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Intro
 
   I was in a dream about climbing the steps of the frat house, but the steps were made out of ice and there were no rails that I could hold on to for a little balance. There was someone, something, at the top of the steps who scared me and was throwing beer cans at me, trying to make me slide off the edge of the steps. Occasionally I would reach up, catch a can, drink the beer, and then toss the empty back at the figure waiting for me. That would produce squeals of delight from the thing up there—a shadow more than a person, a fuzzy figure who danced and laughed and never quite formed edges or an identity.
 
   


  
 

Tuesday, 9am
 
   As I woke up I had this odd feeling of sliding off my bed, like it was made out of glass or ice or something. My phone was ringing and when I tried to pick it up it slipped out of my hand and I heard it thud onto the floor. It would ring four times, pause, repeat the rings, pause, and it finally annoyed me enough to reach down and pick it up to silence it. The phone had tons of notifications on it from social sites, texts, voicemails, and news alerts. I tossed it aside and sat up on the edge of the bed and tried to remember if I had any classes this morning and drew a blank. 
 
   As if by magic there was a knock on my door and Spence, my best friend in the frat and the most organized person I’d ever met, walked into the room. “Rise and shine, Foster! It’s another beautiful day in the neighborhood!” We were both about the same size, over six-feet tall and athletic. But other than that we were pretty different—he sounded like he had just escaped the Kennedy compound and I had a thick southern accent, I was the blond-hair blue-eyed stereotypical guy-next-door, he was black Irish and looked like he’d be comfortable herding sheep or racing yachts.
 
   “Bite me.” I stood up and stretched, and Spence promptly slapped my bare ass and then flopped down on my bed. I dug through a pile of clothes on the floor for some jeans or something else to put on and I wondered when somebody was going to come in here to do my laundry. “What am I supposed to be doing this morning, Spence? What’s it like outside and what should I be wearing?”
 
   He checked his phone. “It’s about sixty degrees outside, high today of sixty five. Your first class is at one o’clock, according to the calendar I set up for you. It is...Intro to rowing—wait, they teach a whole class in what to do with an oar?”
 
   “For a crew team or whatever, Spence. You know the sport, not paddling down a creek on an inner tube.”
 
   “I hope you don’t have to take a whole different course on that. But just wear whatever. The only thing we’re doing right now is heading to campus for some breakfast.”
 
   I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a t shirt. “Why do we have to go there, why not just eat here at the house?”
 
   “It’s only nine o’clock. Breakfast downstairs doesn’t start for another hour and I’m hungry. And we’re meeting Dave and Brent there, they’re already on campus.”
 
   We walked down to the parking lot and I pointed at my car. “Let’s take mine, it’ll be faster.” The car was a lease that my stepfather Paul had set up for me. It was gun-metal gray, Italian, and looked like the road version of a stealth bomber.
 
   Spence got ready to climb into the passenger side and pointed at my gym bag on the seat. “Where do you want me to put that?”
 
   “Try to shove it behind your seat or just put it out on the sidewalk. I have no idea where any kind of storage space is in this thing—I can’t even find a cup holder.”
 
   I pulled out of the parking lot and was just about to shift into second gear when we got to the security gate at the entrance to campus. I pulled into the parking lot closest to the dining hall and had to circle around for a parking space. “This is kind of crazy, I mean look at all these reserved spaces. FedEx has a row, UPS has a row, and there are a couple of handicap spots over there. Plus, I need to find a space I can pull through, I still haven’t figured out how to shift into reverse.”
 
   


  
 

Breakfast
 
   We found Dave and Brent at a table on the patio overlooking the duck pond and took our seats. Dave looked a little rumpled and rough, he was wearing sunglasses and just semi-nodded at us as we sat down. Brent was typing away on a laptop but shut it when he noticed us.
 
   I asked Dave, “Long night, little fella?”
 
   “You don’t even want to know, Foster.” He pulled his sunglasses off and rubbed his eyes. He was a nice-looking guy, short curly brown hair and dark brown eyes, and even though he was a little short he had this whole Greek statue look that made him stand out in a crowd. 
 
   I smirked at him. “Well, who was the lucky guy?” He was the only gay guy, or the only one open about it, in the frat and we all liked giving him a little hell about it.
 
   “When I said you didn’t want to know, I meant you really wouldn’t be interested, I guess. I was at the library all night studying.”
 
   I beamed with pride. “That’s what I did last night. I hid in my room and studied.”
 
   Dave stared at me and said, “For you, Foster, that means bong hits and ESPN. That or wearing compression shorts and running around on a field chasing some ball like a golden retriever. You’re getting a degree in Recreation Management.”
 
   Spence checked his phone. “Dave, Foster is taking Intro to 1970’s American History and Intro to Political Science this semester.” I couldn’t tell if he was defending me or mocking me. “You Dave, you’re getting a history degree—that’s basically a degree in Google.”
 
   Spence put his hand out and I passed him my phone. He had a knack for sorting texts and summarizing social media that amazed me. He zipped through it then handed it back. He told me, “You have about twenty missed calls from Ashley. You’re supposed to go to her office this morning, she says it’s not optional. You also have a voicemail from your father, I put a reminder on there to call him. There’s nothing life altering on Instagram or Facebook.”
 
   “Good morning, gentlemen.” I looked up and saw the waiter standing over us. He was tall and Italian and looked an awful lot like somebody I may have hooked up with last spring after some party. He looked at me and we both turned a little red. “Today’s special is a free-range quail egg omelet, with venison sausage and fresh fruit on the side.
 
   “Right...” I squinted at his name tag, “Phillip, sounds great. But I’ll have a stack of pancakes, a cheese omelet—with regular chicken eggs, pork sausage, bacon, orange juice, coffee, and a Red Bull.” Everybody was staring at me. “What? I have rowing class today. I need energy.”
 
   Spence set the menu down and said, “I’ll have that, too.” We stared at him and he shrugged. “I just have an econ class and Intro to Investing in China, but I’m hungry.”
 
   Dave and Brent both got the special and Dave asked me, “So, why have you been summoned to the Media Relations office? What’s that all about? I mean, it’s been over a year since you modeled for those ads, you had the thing that happened on fall break last year that you won’t talk about—”
 
   “Nothing, I haven’t done anything! I mean, not anything shady, anyway. I’ve been warned by my father’s campaign staff to just be a simple college jock, just a boy-next-door kinda guy. At least until after the election.” I was starting to get restless and I wished the food would get here, and I wondered if there was some casual way I could get Phillip’s number. I studied the duck pond and tried to ignore the phone vibrating in my pocket. All of the sudden a bunch of ducks exploded out of the water and then settled down on the lawn a good distance from the pond. I looked at the ripples in the water and noticed a long shadow underneath them. “Did anybody else see that? Something just scared the hell out of those ducks, they flew all the way over there.”
 
   Brent shook his head. “They couldn’t have done that—ducks are like penguins, they can’t fly.” Phillip came back and set our plates down, and Brent waited until he left to continue. “Eat your breakfast, Foster. I think you need some carbs or something, you’re seeing things.” One of the ducks took off and splashed down on the far end of the pond. He watched it and raised an eyebrow. “Well, I’ll be damned. I guess you were right. But they weren’t chased out of there, they’re probably just drying their feet or something.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a little metal box. He pulled a tablet out of it and handed it to me. “Take one of these, I learned about them in pharmacy class.” Brent was pre-med and our resident expert on all things chemical. “It’s European, and evidently they get a lot more stressed than we do—you’ll only see happy ducks for the rest of the day.” Brent glanced back at the duck pond and studied its surface with a hint of worry on his face.
 
   We were just about done eating when Spence looked down on his plate and pulled out a little slip of paper that had been tucked into the fruit garnish on his plate. He looked at it and then handed it to me. “I think that Phillip guy got our plates mixed up, I have this odd feeling he meant to give this to you.” I looked at the phone number on the paper and tucked it into my pocket.
 
   


  
 

The Dean of Chaos
 
   I walked over to the admin building and headed up the stairs to Ashley Turner’s office. Ashley was the Media Relations Director for Hawthorne and she no doubt had the hardest job of them all around here. A good third of the students had famous family members or were famous themselves and the students kept her hopping. The ones who got married to a celebrity, competed in the Olympics, won an Oscar, or something like that were the gems she held up for the national news as shining examples of the Hawthorne image. But most of the time she was dealing with trips to rehab, drunk-driving arrests, stalkers, heroin OD’s, and grainy sex videos on the internet. She was in front of TV cameras so often and had so many connections she was rumored to be the next anchor for ET.
 
   She was standing beside her desk with a cell phone in each hand and she was pacing in circles. She nodded for me to take a seat and kept juggling phones and conversations. She was dressed in a dark gray suit, her black hair was pulled back in a bun and she had a naughty-librarian vibe going on that was kind of cool. It also made me a little uneasy, she usually only looked so somber when some kind of enormous clusterfuck was about to hit the press. I tried to remember if there was anything I had done recently that would warrant this meeting and I was stumped. She finally ended the calls and collapsed into the chair behind her desk. The phones continued to vibrate with incoming calls and texts and were migrating to the edge of the desk like they were attempting some kind of cell-phone suicide.
 
   “Hello, Jake.” She was studying me like a painting she was thinking about bidding on, she had this look that seemed hopeful but guarded at the same time. “I appreciate you coming in on short notice, but that’s the way things usually happen around here. How’s your semester going for you? You’re not doing anything...interesting in your spare time, are you?”
 
   I knew what she was trying to ask. “No, Ashley. No modeling, if that’s what you’re talking about.” I had done some work for a designer who specialized in underwear the summer after my freshman year. The campaign had been bigger than anyone thought it would be, and I kept seeing myself in magazines and on billboards in nothing but boxer briefs or whatever. “I know you weren’t thrilled about that, but I think most people have already forgotten about it. And that’s it, I haven’t done anything else like that.” I avoided eye contact with her and added, “Well, there was the thing in Parker’s Bluff last year, but I—”
 
   “We don’t talk about that, Jake. Remember, we all agreed.”
 
   Ashley was gripping a stapler with both hands and smiling at me. I couldn’t help but notice her white knuckles and the odd metallic protests coming from the stapler. She exhaled and set it back down. “So,” she raised one eyebrow and asked, “no drug busts your father’s lawyers made go away, no other felonies, no celebrity sex tapes floating around on the internet?”
 
   “Not with me as the celebrity.” I winked at her. “And you know you can call me Foster, nobody around here calls me Jake.”
 
   “I don’t think as a press liaison for the college I’m going to call you a nickname you got from your frat brothers comparing your...uh, anatomy to a beer can.” She picked up a little green stress ball and flattened it with her palm. I could tell that it would never go back to its intended shape.
 
   I grinned at her. “I got that name in high school.”
 
   “Oh, like that makes a difference.” She picked the stapler up and studied me again. “Nothing else about you, your summer, your family, nothing else that may come out that might interrupt the alleged peace and tranquility around here?”
 
   I looked down at my sweatpants and examined a syrup blob on them from breakfast. I was hoping when she asked about anything “coming out” that she didn’t mean me. If the press outed me this close to the election there would be hell to pay. “I really think, Ashley, that the only thing that’s newsworthy about me is just my father’s name on the Republican ticket. Other than showing up in magazines and whatnot in nothing but my underwear it was a quiet summer. Except for the trip to the convention, and we all knew a little of that coverage would include me.” 
 
   “And I want to say up front that the way you handled the convention last month was awesome, you were a definite boost to Hawthorne’s brand image. I only wish you had stood up on stage with your father more, and used more of the talking points about the college I gave you. But the pictures of you hanging out with the President and his family are pure gold—we plan on using at least two of them in our next recruiting presentation.”
 
   I gave her my best aww-shucks grin and leaned back in my chair, evidently she just wanted to keep in touch between now and the election in November. “Thanks Ashley, that means a lot coming from you! Did you see the interview with me and my father on 60 Minutes? I thought that would be good for the college’s image, you know, a little gravitas.”
 
   Ashley nodded and said, “Well, sure—but not really. You didn’t really say much, actually if I remember correctly you didn’t say a word. You just kind of smiled and nodded through the whole thing. And just a tip for future reference, go easy on the amount of pot you smoke before appearing on national TV, the cameras really picked up the red in your eyes. It hurts your all-American image.”
 
   I nodded. “I can always count on you for good advice, Ashley.” I didn’t tell her I was so stoned that I had been temporarily blinded by Anderson Cooper’s paleness. “So, am I here for tips between now and the election? I’ve already told my father’s people that I’ll do about one or two more appearances with him but that’s it. I told them that I’m too busy hitting the books here to hit the campaign trail, too. I mean, he’s only running for VP, the press should understand my education here is my number one priority. I just really don’t want to miss anything here—we have two or three frat parties that I’m organizing, and other stuff I can’t miss. It’s kind of selfish for the campaign strategists or whatever to think his life is more important than my own.”
 
   “That’s a...uh, valid argument, Jake. His people have already filled me in on that, and I think they’re thrilled you’re going to keep a low profile. Although, I think if the press got hold of your class schedule they would question your definition of a college education. I mean Intro to Rowing, Intro to Polo—wait, is that water or the one with the ponies?”
 
   “Water polo this semester, horses come next semester.”
 
   “Okay, right. But the rest of this stuff—fencing, weight training, 70’s history? I’d like to give the press something to back up the study excuse, like physics or philosophy or something that normal colleges teach. But after tomorrow it probably won’t really matter anyway. And that’s really why we’re here.” She tugged on the lapel of that ominous black suit and I knew her hopes for peace and tranquility had already been blown out of the water.
 
   “Okay, go ahead. What’s the big deal about tomorrow?”
 
   She pulled out a legal pad and reviewed some notes. “How well, exactly, do you know the President’s daughter?”
 
   I thought I knew where this was going but couldn’t see why it was a big deal. “Megan? We hung out...spent some time together, whatever, you know—over the summer. The strategy meeting-vacation thing the families had in Hawaii, the convention, a weekend up in the Hamptons or somewhere like that.” I tried to think of a worst-case scenario that would involve Megan and me. “Is she saying something about me? Is she making any allegations? Because I can tell you there may have been some alcohol, maybe some pot or something involved but it was consensual—she didn’t do anything she didn’t want to. And what she did do showed an advanced skill level. That wasn’t her first time at the rodeo, I can tell you that.” Megan and I had a few hookups but I didn’t really want to tell her that I had to picture some of the Secret Service guys to even do anything with her.
 
   Ashley carved a long line across the pad with her pen, and kept going, making a long dark gouge across her desk that went to the edge. She swept the pen and the pad on to the floor and just stared at me. “Do you, Jake—Foster—whatever, do you think I called you in here so we could talk about you banging the President’s daughter? Hell, I’ve handled worse scandals than that while I was cleaning my cat’s litter box! I’ve squashed stories like that in between doing lines of coke in the ladies room of a nightclub! I mean, you’re both hot, you’re both young, you’re both semi-famous because of your parents, and with a nickname like ‘Foster’ I can only imagine if there was a sex tape it would have gone viral in about ten seconds—but this has got to be bigger than just that—no offense.”
 
   I nodded and tried to look sincere. “None taken. But I thought you were going to tell me what the big deal is, because I have no idea.”
 
   Ashley nodded and pulled a different cell phone out of her purse. “I wanted to see if you knew anything before I make this call to a friend at the White House. The whole vibe, the feel, the fucking karma or whatever of this day is way off. I’ve been getting texts, emails, and voicemails from contacts I haven’t dealt with since I worked for CNN in DC. It’s got to have something to do with your father.” She started punching numbers into the phone and she gave me this completely phony smile that I had seen her give the press before. Somebody answered but all I heard was Ashley’s end of their conversation.
 
   She said, “Hi, it’s me....No, it’s a cell....right, he’s a student here....I guess the last time he saw his father would have been at the convention...” She raised an eyebrow at me and I nodded. “Well, that’s news to me!.....Megan? No shit!....Right, she’s at least eighteen....But that’s not right, that’s impossible!....Why would he do that?....And nobody else—right...But the Secret Service, they must have—no? Okay. Who else knows....well, sure, I mean—right....No, he’s pretty clueless most of the time....” I was hoping she didn’t mean me but she was staring right at me. “Okay, well, so this shit’s not going to hit until tomorrow?......Right—no, it’s been less than two minutes....okay, alright—I will....right now. Thanks.” 
 
   She set the phone on her desk and picked up the stapler and systematically pounded the phone into about a hundred pieces. She swept all the little plastic pieces off the desk, pulled another pen and pad out of a drawer, and sat there staring at me. 
 
   I tried to go on the offensive. “So it was just the Megan thing, no worries, right? I mean the campaign is on cruise control, there’s no way they’ll lose a million point lead in the polls because two college kids had a little summer fun, right? I mean, it must be a slow news week or whatever—”
 
   She started laughing and pulled out whatever was holding her bun so tight. Waves of dark curly hair fell to her shoulders, completing the whole librarian-gone-wild image. It would have been really hot if I hadn’t been getting less and less excited about girls. 
 
   “The good news, Foster, is that you’re really going to be seen as an innocent victim in all of this. But that ‘million point’ lead you mentioned is about to evaporate. Your little fuc—Megan—the President’s daughter, is going to hold a news conference tomorrow at the Willard Hotel, where she is going to announce that she’s been having an affair with your father for the last three months.”
 
   I sat there and tried to absorb, tried to comprehend, this bit of information. All I could say was, “Well. Fuck. Really?”
 
   She nodded and looked out the window at the front lawns of the campus like she was surveying her kingdom, and all was safe in the shire or whatever. She turned back to me and looked a little more serious. “So, this event, this revelation, this...announcement—it’s going to turn your world upside down. But you’re young, you’ll get over it—and the main thing is that it won’t hurt the school’s image at all. But there’s no doubt this is going to be the biggest clusterfuck the Republicans have had to deal with.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “There isn’t a ‘since’ in that statement, Foster.” She must have seen the look of terror in my face because she shifted back into business mode and tried to reassure me. “Of course, we’ll need to handle things for you on our end, you know—keep the press off campus, help you with any statements or comments you may want to release, boilerplate stuff. I mean, your parents are divorced, your father is single, he’s not smoking meth or anything. If he’s stupid enough to screw a girl half his age, and basically screw the President in the process—no offense—”
 
   “None taken. You haven’t said anything so far I wasn’t already thinking.”
 
   “Right, so here’s the thing. I’m going on...vacation tomorrow and this just doesn’t rate postponing it. I mean—don’t get me wrong—they’re going to roast your father over the coals of a thermonuclear explosion, but the press will be sympathetic to you. You’re just another spoiled kid at a four year or longer summer camp, and you have the perfect image to sail right through this.”
 
   I frowned a little. “I’m thinking that reputation isn’t all that flattering to me.”
 
   “No doubt, the press is just going to see you as a dumb jock, a frat boy, whatever. You’re not writing deep political articles for the New Republic, you’re posing in boxer briefs in People. If they managed to catch you in a rare sober moment I’m still not sure they’d get a newsworthy quote out of you.”
 
   “That seems...harsh.”
 
   “Sorry—I told you, I’m due for a vacation! And that may sound harsh, but you’re one of my favorite students! God help the next parent who wants little Johnny’s heroin habit to stay out of the press.” 
 
   “So, when will you be back? What do I do in the meantime?”
 
   “If my therapist helps me resolve my anger issues then I might only be gone a week or so, but that may be a little too optimistic. And as far as you’re concerned you’re in good hands, I’ve assigned an intern to handle things for you. He’ll handle coordinating everything—press evasion, campus security, Secret Service—whatever comes up.” 
 
   “He’s got a lot of experience in this sort of thing, right? You trust him?”
 
   “Hardly any experience, but this will give him something simple to handle while I’m gone. I’ve got to use my best interns for more important things.”
 
   “Well, maybe I’m being selfish because this particular clusterfuck involves me, but do you really have bigger things than this happening around here? I haven’t heard about anything?”
 
   “Right, that’s kind of the whole point of my job here.”
 
   


  
 

The Week According to Levi
 
   I was walking out the front doors of the administration building when this guy came flying up beside me. He was juggling a tablet, a cell phone, and a briefcase that looked like it was about to explode. This kid was a dead ringer for one of those door-to-door Mormon salesmen or something. He was shorter than me so he craned his neck as he followed me down the sidewalk. “You’re Jake, right?” I nodded and he freed up a hand to shake mine. A legal pad popped out of the briefcase and I stopped to let him pick it up. “I’m Levi, from Ashley’s office! I’ll be helping you out over the next few days with media relations. I’m here to protect you from the vultures, ha ha.”
 
   I studied him a little harder. He was thin, like a swimmer or a goalpost or something. He had reddish-blond hair, bright greenish kind of eyes, and I noticed there were freckles across his cheeks and nose. “No offense, little fella.” I didn’t really want to hurt his feelings but I couldn’t help it. “But you, Levi, look a little like Purina Vulture Chow to me. I mean, really? Are you part of some kind of high school exchange program?”
 
   I figured he’d be pissed but he gave me this huge grin. “I’m a sophomore—here, in college!—but everybody does think I look a little young! But it sure is great to meet you, Jake! I hope you don’t mind but Ashley had me review your school file. Very impressive! High school MVP in baseball and backup QB on the football team, dean’s list here your freshman year, just all kinds of awards and honors! Gosh, your parents must be so proud of you they’re bustin’ at the seams!”
 
   I stared at him and wondered what planet or kids’ TV show Ashley had discovered him on. “You do know, Levi, that things are going to be a little touchy on the parental front for the next few days or weeks or years or whatever after tomorrow’s news conference?”
 
   We started walking again and he followed me to the parking lot. He whistled at my car and said, “Oh, my gosh! That is just about the fanciest thing I’ve ever seen. I bet with a car like that you get all the girls! Wow!”
 
   I shook my head. “Did you really just say fuckin’ ‘gosh’? Is this a joke, is this something Ashley’s doin’ for reality TV or something? You can’t be the only thing standing between me and the national media! Are you a drama major? C’mon, Levi—nobody’s really as goofy, fuckin’ hayseed, mid-western numb nuts as you pretend to be.”
 
   He turned a little red and said, “Well, Jake—”
 
   “Golly-gee-shucks, Levi, you can call me Foster. That’s what all the fellas down at the general store call me.” 
 
   He turned a deeper shade of red and his freckles started to fade away. “I should probably just stick with Jake. Ashley told me about that ‘Foster’ nickname and why folks call you that. I’m just not sure that I was raised—and I mean no disrespect—but I’m just not sure I’m comfortable with that. Where I come from a fella’s privates, are, well...private.”
 
   I looked at this kid and wondered if I could call my mother in LA and see if I could use her PR firm to handle all this shit. “Where, exactly, are you from, Levi—Paris, Rome, London, Milan?”
 
   “Oh, no. Heck, no! I’m from Iowa,” he said proudly. “But if you really think I’m from some fancy foreign place than this education here at Hawthorne must be polishin’ me up. My parents’ll be so happy that taking on those second jobs and selling their prize cow was worth it—people see me as a man of the world, now!”
 
   I stared down at him and wondered if I could save everyone a lot of money and heartache if I just kicked his ass all the way back to Iowa or Omaha or wherever. “Look, Levi, I get it now. I can picture your whole friggin’ family and your hound dog all weepin’ at the edge of a dusty road as the bus pulls up to take you off to the big ol’ mean world. Maybe a few of the town folk, the ones that weren’t pullin’ plows out in the fields or raising fuckin’ barns or whatnot held up good-luck banners as the bus passed through the one traffic light in the county. Maybe you got one last glimpse of Sally Sue as she waved from a farmhouse porch, the very porch on which you promised your virginity to her until you got back from Hawthorne. Maybe you found and ate the little slice of apple pie wrapped in plastic your ma tucked away in the pocket of your bib-fuckin’-overalls. And you washed it down with the tears you were crying for the homesickness you already felt. How did I do so far, Bo?”
 
   He stood there trembling a little and nodded. “That’s pretty much the way it happened, except for her name’s Betty Sue. And we never could quite afford a hound dog, we had to settle for an overweight prairie dog on a leash.”
 
   I nodded and pointed at the car. “You. Can’t. Help. Me. You’re from a world of tractors, and 4th of July picnics, and square dances or what the hell ever. I’m from a world of chartered jets, 50k a plate fundraising dinners, red carpets, and that bullshit. It’s not gonna help me if you’re off milkin’ cows while Anderson Cooper has a microphone shoved down my throat. I need to catch up with Ashley and see if we can rethink this plan. And you understand by ‘plan’, I mean you.”
 
   He nodded and then set his juggling props on the sidewalk. “You need to rethink this, alright. You need to understand and appreciate the service I’m offering you, dumbass. Your Mother raised you in a small town in Bumfuck, USA to keep you sheltered from all of this shit. You’ve spent your fair amount of time at summer picnics and ridin’ on a tractor in the Bumfuck Carrot Parade or whatever.” He kept going. “And my father is a farmer, but he owns about half the state and is currently the governor of that same state. Ashley paired me with you because we can both turn on the good ol’ boy innocent friggin’ charm if we want to, and that’s what’s gonna get you through this clusterfuck that your father’s dick has gotten you into.
 
   “So, I’m going to tell you what to do, Foster. And you’re going to do what I tell you to. The first thing you’re gonna to do is lose this Italian penis extender you have parked here. Ride with friends or rent something American made for a while. It doesn’t have to have a John Deere hood ornament but that would help. You’re going to limit your pot smoking and pill popping to indoors, away from cameras. You’re going to limit your walks of shame from the women’s and men’s dorms in the wee hours of the morning. I’ve got a whole page of these things, it’s probably too much for your alcohol-soaked dumb-jock brain cells to absorb in one lecture. I emailed the list to some guy in your frat that Ashley told me about—Spence?—so he can help you when I’m not around. And I will be around, I’m going to put myself between you and the press like a friggin’ pit bull. You can thank me later, douchebag.”
 
   I frowned and opened the door to the car. “Okay, I believe maybe you can help. But all of this sounds really inconvenient if you ask me. It’s like my father never considered me when he was making these mistakes. I mean, how selfish can one person be? Okay, Levi. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. Do you know what time the news conference is? I was thinking about setting my DVR or something.”
 
   Levi stared at me like I was speaking in tongues. “You don’t need to record it, Foster. From what I understand it’s going to be the only thing you’ll see on TV for a long, long, time. And as far as not ‘seeing’ me until tomorrow, neither one of us is that lucky. Unlock the passenger door and let me in—Ashley told me that I shouldn’t let you out of my sight. 
 
   I sighed and unlocked the door. “That’s fine, Levi. But I have to warn you, keeping up with me is going to be intense. Between the frat, my classes, my gym schedule, and my social...needs, it can get a little crazy.” I studied the dash for a minute before I remembered how to start the engine and then I pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
   I headed out the gate and down the road to the boathouse for rowing class. Levi looked at the dash and said, “For someone who needs to keep a low profile you’re driving a little too fast, Foster.”
 
   I looked at the gauges and said, “Dude, I’m doing 60 in a 55.”
 
   “No,” he corrected me, “you’re doing 105 in a 55.”
 
   I tapped the large dial in the center of the dash. “See, dumbass, it says 60.”
 
   “No, you’re looking at the tachometer, that’s the rpm’s or something. The speedometer is the smaller dial on the left.”
 
   I studied the dash again and realized he was right. “Well, shit. That explains why I thought everybody else was driving so slowly.”
 
   Practice was uneventful. Levi sat perched on the rail of the dock tapping away on his tablet with one hand and holding a cell phone to his ear with the other. When I came back out of the boathouse he was talking to Trent, the coach.
 
   “Foster, I’ve explained to Trent that you’ll only be attending classes on campus for the next...for the immediate future.” I shrugged and Trent walked away.
 
   We got back into the car and headed for the frat house. “So,” I asked, “I’m not allowed to attend classes until this thing blows over? Do I get a note or something excusing me? There might be a silver lining in all of this, after all.”
 
   “Just skip this one for a few days. Everything else is on campus, and you need to be seen going to some of those. Sober, with books or a backpack. Maybe wearing a sweater or a blazer. Walking a puppy or...an orphan or something.”
 
   I nodded and told him, “Then I need to download Saturday Night Fever for my history class—I think there’s a test on Friday.”
 
   


  
 

Staff Meeting
 
   Levi had me park at the back of the parking lot and we walked to the front of the frat house. He looked at the card reader and keypad next to the door as I was pushing it open. “You guys, you bros or whatever you’re called, you keep this door propped open?”
 
   I nodded. “It’s just easier, remembering the combination or to carry the card is a hassle.”
 
   “Imagine Barbara Walters, Dr. Phil, and Bill O’Reilly camped out in the living room of this place—wouldn’t that be a bigger hassle to deal with?”
 
   I pulled the door shut behind us until I heard it latch and led Levi into the house. A large black woman walked into the foyer and pointed at me. “You better get your ass in the kitchen, Jake! You’re late for our meeting.” We followed her to the back of the house and sat down with her at a large table off to one side, while a couple of college-age kids stirred pots and chopped vegetables.
 
   Levi smiled at her and introduced himself. “And you must be the house mother or head cook or something.”
 
   I thought I could see a little steam coming out of her ears and she turned to me. “Who in the hell is this, Jake? Is he some crack addict that you took pity on? He looks like he escaped from junior high if you ask me.”
 
   “No! This is Levi, he’s going to help me with media relations for the next few days. Levi, this is Ella, she owns the management company that handles things for just about every frat and sorority at Hawthorne—food services, cleaning, laundry, and whatnot.”
 
   Ella nodded and stared at him. “I know you didn’t just call me a cook. Those kids over there working, they’re from the culinary school internship program. Around here the white kids work for me, shit for brains.” She turned to me and raised an eyebrow. “And what exactly, Jacob, have you done now that you have your own ‘media relations’ person?”
 
   “Nothing—I mean, well, watch the news tomorrow, if you want to. Right now let’s get down to business. I still don’t know why you don’t deal with Spence, he’s a lot better at this stuff than I am.”
 
   She smiled at me and I pictured a grinning great white shark. “Because you, Foster, are usually so stoned that I get everything I want out of you. Spence actually negotiates things, and I don’t have time for that.”
 
   “Ha! Go ahead and walk all over me, I have a tutoring session with a little kid in about an hour.” She pointed at Levi and I shook my head. “No, Ella, not him.”
 
   She put on some reading glasses and studied her laptop. “Number one, my people are not responsible for distributing FedEx and UPS packages to the rooms—tell your brothers they can pause their video games long enough to come downstairs and get their own shit.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Number two, no more jeans in the freezer. That’s just nasty.”
 
   Levi raised an eyebrow. “It keeps them fresh,” I explained. “If you wash them they just fade and shrink and shit. And a lot of them are laundered, we only freeze the really good pairs.”
 
   “No. You don’t freeze dirt and God knows what else you people get on your pants. We do your laundry, so we know how little underwear you boys wear. That shit isn’t gonna sit next to your steaks and ice cream or whatever.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ll make a note to buy a freezer just for jeans. Problem solved.”
 
   “Number three, people who pass out on the first floor have to be removed by Monday morning. We don’t need to be trying to vacuum and dust with comatose idiots sprawled everywhere.”
 
   “We’ll move the brothers upstairs to their rooms, the rest of them...we’ll put them out by the pool. Hardly anybody feels like swimming on Monday morning, they won’t be in the way out there.”
 
   “Number four, if the pot smoke exceeds a reasonable level then that room won’t be cleaned. I can’t have my employees spending the rest of the day here in the kitchen eating all the food.”
 
   “That pot smoke isn’t second hand, I’ve shared more than one joint with your innocent cleaning crew. And even when they’re sober they don’t do that great of a job. I mean, can’t they spend a little more time on my room?”
 
   She stared at me. “Ever since they looked under your couch last spring the staff has a three minute limit in your room—anything longer than that and we have to put them in hazmat suits to go in there. We have just enough time to gather up your laundry, vacuum the carpet, disinfect as much as possible, and run like hell. If you want your room to be cleaner try living like a human being and I’ll see what we can do.”
 
   I frowned. “Three minutes? I live there, and I’m fine.”
 
   Ella huffed. “You keep tellin’ yourself that, baby.”
 
   


  
 

Tutor
 
   I was taking a class in coaching skills and for a little extra credit I was doing some personal training with kids to teach them basic sports skills—baseball, football, track, dodge ball, whatever. It really just depended on the interests of the kid and what the parents wanted us to focus on. Tossing a ball around or showing a kid how to swing a bat was easy and it was usually a great way to unwind and have some fun.
 
   Levi and I drove to the city park to meet a new kid. “Do you always do this coaching off campus?” He frowned a little. “I don’t think you’ll be able to do this after tomorrow, you should probably do this on campus or postpone things for a week or so. Maybe at the field house or around there.”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t want a lawsuit-happy parent trying to make allegations against me. I’m doing this in a public park out in plain view.”
 
   Just then I noticed a kid hopping up and down and dragging a guy who must have been his father across the parking lot toward us. I got out of the car and shook his hand as the kid leaned into the car and started talking to Levi. He looked to be about ten or maybe a little older and was kind of pudgy, his father was tall and thin and had a receding hairline and glasses that made it hard to guess his age. I shook his hand and said, “You must be Evan, I’m Fost—Jake, from Hawthorne.”
 
   He nodded and pointed at the kid. “And that’s Mark, I guess you can tell he’s pretty excited about that car. He’s become a car nut lately, he has pictures of cars from magazines and the internet covering his bedroom walls. A few weeks ago it was fighter jets. He’s really into stuff like that—anything with nuts and bolts or gears or things like that. I’m not sure where he gets that from, I can barely change a light bulb.”
 
   I grinned. “He probably gets it from his mother, then. And kids go through phases, before you know it it’ll be the Sports Illustrated swimsuit models.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not sure where he gets it from, he’s adopted. My partner, Jeff, and I adopted him four years ago. One of the reasons I signed him up for this tutoring is I wanted somebody...comfortable with sports, I guess, to spend some time with him and see if he’s got any natural talent in a particular area. You know—running, catching a ball, shooting baskets or whatever.”
 
   I called out to Levi, “Hey, why don’t you and Mark grab a Frisbee or a baseball or something from behind my seat? You guys have some fun and we’ll be over there in a minute!” Levi grabbed a Frisbee and he and Mark walked out to the field. Evan and I sat down at a picnic table under a tree and watched them. Levi flung the Frisbee and it flew about ten feet over Mark’s head and became lodged in the branches of an oak tree.
 
   “So,” I asked, “is there a sport he’s interested in right now? Any skill he wants to work on?” I saw Mark trying to jump up to grab the Frisbee and he only went about two inches up in the air. He somehow lost his footing and fell backward on his ass.
 
   Evan was watching him and turned a little red. “I think you could really start with anything. I’m an art professor at the college, and Jeff is an accountant in town. We just, well, we’re not exactly athletes or anything like that. You know, he has two dads but with who we are and what we do, I’m just not sure he’s getting the right masculine influences in his life. I thought maybe spending time with a jock—sorry, with an athlete, I mean...and this isn’t coming out exactly right. I guess I don’t want Mark making choices in his life based on the way Jeff and I are...” He went silent and watched as Levi knocked the Frisbee loose and it hit Mark on the head. 
 
   I wrinkled my brow. “I’m a little lost, Evan. I’m not sure what you’re asking me to do. I mean, I can coach Mark in a sport he wants to play or some skill—like jumping, I guess, that he needs a little help in. But most kids his age will pick a sport or two, soccer maybe, and they’ll play it until they get bored or hooked.” Mark had picked the Frisbee back up and slung it with both hands at Levi. It splashed into a pond about thirty feet away and the two of them stood there and scratched their heads. 
 
   “Jeff told me signing Mark up for this was stupid, that I was pushing the poor kid in one direction without letting him make his own choices.”
 
   “Jeff sounds like he might have a point, no offense. I mean about the choice thing, not signing him up for a little coaching. Not every father is a jock or whatever, I’d be happy to help out if that’s what Mark wants.” Levi dug around in my car and came up with a baseball, he had to pull Mark away from the car and back out to the grass.
 
   “Well, Mark hasn’t really said anything about playing any sport. His friends come by and ask if he wants to toss a ball or skateboard and he’s just not interested. What I’m hoping is that you can get him motivated to do things like that. And when I found out about this program, and that you were a part of it I really wanted to meet you—I mean I wanted Mark to meet you. I saw you one time on campus, and ever since then I’ve thought maybe Mark needs somebody like you in his life.”
 
   I pulled my baseball cap off and scratched my head. This conversation was making me feel uncomfortable, and I really wanted to get out there and join Mark and Levi. I never liked sitting on the bench when I could be in the game. “Wait, you watched me? Like a stalker or something like—”
 
   “No!” He was a little loud and Mark and Levi turned our way. He grinned at them and they started tossing the ball back and forth again. “No, Jake! I wasn’t stalking, I saw you playing baseball. I took Mark to see some kind of robot competition on campus, and when we passed the baseball field, or park or whatever, Hawthorne was playing ECU. Watching a game with your son, it just seemed like something Mark and I should do. We sat in the bleachers and watched the game. Well, I watched, Mark was studying some kind of pamphlet he picked up in the science building. Anyway, you hit the ball—a single, you made it to first base. It was just a nice, warm, spring day and you were standing there, and you looked...happy, like you were just a guy playing a game with his teammates, his buddies, and didn’t have a care in the world. A week or so later I saw you on the local news—some athlete-of-the-week profile or something. They had some video of you playing baseball, hanging out on the lawn of your fraternity house, and walking to class on campus. I realized that’s what I wanted for Mark—to be happy, just a regular guy’s guy, to...fit in, I guess.”
 
   I watched as Mark tripped over his own feet trying to catch a wobbly pitch from Levi. He stood back up and they were both laughing. I tugged my cap back on and studied Evan. “He’s like ten, I didn’t pledge a frat or get laid until I was at least twelve.”
 
   Evan nodded at me, and then shook his head a little. “It’s just that I always thought guys like you had it all, you know. I mean, you’re the all-American jock, the guy all the girls want and all the other guys want to be like. Look at me, I’m a geeky professor, and look at you. The way you wear your cap, the way you walk, how comfortable you seem to feel with...yourself, I guess. I don’t think Jeff and I can teach him to be a guy like that, like you. I don’t want him growing up with his nose in a book, being laughed at, being bullied—”
 
   I watched Mark throwing the baseball in Levi’s direction, it took a wild bounce and clocked Levi in the nuts. He dropped to the grass and Mark walked over and sat down with him. “So, you want me to teach the kid how to wear a hat, or play ball, or be happy? You want me to teach him to be whatever it is you think I am? Don’t take this the wrong way but that’s kind of fucked up. I think you need—”
 
   “No, you’re right! I think I had some kind of idea that you’d be able to teach him...maybe to teach him how to be masculine, how to not be like me or Jeff.”
 
   I stood up from the table and looked down at him. “I really hope that you’re not asking me to teach Mark how to be straight. Because I think you’re confused about what being a guy, being a man, means.” The way he flinched let me know I’d hit the bullseye. “You have got to be friggin’ kiddin’ me, Evan! What do you want me to teach him—how to walk right, talk right, how not to throw like a girl, how to scratch his nuts or burp or fart or whatever? Maybe a little advanced training—how to talk shit in a locker room, maybe get him a hooker when he turns sixteen? He’s adopted, I don’t think that you and Jeff being gay is just going to rub off on him and he’s going to become a drag queen or run an antique store—but so what if he does? Jesus, listen to yourself! If he’s gay he’ll be gay, if he’s a jock he’ll be a jock—and he might be a gay jock or he might be a straight geek or any combination of those things—and if he’s a bookworm then he’ll be smarter than me, that’s for sure!” I looked over and Mark was pointing at an RC sailboat moving across the pond. He seemed to be explaining something to Levi, who still looked like he was in some pain but was paying attention to the kid.
 
   “I know, this was a stupid idea, Jake.” He sighed and shrugged. “Jeff told me how crazy I was being. I love Mark, I love him so much it scares me. I want him to be happy, that’s all. And I’ve had to go through a lot of bullying, a lot of crap for being...different. I don’t want him to feel that kind of pain.”
 
   I grinned and looked around the park and then back at Evan. “Do you know why I looked so happy on first base that afternoon last spring?” He shook his head. “I looked happy because the first baseman for ECU was asking me if we could...hang out together that night.” Evan looked a little confused and I patted his shoulder. “I’m the last guy who you want to give Mark ‘straight’ lessons, Professor. And you may be misguided but I think you’re doing a pretty good job as a dad. You care, you’re taking the time to care or whatever.” I thought about the news conference tomorrow and told him, “If you still want me to give Mark some basics on baseball or soccer or whatever sport he’s interested in, give me a call next week and we’ll set something up. And if I’m not available then anybody in the program would be happy to work with you.” I pointed at Mark. “I’d say he looks happy right now, just goofing off with Levi. That’s probably all Mark wants from you, just some attention and some time.”
 
   Evan looked at Levi and raised an eyebrow. “That kid there, he’s not really one of the other tutors, is he? He makes Mark look like an Olympic athlete.”
 
   We went our separate ways after I talked to Mark for a few minutes and Evan said he’d call to schedule something in the future. “I hope you’re happy, Foster,” Levi said as we walked back to the car. “I think that kid may have done permanent damage to my balls.”
 
   I rapped on my crotch with my knuckles and there was a muted thunk. “Kids don’t have great aim. After the first one of these tutoring sessions I learned to always wear a cup. But thanks for taking one for the team.”
 
   I drove Levi back to campus and convinced him that I would stay out of trouble for the night and that it was safe for him to let me head back into the house alone. “Come over to the house in the morning and we can watch Megan’s speech or whatever.”
 
   He climbed out of the car and then leaned back in to gather his stuff. “I’m going back to Ashley’s office and see if I can get an update from her before she heads out. But yeah, if I don’t talk to you tonight I’ll be over here first thing in the morning. Tonight might be the only chance we get to unwind for a while.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

The Secret Agent Man
 
   A bunch of us were in my room playing some prototype of a shooter game that Brent’s brother had sent him from the software company he worked for. All of us were stoned and none of us were doing all that well at the game—it seemed to be about rescuing wild animals from terrorists and returning them to the zoo without being eaten or shot. I kept getting killed by one exceptionally hostile giraffe and I finally leaned back on the couch and reloaded my bong.
 
   There was a knock on my door and one of the guys hopped up off the floor and opened it. Everybody got quiet when Dave cleared his throat from the hall and said, “Uh, Foster, this guy says he knows you. He says you guys are supposed to go ‘shoot some hoops’ or something.” 
 
   The guy in question was about my height—at least six feet or so, and in good shape. He was wearing a wife beater and some shiny basketball shorts that went down to his calves, and his socks were pulled up to meet them. A gold chain hung around his neck and he had a huge baseball cap spun sideways on his head. There was a tattoo of some quote running across his chest but it was so smudged I couldn’t read it. He had short black hair, a five o’clock shadow, and a pearly white grin. The guys had all gone silent, just staring at him, and the only noises in the room were random animal screeches and gun shots coming from the TV.
 
   Quinn hopped up off the floor and looked around at the other guys and said, “Bro’s, we need to get out of here. I just got a text from somebody downstairs and there’s a cop headed here.” 
 
   I shook my head and pointed at the guy in the doorway. “They’re talking about him, Quinn. And he’s not a cop, he’s my Secret Service agent.” Everybody still bolted from the room, then Dave walked in and plopped down on the couch beside me. I nodded as the wanna-be whatever walked over to me. I squinted at him and said, “Howdy, Rob. Good to see you, but what are you are doin’ here, dude? And why are you dressed like an extra in a twenty year old rap video?”
 
   He leaned over and shook my hand. “Hiya, Foster! I could barely see you in here through all the pot smoke.” He frowned at the bong. “I got a call from my boss telling me to come up here and check out...things. I think he just wants me to touch base with you—take a look at security around here, see when you’re scheduled for campaign appearances with your dad, that sort of thing. I figured I’d just dress like a college kid so I didn’t draw any attention to myself.” Dave and I just stared at him, there was a Mercedes hood ornament hanging from his gold chain. He walked over to the window overlooking the front yard of the house, it was a huge palladium thing. I was surprised when he slid the bottom sash of it open about a foot, I didn’t think it opened. The breeze flowing through the room cleared a lot of the pot smoke and general funk out of the room. He slid the curtains back and forth and a ton of dust came off of them. I made a mental note to tell the cleaning crew to pay a little more attention to the room, maybe an extra minute or two wouldn’t hurt anybody. “You know, there’s a clear view of this room from the sidewalk, don’t you ever close these things? I mean your bed is right here, aren’t you a little concerned about privacy?”
 
   I shrugged. “Rob, I live in a frat house. The whole concept of privacy doesn’t really apply to anything around here.”
 
   “Well, what if you have some chick up here and you two are going at it? Do you want to put on a show for anybody walking down the sidewalk?”
 
   Dave made this snickering kind of sound and elbowed me in the side. “Yeah, Foster, what if somebody sees you ‘going at it’ with some chick?”
 
   “Ha. But your boss didn’t tell you anything else, Rob? Did he say anything about tomorrow, about anything in particular that you should be here for?” I grabbed a couple beers out of the little fridge and handed one to Dave. When I offered one to Rob he looked tempted but then shook his head.
 
   “What’s going on here tomorrow, Foster? Are you making some kind of speech to the Young Republicans Club or something?”
 
   I nodded at Dave and told Rob, “I guess maybe we do need a little privacy—away from little fellas with big ears. It’s...complicated, I’d guess you say.” The breeze moving through the room had freshened things up but it still kind of stunk, then I realized the smell was coming from me. I tossed my clothes on the floor and grabbed a towel off the hook on the back of my door. “I’m going to grab a shower and then you and I can go grab some dinner, Rob. I’ll fill you in about tomorrow while we’re eating.” I walked out of the room and wondered what Rob and Dave would talk about while I was gone.
 
   When I got to the showers I tossed the old towel into a rolling laundry hamper and threw a fresh one on the bench. Spence was in there and I cut on the showerhead next to him. I asked him, “If you don’t have any plans for dinner could you come with me and Rob to grab something to eat, maybe have a few beers?”
 
   Spence frowned. “Who’s Rob, what’s his pledge name?”
 
   “He’s not a bro, he’s with the Secret Service.”
 
   Spence wiped some shampoo out of his eyes. “I was going to order a pizza but going out to dinner with you and some guy from the Secret Service sounds more interesting. I’m in, I’ll meet you in your room in about five, okay?”
 
   When I got back to the room Dave had left, and I was a little surprised to see Levi in a heated debate with Rob. Levi watched me walk in and asked, “Did you know this Secret Service guy was clueless about Megan’s press conference tomorrow?”
 
   I shrugged and hung the towel back on the hook. “I guess ‘was clueless’ means you’ve filled him in.” I ducked my head into the closet and looked around for something to wear. I grabbed some thawed jeans and pulled them on. I grabbed another beer and looked longingly at the bong but I figured I couldn’t get away with that considering the two guys on the couch. “So, I guess you’ll be joining us for dinner, Levi?” I looked at Rob and pulled another pair of jeans out of the closet. “Here you go, Rob.” I tossed them to him. “And pick out a shirt from in here to wear, lose that hat, and pull that damn chain off.” I walked back over to the door and grabbed the towel then walked over to Rob. I started rubbing the smudged henna tattoo off his chest. “Really, Rob? You thought all this shit would help you blend in here?”
 
   Spence walked in as I was buttoning my shirt, he had a beer in one hand and a joint burning in the other. He saw Levi and just kind of tilted his head in acknowledgement, then he pointed over my shoulder. “That guy behind you, that’s your Secret Service dude or agent or whoever?” I was grateful when he handed me the joint.
 
   “Hey, Foster!” Rob said, “I forgot, man!” I turned around to face him and he was standing there in a pair of navy-blue boxer briefs with red and white trim. “Look, I’m wearing your underwear!”
 
   Spence raised an eyebrow. “Those are yours, Foster? I thought the red, white and blue underwear was like a secret agent thing or whatever. Or maybe they just match his Spiderman sheets.”
 
   Levi looked up from his tablet and stared at us. I explained, “Fellas, Rob means it’s underwear from one of the ads I did!”
 
   Rob grinned and said, “When my wife found out I was assigned to Foster during the convention she bought these—I think she wants me to get these autographed by you, Foster.” He turned a little red. “I mean, not right now, not when I’m wearing ‘em.” He pulled on the jeans and started buttoning his shirt.
 
   I stared at him. “Right, because me signing your underwear right now would be...odd, or whatever.”
 
   The four of us headed down the hall to the stairway. When we walked past Dave’s room he was standing in the doorway watching us. I nodded and he shut the door and followed us outside.
 
   The sun was just starting to set and it felt great outside, so we decided to walk down the street to the bars and restaurants. Rob kept tripping over his feet trying to take in all the girls around us. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven, fellas.” He was practically drooling and I kept having to push him along. “It hasn’t been all that long, but I just don’t remember college girls being this hot when I was in school.”
 
   Levi looked around and nodded. “Hawthorne’s kind of known for its wealthy, beautiful and surprisingly-slutty women, thank God.”
 
   Dave said, “Yep, the scenery’s usually pretty good around here.” I saw him staring at a group of guys I recognized from the rugby team and popped him on the back of the head.
 
   I avoided the busier, trendier places and led the group into a quiet local place where I figured we could talk about shit without any interruptions. We sat down at a table and I updated Spence and Dave on what I knew about Megan’s announcement. Spence pointed at Rob and said, “It seems like it would be really hard for Foster’s father to screw around with the President’s daughter without any of the Secret Service or press or campaign people noticing.”
 
   Rob waited for the waitress to set down the pitchers and mugs and then said, “We don’t exactly spy into bedrooms, I mean there’s a certainly level of privacy everybody deserves.” He tipped his mug at me. “Now, Foster isn’t exactly a private kind of guy. He and Megan were like bunnies on ecstasy in Hawaii—the beach, hammocks by the pool at night, a tour bus, the—”
 
   “Wait a minute!” Dave stared at Rob and then me. “I thought tomorrow was going to be about Foster’s father and Megan. You mean Megan was banging you both?” I couldn’t think of anything to say so I just kind of nodded and turned a little red.
 
   Rob nodded and grinned. “Well, I didn’t know about his dad and her. Maybe she was just trying to throw us off the trail.” He looked at me and said, “No offense, Foster. She seemed to have an awful lot of fun with you. I mean, I gotta say, me and the other agents were pretty impressed. I didn’t even know they made condoms that could fit on something like that. She must have—”
 
   “Okay, enough about that—about her and me! Levi, what else have you found out about tomorrow?”
 
   He started to tell us then the waitress came back to take the food orders and bring more beer. We all stared at him and waited until she walked away. He said, “I got a little more out of Ashley when I drove her to the airport. And when she gets back I need to remind her that she owes me for the armrest she ripped off the passenger door of my Prius. She says this actually may be the best kept secret in DC, the only reason she found out about it was because her source has a daughter who’s good friends with Megan. This girl got a text Megan meant to send to Foster’s dad. Evidently Megan has invited about ten members of the press—people from Fox News, CNN, Vanity Fair, People, The Wall Street Journal, whoever—and all she’s told them is that she has an announcement about her future. They probably think she’s starting her own line of clothes or shampoo or something. It’ll be second-string reporters and interns but by the end of her speech it’ll go live on all the major news channels and networks, and then the rest will be history.”
 
   After we’d finished eating Rob started acting restless. “So, where to next, Foster? I don’t get out of the house much, despite what the press says Secret Service agents don’t spend all of their down time with hookers and cocaine. Let’s go to a bar and keep things rolling! I think I can go off duty until tomorrow morning.”
 
   Spence looked at his phone on the table and frowned. “Dude, it’s only eight o’clock! It’ll be hours before the bars open.”
 
   Dave nodded. “And I’m not sure bar hopping would be the best thing for Foster. With what’s going to happen tomorrow he should probably keep things pretty low key.”
 
   Rob looked disappointed but Levi slapped his hand on the table. “Hold on a minute, this might be exactly what Foster should do! You know, if Foster’s not seen closing down the bars on a Tuesday night people may get suspicious that something’s up!”
 
   I nodded at Levi. “I guess we can all go get wasted—but only because Levi thinks it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   Spence looked wary. “But where are we going to go? PreBar would be open, I guess.”
 
   Levi looked excited. “I’ve heard of that place but I’ve never been able to find it, let’s go!”
 
   We wandered past a few crowded restaurants and then I led everybody down an alley. The sun had set and the narrow path between the two old brick buildings was dimly lit. A door opened to my right and two girls stumbled out of it. They smiled as they edged past us and headed toward the street. I held the door open for the rest of the group and we walked into PreBar. It was basically part of some old warehouse that had been converted into a bar by two guys who graduated from Hawthorne and then realized they had nowhere else to go.
 
   Almost the entire place was made out of brick—the bar itself was a brick wall with a walnut top, the barstools were brick columns with walnut seats, the floor was paved in bricks, even the dividers between the booths were brick. The surfaces that were covered in wood always seemed to be sticky from some kind of wax or polish mixed with spilled beer, and the whole place smelled like it would be an excellent place to grow mushrooms. Little gas lanterns on the walls provided the only light, and a few people swore they had seen Jack the Ripper hanging out in the dimly lit corners. There were two guys in a booth counting stacks of cash and I hoped they didn’t see us as any kind of a threat.
 
   Rob looked around and said, “It’s...impressive. Right?” We all nodded and grabbed a booth at the back of the room. Dave and Levi walked up to the bar and returned with a plastic bucket filled with bottles of beer and a tray covered in shot glasses with some kind of amber liquid in them. We started drinking and Rob asked, “Is this place always so quiet? We’re just about the only people in here.”
 
   I nodded. “It’s always quiet at night, PreBar is more of an afternoon hangout. For the serious alcoholics and the people avoiding their drug dealers or bookies or Intro to English.”
 
   We hung out for about an hour, not really talking about anything, especially not about Megan’s big news tomorrow. Levi pulled his phone out of his pocket and frowned. “My phone got so quiet that I thought the battery died, but I just don’t have any signal—all this brickwork is blocking it, I guess. It feels weird, like I’m cut off from civilization or something.”
 
   Spence pointed at me and said, “Once Foster figured that out you couldn’t get him to leave here.” 
 
   I got up and headed to the men’s room. Rob followed me in and looked around. “Where are you supposed to piss, Foster?” 
 
   I pointed at the tile-lined brick gutter running along the back wall and unzipped. “Right here. But are you going to follow me every time I take a leak?”
 
   He shrugged and stood next to me. “I’ve already had about six beers and two shots, I was about to bust. But I’m thinking you should get used to having me around, at least for the next few days. I got a text before we walked into this cave. My boss told me to plan on staying here until I hear otherwise—I think the news about your Dad and Megan is starting to leak out. Ha! ‘Leak out’—get it, that’s funny because we’re both taking a leak!”
 
   I zipped up my fly and shook my head. “Yeah, Rob. It’s hysterical.”
 
   The next several hours were really nothing but an attempt to keep my Secret Service agent and my PR guy from getting their asses kicked or getting charged with attempted sexual assault. We kept getting asked to leave different clubs, and I never knew it was possible to do something so obnoxious that a bar in Hawthorne would even consider throwing somebody out. In between paying for Levi and Rob’s drinks the rest of us spent most of our time apologizing for shit they did—a misplaced hand on a sorority girl’s ass, an ill-advised threat to a football player, dozens of spilled beers, and random attempts to dance on people’s tables or the bar itself.
 
   We finally ran out of bars where we were welcome and headed back to the house. Dave was behind Levi and had him by the elbows keeping him upright. They moved down the sidewalk in fits and spurts like they were walking into heavy surf. I had my arm around Rob and kept him moving, although occasionally he would slip away from me and attempt to hit on random girls walking back to campus. When we got to the house I realized that Rob and Levi had followed us inside.
 
   “Uh, fellas, do we need to call a cab for you? You know, to get Levi back to campus and,” I studied the blank look on Rob’s face, “get you back to your hotel? Which hotel do they need to take you to?”
 
   Levi pointed at a couch in the living room. “I’m gonna crash there, I’d never find my dorm.” He stumbled over and fell face down onto the cushions.
 
   Rob grinned and weaved like a pine tree in a hurricane. “No hotel. Thought this was a day trip.” He made a gurgling noise and then swallowed hard. “Mainly, maybe, I think I need to find somewhere that I can puke for an hour or so.” We hauled him up the steps and left him in a stall in the bathroom. I propped my door open in case he recovered, kicked my shoes off, and curled up on the bed.
 
   When I woke up I immediately panicked. I was in absolute darkness, and I reached out in the black void until my hand rested on a hairy chest. My panic went into overdrive. I groaned and sat up in the bed. “Oh, my God,” I whispered. “I’ve gone fuckin’ blind.”
 
   Whoever was stretched out beside me started stirring. “You’re not blind, Foster.”
 
   “Rob?”
 
   I felt the bed shift as he stood up and I heard him kick a few beer cans out of his way as he walked across the floor. All of the sudden the room exploded in light and I pulled a pillow over my head. “Make it go away, Rob! It’s killin’ me!”
 
   “It’s the sun, Foster. It happens almost every day. I guess I closed those curtains before I crashed. It’s almost eight, what time do you usually get up?”
 
   “A little earlier than this, but I never close those curtains like that. I like my sunrise to be a little gentler, a little more kind.” I stood up and stretched. I still had on my clothes from last night but Rob was standing in front of the window in those ridiculous briefs. “What time is the press conference?”
 
   “At eleven, that’s what Levi said last night.”
 
   I looked at him and was a little surprised that he seemed to be recovering. “You remember things from last night?” He nodded and sat down on the couch. “Do you remember what an enormous douche you were last night?”
 
   “Sure I do! It was the best time I’ve had in years. I don’t know why I got so sick when we got back—it must have been the burgers or something.”
 
   “Right. You don’t think it might be that you drank enough last night to get an entire continent buzzed?”
 
   “Maybe. Whatever, we’ve got some time before the shit hits the fan. You feel like going for a run or something?”
 
   I pulled some shorts out of a drawer and threw him a pair. When we got downstairs the house was quiet and there was no sign of Levi. We jogged through the gate to campus and I led Rob around pointing out some of the buildings. There were only a few people walking to class or breakfast or whatever and it was so quiet I could hear Rob’s breathing and our feet hitting the sidewalk. Rob insisted we make a few laps around the girls’ dorms but he was disappointed when all he saw were guys stumbling out of them. We headed back to the house and Levi was waiting for us at the front door. 
 
   “Good morning, how are you feeling today, Foster?” He was wearing a suit and carrying a gigantic briefcase but he still looked like he was about twelve. I couldn’t see any signs of damage from the night before. “I need to get things set up inside, is there somewhere we can watch this thing without too many interruptions?”
 
   I nodded. “The study room, go through the living room and you’ll see it—there’s a pool table, dart boards, foosball tables, and about three huge TV’s.”
 
   “Okay.” He paused and looked around. “I think you guys should wear suits or sport coats, something like that. I may want to take a few pics to leak to the press, I want everybody looking sharp.” 
 
   He headed toward the study and Rob and I went upstairs. I offered him one of the toothbrushes lying on top of my dresser and picked up a bucket with all my shower shit in it. He held the toothbrush up and frowned. “Where did this come from? Maybe I should go out and buy some stuff.”
 
   “That thing is a lot more sanitary than the bathroom floor you spent half the night on.”
 
   He shrugged and followed me down the hall. When we walked into the showers Dave was there and looked a little surprised to see Rob. “It’s alive,” he said in a creepy dramatic voice. He turned to me and asked, “Do you want some company while you watch this disaster unfold?”
 
   “Yep, we’re gonna watch it down in the study. The more the merrier, I guess. The dress code is business casual.”
 
   Spence walked in and joined us. “I still have your phone, Foster. I’ve got it charging and I cleared out a ton of voicemails. A few from people wanting to know who the idiots were that were hanging out with us last night.” He scowled at Rob and then turned back to me. “And there were a ton from your father and his people. They started with his senate office, then from the campaign staff, then from his corporate attorneys, then from his personal cell. And there were a few others, I think Megan spilled her guts to somebody this morning.”
 
   I walked over and picked up a towel. “Was there a message from her?”
 
   “All it said was ‘Can’t wait to see you again’. And there was one from the White House switchboard, they left a number for you to call back.”
 
   I wrapped my towel around my waist and told him, “I hope you deleted both of those.”
 
   He nodded and Rob followed me out the door.
 
   When we got back to the room Rob threw on the jeans he wore last night and headed for the door with his car keys. “I’m going down to get my suit and my...other stuff out of the car.”
 
   “By ‘stuff’ I guess you mean your gun and a badge, or maybe one of those little earpiece things you guys wear.”
 
   He nodded and said, “I need my sunglasses, too.”
 
   I reached into my dresser. “Go ahead and get your gun. I’ve got mine right here.” I showed him the Beretta. “And if TMZ or ET shows up I’m not afraid to use it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

We interrupt your regular programming
 
   I wasn’t sure exactly what to wear to an event like watching Megan destroy an entire presidential campaign, so I settled on a navy suit with a white button-down shirt and a conservative tie. At the last minute I added a little American flag lapel pin and grinned at myself in the mirror. When I got downstairs I headed straight for the study. Levi was waiting and patted the spot on the couch next to him. He looked me up and down and nodded his approval. “I like the little flag pin, it adds a certain amount of sarcasm or irony or whatever.”
 
   Spence walked in and he was wearing khaki’s and a blue blazer. I raised an eyebrow at how he was dressed but he just pointed at Levi and then sat down next to me. He handed me my phone and said, “I turned it off again. I swear the last time I picked it up it was about to spontaneously combust.” I stared at it and then slipped it into my pocket. 
 
   Rob walked in wearing the standard federal-agent black suit and I caught a glimpse of a shoulder holster under his jacket. He was wearing sunglasses but he put them in his pocket after he stumbled on the edge of an oriental carpet. He held up a black pouch about the size of a FedEx envelope and pointed at Levi’s phone. “All of ‘em in here, fellas.” Dave walked in wearing a gray suit and when Rob showed him the bag of phones he dropped his in along with the rest of them. 
 
   Spence frowned. “Why do we—”
 
   Rob raised a finger to his lips and we all tossed our phones into the bag. He walked over to the corner of the room where a few laptops were sitting on a table and he stacked them up and carried them out of the room. He closed the doors behind him when he came back and said, “I don’t want anybody turning on these things remotely to listen in. This bag won’t let any signals in or out.”
 
   Dave stared at him. “You mean you—the government, they really can turn those things on and listen? I thought that was just some crazy liberals screaming right-wing conspiracy bullshit.”
 
   “I’m not saying anything else, Dave, but in case you haven’t noticed the current administration is pretty fucking right wing.” Dave looked worried and took a seat in a leather recliner.
 
   Brent stuck his head in the door, saw all the suits and ties, and walked over to me and handed me a couple pills. “These are supposed to be twice as strong as Xanax, good luck. We’re dissecting something in biology—a sheep or a homeless guy or something, and I don’t want to miss it.” He walked back out of the room.
 
   Dave was flipping through the channels and asked Levi, “What kind of mood, what kind of spin are we looking for here?”
 
   Levi looked at the three TV’s on the wall. “Put the center one on Fox, put the left one on CNN—that seems appropriate.” He wrinkled his brow and pointed at the right screen. “Put that one on...the Fashion Channel. I want to see the supermodel spin on this, you know, for a little humor.”
 
   Ella walked in and I was stunned to see her in sweat pants and a Hawthorne sweatshirt. She was balancing several boxes of doughnuts and a huge cup of coffee from Starbucks. She set all of it on the table in front of us and settled in to another recliner next to Dave. We were all staring at her and she said, “You know I wasn’t gonna miss this shit.” She pointed at Rob. “Is he FBI or Secret Service?”
 
   Rob nodded at her. “Secret Service. And do you mind refilling my coffee, Miss? Maybe bring a fresh pot from the kitchen?” The rest of us ducked down and watched Ella’s reaction.
 
   She smiled at him and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. She looked at him and said sweetly, “I see you have a gun under that jacket. That’s a good thing, that’s fortunate for you, Honey. Because that’s the only thing keeping you alive right now, that’s the only thing stopping me from walking over and chewing your skin off. Now, why don’t you pass a few of those doughnuts over here and shut the hell up.”
 
   


  
 

Megan Speaks
 
   We watched the screens and I wondered if Megan had chickened out or her father had her locked in the White House basement, then the Fashion Channel switched over to a live feed from the Willard. She was wearing a cocktail dress and the fashion model commentators were speculating on which designer she was wearing, whose shoes she had on her feet. Her hair was drifting in waves to her shoulders and her makeup was perfectly toned for the lights and the cameras.
 
   Dave pointed at the woman standing off to the right and said, “I think that’s Gloria Allred.”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t think Megan has a nanny.”
 
   Rob pointed at the screen and talked through a mouth full of doughnut. “That guy standing off to the side is Mike, he’s been her agent for the last three years. We shared a pair of binoculars when Foster and Megan would meet in the bushes and—”
 
   Ella spoke up. “I don’t want to hear about that. I already know enough about Foster’s sex life to give me nightmares. His room is like some kind of DNA volcano.” She pointed at the other guy in a plain dark suit. “Does she have two agents watching her?”
 
   I shook my head. “That guy’s assigned to my father, I think.”
 
   “I wonder,” Spence pondered, “if that means your father’s going to show his face at this thing?”
 
   I hadn’t even considered that. I slumped in my seat and waited for Megan to start. 
 
   She stood at the podium and smiled at the cameras. “Good Morning. I have a short statement to make and then I’ll be happy to field questions from all of you.” She cleared her throat and read from the teleprompter in front of her.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, today I stand before you as one of the happiest women on the planet. Few people are able to find true love in their lifetime, and I have been blessed with finding that love at the peak of mine. Over the summer I found true happiness, true love, and my life has changed forever.”
 
   “No shit,” I commented.
 
   My father walked up to the podium and held Megan’s hand.
 
   Their lips locked and Ella spit out a chunk of doughnut when it was obvious there was a lot of tongue action happening between the two of them.
 
   “It’s like watching a plane crash in slow motion, only a little more disturbing,” Dave said.
 
   My father cleared his throat and looked at the press. “Megan and I truly are blessed—”
 
   “By Satan, maybe,” Spence speculated.
 
   The reporters had snapped out of their shock and began screaming and it was clear whatever the rest of the speech Megan had planned wasn’t going to happen.
 
   A guy that I recognized from TMZ screamed over the crowd. “Megan! How long has the President known about this?”
 
   She pouted a little. “He’s been so selfish about his time lately that he probably never had a clue. He’s like that, he’s a terrible multi-tasker.”
 
   Quinn spoke up from behind me and asked, “Did anybody else hear the sound of the President’s re-election campaign coming to a grinding halt?”
 
   The guy followed up with, “But he’s aware of it now, right?”
 
   She nodded. “I would hope so, I changed my Facebook status and sent my mother a text.”
 
   I swallowed the last of a chocolate-glazed doughnut and said, “That puts a whole new spin on ‘It’s Complicated’ as a relationship status.”
 
   A woman from MSNBC called out. “Aren’t you a little concerned about what this will do to your parents?”
 
   She shook her head and smiled. “Love means never having to say you’re sorry, and I do what I want. They’ll get over it.”
 
   “She should write Hallmark cards,” Ella said.
 
   Somebody from the second row of the press asked, “What about you, Senator? How has your family taken the news.”
 
   “Let’s see him weasel out of that one,” Dave muttered. I looked at my father and then at Dave, and I couldn’t decide whether I was angry or hurt.
 
   “As you know, I’m divorced from my children’s mother. And any family discussion with my sons will remain private, it’s a family matter.”
 
   “Have you discussed this with the President?”
 
   I’d never seen him look flustered on stage before but he was visibly shaken by that question. “I considered the, uh, initial discussion regarding this matter to be a private conversation between Megan and her father. I’m aware that this...situation will likely cause understandable discomfort between the President and me. We have daily discussions regarding the campaign, and I would assume this matter will be, uh, addressed during our scheduled meeting today.”
 
   A girl from NBC asked, “But Senator, this would have to end your, uh, participation in the President’s re-election campaign, right?”
 
   My father winced a little and said, “As I stated, we’ll be talking later today. I’m fairly certain he’ll evaluate this situation and plot a course that moves the party, and the nation, to a swift resolution of any issues that may have been created by this—I mean, I’m sure he’ll be sharing his views with me this afternoon.”
 
   “You’ve got to know,” a guy who occasionally filled in for the regular weather guy on the Today Show said, “you’ve got to imagine the President’s reaction won’t be positive. For someone to choose a woman over service to the country, it’s really unprecedented.”
 
   Megan spoke up and said, “There was a guy in England who gave up being President to marry somebody he loved. It was some woman, Simple Wallis or Wally Simpson or whoever, from the US, and that had to have been true love—he definitely didn’t give up everything because she was hot or anything—I mean, have you seen pics of her? This Edward guy just walked away from his job and they were happy.”
 
   Ella pointed at Megan on the screen and said, “That dumbass thinks Edward was the ‘President’ of England. She has it all wrong.”
 
   “Right,” I agreed. “My father’s not the President, it is different.” Ella flung a jelly doughnut at me and it nailed me in the forehead.
 
   “So.” Megan had lost interest in the whole thing. “Any other questions?”
 
   A supermodel from the back row called out, “Megan, who are you wearing? And where did you get those shoes?” Megan beamed at the cameras as I was wiping grape jelly off my forehead.
 
   While she rattled on about clothes and shoes I studied my father’s face. He had a smile that I recognized from the campaign trail, it was a confident display of teeth and twinkling eyes that he could probably reproduce while an angry beaver was chewing on his nuts.
 
   By now every channel that Levi flipped past had the same scene playing out, with just a slightly different camera angle.
 
   I looked around and realized two rows of my fraternity brothers were standing behind the couch and watching in silence. Some of the guys had on nothing but a towel around their waist, a few had on underwear, and some of them had backpacks slung over a shoulder and were wearing jeans and t shirts with our letters across the chest. Ella frowned at all of them and shook her head as she grabbed the last doughnut off the table. “You fools,” she said sternly to all of them, “that’s no way to dress for a funeral.” 
 
   


  
 

Doomsday Pool Party
 
   I cleared my throat and announced, “I think I need to get out of here for a little while—you know, drive around and clear my head.” 
 
   Levi shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea at all. I figure you have about an hour—and that’s optimistic—before the vultures show up.” He pointed at Rob and said, “I need my phone back, now. I have the campus and town police departments on standby and I think we might need all of them.” Rob passed out phones and when he got to me I shook my head. He left it in the pouch and nodded. I considered pulling an Ashley and stomping it to death but then I remembered that I had a bunch of pics on it that I hadn’t posted on the internet yet.
 
   “Okay, so I have an hour of freedom left.” I stood up and Rob hopped up from the couch and stood beside me. “I’m...I’m gonna take Rob—”
 
   “Of course you’re going to take Rob,” Levi said. “That’s his job or whatever.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m gonna take him to get...” I studied his suit. “I’m going to take him shopping. I mean he needs some less obvious shit to wear, and I can’t have him coming and going in my underwear and jeans and shit all the time.”
 
   Dave laughed. “It wouldn’t be the first time some guy left your room in your underwear.”
 
   I realized everybody was staring at me and I turned red. “He means that brand Rob, not my personal—”
 
   Rob nodded but sounded a little doubtful. “Well, sure Foster. I figured you have...samples you pass out, or whatever.”
 
   Ella and Dave were almost hysterical with laughter and I gave them the finger as they walked out the door. 
 
   Levi was already juggling two phones, a laptop, and a tablet so I shrugged and turned to Rob. “Looks like it’s just you and me, we’ll take my car.”
 
   I started walking out the side door to the parking lot but Rob stopped me with a hand on my chest. He put his sunglasses on and said, “Remember the drill, Foster. Let me go first and check things out, stay close, and be vigilant. Where’s your car?”
 
   I pointed at it and he grinned. “Sweet. You better let me do the driving, Foster—just for your own safety.” We climbed in and he cranked the engine, revving it like he was about to start a Formula One race or something. He came to a violent stop as we got to the end of the driveway, there were local cops setting up barricades and traffic cones. One of them walked over to the car and motioned for Rob to roll down his window. He looked around on the door and the console and asked, “How do I roll down my window?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m not sure you can. I’ve never been able to find the switch. And if you find a cup holder or an ashtray let me know.”
 
   He opened his door and the officer tugged on the rim of his hat and nodded. “Can I help you, gentlemen?”
 
   Rob told him, “We’re just running out to do a few errands, we’ll be right back.”
 
   The cop shook his head. “No can do. The campus police are running this show, and I have strict orders not to let this...thing out of the parking lot.” He leaned in further and pointed at me. “And this guy here, well he shouldn’t be leaving either. We don’t have enough officers here to give him an escort, not yet.”
 
   I was stumped and frustrated. “Look, I’ll be back in like fifteen minutes. I don’t need an escort, I already have one.” I nodded at Rob and he pulled his ID out and flashed it at the guy. 
 
   The cop responded by pointing at the badge on his shirt. “I don’t really care if this guy driving you is the President—oops, no offense—you gentlemen aren’t leaving the parking lot.” He put his hand on the butt of his gun for emphasis. Rob reached under his jacket and I leaned over to put myself between the two of them.
 
   “Hey, look everybody! You two are supposed to be protectin’ me, not starting a fuckin’ gunfight! So let’s stop this pissin’ contest before it gets out of control. I’m heading out of here with my Secret Service agent, and we’re on official business—I’m taking him clothes shopping.” Rob nodded and tried to look serious. “And the last time I checked this is America and not France or Pakighafstan or wherever—I think the first amendment gives me the right to take my agent wherever I want to. And without a search warrant for this car you can’t stop us.” I tried to remember all the law I had seen on TV. “And without probable cause you can’t search us. I haven’t even had time to smoke a joint in this car, so you can just back the fuck off, okay?”
 
   The cop looked speechless and kicked a couple of cones out of our way. Rob revved the engine and after about ten seconds I checked the dash. “You may want to slow down. You’re either going 55 or 115, and I think the speed limit is like 25 on this road.” We flashed past the bars and restaurants and I noticed a convenience store on the right. “Pull in there, I could use a cold beer.”
 
   Rob parked and I started to climb out of the car but he stopped me. “Stay right here, Foster. Levi would kill me if somebody snapped a pic of you coming out of this place with beer—”
 
   “And cigarettes, I think I could use cigarettes. And...salt and vinegar chips? Yeah, anything salty like that to get the doughnut taste out of my mouth.” I handed him a hundred and told him, “Get something you like, too. If we’re going to be roomies you’ll need snack food.” He nodded and went inside. I searched the car and found a joint and a lighter in a little mesh pocket on the side of the console. I didn’t want to light up inside the car because I figured Rob would be pissed if his government-issue suit started to smell like pot, so I got out of the car and lit the joint. 
 
   He walked out of the store with a twelve-pack of beer under one arm and some plastic bags overflowing with junk food in his other hand. He saw me and barked, “Get back in that car, now!” 
 
   I shrugged and handed the joint to a girl putting gas in her Honda and she smiled at me. “Pay it forward, or Chive on, something like that,” I told her.
 
   I knew by the look on Rob’s face he wasn’t happy and he started to lecture me before he’d even put the car in gear. “So, far, Foster—so far you, and I admit with my help, have broken about every rule that Levi has on his list. It’s only been like twenty minutes since the press conference and I think we’re headed down the wrong road here. Do you get it?”
 
   “Yeah, but no! The store I’m looking for is definitely on this road, I’m sure of it.” I popped open a beer and pulled one of Brent’s magic pills out of my pocket. I washed it down and told him, “I’m a little disappointed in you, too, Rob. Why didn’t you buy bottled beer? I hate drinking out of cans.” Rob reached under his jacket for his gun and I shut up.
 
   We found the place I was looking for and Rob frowned as he pulled into the parking lot. “A thrift store, Foster? Really?” He tapped the dash on the car and told me, “If money’s a problem I can use my card and expense it. I hope you didn’t spend all of your allowance on this car.”
 
   I climbed out and headed to the front door with Rob on my heels. He was doing this 360-degree thing with his neck, like he was expecting a ninja assassin to attack us in the Hawthorne Consignment and Thrift parking lot. I tucked my beer under my jacket and led him in. We walked over to the men’s section and I started sorting through the t shirts spread out on a table. “Here.” I handed him an odd greenish tee that had Call Me Maybe? across the chest. “You’re about my size, only with a little smaller arms and less-defined abs. I’ll just pick out stuff that would fit me.” I picked out the ugliest and most out-of-date shirts I could find and loaded him up. I popped open my beer and pointed at another table. “Time’s wastin’, let’s find you some shorts and jeans.”
 
   A sweet elderly woman who had on an apron and a name tag walked over to us. “It’s okay,” I told her. “I think he can carry that stuff by himself. But thanks for offering to help.”
 
   She stared up at me and looked puzzled. “What—wait, I came over here to tell you that you can’t have an open beer in here! We get most of our volunteers from the AA group that meets next door, and they wouldn’t be happy seeing a beer in here.” She frowned. “Or maybe they’d be too happy.”
 
   I sighed. “Look, ma’am, we’ve only got about ten minutes to wrap this up and head back to the house before we have news trucks followin’ us. I only have about nine or ten beers left and I don’t know how many of these ‘AA’ people are around here—we just don’t have time for a party right now.” I downed the beer and handed the empty to her. I nodded at Rob and we moved over to the jeans. I pulled his jacket away from his waist and the old lady gasped when she saw the gun. I asked him, “So, what are you? About a 34?”
 
   “Try 32.”
 
   “We don’t have time for you to shove yourself into 32’s, you’ve probably already stretched out my jeans. There’s no shame in 34, you’ve got to be like 28 years old or something. Nobody expects you to be in good shape at your age.”
 
   He started to argue but I threw some jeans at him and moved on to the shorts. After I handed him some more shit I tapped the face of my watch and we headed to the cash register. The same old lady rang up everything and said, “That is going to be thirty dollars, Sirs.”
 
   I looked at Rob. “Does that sound right to you?”
 
   He looked at the huge pile of clothes. “I’m not sure, my wife buys everything for me.”
 
   I shrugged and handed her a hundred. “I buy everything online and I hate to admit it but the credit card bill goes to my father’s office.” I wondered if that was going to keep happening. I told the lady, “Keep the change, it sounds like those AA people need the money.”
 
   That made her smile and she said, “Thank you! That will mean a lot to them.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder at her as we walked out. “Well, I don’t think they should be denied a beer bash just because I’m in a hurry.”
 
   I pulled Rob’s sunglasses off his head and put them on. “I’ll drive back to the house, okay?” I climbed into the driver’s seat and Rob shook his head. “It’s okay, Secret Agent Man, I’ve driven in a lot worse shape.”
 
   “I’m going to drive. I have the keys, and—”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “You’re sitting in what looks to be a late 1990’s Jetta.” He pointed to the other side of the parking lot. “Our car—your car, is over there.” I walked over and got in the passenger seat and Rob drove us back.
 
   We got back to the house and I was relieved that there wasn’t a single truck with a satellite dish parked on the street. The same cop that had given us shit earlier pushed a barricade out of the way and let us in. I tipped my beer to him in a salute but he just scowled at me. Rob pulled the stack of clothes off of my lap and we headed upstairs to my room. By the time we got to my door Spence, Dave, and Brent were tagging along. I loaded the bong and looked around. “Where’s my media guy? Where’s Levi?”
 
   Spence shrugged and lit the bong. “Last time I saw him he had a phone in each ear and he was jumping up and down crushing his laptop.”
 
   I took the bong from him and said, “Maybe Ashley was right, maybe he does have potential.” I exhaled and walked over to my dresser as Dave and Rob spread our purchases on the bed and they sorted through them.
 
   Dave held up the Call Me Maybe? tee and nodded. “This must have been chosen by you, Foster. I like it, it’s old enough to be back in or vintage or something.” He grabbed a pair of faded yellow board shorts out of the pile and handed the clothes to Rob. “This will be your new look.” Dave frowned a little. “But you’re not going to pass for an undergrad, even in that stuff. Say lots of sarcastic and pretentious things and openly scoff people—you’re a little old but you may pass as a grad student.”
 
   I got out of the suit and pulled on some boxer briefs and a pair of lacrosse shorts. I sat down on the couch with a beer and the bong in front of me. Spence patted me on the head and threw his arm over my shoulders. He studied my face and asked, “Rough day, little camper?” I sighed and downed the beer. He tried to sound cheerful and said, “Well, the day is still young.” He walked over to the window and frowned. “I see a lot of reporters and cameramen down there on the sidewalk.”
 
   Rob walked over and pulled the curtains shut and we all sat around in the dark until the door opened and Levi walked in. He hit the light switch on the wall and said, “Okay, I came up here to give you a quick update. We set up a hotline outside of the school switchboard to field calls—interview requests and whatnot. Anything urgent will be forwarded to me and I’ll deal with it. And by the way, you two,” he pointed at me and Rob. “I let you guys out of here for an hour—I tried to be a nice guy, and this is what I get in return.” He handed me one of his phones and I studied the screen. I motioned for Rob and he turned a little pale when he saw it. The pic was taken from the street in front of the convenience store and was a crystal-clear shot of me smoking the joint and Rob walking out with the beer. “You two are just lucky that that was taken by somebody in the media relations department who I had tail you. I thought maybe someone should be keeping an eye on your little road trip. And I understand that you, Foster, harassed a little old lady at the thrift store—something about giving beer to alcoholics, flashing a gun at her and God only knows what else!”
 
   I grabbed another beer and sat back down on the couch. “I may have made...mistakes? But that was my last shot at freedom until all of this blows over! I mean, I’m pretty much under house arrest, now.” I turned to Spence and asked, “Have you taken care of my classes?”
 
   He nodded. “The word’s gotten out and I think they’d prefer you lay low. The only instructors who said it was okay for you to show up were your water polo coach and your political science professor. The general consensus was that you hardly ever show up for class anyway—why should this week be any different? I’ve fielded all of the text messages that I can—you do need to call your mother, and at some point you’re going to have to talk to your father or his people. And there was another call from the White House—you might get Rob in trouble if you don’t return that one at some point.”
 
   Rob looked flustered and said, “That’s a call you just can’t dodge, Foster. I mean, if you don’t call him he’s just going to send somebody here. And that’s one visit from the Secret Service you don’t want.”
 
   Dave was flipping through the channels so fast I could barely keep up, but other than some reruns and the Home Buying Network the news conference was the only thing on the screen. Rob hung up his suit in my closet and was looking around. “Foster, where’s your underwear? I guess that’s the one thing they wouldn’t sell, or I wouldn’t buy, in a thrift store.”
 
   Dave shook his head and pointed at the faded board shorts. “Put those on and that t shirt. Wearing underwear under board shorts is a common mistake on the East Coast. You don’t need ‘em.”
 
   Rob pulled on the shorts and looked down. “I dunno fellas, I mean these things are worn pretty thin. You can see...everything. I saw Foster put something on under his shorts.”
 
   Spence nodded. “He’s the exception, Rob. One layer of fabric just isn’t enough to... contain things. If he doesn’t do that then nobody else has a shot at picking up women.”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s true, Rob. They took a house vote and everything. Besides, these are lacrosse shorts, not a bathing suit.” I looked around the room. “And you may want to go swimming. We don’t have anything else to do, we may as well have a pool party.” Everybody nodded and split up to change and organize things. I started throwing stuff into a backpack and at the last minute grabbed some sunscreen. I showed the bottle to Rob. “You should probably use a lot of this, you’re unbelievably white, Bo.”
 
   He held on to the sunscreen but added his gun to the backpack. “Just in case,” he explained. “We don’t want anybody crashing the party.”
 
   We went downstairs and out the doors to the backyard. I pointed at a table in the shade of the house and we sat down to wait for everybody else. “So,” I asked Rob, “do you and the wife have some wild parties in suburban DC? Does everybody just get naked and crazy on Apple Blossom Court or wherever you live?”
 
   Rob shook his head. “I wish! When we first moved in we found out the couple next door were both CIA, and I figured they’d be a lot of fun. Turns out CIA people only know how to spy, they don’t know shit about entertaining guests. The last New Year’s Eve party they threw was so boring I fell asleep at ten.” He looked around the backyard and whistled. “I can’t believe this place—the pool, hot tub, volleyball court, basketball court, it’s got it all!”
 
   I nodded. “This setup was one of the main reasons I pledged this frat, just don’t tell the other brothers that.” I pointed out the fraternity houses on either side of our house and the sorority house behind us. “It’s pretty private back here, but we’re close enough to the other houses that you can always find a good party within stumblin’ distance.”
 
   Rob looked around and said, “It should be okay for you to stay out here for a while, the trees, bushes and fences will make it hard for people to get to you back here.”
 
   Spence and Dave showed up lugging a keg between them. They set it next to the one that was already chilled and tapped. Spence said, “We let everybody know to come down here and help Foster deal with his crisis. Ella has some of her crew delivering pizzas and whatnot. She said she wished she could be here for you, but she’s taking delivery on a Jag or some kind of car like that this afternoon. And Foster, I spoke to your stepdad, he’s with your mom in LA. He said she’s suffering from ‘uncontrollable fits of laughter’, and she’ll call you when she’s able to talk.”
 
   “What about my brother?” I wondered how he was taking all of this.
 
   “He’s fine, he’s on a flight out there to be with them until this settles down.” He looked around at the guys wandering out on to the patio and lowered his voice. “That other guy, you know—”
 
   Rob raised an eyebrow. “POTUS?”
 
   I looked at him and shook my head. “You just wanted to say that, to be all like Secret Service impressive and shit. And the last time I saw him he told me to call him ‘Chuck’. But I’m not so sure he’s calling me to just say howdy or ask me if I’m doing my homework.”
 
   Levi walked up to us. He was still doing his electronic juggling act but he had changed into shorts and a t shirt. He pointed at Dave and said, “I borrowed these clothes from him, I figured I may as well be comfortable while the vultures tear me apart.” He walked over to the keg and I noticed the back of his t shirt said I screw guys who screw girls. Brent walked out and grinned as he headed toward us. He was wearing cargo shorts that were so low on his hips I thought he was going to trip over them. I couldn’t help but notice he had no tan line.
 
   Everybody except Rob started drinking and a few joints were passed around. The sun was bright and the air was warm, I moved over to a lounge chair and watched the crowd around me. All of the beer and bong hits, not to mention Brent’s mystery pills, were helping me relax despite watching the clusterfuck of my father’s life play out on TV. Rob and Dave walked past and stopped long enough for Rob to hand me sunglasses and a baseball cap. He said, “Put these on, if somebody tries to take a pic this is all you need for a disguise—you guys all have the same body, most of you are wearing those mesh shorts, and not one of you can walk in a straight line.” Spence and Levi settled into the chairs on either side of me and Rob kept a close eye on things as he and Dave joined a game of volleyball in the pool. His attention was divided between the game and guarding me, and his head became the primary target of spiked balls after everybody realized it.
 
   Dave finally came out of the pool and joined us on the patio. He pulled up a chair for himself and one for Rob. “The Secret Service guy may not realize it yet, but with that volleyball smacking his head about a thousand times he probably already has a concussion.” I waved at Rob to join us and he made his way up the ladder. When he stepped onto the patio most of the people on our side of the pool went silent. “Wow,” Dave commented, “he may as well have just wrapped his junk in Saran Wrap.” Rob realized everybody was staring at him and looked down. He tugged at the front of the shorts and laid facedown on his chair.
 
   I smiled and said, “That went even better than I thought it would when I saw those in the thrift store. Those things are one thread away from disappearing into thin air. You gotta love it when a plan comes together.” Rob gave me the finger and Dave handed him a bottle of water.
 
   The girls from the sorority started to show up and Rob raised his head. “Jesus, they could all be swimsuit models.”
 
   Spence nodded. “A lot of them are.”
 
   “Where are they coming from? I mean, I can’t believe they just walked past all those cops and reporters without causing a riot!” The way Rob was staring at all of them I figured the reporters could just walk right up and kidnap me and he’d never notice. 
 
   “They’re coming from their house.” I pointed at a shadowy spot in the landscaping at the back of the yard. About that time my friend Brittany popped out of the hedges wearing nothing but three square inches of swimsuit. I grinned and waved and she poured a beer from the keg then headed our way.
 
   I sat up and she sat down next to me and said, “Do you know how hard it is to spot one of you guys in a crowd? It’s like trying to recognize one duck out of a whole herd.” I nodded and handed her a joint somebody had lit. I introduced her to Levi and Rob. Levi came out of his media fog long enough to nod at her. Britt studied Rob’s back and said, “You may want to let me put some lotion on your back, I’m not sure albino animals who live in caves are even quite that white. And those shorts are doing nothing to protect your ass, I can see right through them. Slide ‘em down and I’ll rub some lotion on those cheeks, too. Or sit up and I’ll start on your back.”
 
   Rob moaned and shook his head. “I’m so ha—so, you know—I can’t sit up right now.” 
 
   Britt shrugged. “Okay, but it looks like your face is already burned, you’re completely red.”
 
   Dave threw an empty plastic cup at Levi and asked, “So, how long do you think the press is going to keep us stranded here in paradise? I mean, this isn’t a bad way to spend an afternoon, but after a couple of days of this the bros will get restless.”
 
   Britt pointed at the hedges. “Well, anybody can come and go through the back gate.”
 
   Dave studied Rob and said, “I’m not sure when I’ll get tired of hanging out here.” He was just about drooling and I threw an empty cup at his forehead.
 
   Levi surveyed the situation. “If somebody figures out that gate’s there it could cause problems. I’m gonna tell the police to have somebody keep an eye on that house, too.”
 
   Rob looked at me and put his hand out. “That reminds me, Foster. We could have one other problem. Give me my phone so I can contact the office.” He tapped out a text and sat up in his chair. He looked down at the front of his shorts. “Talking about work seems to have...solved my problem.”
 
   I watched Levi tapping away on his laptop and asked him, “Didn’t you destroy that thing like an hour ago?”
 
   He nodded and explained, “I had another intern run a couple more over here. Ashley keeps about twenty of them synced and ready to roll in her office.” He looked sincere and added, “I hope this anger management retreat works out for her, I’m beginning to understand her cynicism and hostility.” He started barking Mandarin Chinese into one of the phones and we all looked a little impressed.
 
   The food showed up along with a few more kegs and the party seemed to be rolling along pretty well, until the cop who had given me and Rob shit this morning appeared in front of me. “You could at least put that marijuana out when I’m talking to you,” he said sternly.
 
   I shook my head and passed the joint to Britt. “So, ‘sup Officer Buzzkill?”
 
   As he stared down at me I realized he wasn’t bad looking, it was just his attitude that needed improvement. “Okay, I’ll tell you ‘sup. You need to turn down the music and get this party under control. We’ve never had so many noise complaint calls in the middle of the afternoon.”
 
   Spence spoke up. “I can’t believe that the neighbors are complaining. Their parties aren’t as fun but they’re just as loud.”
 
   The cop shook his head. “It’s not them complaining. It’s the reporters, they can’t make any live reports with all this noise in the background.”
 
   I looked at Spence and asked, “You know what to do, right?” Spence nodded and pulled up an app on his phone. The decibel level from the huge speakers on the patio suddenly doubled. The cop threw his hands up in the air and walked away.
 
   Brent walked over to me and asked, “How are you holding up, Foster. Do you need any chemical adjustments?”
 
   “Bro, between the pills you gave me, and everything else in my system, I think I’m okay—I’m actually fairly fuckin’ happy. I’m in the happiest place on the planet, Fosterland.”
 
   He nodded and handed me a little plastic box. “I’ve put some different things in here to keep you happy. I think you’ll recognize most of them but if you any questions let me know. Just don’t mix the red ones with the yellows, or the white capsules with the green, and if a yellow one hits you funny then take an orange tablet. Okay?”
 
   I nodded and picked something at random and washed it down with a fresh cup of beer.
 
   Brittany stood up and announced, “I think I’ve had enough sun. Foster, you want to follow me through the hedges?” I grinned and nodded. She looked at Brent and asked, “What do you have to switch him into indoor party mode?”
 
   He felt around in his backpack and came up with some tablets. “Both of you take one of these, and Foster, you take this one.”
 
   I refilled my beer and followed Brittany through the back gate. When we got up to her room I pulled off my shorts and fell across her bed. She looked a little concerned and asked, “So, how are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine, my father—and Megan—they’re the ones who really fucked up their lives.”
 
   “Really, no doubt. But I mean, he is your father. And this has made your life more...complicated?”
 
   It was a little chilly in the room and I tossed stuffed animals and magazines off her bed and climbed under the covers. “I admit, I’m a little stressed. But I guess the President’ll pick somebody else to run with him and everybody will move on.” I gave her my dirtiest grin and cranked the southern accent up a notch. “So, c’mon, Britt. Help a guy out with a little stress relief. I have major anxiety today.”
 
   She slid under the covers but sounded a little hostile when she said, “That’s really what a girl wants to hear, Jake. That I’m another Xanax in your life.”
 
   “It’s not like that, Britt. You know, like how much I care about you. You’re...special, not like the other...girls.”
 
   “The other girls and maybe other—never mind. I’m guessing that tablet was ecstasy, otherwise I’d be booting you out of my bed.” I pulled her into my arms and she reached down. “He really didn’t need to give you that pill though, it’s not like I didn’t already have enough to deal with.” She slid her head under the sheets and I leaned back with my hands behind my head. I relaxed and thought about Rob and Dave.
 
   About an hour or so later there was a soft knock on the door. Britt was dozing off so I pulled on my shorts and opened it. Rob was standing there with a towel wrapped around his waist over his see-through shorts and he whispered, “I need to get you back over to the party. Everybody’s looking for you. I recognized the sounds you make when you’re...done, or whatever and I waited out here as long as I could, but I’m freezing.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder at Britt and she was rubbing her eyes and I asked, “Is it okay if I head back over? I’d like to get back to the party, you know, not like—”
 
   “Go ahead, Foster. There’s only so much...romance one girl can handle in a day.”
 
   Rob and I headed down the hallway but he would stop if a door was opened even a crack. “What are you looking for, Rob? Pillow fighting models in lingerie?”
 
   Robbed tugged at the front of his towel. “They really do stuff like that?”
 
   “Only on Fridays, dirty old man.”
 
   “Who’s dirty? You just spent an hour with one of them and you’re still sportin’ major wood.”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s that damn pill Brent gave me.” I patted the front of my shorts and commented, “I don’t think it’s done, yet. You better get moving before it chooses you as its next target.” I swatted him on the ass and we headed back to the party.
 
   By the angle of the sun and the lower volume of music I could tell the party was wrapping up. I saw my political-crisis war team at a table with tons of empty plastic cups and what looked like a half-gallon of vodka in the center of the table. Dave was smoking a cigarette and looked disappointed when he saw the towel covering Rob’s shorts. “So, there you guys are. You two have been gone forever!”
 
   I frowned and asked Rob, “Just how long were you standing at that door?”
 
   He grinned. “Standing at doors is one of the first things they teach you in secret agent school. It’s not a big deal, all I did was wait for you to make those strangled-rhino noises and I knew you were done. With Megan and you we got the whole show, not just the audio. Did you know your face scrunches up like a raisin when you—”
 
   I slapped him on the back of the head then I sat down in the empty chair between Dave and Spence. Levi was there and was down to one phone and had a slightly buzzed and sun-burned look on his face. He hit the speaker button and held it up for us so we could hear someone furiously cursing in French. My French was a little rusty but the guy on the phone seemed to be suggesting that Levi should have a date with an angry monkey in hell. He finally hit the end button and the voice cut off in mid-obscenity. He sighed and said, “I’ve been cursed out in so many different languages that I could say ‘fuck you, Levi’ or ‘go to hell’ at a UN assembly without a translator.” He snapped his finger at me and pointed at my backpack. “We ran out of pot, and I mean the entire fraternity ran out, and I didn’t want to dig around in that thing for more. Some of the guys have gone to PreBar on a resupply mission but it took them almost an hour to get through the clusterfuck out front—there’s no telling when they’ll make it back.”
 
   I nodded and pulled a couple things out of the pack. I set Rob’s gun on the table and managed to find a couple of joints tucked into a cigarette pack. Levi flinched a little at the sight of the gun but the rest of the guys didn’t even seem to notice it sitting on the table. We passed the first joint around and somebody poured a round of vodka shots. I asked, “So, Levi, what’s new in the world?”
 
   Levi nodded as he inhaled. “Your father has withdrawn his name from the campaign, and the latest rumor is that the President’s trying to get the current VP to stick around for another term. He’s probably thinking they could save some money by just using the left over bumper stickers from the last campaign. I mean, why sink more money into this disaster?”
 
   Dave nodded. “Why did the President want to replace him anyway? I mean, the guy needs that whole heart-lung-liver transplant and new knees, and he’s a little odd, but choosing Foster’s father for the second term seems like it will go down in history as one of the biggest strategic errors a world leader could make—no offense, Foster.”
 
   I shrugged. “Hey, I’m not the one banging the President’s daughter.”
 
   “But you were.” Rob pointed out.
 
   “Right—but no! I’m not like thirty years older than she is, I’m not running for office, and I’m not sneakin’ around behind everybody’s backs.”
 
   Rob took a tiny sip of beer and laughed. “You were sneaking around! I know, I saw your ass bopping up and down between Megan’s legs—”
 
   Dave cut in, “Waayy too much info there, Rob. But really, there’s no way POTUS,” and he beamed at Rob, “that he’s going to win now. I mean, if you can’t manage your own eighteen year old daughter how in the hell can you keep up with congress, or the military you’re commander of, or whatever? If you ask me the Democrats could run on a platform to legalize cannibalizing children and they’d still win at this point.”
 
   Levi nodded. “There are already suggestions, most of them from FOX News and talk radio, that this is somehow all part of a conspiracy to kick the current administration out of office. There’s talk that Megan’s secretly a communist, that she’s working for forces or countries to ruin the entire nation.
 
   “That’s kind of a stretch for a girl who said it felt good to be out of the country when we landed in Hawaii,” I said.
 
   Out of nowhere Rob said, “Hawaii was a helluva trip. I just wish we could have spent time in LA, too. The only time I spent there was when the plane landed to refuel. I’d have liked to have seen more.”
 
   I told him, “Seein’ it from a window on Air Force One is about as good a look as you want, Rob.”
 
   I heard a helicopter off in the distance and tensed up. I looked at Levi and said, “I guess news copters were inevitable.”
 
   Levi smiled. “Keep listening, Foster.”
 
   We all listened as it headed away instead of coming closer. Spence said, “Okay, that was a false alarm. But there’s nothing stopping them from flying over and snapping pics of him, of us, out here.”
 
   Levi pointed at Rob. “You can thank him for stopping the press from keeping us under aerial surveillance.”
 
   Rob looked at all of us and explained, “It’s one advantage of having a newsworthy scandal that involves the White House. That text I sent a while ago was a request for a no-fly zone over Hawthorne, and Homeland Security approved it. But we should still probably go inside—Brittany was right, I think my ass is sunburned.”
 
   I winked at Dave and told Rob, “I know somebody who would be happy to rub some aloe on it.” Dave gave me a look of pure evil and we all gathered up our stuff to move the party upstairs. Just as I walked through the door Rob put a hand on my shoulder and pointed to the sky above the pool. I became aware of a buzzing noise and a little spindly robot with helicopter blades humming popped over the hedges and moved toward us. Rob pushed me out of sight and asked, “I don’t suppose you guys have been selected as an Amazon delivery test market or anything?”
 
   I peeked at it through the doorway. “What the hell is that thing? Is that something Sheldon’s working on?” Sheldon was the smartest, and geekiest, member of the frat and was always testing his science experiments out on the rest of us.
 
   Levi looked pissed. “It’s a drone, Foster. I should have figured, real estate agents use them for property pics, Amazon’s thinking about using them to deliver small packages, and I’ve heard rumors that some of the drug dealers around here are testing them out, too. There really aren’t any regulations on them, yet. I’m surprised there’s not a little ET or CNN logo on the side of it.”
 
   Spence told me, “You may be too stoned to remember, but Sheldon does have one of those things somewhere around here. We used it to peek into the girls’ dorms on campus last weekend.” Rob perked up a little at that bit of news.
 
   We started walking upstairs and I asked Spence, “Do you mind giving Sheldon a call and seeing if he can bring that thing over here? And ask him if he can make some modifications to it.”
 
   “I don’t mind calling him Foster, but I don’t know if he could make it over here with that circus out front.” Sheldon lived down the street in a house with his girlfriend, Shannon. “But how do you want him to modify it?”
 
   “I’m thinking we may be able to use it to enforce our own no-fly zone.”
 
   


  
 

Slumber Party
 
   Everybody split up to head to their own rooms and Rob and I walked into mine. The room was fairly dark but there was bright light framing the curtains in the window. I could hear generators and the occasional whoop of a police car. I cut on the lights in the room and wanted to peek out there but I stopped at the last minute. “Let’s grab a shower and see if some cold water will tone down that crispy critter look you have going on.” I threw my shorts in the corner of the room and opened the door. Rob just stood there looking lost. “C’mon, Rob. Just toss your shorts over in the corner, Ella’s crew can just wash your stuff with mine.”
 
   He pointed at me and shook his head. “I’m not going out into that hall buck naked. I’ll keep these on until we get there. I can hear girls out in the hallway.”
 
   “Whatever, they were all out at the pool today—I don’t think they’d see anything you haven’t already showed ‘em.” 
 
   When we got back to the room Levi and Dave were waiting for us. They were both wearing t shirts and boxers so I dressed the same way. Rob pulled on a pair of shorts and a t shirt that said You Are on My List of Things to Do Tonight across the front of it. He plopped down on to the couch and leapt back up like his ass was on fire. “Oh my God,” he howled. “My ass, my back—I’m dying!”
 
   Dave seemed to think that was hysterical. “It’s not the first time that’s been screamed in this room.”
 
   I glared at him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, you scrawny little douche.”
 
   “I bet.” Dave grabbed a green plastic bottle off the coffee table and told Rob, “That’s aloe, I figured you’d need it. Take those clothes off and lie down on Foster’s bed, I’ll put this on your back and—”
 
   “NO!” We all yelled in unison. 
 
   Rob pulled his shirt back off and I decided he really was in good shape for somebody his age, but all of that pink and red skin made him look like a lobster being pulled out of boiling water. He sighed. “Go ahead, Dave.” He spread out face down on the bed and Dave hopped up beside him.
 
   Spence walked in and surveyed the scene. He asked me, “Is Dave recruiting another guy for his team?”
 
   Rob turned his head and looked up at Dave straddling his back. “What team do you play on? You’re one hundred percent muscle, you must play all kinds of sports.”
 
   Dave winked at me and I gave him the finger. “I keep in shape,” he told Rob. “Wrestling, MMA, boxing...and bowling.”
 
   Brent came in and walked over to them and was studying Rob’s back as Dave slathered it with aloe. “That’s a very prehistoric way to treat a sunburn, fellas. Let me go back to my room and get you something that will ease the pain a little more than plant guts.”
 
   Rob shook his head. “I need to be awake for the next few days, not in a Brent-induced coma. And I saw the effects of the last thing you gave Foster, you probably owe Brittany an apology. Besides, Dave seems to know what he’s doing.” He leaned back over his shoulder and told Dave, “Just quit trying to slide that aloe-coated hand under my waistband.”
 
   Levi spoke up and said, “Well, look at that.” He pointed at the TV and you could see a view from outside the house. The news vans were all lined up along the street and a girl from ET was staring into the camera with a solemn look on her face.
 
   “I’m here at the fraternity house where we’re waiting for a statement from Jake, the eldest son of the disgraced senator. I’m a personal friend of this innocent college student who is known for his athletic prowess and southern charm, as well as a brief career in modeling. There’s been speculation that he’s already in California consoling his devastated mother, who is in Hollywood promoting her new film, The Fragile Steps of the Otters. And after this commercial break we’ll have exclusive footage of her first fitting for the otter suit.”
 
   When an ad for condoms came on Spence asked me, “How do you know that chick? I’m guessing ‘athletic prowess and southern charm’ means you banged her.”
 
   I nodded. “In the men’s room of some club in LA. I think that’s where the ‘athletic prowess’ part came in to the picture—it was a really small stall and there was already somebody in there doing coke. But Levi, what about the statement part? You’re not planning on going out there, are you?”
 
   He shook his head. “No way. I still believe as long as we keep you out of sight that in a day or two they’ll give up and throw everything they’ve got into tracking down your father and Megan.” He flipped to another channel and some guy with perfect hair and teeth stared at the camera. He was wearing a Hawthorne sweatshirt and I recognized him from my fencing class. He had about ten microphones in his face and wiped a tear that didn’t exist from his face.
 
   He spoke with a quiver in his voice that he had probably practiced for hours. “I’ve known Foster for years, and this has got to be the worst day of my life. I haven’t slept or eaten since this morning, and my therapist tells me it may be months before I recover. And my attorney says that he’ll be filing a lawsuit against the Republicans for emotional distress—I mean somebody has to be responsible for the anguish I’m feeling now about what they did to a guy I consider to be my twin brother. There have been suggestions from people in LA that I may have to take over for him as an underwear spokesperson, I’m just not sure I’m ready. But I’m not ruling it out.” He slid the bottom of his sweatshirt up over his abs and I couldn’t help but be impressed. “I mean, Foster’s only been gone a day...”
 
   “That’s just fuckin’ creepy,” I said. “I mean, I know I’m pretty wasted right now but I’m pretty sure I haven’t died.” Levi flipped the channel again and there was another view of the front of the house. There were protestors marching in a wide circle out on the street while policemen on horseback watched. The signs didn’t seem to relate to these circumstances, they were addressing a variety of concerns—“Free the Lab Rats” was popular, “Eat the Rich” may have had some relevance, “Do You Know Where Your Stockbroker Is?” had me puzzled.
 
   Another channel had a picture of me, my father, and Megan standing behind the President as he addressed the convention. My wanna-be VP father was staring at the breasts that were threatening to cause Megan’s own personal wardrobe malfunction, and I wondered why nobody had picked up on that at the time.
 
   PBS had a panel of political experts who had to be legit—they just weren’t attractive enough to be on TV unless they were super smart. A lady who looked a lot like George Washington said grimly, “There just hasn’t been anything like this in the history of American politics.”
 
   An ancient guy with the longest, scariest eyebrows I’d ever seen spoke up. “Well, we have to give the Senator credit where it’s due, the President’s daughter is a hundred times hotter than Wallis Simpson.” I had to tip my beer at the screen in agreement.
 
   Somebody carried in some pizza and wings left over from the party and the room got quiet as we ate and watched the channels roll by. I caught a glimpse of the Bachelorette and Dave yelled through a slice of pepperoni, “Leave that on for a minute!” There were groans from the room and CNN popped up on the screen. There was a night shot of the White House and I wondered if the first family was sitting down together for dinner, staring at an empty chair, and what that conversation would be like.
 
   I plopped down on my bed and closed my eyes for a minute. I think I ended up falling asleep for about an hour or so, when I woke up Spence and Dave were sprawled out on the bed on either side of me. The room was fairly dark, but in the pulsing blue light from the TV I could see there were about five or six other guys sprawled out on the floor and the couch, all of them wearing nothing but boxers, and the whole scene looked a lot like one of the ads I did. Levi was sitting cross-legged in the middle of it all tapping on a laptop with one hand and flipping channels with the other. Rob was snoring softy with his back against the door and his gun on the floor next to him. I could still see light from the camera crews creeping in around the curtains and it didn’t seem like this was really ever going to end, but with all these guys, my friends, surrounding me I tried to be optimistic. 
 
   I noticed that Spence had fallen asleep with my phone in his hand. When I pulled it away he stirred a little and threw his arm over my chest. I held the phone up and I could see he had written a draft of a text to my mother telling her I was fine, and that if she couldn’t stop laughing she may want to consider how bad her last picture had done at the box office to snap herself out of it. I thought that was good advice so I hit the send button.
 
   I raised my head over Spence’s shoulder and asked Levi, “Any new developments?” 
 
   He shook his head. “Only the news channels are doing nonstop coverage now. I haven’t seen a live shot from here in a while. They might rally a little in the morning but I still think you’ll be back to your usual busy schedule in a day or so. I mean, I’m not sure what else you do around here besides smoke and drink and sneak over to the sorority house, but you’ll be able to go back and forth to campus soon.” I thought about Phillip’s phone number and wondered when I’d be able to talk to him. As I nodded off again Dave threw his arm around me and I felt like I was in a cocoon.
 
   When I woke up the next morning Rob had the curtain pulled back just enough that he could peek out on the street. I climbed over Spence and looked around the room, except for the two guys in my bed and Rob everybody else had left. “Where’s Levi?”
 
   Rob let the curtain drop back into place and told me, “He set up shop downstairs in the study room. He’s getting more irritated with the press and he didn’t want to wake you up. There may be a slightly smaller group of reporters outside but they still look pretty determined to me. And I think they still have a few drones out there, we may have to cancel any plans you have for another pool party.” He looked like someone had cancelled Christmas. His phone chirped and he glanced at it. He sat down on the corner of the bed and pulled on some jeans and an Occupy Wall Street t shirt then headed out the door. I walked down to the bathroom and brushed my teeth and hopped into the showers. The floor was still wet from the morning bathroom traffic jam but it had become chilly and I shivered a little. 
 
   I wondered what my father and Megan were doing right now. I had two conflicting images in my head—one of them holding hands on some remote beach and swearing their undying love to each other, the alternative and probably more realistic picture was of the two of them sitting shell-shocked in a suite at the Willard, and staring at each other like they had never met before.
 
   Dave padded across the cold tile with a bottle of body wash in one hand and a bottle of aloe in the other. “I heard your door open and close, I was hoping Rob was in here with you.”
 
   “Pervert,” Spence said as he joined us. He looked at me with a little concern on his face. “Foster, you know I like helping you navigate through your day—keeping up with the drugs, the alcohol, the sex, and the enormous burden of your classes in polo and shuffleboard—it keeps my multi-tasking OCD happy. So, don’t try to take on too much with this whole clusterfuck your father’s created. You’re designed to cruise along through life without these enormous ripples moving across your pond. Let me, Rob, and Levi take care of this for you, okay?”
 
   I frowned and spit a little shower water at him. “You make it sound like I’m some kind of idiot. Contrary to popular belief I’m not just another dumb jock.”
 
   He nodded. “You’re right, Bro. You’re a little better looking, a little wealthier, and a little more hung than the average dumb jock, but the same basic concepts apply—try not to talk too much, smile a lot, and run like hell if somebody passes you the ball. That’s really all anybody expects of you, Jake.” He grinned at me as he lathered up.
 
   Dave followed me over to the bench and we started drying off. “Is that what everybody thinks, Dave? That I’m just another dumb jock wandering through life like a lost puppy? Spence seems to think so.”
 
   “He actually put a positive spin on your image, Foster. He went a little easy on you about the heavy drinking, the recreational drugs, the recreational sex, and all the other stuff that’s starting to tarnish your boy-next-door image. And there’s other...you know, stuff you don’t even admit to yourself.”
 
   I ran a hand through my hair and it was so short it had already dried. “What other ‘stuff’, Dave?”
 
   He looked over his shoulder as he walked out and asked, “Have you called that Phillip guy, yet?”
 
   I made it downstairs and Levi was debating something with Rob but they stopped talking when I walked into the study. I smiled at them and waited for one of them to lob an information grenade my way.
 
   “Foster, I might be here a little longer than we thought. Homeland Security’s picking up a lot of chatter, and some pretty radical groups have popped up on the internet. A lot of right-wing survivalist types are convinced your father, Megan, or both of them are part of some left-wing terrorist group trying to undermine the country and remove the President from office.”
 
   I shook my head and laughed. “Wait. What? People think that my father running off with Megan—who’s basically a clueless slut—that they are tryin’ to pull off some kind of coup? Is this gonna go down in history as the Fuck Me Revolution?”
 
   Levi spoke up. “I know, it sounds crazy, and I’m sure they weren’t planning...well, I mean, let’s be honest here—between the two of them they probably couldn’t start a coffee maker. A well-planned revolution would be a little out of their league.”
 
   Rob looked a little grim and it was the first time I really saw him as some kind of protector or guard or whatever. “Foster, your mother and brother are at her house, your stepfather is with them. They have security from the movie studio, the police department, and a couple of my co-workers keeping them safe. I don’t really think they’d be a target, but you might be. I mean, they keep showing that picture of the three of you at the convention. Nobody knows a whole lot about you other than what you look like in boxer briefs or playing baseball. There have been death threats against your father and Megan, and some people might think you’re somehow involved in all of this.”
 
   “Me? That’s crazy, I’ve just been being me, or whatever. I mean, I’m going to school, playin’ some sports, tutoring kids and shit. I may have been in some underwear ads but I don’t see that as any kind of friggin’ anarchist activity. I’m harmless—”
 
   Levi cleared his throat. “Ashley seemed to think otherwise, Foster. Before she left she deleted a big chunk of your school record from last fall—there were still copies of some of the underwear ads, different sports awards you won your freshmen year, the convention pics and other stuff. But there are about ten pages of the file that would have covered last fall that are just gone.” He pointed at Brent walking into the room. Brent stopped dead in his tracks as Levi said, “I dug around a little in some of your fraternity brothers’ files and Brent here seems to have the same blank spot in his file as you do. And coincidentally some guy named Trey, also a member of this fraternity, disappeared off the map around the same time.”
 
   Brent moved beside me and he said, “Oh, our parents may have put some pressure on Ashley to keep some embarrassing stuff out of the media. We went down to Trey’s father’s house on Park—”
 
   I had to cut Brent off. “We just went down there for a little fun on fall break, that’s all. We just pulled some stupid frat-boy stunts that nobody wanted the press or recruiters or whoever to find out about. It was all innocent fun, you know, guy stuff. It doesn’t have anything to do with—”
 
   Ella walked in and a few of her staff rolled a huge breakfast cart with food and coffee into the room. “I heard Foster say the word ‘innocent’, we must be in the freakin’ Twilight Zone.” She started pouring coffee and handing it out to all of us. She filled a plate full of pastries and plopped into one of the recliners. “So did I miss anything good on my way over here? I sat up all night watching this shit.”
 
   I ignored her and watched a UPS crew and a bunch of FedEx people hauling in palettes of boxes and packages and setting them right inside the door. One of the regular delivery guys I recognized loaded up a plate of doughnuts, poured some coffee, and sat down on the couch next to me. He huffed and said, “You little douches are getting even more shit than usual today! And Ella said we don’t have to take ‘em any further than the front door, no more deliveries upstairs to the rooms. I guess from now on you’ll have to pause your video games or circle jerks or whatever it is you rich freaks do upstairs and come down here to get your care packages from home or Abercrombie or whoever.”
 
   I nodded as I stared at all the boxes. “Right, no more upstairs—hang on! That really is an awful lot of shit. Look at the size of those boxes! Did somebody order some shit for the weight room or some imported kegs or something?”
 
   Sheldon and Shannon walked in. He was wearing a t shirt with Darth Vader on the front of it and some shorts that highlighted his bean-pole legs. He was about as pale as Rob had been before yesterday, and he somehow managed to look younger than Levi. He walked over to me and explained, “A lot of those boxes are mine, stuff I need from my house. I didn’t want to hassle with getting them through all that security and those news trucks out there.”
 
   Shannon was holding hands with Sheldon and she said, “I’m really just here for the excitement. I mean, sorry Foster, but I haven’t laughed this hard in a long time. To give up this campaign to cure cancer or fly to Mars, something valuable—that I could understand. But to walk away from it all for Megan? You and your father have one thing in common—nobody will ever accuse you of thinking too hard about the choices you make.” I grinned and gave her the finger.
 
   The UPS guy next to me looked pissed and told Sheldon, “So, you just figured I could do it for you, thanks a lot! Do you think I have some kind of fucking magic wand that gets me through all that shit out there without a hassle?”
 
   Rob was standing behind the couch and he pulled out his gun out and held it to the back of the UPS guy’s head. The guy’s eyes went wide and I realized I had never noticed how blue they were. “Forgive us, Sir,” Rob said politely, “for thinking it was in your fucking job description to deliver packages.” Ella clapped as Rob escorted the poor guy out of the room.
 
   Levi stood up and shook Sheldon’s hand. “You’re the other guy in this frat whose file seems to have been altered at about the same time as Foster’s, Brent’s and that Trey guy’s.”
 
   “Levi, this is Shannon, Sheldon’s girlfriend.” I tried to change the subject. “Ella, maybe Shannon wants some coffee or a croissant or something.”
 
   Ella pointed at the tray. “Help yourself, Sweetie. Just move, you’re blocking the damn TV.”
 
   I tried something else. “So, Sheldon, what’s in all those boxes?” He nodded and pointed at the steps to the basement. I signaled for Rob, Brent, and Levi to follow us and we all headed downstairs.
 
   There was a wide-open area in the middle of the basement surrounded by a maze of smaller rooms for storage, initiation ceremonies, and other assorted purposes. Rob looked around at everything while I lit a joint and I talked to Sheldon about the boxes. “So,” I asked, “I’m thinking you have more than one of them, right?”
 
   He nodded and then Spence asked, “What can they do?”
 
   Sheldon took a hit off the joint and from the top of the steps we heard Shannon shout, “Just one or two hits, Sheldon! We still have to go shopping for towels this afternoon.”
 
   Sheldon shivered a little but started talking. “I have six, altogether. I was planning on doing something special for the home game next weekend, but this sounds like more fun.” He looked at me and said, “But these things aren’t cheap, and depending on what we do I could lose my whole investment. Are you going to cover that, Foster?”
 
   “How much are we talking about, Sheldon? I mean everybody in the world has them these days. They can’t cost that much.”
 
   “These are state of the art, Foster. They can do just about anything, you don’t just send these up to snap backyard pics of some house for sale. They can carry payload, they can fly by remote or autonomously, they’re much more agile than—”
 
   “I got it, Bro. How much?”
 
   “Fifty grand. And that’s wholesale, if I was negotiating with the government or private sector they’d go for an easy million.”
 
   “Fuck me!” I cringed. “That’s for all of them, right?”
 
   He shook his head. “That’s for each one we lose.”
 
   I looked at Spence. “Have I got that much...sitting around?”
 
   Spence handed the joint back to me and nodded. “You’ve got enough to cover all of them in available cash, but let’s try not to break the bank. I guess it doesn’t really matter, I think your father monitoring your checking account balance right now is the last thing we need to worry about.”
 
   Levi took the joint from me. “So,” he said, “we can start some kind of drone war. That is way outside of what Ashley would want me to get involved with.”
 
   Rob came back to the group and looked at all of us. “Fellas, I’m not exactly sure of what you’re thinking about doing.” He held up his gun. “Foster has one of these, too.” He looked at Levi and said, “And Levi’s files may be scrubbed clean, but I read enough in our agency file to know that Foster’s one helluva marksman. If he gets pissed enough he could take out those news drones, and some unfortunate reporters, in about a second.”
 
   Levi raised an eyebrow. “What do you know, Rob?”
 
   He looked at us. “I’m not going into details, but tell me if I have a general idea, gentlemen. You can just nod if a word hits the bullseye.” We waited.
 
   “Parker’s Bluff.” I nodded.
 
   “Arson.” Brent nodded.
 
   “Attempted murder.” Sheldon nodded.
 
   “Jason Rumpholt.” I nodded and turned a little red.
 
   “One last thing. Man-eating alligator.”
 
   I shook my head.  “All of that stuff just sort of happened, all I did was...defend myself?” 
 
   “I just don’t want a repeat performance, Foster. I want you to avoid shooting anything or anybody. Let’s just let Sheldon and his drones take care of things this time.”
 
   Levi looked around and then raised an eyebrow at me. I told him, “Look, you’re a part of this current disaster, that should be enough excitement for anybody. The less you know about last fall the better.” He seemed to ponder that and then nodded. “Our goals here are simple enough,” I said. “With Sheldon’s help we can nip the drone issue in the bud, nobody’s gonna keep me from hangin’ out in my own backyard. The other issue is that we need to get those idiots out front to pack up and leave. If we just get those two things accomplished then things will get back to normal.”
 
   Rob said, “I bet ‘normal’ around here is still pretty amazing.”
 
   “It has its moments.” I asked Spence, “What’s the overall mood in the house. Is everybody pissed at me for this clusterfuck?”
 
   Spence shook his head. “You’ve given them an excuse to skip classes, party, and generally just have fun. What’s there to get mad about? Plus you’re a brother, they’ve got your back.”
 
   Sheldon began explaining the various options for using his toys and we listened intently. After he reviewed all of them he said, “These are all technically possible with a few modifications. And I still have a lot of other equipment down here that we might be able to use for the reporters out on the sidewalk. But those drones, they’re my pet project right now. And I’ve got presentations scheduled with Lockheed Martin, Amazon, FedEx, and Target—they all want to see my designs. And Shannon and I need money to fix up the house.”
 
   Shannon yelled down from the top of the steps, “I’m rooting for Target! Sheldon, Ella and I are going to cut through the back gate and Britt’s going to take us shopping. Have fun with your toys, just don’t get arrested. And no steep fines from the FAA, okay? I think Ella’s taking us to the Jaguar dealership, and she says they’re having a sale.”
 
   Sheldon looked at Spence and said, “I need the five best gamers in the house, five MacBooks, five sixty-inch TV’s, some fishing line, some ping pong balls and some Doritos. We can set up down here. I can have everything ready by...midafternoon. And we also need to lure all the news drones into one spot—somewhere safe where there won’t be any collateral damage. We’ll need some bait, I have an idea about that, too.” 
 
   Spence nodded and checked his watch. “Foster, your political science class starts in about an hour, it might not be a bad idea for you to show up for that.”
 
   “Yeah. No! Wait a damn minute, you want me to go on to campus and throw myself to the wolves? There are about a hundred students in that class and when they see me they’re gonna want blood, Spence.”
 
   Levi looked at us and said, “I think Spence might be right. It’s just about the only class you’re taking that doesn’t involve a helmet or a jock. I could have somebody from Ashley’s office document you sitting in a crowded classroom, walking through campus, basically acting like a normal college kid. I could feed the pictures to the press and maybe they’ll calm down a little.”
 
   “I am a normal college kid, Levi. At least at this college, anyway.”
 
   Rob chimed in. “It’s not really such a bad idea. I mean it wouldn’t be a bad idea to show up on campus, show everybody that it’s just business as usual for you.”
 
   “Me showing up for class isn’t exactly my normal routine, but I get what you’re saying. I’ll go, Levi, but only if Rob’s there. And Spence, you need to go, too. I need you there.”
 
   Spence patted me on the shoulder. “I’m always there for you, Bro. I’ll give you all the moral support you need, I promise.”
 
   I shook my head. “No—I mean I appreciate that, but I really need for you to come with us and show me where the class meets. I don’t have a clue.”
 
   


  
 

Intro to Political Science
 
   Rob and I went back up to my room and he started changing into his black suit. I asked, “Why do you need to wear that thing? Nothing screams ‘look at me’ more than a guy following me around wearing a Big Lots suit. And I know exchange students from Saudi Arabia think bodyguards are a cool accessory, but I don’t.”
 
   He was tucking his white shirt in and had the most boring tie I’d ever seen hanging over his shoulders. He explained, “I need to wear this, you’re not the only one who needs to be seen. My boss is going to think I’m just hanging out and partying with you guys if there aren’t some pictures of me in full work mode.” His brow wrinkled a little. “How much do you think one of those Saudi jobs pays?”
 
   Levi walked in and started digging through my closet. “Foster’s right, Rob. We’re going to have to smuggle the two of you onto campus, and it’ll only take about ten seconds for the crowd out front to figure out you’re Secret Service in that budget-rack suit.” He pulled out a pair of khakis and a rugby shirt and tossed them to me, and handed Rob a pink tie with bright green whales swimming across it. He looked on the rack hanging from the back of the closet door and handed him a baseball cap with an Apple logo on the front of it. “Lose the jacket and wear this stuff at least until we get to campus.”
 
   Rob held the tie up and studied it. “This is so ugly it has to be expensive. Okay, I’ll wear this stuff until we’re through the gate, but after that I’ll have my shoulder holster and jacket on. I’m going downstairs to call the office and give them an update.”
 
   I got dressed and Levi studied me. “You’re a little overdressed for Hawthorne, but it’s what the press will expect—I’m not going to make you wear an argyle sweater or anything. But you should wear a hat.” He pulled a John Deere cap off the rack and said, “Wear this, it reminds me of home and nobody on campus will recognize the brand. I’ll be here, I want to run some ideas by Sheldon.”
 
   Spence and I split a joint and as we headed down the steps I washed one of Brent’s pills down with a bottle of water. When we got to the bottom of the steps Levi walked outside with Spence to grab his car from the parking lot. Rob stood next to me and was grinning from ear to ear while he studied himself in a mirror. “When I head home can I keep this tie, Foster? It’s starting to grow on me.”
 
   I nodded as we cut through the dining room. “Sure Rob, you can keep it. If you like it that much you I can give you the pants that match it—they have little crabs and lobsters on them.”
 
   “Sweet.”
 
   We watched through the window as Spence backed his car up to the side entrance of the house and popped the trunk open. “Okay, Foster. Climb in and get comfortable.”
 
   I looked at the trunk and shook my head. “No fuckin’ way.”
 
   Levi nodded sternly at me and said, “Don’t make me have to babysit you on this trip, I need to stay here. And you need to be invisible. We’ll never get you past those reporters, you’re just too photogenic to not be noticed.” I smirked at Spence and he just pointed at the trunk. 
 
   I was curled up in the trunk checking text messages when the car came to a halt and I bounced off the spare tire. I squinted my eyes at the bright sun as Rob and Spence helped me to my feet. “I still don’t understand why I had to do that! There are about twenty other bros that look just like me, with a hat and a pair of sunglasses I would have been fine in the back seat.”
 
   Rob smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “No doubt. But then we wouldn’t have had the fun of cramming you into that trunk.”
 
   We walked through campus and Spence pointed out some of the more spectacular women to Rob. I was trying to stay focused on following the sidewalk without losing my balance and wondered if Brent could just hook me with an IV of whatever that last pill had in it.
 
   Spence ducked into a building and came back out with Starbucks for each of us. He took a napkin and wiped the corner of my mouth. “You’re drooling just a little, Foster. Now let’s see if you can walk and sip this down before you get to class.”
 
   Rob scanned the area around us. “I see a ton of hot girls, but I don’t see anybody taking pictures. That’s good, I’m not sure Levi would be thrilled to see pics of Foster stumbling like a homeless guy.”
 
   Spence pointed around us. “If anything it just helps Jake blend in to the crowd. Look at the rest of these people wandering by us—they’re not exactly monks and nuns headed to church.” 
 
   When we got to the building where the class was held I realized just how I buzzed I was, and began to have my doubts about things in general. “Maybe we should just head back to the house. I mean, I can just watch the online lesson like I usually do. I don’t technically have to be in there.” They shook their heads and pointed at the front doors to the ancient looking brick and ivy hall that had been built two years ago. I walked in and immediately ducked into the men’s room. 
 
   Rob sounded stern and asked, “What the hell are you doing, Foster?”
 
   I shook my head and unzipped, “What does it look like, between the water and coffee I’m about to bust.”
 
   Spence said, “Well, that’s not a urinal, Bro. It’s a...potted plant.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder and saw the urinals lined up behind me on the wall. “Right, I know. I was just...going green?”
 
   Rob was leaning against a wall adjusting the shoulder holster under his jacket. Spence was at the sink running wet fingers through his hair and basically admiring himself in the mirror. I splashed some water on my face and tucked the John Deere cap in my backpack. “Let’s get this over with. Maybe I’m not thinking clearly, but doesn’t it seem a little odd that the only class I’m goin’ to this week is political science? A lot of these people might be payin’ attention to the campaign or whatever, we might be playing to a relatively hostile crowd.”
 
   Spence looked at me and shook his head. “If this scandal didn’t involve your father and Megan would you be paying attention to the campaign or the news?”
 
   We wandered down the hall and Spence pointed out the right classroom. As soon as we walked in he pulled me down into a seat in the back and joined me. Rob took a position right behind me, standing like a statue with his hands crossed over the front of his pants. “Yeah,” I looked at the other students staring at us. “I’m sure nobody’s going to notice the three of us.”
 
   Rob whispered down to me, “I thought somebody said there were a hundred people in this class. The class is kind of crowded, but there’s only room for about twenty people.”
 
   Spence nodded. “It must be a really popular class. Only five people showed up at my last physics class.”
 
   A guy wearing a denim shirt stretched over his gut, brown corduroys, and a campaign button with the Democratic candidate’s name pinned to his PETA cap walked up to the podium at the front of the little room. “Grad student,” Spence and I moaned in unison.
 
   I felt hopeful when he dimmed the lights and the flat screen behind him came to life. All hope was lost when my father and Megan appeared larger than life and began babbling to the press. “This,” our unbiased instructor began, “is probably the single happiest moment in American politics. That one party could be destroyed by the uncontrollable sexual urges of two complete morons clearly demonstrates the weaknesses inherent in the current form of American government. In order for this country to succeed we need sweeping reforms that will return the government to the people and end the tyrannical rule of the financial elite. Ninety-Nine Percenters should be able to take back control—”
 
   “Excuse me,” a guy in the middle of the room spoke up. “But how, exactly, is this going to cause government reform?” The guy’s voice sounded a little familiar but I couldn’t see his face. I could make out a little curly black hair below a baseball cap and a pair of wide shoulders covered by an Under Armor long-sleeved tee, but that didn’t really narrow down who he was very much. “If people decide they can’t trust a guy who lets his daughter screw around with some power junkie who thinks with his cock, and the public votes him out of office, doesn’t that actually prove the system works?” There were a few murmurs of agreement but grad-student guy looked pissed. 
 
   He clenched the podium and I saw his knuckles turn white. “As the only expert in this room on politics and government I can tell you people you’re just being naive. All of the politicians at that level are corrupt, and the only way the average American will thrive is if we get rid of our current outdated constit—”
 
   “But wait,” the guy in the middle of the room argued, “if they’re all corrupt can you explain that button on your hat?” He turned his head to the side and I realized it was Phillip.
 
   Grad guy hesitated and pointed at the TV behind him. “Let’s stay focused on this current...scandal that’s happening. As it stands now, this guy running for VP, he...”
 
   The wanna-be communist behind the podium kept blabbering like he was lecturing a stunned middle-aged woman wearing a fur coat, and all the chemicals in my blood stream let me shut him out and focus on the frozen picture of Megan and my father behind him. Megan’s face was beaming and my father looked like he was standing in wet concrete. When I looked at my father’s image up there I really wasn’t sure what I felt. I felt some sympathy for him because I understood how your hormones could lead you down some unexpected paths. I wondered how someone who was so close to having everything he ever wanted could throw it all away for something he wouldn’t be able hang on to. It was like being on a game show and choosing the box full of candy instead of the new car you needed. He didn’t look all that thrilled but he seemed hopeful. Suddenly the screen went blank and the lights in the room came back on. 
 
   “...so,” the guy at the podium was still droning on, “without a viable vice presidential candidate on the ticket what will happen next?” The room was quiet except for people tapping texts or lightly snoring. “I can tell you, you ignorant, naive, spoiled spawn of the elite, what will happen next. The President won’t be able to move forward without a vice-presidential candidate on the ticket, he’s ruined.”
 
   Spence kicked me in the shin when I spoke up. “Hey, PETA head, what the fuck are you talkin’ about? I checked my syllabus this morning and according to it we should be talking about the Bill of Rights—you should be teaching the subject I’m paying you to teach. I may not show up here in person a lot, but I’ve watched every webinar and taken the weekly quizzes. If you’d like to sit down I’d be happy to teach this class for you. It seems like you’d rather be preaching out in front of the friggin’ student union, anyway.” Rob was tapping me on the back of my head with his knuckles and Spence was stomping on my foot. “If I wanted to hear political talking points for either side I’d listen to Rush Limbaugh or James Carville. Rush may be talking as a conservative but he is free to listen to on the radio. If I pay 75 grand to come here, and this class is one of five I’m taking, and this is only half of the school year, then I’m still paying 7500 for you to be a pretentious ass for three hours a week. I may be a little high, and I’m not that great at math, but that seems like a lousy return on my investment. And unlike a unionized public school, I can make a donation to this college, a check that wouldn’t put a dent in my bank balance, and have your ass put out on the street.” The camera phones were starting to turn in my direction so I wrapped things up. “You, Sir, are an absolute waste of my time.” Rob put a hand on my shoulder, he was so close behind me his belt buckle was tapping me in the back of my head. “And I might be a One Percenter, but I think the parents of middle-class folks should be pissed that they’re working extra jobs, saving and sacrificing, for their kids to be indoctrinated into either party instead of getting a good education. Ponder that, you douche.” Suddenly Rob had his hand on my collar and Spence was tugging on my belt, and I was yanked out the door.
 
   We hustled outside and into a happier world. “I don’t think,” Spence said solemnly, “that he’s going to give you an ‘A’ for class participation.” 
 
   I dug into my backpack and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. I lit one with shaky fingers and looked around us. “Well, I don’t know about you two, but I think that went pretty well.” Rob and Spence nodded and we started back to the car.
 
   Rob stared at me. “No, offense Foster, but you seem a little buzzed. Will you even remember that rant next week?”
 
   “Sure! Well, maybe not. But I still stand by what I said.”
 
   Phillip caught up with us and seemed to be at a loss for words. I shook his hand and introduced him to Rob and Spence. “You recognize Phillip, right Spence? He waited on us at breakfast the other morning.”
 
   Spence looked at the guy and shrugged. “I guess so. Wait, the phone number in my fruit salad?” Phillip and I both turned a little red and Rob raised an eyebrow. “Right. So what’s the deal, do they let employees audit classes or did you just sneak in?”
 
   I stomped on Spence’s foot and he took a step back. Phillip shook his head and said, “I’m a student here. I’m here on a wrestling scholarship, but to help cover costs I work part time for food services.”
 
   Levi’s photographer walked up and asked us to pose in front of a statue of some old guy. I think he was the founder of the school but I couldn’t remember his name. I pulled Phillip into the picture and put him between me and Spence. We stood there, and smiled, and I tried to look sincere and innocent. The only bright spot was when Phillip gave me a shy grin that meant a lot to me, and then he wandered off.
 
   After the photographer left, Spence checked his watch and handed me my phone. He told Rob, “I’ve got a seminar that starts in about fifteen minutes. It’s on money laundering and I really don’t want to miss it—it’ll give me and my dad something to talk about the next time I see him.”
 
   Rob raised an eyebrow. “It’s none of my business—well I guess being a Secret Service agent it actually is—but is your dad in the mob or something?”
 
   Spence shook his head. “Good guess, but no. He owns a brokerage firm. Anyway, Foster has water-polo practice and he needs to work off all of the beer and doughnuts he’s had in the last few days. Could you take him to that and we’ll meet here by the statue in an hour?”
 
   I shook my head and said, “I really don’t need a baby sitter.”
 
   Rob grabbed my arm and started pulling me away. “Don’t tell my boss that, I like it here. I don’t want to end up stuck with a former First Lady who gardens and goes on book tours.” He looked distressed and added, “Or decides to get into politics herself.”
 
   We walked to the ancient natatorium and went down to the basement. The building was about fifty or sixty years old and the locker room was dank and dimly lit. Pipes ran all over the ceiling and up and down the walls, it was like the inside of a sub in a war movie. And every sound—the clank of a locker opening, a shower running, a cell phone ringing, guys talking—it all rang out and bounced off the old dingy tile. I opened my locker and started hanging up my clothes. Rob was sitting on the bench and staring at a guy toweling off at the other end of the row. I told Rob in a low whisper, “Stop staring at naked guys, Rob, unless you wanna start a fight.”
 
   Rob whispered back, “He looks shady, you never know who’s a threat, Foster.”
 
   “That’s probably what he’s thinking about you, dumbass.”
 
   “Huh?” He stood up from the bench. “So, I guess I’ll just hang out in the bleachers or wherever until you’re done. I can check messages, maybe call my wife.”
 
   I shook my head. “You’ll be the only guy who’s not in the pool. You’ll basically be sitting there alone staring at a bunch of guys in speedos.” I saw Jeff, the instructor, walking past the end of the lockers. “Hey, Jeff, what’s on the schedule for today?”
 
   He looked at Rob, who was sitting there studying every clothed or butt-naked guy walking past. Jeff mumbled, “Yeah, we’re uh,...who’s that?” He shook his head. “Sorry, Foster. We’re just doing conditioning today. Yeah, just laps today, a bunch of guys are late for practice because of the clusterfuck at the gate. You know, because your...so, yeah. Just laps.”
 
   I reached into the locker and pulled out another bathing suit. “There you go, Rob. You can join me in the pool. A few laps will be good for ya.”
 
   He held up the speedo. “No fucking way. Not gonna happen.”
 
   I nodded at him and he sighed and pulled his tie off.
 
   When we got out to the pool there were a few guys already swimming laps. “We’ll swim for about thirty minutes and then cut out.”
 
   Rob looked panicked and was about to say something when Britt called out to us. “Foster! Rob! You escaped!” I gave her a hug while Rob stood there looking awkward and covering the front of his speedo with both hands. She turned to Rob and nodded. “That burn is getting better, but your face is still pretty red.” She turned back to me. “I’m meeting some of the sisters over in the practice pool, we’re working on a synchronized-swimming routine for some kind of recruiting podcast for the sorority.” She suddenly looked inspired. “Why don’t you two come join us! It’ll be a lot more fun than swimming laps!” She seemed really excited and was jumping up and down so fast I thought Rob was going to have a heart attack. I waved my hand in front of his eyes and he snapped out of it long enough to follow us to the other pool.
 
   We stood at the edge of the pool and Rob elbowed me. “I should really be armed and watching over you. I have a problem with this, maybe I should go back down for my suit and gun.” He was staring at all the girls in the water and shaking his head.
 
   “Just keep your hands over that thing until you get in the pool. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “No, I mean I’m not the best swimmer.”
 
   “This will be easy, Rob. It’s just treading water and shit, they don’t expect us to learn their whole routine. I thought you’d rather swim with them than a bunch of guys.” I dove in and joined the girls. He sat down on the edge of the pool and slowly lowered himself into the water, then he grinned at the girls and began heading toward us. I’d never seen anybody swim like that before, it looked like a crazed three-legged armadillo had fallen into a creek.
 
   Britt stared at him as he struggled to keep his head above water. She asked, “Are you okay, Rob? You’re not having a seizure or anything, are you?” He shook his head and tried to follow Brittany’s instructions, but after about five minutes he gave up and flailed to the edge of the pool. He finally told us between fits of coughing water out of his lungs that he’d meet me in the locker room. He crawled away for about ten feet until he managed to get up on his feet.
 
   I told him, “Okay, I’ll be down in a little while. I want to learn a few more of these spinning-flippy-waving your feet out of the water moves. They may come in handy one day, if I ever meet a dolphin I’d like to impress it.”
 
   When I got down to the locker room I didn’t see Rob. His suit and gun were still hanging up with my clothes and the speedo was wadded up on the floor so I figured he was rinsing off. I walked around a tiled wall and he was curled up in a fetal position under a running shower. I stood over him and shook my head. “You made it out of the pool, don’t drown in the showers.” There were a few other guys showering and they watched me drag Rob out of the room as he moaned and sputtered.
 
   I got him dressed and armed and we headed back up the steps. I had to push him up the stairs but once we got outside he seemed to rally. The day was so nice I led him over to the outside bar next to the student union and I bought us a couple rounds of beer while we waited for Spence. He’d take one sip from the beer and then pass the rest to me. Rob looked around and said, “I hope we don’t run into Brittany out here. I’m kind of embarrassed about my swimming skills.”
 
   I stared at him and tilted my head a little. “I’m not sure what, exactly, Britt and I witnessed in there, but it damn sure wasn’t ‘swimming’, and there was no ‘skill’ involved. And as far as embarrassing goes, why don’t you try carrying a naked dude around a locker room? Some of those guys who were in the showers are in my class.” I leaned back and sipped my beer and watched all the comforting normality of everything around me, until I noticed Rob picking the crowd apart from behind his sunglasses.
 
   We caught up with Spence and when he popped the trunk open I just shrugged and climbed in. I figured if the traffic was heavy at the gate then maybe I’d have time for a nap before we got to the house.
 
   


  
 

The Drone Wars
 
   The house was pretty quiet when we got back. I peeked through my window and the vans and trucks were still lined up, but there weren’t any protestors on the sidewalk. A few of the reporters were in lawn chairs on the grass and most of them appeared to be sleeping. Rob hung up his suit and I tossed my clothes on the floor. I threw on some cargo shorts while he searched through his thrift clothes. The cleaning crew had gone through the room and they had stacked his freshly-laundered stuff at the foot of the bed. He dug around and came up with some faded Hawthorne Athletic Department sweat shorts. “This is it for me, I think my back is starting to peel, and I guess I don’t really need any of your underwear.”
 
   I nodded. “You’re learning the fraternity dress code, good for you.” I looked through his clothes and pulled out an old tee that had Save a Horse, Ride a Cowboy across the chest. “Here, take this with you in case you get cold.”
 
   We gathered up Spence and Dave and we all headed down to the basement. Dave was walking behind Rob and poked Rob’s shoulder, it turned white and then bright red. “I think you need another aloe session, buddy.” I backhanded Dave in the gut and he shrugged at me. “It was worth a try,” he mumbled.
 
   We got down to the basement and Sheldon met us at the bottom of the steps. The big TV’s were set up in a semi-circle and were showing different cable channels, most of them were showing footage from the campaign and the convention with my father grinning into the cameras. One TV was showing a Scooby Doo rerun and I was a little puzzled by that until I realized how much pot smoke was drifting through the room.
 
   In front of each TV there was a recliner or a couch with a small table in front of it. The tables were covered in all sorts of shit—laptops, game controllers, bongs, cans of Mountain Dew and Red Bull, and iPads. There was at least one guy seated in front of each TV and they were a complete cross section of the frat. A few of the guys were wearing nothing but socks and boxers, some had on pajama bottoms or sweatpants, and a few of the geekier guys were in plaid shirts and khakis. They all had that zoned-out look of a guy about to start a marathon gaming session. 
 
   I saw Quinn in the recliner closest to us and I tapped a tattoo on his shoulder to get his attention. He looked up at me and there was a big round blob of dip in one cheek, he had a Yale baseball cap on backward, and his shorts had so many holes in them he could have just skipped getting dressed at all. He motioned around the room. “Is this not the most kickass video setup or what, Foster? He pulled his cap off and ran his hair through some shaggy bleached-out hair and his white teeth glowed against the deep tan of his face. He looked like he should be up on a lifeguard stand somewhere rather than a basement lit with blue light from all the TVs. “Sheldon told us we’d be shooting at live targets, I mean real shit!”
 
   I felt a little weak in the knees and poured a beer from a keg in the corner. “Sheldon, what did Quinn just say about shooting live things?” Rob and I both got in his face and he raised his hands in protest.
 
   “No—I mean yeah, but not living targets!” Sheldon pointed at Levi who was leaning against the wall and smoking a joint while he juggled two cell phones. “While you were gone Levi and I put this together, we came up with a plan that should discourage drone cameras as well as the reporters out front.”
 
   Levi walked over to us and threw an arm around Sheldon. “This fella right here, Foster,” Levi wobbled a little and looked at Sheldon in pure admiration. “Sheldon here, well he’s just about the smartest friggin’ person I reckon I’ve ever met.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “How much have you had to drink and smoke, Levi?”
 
   “Lots, more than your average city boy can handle, that’s for damn sure.”
 
   “Uh oh, this isn’t good. He’s reverting to speaking Iowan or Nebraskan or redneck or something.” I asked him, “Who were you talkin’ to on the phone just then, Levi?”
 
   Rob jumped in and asked, “Can we get back to the ‘live target’ part of this conversation?”
 
   I waved him off and said, “We will, Rob, we just need to get those phones away from Levi before he does anything really crazy, if he hasn’t already.” Levi had become mesmerized by Scooby and Shaggy running down a hallway in what looked to be a haunted mansion. “So Levi, do you remember anything you’ve said on those phones, lately?”
 
   He smiled at all of us and said, “Not much, I ordered some pizza, called my girlfriend and asked her to marry me, and,” he pointed at me, “I told your daddy you’d meet him tomorrow afternoon for lunch. It only seems right, family needs to stick together in hard times like these.”
 
   I took the joint that Quinn was smoking away from him and inhaled deeply. “You told who, what, now?”
 
   He shrugged and said, “His people’ll call your people—and Ha! I guess that means me! Anyway, somebody’ll call tomorrow mornin’ with the details. I’m gonna head upstairs and catch the pizza guy.”
 
   Rob shook his head as Levi crawled up the steps. “That’s not going to end well.”
 
   I nodded. “No shit, by the time the delivery guy gets through the press and the cops out front that’ll be one cold fuckin’ pizza. But I’m not sure it really matters.” I pointed at Levi, who had curled up on the steps and appeared to be sound asleep.
 
   Sheldon was bouncing up and down next to us and cut in. “So, here’s the plan! We have three helicopter drones ready to launch, there’s one in the backyard of each house around us. The gamers wanted little tiny rockets to shoot at the news drones, but the logistics and modifications to make that happen would take at least a week to make, and we don’t have that kind of time. By then those news drones will be hovering over Justin Bieber’s house.”
 
   I imagined that and said, “The rockets would come in handy for that, if you could aim them at the celebrity and not the drones.”
 
   “No doubt.” Sheldon pointed at the first three TV’s. “So, these guys will have grappling hooks they can use to snatch up the news drones and take them out of commission. Their drones are built to be quiet and hover awhile—you, know, to spy and get the perfect paparazzi photo. Mine are built for heavier duty, lift capacity, and speed. We can overpower the enemy and take them out like sitting ducks. There’s an early prototype over there”
 
   I walked over to the drone sitting in a corner and was surprised at how big it was. The thing was about three-feet tall and just as wide. It had six propellers connected to a central hub that bristled with antennae and bug-eyed cameras. The drone sat on skids like a regular helicopter, and the entire machine was painted in a muted military-camouflage pattern. “What happens after they hook or catch the bad guys?” I asked him.
 
   “The guys will grab the prey, wrap the grapple line around one of the posts or the net on the volleyball court, and release the news drone once it’s all tangled up. I have some guys on the ground who will grab the drones and put them in the pool house. They’re on an intramural paint ball team and the bastards are really quick and stealthy. I guess the news teams will give up using them after three or four of them go down. If it becomes a prolonged battle I have two drones on standby that we can add to the squadron if we lose one.”
 
   Dave asked Sheldon, “Is that what the other screens are for?”
 
   “No, that’s for stage two. When the press starts losing the big ones they’re probably going to switch to mini-drones. They’re cheaper, can still stream live video, and they’re harder for our big drones to catch. So those last two screens with the love seats in front of them, they’re for the second wave. Those will have a two-man crew—a gamer to fly, and a paintballer to operate the turret.”
 
   Rob shook his head at Sheldon. “That seems intense or whatever. What, exactly, does the turret fire?”
 
   Sheldon explained, “Just paintballs, with some stickier paint. The gamers will be flying one of the drones they’re selling on online now for paintball competitions. I bought three of them online and had them FedEx’d. Except for remixing the paintballs they didn’t need modification. They look like an actually military drone—fixed wing and with better optics. We’re going to launch those from the parking lot of the park down the street, they need a runway to take off and land. So, when the little drones go airborne we just take them out with a couple paintballs.”
 
   I looked around the room and walked over to the keg. “This all seems...” I downed a beer, “complicated.” I looked around the room and realized at some point Spence had disappeared.
 
   Sheldon defended his plan. “We had other ideas. I thought about just stunning them with bursts of radio waves, but if we screwed up the Wi-Fi on this block there’d be hell to pay. Somebody suggested just posting some paintballers in the backyard but the gamers threw a fit—they didn’t want to be left out. There was a suggestion to buzz the media with the drones and drive them away, but there was something about that plan that seemed like a lawsuit waiting to happen.”
 
   “But why all of this?” Rob asked.
 
   “Because it gives me a chance to put my drones to a test, it includes the gamers and paintballers, it’s really harmless when you think about, and we all have a little cabin fever right now. The fun factor won out in the end.”
 
   I thought about what a clusterfuck my father and Megan had created, and the drugs in my system argued that this was a rational plan, a logical way to fight back. “It sounds good to me. But wait a minute, how do we get their drones to converge on the backyard?”
 
   Brittany walked out of the bathroom in a towel and when she opened it up the only thing she was wearing was a bikini bottom the size of a Post It note. She grinned at all of us and said, “I think this will do the trick.” Most of the guys in the fraternity had seen her dressed like that before, but Rob leaned against a pole and I wondered how far eyeballs could come out of a head before they just simply fell out. “And I can’t believe I’m saying this, Foster, but the real attraction will be you.”
 
   I looked back at Rob and his eyes had gone back into their sockets but it looked like he was dealing with another problem, he had both hands covering the front of his shorts. I pointed at him and told Brittany, “He’s not gonna let me go out there, and I sure as hell don’t want to give the press the satisfaction of taking pics of me.”
 
   Hunter came out of the darkness behind the TV’s. “I’m the lucky guy who gets to make out with Britt in the pool” He had a huge grin on his face and walked over to stand by her. He was almost my twin, same height, same weight, and same athletic body. Just as I was about to mention his hair was longer Sheldon put a Hawthorne baseball cap on his head and the transformation was complete. He was wearing boxer briefs and when Sheldon handed him a sock he stuck it in the front of them. He frowned and said, “I’m no Foster down there, but I’m not sure that’s necessary.” I’d seen him in the bathroom enough to know he was right. He shrugged and said, “Let’s get this show on the road!”
 
   Rob, Dave, Brent and I pulled up barstools and sat behind Sheldon’s team to watch the action. The largest TV hung above the other ones and it switched from news to a split-screen image of the backyard, the front lawn, the park and one patch of concrete. I watched as the concrete blurred a little and the view expanded to show a bird’s eye image of the backyard. Britt and Hunter appeared and immediately started making out on a lounge chair next to the pool’s edge and Rob’s stool started to wobble a little. “Sorry,” he said. “If I disappear for a while it’s just because I...miss my wife.” He looked down at his shorts. “I miss her a lot.”
 
   Dave elbowed me in the ribs. “Are you jealous, Foster?”
 
   “Bro, Britt and I are just friends with benefits or whatever. I’m not jealous of Hunter.”
 
   “That’s not what—or who, I was talking about.” I popped him on the back of the head.
 
   Sheldon spoke up. “Okay, gentlemen. Let’s get ready to fly, my drone should get their attention, and then Brittany and Hunter should get them all hovering over the pool.”
 
   One by one the TV screens switched to the images from the drones but they didn’t appear to be taking to the air, yet. At the corners of each screen there were displays showing battery life, airspeed, direction, camera angle, the status of the grappling hook, and a bunch of other shit that I couldn’t figure out. I put my hand out to Brent and he put a capsule in my hand. I didn’t even ask what it was, I just washed it down with beer. Britt and Hunter hopped into the pool. He was careful to keep his cap on and she was leaning back with her tits aimed at the sky. “Oh, my God,” Rob moaned and bolted out of the room.
 
   Somebody gave us a big bowl of chips and we snacked and drank as we watched the scene in the pool. It didn’t take long before for a swarm or fleet or whatever of news drones gathered over the backyard. “Gentlemen,” Sheldon spoke in a voice that was colder than Darth Vader’s. “Engage the enemy.”
 
   The TV’s all went a little crazy as the drones swarmed and the camera angles changed as the first battle quickly played out on the screens. I had to get off the stool and put my feet squarely on the ground to ease the intense vertigo I was feeling. The cameras flashed on pursuits and captures and the video was so clear it felt like we were watching in 3D. Somebody handed me a joint and I inhaled. Soon the TV’s covering the grappling drones were showing peaceful views of the backyard. I noticed Britt and Hunter weren’t visible. “So that’s it, Sheldon? Are the news drones tied up or whatever?”
 
   Sheldon double-checked the stats on his monitor. “We got the ones from FOX, CNN, ABC, CBS, and NBC. The ground crew has cleared the volleyball court, and all of our equipment is still in good shape.” 
 
   There were some cheers and I patted Quinn on the shoulder. He looked up at me and grinned and I said, “Nice guns, Quinn.” Dave was watching and raised an eyebrow in my direction.
 
   “Thanks, Bro. But it was a grapple, not a gun.” 
 
   I grinned at him and said, “I meant your arms, Bro. When do you get  out of that chair?”
 
   He looked puzzled but possibly interested. “It’s going to be a while, Sheldon’s going to keep the grapplers on standby while the paintballers stay up on patrol.” I looked at the last two screens and there were long sweeping views of the whole block as the planes circled.
 
   Sheldon appeared next to me. “All of these guys will be busy for another six hours or so, if the news drones go quiet then we’ll leave one drone up for the night and replace the grapples and batteries in the other stuff.”
 
   I nodded and told Quinn, “We need to catch up later on, then.”
 
   Quinn looked at me and replied, “Well, yeah. I mean, I live two doors down the hall from you. But I’ll swing by later when I get done down here and we’ll have a beer, or something.”
 
   Rob had reappeared and he put a hand on my shoulder and seemed to be a lot more relaxed. I grinned at him and asked, “Did you just dirty Facetime your wife, Rob?”
 
   He turned a little red. “She was at the grocery store and we lost the connection. So, I, uh...”
 
   “You took matters into your own hand? In my room? I mean, we’re roommates and all, so I guess—”
 
   “No, the room across the hall from you has a great view of the pool, so I—”
 
   “Enough said.” I looked at the steps and Britt and Hunter were stepping over Levi on their way down to us. “That was some show you two put on up there, have either of you considered a career in porn?”
 
   “More like a career in soap operas,” Britt said. “Hunter never actually sealed the deal. I’ll see you guys later, I need to finish what he started.” Three or four of the guys followed her up the stairs and Hunter shrugged.
 
   He pointed at his drooping soaked underwear. “Whatever, all those helicopters buzzing around distracted me. I’m headed up for some dry shorts.”
 
   I looked at Rob and Dave. “Let’s go upstairs and hang out for a while, my head’s kind of spinning from all these TV’s. And the beer...and bong hits...and pills, too,” I admitted.
 
   As we went up the steps Rob picked up Levi and threw him over his shoulder. “We need to get him off these steps before somebody trips over him.”
 
   We got up to my room and Hunter was standing in his doorway with a towel around his waist. “I’m headed to the showers, but have you guys seen anything odd around here? I don’t remember leaving my door open like this.”
 
   Rob turned a little red and semi-nodded. “It was me, I borrowed a pair of your socks.” We all looked at him. “Foster’s didn’t...fit?” 
 
   Hunter looked back at his room and the view of the pool and then back at Rob. “Yeah, no problem. Why don’t you just hang on to those socks, okay?” Hunter shook his head and headed off for his shower while the rest of us went into my room.
 
   Rob propped Levi up on my couch and Dave grabbed the remote for the TV. Some of the news channels had blurred shots of things spinning in the sky and flashes of the soft core porn going on in the pool, but it was all vague enough that nobody was willing to say for sure that it was me in the pool. Each anchor mentioned in passing that their ‘cutting-edge news gathering technology’ had failed. Dave and Rob were sitting on either side of Levi and would occasionally readjust him when he started to fall forward or was leaning on one of them. Hunter came in with a cooler of beer and set it on the floor between my bed and the couch. He was wearing khakis and a button down shirt and when I raised an eyebrow he just said, “Bible study at seven.” Then he walked back out of the room.
 
   I told Dave and Rob, “That church must have needed a livin’ personification of evil.”
 
   Rob nodded and replied, “They’re lucky, if all of you attended it probably would have started some kind of Apocalypse.”
 
   “No doubt.” I passed out bottles of beer and then flopped across my bed on my stomach to watch the news coverage and roll a joint.
 
   Rob pointed at me and headed to the door. “I’ve been breathing in pot smoke since I got here, if I take a piss test in the next six months or so I’m going to lose my job. I think I will call my wife, now.” He headed out the door and Brent came in and took his place on the couch.
 
   Dave pointed at the TV and an image of me ranting in the poli sci class had appeared on the screen. “I need to find a pic of that on the internet, it’s a great picture of Rob.” I glared at him. “What, Foster? For his...wife, or whatever.” The classroom video was followed by a few shots that Levi’s person had taken of us posing in front of the statue. Dave nodded at the screen. “That’s a great group pic, Foster. You should get a copy and post it online. You almost look sober. But what is our waiter from the other day doing in the picture?”
 
   Levi suddenly stood up and looked around at all of us. He pointed a finger at Dave and asked, “What did you do with my pizza, asshole?” He struggled to lean down and grab a beer out of the cooler without falling over. 
 
   Dave stood up and grabbed Levi by the arm. “Let’s get you down to the kitchen and we’ll see what we can find.”
 
   They walked out and Brent shook his head. “You’d think with how much the tuition is here they could provide better media relations people. Do you really think that guy can keep the press under control and keep your image...well, keep it respectable or honorable?” He covered his mouth and laughed a little.
 
   I finished my beer and tossed the bottle on the floor. He pulled another one out of the cooler for me and I said, “I like Levi, he’s a good little fella. And as far as keeping my image ‘respectable’, gimme a friggin’ break.” I downed about half of the new beer. “The guy’s an intern from Iowa, not a miracle worker.”
 
   Various brothers came and went from the room, looking at the TV or peeking out at the press through the curtains. The cooler would just about go empty and then someone would fill it back up with beer. Rob made it back and reclaimed his spot on the couch, and then Levi and Dave joined him with a platter of subs from the kitchen. At some point Sheldon poked his head in the door and told Levi he had the “other project” ready to go. He set a laptop on my dresser and then disappeared again.
 
   Levi hopped up and grabbed the computer, he seemed to have sobered up some and plopped down on the bed next to me. “Pull up the ET channel, Dave. Let’s see if they have a reporter out front.” 
 
   We watched some coverage of my father on the Senate floor, then some video of the President walking down a beach holding Megan’s hand, and then we saw a shot of the front of our house. “Coming up next,” the anchor teased, “we have live coverage from Hawthorne University, where our own Brad Parker is covering the Senator’s son as he attempts to deal with this American scandal.” Some commercial for the perfect cat costumes came on and Levi was pecking at the laptop like a manic chicken. He finally stopped and held one finger over the enter button. The light around the edges of the curtains got a little more intense and we all saw Brad Parker’s perfect face fill the TV screen. The background music sounded like a Russian dirge and the banner at the top of the screen said America in Chaos.
 
   “Tonight,” Brad the Douche said solemnly, “we are waiting at this innocent college student’s residence, where we are expecting that any moment now he and his legal team will be making his first statement about this national tragedy.”
 
   “It is kind of tragic,” I agreed with Brad.
 
   “What’s so tragic?” Dave asked.
 
   “I guess you guys are my ‘legal team’, that’s about as tragic as it gets. And wait a minute, Levi. Am I making a statement?”
 
   He laughed. “Hell, no! They’re just draggin’ this shit out, to sell more cat costumes or oven turbochargers or whatnot! Neither one of us is exactly camera ready tonight. But I do have a surprise for good ol’ Brad.” He hit the enter button and Brad’s career took an immediate turn for the worse.
 
   We watched on TV as the entire front of the house became even brighter with the image of a porn video being projected on it. There was Brad, bent over the back of the couch and getting vigorously pounded by a large man in a leather mask and high heels. There was an eerie-echo effect as Brad’s moans and pleas for more were broadcast on TV and in the front yard. The confused reporter looked over his shoulder and then bolted out of view as the front yard and my room erupted with laughter.
 
   “Brad should have known,” Levi said in a stern voice, “that once something’s on the internet it stays on the internet.” A few of the guys in the room looked painfully awkward and quietly left the room. “Anyway,” he continued, “almost all of the reporters out there have something I found that can be used against them. The girl from CNN put up a spoof of Nancy Grace on YouTube about five years ago involving a horny Rottweiler. It only got around ten views but if Nancy sees it that girl is going to face her own personal disaster. We got lucky with Brad being the first schmuck to go live tonight, that’s going to keep the other reporters in their vans for a while.” He reached into his pocket and came up with a phone. “That’s Ashley, I’ll be back.”
 
   As one of the guys was walking out Quinn walked in with bags of food from Burger King. I patted the spot on my bed that Levi had vacated and he joined me. The only thing he had on was a pair of white boxers, and I wondered if Ella’s crew really ever had all that much laundry to do. The feeding frenzy of brothers emptying the bags lasted about ten seconds but I managed to hang on to a cheeseburger and some fries. Quinn grinned at me and I said, “You, Sir, are my hero. But how did you manage this?”
 
   “I didn’t want to deal with that mob out front,” he explained through a mouth full of fries. “I’m really a little too buzzed to make it through the security checkpoint. I sprinted around the edge of the backyard and went through the gate. I got Brittany to drive me. I always see a lot of empty Burger King bags in this room, I figured you were a fan.” I felt his foot graze my ankle and I wondered if it was intentional, and if anybody else noticed it.
 
   Rob stood up from the couch. “Wait, did you say Brittany gave you a ride?”
 
   Quinn looked a little flustered. “Well, not today, but she has—oh, no! I gotcha, yeah, she drove me to get the food. She’s around here somewhere.”
 
   As Rob cut out of the room I called after him, “Some security guy you are! Where’s my protection?”
 
   He looked back and yelled, “Probably in your nightstand, if Quinn gets any closer you may need it!” I turned red and gave Quinn a sideways glance but he just gave me a vague shrug then turned his attention to the TV.
 
   Dave spoke up. “No offense, Foster—I mean seeing you not show up on television is fascinating and all. But Real House Wives of South Dakota is about to come on. And—”
 
   “And it’s past your bedtime,” I warned him. He looked at me and Quinn on the bed and then wandered out into the hall.
 
   Spence came in and tossed me my phone. “Are we really going to have lunch or dinner or whatever with your father and Megan tomorrow?” He crawled over Quinn and then me and laid down on the bed. He dug around in the Burger King bags and found a few random onion rings and leaned over to pull the cooler to the foot of the bed. 
 
   “I didn’t know we were going anywhere, but yeah, according to Levi that’s the plan. We’ll find out more in the morning, I guess.”
 
   “I talked to my father, we’re taking his jet to this meal in the Twilight Zone. So I’m going with you. Who else can juggle your phone and tell you to zip up your fly and all those other day-to-day tasks you seem to be so overwhelmed by?”
 
   Quinn had gradually inched closer and was rubbing his calf up against mine. “Ha ha.” I asked Spence, “What time is this monumental event in my life that I don’t seem to have any input on, what time do we leave?” He plucked a few random hairs off the back of my leg and I jumped. “Stop that, douchebag!”
 
   Quinn pulled away and stood up. He looked down at me and said, “Bro, you’re a hard guy to figure out. I’ll catch you later, okay?”
 
   I shook my head. “I meant Spence, Quinn, not you! Look this is all really fucked up, I’ll catch up with you when I get back tomorrow, okay?”
 
   He nodded, gave me a small grin, and then walked out.
 
   “So, anyway, Foster—and I picked up on something there that I don’t even want to know about, so unless there’s a time difference I guess it will be dinner. The jet’s going to be here around one o’clock.”
 
   Rob walked back in and I pointed at him. “That gives us enough time to do something about his suit.” 
 
   Spence nodded and stood up. “I’ll see you fellas in the morning.” He brushed past Levi coming in as he walked out.
 
   “Okay, Foster.” Levi was rubbing his temples as he spoke and he looked wrecked. “Here’s the plan. Spence and Rob will escort you to this dinner while I keep an eye on Sheldon and the press. I also have a marriage proposal that I need to figure out how to undo.”
 
   “Betty Lou, or whatever her name is, has probably already started decorating the barn for your wedding reception,” I warned him. 
 
   He frowned. “That’s the thing, I’m pretty sure I didn’t propose to her. It may have been Ashley, the conversation I just had with her was fairly confusing. Or it may have been a CNN reporter—I’m just not sure. The really disturbing part is that I think she—whoever she is—said yes. I’ll deal with it later, right now I’m going back down to the basement to make sure Sheldon hasn’t armed anything with nuclear warheads. I’ll just crash down there.”
 
   After he left I picked up my phone and headed out the door. Rob started to follow me and I put out a hand to stop him. He looked stern and said, “I go where you go, Foster.”
 
   “I’m going to take a dump, Rob. Unless wiping my ass is a Secret Service duty I think I’ll be okay on my own. And I could really use the peace and quiet.”
 
   When I got into the bathroom I ducked into a stall and latched the door. I checked my phone and texted Phillip’s number letting him know there was a party at the house this weekend if he wanted to check it out. Then I pulled up my mother’s cell number and called her. It rang so many times I was composing a voicemail in my head when she picked up. “So,” she asked, “what’s new with you?”
 
   “Gee, I dunno. Same ol’ college shit, I guess. Parties, classes, random sex acts with strangers.”
 
   “I hope that part about random sex isn’t for extra credit, considering the students that go to Hawthorne it would be way too easy for everybody to get an ‘A’.”
 
   “Right, how’s Danny?”
 
   “Your brother is fine, he wants to head back to Dutchville as soon as he can. He doesn’t want to miss too much school. I don’t remember ever having that issue with you.”
 
   “No doubt. Is Paul treating you okay?”
 
   “Yep. He was a little worried when I couldn’t stop laughing after the...well, after things. But Spence nipped that in the bud when he mentioned the box office for my last movie. Tell him thanks again when you see him.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll do that. We’re taking his father’s plane to have dinner with your ex and his...girlfriend? I’m not actually sure what to call her.”
 
   “That’s okay, the press doesn’t seem to be able to stop coming up with names for her, something is bound to stick. I personally like Mistress Megan. So have you talked to your father yet or is this all being arranged by his people and your—wait, I didn’t even think to ask—do you need any people? I have extras, and I can send somebody out there from the PR agency or the studio.”
 
   “That’s okay, I have a guy from the college, and Spence, and a Secret Service agent.”
 
   “Do you need a lawyer?”
 
   “What the hell? Why would I need a lawyer? Being his son isn’t illegal, is it?”
 
   “You needed a lawyer last year for that mess down South, I think it had something to do with you shooting one or two people. And something else, a python or a lizard—”
 
   “Alligator. An alligator. But those were his lawyers, and I’d bet my trust fund they’re a little busy right now.”
 
   “You don’t think you might need a lawyer for the bizarre shit going on at your fraternity house?”
 
   “Hey, there’s too much pot around here to pin anything specific on me, and underage drinking is a misdemeanor that the cops and bars just ignore around here—”
 
   “I was talking about things that have happened in the last twenty four hours. Odd little flying cameras owned by major networks disappearing, gay porn being projected over the head of that ET reporter, and god knows what else. Oh, but I did see the picture of you and Spence in front of that statue. Can you get the file from the photographer and email it to me?”
 
   “Okay, I’ll send it to you. And the other stuff, that’s just my ‘people’ doing their jobs, they’re a little unorthodox but they mean well.”
 
   “That’s one way of putting it, I think they’re more insane than unorthodox. What are you going to say to your father tomorrow?”
 
   “I’ll probably say ‘hello’ or something, I’m going to have to wing it from there. What am I supposed to do—have a wake for his political career, make a toast to the happy couple, tell them they have my blessing?”
 
   “How do you feel about all of this?”
 
   “You sound like my therapist here at school, that’s his favorite question. By the way, I need refills on everything from the guy in Dutchville.”
 
   “I’ll call him. But, Jake, how do you feel about him, about all of this? You don’t feel like you want to punch him or yell at him? Aren’t you upset with him?”
 
   “He’s a politician, he’s an actor, he’ll spend some time with Megan, they’ll smile for the cameras, and then he’ll pop up in a new show next season.”
 
   “I don’t like it when you compare politicians to actors, it demeans my profession.”
 
   “That’s different. You go for Academy awards, he aims for People’s Choice awards.”
 
   “Thanks...I think.” 
 
   “You know what I mean. Schwarzenegger, Reagan, Weiner, Isn’t it all the same—the audience, the cameras, the attention? And then the mistakes—a pregnant housekeeper, sex in the oval office, internet pics, whatever.” 
 
   “A lot of good actors screw up their personal lives, too. I mean, how many people do you know who don’t have a finger hovering over their own personal self-destruct button?”
 
   I went back to my room and Rob was in my bed with the remote. “I’m not sleeping on the couch, Rob.”
 
   “And I’m not either. When I think about what’s probably happened on that couch—the pizza-and-beer induced farts, the random bodily-fluid spills, and who knows what else—I just can’t do it. An STD would be really hard to explain to my wife.”
 
   I sighed, slipped my cargo shorts off, and climbed into the other side of the bed. “I’m too wasted to argue. But if it helps you sleep thinking none of those things have happened in this bed, then sweet dreams.”
 
   I watched as the light coming around the edges of the curtains slowly faded and the noise level subsided out front. I could still hear random music and occasional laughter coming from inside the house, and that put me to sleep like a good bedtime story.
 
   


  
 

The Clear Blue Sky
 
   I woke up and Rob was already dressed in some shorts and one of my father’s campaign shirts. I pointed at the tee and asked, “Did we get that at the thrift store?” I propped myself up and rubbed my eyes.
 
   “Nope, there’s a whole stack of ‘em in a FedEx box over there in the corner.”
 
   “Right, I was supposed to pass those out in the house but I forgot. Maybe we can take them with us. I can get my father and Megan to autograph them and I can sell them on eBay.” I slid out of bed and Rob turned red and started staring at the wall. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   He kept his head turned and said, “It’s uh, that mornin’ wood you’re sportin’. There was nothing between me and that thing last night, I’m glad I got out of the bed alive.”
 
   I headed toward the bathroom and said, “Consider yourself lucky.”
 
   I was brushing my teeth and admiring the new shade of red my eyes had invented when Dave came out of the showers. “What time does the plane takeoff?” He asked. “And what’s the dress code for dinner?” He tossed his towel over his shoulder and started lathering his face at the sink next to mine.
 
   “I’m not sure what time we’re leavin’, I think around—wait a damn minute, what makes you think you’re coming?”
 
   “I’d like to say our friendship, my sense of loyalty to a brother, my concern for your safety—but really I just want to go for the drama.” I glared at him in the mirror. “But,” he added, “all that other stuff is true, too.”
 
   “I’m guessing you need to bring a suit, maybe a bulletproof vest, and some weed. And I’m not sure when we’re coming back, I may hijack the plane and take us to Vegas or Jamaica or somewhere like that.”
 
   He nodded. “Then I’ll bring a bathing suit, too.”
 
   I met Spence in the hall and he told me, “Put on some workout clothes and meet me and Rob down in the basement. You need some exercise and shit to get rid of that living dead look you have going on this morning.”
 
   I ran into Brent on the first floor as he was heading to class. I asked, “You’re not going to this dinner thing with the rest of us? There’s plenty of room on the plane.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ve got a psych experiment we’re working on. I need to go feed the lab rats—and by lab rats I mean freshmen.”
 
   “What’s the experiment, like, what’s the purpose?”
 
   He looked a little puzzled. “You know, I’m not sure anymore. But I can tell you one thing, none of them are ever going to look at Dog Chow the same way.”
 
   He passed a little packet to me. I asked, “What is this for?”
 
   “If things start to go bad with your father take one or two, once they kick in you’ll think he’s Santa or the Easter Bunny or the Pope or someone equally warm and fuzzy.”
 
   I stared at the pills in wonder and slipped them into my pocket.
 
   As I passed through the basement there were a handful of guys stationed at the drone monitors. Quinn was there and looked away from his screen long enough to tilt his chin my way. I got flustered and gave him this lame-ass wave and went into the weight room.
 
   Rob was on an incline bench doing crunches so fast that I thought he was going to snap in half.
 
   Spence was doing arm curls and generally working on his upper body.
 
   I got on a rowing machine and figured I’d do a little homework for class.
 
   Just when I thought I was going to pass out Spence said, “Okay, we’ve got a full day of media dodging, travelling, and dinner with America’s most wanted, or least wanted, couple. I still need to pack my clothes and stock a cooler for the plane.”
 
   I pointed at Rob. “We still need to get him a decent suit.”
 
   We walked out of the weight room and all of the sudden Dave pounced from out of nowhere and tackled Rob to the floor. They rolled around on the floor knocking over shit and cursing at each other. Spence and I ran over and pulled them off of each other and I was stumped when they both started laughing. “What the fuck?” I asked, “Why were you two tryin’ to kill each other?”
 
   Rob laughed and threw his arm around Dave’s shoulders. “It was my idea, Foster! I asked Dave to come at me when I least expected it, you know, just to keep me on my toes. We’re going out into the real world today, and I want to be ready for anything.”
 
   Dave nodded, “I wanted to attack you, Foster, to see how he’d do at the whole protection thing, but Rob was afraid I might hurt you. It wouldn’t look good if I broke your nose or your leg or something on his watch.”
 
   I stood over Dave and looked down at him. “What makes you think you could take me down, little fella?” Before I knew it Dave had me pinned to the wall and had his arm against my throat. “Why are you just standin’ there, Rob?” I gasped, “Get this little fucker off of me!”
 
   We went upstairs to get ready and the showers were almost full with guys who had overslept for their noon classes. The four of us had to share two showerheads and although Dave seemed happy I felt a little awkward trying to clean up without bumping into anybody. One of the brothers pointed at Rob and asked me, “Do you really think you need government protection in here, Foster?”
 
   I shook my head. “He’s only here to protect me from your wandering eyes, Porter.” Some of the guys laughed at that and Porter turned his back to me.
 
   When we walked back to the room Dave was following Rob like a lost puppy and I stopped him from coming into the room. “Go get ready, Dave. We’ll meet you downstairs and then we’ll all go to get Rob a suit.”
 
   Rob shook his head. “I’m not sure why all four of us need to go out to buy one suit. I mean, I can go by myself, or Spence can go with me. I can get you into a private plane and a hotel without too many problems, but you being out in public around here is a different story. They’re waiting right out your front door for you, we don’t need to stir things up like that.” 
 
   I was throwing shit into a suitcase and I passed a duffel bag to him. “We’ll just do the trunk thing again, it’s only a few blocks to the store. We’ll take care of this on the way to the airport.” Rob had put on a pair of jeans and I handed him a t shirt from the thrift store that said Stop Making Stupid People Famous across the front of it. I put on an old pair of jeans because I didn’t have time to mess with thawing any out, and tugged on an Under Armor tee. I grabbed my Hawthorne cap, some sunglasses, and my wallet. “Getting your suit won’t take long, and we’ll be out of town before the press figures anything out.”
 
   “Okay, but how long is this going to take? What time does the plane leave?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow at him as I loaded my shaving kit with pills and condoms and breath mints. “You’ve flown on Air Force One, it’s the same basic concept. The plane leaves when we tell it to.”
 
   Spence and Dave were waiting at the car by the side door when we got downstairs. “We put something in the trunk to make you feel more comfortable,” Dave said as he opened the trunk lid. I nodded my approval when I saw a big cooler and climbed in. I grabbed a beer before he left me in darkness and I settled in for the ride. I felt the car speed up after we got through the security but I managed to down another beer before the trunk popped open and they helped me out. I looked around and frowned. “Why are we in an alley?”
 
   A door opened in the middle of a tan brick wall and Gustav waved us in. Spence said, “I told him to let us in through here. He’s got a sign on the front door that says he’s closed for an emergency—we’ve got the whole place to ourselves.” 
 
   Dave and Rob were walking in with Gustav and I told them, “We’ll be in there in a few minutes. Gustav, go ahead and start showing him fabrics and colors and whatnot.” Spence and I split a joint and had a few beers and were about to head in when Dave came back out. “Problem in there?”
 
   He shook his head no, leaned into the unlocked car, and came out with Rob’s gun and shoulder holster. “Rob asked me to bring this in for him, we need it for the fitting.” 
 
   We all went inside to see how things were going. Dave led us through a storage room with racks and racks of suits and then into the back of the store itself, where Rob was standing in his underwear and t shirt and looking a little lost. Gustav put his hands up and sounded concerned. “I am asking for what the purpose of this suit that this man is attempting to wear for a person such as himself. But he denies me this, he is demanding that purpose is secret. I know not if suit is for night of disco, or teaching the, who you say ‘morons’ at Hawthorne’s college—”
 
   I corrected him. “Students, not ‘morons’, Gustav. And no, he’s not a professor.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay, Jake Foster, if you are insisting. But I am hearing ‘morons’ when parents of...a ‘students’ come in shop.”
 
   Dave nodded. “Gustav, ‘moron’ is what Hawthorne parents usually call their children. It’s a common mistake. Foster’s a student, but I call him ‘moron’ all the time. English can be tricky.” He held the gun and shoulder holster up for the tailor. “He’ll be wearing this under his jacket.”
 
   Gustav nodded gravely. “I see, now. His secret is his being in the moblia.”
 
   I corrected him. “It’s either ‘mob’ or ‘mafia’, but not moblia.”
 
   Rob nodded at Gustav. “He’s right—but no! I’m not mafia, Gustav. I’m one of the good guys, a federal agent.” Gustav still looked lost. “Police, Gustav!”
 
   Gustav looked doubtful and said. “How is this, that you claim to be ‘police’ and a good guy all at same...sentence? But if you are confused the important part is that the gun goes with the suit. Now we can begin with suit which you and friends find adequate for disco and gunfight, like the James Bond, okay?” He pointed at Rob’s underwear. “This is undergarments you wear with the disco gun-fighting suit? These are your child’s, no?”
 
   Rob looked down at the red, white, and blue boxer briefs. “These are Jake’s, Mr. Foster’s or whatever!” Gustav looked at him and then at me. “I mean, no, not usually these. I wear boxers.”
 
   “Very well. Take those off and give to orphanage. For best disco gunfight suit measurement you will go like most gentlemen of Hawthorne, like these boys who could be my very own morons, these boys go to school without the children’s cartoon undergarments you are wearing. So today, you will go...let me correct the word...you go, commando?”
 
   Spence whistled in admiration. “Very good, Gustav. Commando is exactly the way most of us morons go.” He handed Rob the suit pants and told him, “Put these on so we don’t have to see all of the most excellent commando disco gunfight suit fitting, okay?” 
 
   The three of us wandered into the front of the store and picked out some plain white shirts and the ugliest ties Gustav had in stock, we figured that would make Rob happy.
 
   Spence asked, “Where the fuck do you think Gustav is from?”
 
   I shrugged, “I used to think Europe, but that accent and his knowledge of English changes every time I’m in here.”
 
   Dave looked back at the fitting room and said, “I’ll bet Foster’s trust fund it’s all an act. He’s probably from Jersey, but nobody is going to sell five thousand dollar suits to the parents of Hawthorne morons unless he has some kind of European accent.” 
 
   We each picked out a tie to wear to dinner and then piled everything up next to the register. When we wandered to the back of the store Rob was swatting Gustav’s hand away from his crotch. He warned the tailor, “I think you’ve measured just about enough down there, buddy.”
 
   Gustav shrugged. “If my...fondling?...bothers your self then I will stop. But mostly it is difficult to properly tailor suit for commando morons. Things move left, they move right, hard to pin member down for best fitting of trousers.”
 
   “Don’t friggin’ pin anything down there, Gustav!” He looked at us and said, “He’s already got everything else ready to hem or tailor or whatever, I’m done.” Rob stripped out of the suit and put his jeans and shirt back on but tossed his underwear into a trash can.
 
   Gustav shook his head. “Such a waste of colorful undergarment that would give joy to orphans.” He turned to me. “I am happy to have commando disco gunfight suit ready for police moron to wear to secret disco event ready, ready in one hours.”
 
   I nodded and looked at the other guys. “Let’s wander down the alley to PreBar, have a couple beers while we wait.”
 
   Rob looked at me and wrinkled his brow. “It’s kind of early, isn’t it?”
 
   We started walking out Gustav’s back door. “They’ve been open for hours.”
 
   “That’s not really what I meant, but okay.”
 
   We found the door and wandered inside, the place was packed but we scored a booth in the back. The smoke was thick and it added to the whole Jack the Ripper feel of the place.
 
   We ordered a couple of pitchers but Rob waved off the mug offered to him and said, “I think I need to stay sober.”
 
   Spence smiled. “Good thinking, we’ll need a designated driver.” We sat around and watched the TV on the wall, commenting on the commentators ranting on ESPN. After about an hour we wandered back down the alley to Gustav’s. 
 
   He was waiting for us at the back door with the suit and the other shit. He held the suit up and pointed at Rob. “This must be worn to confirm delivery.”
 
   I shook my head. “We trust you, we need to head out, so I’m afraid we won’t have time for him to try it on.” I shook Gustav’s hand and we started to walk out. I looked at Rob and said, “You can put it on once we takeoff. I don’t think you’ll need it on the way to the airport.”
 
   Gustav looked puzzled and then smiled. “So there is urgent need for commando disco gunfight suit, it will be worn to secret location far away and soon.” He looked at me and said, “Police moron most likely has no dollars to pay for urgent secret suit. Mr. Jake Foster will be paying?” He eyed Rob again and pointed at him. “Unless police moron has many pockets full of corrupt money. They often wear that, too.”
 
   Rob started to protest but I cut him off. “Just bill my account, Gustav.”
 
   “And the invoice will be engraved...?”
 
   “I think ‘urgent commando disco gunfight suit’ says it all. It’ll give my accountant something to ponder.”
 
   When we got outside I stood beside the trunk but Spence shook his head and told me, “I don’t think we need to be that extreme, just wear your hat and sunglasses.”
 
   “You still need to pop the trunk—the cooler’s in there.”
 
   “Do you think having dinner with your father and Megan is going be easier if you’re wasted? That’s probably not the best game plan for this event.”
 
   “It’s the best plan I’ve come up with so far.”
 
   Rob drove out of town and hit the interstate doing somewhere around a hundred miles per hour. We made it to the airport and Rob cut around the corner of the general aviation terminal and brought us to a screeching halt just under the wingtip of the jet. He passed the car keys to a guy and watched as a crew packed the small amount of luggage we had into the hold of the Gulfstream. Rob held on to his suit and I held on to the cooler and we all boarded the plane and it started moving across the tarmac as soon the cabin door shut. We all took seats and buckled up quickly as the jet started moving faster and zigged and zagged to the runway. A guy came out of the cockpit and said, “Hi, gentlemen.” He sounded a little doubtful as he noticed the grungy clothes we were wearing and probably smelled the beer, too. “It’s just me and the other pilot today, did you fellas need anything before takeoff?”
 
   Spence pulled a beer out of the cooler and opened it. “I think we’ve got things covered back here, thanks.” He nodded and went back up front, thirty seconds after that we lunged down the runway and began a steep climb. I was seated with Spence at a little table and I was facing the back of the plane. I was kind of staring down at him and hanging a little from my seatbelt so as soon as the ride smoothed out I stretched out on the couch across the aisle. The Gulfstream looked like it seated about a dozen people so the four of us spread out and made ourselves comfortable. Rob picked up his suit, hung it over the back of his seat, and began to strip in the aisle.
 
   I told him, “We just saw your strip show about an hour ago, and you were in the showers with us an hour before that—I think my Secret Service agent should be a little more...clothed. Why don’t you put on your commando suit in the bathroom?” Dave looked disappointed but Rob just shrugged and headed to the back of jet.
 
   I dozed off for a few minutes and then Dave shook me awake and pointed at the TV. “Spence won’t let me change the channel to the news, he says he’s never seen this episode of Duck Dynasty before.” I glared at Spence and he handed over the remote, then he walked to the front of the cabin and started digging through the galley for food.
 
   Dave flipped to FOX News where the banner read, “America’s White House Crisis—Are Liberals the Cause?” The anchor in the newsroom was interviewing a guy who looked like he was in his mid-thirties, he was standing in front of a fountain inside a mall and staring into a camera. He had an NRA cap on, a camo t shirt, tattoos wrapped around both arms, and just enough facial hair to look a little threatening. 
 
   “Gee, it looks like FOX picked a random person out of the crowd to interview.” Dave shook his head at the TV and said, “The next sentence out of his mouth will contain the words gun, America, rights and terrorism.”
 
   I nodded. “And all in a southern drawl that makes me sound like I’m from the Bronx.”
 
   Dave and I fist bumped as the man said, “Well, Sean, it ain’t no secret that them democrats organize terrorism things like this on a regular basis to force unconstitutional gun laws right here in America and take away all our rights so that they can force us to be slaves to communism and what have you. No thank ya, I’ll be ready when they come to take my guns. I’ll kick some commie ass.”
 
   Spence walked over with a bag of pretzels and opened a beer as he sat down with us. “What am I missing, here? Who’s the survivalist on the screen—he’s not making threats against your father, is he?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, but look at that tat on his right bicep—the President’s name and my father’s right below it. I bet he’s regretting that ink a little right now.”
 
   The banner at the top of the screen changed and Megan’s face appeared below it. “And coming up next.” the anchor sounded like he was announcing the end of civilization. “We’ll discuss this woman’s influence on the fall of the President and her connection with Hillary Clinton. We already know that Hillary Clinton is a democrat, that she has lived in the White House, is frequently seen wearing a dress, and is also related to a President. Is it a coincidence that these two women are so similar? John V. Graham will be here live to show us the eerie similarities and how the only logical conclusion is that there is a radical progressive threat to hard-working Americans and their right to bear arms. And what exactly, does the Senator’s son have to do with all of this? Patty Beckingham, noted author and evangelical motivational speaker, will be here to discuss the damning body language of all three possible players in this scandal. Does her thorough analysis mean that the picture taken of them at the convention is clear evidence of their involvement in a dangerous conspiracy, one that could be catastrophic to the federal deficit and adverse to the millions of gun owners in this country?”
 
   Spence looked at me and grinned. “Well, we always thought you were just another dumb jock, but you and your father both banging Megan seems to indicate you three are plotting for the overthrow of the government.” He pointed at my crotch. “I always knew that thing was dangerous, but I didn’t know it had its own agenda.”
 
   Rob cleared his throat and he was standing in front of us grinning. “Is this not the best fucking commando disco gunfight suit ever made?” He patted the jacket and pulled his gun out. “You can barely tell I’m wearing this!” I looked at him and in that eerie almost space-flight light of the jet travelling miles over normal passenger flights the suit took on a shiny gray white glow around the edges. The height and speed of a private jet always made me feel special—you could go to the best restaurants, be on the VIP list of a hot club, escort somebody on a red carpet, anything that made people feel elite and privileged—but hurtling this high and this fast with the potential for catastrophic results and dramatic headlines made my heart beat a little faster.
 
   Dave looked serious and asked, “How’s the commando part working for you? Did Gustav get an accurate fondle of you?”
 
   Rob jumped up and down a little and tugged on his fly. “It feels good, it’s okay.”
 
   The nose of the plane began to aim back toward the ground and Rob buckled himself in across the aisle from me. One of the guys from the cockpit came on the intercom and told us we’d touch down in about ten minutes. He said, “Please buckle up and secure any loose items in the cabin.” I propped my feet up on the cooler and figured we were good to go.
 
   


  
 

The Dinner Date
 
   When we landed and taxied to a small building at the edge of the airport Rob told us to wait a minute, and he hopped out of the plane as soon as the cabin door was opened. He walked over to another Secret Service guy with the trademark sunglasses and ear bud and the two of them shook hands. The other guy pulled on Rob’s lapel with gentle fingers and then Rob spun around in what I hoped was him showing off his suit, and not some secret Secret Service greeting or handshake or whatever. He popped his head into the cabin and motioned for us to  follow him. When I got out of the plane the first thing I noticed was how warm and balmy the air was. Rob and the other agent opened the doors of a long dark sedan and we all climbed in as somebody from the ground crew threw our bags into the trunk. Now that I knew how bumpy and dark it was back there I almost felt sorry for the luggage.
 
   Spence looked around the car and said, “No wonder your father’s going to lose the election.”
 
   “You mean other than Megan?” Maybe it was the beer or a pill or a joint or something but I couldn’t figure out what he was talking about.
 
   He nodded. “Aren’t the conservative politicians always lecturing about buying American? This is a Mercedes limo.” I looked around and he was right.
 
   The limo shot out of the airport and we hopped onto an interstate for about five minutes then exited on to a road that was lined with hotels, fast food places, and gas stations. The traffic was backed up at every light and we crawled forward. After the clean, blue, deserted atmosphere we had been in this scene felt over lit with gray, hostile, afternoon sunlight and the air pushing through the air conditioner had a burning-asphalt kind of smell.
 
   It wasn’t my first time at the travel rodeo but I couldn’t see a single landmark that helped me figure out what city or state or whatever we were in. I thought about pulling my phone out to check but it really didn’t matter where we were.
 
   Dave studied both sides of the street and wondered out loud, “Where do you think we’ll have dinner? Looks like there are a lot of options. Oh!” He leaned forward in his seat and pointed to the right. “It’s Red Robin! I wonder if your Dad and Megan are craving a big ol’ burger?”
 
   I shook my head, “Megan is a vegan.”
 
   Rob looked back from the front seat. “Are you sure about that, Foster? It sure seems like she was swallowing a lot of sausage this summer.” He and the agent who was driving both cracked up and I found the switch to raise the partition.
 
   “Okay, well, how ‘bout Ruby Tuesday’s? They have a decent salad bar.”
 
   I shook my head no. “Yeah, but I’m not really in the mood for that.”
 
   Spence spoke up. “Between sitting across from the loving couple and the buzz that you’ve kicked into overdrive—give me the rest of those pills, by the way—do you really think you’re going to be hungry?” I showed him the joint I had stashed in a pack of cigarettes and he snatched it away from me.
 
   Dave looked at the pack of smokes and gave me a fist bump. “I was hoping somebody would bring some cigarettes, I forgot mine. And Spence, you’re not fooling anybody, don’t smoke that joint by yourself.” 
 
   Rob’s voiced crackled through a speaker and we all jumped. “You shouldn’t smoke cigarettes, Foster. You’re an athlete, you know better.”
 
   I wasn’t sure where the mic was so I leaned forward and spoke into an ashtray. “I raised the glass, Rob. That was a subtle hint that we wanted privacy.”
 
   He laughed at that. “With two Secret Service agents in the front seats? Good luck with that.”
 
   “Yeah,” I shot back. “Where were you two when my father was screwing the President’s daughter?” There was no reply from the front seat and I laughed, then I wondered who had known what was going on.
 
   Dave pointed out a place on the right. “Ha! That’s perfect, let’s all go to Hooter’s!”
 
   I elbowed him in the side and we rode in silence the rest of the way. Just when the franchise food places and hotels started to be replaced by office parks and personal-injury law firms we hung a hard right. The limo went past a golf course and we slowed down a little, then the car pulled into the parking lot of a non-descript Something Suites hotel and stopped under the portico.
 
   Rob’s voice came through the speaker. “You fellas sit tight, I need to check us in and coordinate security.” He walked through the front doors as soon as they slid open, and then I opened my door. 
 
   “What are you doing, Foster?” Spence sounded more annoyed then he did worried.
 
   “C’mon Dave, let’s have a cigarette while we wait for Rob.”
 
   The other agent’s voice cut in. “I can’t stop you, but Rob’ll be pissed.”
 
   I shrugged and we got out of the car. I headed to the side of the front doors and found the little Pinocchio-nose cigarette butt disposer. Dave and I lit up and I looked around. The landscaping had those generic invincible hedges and plants around the edge of the parking lot, and in front of the building little flowers still in their plastic containers were arranged in a haphazard way. Dave and I were both wearing hats and sunglasses and blended in well with the few other guys pacing slowly and smoking quickly so they could head back inside. A couple of hotel employees, guys about our age, came out and started gathering our luggage up and putting it on a cart. 
 
   I pulled one of them aside and handed him a hundred. “Thanks!” He said, “But that’s a lot of money for carrying some suits and a couple of gym bags.”
 
   “Yeah—I mean no. I have a favor to ask you.”
 
   He gave me a once over and raised an eyebrow. “I can take care of you, man, but you don’t have to pay me.” He grinned, “I mean, if you want to hook up later—”
 
   “Oh, well thanks, I guess. I would, but I’ve got my buddies with me and we have a...business meeting.” There was a well-worn path through the hedges to a convenience store. I pointed at the cooler. “Do you mind going to that store and refilling this for us?”
 
   He stuffed the bill in his pocket and looked a little embarrassed. “No problem. I’ll drop it off at your room. Are you sure you don’t want to hang out? You’ve been here before, right? You work for some pharmaceutical company, right? You look familiar, I thought maybe we had already—”
 
   I tugged my cap a little lower on my face and shook my head. “Nope.” I grinned at him. “But maybe next trip,” I studied his name tag, “Jeff.” I put my cigarette out and headed into the lobby. I looked over my shoulder and Dave and Jeff were talking about something, and it looked like Dave had his wallet out.
 
   We all walked into the lobby and saw Rob talking to the girl at the front desk. I was once again struck by the sameness, the doppelganger effect of chain hotels—the quiet, the neutrality, the bland background music, the soft sound of a TV in the corner playing Headline News over and over, the USA Today’s spread out on a table—all of it screamed don’t panic, you’re not at home, but everything’s okay.
 
   The lady at the front desk was tapping away on a keyboard with her head tilted at the screen, and it was obvious she was buying time to avoid some question Rob had posed. She looked up and noticed her audience had grown and she started typing faster and shaking her head. She gave Rob a weak smile and said, “I really am sorry, but the reservation was for one room, and we’re actually overbooked through the weekend for the football game. We already have a business conference going on here. So...there are four of you?” I had to count heads but she seemed to have it right.
 
   Spence shrugged and said, “I guess if there are two beds it won’t be the end of the world.” We all nodded. 
 
   She finally gave us a genuine smile. “It’s a little better than that. It’s a suite—two bedrooms, one bath, king-size beds.”
 
   Rob patted me on the shoulder and told her, “Not a problem, this big fella and I have been sharing a bed all week.” 
 
   The desk clerk stared at him and then switched back to that semi-smile and started producing room keys for each of us. “Well, good for you two. If more guys would just admit that it would make my job a whole lot easier. And I see we have the Azalea room booked for a private dinner, should I let hospitality know that instead of dinner for...four, it’s going to be for six?”
 
   “Sure,” I spoke up. “I’m having dinner with my father. I guess Rob has to be there, and these other guys may as well tag along in case things get ugly.”
 
   She gave me a solemn nod. “So you think telling your father about the two of you may be—may not go so well. I understand.”
 
   I shook my head. “That would actually be a more relaxed dinner conversation, I think.”
 
   We wandered down the hall, on the non-offensive carpet in a vague color and pattern that was nice, but that you would never want for your own house. We found our room number and after about three swipes Rob’s card unlocked the door. When we all stepped into a little living room kind of space Rob motioned for us to stand still. He went into one bedroom and then came out through the other. “I just wanted to do a quick check, I didn’t expect to find terrorists or the media waiting to kidnap Foster, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.” Spence and Dave went into one bedroom and Rob and I went into the other. I crashed on the bed and grabbed the remote like I usually did when I got into a hotel room, but then I remembered why we were here and I put the remote back on the nightstand.
 
   I heard a knock on the door and then Dave talking to that Jeff guy. There was a sound of a cooler sloshing a little as it was set on the floor and then the door clacked closed. I noticed how white the comforter was and how fresh everything seemed. The last road trip I had made with Dave and Rob was to Cancun, and the comforter in my room was almost crunchy from spilled liquor, sand stuck in the seams, and a smell that hinted at the ghosts of DNA past and coconut oil.
 
   I heard the sliding glass door in our room open and felt a micro burst of warm humid air come in to the room. “Foster, don’t come out onto this patio unless you have to smoke or something. The only thing standing between this and the parking lot are these sorry-looking bushes. You’d really think they’d have better security.”
 
   “They plan on security for soccer moms and widget salesmen—not people under Secret Service protection. I wonder where they have my father and Megan stashed away?”
 
   “Not here, they’re in a guest house at that country club we went by. They’re only coming here for dinner.”
 
   “What the fuck? He’s staying at a country club and we’re all eating in the Azalea room of this place? Why can’t we meet somewhere in the middle—a Chili’s or a Subway or somewhere? I’ve had meals in hotels like this before, it’s going to be lukewarm chicken with some kind of flavorless whitish sauce, maybe some rice, with a little steamed broccoli and those tiny slivers of carrots. And rolls—rolls in a basket with those little tiny packets of butter that are impossible to peel open.”
 
   Rob shrugged as he hung up his suit and pulled on some shorts. He propped himself up on pillows on the other side of the bed. “Well, it’s just a security thing. Maybe it’s what he or Megan wants, I don’t know, Jake. But you know we can’t go to Chili’s. Are you, Spence, Rob, Dave, your Father, Megan, me, and four other agents just going to walk into a Chili’s and wait at the bar while they put together seating for about a dozen people?”
 
   “Sitting at a bar sounds awesome, if you ask me. And they’re really good at the seating thing, I’ve seen lots of birthdays and shit there—but wait! The two of them have four agents? How long is the president going to authorize that bullshit? I mean, he’s a generous guy but he’s gotta be tempted to just drop the two of them out of a plane over a volcano somewhere!”
 
   Rob sighed. “Oh my God, no offense but this bed is ten times more comfortable than yours. But as far as protection, from what I understand your father’s going to have to get his company to arrange security, that’s already in the works.”
 
   I guess we both drifted off, I woke up freezing in the Arctic air that only those wall-unit air conditioners could create. I was stiff with fatigue and hypothermia and the only thing that made me move was the need to take a leak, and the need for a beer. I walked into the bright fluorescent light of the bathroom and bumped into Spence shaving at the sink. I moved around him and unzipped as he said, “Get moving, Sleeping Beauty, dinner’s in about thirty minutes.”
 
   I heard the shower running and asked Spence, “Who’s in there?”
 
   Dave stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel. “It’s all yours, Rob’s down the hall with the other agents—checking the Azalea room for bugs or cameras, tasting the food to check for poison, whatever secret-agent people do. He’ll be back for us, soon.”
 
   I asked them, “Do we have time to burn a joint?”
 
   Dave stopped scrubbing his curly hair with the towel and grinned. “We always have time for that.”
 
   Spence looked at me as I dropped my clothes on the floor and started to get in the shower. “And against my better judgment I’ll give you one of Brent’s magic pills,” he said. My gut’s telling me that we should probably all take one.”
 
   We got suited up and stepped out on to the little patio. The parking lot lights were flickering on and you could hear a few TV’s and some laughter coming out of the rooms around us. “So,” I asked them, “how exactly am I supposed to play this?” I passed the joint to Dave. “I mean, should I be angry with him?”
 
   Dave exhaled and said, “Don’t make any wild threats, his Secret Service team outguns yours four-to-one.”
 
   “Right. Should I act hurt, then?”
 
   Spence shrugged. “I guess you could. I mean are you, really?”
 
   “Well, this week has been a pain, but it’s also been kinda cool. The drone shit, riding around in trunks, seeing Gustav again, hanging out with Rob—it would be a stretch to say that I’m hurt. But I am annoyed, and he does owe me for Rob’s suit. And part of me wants to grab him by the ears and shake Megan’s tits out of his brain.”
 
   Spence handed me the joint and told me, “Don’t give him the impression that you’re overly concerned about him and Megan. Except for the underwear ads and whatever the hell happened to you last fall break you haven’t interrupted his life all that much. What gives him the right to inconvenience you like this?”
 
   I nodded. “Plus I like Chuck, the President, and I can’t help but feel bad for him. I mean, he’s got to be a little angry that his running mate and his daughter ruined his political career. I don’t think I’d piss off a guy that has his finger on the button or whatever. One cruise missile and the honeymoon’ll be over for Megan and my father.”
 
   Rob spoke up from the darkened room. “No doubt. Let’s not keep the happy couple waiting, gentlemen.” We went down the hall and headed back through the lobby. There was a crowd of fellow guests milling around and sipping wine or drinking beer. “It’s the complimentary happy hour,” Rob said out of the corner of his mouth. “Just kinda keep your heads down and walk fast, and keep Foster in the middle of our group.” Nobody really seemed to notice us in the crowd of youngish professionals wandering around. As we walked past the table with the beer and wine Spence grabbed a bottle of wine and tucked it under his jacket. “I saw that,” Rob warned.
 
   Spence raised an eyebrow at Rob. “Don’t worry about that—it really wasn’t theft if it’s complimentary. You just keep Foster safe from snipers and ninjas and kidnappers and terrorists and shit.” That comment made me tuck my head down a little further and walk a little faster.
 
   We walked past rooms named after trees and bushes and I glanced into them as we moved down the hall. There were name tents on the conference tables, and dry-erase boards with scribbles on them, and I tried to imagine hanging out with a bunch of people in one of these rooms and brainstorming ideas about target markets and key demographics and brand image and whatnot. I wondered if I just stayed here at the hotel if I could wander from tree room to bush room and randomly attend conferences and meetings for the next few years. If that happy hour thing happened every night it might be a nice place to live. 
 
   We kept going until we found the Azalea room. It was the last room on the right, and there was a glass door leading out to the parking lot within five feet of the room. Rob put a finger to his ear and whispered into the direction of his lapel and the rest of us exploded in laughter. The door swung open, the other agents pulled as Rob pushed us and we all basically fell into the room, and I was immediately face-to-face with my father and Megan.
 
   He was still my height and weight, still had the salt and pepper politically correct plastic hair, and had that pretend version of a smile on his face that always sent a cold river down my spine. I was shocked at how utterly normal he looked. I had imagined him as either a ruined shadow of his wasted political career, or a man rejuvenated and beaming with the happiness of new-found love. This guy in front of me looked like he had just stepped out of one of his own campaign ads.
 
   He gave me a quick hug and a manly pat on the back and I could smell hair plastic and aftershave and a little hint of sweat. “Jake, I’m glad you were able to meet us for dinner.” Like we were in the fucking entrance to Outback or something. “And you brought your fraternity brothers with you.” He started shaking hands again and I guess Brent’s pill was kicking in because I started feeling optimistic about this whole scenario. “We have a table set up for the agents, maybe you two would like to join them, you know, for dinner.”
 
   I shook my head. “They’ll eat with us. I mean we came here in Spence’s, his father’s, plane. They’ve gone out of their way to be here for me, I’m not sending them to the fuckin’ kiddie table.” The table the agents were seated at was about three feet from us and they were all staring at me. “No offense, fellas.” 
 
   Megan was sitting at the table and somehow texting despite her long red nails. She was wearing a hat that looked like something you’d see at a royal wedding—a smallish kind of feathered and bright thing with about an inch of veil hanging from the front of it. She had on enormous sunglasses and a red dress that started somewhere at the bottom of her cleavage. She looked up and acted like she hadn’t noticed us until that second. “Jake, it’s good to see you again.” She continued texting and we all took our seats.
 
   My father grinned at me and asked, “So, how’s school going?”
 
   I grinned back and my inner GPS announced it was going to have to recalculate our route. “Fine.”
 
   He looked at the three of us and tried to widen his grin but it just made him look like a demented jack-o-lantern. “I guess this is exciting for all of you! You know, unexpected road trips are always the best kind! Reminds me of my own college days.”
 
   I turned to Spence and asked, “That reminds me, do I need to chip in for gas on this joy ride? What’s my share, like two grand or something?” I looked back at my father and he was studying his watch.
 
   I turned my attention to Megan and tapped on the table to get her attention. “So, how are things with you, Megan? How are your classes, and whatnot?” I stared straight into her eyes and willed her to vanish. “Seeing anybody special?”
 
   She finally took off the sunglasses and it looked like she still had a thing for coke. “Well, I’ve...postponed, I guess you’d say...I’m taking a semester off.”
 
   I nodded. “No doubt.” I pointed at her phone. “I hope you’re not posting anything to Instagram, ha ha.”
 
   She set the phone down on the table and sighed. “A lot of my friends are interested—or concerned, something like that, about me.”
 
   I nodded. “Speaking of concern, how are your parents doin’ these days? I mean, I’m sure your father’s got his hands full right now, but how ‘bout your mother? I mean, she probably doesn’t have to start packing just yet, right?”
 
   Megan almost slipped, her lips pouted and her shoulders and neck tensed, but she recovered with the skill of a lifetime in the public eye and smiled. “I’m sure she’s not considering packing, there’s no reason to believe she won’t be there for another five years.”
 
   I stared her down. “I didn’t mean packing her things, not exactly. But I bet she’s saving some boxes for that, too. I meant packing your shit, it’s not like she can just throw it all out on the driveway or burn it on the lawn. The tourists might notice that.”
 
   There was a knock on the door and Rob jumped up to check it out. He opened the door all the way and a waitress came in rolling a cart with covered dishes. She parked it between the two tables and began serving everyone. Megan looked down at her plate and then back at the waitress. “What, exactly, is this shit?” Even my father flinched at that.
 
   The waitress looked to be about fifty with graying hair and a low-tolerance-for-bullshit look on her face. “It’s chicken in our house cream sauce, roasted potatoes, and a vegetable mix.” She put a basket on the table and said, “Here are some dinner rolls.”
 
   Megan tapped the plate with her fork. “No, I don’t want this. Have the chef bring me a vegan meal, something very herbal—but absolutely gluten and salt free.”
 
   The waitress—Susan, according to her name tag—stared at Megan and said, “I’m just going by what the hospitality people told us to serve. And there’s not really a ‘chef” in the kitchen, there’s just a guy that pops the food into a microwave. He also drives the shuttle bus if you need a ride somewhere.”
 
   Megan turned to my father. “Is this some kind of joke?” She split the evil stare between me, my father and poor Susan. “I’m not going to eat this shit. Why didn’t we just eat at the country club where we’re staying?”
 
   My father put a small piece of chicken in his mouth and smiled at all of us. He swallowed hard and shared a smile with everyone. “This meal is fine, Susan. Thank you.” He looked at Megan. “I thought we could eat here and keep the fuss to a minimum. Seeing Jake and sparing him all the...drama that’s going on over there would be best.” He turned to me and explained, “We thought we could stay here for a few days and rest while we decided where to go for a...vacation.” But the country club has tactfully told us that we’ll need to make other living arrangements immediately—we’ll be heading out in the morning.”
 
   I really didn’t care about the chicken or anything. I looked at Susan and told her, “You know, I think what this gang needs is a little wine to get things rolling, you know, to liven up the atmosphere.” Spence set the stolen bottle of wine on the table and I asked, “Susan, do you think you could round up a corkscrew—”
 
   She pointed at the bottle. “It’s a twist-off top, but I’ll grab some wine glasses from the lobby for you.” She looked around the table. “And I’ll see if I can’t round up a few more bottles of that for you. I assume the other table, the guys with the guns, won’t be drinking alcohol tonight. Is that the red stuff or the white?”
 
   I peeled the plastic label back a little. “It’s the red. Thanks, ma’am, and do you have any cake or anything?” I pointed at Megan. “My father’s little sweetheart here, well, it’s her birthday. Can we get her a cake with nineteen candles?”
 
   She glared at Megan and I realized she knew exactly who we were. “I’ll bring glasses, even though she’s underage. As far as cake goes I’ll have to see what we can defrost.”
 
   Spence patted my thigh under the table and I knew he wanted me to tone it down but the promise of more wine gave me added confidence. “So,” I asked my Dad, “what are your vacations plans? I mean, are you planning on ever going back to DC to...resolve things or events like your senate seat, any investigations, or having the President kick your ass?”
 
   My father started turning a little red and I waited for him to expose another chink in his armor. He took a couple deep breaths and said, “Jake, I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions before you’re aware of all of the uh, facts of my change in political aspirations and the realignment of my life goals. And of course, my focus now is on my constituents and their continued, uh, belief in my ability to serve them while still resolving recent developments in my personal life. I’m sure everyone can understand that public service shouldn’t put a hold on my life plans and Megan’s happiness, everything in life has to be balanced. And of course, I don’t want anything to change my relationship with you or your brother—family is my number one priority. I hope that in time you and Danny will come to share the same affection toward Megan that I feel.”
 
   I stared at Megan and could see a hint of deer in the headlight in her eyes. “Well, Dad, that’s not a stretch for me. Megan and I really got to know each other over the summer.”
 
   Megan spoke up. “Well, Foster—I mean Jake. I think what your father’s trying to say is that, like, I’m not trying to replace your mother or anything. I’m not trying to jump right into the family tree.” Even my father looked a little confused when she said that. “But it seems like you have some hostility about this situation. I’m just saying that none of this is my fault, I didn’t plan on being shoved around by all this political shit—it was forced on me. What was I supposed to do? Everybody makes it seem like I planned to do this, that I’m just acting out or whatever. I do what I want, if people can’t deal with it then this whole clusterfuck is really their fault. Do you think I really want a life of being chased by the paparazzi and hiding out on yachts and living in exotic places?”
 
   “You left out having your own reality show and a line of shoes or bras or a cookbook or whatever. But to answer your question, I think that’s exactly what you want.”
 
   Susan came back in with more wine and some plastic glasses. She told us, “It was a no go on the cake—one of the guys on the staff, Jeff, offered to go down the street to the grocery store and get one from there but I told him there wasn’t time. I need to know what else you want because my shift ends in about twenty minutes and no offense, but I really just want to get out of here, now. Just leave your plates and everything in here when you’re done and the night crew will clean the room before they set it back up for the business meetings in the morning.”
 
   My father looked at me and then told Susan, “Thank you for your...trouble.”
 
   She began to walk out the door. I said, “Hang on a minute, Susan, if you’re not going to be here when we leave I’d like to give you a tip.”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s included in the bill for the dinner.”
 
   I slipped her a hundred. “Well, let me give you a little extra for the wine and trying to get the cake. You’ve been great.”
 
   She looked at the money and said, “That’s very nice of you. Normally I wouldn’t accept it, I mean I’m already getting a fair tip. But tonight,” she looked at Megan like you’d look at a rotting homeless crack addict, “tonight I think I will.”
 
   As soon as she walked back out the door we unscrewed caps and all began drinking the wine. Megan downed a glass, winced, and then poured herself another one. “So, Jake, to answer your question, I’m not going to do anything to embarrass your father or make fun of our...love for each other. This is permanent, this will go down as a great romance between two famous people who sacrifice everything to be together.”
 
   I nodded. “And speaking of ‘people’, have you scheduled any magazine interviews or anything like that?” I looked at my father and asked, “Kind of gives new meaning to ‘Meet the Press’ or ‘Face the Nation’, doesn’t it?”
 
   My father glanced at Megan and told me, “We’ve discussed this issue, and Megan understands that anything she does in terms of the media is her decision. I think the best thing for me to do is let things sort themselves out before I attempt to...re-engage the press. But speaking of that, how are things going with you on that front?”
 
   I shrugged. “My brothers have my back, and the college has provided me with a media person who—”
 
   “Is he good?” My father asked. “Because if he’s not, we can hire someone or I can get somebody from the company to help you.”
 
   Megan jumped in. “He can’t be all that great! I haven’t seen you do a single interview or make a statement, nothing. Maybe your mother’s publicist could help you, you know, ramp up your exposure.”
 
   My father shook his head violently. “He’s already exposed himself enough, after that ridiculous ad campaign. Any more exposure and he would be working in the porn industry.” He turned a little pale. “You’re not already doing that, are you? I mean, I would hate for you to do something stupid—something you can’t take back.”
 
   I blew a little of the red wine out of my sinuses and it probably looked like I had a nosebleed. Spence handed me a napkin and when I pulled it away from my face I said, “Nope, I haven’t done anything stupid in front of the press since the ad campaign, and of course standing up on a stage with the two of you.” The Secret Service guys had inhaled their frozen dinners and were watching our table like you’d watch a bad horror movie.
 
   My father warned me, “Let’s try to keep things a little more friendly, a little more...understanding, Jacob.” He looked at my friends and slapped that smile back on his face.
 
   I was beginning to feel like I’d hit a fork in the road. I could drop the guess-what-Megan-and-I-did-last-summer bomb or I could just grin and wrap this thing up as painlessly as possible. Spence was reading my mind and squeezed my thigh while Dave was kicking my shin. “You’re right, let’s stay focused on why we’re all here—because I really don’t have a clue.”
 
   Megan gave this snort that she was going to have to avoid if she did get her own show. It sounded like her spleen was caught in her nose. “We’re here so you can see how...happy we are. How...devoted we are to each other. You know, this isn’t the first time love has transcended politics and changed the destiny of a country or whatever. I’ve been reading about the Prince of Wales and Wallis Simpson, you know that he abdicated the throne for her before he met Dianna, it’s a little known fact but I looked it up on line.”
 
   I nodded. “I think I know what you’re tryin’ to say, but this...situation, it isn’t really about a monarchy. Not like the Kennedy’s or anything. I was thinking this was a little more like Anna Nicole Smith, or Bill Clinton, or one of those guys out West who’s eighty years old and marries about fifty teenage girls.” I poured another glass of the wine, it was so far beyond any naturally-produced grapes that I wondered if Exxon was the distributor. I looked around and realized all of the bottles were empty. “But however it plays out, it’s definitely one for the books.” I looked at my father and tried to sound concerned, or at least interested. “So, what’s your plan for the next few months or years or whatever?” I thought about nuclear power plant disasters and how the news always said it took thousands of years for things to get back to normal, the radioactive half life of chaos or something like that.
 
   He seemed to brighten up a little and that had me confused. “Well, we’re sorting out all the blind trust arrangements I made when I became a senator and especially when I accepted the nomination for—well, you know. Anyway, I’ve convinced the board to let me use the yacht for a while. When I get back I assume that I’ll give running the company a shot. I think your grandfather would like that idea, maybe he’s smiling down at me from heaven thinking about me leading the company again.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s what he’s doing, smiling down on you. Or maybe staring up.” I made a mental note to have Spence unload as much of the family’s company stock as I could without it looking suspicious.
 
   “Do you, Jake—Son—I did have one favor to ask, just kind of a family thing.” He glanced at Spence and Dave. Dave was studying his plate, he had carved the chicken breast into odd shapes and was stacking them for some kind of game of poultry Jenga or whatever. “The current situation is awkward in terms of liquid assets, and I need some assistance with day-to-day expenses for Megan and me, just until these financial matters are resolved.”
 
   I was looking at a small table in the corner. It had those little tented nametags for whatever business meeting was taking place tomorrow morning. The names that were printed on them were the everyday names of salesmen—Bill, Tony, Mike, two Johns, even a Sam. I pictured them all in here tomorrow morning, groaning and trying to recover from a night of topless bars as they sipped coffee and relived the night’s adventures. I turned to my father and asked, “You need...cash?”
 
   I almost fell out of my chair when his cheeks turned bright red. It was the first time I had ever seen that happen, it was enough color to poke through the constant healthy tan he maintained with regular visits to a tanning bed. He nodded. “Well, not so much cash as a temporary transfer of funds from your trusts to an account that I have ready access to. Of, course, this arrangement would be temporary. My accountants say they could return the funds to your accounts by the end of next month.”
 
   “You mean after the election.” I shrugged and noticed Megan pretending to be bored and curious at the same time. “What kind of money are we talking about? I mean, I have some money promised to...a scientist, for a...research project, for a charity. You know, charity stuff for the frat.” I turned to Spence. “Do you know if any of the drones—those shipments to the poor and needy, have any of them...malfunctioned?”
 
   Spence had been raising a piece of room-temperature broccoli to his mouth but he dropped it back on his plate. “So far, so good.” He turned to my father and said, “Foster usually has me check his balances and portfolio’s. I mean, it’s really all managed by my father’s people. I just keep his checkbook balanced, ha ha. But I could have fifty, maybe a hundred set up in an account for you tomorrow. That should be simple enough.” 
 
   Dave was staring at the Secret Service table, his pile of chicken had fallen over. He turned his focus back to our table when my father asked, “Until your father’s people could move a little more than that into the account, or—”
 
   I cut in. “If you—wait a minute, how much are we really talking about here?” I wondered if there was an ATM in the lobby.
 
   He put his arm around Megan’s shoulders and pulled her close. It was the first thing he had done since the sloppy kiss at their press conference to even remotely suggest an actual romance in this clusterfuck. He said in a cautious and steady voice, “I’m not sure, we still haven’t locked in to our vacation plans. But I was thinking around a million, that should be enough to give us options.”
 
   I really wanted something—a joint, a magic pill, a bottle of beer or something. My nerves were twisting into knots and tugging on my bones. “Those options involve spending about 33 grand a day? That’s a nice fuckin’ vacation.”
 
   My father snapped at me, “Watch the language! There’s a lady present!” He was so focused on me he didn’t even notice Dave jotting something on a paper napkin and sliding it in front of me. It read Where?, and I shot him a grin.
 
   Megan spoke up and explained, “By the time you add up a decent hotel suite, security, clothes, and travel expenses it’s really not that outrageous. From what Roger says we won’t have access to the jet for another month or so. Oh, and of course, we’ll need money for entertainment...and dining out.”
 
   I pictured a devastating hit to the lobster and Angus-beef supply of the country. “I don’t know, I mean,” I cocked my head at Spence, “do I even have that kind of money to spend?”
 
   Spence considered the question and then nodded. “It could be done, but that’s out of my league. We’d have to talk to my father’s firm about doing something that...big.”
 
   Dave scribbled on the napkin. We all know she’s done something that big. 
 
   I looked at my father and told Spence, “Go ahead and make the calls, but if you have to sell anything make it my shares in the family business.” My father turned ghost white and Dave jotted down Well played, Prince Foster.
 
   Megan beamed and exclaimed, “So all this boring talk about money is over! We can all just get back to...having fun!”
 
   The napkin was passed back to me. Your father’s sleeping with a dumbass, or maybe a space alien. I nodded and crumpled the napkin and pressed it into a glob of the mysterious sauce oozing off my untouched chicken breast.
 
   One of his Secret Service guys walked over to our table and whispered in my father’s ear. He nodded and turned to me. “Well, Jake, the fellas, the agents, would like for us to head back over to the club. It seems someone may have leaked our location to the press.” He raised an eyebrow and stared at me and my friends.
 
   “I haven’t said a word about anything to the press, don’t look at me.” I studied Megan’s face and she looked down at her lap.
 
   She sighed and put her sunglasses back on. “I just can’t believe the press is acting like this, don’t they have anything better to cover? When will all of this...attention, when will it be over?” I didn’t say anything out loud, but I knew she was hoping the media circus would never end.
 
   My father patted her hand and I suddenly wanted to do something drastic—start a food fight, hop on the table and strip, scream out the loudest rebel yell this hotel had ever heard, or just come right out and ask him Why this? Why now?
 
   The other thing I thought would end this dinner with a bang would be to give a vivid description of Megan’s tattoo on her upper thigh, or how she squealed like a hamster when she had an orgasm, or how she spit rather than swallowed.
 
   Instead I stood up and offered my hand to my father, and when he shook it I gave him the best thing I could muster up that vaguely resembled a smile. “We’ll get that account set up as fast as we can, let me know where you two love birds end up. Send me a...postcard or something.” I gave Megan a quick hug and whispered into her ear, “He’s kind of a douche, but you’re a world-class skank. Give him a month or two of delusions before you hook up with somebody else.”
 
   Megan winced a little and said, “That’s sweet, Jake.” She looked at my father and then told everyone, “I’m so lucky.” 
 
   There was a clusterfuck at the door as the Secret Service jockeyed for lead position. Rob shrugged and backed away, he stood beside me as Megan and my father were escorted out the door to the parking lot and within ten seconds the car squealed away.
 
   “So,” Dave asked, “does anybody else want to head down the hall and see if there’s any more wine?” We followed him to the lobby but when we got there it was deserted. “Should we go out to a bar? I bet the front desk could give us a recommendation. Or maybe that Jeff guy could show us around?”
 
   I looked around and noticed there were doors in the back of the lobby leading out to a pool. There were little groups of people out there with plastic wine glasses and cans of beer. “I bet Jeff would be more than willing to take you out and show you around.” I studied Rob’s face and added, “But I think I’m under house arrest until we head back home.” Rob nodded and I sighed.
 
   Dave looked around with some visible disappointment on his face. “Jeff’s probably gone home by now. Maybe he and Susan are already on the phone with TMZ or somebody. Let’s regroup and hang out by the pool for awhile.”
 
   Nobody said a word as we went back to the hotel room. I could hear Spence and Dave talking about something but when they walked into my room they went silent. Once we were all dressed in shorts and t shirts I noticed Rob looking around the room. “I can’t tuck my gun into my shorts—I have a major phobia about accidently shooting myself in the balls.” We all nodded at that wisdom.
 
   I walked into the bathroom and grabbed a damp towel off the floor. “Here, just fold this and tuck the gun in it.”
 
   Before we left Rob double checked the sliding glass doors and pulled the curtains shut, then we all headed out to the pool with the cooler sloshing around between Dave and me as we lugged it down the hall. When we got outside Spence nodded at a table in a semi-dark corner of the concrete patio. As we passed a laundry cart I snagged a stack of fresh towels and we all sat down in the shadows. There were a few little groups gathered around other tables—some younger guys who were probably in town for the game, some other tables that must have been attending whatever business meeting was going on, and a couple of senior citizens watching a kid in the pool.
 
   Spence lit a joint and leaned back in his chair. Rob looked at me and said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, Foster. But somehow I pictured a little...nicer, maybe?...a more upscale hotel, I guess.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve stayed in plenty of places like this one. You know, away games, a few road trips with my brother. My stepdad’s taken us fishing and hunting and we usually stay in hotels like this—it’s just easier sometimes.”
 
   Two women approached the table and I tucked the joint below table level. One of them shook her head and said, “Don’t hide that, please. That’s why we came over here, if you have any to share—if you don’t mind or anything.” I saw a flash of a white smile and could make out blonde hair in a short, simple haircut. The other woman had longer, darker hair and both of them had on bathing suits with shorts over them. 
 
   I passed the blonde the joint and asked her, “Are you two out here to tan? I wouldn’t worry about sunscreen if you are.”
 
   The dark-haired girl laughed and took the joint from her friend. “Ha! No, we thought about going for a swim but Cindy decided she didn’t want to get her hair wet.” There was a little bit of an awkward pause but then we stumbled over each other as we made introductions.
 
    The other girl’s name was Dawn, and they were here for the seminar, How to Achieve Success in a Global Market. They were in some kind of inside sales office and were excited to be travelling away from home.  Dawn said, “We probably won’t get too much out of this bullshit, but we just wanted to get away from home.” The white teeth disappeared into the gloom as she said, “I guess this place is as good as any other to get out and have some fun.” As my eyes adjusted between the pool lights and the shadows we were in I could see that they were both middle-aged and really did look excited to be hanging out by the pool.
 
   Rob spoke up, “We’re here for the...game. You know, we just decided to skip some classes and come out early.”
 
   Cindy looked around the table and said, “Dawn and I guessed you were here for the game. You’re all playing in the game, right?” She pointed at Dave. “Dawn said that guy, Dave or whoever, that he was too small to play football but I told her he’s probably a kicker or punter or whatever. They’re usually the really small guys.” 
 
   We all started laughing and Dave stomped down on my bare foot. He shook his head. “I’m not that small! And no, none of these guys are on the team, you have to be reasonably sober to play college ball and they didn’t make the cut.”
 
   He said that with just enough hostility to make the girls get quiet. Cindy finally broke the silence and stood up. “Okay, well...thanks for sharing the joint.” She looked at Dawn and she stood up, too. They both wandered to the other side of the pool and sat down in a couple of lounge chairs.
 
   “Look!” Rob sounded excited. “There’s a decent-size hot tub over there. I think everybody could use a little tension relief after that din—after today. And this is a good place to hang out—plenty of privacy and limited access.”
 
   We took the cooler and walked over to the hot tub. I reminded Rob, “Your gun’s still on that table. And don’t forget the towels.” He sprinted back and grabbed everything and when he got back we were getting into the tub.
 
   “This was a good idea, Rob,” Spence said as he cracked open a beer.
 
   Rob looked at the shorts and some underwear tossed on the concrete. “Whoa, fellas, I didn’t know skinny dipping was part of this plan.”
 
   “Just ease your shorts off on the edge and slide in, nobody’s going to see anything. We can slide back into them or just use towels to get back to the room,” I explained.
 
   He nodded and in about two seconds shucked his shorts and splashed into the gurgling water between me and Dave. I reached under the water and pinched Rob’s bare ass and he jumped about a mile and scowled at Dave. Just as we were settling in and I was shedding a little stress the girls showed up and stared down at the hot tub.
 
   Dawn looked at Cindy and said, “I’ve read about shit like this happening at these business meetings, ha ha.” She had a grin that was almost reaching the back of her neck and I wondered how often she got high. “You guys don’t mind if we join this little party?” She eased back on the grin. “Or is this some kind of private sword fight?” 
 
   Cindy was staring at the clothes tossed on the deck and shook her head. She frowned at Dawn and said, “We were just coming over to ask about maybe...I guess to see if you had a few extra beers.”
 
   Spence pointed at the cooler. “Absolutely! And you should join us in here, it feels great.” Dave and I both frowned at him.
 
   The two girls looked at each other and it was obvious they were communicating telepathically, the way close friends do. Dawn grinned and said, “Sounds good to me!” She looked at Cindy. “And we definitely don’t get a chance to hang out with a bunch of hot young guys like this at home.” She pulled her shorts down and as I watched her I noticed how white and frumpy her legs were. Cindy did the same, and that made me feel good. She was obviously the shy one and would get more thrill out of this than Dawn would. I could picture her having a conversation with her cat, Toby or whatever, and telling him about how bold, how adventurous she was on her business trip. Toby would be purring and rubbing against her in approval.
 
   Dawn plunked into the water between me and Spence, and Cindy gingerly used Dave and Rob’s shoulders as she eased in between them. I figured Dave would be pissed that she had separated him from his latest crush, but he smiled and seemed to be enjoying her tentative excitement.
 
   I felt Dawn’s hand start at my knee and slowly slide up my thigh. She started studying our clothes next to the tub and gave me one hard squeeze mid-thigh and yelled out. “You dirty guys, you’re buck naked! Just what kind of trouble are you fellas looking for tonight?” I noticed the steam from the tub was beginning to cause her makeup to get a little fuzzy. Cindy looked like she was one heartbeat away from a massive coronary and I gave her my best everything-will-be-okay-we’re-not-rapists smile.
 
   I saw Spence jump a little and watched his face turn exceptionally red. Dawn looked like she was studying the parking lot lights or something when I felt her hand continue its journey up my thigh. Her hand started to wrap around my dick and it was my turn to jump.
 
   “Oh, dear God!” She turned her full attention to me. “That’s almost scary, that’s almost too much, but I’m always up for a challenge.”
 
   Cindy frowned a little and asked her, “What are you making such a fuss about, Dawn. People are going to start looking at us.”
 
   “I’d tell you what’s got me so freakin’...excited, Cindy, but you’d probably faint or something.”
 
   I pulled her hand away and was surprised when Rob’s hand settled on my other thigh. “Fellas, ladies, I hate to cut this short,” he looked around the tub, “but we have kind of a long day tomorrow. We’re doing some sight seeing, you know, maybe take a tour of the campus or something.” He managed to ease out of the bubbling water and slide a towel over himself with minimal exposure.
 
   Dawn nodded and gave me one more tug. “Maybe some of you would like to hang out a little longer. It’s not that late.” She had a little lost-battle tone in her voice and I knew she was getting the message.
 
   Cindy used Dave’s shoulder to climb out and she told Dawn, “We have a breakout group, or whatever it’s called, at eight in the morning. We should probably call it a night, too.” She took one of the towels off the pile and Rob’s gun clunked onto the concrete. She backed up and Dawn hopped out of the hot tub and for a second I was afraid she was going to try and take my dick with her. 
 
   Rob slid the gun next to him and gave the girls a weak smile. “That’s not what it looks like.”
 
   Dawn shook her head. “My last boyfriend was a crack dealer, and it sure looks like a gun to me.” She grabbed Cindy by the arm and they disappeared through the lobby doors.
 
   “If I had known she’d react like that I would have shown her the gun earlier,” Dave said. Spence looked a little disappointed but the rest of us nodded.
 
   I climbed out of the tub and started drying myself off. Spence just wrapped a towel around himself and stood next to the cooler. I tossed my towel on a chair and pulled on my shorts. I laughed a little when I noticed Rob and Dave doing some kind of dance as they pulled their shorts on while they kept the towels covering themselves.
 
   “Bros, there’s nobody else out here and you two are suddenly shy about getting dressed?” Rob pointed above us and I could see Dawn on the balcony of her room and she had her phone aimed straight at us. As I looked around there were about another dozen or so women, and a few men, all staring down at us. “Dammit, I guess we need to get out of here early tomorrow.”
 
   I fell into bed when we got back to the room and wondered if Dawn, Cindy, or somebody else had recognized me and I felt a little violated. I could hear the rest of the guys in the bathroom rinsing off the chlorine and murmuring about something that I was fairly certain involved me. After a few minutes the bathroom went dark and I felt Rob climbing into the bed.
 
   “Maybe we should leave now,” I suggested. “The shit’s gonna hit the fan sometime, but I’d rather it be at the house than in the lobby of a hotel.”
 
   Rob gave my shoulder a light squeeze. I couldn’t see him in the pitch black of the room, but I could feel the bed getting warmer and his breath close to my face. “Just get some sleep, Jake. I doubt we could round up the crew and get the jet off the ground until the morning, anyway. The pilot said any time we wanted to leave after seven would be okay.” He went quiet for a minute and then asked, “Hey, I just wanted to know...”
 
   “Wanted to know what?”
 
   “Well, and it’s none of my business, but how do you feel about seeing your dad and Megan? I mean, you got in a few burns, but I guess I was expecting a little more...emotion.”
 
   “I’ve been asking myself the same thing, and I haven’t come up with a good answer, yet. I mean, he’s still my father. This whole Twilight Zone scene has me flustered, maybe a little angry, or hurt, or disappointed. But I couldn’t give a rat’s ass as far as the campaign goes, and evidently he’s decided the same thing. He’s been a single guy for a long time, so it doesn’t really matter, I guess.”
 
   He put his arm over my back and I knew it wasn’t anything sexual, it was just a simple gesture of someone who cared. “He’s at least twice as old as she is,” Rob said. “She’s really betrayed her parents, when you think about it. She’s lobbed an atomic bomb into the election, and let’s not forget the fact that she was screwing around with both of you at the same time.”
 
   “Yeah, and he’s made a few giant mistakes in the last few months himself. I guess I look at my mother’s friends—actors in rehab, actors overdosing, people going bat-shit crazy in that whole West Coast bullshit scene. And then I look at my father and his whole deal with the DC crowd, and there of plenty of meltdowns there, too. And maybe I have it in my genes, too. I mean, when you’re in New York, and you’re standing in Times Square, and reporters are asking questions while you’re standing in front of a billboard of yourself with everything on display it makes you question things.”
 
   “I remember when they took that billboard down after a week, people were complaining about it being pornographic.”
 
   I sighed. “And underwear sales skyrocketed after that. And someone’s rehab sells more books or movies. And the more coverage a reality show gets the more the people on it just become some kind of fuckin’ cartoon of who they were. I’m not stupid, I like having money. But I also like coaching kids, and working out, and partying at the house, and pretending like everyday is a snow day. You know, all the rules are suspended.”
 
   Rob laughed. “Snow melts, and then you have to make up the days at the end of the year.”
 
   “Not if you go to private school.” I rolled over and fell asleep.
 
   I woke up to the sound of the shower running and it was still pitch black in the room. I stumbled over to the curtains and pulled one corner open, there was just a hint of the sun rising behind some trees and according to the alarm clock on the nightstand it was six. I wandered into the bathroom and it was packed with everybody getting cleaned up at the same time, it reminded me of the house. I squinted in the bright lights and grabbed a random toothbrush off the counter to scrape some beer-flavored fuzz out of my mouth. “Next,” Dave said as he got of the shower and Rob took his place. Spence finished taking a leak and I took his place in front of the toilet.
 
   Once we were all dressed and our suits were lying across the back of the couch Rob said, “Stay put for a few minutes. I called the airport and the jet’s ready.” He was wearing a crumpled hoodie that he must have found in the bottom of my duffel, and it really didn’t do much to hide the shoulder holster. “I’m going around front to grab the car, the room’s paid for so we don’t need to go by the front desk. Wait right by the exit at the end of the hall and dive into the car when I pull up. Don’t screw with taking the cooler, it’s too bulky. And whatever you do, don’t forget my disco gunfight suit.”
 
   We all hopped into the car and I was surprised when Rob didn’t start moving immediately. “Here’s the deal—and you’ve got all of about thirty seconds to make the call, Foster. There’s a local news crew out front, and I think some other reporters are hanging out in the lobby, too. It may be some local interest in the seminar or whatever. But I’m guessing they’re snooping around for you or your father. Maybe Dawn or Susan or somebody else called them, it doesn’t really matter. You can go ahead and give a quick statement and maybe draw the press away from Hawthorne, or we can head out and they’ll never be the wiser. They’ll just see a big black car flash by the entrance and we’ll be gone. It’s up to you, I’ve got your back either way.”
 
   The other guys nodded at me and it only took a second to say, “Drive it like you stole it.”
 
   With all the red-light running, curb hopping, and the car’s giant engine screaming like a fighter jet we made it to the airport with only one police car and no press in pursuit. As soon as we pulled around to the private aviation terminal Rob hopped out and flashed his credentials at the cops in the car behind us. I was shocked as hell when they ran up and helped us carry the luggage to the plane. I made a mental note to tell Officer Douchebag back at the house how nice these guys were. I tried to picture him helping Spence and me haul a keg into the backyard and my mind went blank.
 
   As we walked up the steps of the jet I told Rob, “Those cops were really nice, much better than the ones at Hawthorne.”
 
   Rob shook his head. “I had to guarantee them that we were leaving for good and that your father and Megan weren’t hiding out here. They said the faster they could get you out of town the better. They have tickets to the game on Saturday—on the fifty yard line, the lucky bastards!—and they don’t want to have to pull overtime. That’s why they loaded your shit onto the plane so fast.”
 
   The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “You guys buckle up until I tell you otherwise. Looks like we’re going to hit some nasty shit on the way to cruising altitude. Remember what you’ve learned on a commercial flight in case we crash—I don’t have time to go over that crap. Besides, don’t let those flight attendants fool you, if we go down we’re probably not going to live, anyway. A flotation device isn’t exactly going to cushion a fall from forty-thousand feet.”
 
   After we taxied to the runway I heard the engines wind up, and the jet felt like a panther about to pounce and then we shot up off the ground. I watched out the window as blue sky turned into a clusterfuck of gray-black clouds shooting by and rain started to pound the plane. Shit rattled and we dropped and rose and leaned and twisted our way up. I began to agree with the pilot, there really wasn’t anything an oxygen mask or a flotation device would do to help the situation if we dropped out of the sky right now.
 
   Rob turned to me and said, “The pilots checked every inch of this thing for signs of sabotage or explosives, I even had TSA come over and run a dog through it this morning. But I guess if lightning hits us it doesn’t really matter.” Finally light started pouring through the windows and the ride smoothed out.
 
   The pilot’s voice filled the cabin. “We’re good to go all the way back. Sit back and enjoy, there’s plenty of beer in the fridge—just don’t smoke any weed.”
 
   Spence and Dave swiveled their seats to face me and Rob on the couch. Spence told me, “The bros want to know the theme for the party this weekend. They wanted to do a kind of...different theme but I told them you need to make the final call on that. You’re the social director.”
 
   I frowned. “Since when?”
 
   “Since you got elected at the beginning of the semester. You may not remember, I’m not even sure you were there.”
 
   I nodded. “What do they want, what’s different about it? I mean if there’s alcohol, sorority girls, music and miscellaneous pharmaceuticals who really cares? What’s their great idea?”
 
   “Get Out the Vote. Kind of a right wing versus left wing thing.”
 
   I felt my brow wrinkling up. “Yeah. Over my dead body.”
 
   Spence studied my face. “I’m not sure how people would dress for an Over My Dead Body party.” He paused and then said, “We could make that happen, I guess. Go to Costco and pick up a coffin—and party cups, I think we’re out. We could put some dirt around it. Let people climb in and get their picture taken, like a photo booth kind of thing. Maybe hire the bagpipe geeks from campus to play in the living room, just when the DJ takes a break.”
 
   I stared at Rob. “That sounds like fun, it actually sounds fuckin’ awesome. But it sounds like something we should maybe do at...Halloween. But what I meant was we’re not going to start a Republican versus Democrat riot in the house. We’re talking about a liberal arts college, Spence. There would be five people on one side of the room and about a thousand on the other. Ella would kill us—she’d never get all that blood out of the carpet.”
 
   Dave spoke up. “Spence, let’s let Foster think about it. He’s probably not in a party mood right now.”
 
   I shrugged and walked up to the little galley. I came back with a bunch of beer and passed out the bottles. Rob left his unopened and set it in a built-in cup holder on the armrest of the couch. He pointed at the bottle and said, “Now, this is an example of why your car really isn’t practical, look at all the cup holders built into the furniture.”
 
   “Okay, Rob. But I think if you’re buying a seventy-million dollar plane the cup holders are probably standard equipment.” I finished my beer and opened another. “It’s probably optional on my car, I just never thought to ask.” I thought about school and I remembered my history exam. “We need to watch Saturday Night Fever tonight, it’s going to be on my test.”
 
   Dave looked happy. “I have an old DVD of it, we’ll watch it in your room tonight. Order some pizza, take multiple bong hits, drink enough hard liquor, and you’ll think it’s the best movie ever made.” He was staring at me and asked, “So, in between partying and your exam and whatever are you going to talk to Levi about the reporters? I mean, at some point in the next decade you’ll need to graduate, and I don’t think they’re going to leave until they get a quote from you or take some video of you looking emotionally destroyed.” 
 
   For the rest of the flight we all checked our phones and responded to messages. I barely noticed the jet touching down and followed everybody out onto the tarmac, where they had Spence’s car waiting. The air was brisk and cool and wherever we had been last night was fading from my senses. Rob got behind the wheel and when we hit the highway I cracked my window and lit a joint. He swerved up an exit ramp and as we came up to the stop sign I asked, “You know Hawthorne’s at the next exit? This is the wrong one.”
 
   He shook his head. “I want you to make like a magician and hop into the trunk before we get any closer.” He nodded at the convenience store at the corner. “And I need to take a leak. Plus, we never had breakfast, I’m starving.” 
 
   He ducked into the store and Spence followed me around to the back of the car. He raised the deck lid and I shook my head. “Nope, I just got off a private plane. Putting me in the trunk is just cruel.”
 
   He started pushing me in and I half-heartedly resisted. “C’mon Foster, you’ve got to do this. You’re not going to make it into the house if you don’t.” He kept pushing me and I threw my legs into the space.
 
   “What the hell are you doing to that kid?” This old guy was walking over to us and frowning.
 
   I explained, “He’s kidnapping me.” Without blowing my cover it seemed like the best explanation. I sat down in the trunk and looked at the two of them with a fair amount of boredom on my face.
 
   The old man punched Spence on the arm. “Don’t you know it’s illegal to kidnap somebody? And in broad daylight? You didn’t think somebody would notice this going on right here in the parking lot?”
 
   Spence pointed at me and shook his head. “It’s not like that, it’s...hazing. You know, a harmless fraternity prank.”
 
   The guy looked at me and snorted. “I was in a fraternity about fifty years ago. In my day hazing involved tons of liquor, light bondage, and the occasional farm animal. This kid’s in the back of a luxury car, he seems too sober to be in the middle of a hazing—”
 
   “You’d be surprised at how hammered he actually is,” Rob interrupted him. “It takes a lot more toxic chemical mix to actually get him completely wasted.” He handed me a honey bun and a cup of coffee and I thanked him. 
 
   “Wait a damn minute! Friggin’ coffee and a bun? Son, are you pledging a frat or a sorority?”
 
   Spence pointed at the trunk. “It’s just really not that simple, it’s not that cushy or whatever. There’s a badger that we trapped and drugged stuck in that trunk somewhere. I believe by the time we get back on the road it’ll wake up, and more than likely it will have a headache and a seriously bad attitude. I guarantee that this hazing will involve bloodshed, if it makes you feel better. But we need to get moving, it wouldn’t be any good if it wakes up here and escapes.”
 
   The guy nodded. “That’s better, that sounds like real hazing.”
 
   Spence shut the trunk and I tried to unwrap the honey bun and sip my coffee in the dark as we shot back onto the highway. I realized we had made it to the house when I heard Officer Douchebag hassling Spence. I felt the car move into the parking lot and then I heard the click-thunk of the trunk release. I climbed out and we all gathered our shit up to head into the house. I looked over at my car and noticed how dusty it looked, and I wondered when it would be back out on the road. 
 
   We walked through the house and the rest of the guys headed upstairs, but I heard Ella’s voice and detoured through the kitchen. She was sitting at the table with her laptop and tons of paper files laid out neatly in front of her. She looked over her reading glasses and smiled when she saw me. “Do you know anything about spreadsheets?”
 
   I shrugged. “What’s a ‘spreadsheet’, I mean, is it a laundry thing?”
 
   “You need to stick to running around a field with a ball, Foster. Use your God-given talent, don’t try to expand your mind too much. I mean, you’d think you were paying for some kind of practical education here.”
 
   “I tried to tell my political science instructor that, it really is a lot of money for nothing.”
 
   “Somebody put your rant in class up on YouTube and it’s gone viral. Word around campus is that his parents kicked him out of their guest house and took away his Porsche.”
 
   I leaned over her with a gentle hand on her shoulder. All I saw were numbers neatly laid out in handwritten columns, and the one she had labeled with her name and personal salary had a mind-blowing amount of six-figure numbers in each column. Then I noticed one with all of the brother’s names and some kind of scoring marked by each name. “What’s this one for?”
 
   She was patting my hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed it before she pointed at the sheet. “It’s my own personal project.” She ran her hand over the headings on the sheet. “That’s why I need help. I’m keeping charts on the boys’ GPA numbers compared to their level of hangovers, arrest records, overdoses, blackout sex, and slip-and-fall accidents. I’m trying to predict mortality rates among fraternity members versus the general public. I’m just about the only adult who see’s what goes on in these houses, and I wouldn’t be able to show my face in church if I didn’t send some anonymous notes to the parents of the at-risk kids. I’m just not seeing the exact equation or algorithm or whatever to put it all together.”
 
   “You’d probably be safe in sending out letters to all of them, but everybody needs a hobby. I’d ask Spence, or you could go to Sheldon—but that would be like asking Einstein to show you how to tie your shoes.” She nodded and I headed upstairs.
 
   “Hey, Jake, just to let you know,” she called out to me. “I don’t have the exact formula right, but I can tell you that you’re headed to the top of the chart. Do me a favor and slow down a little, you’re one of my favorites.”
 
   When I got upstairs Rob was sitting on the couch with an enormously round guy seated next to him. He had multiple chins and a five-o’clock shadow all over his skull, and he had one arm draped over Rob’s shoulder. He was shirtless and had bizarre patches of body hair sprouting all over his chest and arms. Rob nodded at his cuddle buddy and whispered, “Who the hell is this?”
 
   “That, Rob, is a Yoda. I don’t remember his real name, that’s just what we call him.”
 
   Yoda barely opened his eyes and a grin of wisdom spread across his face. “For all you know, Foster, my real name is Tickle Me Elmo.” He tweaked Rob’s nipple and stood up. “I like this guy, he has a little more cushion on him than all you nothing-but-muscle jocks. Anyway, I came up here to ask you about the party this weekend. Nobody seems to know what we’re doing for a theme.”
 
   Rob was pulling on a Don’t Judge Me ‘til I Fuck You t shirt and Yoda nodded in approval. My Secret Service agent looked thrilled. “This will probably be the only frat party I’ll get to go to while I’m here—do something classic! A toga party, so I can see Brittany and her sisters like that. Or a Come As You Sleep party, that would be awesome.”
 
   Yoda frowned. “I think we’re banned from having toga parties anymore, it’s a town ordinance or something. And don’t kid yourself about those sleepover parties, you’ll basically be wading through a hundred swinging dicks to find one girl in flannel pajamas.” That didn’t sound so bad to me but I kept my mouth shut.
 
   Like magic Dave walked in and said, “I like that theme, but with a thousand reporters outside it sounds like a mass arrest for public exposure just waiting to happen.”
 
   I peeked out my window and saw he was right, a couple of the news trucks had flat tires from being parked for so long. The group of reporters sunning themselves on the lawn had tripled and a few guys were tossing a Frisbee back and forth. There were three Port-o-Johns lined up on the sidewalk. I noticed grad-student douche wandering in a circle by himself and holding a ‘Will Work for Food’ sign.
 
   I turned back to Yoda. “If Rob wants to see near-naked sorority girls why don’t we just have a Dress Like You’re Going to Class party?”
 
   Yoda beamed through squinty eyes and nodded. “You, young Foster, are heading over to the Dark Side, and I’m proud of you.”
 
   I cringed as Rob tugged on the front of his shorts and drooled a little as he said, “That works for me.”
 
   Spence was standing in the doorway and spoke up. “If this is a party weekend then all of us need to get out and tan and work out and shit—I need to get laid, it’s been days.”
 
   “Here’s the DVD, Foster.” Dave put it on my dresser and told us, “I’ll meet you guys downstairs. I need to get Rob’s sunscreen.”
 
   I put on my required boxer briefs and some old Carolina Blue lacrosse shorts. I handed Rob a pair of white ones with a Hawthorne logo on them. “Here, you’ll blend in better. Those invisible board shorts you wore last time were making people nervous, I think.”
 
   On our way out to the pool we ducked down to the basement. Sheldon was sitting in a recliner with Shannon on his lap and they were crunching on party mix as he monitored the screens. Quinn was sitting in his seat sipping a beer, his screen was frozen on a little patch of grass. He tipped his bottle at me and said, “Glad you’re back, Foster. I was hoping I could show you my stuff.” He paused and turned red. “You know, my flying skills. But I just finished my tour.” 
 
   Sheldon noticed us and nodded. “We’re only trapping drones every six hours or so, I think we’ve just about accomplished the mission. Plus, some of these guys want their TV’s back.” He turned to Quinn and said, “You can go ahead and take off—ha! I mean leave, if you want to get out of here for some fresh air. I’ve got Scott signed up for the next tour, he’s on his way down here.”
 
   Quinn turned to me and Rob. “Are you headed out to the pool? I heard about the party. I need to work on my tan and my abs.” He raised his shirt and ran his hand across the perfect washboard thing he had going on. Shannon stared and got so flustered I thought she might fall out of her boyfriend’s lap.
 
   Rob almost looked concerned and asked Quinn, “Man, are you like one percent body fat? What do you eat?”
 
   Quinn grinned and told him, “Normally I eat pounds of chicken breasts and broccoli, to compensate for the gallons of beer and occasional fast food binge. I stay active, I guess. Plenty of crunches, gym time, sports in general, and of course,” he looked at me, “lots of sex. And look around you, I’m not the only one who’s on that plan.”
 
   When we got out to the pool it looked like most of the frat and Britt’s sorority were on the same mission to tan and exercise. There were teams on the volleyball court, the basketball court, and people swimming around in the pool. Dave and Spence waved us over to some lounge chairs they had saved. After things sorted out Britt was at the end of the line with Rob between us, Quinn was on the other side of me talking to Spence, Hunter was chatting with Yoda, and Dave was at the other end staring over Yoda’s gut at the rest of us and scowling.
 
   I said, “Let’s move around, Rob. I feel...stagnant.” We joined the bros on the basketball court and the game got increasingly physical as the guys all tried to show off for the sorority girls watching. I was getting a little too aggressive myself with my use of hands and needless body contact against the other guys. Rob took a nice elbow to a kidney and we bowed out of the game. I sprinted over to the pool and dove in, when I came back up Rob was leaning against the edge with Brittany sitting on the deck in front of him.
 
   Britt had her hand on a folded towel next to her and said, “I was just scolding Rob for leaving his gun unattended—I found it in that towel.” She looked around the backyard and said, “With all these hormones flying around I’m not sure we want to have firearms just sitting around on the deck.” She stood up and started walking back over to our chairs.
 
   Rob was staring at her leave and it was pretty obvious he was trying to tug her thong off telepathically. He looked down into the water and sighed. “I’m not sure why you thought white mesh shorts would be better than those other shorts. I may be stuck in the water for a long time.”
 
   Hunter was leaning against the edge watching Britt walk, too. He turned to Rob and said, “Just so you know, Bro, my door is locked. And I’ve burned all of my socks.”
 
   I was dozing in my chair when something blocked the sun and I looked up to see Levi standing over us. “How’s everyone doing today? It looks like you’re handling your house arrest well, Foster.” He was wearing a navy blazer and khakis and sat at the foot of my chair with a sigh. “How’s your father? How did all of that go?”
 
   I passed a joint over to Rob and he immediately handed it to Britt. He had been holding a towel in front of crotch ever since he got out of the pool, I had no idea where the gun was. I told Levi, “It was fine, it was...good to see him? We met some cool girls, had a few beers, nobody kidnapped me or tried to interview me or anything dramatic like that. It was just dinner with...friends and family. And Secret Service people. And riding in a trunk again.” Rob shrugged and gave Levi a thumbs up as he passed the joint back to me. “How are things on your end, Levi?”
 
   “Just peachy, Foster. I’ve crushed so many phones and laptops that my workspace looks like a plastic recycling center. I’ve learned how to say ‘piss off’ and ‘no comment’ in twenty languages. I’ve got campus and town police threatening to turn fire hoses on the press out front—”
 
   Quinn flexed his biceps and asked, “Can I give them a hand with that?” I nodded at him and looked at Levi for an answer.
 
   “I wish. I called home to see if our crop-dusting pilot from back there could do a fly by with some pesticide, but he’s already on parole for doing that at the county fair. Our hands are tied, we can’t do anything to hurt Hawthorne’s image and the only way I think this is going to end is to throw Foster over the gate and let them feast on the poor dumb jock.” He looked at me and spoke like he was encouraging a chicken to lay an egg. “Ashley might be away for longer than I thought. I’m not sure how these things work but her voluntary ‘vacation’ has morphed into some kind of involuntary detention. The people at the ‘resort’ have signed some paperwork or something. I’ll be standing right up at the podium with you Foster, but you’re going to have to—”
 
   Rob shook his head. “Not until I can coordinate things with my office, his father’s security people, the local law enforcement, and we have time to sweep the building for explosives or shooters.”
 
   Quinn offered me a beer and I pounded it. “What the fuck? You think if I try to talk to the press somebody is going to assassinate me?” I stared at my so-called protectors and panicked a little.
 
   “Not at all!” Levi said, “You’re not a government official or anything, I don’t think it would qualify as an ‘assassination’ or anything like that. It’s just murder, nothing special.”
 
   Rob nodded. “He’s right, it’s pretty much a standard homicide. It’s not even a hate crime, I’m guessing.”
 
   I looked around and a lot of people seemed to be paying attention to us. “Odds are I wasn’t going to make it out of Hawthorne alive anyway—”
 
   “Ella’s one step away from proving that on paper,” Spence said.
 
   I glared at everybody. “Okay, fine. But it’ll have to be after my test tomorrow, I’m not going to risk anything less than a ‘A’ in a course like 70’s history. And I hope you understand, Levi, that I have absolutely nothing to say to the press. I don’t have a dog in this hunt.”
 
   He nodded, “The cow’s out of the barn, that’s for sure.”
 
   Quinn looked at us and sounded impressed. “Are you two speaking in code. That’s kinda cool.”
 
   I told Levi, “As long as we agree this will be a press conference about nothin’. They’re not going to ask anything I’m gonna fuckin’ answer the way they want or expect. And absolutely nothing of any value or substance or whatever, is going to be accomplished.”
 
   Levi nodded, “Exactly, it’s a boilerplate press conference—you could do this in your sleep.”
 
   Somebody passed me a joint and I sucked in about half of it. “That, Levi, is what I’m counting on.”
 
   I dozed off again and when I woke up I heard Dave and Brittany arguing about who was going to put sunscreen on Rob’s back. I rolled over on to my stomach and held my phone in the shade to see who had left messages. Phillip had shot me a text saying he would be at the party and I felt hopeful. My father had sent me a text asking about the flight home and telling me they were on their way to France—something about the climate being better over there. I started to reply and I was lost, so I deleted it and knew he’d be calling after my press conference anyway. I hit the callback button when I saw my mother had called and she picked up on the second ring.
 
   “How’s your father?” She asked.
 
   “I think if he’s going to keep up with a twenty year old girlfriend he needs to start exercising more—that sounds bad, I mean—”
 
   “I saw their press conference, she’s a wild one, no doubt. What are you doing?”
 
   “Hanging out by the pool, it’s really nice here for this time of year.” Rob pointed at the phone and smiled. “My Secret Service agent says...hi.” He nodded while Britt and Dave were battling for unprotected skin on his back, his expression suggested he was close to a happy ending.
 
   “Tell him I said...thanks for keeping you alive? Shouldn’t you be studying?”
 
   “I’m about to head in to do...research, for an exam tomorrow. And set your DVR, sometime in the afternoon I’m going to do the whole press conference bullshit.”
 
   “I hate those.”
 
   “You get paid for them. Why else would anybody watch a feature length film about disgruntled otters? It’s not even Disney, or animated or whatever.”
 
   “Just pretend you’re selling underwear, Jake. You’ll do fine. You’re not going to actually tell them anything, are you?”
 
   I watched as Britt walked around to play volleyball. Rob had rolled back over on his back to watch her and he had the gun towel pressed down on the front of his shorts. Dave was standing over Yoda, who was lifting his breasts and pointing at the crevasses. Dave threw the suntan lotion over the fence and walked over to the basketball court.
 
   “No, I don’t have anything to say. I just need to get it over with, we’re having a big party here this weekend and I’m already feeling stressed,” I told her.
 
   “What’s the theme?”
 
   “Dress Like You’re Going to Class.”
 
   “Nice. That should reduce your stress. You can stick to the theme and sleep right through it.”
 
   I wandered around for a while talking, smoking, and drinking. It was one of those perfect afternoons that I just couldn’t let end, because there couldn’t possibly be anything better than this in my immediate future. I was talking to a few of the girls sitting under the shade of the porch when Hunter walked up with some other guy following him. The guy was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, khaki shorts, and giant aviator sunglasses. He had short brown hair and a decent tan, and I was sure I knew him from somewhere. Based on his body I wondered if maybe I’d seen him bench pressing at the gym on campus or at one of Dave’s wrestling tournaments.
 
   Hunter stood there looking a little unhappy. He had his hands on his hips and his shorts were hanging about two inches lower than that, the girls sitting by me had taken off their sunglasses and were staring the two guys down. “This guy says he knows you, Foster. He showed me a badge, and that made me doubt it...or believe it, I’m not sure. But then I recognized him from out front. He’s a cop, the guy you call Officer Douchebag.”
 
   I figured the cop would be pissed but he just laughed and offered his hand. I shook it and he said, “It’s Officer Duncan—Paul Duncan. I’d almost rather be called a douche instead of hearing all the other officers call me Duncan Donuts.”
 
   I didn’t realize how buzzed I was until I said, “I don’t see a single bit of donut fat on you. You’re in pretty good shape from what I can see.”
 
   He took off his sunglasses and watched me turn red. The girls followed Hunter to the pool and the two of us sat down at the table. “So, Officer Douche Donuts—Paul. What are you doing in our backyard? There are way too many illegal things going on out here for you to think one cop handle it.”
 
   “Don’t forget about me, Foster,” Rob said. He was standing in front of us dripping wet, and the front of his shorts looked like a roadmap of his package.
 
   “Sit down or use your gun towel, secret agent man. You’re junk is blocking my view of the pool.” I caught Paul checking out Rob and I realized things could get interesting.
 
   Paul looked puzzled and said, “What—I mean, I really came back here to check out this air force you guys seem to be operating. I’m not saying I disagree with the intent, it’s just that we’ve had a few FAA people asking questions. By the way, what the hell is a ‘gun towel’?”
 
   Rob stood there dripping and it looked like his shorts were slowly siding down under the weight of the water soaked into them. “You’re getting burned again, Rob,” I told him. “Maybe you should head upstairs and get cleaned up. We need to start watching the movie soon.”
 
   He nodded and looked around. “I wonder where Dave is, I could use some aloe on my back.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to kill that little fella if you keep...leading him on. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   He nodded. “We’ve already had that conversation. There’s no harm in it, he knows aloe is all I’m looking for. And he’s going to ambush me somewhere inside, he’s already warned me. He’s a sneaky little fucker.” Rob looked at me and Paul. “Can you keep an eye on Foster, Officer Douchebag? I can’t leave him out here without some kind of protection.” Before Paul could even answer he unfolded the towel and handed his gun over. “Give this to Foster after—well, I mean, when you leave here.” And he wandered back inside.
 
   “So,” Paul said, “let’s take a look at whatever kind of war room you have in there.”
 
   Sheldon was more than happy to give a tour to Paul and the two fell into a deep conversation immediately. I felt a hand on my shoulder and Quinn was standing there, still a little wet from the pool. He asked me, “Are you heading upstairs to watch the movie, now? Dave told me about the ‘study session’ or whatever. I thought I might join in after I shower and whatnot. You wanna head up there together?” He was looking over at Paul and frowned a little. Sheldon was holding Rob’s gun up to the prototype drone and taking measurements while the officer shook his head.
 
   “I’ll be up in a minute, Bro. I just need to wrap things up with Officer Dou—Duncan before I leave.”
 
   Quinn started climbing the steps and Paul walked back over to me. “I had to get that gun away from that guy before somebody got hurt.” He looked around and said, “I’ve never been down here, I usually just stand at the front door waiting to serve warrants.” I was noticing his eyes and he nodded. “Show me around.” When we got into the weight room he pointed at the door in the corner. “What’s that?”
 
   “A steam room.”
 
   He walked over and opened the door. “Hey, Jake. I’m probably about ten years older than you, but I’ve got an idea—”
 
   I pushed him through the door. “That’s okay. I could use a little adult supervision in my life right now.”
 
   When we got back out to the weight room he buttoned his shirt and said. “That sauna was more intense—I mean...hotter—No! I mean steamier or—I mean, I need to get cleaned up—dammit, I keep sticking my foot in my mouth. I guess I just need to get going.”
 
   I laughed. “I know what you mean, I could use a shower myself.” I sniffed my armpit and winced a little. “But what you were stumbling over, I think all of that applies to what just happened. It was hot.” 
 
   We headed up to the front door and he shook his head. “I used my badge to get in here, my car’s in the parking lot. I’ll cut around through the backyard. Oh, and Levi filled my boss in about the press conference. I’m going to be there, I kind of requested it. But that,” he pointed downstairs, “well, do you think that may happen again? I mean, somewhere cooler? But if you don’t want—”
 
   “I do. I mean, tomorrow’s going to be busy, I think. But you know where I live.”
 
   He grinned and nodded and I headed upstairs.
 
   It took some time to get everybody showered, semi-dressed, buzzed, and fed before we could start the movie. I heard some weird noises coming from under my bed and I noticed some toes sticking out and wiggling. I got down on all fours and looked to see what was going on. “Really, Dave? You don’t think this may violate a few federal laws or something?” I pulled Rob out from under the bed by his foot. He was wrapped in a sheet and bound by duct tape with one of my old socks stuffed in his mouth. I pointed at him and told Dave, “I don’t have time for what’s gonna happen when we release him. I can tell you one thing, the days of you rubbing him down with aloe are most likely over.” I pulled a hunting knife out of my nightstand and started to free him, he kept making muffled noises and I pulled the wad of cloth out of his mouth.”
 
   “Thank god Ella’s crew does your laundry, that could have been a lot more unpleasant. And there are remarkably few dust bunnies under there, give her my compliments.”
 
   I noticed Dave was sporting a black eye and some serious bruises on his chest. “It was a fair fight, Foster! I tackled him from behind while he was putting on your underwear.”
 
   I threatened Rob with the sock. “Stop borrowing my underwear, Rob. Or next time this won’t be freshly laundered.”
 
   Quinn walked in but started backing out the door until I waved him in. I cut every thing off of Rob and he fell onto the bed. He warned his captor, “And Dave, you, you little peckerhead, you got lucky. Foster had my gun. Go get the aloe, you owe me one.”
 
   At some point Brent wandered in and passed out a few capsules of something. We had to wait about five minutes until they kicked in and then I started the movie. Maybe it was the combination of shit in my bloodstream and the happiness I felt with sharing this masterpiece with about ten of my brothers packed into the room, but I was blown away by the movie. I laughed and cried and was an emotional wreck when it ended. “That movie,” I pronounced, “is cinematic genius, plain and simple.”
 
   Quinn was crowded against me on the couch and tugged at the hem of my boxers to snap me out of my zone. “Tell me one—just one—significant thing that you remember about that movie. You’re too wasted to remember any of it. I have doubts about you passing your exam.”
 
   I shook my head and knocked his hand off my thigh, hoping no one else noticed. “You’re wrong about that. And, I’ll ace the exam. I get what that movie is all about, it’s a true slice of Americana, it’s not meant to have a real plot. And if part of the exam involves disco dancing I’ll borrow the suit Gustav tailored for Rob, it’s designed for it.”
 
   Rob said, “You can’t use my suit tomorrow, I’ll need it for the press conference.” 
 
   I nodded and started walking to the bathroom to take a leak and Spence followed me down the hallway. “That movie was...a comedy, right?” He asked.
 
   I nodded and then said, “Night Fever is going to be an earworm for a long time. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.” We parted ways and he disappeared into his room. 
 
   I started to go back to my room when the door opened and Rob walked out carrying Dave. He nodded at me and whispered, “Shh, the little fella’s sound asleep. I’m going to put him in his own bed, I like him but who knows how well he’d behave if he slept in ours.”
 
   “Yeah—wait, ‘ours’? Maybe I should call your wife, maybe I’m the one who should be concerned.”
 
   He pushed the door to Dave’s room open with his foot and went in. I went the other way and hesitated when I passed Quinn’s room. The door was cracked open and I took a quick look inside. In the semi-gloom I saw Quinn’s ass flexing up and down between some girl’s thighs. I wasn’t all that surprised when Britt raised her head over his shoulder and waved me in. Quinn twisted his body and looked back at me. “Bro, I was kind of hoping you’d stop by. Shut the door behind you.”
 
   I shrugged and joined them.
 
   I had dozed off in a tangle of limbs and had to wiggle around to get back on my feet. Quinn whispered, “She’s out cold, you want to hang around for a little while longer?” I gave him a grin and then slipped out of the room.
 
   I walked down the hall and when I climbed into my bed Rob yawned and rolled over to face me. “I smell pot, beer, and sex. You’ve been having a busy night,” he mumbled. He rolled over and went back to sleep before I could think of anything to say.
 
   I woke up when I heard my door thud shut. Rob walked in still dripping a little with a towel wrapped around his waist. “What time is it?” I moaned. 
 
   “Nine thirty, you still have some time, Foster.” He started digging around in the closet for his suit.
 
   Levi made me jump when he spoke up from the couch. “We need to go over a few things just in case we don’t have time before the press conference.”
 
   I climbed out of bed and threw on some shorts. I sat down next to him and yawned. “What’s there to go over?”
 
   He handed me a little piece of paper. “Here, I have it all written down on this Post It note. The main thing is to just be casual—wear jeans or shorts and a t shirt. And you need to shower, you smell like you just got off a plane after two weeks in New Orleans or Vegas or somewhere equally as sinful.” I noticed he was wearing jeans and short-sleeve dress shirt and looked like he’d just left bible study.
 
   “Okay, let me go get cleaned up and we’ll head down to breakfast—it’s French toast day!”
 
   I was showered and was in the process of shaving when Dave walked in and paused before he walked into the showers. “Am I dreaming this?” He asked, “Or did Rob tuck me in last night?”
 
   I wanted to keep him guessing so I just shrugged and said, “I’m not sure. I wouldn’t know.”
 
   Quinn wandered in tugging at the back of his boxers and groaning. He stopped when he saw me and mumbled, “Foster, I had the weirdest dream last night. You, me and Britt were doing some wild—”
 
   “Yeah, I mean no! It must have been those pills Brent passed out. Everybody seems really...confused about last night. But maybe we...did.”
 
   He nodded and told me, “This might be something I’d like to...discuss, or recreate or something.” He and Dave walked into the showers and I sprinted back to my room.
 
   When all of us got down to the dining room there were only a few chairs left so we scattered around the table. I was sitting next to Yoda and when I went to steal a piece of bacon off his plate he snarled at me and swatted my hand away. “Unless you want to lose that arm you should probably get your own food, Foster.”
 
   Brent was on my other side and told me, “I hope you do well today, Foster.”
 
   “Thanks, Bro. But I’m ready for the press conference.”
 
   “No, I meant the exam. The only thing I remember about that movie is some guy jumping off a bridge at the end.” He frowned a little. “I hope that’s not some kind of omen.”
 
   Spence, Dave, Rob, and Hunter were waiting for me at the side door. Rob poked his head out and waved us all forward. We weren’t loading into Spence’s car, this one was bigger, American, and had blinking blue lights tucked into the grille and taillights. Rob grinned and said, “Guess what, Foster? I’m promoting you from the trunk to the backseat. But I do want you sitting in the middle, with Spence and Hunter on either side.” He pointed at Dave. “You’re riding shotgun.” We piled in and halfway down the driveway I could see the cops moving cones and barricades. Rob kept gathering speed and shot out onto the street as reporters dove onto the lawn. I kept thinking he would have to slow down for the campus gate but it slid open and we squeaked through it. “See, things are getting back to normal for you already, Foster.”
 
   Dave nodded. “So, you’ve seen how Foster drives.”
 
   Rob followed me into the history building and I took a seat in the back row. He was standing behind me and the Professor walked over to us. He pointed at Rob’s earpiece and the mike and said, “That has to be the most blatant form of cheating I’ve ever seen! Sit down, young man, and take those sunglasses off!”
 
   The exam consisted of questions about the most important aspects of life in the 70’s—Saturday Night Fever, The Godfather, Jaws, Star Wars, Alien, Animal House, Patty Hearst, Watergate, Van Halen, Peter Frampton, and Vietnam. The essay caught me off guard, it asked for a comparison between Richard Nixon and my father. I thought for about thirty seconds and wrote, “Nixon was sneaky and paranoid, my father is horny and stupid.” I walked down to the girl who was collecting the exams with Rob on my heels, after I tossed mine in the pile we headed out of the building.
 
   


  
 

Ladies and Gentlemen of the Press
 
   We walked over to the admin building and found Levi sitting behind Ashley’s desk. 
 
   I gave my cap a little tug and tucked my hands into my front pockets and practiced looking humble and sincere. When he got off the phone we followed him downstairs and into some space behind a curtain. I heard the reporters chatting on the other side of it and Levi gave me a little shove. “Go out there and make us proud, Foster. And remember, try to slide in a few things about Hawthorne.”
 
   I walked out and stood at the podium. Once I got adjusted to the lights and cameras I pulled my cap off and tucked it in my back pocket. I nodded at all the reporters crowding the room and said, “Hi. I just have a few comments to make, and then I’ll take a few questions. Everybody knows about my father and Megan, my only connection to things is that he is my father.” The reporters leaned forward and were all quiet as they waited for more. “Uh, that’s it. That’s all I have to say. Oh! Except I’m sure you noticed on your way in how nice the campus is, this is a great college.”
 
   The room exploded as my name was shouted from everywhere all at the same time. I pointed at a woman in the first row and nodded.
 
   She asked, “How long have you known about this situation?”
 
   I replied, “I found out when I saw the press conference.”
 
   She followed up, “Are you trying to tell us you weren’t told in advance?”
 
   “That’s right. But are you aware of the impressive graduation rate at Hawthorne?”
 
   Some guy in a bow tie yelled out. “How do you think this will effect the election?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you really need me to answer that question? But if I had to speculate I’d say it’s a great time to be a Democrat.”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re going to need to elaborate on that.”
 
   “No, I really don’t. Next question.”
 
   A blonde girl in the back row asked, “Do you care to comment on how this has changed the political climate in Washington?”
 
   “No, but I can tell you the climate here is fantastic. Beautiful summers, great snow boarding in the winter. And as you can see the fall foliage is nice, it’s...spectacular.”
 
   “But,” she stammered, “what about the relationship with your father? Have you discussed this scandal with your father, yet?”
 
   “Yes. We had dinner together.”
 
   “What did you discuss.”
 
   “Now I know why you’re in the back row. That’s absolutely none of your business. But I can tell you the Business School here is consistently ranked as one of the best.”
 
   A guy from MSNBC in the front row lectured me. “Young man, you can’t do this.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Well, just shut us out like this. The public deserves to know, you need to tell us more than just crap about this school. It’s our first amendment right to ask questions, and you have to answer them. It’s the freedom of the press.”
 
   “You’re not from this country, are you?”
 
   “Why do you ask that?”
 
   “Next question.”
 
   A middle-aged woman from ABC asked me, “How has this scandal affected you, personally?”
 
   “You mean other than you ratings junkies irritating me and my roommates, not to mention ruining our front lawn? It hasn’t.”
 
   “Don’t you think,” a guy in the second row with a British accent asked, “don’t you think our viewers want to know your thoughts on this matter?”
 
   “You know, if I thought standin’ up here and answering dumbass questions would keep you from shoving a microphone  in the face of some poor woman who just lost her husband today in a mining accident, or her kid two hours ago in a school shooting, and asking them what their thoughts are, or how they feel—if I thought I could distract you people from sucking on the marrow of every disaster that comes along, then I’d do it in a heartbeat. So, if any of you can think of a single friggin’ newsworthy question to ask me, if you think you’re doin’ anything of value here, then stick around. Otherwise go hop into your news vans and leave me the fuck alone.”
 
   I walked off the stage and Levi took my place at the podium. He said, “Well, I think that wraps up things here. Would anyone like a walking tour of the campus?”
 
   


  
 

Party
 
   We were all piled up in my room, a few bros were playing a video game about zombies attacking rabid nuns, and the nuns were winning. Rob had disappeared with Dave and I wondered what that was about, but I was so wiped out I wasn’t sure that I cared. Spence, Quinn, and I were crashed across my bed and would occasionally lean over the edge and take a hit from the bong lying on the floor in front of us. Spence was also checking my phone for me and said, “Well, here’s a little good news for you, Foster. You got an ‘A’ on your history exam. And there’s a voicemail from some guy named Jason.” I took the phone from him and hit the callback button. When I got his voicemail I sighed and hung up.
 
   After I hung up the phone Dave asked, “What was that about? Who’s Jason?” I hadn’t realized he had come back into the room. Rob was sitting next to him on the couch.
 
   “Oh, uh—somebody just had a quick question, but I got his voicemail. I’ll shoot him a text later on.”
 
   “What did he want to know? The best kind of weed to buy, a cure for a hangover, how to duck a DUI checkpoint?” Spence asked, “Do you want me to start a blog for you so people can just read the answers on it?”
 
   “Funny.” My mind started to wander, and I thought about Parker’s Bluff, and my father’s situation, and that guy Evan and his kid at the park, and I wondered out loud, “I wonder what it really means to be a man?”
 
   Quinn nudged me in the side and said, “I guess having balls would be the first thing on the list.” His brow furrowed and he added, “Unless you were in the military and lost your junk in a battle, then you’d even be more of a man.”
 
   I nodded. “No doubt.”
 
   Owen had paused the video game and offered, “Playing sports, getting laid, being able to hold your liquor?”
 
   Dave spoke up, “Owen, that’s not really being a man, that’s more like being a bro or a dude or a jock, something like that. I think being a man is about honor, integrity, things that earn respect.”
 
   Spence said, “No, because women can do all of those things. So I don’t think that’s what Foster meant.”
 
   One of the guys who was lying across the floor in front of the TV tipped his beer at me. “How ‘bout taking a leak standing up?”
 
   “You’ve never seen Britt when she’s wasted,” I told him.
 
   Quinn relit the bong and when he exhaled he asked, “What about being a good father? Uh, no offense, Foster.”
 
   “What—wait, no! He made a monumentally bad mistake, produced his own epic disaster or whatever. But he’s always been a decent father, at least I think so. And, we get back to what Spence said, women can be great parents, too.”
 
   Rob frowned. “It’s really just what you make of it, I guess. Some people would think Dave’s less of a man because he’s...well, gay. And they’d be wrong, because he can kick anybody in this room’s ass, probably. He plays sports, he’s smart, he respects everybody, and everybody I’ve met respects him. He’s as much of a man as Foster or Sheldon or any other guy around here. And I think he’d make an awesome father.”
 
   Dave got down on one knee and looked up at Rob. “I knew I’d find my prince! Marry me, we’ll have beautiful children.”
 
   Rob slapped him on the head and pulled him back on the couch. “And I think Foster would make a good father, too.” He watched me hitting the bong. “Well, once he sobers up a little.”
 
   Quinn tilted his head toward me and said, “I think as long as you’re asking yourself about this shit then you’ll end up fine, Bro. But right now we’re wired for all of this.” He waved around the room. “We have all the time in the world before we have to grow up.” He slapped me on the ass and wandered out of the room.
 
   Dave looked around and said to no one in particular. “I guess all of those things, or maybe none of them, make a good or a bad man. The definition of a man is pretty blurred, sometimes.” He leaned back and grinned. “Except for the penis part. Oh, and chest hair is a good indicator, too.”
 
   Patrick walked into the room and looked really pissed, which scared the shit out of me because he was about six six and pushing three hundred pounds. The other players on the football team had nicknamed him Demonosaurus Rex, and he was known for randomly rearranging small cars in parking lots with his bare hands. He shoved Dave and Rob to one end of the couch, and when he sat down I heard wood cracking under his weight.
 
   “So, Demonosaurus,” I asked tentatively, “what’s new with you, Bro?” He pulled a beer out the cooler in front of him and drained it, crushed it, and tossed it. It hit the back of Owen’s head and the poor guy wobbled a little but maintained consciousness.
 
   “I’m screwed, Foster, absolutely, positively, fucked. I wrecked my truck at the end of the block—it’s probably totaled! And I got the ticket, even though it wasn’t even close to being my fault. It was just, you know, one of those things that happens or whatever, do you know what I mean?”
 
   Dave was jammed against Rob and the end of the couch but he managed to gasp out, “That sucks, Patrick. What happened?”
 
   “I was going around the block to the sorority house. You know, I was horny and just wanted to see who I could find.” I pictured the girls hiding in closets or the attic and trembling in fear when they heard rumbling footsteps and ogre-like breathing coming through the house. “So, anyway, I came around the corner and there was an abandoned news truck parked at the intersection.” He gave me a cold stare and I tried to disappear into my mattress. “That fucking truck was blocking the stop sign, so I didn’t stop—”
 
   “Wait, Patrick. You mean the stop sign that’s been there for like, ever?” I spoke before I really thought about the consequences. He started to get up and then sighed and sat back down, the couch made a groan and sunk about three inches.
 
   “Whose side, exactly, are you on, shit for brains? Never mind, I couldn’t see it so I didn’t stop, that truck should not have been there! I got into the intersection and some idiot in a FedEx truck plowed into the driver’s side of my truck. He never even slowed down, but they didn’t give that fucker a ticket.”
 
   Owen was rubbing the back of his head and I wasn’t surprised to see a little blood between his fingers. He asked Patrick, “He hit your side of your truck? Damn, Bro, were you hurt?”
 
   He looked around the room and Dave and Rob ducked as he held his tree-trunk arms up. “Do you really think a FedEx truck is going to hurt me?”
 
   “What about the FedEx driver? How’s he doing?” I wondered if he was the guy who handled our route, I was waiting for about five boxes of shit to show up and I hoped this wouldn’t affect the delivery date.
 
   He shrugged. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear the helicopter. They had to cut him out of the truck and airlift him to the hospital. But like I told you Foster, it’s his fault. He deserves whatever he gets, it’s not my fault. But I’ve got to do something about this ticket—I’ve already got way too many tickets, and the cop told me my license was suspended last year. I mean, what the fuck? They don’t have a right to do that, not without a trial or something.”
 
   Spence asked him, “What kind of tickets did you get?”
 
   He said, “I’m not really sure that matters, but from what I remember maybe a DUI, careless and reckless, a couple for speeding, and a bunch of parking tickets.”
 
   I knew I was pushing it but I asked anyway, “And you didn’t know—nobody told you about all of this before today?”
 
   “That’s right!” He hopped up and I realized I was going to have to go couch shopping. “Now you get it, Bro. How can I be guilty of all this stuff if I didn’t know about it? That’s a good defense, I’m sure my parents’ attorney can do something with that. I mean, I’m going to sue FedEx anyway. By the time I’m done I’m sure they’ll owe for all those other tickets, too. I mean, if their driver had been paying more attention none of this would have happened today, and I’d still have my license.”
 
   Owen looked a little skeptical. “I think, Patrick—don’t get me wrong, but you might have a hard time arguing that. I mean, how can somebody get a DUI and not know it?”
 
   “That’s what I’m saying! They didn’t even charge me at the scene, they charged me in the hospital! That’s got to be unconstitutional!” He stomped out of the room and I grabbed the bong off the floor so it didn’t tip over from all the shaking.
 
   I felt restless. “Anybody want to go out to the pool?”
 
   “Listen to the wind, Foster.” Dave said, “The temp’s dropped like fifteen degrees in the last two hours. I think our run of good weather’s over. 
 
   I followed Rob and Spence down to the gym and we lifted for a little while and then Spence pointed at the sauna. We dropped our clothes by the door and wandered in, I had flashbacks of Paul from yesterday and kept my towel wrapped around my waist. I told Rob, “It’s not like I haven’t enjoyed sharin’ my bed, my room, my every wakin’ moment with you, Rob, but maybe it’s time for you to get a hotel room.”
 
   He wiped some sweat off his brow and nodded. “I was going to tell you, anyway, I guess now’s as good a time as any. I got a text from my boss, he wants me back in the office Tuesday. I’m going to head out Sunday and spend some time with my wife.” He wrapped his towel back around his waist. “My right hand hasn’t been this sore since high school. Your father’s company has some security guys that are going to check in with you, but I think by mid-week you’ll be okay. Your kidnapping and violent-crime victim scores have fallen back into the acceptable risk category.”
 
   I felt the sweat rolling down my back. “Well, that’s...comforting?...I guess.”
 
   Spence looked excited, “What about me, Rob? Do I have a score? How important am I?”
 
   Rob shrugged. “Anybody with a family like yours has a score, but I’m not sure where you are on the scale. I’ll look it up and text you.”
 
   Spence went back to his room after we showered, and Rob and I went back to my room to get dressed. I had him throw a sweatshirt to wear over his Size Matters tee and I gave him a pair of jeans I had thawed out. We walked back downstairs and he followed me out to the front porch. We joined a group of brothers on the steps and I watched flat gray clouds beginning to cover the sky. I looked up and down the street and things seemed okay—there was a little traffic heading into campus but most of it was leaving, there were guys at other houses tossing footballs or piling into cars, and there were groups of girls walking down the sidewalk and texting as they semi-tripped along. 
 
   Rob watched the girls go by and said, “I’m not sure any assignment I have going forward is going to be like this one. The frat house, the bars, the private jet, even Dawn and Cindy, and definitely Brittany—it’s going to be tough to walk away from all of this. But I guess it all gets old pretty quick.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t get old, at least not for me. But sometimes it feels like the last day of a really great vacation, you have that sadness around the edges that reminds you nothing lasts forever. And I’m gonna feel a little sad when you leave. I mean, all these guys here are my brothers, but it won’t be the same without you around here.”
 
   He smiled. “Yeah, you’re kind of like the little, wealthy, semi-spoiled, underwear-model brother I never had. Oh well, we still have the party tomorrow night! Maybe something out of control will happen at that!” He sighed and pointed across the street. “See that car over there?” I looked and there was an old battered sedan sitting at the curb with the engine idling. “The guy behind the wheel is taking pics or video of us, of you. I guess we should head back inside.”
 
   I talked Rob into going to PreBar for a minor freedom celebration. Hunter and Quinn tagged along, and at the last minute Levi showed up and hopped into the car. We parked a few blocks down from the bar and I led everybody through a maze of alleys until we reached the door. “I don’t want anybody from the media finding this place, it would be like showing Nancy Grace the location of the Bat cave.”
 
   We grabbed a booth and Levi wrestled through the crowd at the bar to get our drinks. 
 
   Gustav was there with a small man who had a huge mustache and black hair slicked straight back from his forehead. They came over to the booth and our tailor introduced us to his friend. “This is Armando, he is my...banker, my partner for the business things.” 
 
   That could mean anything in here so I let it drop. “Take a seat, fellas.” They squeezed into the booth and I could smell garlic and a hint of body odor as Armando perched next to me.
 
   Gustav looked amused as he said, “Jake Foster, I saw your face on the news. You had very little to say of substance, you were very vague, that’s very impressive—it reminded me of my homeland. Your parents must be proud of their moron.” 
 
   Armando squeezed my arm and I had to swivel my head and look down to see him. “This boy, Gustav, maybe you shouldn’t speak of his parents, his father, right now. Scalando politico, no? He has bella amante, the President’s daughter.” He smiled at me and then scowled at Gustav. “You must know this, we’ll talk of happier things!” He squeezed my arm again, I tensed up and flexed a little. “You, Jake, you’re very muscular. All of you boys, so very young and handsome. All of the girls must love you! Everyone,” he studied my face, “everyone must love you.”
 
   The guys at the table were looking at these two odd men and guzzling beer. Hunter excused himself and Gustav stood up to let him out. “These are some of my best customers, Armando,” he said. “These boys, they buy only the best for themselves. And that one,” he pointed at Rob, “that one I fitted for most special disco gunfight suit. He is moblia, but he denies it. And that one,” he pointed at me, “I make him suit to fit enormous python below waist.”
 
   Armando squeezed my thigh and I pushed his hand away. Quinn was already massaging my other leg and I had waves of claustrophobia rolling over me. Armando pointed at Levi and asked, “Who is this boy? Is he the team mascot, or someone’s little brother? Or perhaps an orphan you have adopted?”
 
   I shook my head. “Levi is a student, he’s been helping me with my press...issues. And Rob, he’s with the government—he’s keeping an eye on me for a little while.”
 
   I could feel Armando shake a little and he stood up quickly. “The government? I’m so sorry to have bothered your party.” As he stepped back from the table I caught a glimpse of a shoulder holster under his jacket. “It was a pleasure to meet all of you.” He produced a business card and set it in front of me on the table. “Jake, when things are more...convenient, please give me a call. I’m always looking for young men to assist me in my business. We, I, may have a place for you.”
 
   I nodded and then shook my head. “I’m not sure we’d—well, I’m not really looking for a part-time job right now. But thanks.” Rob was watching Armando like a hawk and I noticed his right arm was tucked behind his back. Armando and Gustav wandered over to another booth and Hunter set a tray of beer and shots down on the table.
 
   I slid out of the booth and wandered into the men’s room. Rob followed me in and I figured he needed to take a leak but instead he stood just inside the door. I sighed as my stream splashed against the brick gutter. “Did you notice that Armando guy was armed?”
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t come in here to check my makeup or anything, I wanted to keep an eye on you. I saw the gun when he first sat down, but he’s with Gustav—I figured he may be harmless. And I’m not sure if you noticed but a lot of people hanging out here seem to be armed.”
 
   About that time the rest of the guys wandered in and stood on either side of me, I zipped up and backed up to give them more room and then turned back to Rob. I pulled my sweatshirt up and showed him the gun tucked into my waistband. He shook his head. “I’ve told you already, that’s a great way to blow your balls off.” He reached around to the back of his jeans and held his gun out.
 
   Quinn was looking back over his shoulder at us and asked, “What about that guy at the bar, did you notice him, Foster? He kept looking over at us.”
 
   I wondered what he meant by that, considering the other night. “Which one?”
 
   “The skinhead-looking guy—tats all over, shaved head, tight tee and jeans.”
 
   All of us were standing in a circle and guys were elbowing past us to get to the plumbing. Levi motioned for us to head out and said, “Quinn, there are a bunch of guys out there that look like that.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Honestly Foster, I know you’re a little odd but this place should make even you a little nervous.”
 
   “Yeah, sometimes, maybe.” I admitted. “Speaking of odd, what do you make of this card that Armando guy gave me?” I handed it over to him and he glanced at it before he stuck it in his pocket. Rob opened the door and looked around, he nodded at us to follow.
 
   Levi said, “Let me check it out. Except for his name and number everything else is some other language—it’s all squiggles and shit to me. It might be...Arabic?”
 
   As we were crossing the room to leave I saw a girl I used to know, I had dated her sometime last year. She was talking to a guy who looked like he could be Quinn’s mystery man, but I didn’t recognize him. I wasn’t surprised that Quinn had noticed him, he had strong features and uncanny cold gray eyes. He leaned back against the bar and tipped his beer to me as I approached. I put my hand on the girl’s shoulder as her name came to me and said, “Hiya, Beth!”
 
   She looked hopeful and then suddenly hostile as she recognized me. “Hello, Jake, Foster, whatever. I’m glad I didn’t expect any kind of a call back after the last time we went out, since it’s been like a year now.”
 
   I stumbled. “Oops, I...sometimes I lose track of time. How have you been?”
 
   “Fine.” She put her arm around mystery guy’s waist and said, “This is...”
 
   “John.” He flashed his teeth in the fastest coldest smile I’d ever seen. “John Smith.”
 
   I gave him a once over and guessed those jeans hadn’t seen a washer, or a freezer, in the last month or so. He smelled a little like Old Spice and exhaust fumes. I looked him in the eyes and felt a little thrilled, or a little scared, maybe. “So, John Smith. That’s an unusual name you have there.”
 
   He gave me a blank stare. “It’s an old...family name.”
 
   Beth pulled herself closer to him and smirked. “He’s one of the Smiths, Foster.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded at them and pointed to Rob standing next to me. “Beth, John, meet my cousin, John Doe. He’s one of the Doe’s.”
 
   I leaned back to stretch and act bored, when I looked at John he was staring somewhere in the direction of my belt buckle. I couldn’t decide if he was noticing my abs or my junk or what until he said, “That’s impressive, dude.”
 
   “Thanks, man.” I looked down at the roll of denim over his own package. “You too.” 
 
   He smirked at me. “Not that, dude. I mean your gun.” He reached behind his back and pulled a Beretta out of his own waistband. “I personally carry mine in the back—I’d rather scar an ass cheek than lose a ball.”
 
   Rob spoke up, “I keep telling him that.” He was holding his gun down by his side and smiled. “Mr. Smith, we were just on our way out. Was there anything else we needed to chat about here, or would you like to get back to your...date?”
 
   Beth didn’t look flustered at all by the display of firearms and then I remembered her mother was from Columbia or somewhere like that. John Smith put his gun away and smiled at Rob. “Nope, I believe we’ve covered everything, Mr. Doe.” He tipped his beer at me, looked me up and down, and then turned his attention back to Beth. They wandered off and Rob seemed to relax.
 
   The other guys were all staring at something on the ceiling that they seemed to be fascinated with. I told them, “C’mon, everybody. Let me settle up and then we’re out of here.”
 
   I turned to the bartender and he shook his head. “Drinks are on the house tonight, Foster.”
 
   I frowned. “Why’s that?”
 
   “I’m sure you’ve been under some stress this week, for one thing. And with all of the guns that were just pulled out I’m just happy to see you walking out of here without me having to clean up a lot of splattered blood. That little guy is just creepy.”
 
   “Little guy—the skinhead? He’s a pretty big dude.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, the little foreign guy who was behind you. He had a gun out too, and he looked like he had an itchy trigger finger.” I looked around for Armando but he was gone.
 
   Quinn and I shared a joint on the way back to the car. The other guys were ahead of us and he asked in a low voice, “You feel like a repeat performance tonight, Bro?”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I did but I didn’t want to rule out some other time, either. I gave him a light punch on the arm. “Yeah, definitely—just not tonight, Quinn. I’ve got to put my gun away, freeze some jeans, and roll some joints for tomorrow night. And after last night I’m pretty exhausted.”
 
   “Sure, Foster. But I’m right down the hall. And...”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Well, I mean, I’m not sure if you—and I’m cool with it, either way. But if Britt or whoever, if they can’t be there it’s cool if you stop by the room, you know, alone.” He shrugged a little and we caught up with the rest of them.
 
   When we got back to the house Levi tapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, Foster, do you mind if I show up tomorrow night for the party? I mean, I’m not in the frat but—”
 
   Hunter spoke up. “You should consider pledging, Levi. I heard we have some kind of new initiation thing we’re doing—something about an angry badger in a trunk. But seriously, you gotta come tomorrow night, you’re not a bro but you are a member of Foster’s team, his entourage, now.”
 
   He grinned and I pictured him sitting on top of a combine or a milking a cow. “That’s cool, thanks Hunter!” He turned to me. “I talked to that Officer Duncan guy, he’s not thrilled about y’all having a party. He’s going to have some plain clothes guys keeping an eye on things. He’ll be in touch with Rob tomorrow to work out the details.”
 
   When we walked inside I could smell food and heard voices in the dining room. I looked in and there was a huge spread on the buffet, we all grabbed plates and sat down to eat. I took a seat next to Yoda and immediately regretted it. He leaned down over his plate a little and gave me a growl like a pit bull guarding its food bowl. He pulled a large bone out of his mouth and said, “I smell mildew, beer, and desperation—you’ve been at PreBar.” He pointed at Rob. “I’m not sure that’s an appropriate place for our little Rob, here. He may carry a gun for work but he doesn’t seem all that evil. Don’t corrupt him any more than you probably already have, Foster.”
 
   Rob shook his head. “PreBar doesn’t bother me, I’m practically a regular now.”
 
   “That’s not really anything to be proud of.”
 
   I told Yoda, “It’s okay, we were both armed.”
 
   “That makes it all better, Foster.” Yoda stood up and released a burp of biblical proportions. He checked his watch. “I need to head out, my dance class is having a potluck dinner tonight.”
 
   Rob and I walked upstairs and Spence was sitting in front of my door. “There you are, c’mon down to Dave’s for a minute.”
 
   We wandered down the hall and when Rob saw Dave’s room he wrinkled his nose. “I thought gay guys had a reputation for being neat and tidy.” At that point Dave exploded out of his closet, of all places, and assaulted Rob. Spence and I sat down on the edge of the bed and watched as the two of them thrashed around on the floor and crashed into furniture. 
 
   I asked Spence, “Are we all set for the party tomorrow night?” Rob signaled a timeout and handed me his gun. As soon as I had it he dove at Dave’s legs and they started back up. 
 
   Spence nodded. “All set, Patrick and a couple of other guys are picking up extra kegs tomorrow, the cleaning crew is on standby for Sunday afternoon, and Brent says he has some kind of ‘special’ punch he wants to mix up.”
 
   “No. Tell Brent no pharmaceutical punches. The last time he did that we had to talk three people down from the roof.”
 
   “They were just going to dive into the pool. Mario’s done it a million times.”
 
   “They were at the front of the house, they were on the wrong side of the roof. No, tell Brent no.”
 
   Rob had Dave by the waistband of his boxers and was trying to drag him out of the room. The boxers were stretching and I heard some ripping and tearing. Rob grabbed him by the ankles and kept pulling. Dave’s hands were gripping the door frame and they seemed to be at a standstill. A piece of trim on the door frame popped loose and the two of them went flying out into the hall.
 
   Spence looked out at the hall and commented, “I think Rob may have the advantage this round.”
 
   “I hope so, I wouldn’t want to have to tell Rob’s boss he kept getting his ass kicked by a guy half his size.”
 
   Spence stood up and headed toward the door. “Why would you tell his boss something like that?”
 
   “Well, I’m sure they send out a customer service survey at some point. I wouldn’t feel comfortable lyin’ to the Secret Service.”
 
   I walked down the hall to take a leak and as I was standing there I heard some water-logged protests coming from a stall. I pulled the door open and Rob had managed to get Dave’s head jammed into the toilet bowl and was flushing it every few seconds. Dave had his feet wedged against the walls of the stall and his hands were blindly seeking some kind of grip on Rob.
 
   “Okay, enough of that shit. You’re getting water all over the floor!” Rob backed out of the stall and Dave shook his head like a wet dog. A couple of the brothers came out of the showers and just shook their heads when they saw us. “C’mon you two. Dave, grab a stack of towels and we’ll meet you in the backyard.”
 
   “Isn’t it a little chilly to go for a swim?” Rob asked.
 
   “Not the pool, Rob—but it is heated. We’ll go down there and soak in the hot tub for a little while. Watching the two of you try to kill each other has made me...tense.”
 
   When we walked out into the backyard it was dark, except for a few landscaping lights. We stripped and slid in to the tub and I sighed. I wiped my hands on a towel and lit a joint. “This is much better.”
 
   Rob whispered. “I think we’re intruding on those two.” He pointed at a couple on a lounge chair about ten feet away. In the shadows I could see a girl with her back to us, she was straddled across the hips of some guy and they seemed to be so into screwing each other I wasn’t sure they had even noticed us.
 
   Dave shook his head. “Maybe that’s what they’re into, you know, putting on a show.” The girl had her back to us and she was blocking the guys face. Dave took the joint from me and shrugged. “You’ve got to admire their...bunny-like enthusiasm.”
 
   As if on cue the girl turned her head and smiled at us. It was Beth, and I said, “Well, hello, again! Imagine the odds of running into you twice in one night.” The guy raised his head and I realized it was that John Smith guy. I told him, “Your date seems to be going well. Bravo, Sir.” He nodded and winked at me and seemed to double his efforts with Beth. 
 
   Beth asked between groans and gasps, “Where have you been hiding this guy, Foster? Did he just pledge or something?”
 
   “Nope, until tonight I’ve never seen this fella.” There was a pause in the conversation as they both finished at the same time. Both of them made some ungodly noises and somewhere down the street a cat howled in sympathy or jealousy or something. We all clapped in approval.
 
   Beth climbed off John and reached for her clothes. John walked over and pulled his jeans off a bush and tugged them on. He came over and sat on the concrete next to me and pointed at the joint. I handed it to him and he said, “Thanks, I needed this. We’ve been out here for like an hour.” He grinned and gave a thumbs up to all of us.
 
   I nodded. “That sounds about right, from what I remember.”
 
   I stood up in the tub and faced John to give him a full frontal.
 
   He glanced at me and then looked at the night sky. “That’s impressive, Foster—but I’m not really into that kind of thing.” I shrugged and grabbed a towel. Dave and Rob held towels in front of themselves as they eased out of the water.
 
   Beth had taken a spot next to John and he passed the joint to her. She asked, “Then who exactly, John, are you? I thought you said you lived here.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I asked you if you wanted to come back here. It seems like a cool place. But I guess I should be heading out. Thanks, Foster, for the buzz. And thank you too...Beth?”
 
   He pulled on his tee and wandered into the hedges along the back fence. There was an entire paragraph tattooed on his back but I couldn’t make out what it said. I heard the gate click behind him and Beth looked puzzled. She mumbled, “I guess he had to take a leak or something. We parked out front. Anyway, I’ll call you sometime, Foster. Okay?” She headed around the corner of the house to the parking lot.
 
   Rob raised an eyebrow at me. “How did he know about the gate?”
 
   “Right.” I shrugged and walked back into the house. When we got back upstairs things were quiet on the hall. It was the calm before the storm of tomorrow night’s party—guys making apologies in advance to their girlfriends, picking the right jeans to thaw out, going to the drugstore for Trojans and breath mints. Rob and I sat on the couch while he talked to his wife and I watched a few DVR’d TV shows about water polo. At some point Quinn poked his head into the room and when he saw me he tilted his head toward his room. I shook my head and casually pointed at Rob and he frowned a little and disappeared.
 
   I wasn’t sure how late it was but I finally climbed into bed. I patted the empty space and gave Rob my most evil smile but Rob shook his head. He pulled back the edge of the curtain and looked around, then he grabbed a pillow and stretched out in front of the door. I joked, “Have you been away from your wife for too long, Rob? Are you afraid of what you might try to do in your sleep?”
 
   He laughed. “You’re the one who should be scared, Jake. It has been way too long, don’t let Dave sneak in here and take advantage of me in my sleep. Or kick my ass, I’m too tired for either one of those options tonight.”
 
   “So why don’t you crash on the couch or here, you’re not going to sleep well on the floor.”
 
   He frowned. “Just an odd feeling I guess. I don’t suppose you’d want to hop into your car and take a road trip somewhere this weekend? New York, Philly, somewhere you might be able to blend into a crowd?”
 
   “And miss the party? No fuckin’ way. And I’m not going to run, Rob. I’m not gonna let him ruin what I have going here.”
 
   “Your dad?”
 
   “No, I mean yeah. Him too. Nobody’s going to fuck with me, I do want I want.”
 
   When I woke up the next morning the first thing I did was open the curtains and slide the window open a little. The air wasn’t just cool, it was cold and I shivered and shut it. I grabbed the towel off the back of the hook and took my shower kit with me down the hall. Owen and Patrick were already in the showers, when Owen noticed me he cut the shower next to him on to give it a chance to warm up.
 
   I glanced over at Patrick and he had huge black and blue marks running down his left side. “Jesus, Patrick, are all those bruises from the FedEx truck?”
 
   He studied his side and frowned. “I noticed those, too. I vaguely remember falling out a window last night, maybe over at Tyler’s dorm. I think all this shit is from that.”
 
   “Tyler, the guy who lives in the athletes’ dorm? Doesn’t he live on like the third floor?”
 
   Patrick nodded. “At least the third, from these bruises I’m guessing it might be the fourth.” He walked over and picked up a clean towel, it looked like he was trying to dry himself off with a napkin. “Anyway, I’ll see you two at the party. I need to go find Brent and get something for this pain, maybe something from Mexico or somewhere that the regulations aren’t so...strict.”
 
   Owen spoke up, “Maybe Brent knows a vet, maybe you need something they’d give a horse or a rhino.” Patrick looked hopeful and walked out. Then Owen wandered out a minute or so later and Dave walked in.
 
   “So,” Dave asked, “what’s your deal lately, Foster?”
 
   “Oh, I dunno. Do I seem like I have ‘a deal’? Do I seem like I’m off balance or something?”
 
   He rinsed off and said, “You wouldn’t be you if you weren’t a little off balance.” He cut his shower off and walked over to the bench to wrap a towel around his waist. “I mean, you seem to be diversifying in the casual sex department. Paul, Quinn, possibly Phillip, probably that John Smith guy if you can manage it.”
 
   I shook my head. “Try not to read anything into those...choices. And I managed to find the time to hookup with Britt a few times in the last week. And I’m thinking maybe Beth and I can hang out sometime.” I cut my shower off and walked up to him. I rubbed a towel over my head and threw it on my shoulder. “Why the interest, Dave?” I squeezed his bicep and leered at him. “You know my door’s always open.”
 
   He pulled the towel off my shoulder and popped me in the gut with it. “I’m shorter than your usual target, I wouldn’t want to get trampled in the stampede.”
 
   When I got downstairs Rob, Paul, and Levi were huddled around the dining room table and devouring stacks of waffles. Paul grinned at me and I smiled back. I commented, “This looks serious.”
 
   Rob shook his head. “Just a little meeting to talk about security, that’s all.”
 
   I pointed at the buffet. “No, I mean it looks like we’re out of waffles. And anyway, every sorority and fraternity on this street will be here for the party—‘security’ is the last thing that’ll happen around this place tonight.”
 
   Paul managed to talk despite the giant forkful of waffle in his mouth. “It’ll be me and a couple guys from town, nobody with campus police will come near here during a party—they said their insurance doesn’t cover them for that level of chaos and potential bodily injury.”
 
   I looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “But you, your guys, they don’t mind if things get out of hand?”
 
   “We have to deal with PreBar, we’re used to it. By the way, at some point I’d like to hear about what happened in there yesterday.”
 
   Rob shrugged and we walked out the side door. “Let’s go somewhere.” He said. “Let’s go—target shooting, do you know somewhere we can go?”
 
   I went upstairs and took a couple hits off a joint while I gathered up my gun and car keys. We folded ourselves into my car and I took us out of town and down a series of back roads until we got to a gravel parking lot. “Over there.” I pointed at the firing range and the little shack next to it. We went inside and I checked my locker just to make sure everything was still there.
 
   Paul whistled and pointed at the contents. “I’m not sure why a college student would be armed for Armageddon, but I’m impressed. And a little concerned, some of this stuff shouldn’t be in the US. Let’s close that up and pretend I never saw it.”
 
   We walked outside and put on ear protection. I ran a target down the line and nodded at Rob to shoot. He fired off five rounds and I could see the holes appear right around the bullseye. I raised my gun and fired off five rounds and he shook his head. “You missed.”
 
   I brought the target back to us and pointed out that his five holes had been expanded by my shots. We turned it into a twisted game of horse, firing odd patterns and seeing if the other one could duplicate them. We ran out of ammo about the time a bunch of guys piled out of a pickup and started to line up to shoot. I went back inside and bought us a couple of sodas for the ride home.
 
   Rob looked at me from the passenger seat and said, “You’re one helluva shot, Foster. Where the hell did you learn that skill?”
 
   “I dunno. Hunting mostly, back home in Dutchville. And video games. And other...stuff.”
 
   Rob nodded. “Speaking of other stuff, Paul told me about a call he got from the police chief in Parker’s Bluff, of all places. This guy just wanted to make sure you had some law enforcement looking out for you.”
 
   I knew Jason was trying to catch up with me but I wasn’t quite ready to call him, yet. “You seem to know a lot about what went on down there, Rob. He’s a good guy, some crazy shit happened. He’s just looking out for me.”
 
   “You seem to lead a life that encourages law enforcement to get involved in it.”
 
   I couldn’t really argue that so I cranked up the car and we headed back.
 
   Later in the afternoon I was in Spence’s room having some beer when Levi walked in wearing a blazer and khakis. “That,” I said as I pointed at him, “cannot be what you’re gonna wear tonight.”
 
   “No, I’m trying to put out fires for Ashley and I had to meet some concerned parents to talk about their daughter’s brief but disturbing career in Japanese porn. After watching ten minutes of that shit I’ll never eat sushi again.”
 
   “What did you tell them?” Spence asked.
 
   “That she should stick to her major, she really doesn’t have the tits for porn.” He looked around the room. “Dave’s not here? I need to talk to him about tonight. And where’s Rob?”
 
   “He’s crashed in my room,” I explained. “He was up all night guarding my door like a German shepherd. But if they’re both missing they may be fencing or shooting each other with crossbows out in the backyard.” He nodded and walked out.
 
   I looked at Spence and asked, “Do you think I’m a troublemaker, Spence? I mean, any more than the regular student here.”
 
   “That’s not a high bar you’re setting for yourself, Foster. But no, I mean nobody—Sheldon, Shannon, Brent, or even you will tell me about what happened last year. But nobody’s suggested you did anything wrong there, either. And the stuff with your father isn’t your fault, so we can rule that out. You drink too much, you smoke too much, you hop into bed with anything breathing.” He raised an eyebrow when he said that. “And you are kind of a dumb jock. But a ‘troublemaker’ isn’t the first word that comes to mind.”
 
   “What word does come to mind?”
 
   He gave me a concerned look and said, “Hopeless. But in a good-natured way, you’re not evil or anything.”
 
   I nodded. “Well...thanks? Come to my room when you’re ready to head down for the party. I’m gonna go check on Rob.” I headed out the door and tried to stay optimistic about tonight.
 
   Rob was gone when I walked into my room. I shut the door behind me and crashed on the bed and wondered if being hopeless was something that could be cured with a shot or some yoga or whatever.
 
   When I woke up Spence and Hunter were sitting on the couch watching Scooby Doo. I stretched and started digging around in my closet. I looked at Spence and he was wearing sweatpants and a hoodie. He had sunglasses perched on his head and was sipping from a fifth of something dark and dangerous looking. Hunter had on lacrosse shorts and a wife beater and he already looked chilly, but casual about it. I frowned at them and looked back in the closet. “Is that what you two are wearing for the party. It doesn’t really seem...original?”
 
   “It was your idea to keep the theme simple, Foster. This is how I go to class, and that’s how Hunter goes to class. You could wear a speedo or a cup or some rowing shorts downstairs, or we could strap your mattress to your back—that’s where you normally are during a class.” 
 
   I raised my arm and smelled my pit. “Do you think I should shower?”
 
   Hunter shrugged. “You just woke up, you’re all squinty and you have sheet marks on the side of your face. And that’s some good bedhead you have going on up there. Just throw something on and let’s go down to help set up.”
 
   I put on some flannel pajama bottoms I could barely get to stay tied around my waist and a long sleeve Hawthorne tee. I dug around and found some fuzzy slippers shaped like elephants with trunks rising up over the toes. I looked down at myself and hesitated. “I don’t look like some freshman girl, do I?”
 
   Hunter shook his head. “Bro, the way those pants are hanging off your hips and with what you can see between the buttons of your fly, I have serious doubts about anyone mistaking you for a girl.” We passed a joint and Spence’s bottle around until Quinn walked in. He was wearing nothing but a pair of cargo shorts and had a mismatched pair of shoes on his feet. He slid a hand over his abs and looked proud of himself.
 
   “What the hell,” I exhaled and asked, “is that...outfit, or whatever?”
 
   “Simple.” He explained, “I overslept for my physics exam the other morning, and I only had ten minutes to make it there and take the test. I didn’t realize I was dressed like this until I handed the exam in. I think the whole shirtless thing may get me some extra credit. The grad student looked up at me and when she saw I was shirtless she drooled a little. Those poor girls don’t get away from their cats, their romance novels, and their ice cream very much, I guess. But it’s a bitch walking around like this, I managed to put on two left shoes that morning.”
 
   “Why don’t you grab a right one for tonight?”
 
   He shook his head. “But that’s what’s so funny, you know, getting to class and seeing I had on one white shoe and one red one. I don’t want to ruin the effect.”
 
   I looked at his feet and I was about to point out the obvious, but I just shrugged and we headed downstairs. I ran into Yoda and Patrick at the bottom of the steps. Yoda grinned and reached up to pat me on the head. “We’re all set, Foster. I have a DJ that says he ‘gets’ the whole going to class theme and knows exactly what kind of ominous music to play. Patrick had a chat with Rob and Paul and he’ll be your personal bouncer for the evening. Just give him the word and he’ll happily crush anyone you ask him to.” He pointed around the rooms. “All of the TV’s and monitors will be playing webinars and taped lectures. Sheldon did some of his magic and occasionally a professor will be eaten by zombies or werewolves, a student will spontaneously combust, and an entire class of aerospace majors will sprout wings and fly out of windows.”
 
   I nodded. “I hope nobody does shrooms tonight.”
 
   Paul waved me into a corner and we stood watching the crowd grow. “Rob will be here any minute. I’ve got a squad car out front and one around the block, and there are plainclothes guys wandering around. If all else fails I understand Patrick’s willing to give up a life to defend you.”
 
   “You mean his life.”
 
   Paul clapped me on the shoulder and said, “I’m sure that’s what he meant. Maybe. Look, this should all go fine, I think things are getting back to normal. But I still want to catch up with you again.” He looked so...earnest, or sincere, that I grinned and nodded right away. We split up and I headed to the nearest keg.
 
   I was pouring a beer when Brent showed up beside me. “Just the bro I was looking for,” I told him. “Have you got anymore of those magic beans or whatever they are?”
 
   He patted his front pocket and looked alarmed. “Shit, I still have a few, but they’re upstairs. If you want I can—”
 
   “It’s okay, Brent.” I grinned. “The night’s just starting, I should probably stay reasonably coherent for the next hour or two.” I felt the crowd starting to collapse into itself, all of the sudden there wasn’t any room to move and I balanced my cup as I maneuvered toward the front door for some air. Before I could get to it the door opened and a group of people walked in wearing giant yellow chicken suits. I rubbed my eyes and wondered about the amount of pot I had smoked until the lead chicken pulled his head off and I saw Rob grinning. Two smaller chickens pulled theirs off and Dave and Levi started fist bumping the people who had gathered around them.
 
   I walked up to Rob and said, “Chicks going to class, well played.”
 
   He wiped his brow and left yellow feathers from his wing stuck to his forehead. “We went out and rented these today, it was Dave’s idea and Levi wanted to join in.” Rob looked a little disappointed at me and said, “I figured you’d have something more...original on, Foster.” He looked me up and down. “I like the elephant slippers, but you should watch those buttons on your fly—another trunk is trying to show itself.”
 
   I tugged at the front of my pants and asked Rob, “How are you supposed to protect me if you’re wearing that fuckin’ costume? You don’t think people might notice a giant yellow chicken following me around?”
 
   He was watching a TV mounted up in the corner. There was a fire-breathing dragon raining flames down on the bar district and a few people in the crowd watching gasped and covered their eyes. “I’m not sure how that plays into the theme, but Sheldon really is a genius. Anyway, Foster, we’ve got enough security on you to stop a small army from invading this place. Don’t worry about anything, just have some fun.” His arm slid out of some kind of slit in the costume and I could see the barrel of his gun poking out. He looked down at himself and said, “I hope there’s another one of those slits in the front of this thing—I have no idea what I’m gonna do if I have to take a leak.”
 
   I ran into Sheldon and Shannon admiring his work on one of the screens in the living room. Shannon told me, “Sheldon wanted to do one of these things with a giant alligator eating the rowing team, but I told him that would be a bad idea considering last fall.”
 
   I nodded and realized Spence was next to me and I took one of the beers he was offering. He looked around the room and grinned from ear to ear. “I feel like I’ve been a monk since all this shit with your father happened. I should have banged Dawn and Cindy when I had the chance.” Shannon scowled at him and he wandered off to find a hookup.
 
   I wandered around and couldn’t decide if the jammed rooms were making me feel safe or just claustrophobic. I ran into Beth and had to yell over the music to talk to her. “Hiya, Beth. Haven’t seen you since you were bouncing up and down on Mr. Smith’s dick. What’s new?”
 
   She looked around and asked, “Have you seen him? He disappeared last night, and I thought maybe I’d run into him here.”
 
   I shook my head. “He doesn’t seem like the frat party type. Maybe you should check the jail or some homeless shelters, something more his style.” I couldn’t tell her that part of me was hoping to run into him here, as well.
 
   She shrugged. “I can’t think of any homeless shelters around here, but I guess jail is a reasonable possibility.”
 
   I bent my knees so I could yell into her ear. “What are you doing with that guy, anyway? I mean, I don’t know you all that well but you don’t seem like a girl who hangs out at PreBar hooking up with armed skinheads.”
 
   She smirked at me. “People have lapses in judgment, Foster. I fucked you, too. And stand up straight, when you bend down your fly like, opens wide up.”
 
   I leered at her and yelled into her ear, “If you miss anything you see we can have a little reunion upstairs.”
 
   I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see John standing next to me. He was wearing the same tee and jeans from yesterday and I picked up a musky kind of odor coming from him. “I’m not sure she’s missing that monster all that much, Bo. I think she was pretty damn happy last night.” They started kissing, more like slobbering all over each other, and I moved on.
 
   I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket and there was a text from Phillip telling me he was having a hard time finding me in the crowd, and that he was in the backyard. I made my way to the back doors and the cool air washed over me and cleared some of the fog from my head. I saw him standing by the pool, he was in a sweatshirt and had his hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans. “Don’t freeze to death out here,” I told him. He jumped a little and walked over to me.
 
   He smiled and put his hand out for to me to shake, which seemed kind of awkward but I shook it. I pulled a joint out of the waistband of my pants and he offered me a lighter. “You must be a little cold out here, too,” he commented. “Those pajama bottoms look a little thin. And...breezy.”
 
   I fumbled to make sure all the buttons were still there and handed the joint to him. “It’s hot, and loud, inside.” I saw some shadows around the hot tub and pointed at it. “You wanna hop in there and warm up a little?” I pulled my shirt off and took a few steps.
 
   “I didn’t bring any—you know, I mean, naked in there? It looks kind of crowded, if I get wet—”
 
   “I’m fairly sure if you get in there you’ll get wet, bubbling water usually does that. But that’s okay, we could go up to my room, nobody’ll bother us.”
 
   He looked at my bare chest and shook his head a little. “Dave keeps telling me about the parties you have here. When I saw you the other day and then got that text I figured I’d come tonight and check it out. And see you,” he added quickly.
 
   “So, you want to go back inside, but you don’t want us to—”
 
   “Not like that. I mean, I guess we got that out of the way last semester. And it was—I was hoping we could maybe see each other again. But not like that, I mean like that but also hang out some, too.”
 
   I grinned. “Your standard friends with benefits scenario. I’m fine with that.”
 
   He wrinkled his brow. “Yeah, but not really, not exactly. I mean, you’re good friends with Dave, I thought we clicked, I thought maybe we could go on some...dates? I mean, Dave and I talk a lot, he seems to think maybe you should be a little more serious, maybe you should try some romance. Does that sound good to you?” He looked down at his feet and mumbled. “I think I’ve just realized something. You don’t really date guys, do you? You just caught me on a horny night last year, something like that.”
 
   I felt myself turning a little red and defensive. “I’m not sure exactly what Dave’s told you, what he thinks he has the right to tell you. But no, I don’t date guys.” Phillip looked so embarrassed and hurt, and cute, that I kept talking. “I mean Phillip, I don’t date, I don’t do romance. I don’t send people, anybody, flowers or candy or any of that shit, not for a girl or a guy.”
 
   He laughed and looked around. He focused on a couple of people standing on the roof and he said, “Like I said, I was hoping—but I understand.” He looked back at me and sighed. “I guess I sound like a high school girl with a crush who just got screwed by the quarterback. I was dumb enough to think something...special might happen. But you’re Foster, like he said. I’m going to go find Dave—”
 
   “He’s easy to spot, just look for the shortest guy in a chicken costume.”
 
   “Okay, that...helps. Anyway, it was good talking to you.”
 
   I grabbed his arm and I said, “Phillip, I’m sorry I’m not who you thought I might be. But if I sprout a romantic bone I’ll call you, okay? Because if I was looking for something like that you’d be at the top of the list.”
 
   “Sure. Okay.” He walked back inside and I waited a minute or so before I went in. I made my way to the living room and the crowd had parted enough to give the chickens room to break dance. I saw Phillip watching them and when he noticed me he grinned a little and I was glad. 
 
   The beer and pot had eased my tension some and I wandered through the room until I ran into Quinn. “Foster! This has got to be the best party of the semester!” He pulled out his phone and looked around. “Sorry, Bro.” He told me, “I need to run, I just got a text from this girl I met in the dining room.” He tugged on his shorts and grinned. “Duty calls. But hey, if she’s into it we can find you before we head upstairs. Or even if she shoots me down there’s nothing stopping you and me from going upstairs, right?”
 
   He looked a little hopeful but I threw my arm around his shoulders and spoke directly into his ear. “Rob’s heading out tomorrow, I think.” I pointed at him as he was flapping around the dance floor. “I want to spend a little more time with him before he takes off.”
 
   Quinn smiled and slid his hand around the waistband of my pants. “Okay, but don’t rule it out in the future.” He started heading toward the dining room and I felt a little relieved.
 
   I shoved and slid through the crowd until I got to the front row of people watching the chickens dance. A few girls had joined them and it looked like some kind of bizarre mating ritual invented in the Amazon jungle. Rob hopped over to me and yelled through his beak, “Everything okay with you?” He scanned the crowd.
 
   I grabbed him by a wing and pulled him closer. “Everything’s fine, nobody’s bothering me. You don’t have to keep studying the crowd for kidnappers.”
 
   The chicken head swung back and forth. “It’s not that, I’m just hoping somebody is getting some good pics! The guys back at the agency will be jealous as hell!”
 
   “It’ll be all over YouTube by morning, don’t worry about it.” He nodded and began hopping and flapping again.
 
   I had a bad case of the munchies and made my way to the kitchen. There were a few guys raiding the fridge and a few couples making out, but it was a lot quieter than the rest of the house and I sighed in relief. I noticed Britt sitting on the countertop and walked over to her. She was wearing sweat pants and a bikini top and looked a little pouty. “Hiya, Britt.” I stood in front of her and she spread her legs a little so I could slide between them and peck her on the cheek. “What’s with the sad face? Aren’t you having fun?”
 
   She put her hands on my shoulders and pulled me even closer. “Let’s head upstairs, Foster. Not for...that, let’s just go up there and cuddle on the couch, watch some TV or something.”
 
   I grinned and pointed at the buttons on my fly. “Look, easy access! We could screw our brains out right here and now, nobody would even notice.” I pushed forward and put my hands on her hips to demonstrate.
 
   She slapped me across the face and I was surprised at the effort, the strength she put into it. “Go find that Beth skank, or some other sorority girl, or Quinn or Rob or somebody. I’m not sure what or who you’re looking for tonight, but it’s not me. We’ve already hit the sheets twice this week and your attention, your interest, seems to be wandering these days. I was just hoping we could do something...”
 
   I thought about Phillip. “Romantic?”
 
   She shook her head. “I wouldn’t push you that far out of your comfort zone. I just thought we could balance out the friends with benefits deal we have going on. Maybe a little more like, friendship?” She pushed me back, hopped off the counter, and disappeared out the door.
 
   I heard disco music, of all things, coming from the living room. I made my way back in and if anything the crowd was packed tighter together. I could see yellow wings poking above the mass of people and everyone was semi-bouncing and hopping to the music. I couldn’t take the heat of all those bodies and looked for some kind of open space in the crowd where I could cool off. Somebody came up behind me and put their hands on my hips. I heard John speak into my ear, “I hope you saved a dance for me.” He tugged on my waistband and I followed him out the front door of the house. He looked around. “I should have guessed there wouldn’t be a keg on the front porch, that sucks.”
 
   I pointed at the side of the house. “There’s a one-for-the-road keg next to the parking lot, let’s grab a beer over there.” We walked around the corner and poured some beer. He offered me a cigarette and we just stood there and smoked for a minute or two.
 
   He reached over and tweaked my left nipple and laughed. “I think you’re cold.”
 
   I nodded. “And these pants are a little breezy.”
 
   He looked down and said, “No doubt. Let’s go inside and—”
 
   “We could go to my room. We could—”
 
   He shook his head. “Too...visible. I mean, obvious or whatever. Is there somewhere else we could do this? Somewhere we can go that we’re not gonna have your whole security team listening through the door?”
 
   I pointed at a ramp leading down to the basement door. “We could go to the basement through there. We could do—we could handle things down there.” He nodded and followed me into the basement. It was quiet and kind of dark down there but every once in a while I’d hear a moan or a couch bouncing against a wall.
 
   He pointed at the door to the weight room. “What’s in there?”
 
   “Some gym shit, and there’s a sauna.”
 
   He ground his cigarette out on the concrete floor and said, “Let’s go in there. I want to get this started before either of us changes our mind.” We went into the room and I turned the key in the deadbolt so nobody could wander in. I pointed at the sauna in the far corner and we made our way over. While he was walking he stripped off his shirt and threw it on the floor. He stopped me just before I opened the door and pressed me against the wall. His mouth was close to mine and I winced a little at the beer and cigarette smoke smells hitting me. His hands were fumbling with the drawstring on my pants and I wondered why he was even bothering.
 
   “So.” I grinned and went ahead and asked, “How ‘bout that dance?”
 
   I already knew how he was going to answer that question and I tensed my abs. His fist still felt like it was going to rip right through my gut and pop out of my back holding a kidney or some other vital organ. I wrapped my arms around his and pushed off the wall with both feet, and we went flying into a rack full of weights behind him. It didn’t tip over but it rocked a little, and a few small discs fell onto the floor beside us.
 
   He rolled me over on my back and had my arms pinned to the floor. “This is going to be like your first prom, Foster. You’ll never forget this dance.” He jammed his knee into my balls and I saw stars. He started to lean down and tell me something else and I forced my head up and into his face. I felt his nose crunch against my forehead and I was able to throw him off of me.
 
   We both stood up about five feet apart and he spit some blood on the floor. I wanted to know, “Is this, like a gay bashing or just general hostility, or something equally as stupid, Mr. Smith?” I tried to figure who had the advantage at this point, but I was stumped.
 
   He shook his head and I watched a little arc of blood fly off the end of his nose. “No particular reason.” He showed some teeth but it wasn’t a smile. “I do what I want.”
 
   I started tensing back up and I knew neither one of us was done, yet. “Then what is it, Bo? It’s got to have a ‘reason’. Is it about my father and Megan, are you a survivalist or just a passionate conservative or something? Is it about Beth?”
 
   He looked at me and I noticed he was slowly squatting a little. I could see the muscles in his legs through his jeans and he was becoming a cougar or something about to pounce. “It may have started out like that, but now it’s something simpler than that. I’ve watched you run around and use your good looks, your money, your so-called charm, and that thing hanging between your legs to get away with anything—with everything. You need to be knocked down a few rungs on the ladder of your life, I just decided I’m the one to do it. Basically, you rub me the wrong way.”
 
   He launched himself at me and even though I had a few inches and few pounds on him I was surprised at how hard the hit was. We stumbled back into some piece of equipment behind me and plates of weights and pulleys and shit rained down on us. I felt a length of wire slide down my shin like a potato peeler. I saw his bicep and right shoulder tense and tried to lean into him to block the punch. He froze and trembled and stared at his right hand.
 
   There was pin, a small metal rod from something, and it had pierced his palm and was sticking about two inches out the other side. I felt the room sliding sideways as I watched him pull his hand off the pin and he pushed me backward. I managed to get one solid punch to connect with his jaw as I stumbled back and my feet were tangled up in weights and cords and I fell on my ass. The edge of something heavy cracked against the corner of my left eye and I was beginning to have my doubts about coming out of this in one piece. I decided I would settle for just breathing.
 
   He must have been thinking the same thing because he seemed to hesitate as he stared down at me. Then he tilted his head and spit out a couple of teeth and they landed on my bare chest. His eyes rolled in their sockets and he dropped down and jammed his knee into my abs and any thought about winning this shit shot out of me with the air he had knocked out of my lungs. He covered me like I was a mat he was doing pushups on. Then he did the thing that we both knew was going to happen at some point.
 
   He lowered his mouth to mine and the urgency of the kiss was kind of a shock. The blood was running off his nose and out of his mouth and I felt like a vampire in some kind of demented rugby match. He flattened himself on top of me and it was all I could do to turn my head and start retching. I rasped out, “Are you done, now? I don’t mean to get all dramatic on you, but if this isn’t over yet then one of us is gonna have to die in this room.”
 
   He nodded and the sweat and blood had our chests suctioned together. “I don’t really think either one of us has all that much to lose. I still have one more thing planned for you, and after that I figure you’ll wish you were dead. It’s going to involve you bent over one of those weight benches, and I’m not your buddy Phillip. I heard what you said out there to him, and I can guarantee there ain’t gonna be any romance involved.”
 
   We started to wrestle, to grapple for advantage and things went from bad to worse when he managed to use his shoulder against the wall to get up off the floor. The first kick from the pointed tip of his boot caught me just under the ribs of my left side and he paused to survey the hurt in my face. He had his thumbs tucked into his jeans and his fingers were tapping against the denim around his crotch.
 
   I felt this strong pull in my body, it was like this itching trembling feeling rolling down my spine into my hips. The boot struck pay dirt again and I felt a warmth on my side that felt like maybe my spleen or pancreas or something was calling for a timeout. That trembling and tension just kept building in me, and as I felt my balls tighten and every muscle in my body flutter and clench I realized this wasn’t me just busting a nut on a Saturday night, it was my brain, my soul, trying to pulse and spew out of my body and splash as far away as it could get from me. It made me moan and I started feeling a coldness seeping in under everything else that was burning and stinging and falling apart.
 
   “Foster, are you still with me, Bo? Don’t fade out just yet, I wanna make sure you feel the first part of our next dance.” He gave me one more half-hearted kick and left his boot resting on my chest.
 
   I couldn’t believe I had the strength or the will but I said, “We’re both gonna feel this dance, mother fucker.” It felt like lifting a full keg but my aim was true and the five-pound disc in my right hand swung up over my chest and I could hear and feel his knee imploding as the weight crashed into it. He crumpled down on top of me, and as I felt both of our bodies trembling and twitching and bleeding and letting go I fell into a warm, deep, sleep.
 
   


  
 

Diagnosis
 
   There was this Middle-Eastern looking guy staring down at me and my initial reaction was to swing first and ask questions later, but I was pinned down and frozen flat on my back. I glanced around the room for any signs of John but the pain of trying to move was just too much to handle. My body started rattling off some kind of post-war damage report to my brain—it felt like I might be sprouting some kind of rhino horn from my forehead, I was blind in my left eye, my ribs told my brain something catastrophic had happened to them, the bruises were calling out from all over like little abandoned infantrymen spread over a battlefield, and my nuts felt like two bowling balls wedged between my legs. I moaned and the foreign guy came back into the view of my right eye.
 
   “The patient is waking himself, this is time for...rejoicing? No...Happiness?—yes, but most important is that the one eye is opened and the immense pain of his being is removing his coma.”
 
   I saw a stethoscope around the guy’s neck but his face kept fading in and out. “Gustav? Is that you? I don’t think this suit fits me all that well.”
 
   “It’s okay, Foster.” I heard Rob’s voice and wondered if the frat house had been bombed or something, but I kept seeing John’s face in my blind left eye. “You’re in the campus infirmary, you’re pretty fucked up—”
 
   The foreign doctor guy protested. “He is in stable condition, he is being far from, as you say, the ‘fucked up’ condition. I see much worse when there is a home soccer match here. The damage is usually spread over ten people, this is just more...concentrated. It simply saves me from running from room to room.” He leaned down to my right eye until all I could see was his left eyebrow coming closer and closer. “Are you hearing this, Jacob? Are you of comprehension, do you hear my English?”
 
   “I hear something really close to English, thanks for asking. Rob, are you still here?”
 
   “Absolutely, just tell us what we can do, what you need, okay?” I saw yellow spots of things falling out of his hair.
 
   “Where is he? Smith’s still alive, isn’t he?” I tried to get up but Rob’s hand held me down.
 
   “He’s down the highway in the intensive care unit of the county hospital. You may feel like hell but he’s worse—there’s some internal bleeding, fractured jaw, shattered nose, and from what the doctors say nothing much is left of his knee.”
 
   My doctor tapped the bandage on my forehead and that rhino horn started splintering through my skull again. “You, my patient, have many impressive contusions and abrasions, some ribs that need healing, and enormously swollen testicles. And might I add, while I was performing my examination all of the nurses were very impressed of your genital area, even I took notice. Do you mind if we take photos of that area? The nurses have requested this.”
 
   “Whatever. What about my damn eye? I can’t see anything!” 
 
   He gently touched my temple and I realized that side of my head was wrapped in enough gauze to make a mummy happy. “The eye itself is resting, it will wake and be normal once the swelling removes itself and the stitches are taken out of your brow.”
 
   I tried to move my hands again and the doctor started pulling Velcro straps off my arms. “You were most active when you arrived. We attempted to sedate you but even when I exceeded the safe limit the medication had no visibly effects. I am proposing the enormous amount of blood hibernating in your elephant-like penis allows you to absorb a great amount of medications with very little of the normal effect. And I think you will recover from your...I think the technical term appropriate would be ‘ass kicking’, I think you will make a full recovery.” He shook his head and stated, “The Gods have blessed you with as much muscle as they have good looks and obvious fertilizing ability, but he may have reduced your intelligence to compensate. I am going to update your chart, there is much notations to be made. And I’ll have a nurse come in and take those photos when you’re ready.” He nodded and half-bowed around the room and then walked out the door.
 
   I was feeling around the tube coming out of my left wrist when I saw Dave lean over the bed. “I’m glad you’re alive, Foster. When I saw Rob and Paul pulling you up the steps to the parking lot I thought—”
 
   “Don’t get all gay weepy over me, Dave. I’m right here, I’m alive.”
 
   He gave me an odd look and said. “No shit, I knew you were alive, I was just hoping that asshole hadn’t done anything permanent to your face. I know how much you count on your good looks to get you through life.”
 
   “Anyway,” Spence spoke up. “Mr. John Smith is heading straight to federal prison after he heals a little bit. You don’t need to worry about him for a long fuckin’ time.”
 
   I shook my head a little. “That seems harsh, it was a fistfight, nothing special. Things just got a little...out of hand. For all you know I started it.”
 
   Rob shook his head. “Paul got a warrant and we searched Smith’s car. He had the floor plan to the frat house, your class schedule, two pistols, a stun gun, some plastic explosives, chloroform, duct tape, some Cheetos,  some garbage bags, and...a saw. He meant to do you some great fucking harm, Foster.”
 
   I considered that and then said, “I dunno, that evidence seems kind of...circumstantial, don’t ya think?”
 
   Spence spoke up. “Rob forgot to mention the flash drive they found—it had a whole lot of twisted fucking things that douche had planned for you. If he had managed to get you away from the house you wouldn’t even be...well, whatever.”
 
   Rob sounded a little pissed but mainly concerned when he asked, “How did the two of you get downstairs without anyone seeing you? And we all knew that guy was shady, why would you agree to just disappear with him like that?”
 
   I attempted to shrug but it hurt too much. “I just wanted to figure him out, I guess. Maybe I knew it was gonna end up like that, maybe I wanted to push it forward and see how hard he pushed back. At first I thought he had a grudge against me because of my father and Megan. He was such a skinhead psycho kind of douche that I thought maybe if I kicked his ass he’d run away with his tail between his legs. That was an epic failure of judgment on my part.”
 
   “By the amount of blood splattered on the walls and the couple of tons of equipment tossed around I’d have to say somebody was looking to do more than just kick some ass,” Dave said. “Did something else happen down there? Never mind, Foster, I’m not even sure I want to know.” He gave me an odd smile that felt like it had some pity in it and then he stared out the window.
 
   “Who found us?” I asked Rob, “How did you figure out where I was?”
 
   He turned a little red and shook his head. “It was the Phillip kid, you know, the guy who posed for the pics in front of the statue with us. He asked Paul where you were and Yoda or somebody said they saw you walking out the door with Smith. As soon as I heard that we all split up and started searching the house and the lawn. Somebody down in the basement told me they’d heard a bunch of shit going on in the weight room. By the time we got that door open the two of you were passed out on the floor and bleeding all over the place.”
 
   “How did you get that door open?” I asked. “It was locked from inside.”
 
   Dave spoke up, “You can thank Patrick for that. He threw himself against that door and the door frame just kind of disintegrated—which is pretty damn amazing since it was a metal frame. He’s down the hall with a dislocated shoulder. The nurses are shoving food and meds under the door for him, nobody will actually go into the room until he gets a little more sedated.”
 
   “No doubt. Maybe I could slide a get well card and a pizza under the door, he’d like that.” I asked Rob, “So what’s John Smith’s story? Did some ultra right-wing group send him here on a suicide mission or somethin’ like that?”
 
   “Not exactly, and his real name is—get this—Milton Hornwell.”
 
   “You’re shittin’ me.”
 
   “I shit you not, Foster. His folks call him Junior, and they kicked him out of the house a year ago. Evidently his Mom’s a fan of true-crime TV, and she claims Junior was making her a little nervous. According to her he liked to set fire to barns and whatnot, he got caught peeking into a lot of windows, and she thought he seemed a little too attached to some of the barnyard animals they had. She told me she wasn’t a forensic scientist but she knew enough to believe Junior was one checkmark on the list away from becoming a full-fledged psychopath. But when one of the agents interviewed their neighbors they had a different story. They said Junior's parents operated a fairly productive meth lab tucked away in some hills, and they kicked him out when he started using more than he was selling. And Paul found a bunch of steroids and Adderall and some other stuff in his car. The neighbors said that until he discovered meth he was a harmless guy. The shrinks at the hospital think if he survives and makes it through a rehab program he might actually be a good kid.”
 
   I tried to shift in the bed and all I could do was moan. “Well, good for him. And I hope that rehab place is on the other side of the planet, because if I ever lay eyes on him again I’ll kill him, plain and simple.” Rob nodded and held up his cell phone like he had a call as he disappeared out into the hall. 
 
   Spence slid a chair up to the bed and said, “I’m trying to figure out what to do about your mother. Some idiot from here called her to check your prescription history or allergies or whatever and she’s gone thermonuclear. I talked her out of flying here to see you, I told her it would be like a concerned mom running out on a football field after her son got tackled. It was just a stupid fistfight at a fraternity party and you’d be fine.” He looked at me and seemed a little hesitant when he asked, “You will be fine, won’t you, Jake?”
 
   I grinned and I felt how raw and crooked my smile was. “Sure, I’ll be fine. All this shit will heal, and we’ll have an Over My Dead Body party at Halloween. Everything’s good, Bro, it’s all going to be okay.”
 
   They looked happy and hopeful, and I knew I had just told the biggest lie of my life.
 
   The End
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A Gator Tale Excerpt:
 
    
 
   .........Before I could respond the rear doors to the hall slammed open and what looked like the Creature from the Black Lagoon stood there, dripping. I studied the figure for a while and realized it was Cooper Parker, and I knew immediately that the cookout discussion was going to be replaced with something more ominous.
 
   When Cooper started moving down the aisle to the stage people grimaced and covered their noses. He was covered in all kinds of swamp muck and there was what looked like seaweed or Spanish moss draped over one shoulder. He noticed it and plucked it off, dropping it on the plush carpet with a squishy splat.
 
   “I hope I’m in time to make a report to everybody!” I motioned him up to the podium and he walked up to it, leaving black muddy footprints behind him. He cleared his throat. “I just got back from checking out the causeway and I heard about this meeting. Figured I’d give everybody a report on what I found.” He looked around for Bucky but he finally settled his eyes on me and I nodded for him to go ahead.
 
   Sam spoke up and told Cooper, “I’m here from FEMA.” There were more boo’s from the audience and he winced. “And after you tell us what you found I’d like to officially debrief you.”
 
   Cooper considered that and said, “Well Mr. FEMA-man, I’ll tell you what I saw—but you stay out of my briefs!” He looked back at me. “Rumpholt, is this some friend of yours?”
 
   Sam looked at me and I glared at Cooper. “Just go ahead and give us a scouting report, Cooper!”
 
   Cooper slicked his wild hair back and patted himself down one more time to shake off the muck. “So, okay. I was out in the swamp collecting water moccasins—you know, to sell their venom to the hospital for a little extra cash. Anyway, I had just made it to the edge of the mainland when the first squalls from the storm started to hit. I should have just stayed there, found some shelter, but like an idiot I decided to head back here. The storm hit and I spent most of the night with my boat tied up to a tree with a bag of angry snakes on board—it’s not as fun as it sounds.
 
   “Anyway, I tried to follow the causeway back to the island, but it’s completely submerged. And judging by the way the current was moving there are some spots where it may just be gone.” The crowd in the hall groaned a little. “So, yeah, it’s about as bad as I’ve ever seen it—and the channel next to it isn’t really any better. The whole swamp—all of the creeks, all of the marshes, everything—it’s full of debris. I could barely make it through the logs and trash and shit that’s piled up. My guess is that it’ll be a week or maybe even two before anybody from the mainland can make it out here.”
 
   I relaxed a little bit with that report and said, “Well there you go, folks. It’s a little bit worse than average but we’ll be fine for a week or so. Everything can be business as usual around here, no need to—”
 
   “Well, Rumpholt, I wouldn’t exactly say that. I haven’t told you about Jolly Roger, yet.”
 
   I didn’t really want to, but I went ahead and asked. “Okay, Cooper. Who’s Jolly Roger?”
 
   Betty chimed in. “Well, Chief, Mayor…Jason, Jolly Roger is just a myth! It is a legend that’s so old nobody even talks about it anymore, it’s no wonder you haven’t heard of it. The older pirates—excuse me—Parkers, they used to talk about giant alligators living out in the swamp. Whenever a Parker or a Rumpholt would disappear from the island they’d blame it on those gators. Supposedly the king of the gators was over twenty feet long, and somehow he got named ‘Jolly Roger’. The Parkers probably named him that after he swallowed a few Rumpholts. After that anytime something odd would happen they would say, ‘It’s Jolly Roger again!” Of course that was about 250 years ago, at least. Even if there had been a giant alligator around here it would be long dead by now.”
 
   Cooper was stomping his feet and swinging his arms in protest, and his swamp stink was coming at me in waves. I swore to never drink alcohol again. He started yelling at the crowd. “If that wasn’t Jolly Roger than it was his long-lost cousin, or great grandson, or something like that! I’m telling you, right after the storm passed I was taking a break from bailing my little boat out, and I guess the moccasins had finally settled down for a nap or something. That’s when I heard the most terrible bellowing throaty kind of noise—like the devil himself was snoring. When I finally got my little outboard started I was struggling to get through all the crap in the water, and trying to put as much distance as I could between me and that god-awful sound! I made it out of the swamp and was winding my way back to the island—there are so many new sandbars and channels it’s going to take forever to learn ‘em all—anyway, just when I thought I had made it here this giant beast comes cruising right at me! It swam up right beside and it was as twice as long as the boat! Maybe it wasn’t ol’ Jolly Roger himself but it was sure as hell a man-eater!”
 
   The crowd was on the edge of their seats listening to Cooper’s gator tale. I realized this was just going to make things crazier on the island and tried to cut him off from getting anybody more worked up. “Now, Cooper, if this Jolly Roger thing was that big—a ‘man eater’ like you say, then what are you doing standing here? Shouldn’t you be in his belly right now?” I hoped the crowd would see some logic in that question.
 
   Cooper looked extremely proud of himself. “Well,” he explained, “the gator was closing in and I had to do something! So I shook that bag of snakes as hard as I could and threw it right in front of him! The gator swallowed the bag whole and then started thrashing around like a rabid beaver! His tail hit the side of my jon boat and flipped it over and I was thrown into the water. I’m not sure if he spit the snake bag out or if was stuck in his throat, but the next thing he went after was the propeller on the outboard. While he was taking out his hostility on my boat I managed to get to the shore and climb out of the water!”
 
   The crowd was eating all of this up, so to speak. Somebody yelled, “He probably passed on eating you when he smelled you!” Cooper looked at me and I just wrinkled my nose and nodded.
 
   “Anyway,” Cooper said, “without any help from the mainland we’re going to have to deal with Jolly Roger ourselves!”
 
   I tried to make a rational argument for why this wasn’t something else to worry about. “If the alligator ate a bag of venomous snakes and then tried to swallow a boat motor don’t you think he’s either dead or heading back to the swamp? I read somewhere the only thing that protects a gator from a snake is their skin, or hide, whatever. If he swallowed the whole bag he has to be dead, they would be biting him from the inside.” The crowd murmured and seemed to agree with my theory.
 
   “Well, Jason, I’ve heard that too. I’ve also heard if you rub a gator on his belly he’ll go all still and docile. Would you like to hop out there in the water and test either one of those theories, dumbass?” He pointed at me and then pointed at the big screen behind me. “Take a good look at that screen, everybody! It’s got to be at least twenty-feet wide, and I’m telling y’all that’s how long Jolly Roger was from his nose to the end of his tail!”
 
   Sam and I looked at each other and he just shrugged. “This is really your jurisdiction, Mayor Rumpholt. I can double check but I’m fairly sure FEMA doesn’t get involved in man-eating alligator disasters.” The three of us were standing there at the podium and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to punch Sam or Cooper first, then I reminded myself that they both towered over me.
 
   “Okay, Cooper.” I tried to get myself off the hook for dealing with Jolly Roger. “Tourist season is over. Mullet Festival ended three days ago. It’ll just be us for the fall and winter, as usual. All we have to do is just stay out of the water for a while and it’ll go back into the swamp where it belongs. It’s gotta eat, it’ll head back and eat deer or raccoons or pine cones or whatever those things like to munch on, and we’ll be done with it.” The crowd looked pleased and I felt like I was making some headway as their leader.
 
   Cooper kept arguing. “What if it doesn’t go away? What if it’s here next spring? We all make a lot of money off the tourists, it’s what keeps us going all year! How am I supposed to do my eco-tours when there’s a gator snacking on people?” I was kind of at a loss on that one because he did have a point.
 
   Betty chimed in, “Mr. Cooper, exactly how do you think we should handle this? What would you have us do? Do any of us have giant alligator traps sitting around? Do you want to go out on the Chief’s boat and track it down? Maybe Jason and Sam and you can all go out together and kill it?”
 
   Cooper slapped his hand on the podium and a clump of mud hit me on the side of the head. “Betty, that’s exactly what I was thinking! We can go out there and find it, get a chain or a net around it, and then either take it back to the swamp or shoot the hell out of it. I personally vote for killing it! And,” he smiled at the crowd, “I’ll only charge fifty grand to lead the expedition. But I will need a new boat—a bigger boat.”
 
   Betty looked pissed. “Do you really think Mr. Cooper, that this is some kind of shark movie? You know—a man-eater, three men going out to kill it, saving the tourist season for the town and generally being heroes? You may want to stop and think about that one, as I recall that movie ends with the leader of the expedition being swallowed.” Cooper got a little pale as he pondered that.
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