins on your next visit to Granny�s West.
 While I thought that this was a good marketing plan, I wished I�d been told about it up front. I decided to let it slide for now because I�d chosen not to be involved in running the businesses. As much as this made me want to dive back in, I realized I was about to leave in a few days. I wouldn�t have the time or brain space to deal with that once I started filming.
 ◊◊◊
 I got pulled out of first period to meet with Vice Principal Palm to go over my speech. Once we sat down in his office, he began to ramble.
 �David, I wanted to make some modifications to your speech ��
 I tuned him out as I mentally reviewed for next period�s Calculus class that had Dare all worked up. Somehow, he�d found out that both Gina and I were still ahead of him, grade-wise. Once he shared that, and Gina and I recognized how much it made him lose his mind, we�d called my former tutor, Suzanne, to help us.
 Honestly, I didn�t really care if he got a higher score in the class. An �A� was an �A,� after all. Only the boy genius would obsess over something like that.
 �I took the liberty of retyping your speech,� Mr. Palm said to end his monologue.
 �Thanks,� I said as he handed it to me.
 �I have to say that you took my suggestions well. Not everyone would be so cooperative. I appreciate you working with me on this.�
 I gave him my best winning smile and put my hand out for him to shake.
 �Thank you, sir. I�m sure my speech will just be a formality for our upcoming graduation event. I wouldn�t want to say anything that might cause you or any of the other members of the school administration potential heartburn.�
 �That�s very adult of you,� he said as I left.
 I waited until I made it to my math class before I threw his speech into the trash. As I did so, I considered maybe pulling it out because I hadn�t written mine yet, and when I�d contacted Frank to help me, he�d laughed. He claimed it was a rite of passage into the adult world to have to write a speech like this. Frank did agree to proofread it once I�d finished it. I suspected he wanted to manage me like Mr. Palm had tried to.
 The clock hit the hour, and the test began with the sound of turning pages as we all looked at our test questions. I got to work and almost laughed. Most of the problems were recycled from or variants on the test Suzanne had sent us. I looked over at Gina, and our eyes locked for a moment. Dare was going down.
 ◊◊◊
 By lunchtime, it was a toss-up as to what commanded more attention: test anxiety, state-championship mania, or yearbook signing. The other students had discovered the Granny�s West ad, and I got cornered at lunch by all the underclass boys. My usual tablemates decided to abandon me.
 �Give me a few minutes to eat my lunch, and then I�ll sign them,� I said to set expectations.
 I had about thirty freshmen surround me as they watched me eat today�s mystery meat surprise the lunch ladies had offered. I suspected they had cleaned out their freezers, and we had hit the bottom of the barrel on this one.
 Once I finished my meal, I stood up to organize this chaos.
 �This is how it�s going to work. I want you to line up, and if you expect me to sign yours, you have to sign mine. Just keep in mind,� I said as I paused for effect, �my mother will be reading this, and she knows your parents. If you don�t want her at your front door, make sure you don�t write anything you�ll regret.�
 I spotted a girl in the group.
 �Everyone line up behind Kelly,� I announced.
 We�d been forming lines since kindergarten, so they quickly complied.
 It ended up going better than I expected. By the end of lunch, I had writer�s cramp, but I�d knocked out about half the people that had this period�s lunch.
 As I walked to class, I was hounded to sign yearbooks. This had to stop, so I diverted to the office. My new best friend, Vice Principal Palm, agreed to set up a table in the field house where I would sign yearbooks after school. He made an announcement to that effect and said I was to be left alone until then.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, I made my way to the field house and found the table set up with two chairs. I didn�t understand why there were two. There was another table there staffed by the yearbook committee so anyone who hadn�t picked theirs up yet was able to.
 Several students had already lined up when I sat down to begin signing. The seat next to me was taken by none other than Destiny Crown. I looked a question at her.
 �I�m head cheerleader,� she told me.
 This was her big moment, so I didn�t comment.
 We worked out a system. I would sign and then hand the yearbook to Destiny to sign. She and I had ours out front so they could sign our books. Being a girl, she wanted to talk to everyone. I put a stop to that because she slowed the process down, which earned me a derisive look. I ignored her and figured that if she wanted to horn in, she could suck it up and talk to them later.
 I ended up signing yearbooks for nearly two hours before I had to go play ball.
 ◊◊◊


 Cassidy had waited for me by the bus.
 �Your mom figured you wouldn�t get a chance to eat,� she said as she handed me a bag of food.
 �Thanks.�
 I took the bag to my seat next to Wolf. He didn�t look right.
 �What�s your problem?� I asked.
 �My stomach feels like Misery has taken up residence and is trying to claw her way out.�
 Misery was Wolf�s �attack cat� from Precious�s litter. She turned out to be a complete klutz and scared of her own shadow. The image of his cat clawing her way out of his stomach amused me.
 �Are you nervous about the game? Because we got this,� I assured him.
 �I�ve played in a lot of big games, but I�ve never felt like this,� he shared.
 I thought for a moment. Wolf was usually the one who got everyone to calm down, and he did it with jokes. I waited until everyone was seated and we were on our way to State before I stood up to share my comedic genius.
 �Wolf isn�t up to telling his usual bad jokes, so I decided you should hear some better material,� I announced.
 �Please don�t,� Phil quipped, which started similar taunts from the peanut gallery.
 Of course, that didn�t dissuade me.
 �If you�re American when you go into the bathroom and American when you come out, what are you in the bathroom?�
 I received blank stares in response.
 �European!�
 That got a chorus of groans.
 �Okay. They can�t all be good. That one was probably too sophisticated for this crowd. Let me dumb one down for you,� I said reasonably.
 I was impressed when they all flipped me off, even the coaches.
 �What did the fish say when he ran into a wall?� I asked.
 More blank stares.
 �Dam!�
 I actually received a chorus of boos.
 �My nephew, Kyle, thought that one was hilarious.�
 �He�s like, three,� Yuri said.
 I didn�t hesitate to offer another one.
 �What does the acronym �Iowa� mean?�
 This one had them interested.
 �Idiots Out Walking Around.�
 That received a few chuckles. I looked down at Wolf, and he was smiling.
 �I have more,� I told him.
 �Please stop. Let someone who knows what they�re doing handle the jokes.�
 �By all means,� I said to my seatmate.
 He stood up, and everyone cheered in good fun.
 �Did you hear about the claustrophobic astronaut? He just needed some space,� Wolf began.
 The dicks all laughed at that one. Some people had no idea what funny was.
 Wolf held court until we arrived. I looked around and saw we were loose. We were ready for this.
 ◊◊◊
 Tonight�s game featured two teams that were literally thirty minutes apart. Central had been named the top seed, so we were the away team for tonight�s game.
 That saved me from being interviewed again by the sports TV channel carrying the game. They talked to Central�s star, James Ryan, who�d hit a ton of home runs this year. He was destined to get drafted and had said he planned to sign a minor league contract if one was offered.
 The consensus was that once Ryan got into the minors, got some experience, and put on some additional muscle, he had a real chance of making it to The Show. Jeff showed me the video of his interview. I chuckled when he used every clich� in the book and even managed to thank God.
 �Damn, he�s good,� I offered.
 �It sounds like he�s been listening to you too much,� Jeff grumped.
 �At least he didn�t throw his team to the wolves,� I said.
 Jeff gave me a knowing grin.
 �Spill it,� I said.
 �He might have commented, off-camera, that he planned to outhit you tonight,� Jeff said, intending to rile me up.
 �Did he?�
 �Care to comment?� Jeff asked as he thrust his phone under my nose.
 �I�ll leave it in God�s hands,� I said with a straight face.
 �You suck. You know that, don�t you?� Jeff asked.
 �If it�s God�s will ��
 �I give up. Good luck tonight.�
 �You�re not going to ask me the final score?� I asked.
 �No need. I�m sure you�ll find a way to win.�
 I nodded my head and left to get ready for the game.
 ◊◊◊
 From the get-go, it was a pitching duel. Justin was probably pitching his best game, and the Central pitcher had been a strikeout machine.
 I�d managed to hit three solo shots, and Ryan had hit two. Those were the only runs, making the score3�2 going into the bottom of the seventh and Central�s last shot to either catch up or win the game.
 �Dawson, take the mound,� Moose said.
 Justin had been tiring after pitching Monday and then again today. He gave me a fist-bump to let me know he agreed with Moose�s decision.
 Coach Haskins took me aside.
 �Ryan is up fourth. Let�s not let him win this for them. Get the first three out and win this.�
 �Hold that thought,� I said as I bent over and threw up into the garbage can for water cups.
 �You okay?� Coach Haskins asked in concern.
 �No, he�s fine. That just means we�re going to win,� Moose explained.
 �Sorry, that hasn�t happened in a while. I used to throw up before football games when I felt the pressure. It actually means I�m going to do well,� I assured him.
 �Do your thing and don�t hold back,� Moose ordered.
 I trotted out to the mound and began to warm up. Between pitches, I took in the scene. The stadium was split in two, with maroon and white on Central�s side and orange and blue on ours. I began to tune out the crowd noise as I focused on pitching the ball to Tim.
 I felt good. The bruising on my chest from being shot had almost entirely disappeared, and I didn�t ache anymore. Heck, I hadn�t even thought about my injury for a week until now. Joey and the training staff had worked to help me heal.
 I shook off that thought and focused. I�d worked since I started playing Little League for this very moment.
 �Unleash three fastballs,� Tim ordered.
 I nodded and toed the rubber as I began my motion home. I was throwing harder than I ever had before, as evidenced by the whoosh of the ball as it raced home and the pop of Tim�s glove when it hit. It just sounded different. I repeated that feat two more times before the umpire indicated it was my last warm-up pitch. Tim fired the ball to second, and the infield threw it around the horn and back to me.
 Central�s leadoff hitter came up first. He�d struck out twice today already. Justin had thrown him a slider both times to get him out. He stepped into the batter�s box and was in the process of adjusting his pants when I threw the first pitch for a strike.
 �I wasn�t ready,� he complained to the umpire.
 �You�re in the batter�s box,� the umpire reminded him.
 The batter jerked around when he saw the umpire get down into position. The Central player made the smart move by calling time, or I would have had my second strike on him. Tim tossed me the ball back.
 I waited for the hitter to get into the box before I toed the rubber and threw my best fastball right down the center, daring him to hit it. He barely got the bat off his shoulder when the ball popped into Tim�s glove for the second strike.
 Tim next signaled for my split-fingered fastball. Once the Central hitter had settled in the box, I came home with the ball. I took a little off it so it looked like a pitch he could handle. He�d expected another smoking fastball, so he was a little early on his swing. When the ball made its dive at the plate, he looked foolish when he completely missed it.
 Our fans were now on their feet. We were two outs away from becoming state champs.
 �Get the next one!� Coach Haskins yelled from the dugout.
 Up next was their second baseman. He�d gotten on base twice today with a walk and a base hit. The level of difficulty just increased a little. He�d seen what I�d done to the first batter, and when he entered the box, he was ready to hit. I smiled when Tim asked for a high fastball.
 I unleashed the hardest pitch I�d ever thrown in a game. The laces of a baseball are what give it movement. When you throw one really hard, they help make a whooshing sound that you usually don�t hear with a normal-speed ball. The batter didn�t hesitate and started his swing as soon as the ball left my hand. He�d obviously been timing me from the on-deck circle because if it had been down in the zone, he would have crushed it.
 That was a wake-up call. I would have to mix things up speed-wise, or they would eventually figure me out. Tim obviously didn�t think that time was now, though, because he called for a low and inside fastball. This time, the batter held up and shook his head when I caught the corner for a strike.
 I threw the same pitch, but low and outside. This time, if he�d laid off, it would have been a ball. Instead, he swung and missed for the second out.
 Everyone in the stadium now stood to cheer on their team. We were one out away, and Central was sending up the player who I thought was their best hitter. He was their shortstop, and Justin had struggled with him all day, even though he hadn�t gotten on base yet.
 I wasn�t worried that he would hit a home run. What concerned me was he was capable of hitting a single. That would give their star, Ryan, a possible storybook moment to win the game with another home run.
 On the first pitch, I threw a split-fingered fastball. The pitch was designed to be hit. Because it drops at the last second, hitters tend to top the ball and hit grounders that are easy to handle. He�d expected a harder fastball, so he was a little in front of it but managed to make contact.
 The ball rolled to Ty at third, and then disaster struck. The ball made a funny bounce, and Ty missed it. He managed to knock it down with his body, but by the time he�d recovered, the runner was safe at first.
 Ryan came strutting out to the wild cheers of his fans. Their big gun was up and represented the winning run. With one swing of the bat, we would be going home in defeat. I acted nervous, and Moose called time and trotted out to talk to me.
 The rest of the infield joined us on the mound.
 �David should just drill him and get the next guy,� Wolf said loudly.
 �You do, and he�s gone,� the umpire called from home.
 We all held our smirks because we knew that would be in James Ryan�s mind now. He�d seen how hard I was throwing, and I could attest that it was no joke to get hit with a baseball.
 �Special,� Moose said quietly.
 We all nodded our agreement, and I stepped to the rubber as my guys took their position. We were going to pick off their baserunner and not give Ryan a chance to ruin our day.
 I took my position on the mound and glanced over my shoulder to check the base runner. He had taken an average lead off first, nothing too crazy because he realized that he represented the tying run. I looked home and then made my pickoff move.
 Wolf lunged to the side in an attempt to gather it in as the runner dove for the bag. Don, in right field, was totally confused because he couldn�t find where the ball had gone. Our dugout was up and pointing down the line. Don ran to where he thought they were pointing and couldn�t find it. The runner took all that in and decided to run to second to put himself into scoring position.
 When he was a third of the way down the line, I bolted towards him. He came up short when I tagged him. I�d never taken the ball out of my glove. The whole stadium became quiet for a second before they saw the first-base umpire call the runner out when I showed him the ball. Our fans lost their minds when they realized we�d just won State.
 The expression on Don�s face when he realized what we�d done was priceless.
 This time, we went nuts in our celebration. We�d done it. We�d faced the impossible gauntlet and survived.
 Winning my fourth state championship should have been old hat by now. But this one was the sweetest of the four. Both Moose and Coach Haskins planned to retire, and this had been Moose�s goal ever since he�d begun coaching baseball. What made this one so special was that it was unexpected.
 Baseball is a funny game. On any given day, any team can beat the other team. All it takes is a poor hitting night or an odd bounce of a ball, and you lose. Winning all those games in a row � let�s just say I had some doubts we would pull it off. I always knew that my guys would fight to win, and we had a chance. It would have been foolish to believe we wouldn�t stumble at some point.
 When they brought out the trophy, it was a monster. It would look good sitting in our trophy case in the field house. They gave us each a medal to wear around our necks to commemorate our win. Jeff had a photographer with him who took our team picture with the trophy for the paper the next day.
 ◊◊◊  
    Thursday May 11 
 Today I had finals in all my classes except Calculus, AP Physics, and AP Chemistry; I�d had those yesterday. I skipped running because I needed the time to review. Besides, my first test was in Strength and Conditioning, and I was afraid of what Joey might have planned for me.
 I walked downstairs for breakfast and found Cassidy cooking.
 �Morning, Sunshine,� I greeted her.
 �Morning, Doofus.�
 Someone was in a mood.
 �When are you going to learn to cook something other than breakfast?� I asked.
 �I know how to make ketchup spaghetti with hot dogs.�
 My stomach rolled over as I thought about eating that.
 �I figured once we get married, I�d cook breakfast, and you could make lunch and dinner,� Cassidy continued.
 �You might want to consider learning to cook other meals,� Mom said as she came into the room.
 Yep, mothers have super hearing.
 �I hear you�re moving to LA a week before school starts. What do you plan to do for the summer?� I asked.
 �I got hired at the place I�ve been volunteering. It�ll give me some practical experience, and I�ll make some extra money for college,� Cassidy said.
 �Or I could hire you as my personal trainer, and you could come to help me film my movie this summer,� I offered.
 �Sorry, I can�t. I already promised the vet clinic.�
 I thought about her turning me down for a second and then was proud of my little ninja. She�d just shown she was a woman of her word, which was one of my life goals.
 �Good answer,� I relented.
 �Are you starting to realize that you�re leaving?� Mom asked.
 �That�s probably it,� I admitted.
 �Go help Peggy bring down the boys. Breakfast is ready,� Cassidy said.
 My mom smiled because she didn�t have to be the one to tell me. I was going to miss this.
 ◊◊◊
 When we arrived at school, Pam was out front waiting for me. She didn�t look happy.
 �Cora and Devin�s divorce went through.�
 I�d predicted from the get-go that Pam�s sister wasn�t right for Devin. Devin must have thrown in a parting gift of cash to get her to agree to a quickie divorce. My brother�s divorce wasn�t moving nearly as fast. Angie hadn�t convinced me to offer the same sort of sweetener.
 �Why the sad face? You knew this was coming,� I said.
 �I know, but �� Pam trailed off.
 How many times had I heard the �I know, but� response? If you knew � why add drama?
 �Is she still threatening to move in with you guys?� I asked.
 Cora had talked about moving into Pam�s condo with their mom.
 �She asked if she could move into your LA condo. It is a four-bedroom, and at this point, one bedroom is empty,� Pam said.
 �She wouldn�t pass the application criteria. She doesn�t have any rental history,� I came up with on the fly.
 �I don�t either,� Pam said with a twinkle in her eyes.
 �You�re a personal friend of the owner,� I assured her.
 �The friend you like best,� Pam said. She bit her bottom lip so as not to laugh at me.
 �What will Tracy say if you tell her that I not only love you best, but you�re also my best friend?� I asked.
 �She can be second,� Pam offered.
 �Okay. I just wanted to make sure you understand the can of worms you�re opening.�
 �So, I can tell Cora she has to find somewhere else to live?� Pam asked.
 �Yes. Cora cannot move into the condo,� I said.
 �And I�m your best friend?�
 �And you�re my best friend,� I assured her.
 She finally smiled. My work here was done.
 �Let�s go take our finals,� I said as the first bell rang.
 ◊◊◊
 Joey was waiting for me when I came out of the locker room for my Strength and Conditioning test.
 �Let�s get your final measurements and compare them with when we started,� Joey said.
 I�d made a noticeable improvement in my flexibility, speed, and strength. My weight was down to 212 pounds, which meant I was leaner. I had to admit that she�d solved the plateau problem that some athletes encountered.
 �When you get ready for football season, you should work at bulking up to handle the pounding. I thought that for baseball, it would be better to have you slim down some,� Joey explained.
 �Are we giving him a �B�?� Cassidy asked.
 �You get whatever grade he gets,� Joey said.
 �Oh,� Cassidy said and thought for a moment. ��A� it is.�
 �David, could we talk for a moment?� Joey asked.
 Cassidy got the hint and left us alone. Mr. Happy was hoping she finally realized I was graduating Saturday and would be willing to hook up with me.
 �Is Greg seeing Scarlet?� she asked.
 My mind went to a dark place for a moment when I imagined my brother might replace me in all my fantasies with my hot trainer. Then I remembered what I�d told my younger brother. Brothers were half dick to each other and half there for them. Greg needed a break.
 �I usually don�t share stuff like this, but I�ll make an exception this time because I know Greg is into you. He and Scarlet are hooking up to help each other out. Greg is busy with school, raising his kids, and running a business, which leaves him with no time to meet anyone since Angie left. Scarlet�s friend returned to California for work, so Scarlet and Greg decided to help each other out.
 �I guess what I�m trying to say is that when Scarlet moves to Malibu, they won�t be seeing each other anymore, and you can swoop in,� I said.
 �He�s into me?� she asked.
 �I�m into you as well. You do understand that come Saturday afternoon, I�ll no longer be a student,� I said as I gave her a smoky look.
 �So, I should wait until next week to make my move on Greg?� Joey asked.
 I�d tried.
 �Yep,� I said unenthusiastically.
 �Are you still going to pay me to train him now that your mom and dad are leaving?�
 I wanted to say �Hell, no,� but both my dad and Greg had lost weight and were starting to look like their old selves. That reminded me that I needed to make sure my dad didn�t slack off. I would put Lexi in charge of finding him, and anyone else who wanted it, a gym membership. And I�d have her get him a personal trainer.
 �Greg seems to enjoy you torturing him, so I�d say you should continue doing that,� I said and changed the topic. �I want to thank you for all you�ve done for me. Without your help, I would never have improved as much.�
 �Honestly, you surprised me. I thought several times you were going to push back on what I was doing with you because it was either unconventional or, at times, too much. I�ve never had anyone with your determination and acceptance of what I was doing before,� she said.
 �Before I go, I just wanted to make sure that you�re not interested in all this. I can take my shirt off if that helps,� I teased.
 �No, thanks. But I bet if you made that same offer to either Jill or Becky, they�d go for it,� Joey said to throw her fellow trainers to the wolves.
 I waggled my eyebrows.
 �Why don�t all three of you meet me Saturday, and we�ll all get sweaty?�
 By the way she rolled her eyes, it was clear I had no shot. I must be losing my touch. Oh, well, if I couldn�t have her, then I wanted Greg to. I would bet she could get him into the best shape of his life. He might someday be able to have the hashtag #HotDad on social media.
 ◊◊◊
 Ms. Lowden handed out our test results in Calculus. When Dare got his, he showed Gina and me that he�d gotten all the answers right. Once we got ours back, we didn�t turn our tests over to check how we scored. With Suzanne tutoring us, we knew we�d done well. Besides, we wanted to torture him a bit.
 �What did you get?� Dare blurted out.
 �Darius Rossetti, do you want to get detention the last full day of school? I�ve never done that before, but I�d be willing to make you my first,� Ms. Lowden announced.
 �No, ma�am.�
 Then she turned to Gina and me.
 �Show him before he has a meltdown,� Ms. Lowden said as she saw through what we were up to. When we hesitated, she added, �If I have to give him detention, the two of you will join him.�
 That took the fun out of it. Both Gina and I turned ours over to give him the bad news. He hadn�t caught us. I watched as he looked disappointed but finally accepted it.
 �Look at it this way: we all got �A�s, so it�s like we tied,� Gina said.
 That had to be some sort of girl logic, even though I�d basically thought the same because we�d won. Or so the middle-schooler in me thought.
 Ms. Lowden let us use her period to study for the remainder of our finals. Next up was AP English Lit.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, Destiny and I signed yearbooks again. This time, it only took forty-five minutes.
 It had been announced that tomorrow, we would go to our homerooms for first period and turn in our textbooks. If we handed them in, we got our grades. After that, there was a school assembly planned to honor the baseball team, and then we were free for the summer.
 ◊◊◊
 After school, Phil came home with me so I could ditch Manaia and take my brother to get checked. Melanie had oatmeal and walnut cookies that needed to be tested, so Manaia didn�t put up much of a fight.
 When we got into the car, Phil looked decidedly unhappy.
 �Do I really have to do this?� he asked.
 I pulled to the side of the road, stopped, and opened my phone. I did a search on diseased-dick pics and showed it to him. He just nodded, and I drove on.
 �It�s like sometimes you have to use your tears for lube as life bends you over and has its way with you,� Phil grouched.
 That certainly drew a weird picture.
 �I just hope the doctor doesn�t decide they need to stick a metal rod up your urethra to get a sample,� I said with a straight face.
 �What?!�
 It just wasn�t fair sometimes. Greg at least would�ve caught on that I�d just punked him. Phil was too innocent; it almost made this no fun. Note I said almost.
 �They take this ten-inch rod�well, in your case, it might be five�and jam it into the end of your dick. It�s supposed to feel like when a woman gives birth, in terms of pain level.�
 �They don�t do anything to numb it?� Phil asked.
 �Do you want them to stick your dick with a needle?� I asked as I raised both eyebrows.
 I saw him cringe.
 �Turn the car around. I�m not going,� Phil decided.
 When we got there, I had to grab his thumb and drag him in. The receptionist sent us right on back because we had an appointment.
 When the nurse came in, she saw me having to hold on to Phil.
 �What�s going on?� she asked.
 �He�s nervous about what you plan to do to him. He probably needs an anal probe just to be safe,� I suggested.
 �I take it you two are brothers,� the nurse said.
 I nodded. She turned to Phil.
 �Honey, I promise to be gentle.�
 I busted out laughing, and Phil finally figured it out and called me a bad name.
 �I have siblings too, and they�re a pain in the butt. All I�m going to do is take your vitals, have you pee in a cup, and take a blood sample,� she explained.
 �That�s it?� Phil asked.
 �Unless you want the anal probe thing.�
 I liked her.
 �Only if you�re gentle,� Phil said as he got into the spirit of the day.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 32 � It�s Official  Friday May 12 
 When I got to school, I found Vice Principal Palm waiting for me with Gina at his side.
 �Morning, David,� he said in greeting and extended his hand for me to shake.
 I glanced over at Gina, and she looked as clueless as I was about why he�d waylaid us like this.
 �Good morning, sir.�
 �I wish more young men and women were like you. You�ve always been polite,� Vice Principal Palm said.
 �My mother taught me to talk respectfully to older people,� I said without thinking.
 He winced at the �older� comment but quickly pasted a fake smile on his face.
 �I need you both to come with me,� he said, then turned and headed to the office, confident we would obediently follow him.
 I stepped over to Gina and leaned down so I could whisper.
 �Do you think they finally caught us?�
 She gave me a shove and called me a �stupid boy� before she followed our vice principal.
 When we got to the office, the secretary looked up and winked at me. It might have been okay if she weren�t my grandmother�s age. We stepped into Mr. Palm�s office and took a seat.
 �I want to congratulate you both. You are this year�s valedictorian and salutatorian.�
 I turned to Gina and gave her a huge smile.
 �Congratulations. If you don�t have your speech ready, I wrote one just in case, and Vice Principal Palm has approved it,� I said. That was to get even for so many snarky comments Gina had made that I�d lost count.
 If I didn�t like her, I might have thought she was a bit of a bitch. All I know was Wolf was a better man than I. I would have had to tan her backside at some point if we ever dated.
 �Actually, you�re valedictorian, David,� he said to ruin my fun.
 Gina visibly relaxed.
 �If you wanted to say a few words �� I offered Gina.
 �No!� she blurted and then said quietly, �I�m good.�
 �After the assembly today, we�ll be handing out caps and gowns to the seniors. I want to give you your sashes that indicate your achievements,� he said as he handed them to us.
 They were orange with a blue �V� on mine and an �S� on Gina�s. In my head, I chuckled because Gina had called me a slut too many times. Now she had a scarlet letter giving her the title. Okay, a blue letter, but it still counted.
 I laughed when I realized what my �V� might stand for: virgin.
 We had time to make it to our lockers, drop off our sashes, and collect all our books for first period, where we had to turn them all in. The hall was full of everyone lugging books to their first-period class. I spotted one of the bullies getting ready to trip Dare.
 �Hey!� I barked. The guy turned and looked at me and then slunk away.
 I never understood the desire to pick on someone smaller just for the fun of it. Unless, of course, it was my little brother. That was just something that was expected.
 That thought brought me up short. Was it really expected? Greg had given me shit. Hell, I remembered my first day of high school. He said something along the lines of �don�t embarrass me� as his only warning about how I was to act around him at school.
 I vowed to treat Phil better. When I looked back, that wasn�t who I wanted to be for him. I admitted, though, that taking him to get checked for an STI had been worth it. Hopefully, he would learn to wear a condom next time. His friends were right; he didn�t need to follow the Dawson tradition of getting someone pregnant while in high school. Maybe Phil would be the first to wait until he was married.
 Coach Rector had us all go to the gym to drop off our books. When he received them, he gave us our grades and checked us off his list.
 I looked at mine, and I�d gotten straight �A�s again. I silently thanked my uncle for giving me my life goals, which made it possible for me to get �A�s all through high school. The goal to be financially secure had come with a need for a good education. There were many times when I would rather have done almost anything other than work on my studies. But then I would remember what the pot was at the end of the rainbow. Over time, it had just become a habit, which made it infinitely easier.
 That left us the rest of the hour to goof around.
 ◊◊◊
 As I walked into the field house, I saw the enormous paper banner proclaiming us state champions. The bleachers were pulled out on one side, and the student body had begun to fill them up. There was a stage with seats for the baseball players and coaches. I spotted Tim and Wolf, kicked back in their chairs, relaxing. Somehow, they�d beaten me here.
 �Boys,� I said.
 �It�s official. We�re high school graduates,� Tim said as he stood up and gave me a one-armed hug.
 �You still have to get your diploma tomorrow,� I reminded him.
 �Details, details,� he said as he waved his hand in the air. �We should all go out to lunch after this.�
 �I can�t. I have to deal with my businesses this afternoon. They�re making me sit down with everyone because I�ll be leaving after this weekend.�
 �After you�re done, text me. We were talking about going to the lake and having a few brewskis,� Wolf shared.
 That sounded a hundred times better than going over financials or whatever Scarlet and my dad had planned. It would motivate me to wrap up my business meeting sooner.
 �I�ll text you when I�m done.�
 While we talked, the place filled up. Moose and Coach Haskins came on stage with Mrs. Sullivan, the president of our booster club, and Moose stepped over to us.
 �Care if we get started?� Moose asked.
 �If you think that�s best,� I said as I took my seat next to my friends.
 Moose stepped up to the microphone.
 �Welcome, everybody. While you were pouring in, I was thinking you all would probably prefer starting your summer vacation to coming to an assembly. So I�ll keep this short,� Moose said.
 That garnered some good-natured applause. He put his hands up to quiet everyone down so he could continue.
 �Before I introduce you to our state champions �� Moose started but had to stop because everyone stood and cheered.
 He turned to us and told us to stand up, which only made them get louder. I looked at my teammates and saw them soaking it in. This would be one of those moments they would tell their grandkids about someday.
 I just let the applause wash over me as I reflected on what it had taken to get to this day. When I first went out for baseball, Moose had announced that freshmen couldn�t play varsity ball. I�d almost quit because I thought I was good enough to start and how unfair his arbitrary rule was. But I discovered that Moose had done us a favor. Our time on junior varsity allowed us to play the game for the fun of it instead of jumping into the competitive side of baseball.
 Freshman-year baseball was where I�d acquired some of my fondest memories. It was also where we�d matured before we moved up to varsity for sophomore year. As a group, the seniors on stage with me had been the nucleus for a lot of success at Lincoln High. Three state football championships, and now our first-ever state baseball championship.
 They should enjoy their moment in the sun.
 We took our seats so Moose could continue.
 �From the time I first became the head baseball coach, it has always been my goal to win state. I won�t say how many years ago that was, but I�d begun to worry I might never win one. When I saw this group come out for freshman ball, I began to hope again. Each year, I saw improvement, and each year, we got closer.
 �Before the season started, I talked to our captain, David Dawson, and we talked about our goals for this season. He simply stated that we would win state. I still had some doubts in the back of my mind, but the way he said it, I started to believe.
 �Then we began to win games as we came together as a team. By the time we started the regional playoffs, I thought we had a chance. Winning all those games back-to-back required taking down many top-notch teams. It took a Herculean effort, but this group never backed down or gave up. Whenever it looked like we were in trouble, they fought back. They embodied our mascot, the bulldog.
 �Without further ado, let me introduce you to our newly minted state champions �� Moose said. Then he brought each of us up to tell something about each guy and how he contributed this year.
 I was glad he kept it short. When he was done, Mrs. Sullivan stepped up to the microphone.
 �I received a phone call from someone who will remain nameless. He told me a secret. He said Coach Haskins and Moose have decided to retire.�
 The younger guys couldn�t decide if they should be upset or happy for our coaches. Their leaving would affect the underclassmen the most.
 �We couldn�t let you two take off without recognizing what you�ve meant to the Lincoln High community.�
 Both Moose and Coach Haskins joined her up front, and she handed them each a small box. They opened them and found they�d been given watches.
 �There�s an inscription on the back,� Mrs. Sullivan said.
 Moose read his inscription to the crowd.
 �It says around the top, �Bulldogs.� In the center, it has my name, and at the bottom, it says, �State Champion.��
 Then Coach Haskins looked at Moose.
 �I wonder who told on us?�
 They both looked at me, and I just shrugged. I wasn�t going to let them leave without getting some recognition for what they�d done for us. Moose had been a fixture here for nearly three decades. I�m not sure I could have put up with a bunch of high school baseball players for that many years. He deserved to go out on top.
 As we got ready to leave, Destiny jumped on stage.
 �I wanted to let everyone know that I�m having a pre-graduation party at my house tonight.�
 Tim and Wolf looked at me and rolled their eyes. I knew I didn�t plan on going.
 They�d set up tables at the entrance with our graduation gowns. I collected mine, emptied out both my lockers, and walked out a high school graduate.
 ◊◊◊
 When I entered the office, I saw they had a deli platter with mini-sub sandwiches along with bags of chips and a tray of cookies.
 Megan looked up from her desk.
 �Mr. Dawson,� she said formally.
 �Ma�am.�
 �You�re the first to arrive. Please grab some food and head on back to the conference room. There are drinks in the fridge.�
 I smiled at her, and she blushed. There was the Mouse I was used to. I knew she was trying to be in business mode, so I held my tongue and did as she suggested.
 As soon as I�d taken my first bite, Scarlet and my dad came in.
 �Mr. Dawson,� Scarlet said.
 I began to wonder if I was being punked.
 �Ms. White, Mr. Dawson,� I mimicked back.
 Dad shook his head.
 �I�m going to grab some food,� he said and left us.
 �You all packed?� I asked.
 �Almost. We should be ready by the time the movers get here.�
 �When you see all those boxes stacked up, it makes it seem all too real, doesn�t it?�
 �I agree. But I�m looking forward to the move. It�ll be good to have all the kids together. It makes me wish I had brothers and sisters growing up,� Scarlet said.
 �What are we doing today?� I asked, getting back to business.
 �We�re working out the logistics of everything associated with the move.�
 That made sense.
 Dad came back with his food, and we were joined by my uncle, grandmother, mom, and Mary Dole. As they got settled, Yelena and Pam�s mom, Lacy, came in. If that wasn�t enough, Granny, Johan, and Zoe joined us. I was mystified as to why those last two were here. Finally, Megan came in.
 Dad kicked off the meeting.
 �With David leaving and a lot of us moving to Malibu, I felt we should all get together and discuss plans for the transition. I know some of you need to get back to work. With that in mind, I will turn it over to Mary and Granny to talk about the restaurants.�
 Mary took the lead. She managed both Granny�s West and Our House for Granny and me. The three of us had partnered to get them started.
 �You probably don�t know this, but sixty percent of all new restaurants shut their doors the first year, and eighty percent by the fifth year. Our industry is a tough one to be in. So far, we�ve exceeded all our business-plan projections to this point. I�m confident that we are on track to beat the odds and will be in business for a long time.�
 �I take it you�re staying with us, now that Tom has taken over his former law office,� I said.
 �That�s the plan,� Mary assured me.
 There had been rumors she might move to Chicago since Tom�s office was there, and Tracy was going to USC in the fall. Mary remaining here to manage the restaurants would provide stability to keep everything moving forward.
 �At some point, we might consider opening some other locations. I�ve been approached about possible sites in other nearby towns,� Granny said.
 �Do you think we can handle something like that?� I asked.
 �Not yet, but at some point, we will be. I just wanted to plant the seed,� Granny explained.
 Mary and Granny had to get back to work, so they left.
 �Carol, you�re up,� Dad said to my mom.
 �With me moving to California, we need someone to run this office. Lacy is in the process of getting her broker�s license. Until that happens, I will remain the broker of record.�
 �Do you plan to open an office in Malibu?� I asked.
 �Not yet. Ashley and I have arranged to get our agent�s licenses so we can sell real estate in California. We were able to take classes for the basic licenses online and will take the test once we get to California. We�ve been in contact with a local company and will work for them to begin with. To get my broker�s license, I have to take several more classes. I�ll wait until we get settled to do that,� Mom explained.
 �Welcome to the joys of management,� I said to Lacy.
 �I�m not sure whether I should be happy or not,� she admitted.
 �You�ll do fine,� Mom assured her. �Besides, I�m just a phone call away.�
 �I�m going to get back to work,� Lacy said and left.
 �Take some food for the agents,� I said as she walked out.
 �Thanks, I will.�
 Real estate agents were like teenage boys: they never passed up free food. That was why my mom always put on a feed if she had an agent open house for one of her listings. My childhood hope that she would bring my brother and me some leftovers had been given up years ago.
 �John, you want to fill David in on the farms?� Dad asked.
 �Sure. With your grandmother retiring and moving with Rob and Carol to Malibu, we had to come up with a workable solution since Yelena didn�t want to take it on herself.�
 �Too much work for an old woman,� Yelena said.
 I snorted out a laugh. That tough old bird could handle it. I�d seen her bossing around the Mennonite farmhands we hired for the heavy lifting. I had no doubt she could run the day-to-day without a problem.
 �You�re not old,� I explained before I got on her wrong side, even though she was in her 80s.
 �You good boy.�
 I�d take that.
 �As you know,� Grandma Dawson interjected, �Zoe has been working for us at both the farm and the convenience store part-time. She and Johan plan to get married in a few weeks. I talked to them, and they�ve agreed to help Yelena out. They�ll be moving into the farmhouse with her.�
 �What�s the plan after you two finish college?� I asked.
 Johan and Zoe both were going to State for school. Johan was planning to get an Ag degree, while Zoe was enrolling in their Pre-Veterinary and Medical Science program. She planned on moving up to their veterinarian school after she got her undergraduate degree, or sooner if they opened up that possibility.
 �We hoped you would let us take over the farm for you,� Johan said.
 �Can you convert our barn to have stalls for the horses, or will you need a new barn built?� I asked.
 Zoe�s face lit up, and she squeezed Johan�s hand.
 �We can make something work,� he said.
 �Good, because if I was crazy enough to get into the restaurant business, I might take a gamble on a horse-breeding venture,� I suggested.
 �I know just the horse to start with,� Zoe said, about to jump out of her skin with excitement. �He was just foaled and can�t leave his mother for four to six months, which would give us plenty of time to get ready. We can buy him now, though.�
 �We�ll set up a separate company for that,� Dad reminded me.
 �I trust Ms. Dixon can handle that. Should we say we do this fifty-fifty? I put up the cash, and you two do all the work?� I asked.
 Zoe turned her pleading eyes to her future husband.
 �Happy wife means a happy life,� Uncle John offered.
 �We have to buy him now, though. The farmer told me someone else might be interested but didn�t have the cash right now,� Zoe explained.
 I recalled how upset Zoe had been when her parents made her sell her horses because they didn�t want to take care of them when she left. Seeing her happy made my day.
 �Tell Megan what has to be done, and she�ll arrange payment.�
 Megan led Zoe and Johan out to the office area to take care of that. I had a suspicion that Zoe wanted to go see her horse this afternoon.
 �The only other business-related pieces are the running of your other businesses and the charities,� Dad said.
 �Are you still planning to be my CEO?� I asked Dad.
 �That�s probably best, with Scarlet going to work at the management company in LA. Megan wants to stay here and run the office. John will be close if she needs someone to help, and I�m not around,� Dad said.
 With my dad and Uncle John watching over everything, Megan would be okay.
 �Will she need to hire someone, or can she handle everything herself?� I asked.
 �We were thinking maybe a floater like Angie was. Work part-time at the real estate office and help Megan as needed,� Mom said.
 �What about the charities?� I asked.
 �Your grandmother suggested Mr. Orange from the Homeless Coalition. He has run a charity and knows how to fundraise and write grant proposals. He�ll take over at the end of the month,� Dad said.
 �Do we have enough money to pay him?� I asked.
 �We have the money that got you into all that trouble with the NCAA. Ms. Dixon said to go ahead and move it into the general funds, and we can spend it now.�
 �He�s confident that between his fundraising and the grants, he can pay his salary and help the beneficiaries of the two charities,� Scarlet said.
 �Do you plan to get a job when you move?� I asked Dad.
 �He�s going to take some time off before he goes looking for work,� Mom answered for him.
 They must have discussed this before because Dad had a sour look on his face.
 �Happy wife means a happy life,� Uncle John said to get in the middle of it.
 I chuckled because I imagined Greg, Phil, and I giving each other shots like that when we were their age.
 �See? They never grow up,� Grandma Dawson pointed out.
 Neither Uncle John nor my dad was amused by their mother.
 �What about you and your mayoral duties?� I asked my grandmother.
 �Since the mayor has to live within the city limits, the city will have to have a special election to replace Mayor Duke,� Grandma Dawson informed me.
 That made sense.
 �Do you plan to do anything once you move?� I asked.
 That had everyone�s attention. Apparently, my grandmother was keeping her plans close to her vest and hadn�t shared them with her family.
 �Since you�re my favorite, I�ll tell you,� she said.
 We waited.
 �I didn�t say I would tell the rest of you,� Grandma Dawson said.
 Suddenly, I knew what Pam felt like when I told her she was my favorite. I stuck my tongue out at my uncle and dad.
 �Behave,� Grandma Dawson admonished me.
 If I owned a beach house, I would bet the whole property that as soon as my grandmother told me her plans, those two would be working me for details.
 �Now that this part of the business meeting is over, let�s talk about moving,� Dad said.
 There was another part?
 �I talked to Fritz, and Manaia will move into the security apartment over the garage,� Dad continued.
 �Does that mean I won�t have to have security when I go to college?� I asked.
 �They�ll set up security cameras in your dorm room, and you�ll have to wear a bodycam of some sort. The feeds will be monitored at Fritz�s main office periodically, and you�ll have your panic button on your phone. He thinks that should be enough,� Dad said.
 �Good. I�m starting to hate having to have someone with me all the time,� I admitted.
 �I don�t blame you,� Uncle John said.
 Mom gave my uncle a look.
 �What?� Uncle John asked. �Tell her, Rob. Would you want to have security tailing you while you were in college?�
 �We�re not going there,� Dad said.
 Before my mom could quiz my dad about what Uncle John was talking about, my dad plowed forward.
 �We�ve decided we need someone to help out at the new house. Initially, we were looking for a person like Melanie to come in and cook and clean. We reached out to someone, and they suggested hiring their husband too. They would stay in the empty apartment over the garage next to yours and your grandmother�s,� Dad said.
 This wasn�t an ordinary garage by any stretch. You could park eight cars in the front, and then around the back, there was room to park eight more. Upstairs were four shotgun-style one-bedroom apartments that were each 20 feet by 40 feet. The kicker was that on the roof, they put a tennis court.
 When Cindy was working with her colleagues on the design, she�d asked me what I thought was missing. I jokingly said a tennis court. She surprised me with her creative use of space.
 �Who do you know out there? Did Lexi find someone?� I asked.
 �Rosy, Rita�s cook,� Mom shared.
 �Rita�s going to kill me,� I worried.
 �Actually, she�s good. Halle bought a house and is moving out. Trip is always at the beach house, so Rita didn�t really need Rosy anymore. The bonus is that with Rosy and her husband living on site, it will cut down their commute time,� Mom said.
 Before I could ask any more questions, Megan stuck her head in the door.
 �Your next meeting is here.�
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 33 � Next Stop, The Twilight Zone  Friday May 12 
 Grace Davenport walked in. She was Brook�s grandmother and the woman who�d bought a controlling interest in my California-based businesses. Along with her were Caryn Buckley, my former COO; Kent Crain, the senior manager of my old management company in LA; and Bev Mass, the previous State�s Attorney for Cook County.
 I got up and greeted them all.
 �I didn�t expect to see you all here,� I said.
 �We had a board meeting last week, and I wanted to fill you in on what�s been happening,� Grace said, taking charge of the meeting.
 �Still, I�m only a minority stockholder. I wouldn�t expect you to fly here to talk to me,� I said and then hurried up and added, �I am, of course, happy to see you all.�
 �Nice save,� Caryn said.
 Fortunately, Grace was in business mode and ignored my nearly incoherent ramblings. Grace Davenport was someone that you traveled to meet, not the other way around. Her presence had me a little flustered. It was one thing for her to come here when her daughter and granddaughter lived here; it gave her an excuse to visit them. Since they had moved to Cincinnati, that meant she had come here to see me.
 �The insurance company you were in negotiations with didn�t work out. We did some research and found they lacked the bandwidth to handle all the potential needs of our projected clients. We close on the partnership with the new insurance company at the end of the month,� Grace shared.
 �That�s good, right?� I asked.
 �Yes, it is, David,� Kent answered.
 Grace had just shown me that I really did need her. When I�d sold most of my company to her, I�d wondered if we were onto something and if it wouldn�t be more profitable to go it alone. She�d pointed out at the time that we didn�t have the experience to handle the growth we�d be experiencing. We�d either botch our expansion, or someone with the resources to crush us would steal our idea.
 Grace had said she researched what our potential insurance needs might be, and the company we�d planned to partner with couldn�t handle them all. That told me several things. We either didn�t think everything through or didn�t really know who our potential clients were. I needed to get to school in a hurry and start learning this stuff because I felt I�d missed a big one there. The corollary was that it was only the tip of the iceberg of what I didn�t know.
 �We also voted on a new name. Our company will be called Holistic Wealth Management.�
 �It tested very well with our focus groups,� Caryn said.
 �Okay, where are we in terms of expansion?� I asked.
 �That�s my next topic,� Grace said. �We are opening offices in Chicago and Cincinnati. Bev will oversee the one in Chicago since they are already in place with management. Ava will take over the one in Cincinnati with my assistance until she�s able to step into the role on her own. Caryn will run the LA office. New York will be next, once we get the two new ones up and running,� Grace said.
 �Why those two places? Is it just convenient because you�ve got people in place who can be in charge?� I asked.
 �Well, not exactly. Ava won�t be in charge initially; she�ll be working with Grace while Grace trains her to take over at some point,� Caryn answered.
 �The locations are based on the leads you gave us,� Grace said. �We�ve been able to sign up enough clients to get the Chicago office off the ground, and the one in LA has been growing like crazy. Of course, I have a lot of people in Cincinnati we can contact, so that was a given.�
 I remembered Grace asking for me to help them sell the company with my contacts. At the time, I�d been hesitant to trade on my relationship with people to get them to trust us with their money.
 �I don�t remember giving you a list,� I said.
 �I had Megan create one from all of your contacts,� Scarlet said.
 �You didn�t tell him?� Mom asked.
 �Phyllis, from Grace�s office, called and said I was to send it over. I just assumed �� Scarlet trailed off.
 �No, I think this is my fault,� Grace said. �My executive assistant tries to read my mind at times. She may have misunderstood what I asked for. I told her that when David was ready, he would send over a list of potential clients,� Grace explained to save Scarlet from my mom � and, later, me.
 �Look,� Dad interjected. �As long as we aren�t abusing the list and all the people are making informed decisions, there should be no issues.�
 My dad was famous for saying that if someone was over 21 and of sound mind, then they could decide for themselves. I wondered if that applied to his kids.
 If I were ever to get serious about business, I would someday have to work my contacts for different purposes. Why not make them all some money in the process?
 I decided to let it go.
 �I�m fine with it,� I said aloud.
 �We also wanted to deliver your first dividend check in person. This is your portion of the first quarter�s earnings that we voted to pay out,� Grace said.
 I peeked and about swallowed my teeth. But I kept a straight face as I looked up.
 �I�ll go over the list with Megan and see if we missed anyone,� I offered.
 I handed the check over to Scarlet and told her to have Megan deposit it. Mom snatched it out of her hand and examined it. She leaned over to my dad to show him.
 �It�s not quite walking-away money, but damn, Son. You should�ve sold your business a long time ago,� Dad said.
 �If you all don�t mind, I�d like to spend a moment talking to David alone. Then we can have an internal meeting of our own,� Grace said to her team and me.
 ◊◊◊
 While we waited for everyone to exit the room, I did a little mental calculation of what everyone else made. Jack and Bev Mass�s company, along with Frank Ingram�s, owned twice as much stock as I did. They had to be happy. Grace owned 51 percent, which meant she�d made a chunk of change.
 Grace sat down next to me and patted my hand that rested on the table.
 �I�m going to give you some advice,� she began.
 �I�m not going to like this, am I?� I asked because she looked serious.
 �You�ll be fine,� she assured me. �First of all, I�m sorry about the lead mix-up. With that being said, the people on your list were quite receptive. So far, the feedback has been positive. They love the image consultations, even the Hollywood types who are used to looking good in public.�
 �I noticed you took them up on it,� I said.
 �That�s why my granddaughter dumped you,� Grace said as she gave me a look that only a mother could.
 �I didn�t mean that in a bad way. I was trying to say you look good,� I tried.
 �Anyway. The reason I wanted to talk to you is that you are about to graduate from high school. We spoke about you wanting to lead a �normal� life your senior year. I hate to tell you, but �normal� is over,� Grace said.
 I could see her point. For the next seven months, I would be immersed in making movies. Something the studios did well was generate buzz about their upcoming releases. That meant I would be under scrutiny from both the film�s PR people and the entertainment press.
 �I agree.�
 �What you must realize is that while you were in high school, you got a pass on a lot of stuff because of your age. That�s balanced out with all the good you�ve done. You�re an extraordinary young man who has accomplished more than most do by the time they�re in their thirties. My concern is it can all be taken away with one misstep.
 �I�m aware of how narrowly you avoided some quite serious trouble stemming from your trip to Europe,� Grace said cryptically.
 �Are we talking about the princess? I had no idea who she was,� I said to defend myself.
 �No. Even though the UK press had a field day with you, it wasn�t serious. To be honest, if a prince wanted to sweep me off my feet, I probably would go for it,� Grace admitted.
 �Then you�re talking about Greece.�
 �Yes. That�s the kind of thing that can bite you in the butt. It�s unlikely anyone else will find out, but it�s still a possibility. If you pursue a political career, someone will pay a lot for that information, even years after the fact,� Grace reminded me.
 She had to be talking about the sextasy. It reminded me of the absolute rage my dad had gone into over my behavior. He was trying to make sure I understood what I had been jeopardizing by misapplying my �No regrets� line in my life goals yet again. At least by now, I�d realized I�d been using that line to justify all sorts of stuff.
 I took a moment to figure out who had told Grace. The only logical source was Brook. I connected the dots to when Paul had blurted it out in front of Cassidy. It didn�t take a genius to figure out she�d told Brook, who�d talked to her grandmother.
 �Brook,� I said.
 Grace smiled.
 �She still cares for you, enough so that she wanted my take on it. You should feel lucky that you have that kind of friend in your corner,� Grace said.
 �I can see that,� I conceded.
 �I realize I don�t have to remind you of this, but I wouldn�t be doing my job as a mentor if I didn�t. There are a lot of people who depend upon you now, financially, emotionally, and in many other ways. Many depend on your leadership and try to emulate the example you have set for them,� Grace said.
 �Believe me, I am fully aware of that fact. Honestly, that was the main reason I sold my business to you. You probably know how stressful it can be knowing that if you make a wrong step, it won�t hurt just you but also your family and friends,� I said.
 �Stop,� she ordered. �Self-doubt doesn�t become you. You have good instincts, patience, and leadership skills beyond your years. On the other hand, you can be cocky and immature.�
 �I honestly didn�t realize I was taking drugs, or I wouldn�t have. That being said, it wasn�t all bad. I feel closer to Scarlet and Ashley now. I know that�s not an excuse, but I thought you should know the facts,� I said.
 �You�ve told me that one of your strengths is to seek advice and help from others. Let me give you some more. Be careful who you share information like that with. From what I understand, the weak link was your security man,� Grace said.
 �What about Cassidy and Brook?� I grumped.
 �Do you honestly think either of them would ever breathe a word that would hurt you?� Grace asked.
 �I didn�t think Brook would dump me, either. How do I know?�
 Grace gave me a look that clued me in that she�d just given me a life lesson. She finally smiled.
 �You�re not alone, David. Every teenager is cocky and immature. They all think they know better until they discover they don�t. A lot of adults never learn that lesson. You�re a good kid who has a tendency to find himself in, let�s say, interesting situations. I�ll admit to having been in more than a few situations when I was your age,� she admitted. �But I didn�t have your responsibilities at that age.�
 That was the crux of the matter.
 �Thanks. I�ll let you have your meeting now,� I said as I got up to leave.
 �David?�
 �Yes?�
 �Even though you�ve had to grow up faster than most, remember to have fun. According to my grandkids, there will be some parties this weekend to celebrate graduation.�
 �I�m having one tomorrow,� I said.
 �Have fun this weekend. You can be an adult come Monday.�
 I just nodded and left.
 ◊◊◊
 As I walked out, I spotted Manaia waiting for me.
 �Let�s get out of here,� I said.
 I sent Tim a text. He responded with one saying there were about thirty people at the lake and to bring more beer.
 I sent him one back that I couldn�t get away. Of course, that wasn�t true; I wanted some time to think about what Grace had said. How did you balance fun with responsibility?
 I had Manaia drop me off at home and gave him his orders. He was to buy several cases of beer, then stop at a drive-through and pick up a bunch of cheap burgers before going to the lake. I told him I planned to stay in tonight, so he could take off after that.
 ◊◊◊
 At dinner, my parents were shocked that I didn�t plan to go out partying. I told them I had to fine-tune my speech for tomorrow. I ended up vegging out and watching some TV. It was sad that I found this so enjoyable. I always seemed to be on the go, and some alone time with my hound was exactly what I needed.
 My phone buzzed with a text from Destiny, wanting to know where I was. When she�d announced her party at the assembly, the prospect of going to Destiny�s was about as alluring as sausage from a leper�s pocket.
 I looked at my buddy Duke.
 �Screw it. Like Grace said, I�ll become an adult after tomorrow. I could use a drink.�
 He agreed with a wag of his tail.
 �Come on. Let�s go to the house.�
 Being a Lab, he was a social dog and didn�t like being stuck in the apartment if there were people around. I�d done that a couple of times, and he�d barked until someone came to get him. He�d finally trained me to do what he wanted.
 I let him in the house and told my dad I was going to Destiny�s party.
 �If you drink, don�t drive,� he said as his parting remarks.
 ◊◊◊
 When I got to Destiny�s house, I wondered where all the cars were. I walked up to the front door and rang the bell. Destiny opened the door and stared at me, so I stared back.
 �Do you want to come in?�
 �No, I�d prefer to stand out on the stoop like some religious zealot,� I said.
 �Get in here. The party�s out back,� Destiny said.
 We walked through the house, and I heard music coming from the backyard. When we stepped through the sliding glass door, I decided all those hours watching The Twilight Zone had prepared me for this exact moment. I could even hear the theme song in my head. I had definitely entered a warped reality.
 Destiny�s backyard had been transformed. There was a table with food that looked tempting. The yard was surrounded by a privacy fence that had been covered in white Christmas lights. It must have cost a fortune to buy them all. They gave off enough light that everyone could get around without a problem but weren�t so bright as to discourage a little fun.
 It was that word �everyone� that put this party into The Twilight Zone. �Everyone� turned out to be me, Destiny, a DJ, and a bartender. If it weren�t sad somehow, it would�ve been funny. Even her own brother wasn�t here. He must be at the lake with the other baseball players.
 �I need a drink,� I decided.
 If I had to deal with this, it would be better with some alcohol in me. I stepped over to the bar and saw they were fully stocked. I debated about getting a scotch and sipping it. Then I spotted what I wanted.
 �Absolut Citron on the rocks.�
 �Straight?� Destiny asked.
 I should have known she would follow me.
 The bartender handed me the drink. I swirled the glass until the vodka was cold and then took a sip.
 �Ooh, Fun David is going to make an appearance,� Destiny said with a honeyed smile full of stings.
 �You�re falling behind,� I pointed out.
 �I�ll try what he�s having,� she decided.
 She tried it and smiled.
 �This isn�t half bad,� she admitted as she finished her first one.
 �Careful, they�re strong,� I warned her.
 �I get it. It�s straight vodka. I can handle my liquor.�
 I seriously doubted that but kept my thoughts to myself.
 �Want me to get more people here?� I asked.
 �The hell with �em. If they don�t want to come to my party, they can rot for all I care.�
 �Just because you�ve got a flat tire doesn�t mean you go slash the other three,� I said.
 �What does that even mean? Is that one of the country sayings you have here?� she asked.
 �Quit being a brat, and I�ll fill this place up,� I suggested.
 She didn�t say anything, so I sent Tim and Wolf a text.
 D:/ Destiny�s party has food, music, hard liquor, and brewskis
 T:/ Ur at her party?!?
 D:/ Call some women
 T:/ This sausage party is done
 D:/ Did anyone buy Wolf a pretzel?
 T:/ ROFL
 W:/ FU sideways
 �Okay, done,� I announced.
 I suddenly found her arms around my neck, and her mouth claimed mine. Destiny kissed me furiously. Heat and sparks were flying like a storm, bursting with lightning, followed shortly by thunder.
 For a moment, I forgot who I was kissing and just let it happen. Then I remembered it was Destiny, Brook�s frenemy.
 �Slow down. What�s this all about?� I asked as I pulled back.
 She rolled her eyes.
 �Are you really a �stupid boy,� David?�
 I held my hands up to fend her off.
 �Apparently, I am. Why don�t you spell it out for me?�
 �You really don�t get it?�
 �Pretend I�m a totally clueless guy, and you need to use small words to explain it,� I suggested.
 �You�re a big star. What girl wouldn�t want you?� she asked.
 �Well, what about Damion?�
 �What about him? He�s going to some JC to play ball,� she said, scrunching her nose like she smelled a dead rat.
 I laughed.
 �What?� Destiny asked.
 �He�ll be in the NFL someday. The kid has mad skills,� I told her.
 �Really?�
 �Yeah,� I assured her.
 �I need to call him,� she said, leaving me alone.
 I needed another drink. This was weird, even by my standards.
 ◊◊◊
 The guys showed up, and I was happy to hear that Roc, Johan, and Milo had driven them all here in their pickup trucks. The downside of being a Mennonite was being the perennial designated driver since Mennonites don�t drink.
 I made the mistake of introducing the guys to Absolut Citron shots. I say �mistake� because they polished off the bottle. The bartender suggested I switch to Grey Goose vodka with some lemon added. After my first few shots, I couldn�t really tell the difference.
 Wolf had contacted Gina, and she got the word out to all the senior girls. They began to show up.
 �Where are all the guys?� Gina asked, accosting me as I was trying to decide if I should eat something, go dance, or get serious about drinking.
 �What?�
 �It�s just the baseball team and like fifty girls,� she complained.
 �Destiny invited them all at the assembly,� I said to defend myself.
 �Plus, I like the odds,� Wolf added.
 She stormed off.
 �That�s it, I�m done,� he decided.
 �Finally!� �Thank God!� Tim and I said at the same time.
 The rest of the evening became a blur. I learned a valuable lesson. Well, two, actually: vodka was evil, and I�d become a total lightweight. I did have a really good time because I remember dancing with a lot of girls, doing shots, and making out with someone.
 My last coherent memory was the body I�d been in control of my whole life suddenly acted on its own. It ignored the messages my brain tried to send, like a petulant Coby when he defied the rules. I leaned against the house and slid to the ground.
 ◊◊◊
 �Dude, wake up,� I heard Wolf say as someone nudged me with their toe.
 As I sat up, my entire body rebelled.
 �Jesus Harold Christ,� I muttered through sock-coated teeth.
 I groped the wall as I struggled to stand. It felt like my brain floated in an ocean of vodka.
 Everyone seemed to be gone, and the backyard was a disaster area. I was glad it wasn�t my job to clean up.
 �What time is it?� I asked.
 �Almost three.�
 Then I had a horrible thought.
 �No one messed with my face, did they? Do I still have eyebrows?� I asked.
 �Tim and I made sure no one messed with your face,� Wolf assured me.
 I leaned back against the wall and moaned.
 �We need to get home,� Wolf said.
 �I�ll get us an Uber,� I said as I pulled out my phone.
 �We have Uber?�
 �Yeah. I had no idea either, but Lexi hired them for my party tomorrow night to take people home.�
 �You have the app?�
 �Yep. Got it when I went to model camp in New York,� I explained.
 �Here�s a tip: never tell anyone that you went to model camp,� Wolf advised me.
 �Where�s Tim?� I asked.
 �The SOB is boning Gina.�
 I blinked because I couldn�t believe what I was hearing.
 �When I broke up with her, she decided she would have revenge sex with someone. I asked Tim to do it because I would have to kill just about anyone else,� Wolf shared.
 �Whoa, that was fast. The Uber is two minutes away,� I said.
 �How big is this town?� Wolf asked.
 Yeah, that would explain it.
 When we got into the car, my whole year was made. The driver was the douchebag lawyer, Thomas Fox. This might not be flipping burgers, but it was damned close. My wish had come true.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 34 � Can�t Fix Crazy  Saturday May 13 
 �David, wake up,� Mom said, her voice piercing my head. �People are starting to show up, and ��
 She stopped talking when I rolled over, and she got a good look at me. Or maybe I should say a good smell of me because she wrinkled her nose. I squinted at her and moaned.
 ��Stupid Boy.� Of all the days to be hungover,� she complained.
 I suddenly sat up, and Mom took a step back. My mouth began to water, a sure sign I was about to lose it. I jumped out of bed and ran for the bathroom. I wasn�t happy that after I�d purged the remnants of last night, I kept dry-heaving. That was the worst.
 �It�s lucky for you I didn�t let El come up to help wake you up. She would�ve been traumatized if she saw your cool new tattoos and bare butt,� Mom said from the bathroom door.
 It took me a moment to comprehend what my mom had said. Then I staggered to my feet and looked in the mirror. My jackass friends had used a permanent marker on me while I was passed out. Wolf was a man of his word; they hadn�t used the markers anywhere they could be seen. At least they�d shown that much restraint, thank God.
 Mom began to laugh.
 �What? This isn�t funny,� I complained.
 �Look at your butt,� she prompted.
 It said, �Wolf�s Property.�
 I could just hear him bitching. �You let one guy buy you a pretzel �� Or that was how it went in my head. He still claimed he bought his own pretzel, which I believed. But I would never admit that to him.
 I said a bad word.
 �David! Language!�
 �Sorry.�
 �Take some aspirin with a big glass of water and then get in the shower. I�ll get some rubbing alcohol to get the worst of your new art off you,� Mom said.
 �Please bring me some tea and toast,� I begged.
 �Was it worth it?� Mom asked.
 �I thought so last night. I�m not so sure this morning,� I admitted.
 She wore a satisfied smile as she took my dog with her.
 ◊◊◊
 I swear to God!
 When my mom came back, she had Peggy with her. The two of them made rude comments as they took the ink off my back. I drew the line when Mom told me to drop my towel so they could do my butt. She just wanted to show Peggy what the guys had written on it. I kicked them out and took over removing the remaining evidence of my poor judgment from last night.
 When I came downstairs, El spotted me.
 �David!� my cousin screeched, about splitting my head in half.
 I shut my eyes for a moment and suddenly felt dizzy. I quickly opened them and vowed to not do that again. Frick, I felt like an ass.
 El, my cousin, gave me a hug and then grabbed my hand so I would sit next to her at the kitchen table.
 I was thankful when Cassidy put a small plate with plain toast and a cup of hot tea in front of me. It looked like she was our short-order cook this morning.
 �Do you have your speech ready?� Dad asked.
 �I�ll just wing it.�
 Everyone eyed me skeptically.
 �It�ll be fine. I know what I want to say,� I said to defend myself.
 �Who was that you were making out with last night?� Cassidy asked.
 More looks. If I weren�t so hungover, I might have paddled my little ninja�s butt.
 I remembered making out, but I couldn�t remember with who for the life of me.
 Then I had a thought.
 �Why didn�t you stop them from using magic markers on me last night?� I asked.
 �I wasn�t on duty,� Cassidy said. �Besides, it was funny as hell.�
 I quickly added to my list � To do what? I wasn�t sure, but there would be payback at some point. Probably not today, though.
 My cousin Julie smirked while El looked at me suspiciously.
 �I took a nap, and my friends wrote on me,� I explained to my younger cousin, hoping she�d buy it.
 Her eyes got big.
 �What did they write? Was it something bad? Can I see? Are you going to get back at them?� she asked, rapid-fire.
 Cassidy�s head whipped around to see my response.
 �David�s a good Christian. He�ll forgive them,� Mom assured her niece.
 �Or turn the other cheek,� Peggy added and bit her bottom lip.
 Yep, the list was growing.
 �That would be best. They�re probably sorry,� El said.
 Cassidy grinned and shook her head �no.� Brat!
 ◊◊◊
 I had time to get my car and drive to the high school for graduation. By then, I�d started to feel better.
 They directed us all to go to the old gym and line up alphabetically. While we did that, our friends and family were taking their seats in the field house where our commencement would be held.
 �Everyone!� Vice Principal Palm called out to get our attention. �I want to give you all a quick rundown on what�s going to happen today.�
 As I glanced around, it looked like everyone was fidgeting. I agreed; let�s get this over with.
 �You�ll walk in to where you are to sit but remain standing. Next, the faculty will be introduced. Once that�s done, you can sit down. There will be welcoming remarks followed by the presentation of your diploma. What will happen is your name will be called, you will walk across the stage, shake Principal Borman�s hand with your right hand, and accept your diploma with the left. Then you�ll pause for your picture to be taken. Finally, you�ll move your tassel to the other side to indicate that you�ve graduated,� Vice Principal Palm explained.
 We�d all seen how this worked, so I was ready to go.
 �After you�ve all returned to your seats, there will be a keynote address from a guest speaker, followed by the valedictory address. When that�s done, your teachers will lead you out,� he concluded.
 Vice Principal Palm�s phone must have vibrated because he pulled it out of his pocket to check it.
 �Okay, everybody, it�s showtime,� he announced and led us to the field house.
 ◊◊◊
 The ceremony ran according to plan, with everyone getting their moment in the sun. The keynote address was given by some guy they dug up who fancied himself a motivational speaker. Frankly, he was a clich� machine and became amusing. One of his gems was, �It�s not the number of breaths we take, but the number of moments that take our breath away.� Then there was my personal favorite, �You have to look through the rain to see the rainbow.�
 After that yawn fest, he�d set the bar really low for me, so there was a silver lining.
 �And now, I want to welcome to the stage an extraordinary young man, your valedictorian, David Dawson,� Principal Borman announced.
 I strode out across the stage, thanked the principal, shook his hand, and took the podium. I smiled at everyone as they applauded. While I waited for the clapping to subside, I spotted my family in the stands. Then I noticed the TV cameras in the back, filming. That cut my list of topics a bit. When I said I would wing my speech, I really hadn�t meant it. But I�d never put it all down on paper, so here went nothing.
 �I had a speech prepared but forgot to bring it. I hope that�s okay with everyone,� I said, which generated a few chuckles.
 Mr. Palm looked like he might become ill. His plan for controlling every little detail of today�s festivities had just flown out the window.
 �The original speech talked about how we are on the cusp of the rest of our lives, ready to face the world, and blah, blah, blah.�
 Mr. Palm stood up. To do what, I wasn�t sure, but I needed to move this along.
 �All right, let�s all be real here. We all know that graduation is a rite of passage of sorts. Different cultures commemorate their children becoming adults in different ways. We don�t really have anything official like some others have, so this is probably the closest thing. Soon, many of you will be off to college, while others will move into your parents� basement to haunt them for the next twenty years,� I said. I paused when that brought a good-natured laugh.
 One of the dads shouted out that that would happen over his dead body.
 �As I listened to our keynote speaker, I was reminded of a cheesy poster I once saw. It said, �You are where you are because of the decisions you�ve made. The choice has always been yours to make. Either choose to be great or choose to be a waste.� It may be cheesy, but it contains an element of truth. When you walk out these doors for the last time, how your life turns out will be determined by your choices,� I said, warming to my topic.
 �Right before I entered high school, I got myself into a spot of trouble. Because of that, I was shipped to my uncle�s farm for the summer to be free child labor. After the first few days, I was exhausted, and every muscle in my body ached. It was so bad that even my teeth hurt. He worked me so hard that I was no longer able to think straight. More importantly, he did it so that I would quit focusing on how none of what was happening in my life was my fault.
 �That was when my uncle launched his diabolical plan that ended up changing my life. He made me take a serious look at who I was, which I quickly figured out showed I wasn�t who I wanted to be. With that realization, he helped me discover who I wanted to become and gave me the tools to achieve it via life goals.
 �My uncle also taught me some important truths. The biggest one was that I was responsible for my own destiny. Along the way, I learned a phrase that has stuck with me: �If it is to be, it is up to me,�� I said.
 Then I paused to make sure I was getting through to my classmates.
 I looked up because started to become emotional and had to blink back a tear of gratitude for what that man had done for me. None of what I�d been able to accomplish would�ve been possible without him kicking my butt and putting me on the path I now traveled.
 I took a moment to glance over the crowd, and everyone seemed riveted by my words. I became contemplative.
 �Strange, the stuff you remember. The people, the places. The moments in time that are crystal clear, and you�ll never forget, while other memories fade into oblivion. I�m sure we can all agree that I�ve lived a life different from others. Before my trip to my uncle�s farm, I saw no path before me. I simply took step after step that never seemed to be forward. It was as if I was spinning my wheels as I simply marked time.
 �I�m sure many of you have felt that way. We just get by to survive another day, week, year, a lifetime. One day, you�ll turn around and realize that each step you�d taken was a choice, like that cheesy poster said. To go left, to go right. To go forward, backward, or to simply stand still.
 �Every day, you have a choice between right and wrong. Between love and hate. Unfortunately, sometimes between life and death. At some point, those choices become your life. The day you realize that will be the day you take control of your life and become an adult,� I said.
 Then I decided to try to explain my point differently.
 �Some people say that everything happens for a reason. As a churchgoer, I hear it as �It�s God�s will.� Not that I don�t think we all have a destiny to fulfill.
 �What I want you to do is think about it for a moment. If that were true, then all your efforts would simply make you slaves to some cosmically predetermined set outcome. It would be as if we have no say in the matter. Or that we might or might not be capable of getting what we desire, because it is all left up to some higher power.
 �If you want a life of purpose, one where you�re in charge, begin by reversing your notion that everything happens for a reason. We all have free will�or, at least, life and the world work better if we act as if we have free will. Because if you don�t actively make choices, you�re just a leaf floating on a stream.
 �So, instead of �leaving it to God� or the fates, redefine your thinking about the future. Not as some eventual explanation of some future terrible tragedy or glorious achievement. But instead as validation of the thoughtful choices that will lead you to what you wanted to have happen. Assert authority over chance, fate, and destiny. Everything does happen for a reason, and the reason is you, through your actions � or inactions.
 �To attain success, we must make the hard choices. We must do the unpleasant things, risk our most valuable assets, and do away with the shackles designed to limit us. Above all, we can�t get sucked into listening to others who think they know what�s best for us. Realize that they have their own personal agendas, and in the end, that each of us has to decide what�s best for ourselves.
 �Remember that nothing worthwhile is ever achieved without sacrifice. True greatness only comes to those willing to pursue it at any cost. Once you have that mindset, nothing will stop you,� I shared and paused once again.
 �As you leave here today, I see a bright future for each and every one of you. Stride forth with confidence. Seize the opportunities that are presented to you. And remember to have fun while doing it,� I said, breaking my word about the uplifting �go forward and conquer the world� BS noted in all these kinds of speeches.
 I paused one last time and smiled at everyone.
 �I want to leave you with one last thought. We�ve built something here at Lincoln High. I personally want to see what we�ve achieved become an inspiration and set the standard for years to come so that we leave a legacy here. With that in mind, I want to share with you my feelings about this high school,� I said.
 I saw Cassidy roll her eyes at me, but I plowed forward.
 �Home. It�s more than just a word. It�s your story, it�s your family, it�s the place where it all began. Home is where we grew up. It�s a walk downtown. It�s firing up the grill for a barbecue before a game.
 �For us, it�s continuing the tradition of winning, of striving for excellence, of being the best we can possibly be. No matter how many times your address changes, or wherever you may go, Lincoln High will always be your home, and all roads lead back home.
 �Go Lincoln High! Go Bulldogs! This is our house! This is our home!� I shouted as my classmates stood and cheered.
 �Now, let�s go party!�
 We forgot about the solemn exit parade that had been planned as I jumped off the stage and led my classmates out of the building. We said our goodbyes, reminisced about some fond memories, and took more than a few pictures. It really was official now. I�d graduated from high school.
 ◊◊◊
 We�d planned a family-only graduation party at my farm. Later, I would host an open party for my classmates. I�d told Lexi to organize something everyone would remember. She�d coordinated the two events with my mom and Scarlet. With my mom involved, I was sure it wouldn�t get too far out of hand.
 When I arrived at the farm, I saw our farmhands setting up the five-acre field behind the house for tonight�s event. They had pulled in a flatbed trailer and run electricity to it. If I had to guess, it meant that a band would play tonight.
 Bales of straw were being put around what looked like the beginnings of a fire pit. I spotted Scarlet supervising.
 �What are the poles for?� I asked.
 I�d noticed a big stack of them off to one side.
 �They�re going to use them to hold lanterns so there�s enough light to see.�
 There were long tables set up for us to eat outside. I made my way to the kitchen to see if I could snag something to eat because I�d started to feel ravenous. My early morning toast had departed my body earlier, along with the other contents of my queasy stomach.
 Yelena took pity on me and made me a ham sandwich. She gave it to me with a glass of milk, then returned to cooking.
 Everyone had started to show up. My dad and uncle came in the back door and spotted me eating.
 �Where did you get that?� Dad asked.
 I pointed to Yelena because my mouth was full.
 �You boys want a sandwich, too?� Yelena asked.
 �Yes, please,� Uncle John said.
 They joined me at the kitchen table. As Yelena gave them their food, Grandmas Dawson and Felton walked in.
 �What are you two doing goofing off? You�re in charge of the grill,� Grandma Dawson reminded them.
 �We have plenty of time,� Dad said.
 �Don�t make me find my wooden spoon,� she threatened.
 My dad and uncle started to laugh until Yelena found it for her. Now it was my turn to laugh as they grabbed their sandwiches and made a hasty exit. If Mom ever figured out that worked on my dad, he would be done for.
 �How�s my favorite grandson?� Grandma Felton asked.
 I got a big grin on my face. Where was my brother when I needed him? Now I was the favorite of both my grandmothers.
 ◊◊◊
 After I caught up with the women in the kitchen, I stepped outside. I quickly found out that it wasn�t just family that would be celebrating with us. Coach Hope arrived with both Cassidy and Brad, along with Moose and Coach Haskins. Everyone that Grace had brought yesterday had come as well. She must have gone back to Cincinnati to celebrate graduation with her grandkids who had graduated today. I knew Brook and her cousins were having a party later.
 Pam came with her mom. To my surprise, Cora, Pam�s sister�and now former wife of Devin Range�had tagged along. When I saw her, my first thought was, �you can�t fix crazy.�
 That bit of bad news was balanced when I spotted Mrs. A and one of my best friends. Beth must be back home from Purdue.
 Finally, Tami Glade and her mom were here.
 Both Tami and Beth came to me and gave me a kiss hello. Tami grabbed Beth�s hand, which had a ring on it.
 �No. Say it isn�t so. Some fast-talking college boy clouded your good judgment,� I moaned.
 �Ignore him. Tell me all about your guy,� Tami said.
 �He�s studying to be an astronaut,� Beth said.
 If I hadn�t known that many of our astronauts have gone to Purdue for college, I would�ve called bullshit.
 �So, he�s a space nerd,� I said.
 �When are you getting married?� Tami asked as if I weren�t there.
 �We�re going to take it slow. It won�t be until we graduate next year. Matthew will have his master�s and plans to get his doctorate. I want to get my master�s,� Beth explained.
 �Is he coming to the party later?� I asked.
 �No. He flew home to see his family.�
 It looked like someone I knew had their life mapped out. I was happy for Beth. She deserved to find a guy. I was a little surprised that she hadn�t found someone with musical abilities because she�d always seemed to like those types.
 ◊◊◊
 Dinner was nice. I received a bunch of practical gifts for when I was off to college and for my travels to make my movies.
 �We have one present left,� Mom announced.
 Dad and Uncle John carried out a large rectangular box about the right size to hold a big-screen TV. They acted like it was heavy, so I had no idea what it might be. They placed the box on the table in front of me.
 �Open it,� Grandma Dawson encouraged.
 There wasn�t a card saying who it was from, but I guessed I would find out soon enough. I ripped the paper, opened the end of the box, took a peek, and then smiled.
 �My painting,� I shared.
 Part of my swag bag from the Academy Awards had been a portrait. On a recent trip to LA, I�d met the artist. She had examples of her work hanging on the walls outside her studio, and they were all different, style-wise. She tried to match the painting to the personality of the person she painted. A comedian might get one that looked more like a caricature, while someone serious would get a more traditional portrait.
 I pulled the painting out of the box and examined it. It showed me lying at the bottom, facing Duke. Four of my kids were piled around him, taking naps, while Coby was in the process of climbing a fence to escape. The baby mommas stood off to the side, talking, oblivious to my son�s escape attempt.
 In the center-top were my parents, watching over us. Greg and his three little ones were in a top corner, feeding ducks at the pond near our house. In the other corner were my two grandmothers, pointing at my son�s escape attempt. Above them in the clouds, looking down, were my two grandfathers.
 Frick! I was becoming a wuss. I started to tear up. Instead of saying anything, I simply turned the portrait around so everyone could see it.
 �Thank God they got your good side,� Greg quipped.
 I didn�t even retaliate. It gave me a jolt to get me out of my melancholy reaction to seeing my grandfathers, who�d left us too soon.
 Allana had nailed it, in my opinion. I loved the take she had, with the focus being on my family. I made a mental note to call her and thank her for what she�d done.
 ◊◊◊
 After we ate, Greg and I walked to the river with Phil. Greg had his three little ones with him.
 �Unca David,� Mac said to get my attention.
 �Yes, Princess.�
 �Momma says you don�t like her, but you�re toilet-training her for me.�
 I looked at Greg for a translation.
 �Tolerating,� Greg corrected without much thought.
 Angie had begun to be a problem. She had started to slowly poison my niece against me.
 �I like your mom just fine,� I said to Mac and then turned to Greg. �Did you know that Zoe and Johan are moving onto the farm to help out?�
 �Mom told me,� he admitted.
 �Zoe and I are going into the horse-breeding business together. Do you think I could get Angie off my back if���
 �Stop! Don�t say it,� Greg said with a panicked look on his face.
 The last thing Greg wanted was for me to buy a horse for Mac. If I even breathed the words, my niece would be on Greg until it happened.
 �Then perhaps you can fix my little problem with your ex,� I suggested.
 �I�ll have a talk with her,� he assured me.
 Then he quickly changed the subject.
 �So, numbnuts. When do you head off to be free labor for Uncle John?� Greg asked Phil.
 Phil almost said a bad word. Greg and I both raised our eyebrows to warn him he was about to end up in the naughty corner. At the very least, Mac would make him put money in the swear jar.
 �Numbnuts,� Nate parroted.
 That made my day.
 �Did you ever have to spend the summer with Uncle John?� Phil asked Greg.
 �Not the whole summer. I wasn�t the troublemaker the two of you turned out to be,� Greg said, acting superior.
 �Want to see your daddy swim in the river?� I asked the little ones.
 They seemed to want it. Kyle began to take his pants off.
 �Whoa there, fella,� I said to slow him down.
 Yep, he was a Dawson.
 �Was it worth it?� Phil asked.
 �You heard David today. What do you think?� Greg asked.
 �I suppose.�
 �Make him take you to the coffee klatch at the diner. The old guys are hilarious. It was the best part of the stay,� I advised.
 Greg smiled.
 �I missed out on that. Uncle John had just moved to the farm when I stayed with him,� Greg shared.
 �Why didn�t I go with you?� I asked.
 �If I remember right, you and Tami went to a summer camp that year. Mom decided that if she could get rid of you, she would pawn me off on Uncle John. Something about needing a break from kids,� Greg explained.
 I could hear her saying just that.
 �David said he taught you � things,� Phil said.
 Greg and I both smiled when he blushed.
 �Ask him. He knows � things,� Greg said, being careful what he said in front of the big little ears.
 �Speaking of things � Joey plans to put the moves on you after Scarlet leaves,� I shared.
 �Interesting. I take it she shot you down,� Greg said with a big smile.
 I picked him up and dangled him over the river. Man, he sounded like a little girl. I sat him back down and dared him to say more.
 �Has anyone said they planned to put a move on me?� Phil asked.
 �Maryanne Webber. She said you�ll get drunk tonight and be easy pickings,� I said.
 �Peanut butter girl?� Greg asked.
 �Yep.�
 �She got hit by the ugly stick one too many times,� Phil complained.
 �What a ugly stick?� Mac asked.
 �On that note, we should head back,� Greg said to stop us from going any further.
 ◊◊◊
 Back at the farmyard, Tami pulled me aside.
 �I have to get going. I�m taking my brothers out to a movie tonight.�
 �Okay,� I said.
 �I plan to go visit Jeff�s grave tomorrow. Would you go with me?� she asked.
 �Sure. That�s a good idea. I need to say goodbye to him before I leave town.�
 �I love you,� she said and kissed my cheek.
 �Love you, too.�
 She gave me a tight smile and then left.
 All I could think was that we�d messed up in so many ways. If our lives had gone according to plan, we would be a couple, one of the few that lasted through high school and college. I�d learned, though, that you couldn�t live your life asking �what if?�
 ◊◊◊
 While I�d been otherwise occupied, the field had been transformed. All the poles had been set, and the lights hung. Parked on one side was a beer truck. It had three taps on each side, so there would be no wait to get a beer. Across the field from the truck, Mary Dole was in the process of unloading a van packed with food. She had two of her cooks from the restaurant helping her.
 �Come help us,� Mary ordered.
 I pitched in to help prepare a buffet. This was the same sort of setup they had at Our House for large events. I was in the van handing out stuff when I heard a blast from the past.
 �Hey, David.�
 �Eve Holliday. What are you doing here?� I asked.
 �Well, someone told me you requested me to play tonight.�
 Not that I remembered, but I decided to play it off.
 �Well, I did, but I never imagined we could pull a star like you.�
 �Look who�s talking, Mr. Academy Award Winner.�
 �We got this,� Mary said, releasing me from manual labor.
 �Thanks. I appreciate everything you all are doing,� I said to Mary and her team.
 �Only for you,� she said with a smile.
 �Let�s catch up before this gets busy,� I said to Eve.
 �I need to check the stage setup. It�ll only take a moment,� she said.
 While she did that, I strolled over to supervise the starting of the bonfire. I spotted the makings for s�mores and made a mental note of that for later.
 Suddenly, arms wrapped around my waist and gave me a hug. Frankly, it surprised me that Eve was so friendly. The last couple of times I�d seen her, she�d been standoffish, though she�d finally apologized. Some of that had to do with the song Eve had written about me that made me out to be a cheater. Though she did seem a lot more friendly when she performed at the opening of Our House.
 �What�s up?� I asked when she held onto me.
 Eve let her arms slip away so I could turn around.
 �I missed you.�
 I had mixed emotions about Eve. When she left to go back to Nashville, she hadn�t looked back. But she had attempted to make amends when we last met.
 �We were good together, weren�t we?�
 �I thought so,� I admitted.
 �Do you ever think about us?�
 �Not for some time.�
 She nodded.
 �That�s what I figured. I messed up,� Eve said.
 �If you�re asking if there�s a chance we ever get back together, probably not. If you want us to be friends, I would like that.�
 She became quiet, so I changed the topic.
 �When will you do another record?�
 That seemed to snap her out of it.
 �We�re going into the studio after our summer tour. We�re opening for Rickey Cobb,� she said, naming one of the up-and-coming country artists.
 �That�s great.�
 �What about you?�
 �Monday, I fly to London to begin shooting my James Bond movie. Then this fall, I�ll be in New Zealand and Australia to film the next two Star Academy movies,� I shared.
 �To think, I knew you when,� she said with a smile.
 �Well, same with me. You�re a big deal around here. People are always talking about how you�ll be a big star.�
 �Eve Holliday to the stage,� was announced.
 �Sorry, I have to go,� Eve said.
 �Break a leg,� I said as she walked away.
 She still looked good in her jeans.
 ◊◊◊
 Here in the Midwest�unlike in LA�people either showed up early or on time. So I wasn�t surprised when it seemed like everyone arrived at once. I played the greeter and pointed to where to find the food and beer. It gave me a chance to say hello to everyone.
 I grabbed Tim and Wolf and made them help me so I would have someone to talk to. I tried to get Cassidy to help, but she said she was off the clock and needed a beer.
 �At some point, I�ll get even for the art you two left on me last night.�
 �You got it all off, even your butt?� Tim asked.
 �What are you talking about?� Wolf asked.
 Tim got his phone out and showed him a picture.
 �Dick. How many times do I have to tell you �?�
 �You bought it yourself,� Tim finished for him.
 �When will this get old?� Wolf asked.
 �Never,� Tim and I said in unison.
 At that moment, Stacy Clute walked up.
 �Hey, David,� she said, laid a scorching kiss on me, and then walked into the party.
 �Did we?� I asked.
 �I don�t know how far it went, but yeah,� Wolf said.
 That solved the mystery. I couldn�t remember who I�d made out with at Destiny�s party. I didn�t remember it going too far, though.
 �What about you and Gina?� I asked Tim.
 He glanced over at Wolf to gauge his reaction.
 �I asked you to do it,� Wolf assured him.
 �We had fun,� was all Tim would say about it. Then he added, �She wanted to get you to do it.�
 �Was she high?� I asked.
 They both laughed.
 �We both told her about your code. Even if you were drunk out of your mind last night. What was that all about, anyway?� Tim asked.
 �I haven�t been that drunk since that recruiting trip to Northwestern where I did beer bongs and Goldschl�ger shots. If I remember correctly, I got written on with magic markers that night, too. I guess it had been so long that I needed to cut loose.�
 �You getting drunk again tonight?� Wolf asked.
 �I might be convinced to have a few,� I said with a smile.
 �I�ll go get the first round,� Tim said.
 When he left, I turned to Wolf.
 �You okay with him and Gina?� I asked.
 �Yeah. It was over. Should have been over months ago, but she laid the prom thing on me, so I stuck it out,� he admitted.
 Speak of the devil. Gina came walking in with her sister Kara. I got an ear-to-ear smile on my face as Kara rushed forward into my arms. Stacy had no idea how to kiss compared to Kara. Wolf and Gina looked on in awkward silence until Tim came back.
 �Get a room, Dawson,� Tim joked.
 We broke our kiss, and I looked her in the eye.
 �Want to?� I asked.
 �Yes, but don�t you have a party to host?� Kara asked, being way too reasonable.
 �You guys can handle this,� I said to Wolf and Tim.
 �Not happening,� Tim grumped.
 �Play with her later,� Wolf added to reinforce that I wasn�t going to get out of my role as greeter.
 They both smirked when I turned to see if they were joking or not. Then I thought better of it. I did have some responsibilities tonight.
 �Maybe after,� I suggested.
 �We�ll see,� Kara said as she led Gina into the party.
 ◊◊◊
 When the majority of the people had arrived, I gave up my greeting duties to sample the food, get another beer, and mingle.
 I did catch some exciting news. My social media girl, Lily Harris, had enrolled at UCLA. She�d been involved in the incident that got me sent to my uncle�s farm for the summer after middle school. While Lily was in college, she would continue to work for Frank at the PR firm and help with my social media. It was best that she did because I soon lost patience with the idiots. Lily had a knack for defending me without making me come across as a jerk.
 Sun Ling, the girl who had been homeless and lived with us for a while, had gotten a scholarship and was headed to Illinois State in the fall. She wanted to get her degree in Mathematics Education and become a teacher.
 Jan Duke, Yuri�s girlfriend, was headed to Southern�a noted party school. Jan confided in me that she was sure she and Yuri wouldn�t survive the separation but had decided she needed to take charge of her life. She�d done a lot of growing up with Yelena�s help. Jan would do just fine.
 Lisa Felton, who had been my strongest rival for the title of the biggest slut in our class, had received grant money and would be enrolling at State. She wasn�t sure yet of her field of study but was excited about moving into the dorms in the fall. Lisa shared with me that her brother was still cancer-free, which made me happy. Like Jan, she was becoming an adult who had turned her life around, reputation-wise.
 Dare Rossetti and Chrissy Schumann both planned to go to State. She would move into a dorm, and he was going to live at home. I expected Chrissy knew that Dare would be off to MIT or some other nerd school once his mom was comfortable with him going to college. With Chrissy�s help, he would do okay at State. Dare wasn�t a cowering introvert anymore. He was still socially awkward, but I suspected that would never change.
 Chrissy planned to work on a degree in International Relations. She wanted to work in the State Department Foreign Service with the hope of being an ambassador, eventually.
 Stacy Clute gave me a hard time about making out with her last night. I was glad she didn�t think it was anything more than a little fun. I was happy to hear that she�d been accepted into the School of Visual Arts in New York City, one of the top art schools in the country. She�d had to send them a portfolio of her work to get in. I introduced her to Kara so she would know someone besides Jill Lacier who would be living in the same city. I told Stacy to call Kara if she ever needed anything.
 Afterward, I asked Kara to check in with her. The transition from where we lived to New York could be both jarring and daunting.
 ◊◊◊
 Kara and I never hooked up, to my disappointment. I would�ve enjoyed one last playdate.
 The best news of the night was that I�d managed to avoid Cora, Pam�s sister.
 ◊◊◊


 Chapter 35 � The Lucky One?  Sunday May 14 
 Today was Mother�s Day, which meant a family outing to Granny�s West for breakfast. My cousin El made sure she sat next to me.
 Mary was featuring pecan pancakes, so most of our group picked that. Before our meal came, all the mothers received cute cards. After church, they were all getting a day at the spa.
 �Do you still plan on marrying me when you get older?� I asked my cousin.
 �You wish,� she shot back with more spunk than I remembered. �Dad said I should wait until I�m thirty to start thinking about stuff like that,� she grumped.
 �That�s probably the best plan. That way, you�ll have figured out exactly what you want,� I assured her.
 She leaned in close so only I could hear her.
 �Are you really going to be James Bond?�
 �I�m going to be his son. It�s way cooler. I�ll be Bond, Ian Bond,� I said dramatically.
 �Will you have to kiss a lot of girls?� she asked.
 �Maybe a couple,� I admitted before pausing and teasing her. �I might have to force myself.�
 �You should probably practice. My mom and sister said they would help you,� El said.
 �El!� Julie and Aunt Tanya chastised her.
 Uncle Jim looked askance at his wife. This wasn�t awkward at all.
 �They were just teasing you,� I said to play it off.
 Thankfully, Dave dropped some of his pancakes on the floor and let out a yowl. He�d been grumpy all morning, so I jumped up and got him out of his high chair. There�s a saying that �no good deed goes unpunished.� He needed to be changed.
 Peggy accompanied me because only the women�s restroom had one of those wall-mounted changing tables that you flipped down when you needed to use it. We discovered what Dave�s problem was. I couldn�t wait until all of them were potty trained.
 Once he�d been changed, Peggy looked up at me and gave me a kiss.
 �You�re a good dad. I�m glad that you decided to adopt Dave.�
 �Is it official yet?� I asked.
 �Last I heard, it should happen this coming week.�
 �Are you all set with transferring to Pepperdine?� I asked.
 �I�ll have to sit out a year. But I�ve been considering not running anymore. Since I�m on my own and a single mom, I qualify for financial aid. With what the charity is paying and what you pay me, I don�t need the athletic scholarship.�
 �If you ever need anything, you can ask either my parents or me, and we�ll take care of it,� I assured her.
 I wished her parents felt the same way.
 �Are your mom and dad still giving you a hard time?� I asked.
 �They�re not happy that I�m moving to California. It seems to be something new every time I see them. In your graduation speech, when you said to listen to yourself and not others because they have their own agenda, that really rang true for me,� Peggy shared.
 �I�m glad you got something out of it. My uncle gave me the analogy of crabs in a bucket. You don�t have to put a lid on a bucket of crabs because when one tries to climb out, the others pull it down. He told me that you need to surround yourself with like-minded people, not crabs.�
 �That makes me even more certain that I need to move. The change will be good for me. I also look forward to living in the pool house with Ashley and Scarlet. We single moms need to compare notes and stick together,� Peggy said.
 �Maybe the three of you can help me practice for my upcoming movie.�
 Peggy gave me another kiss.
 �No. You�re good.�
 That was what my ego needed. We took Dave back, a much happier boy now, and finished breakfast.
 ◊◊◊
 After church, Tami swung by and picked me up to go to the cemetery. I suspected she was worried I would bail on her.
 On the way, we chatted about everything but what this trip was about: visiting the gravesite of our departed best friend, Jeff Rigger. Even after all this time, I would have a thought jump into my head that Jeff would like something. We�d been best friends since kindergarten until we lost him right before the start of our junior year.
 At first, it had been just Alan, Jeff, and me. Then, in first grade, Tami had moved here and joined our group. She�d soon become our fourth musketeer. The first crack in our friendships had been entirely my fault. In middle school, I�d been lured into drinking and drugs by a girl who only used me to make another guy jealous.
 If I hadn�t been so immature, I would have seen it for what it was. Alan, Jeff, and Tami had all tried to warn me, but I was too hardheaded to listen. That all led to the night where Lily had been drugged and almost died.
 By that point, my friends had become so frustrated with me that Tami actually said she didn�t ever want to see me again. Looking back, I couldn�t blame them.
 The next crack came when I was sent away for the summer to get my head out of my butt. That coincided with Tami being offered a chance to go to Wesleyan. At first, I�d tried to make the best of it. Of the four friends, she and I had been the closest. Almost everyone, including us, assumed we would end up married.
 Between that distance and my being a slut, she decided she needed to date, too. If I�d been rational, I would have seen that it only made sense. I�m sure from the outside, it looked like I wanted to have my cake and eat it too because I basically flipped out. The problem was, I considered Tami to be mine. If she�d ever given me any indication that we could date, I wouldn�t have looked back.
 Instead, she kept saying that I needed to grow up first, sow my wild oats and get it out of my system. In the end, I discovered that Tami was scared. She wasn�t ready for the kind of relationship we would have had.
 I couldn�t fault her because I thought I�d finally found that with Brook. I�d eventually discovered that Brook had her doubts as well. First, for some reason, she wasn�t sure I really loved her. Then she�d put up her guard because we would be going to different schools for college. I�d already experienced what that was like with Tami leaving, so I knew it wouldn�t be fair to either Brook or me to try to stay together.
 As fate would have it, Brook�s parents hit a rough spot and moved, taking the choice out of both our hands.
 When Jeff died, it turned out to be the beginning of the end of the close bond between the remaining friends. Though we hadn�t realized it at the time, Jeff had been the glue that held us all together. He was also the one who held Alan and his harebrained schemes in check. Without Jeff around, Alan had no filters.
 From my point of view, my friendship with Alan officially ended when he stole Lisa Felton�s journal and shared it with everyone at school. I knew that Alan hadn�t done it just to out Lisa; he�d done it mainly to get at me. From that point forward, he actively did stuff to try to hurt me.
 To get Alan involved in sports, Jeff and I had talked him into keeping stats for baseball. Then we had him help run summer football practices. As he got into it, Alan found he liked being a football coach and was officially made a student coach. So, when he later began to come at me, I didn�t say or do anything because I didn�t want it to affect the team.
 Then the fateful recruiting trip occurred. The final nail in our friendships� coffin was finding Alan and Tami in bed together, naked. The used condom in the bathroom sealed it. I was done.
 When the horrible truth came out that Brandon Rigby had drugged them and staged the scene, I felt awful. The silver lining was I�d needed a way to separate myself from my former friends, and this event provided it. It gave me a chance to stand on my own feet and take charge of my life. After the grim discovery, I was better able to look back and see things more clearly without the emotional baggage.
 I came to the realization that Alan was no longer the childhood friend I once knew. He�d turned into a surly jerk, and I no longer wanted to have anything to do with him. Tami had asked me to reach out, so for her sake, I did, but Alan rejected me. Secretly, I was glad for it.
 Tami and I were still the big question. In my heart of hearts, I still had feelings for her. Happily ever after? Well, I had my doubts that that would ever work. Only time would tell. I understood that Tami still wasn�t ready for more than friendship, and I frankly had no desire to push it anymore. I was happy with who I was and had finally discovered that I didn�t need a significant other to make me complete.
 Still, I knew Tami and I would always be good friends, maybe even best friends. The question was, if she ever told me she was ready, what would I do? I couldn�t honestly answer that anymore.
 We pulled into the cemetery, and I stiffened. I now understood why Tami had insisted on driving: standing at Jeff�s grave was Alan.
 Tami stopped the car and grabbed my hand. She looked me in the eye.
 �Please do this for me. Alan is hurting, and he needs us,� Tami said.
 I didn�t say anything for a moment and then sighed.
 �I guess it�s fitting that we come full circle. We all started out together and became friends. For you, I�ll make one last effort, but I don�t expect Alan will be open to it. If he acts like an ass, will you let me off the hook?� I asked.
 �Deal,� Tami said.
 Her eyes confirmed that she and I were on the same page.
 As we grudgingly walked over, we found ourselves holding hands for support. Not just for facing Alan, but for the loss of Jeff. We walked up to the grave, and it was evident that Alan had been crying. He didn�t look up as he began to talk.
 �I�ve always thought I was the lucky one, that the day Jeff drowned, someone watched over me. It could have been me in the water. I know I�m not supposed to think like that; it�s all just sentimental bullshit. I�ve become jaded, but I still feel that way.
 �Did you know that Jeff stopped me from going into the water to save her?� Alan asked as he finally looked up at us.
 �Can you understand what a complete shit I felt like to watch them pull Jeff out of the water and give him CPR? The whole time I�m focused on how lucky � blessed � watched over I am while my friend�s life flickers away,� he said with raw emotion in his voice.
 It must have made him feel so helpless to see Jeff like that. I was glad I hadn�t been there to witness it. I�m not sure I could have handled it.
 �But what if Jeff was the lucky one? He was the brightest, most golden, most alive, the best of us. The rest of us aren�t lucky at all. Not blessed, not watched over by some higher power. The ones who are left are the cowards who stood on the beach and watched.
 �How could anyone want someone like that?� Alan asked and turned to me. �You with your religion. Even you would have to admit that God doesn�t want someone like me. I�m the useless sidekick who�s too worried about himself to be of any help to anyone. God, or whoever, didn�t want me. I�m the reject.�
 �Alan �� I started, but he cut me off.
 �We all are � rejects,� Alan said and then became quiet.
 Tami and I looked at each other, not sure what to say.
 Then Alan got a crazed look in his eyes.
 �I bet you wonder why I went after Lisa Felton and the girls at Wesleyan?� he asked.
 �Why?� I asked.
 �It was because they�re drug users and sluts, and they needed to pay. They were just like Ella Keen. She caused Jeff�s death, which makes them no better,� Alan said.
 �I can�t comment about the Wesleyan girls, but Lisa doesn�t do drugs, and she�s not a slut. I know because I took her virginity,� I said with a little heat, finally having enough of Alan and his wild accusations.
 �You would protect her. It was because you sided with Lisa that I decided to take you down.
 �And for your information,� Alan continued, �why do you think Bill Rogers and his drug friends started those rumors? She was buying drugs from them. She never had any money, so they let her give them blowjobs as payment.�
 �Jesus, Alan. You�ve always come up with some of the dumbest stuff,� Tami said, finally getting involved. �It�s one wild conspiracy theory after another, all made up to fit your personal narrative.�
 �And you �� Alan said to Tami with a glare. �You thought I raped you.�
 �Alan, I�m warning you. You�re this close to me beating you down,� I glowered.
 �Fuck you, David. You thought it too. And you want to know something? If I had the chance, I would rape you,� Alan said to Tami as he stomped away.
 Tami grabbed my arm to stop me from ending his miserable life.
 �Forget about him. Let�s say goodbye to Jeff. Alan had it right; Jeff was the best of us. He doesn�t deserve the drama Alan brought with him today. Let�s spend our visit remembering happier times.�
 We began telling our favorite stories about Jeff. Soon, we�d forgotten about Alan and were laughing. I remembered the first day of high school, he�d shown up in this goofy t-shirt with butterflies on it. Between him looking like a dork and Alan and his wild poodle-looking hair, it was no wonder we�d been considered nerds.
 The thing was, I missed that.
 Life hadn�t caught up with us yet, and we didn�t realize how ridiculous we all looked or acted. We lived in our own happy little bubble. We had each other, and life was simple.
 �Can I kiss you?� Tami asked.
 I smiled.
 �Of course you can,� I said as I leaned in.
 She began what turned into more of a make-out session. Finally, we pulled apart.
 �Can I say something, and you not read too much into it?� I asked.
 �You keep forgetting that I�m a girl,� Tami teased.
 �Even so?�
 �Sure.�
 �Remember the talk you gave me about someday?� I asked.
 �Yes.�
 �At the time, I was positive that our someday would never come. I�m still not sure it ever will, but I�m not going to shut the door on it. We�re about to go off to college, and you�re nowhere near ready for a serious relationship. I�d thought Brook was the one. I�ve discovered I�m every bit as not ready as you are,� I shared.
 �Thank God.�
 I smiled.
 �Tami, I�ll make you a promise. I�m not going to pressure you or pursue you again like a lovesick puppy. If you ever become ready for us to explore what we can be together, you have the power. You�ll have to ask me,� I said.
 �I thought that was the guy�s job,� Tami said to make light of it.
 �Please. In today�s world? You�re a strong woman who�s smart enough to know what you want. If you need me to take my shirt off to remind you ��
 Even as I made the quip, I realized my shirt joke was getting old. I vowed to stop making it.
 �No, I get it. I�m not going to inflate your ego more than it already is,� Tami said and then got serious. �David, it�s always been you for me. When I dream about what my life will be like, you�re always in it. If I�m honest with myself, I�ve probably loved you since I first met you. I was the new kid who everyone just stared at, and you came up and made me play softball with you.
 �When I got older and began to understand what it all meant, I made sure you were my first. And I hope that when our final story is written, you�re my last.�
 �I do love you,� I said.
 �I know you do. And I love you, too.�
 We kissed one last time before we left.
 ◊◊◊


 Epilogue  Monday May 15 
 I met my dad, brothers, and uncle for breakfast before leaving. My bags were all packed, and I would be meeting Fritz and Lexi in Chicago for our flight to London. The filming for Devil May Care would begin on Wednesday. Chubby Feldman had warned me that I�d better be ready. Their schedule would be tight to get all my scenes done by mid to late August when I had to leave to go film Star Academy�s next two movies.
 We requested to eat upstairs in my other restaurant, Our House, to give us some privacy. After we�d been served, Uncle John kicked off our meeting.
 �How are you feeling, David?�
 I glanced over at Greg.
 �He can�t help himself, can he?�
 We both smiled at my uncle.
 �Funny. Now answer the question.�
 �Honestly, I�m torn. On the one hand, I can�t wait to get on with my life. Lexi sent me our shoot schedule for the Bond movie, and we�ll be in London, northern India, and Hong Kong, all places I�ve wanted to visit.
 �I�m also looking forward to going to college and playing ball,� I shared.
 �What�s the other hand?� Uncle John asked.
 �I�m leaving my family behind. My kids are just starting to discover the world as they become surer of themselves. By the time I see them again, they�ll be almost two,� I said.
 �We�ll all take good care of them,� Dad assured me.
 �If I wasn�t confident of that, I couldn�t go,� I admitted.
 �You�re not thinking of backing out, are you?� Uncle John asked.
 �The thought had crossed my mind, but you taught me what it means to be a man of my word. Until Coby was born, I had no idea how quickly my son would take over my heart. This time, leaving has been harder than before because I realize that as soon as I get back, I�m off to Oklahoma. It won�t be like I can just drive home and see them,� I said.
 �You�ll have to work on getting your jet certification so you can fly to Malibu when you get homesick,� Greg said.
 �How�s this making you feel, Rob?� Uncle John asked.
 �Like David, I�m of two minds. It will be nice to finally get these two out of the house, but it�s a big step. I know in my heart that having my two older boys off to college is a measure of success, and I�m sure they�ll both be okay. But I used to look forward to coming home each night and spending time with them. If Carol didn�t have David�s kids to look after, I would worry about her,� Dad said.
 �She�d just focus on you if they weren�t there. You should thank me,� I said.
 Greg snorted out a laugh as he tried to hold it in.
 �Thanks, I think,� Dad said.
 �What about you, Greg?� Uncle John asked.
 My big brother suddenly looked sad.
 �For me, it won�t be so bad. Losing Angie hurt, but she�s made it clear that her leaving was best for all of us. Without Melanie�s help with cooking and cleaning, and Ms. Lawrie to help watch the kids�thank you, David, by the way�I would be overwhelmed. While I�ll miss you guys, I expect I�ll be fine,� Greg said.
 �Especially with your love life looking up,� I said.
 �What�s that?� Dad asked.
 �Shut it, David,� Greg said.
 �I heard that David struck out with Joey, and she settled for you,� Phil said to spill the beans.
 �You�re into a guy?� Uncle John asked as his eyebrows shot into his hairline. �Not that there�s anything wrong with that, it�s that I�d always assumed ��
 Dad, Phil, and I almost fell out of our chairs, laughing at Greg.
 �Thanks, I�m not going to miss any of you assholes,� Greg said.
 �What am I missing?� Uncle John asked.
 �Joey is our personal trainer, and she isn�t a guy,� Dad said to illuminate for my uncle.
 �Oh, sorry,� Uncle John said.
 �She�s smoking hot, too,� Phil added.
 Uncle John took that in and smiled. Then he turned his attention to my youngest brother.
 �Are you looking forward to coming to visit?�
 �My mom is,� Phil grumbled.
 �And you�re not?� Uncle John asked.
 �We�ve been telling him how you treated us when we visited. He�s worried he�ll be a child laborer the whole time,� Greg explained.
 �We�ve been talking about collecting all the cow manure and using it as a natural fertilizer for the hay fields,� Uncle John said contemplatively.
 In fact, they already did that. Before we partnered with Mr. and Mrs. Hass, who owned the hay farm, Uncle John had dragged the fields to break it up. Now they had a system in place to collect the manure and turn it into fertilizer. They also sold the extra to area farmers as another cash source.
 �Cows poop a lot,� Greg said to add to my younger brother�s discomfort.
 �You do realize that these two are just giving you a hard time,� Dad said to ruin our fun.
 �Like the time they told me we were going to an old folks� nudist camp?� Phil asked.
 �Come on, you got your revenge with mayonnaise-filled doughnuts,� I reminded him.
 �That was gross,� Greg admitted, which made Phil smile.
 My little brother becoming friends with Yuri and Roc had toughened him up some. He had started to hold his own with Greg and me.
 �You�ll have a good time and learn a lot,� I promised Phil.
 �Like how to get women?� Phil asked hopefully.
 My dad didn�t seem particularly happy about that, but he didn�t say anything.
 �We�ll see,� Uncle John said noncommittally, and then he followed up with his standard line.
 �How are you handling everyone leaving?�
 �I came here to meet David and the rest of you, and I�ve come to love it here. Now I can�t wait for football next year. I hope to get more playing time.�
 �You can beat Trent out. You have a better arm and greater field awareness. Coach Hope will figure that out in fall preseason practice,� I predicted. �Just keep working with Roc. He�s going to be a handful for any defense next year.�
 �Thanks,� Phil said.
 �And you can always call me if you need advice,� I added.
 �That goes for all of us,� Greg said. �You can come over anytime you want.�
 Phil finally smiled.
 �Did you get your STI test results back yet?� I asked.
 Phil seemed to want to kill me for some reason.
 �I remember the first one I ever had to get,� Greg reminisced. �At least I wasn�t a dumbass, like David, and didn�t take Mom with me to get it.�
 �Do you remember when I bought my first condoms, and she tagged along?� I asked. �The salesgirl told me they came in different sizes, and they needed to measure me to get the fit right.�
 I told them about my experience to take the focus off my little brother. Dad winked at me to assure me he would follow up and make sure Phil was okay. Phil needed to learn that we didn�t keep secrets in this family. It was okay to talk about stuff like that.
 My phone buzzed. It was Manaia, telling me it was time to get moving.
 �I�ve gotta go,� I announced.
 I gave each of them a hug goodbye, saving Uncle John for last.
 �Walk out with me,� I told him.
 As we went downstairs, I shared what I needed to.
 �What I said at graduation was true. If it hadn�t been for you, none of this would�ve been possible.�
 �I appreciate that, but there are a lot of people who�ve contributed. I just got the ball rolling,� Uncle John said to downplay his role in turning David�s life around.
 �It�s not the initial kick in the pants, either. You�ve continued to be there and help me understand people and myself better. Your life lessons have been invaluable. I can see that I�m not there yet, and I hope you�ll always be around to help me,� I said.
 �I agree, you�re not done yet. You�ve come much further than any of us ever imagined. A lot of that credit goes to you,� Uncle John said.
 �What do you see coming next?� I asked.
 �Simple: your childhood is over. It�s time for you to become a better man.�
 ◊◊◊




 Next Book in The Series 
 Stupid Boy Box Sets (All available on kindleunlimited)
Freshman Year: Box Set
 This volume includes the four books of the freshman year of the Stupid Boy series.
Sophomore Year: Box Set
 This volume includes the three books of the junior year of the Stupid Boy series.
Junior Year: Box Set
 This volume includes the four books of the junior year of the Stupid Boy series.

 A Better Man (Continuation of Stupid Boy)
Missed Signals
 David has now entered college, and it hasn�t gone as planned.
Busted Play
 It�s summertime and David makes plans for the upcoming season.
 (Coming Soon!) Book 3
 Are you ready for some football?

 The Adventures of Jermey Tucker
Sell Anything on Craigslist
 Jeremy Tucker thought he lived in the most boring town in the world. This quiet little town was about to change and all because he put an ad on craigslist.

 Starbound by Magic
My Intended
 Sexy Warlocks + Paranormal Romance = Happily Ever After � Right?
 ◊◊◊




 Notes from Author 
 The Stupid Boy and Better Man Series have hit a major milestone. These multi-award-winning series have surpassed 9 million downloads. I want to thank you for being a part of that.
 Thank you for reading Junior Year: Box Set. I hope you enjoyed this book. If you have a moment to post a review to let others know about the story, I would greatly appreciate it! I love hearing from fans.
 Want to know when I release new books? Here are two ways to stay updated:
 Visit my website at www.GYounger.com
 Visit my Author Page on Amazon and click on the Follow button.
 Thank you again and I hope we meet again between the pages of another book.
 �������� Greg
 ◊◊◊
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